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Ann can’t tolerate the new guy assigned to her camera crew.
She’s been in journalism long enough to know when someone
is full of himself. And this guy is so full of himself, he can’t
seem to point the camera in the right direction. Her latest
assignment in Brazil, seemed harmless enough, but now she’s
in over her head and the only way out is to trust the man that
helped put her in the line of fire to begin with. 

 

Ethan is ex-special forces with a stellar record and long
resume of top secret missions. Leaving the military was a
tough decision, but working for himself provides the freedom
he loves. Taking the occasional high-profile security job helps
pay the bills and keep his need for excitement at bay. When he
takes an undercover job for an old client, his years of training
and experience are put to the test. However, babysitting the
senator’s daughter proves to be a challenge he can hardly
resist.
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Dedication
 

To all the guardians and
protectors among us.

We are grateful for your service.
 



Prologue
 

Ethan had never cut it this close on a job before. His face and
arms were covered in black paint. The black shirt and pants he
wore were one of his standard uniforms, one he’d been
wearing for as long as he could remember.

 

As he crouched down behind the small air conditioning unit
next to the recently renovated house, he swore he’d never cut
it this close again.

 

He watched as the four men argued over the small body. Was
the kid still alive? Even though it wasn’t part of his guarantee
for the job, he hoped so.

 

He had less than five minutes before the final call that would
decide the fate of the boy. It was now or never. Rushing from
his position, he scaled the side wall in a blink of an eye, then
quickly made it around the small house until he was standing
at the back door. It took less than thirty seconds to open the
locked door and even less time to make it to the end of the
hallway. Since he was in all black, he doubted the four
kidnappers could see him in the darkened room. He was
standing just two feet away from them, in plain sight, as the
men continued to argue.

 

The leader, a short, balding man by the name of Miles Collins,
slammed his gun down on the table and told everyone to shut
up. When the room was silent, Miles picked up a small
cellphone from the table and dialed a number as he walked
towards the back of the house. As he spoke, Ethan silently
picked off each of the three remaining men.

 



He rushed behind the first and snapped his neck before the
other two could respond. The second quietly went down with a
quick punch to the throat. If Miles heard anything, it was only
a quick intake of breath from the third man as Ethan’s knife
slid silently into his throat. Miles continued to talk on the
phone as Ethan picked up his gun from the table and pointed it
at the back of the man’s head.

 

“Move and you’re dead, just like your buddies.”

 

Miles tensed as he held the phone up to his ear.

 

“Commander here, the room is secure,” Ethan said to the room
as Miles slowly dropped the phone to the floor in shock.

 

Just then, Ethan heard a small noise behind him. As he turned
to check what it was, Miles spun around with his fist and
clocked him on the side of his ear. Ethan didn’t even blink, but
just looked at the shorter man and slowly wiped the blood
from his ear.

 

“You shouldn’t have done that.” Ethan used the butt of the gun
to make a dent in the man’s forehead. As the man hit the floor
in a heap of unconscious bad guy, Ethan turned to see the
eight-year-old boy lying on the table, staring at him like he
was Superman.

 

“Are you a GI Joe?” the boy asked. Ethan chuckled and
thought about it.

 

“Sure, kid. Let’s get you home to your dad.” He walked
forward and lifted the small boy from the table and carried him
out into the night.



 

 



Chapter One

Five years later…              

 

A nn couldn’t stand the man! How much more was she
supposed to take? He was constantly late. Half the time he
forgot his equipment. The rest of the time he was too busy
checking himself in the mirror or flirting with her female staff
to do his job properly.

 

But today was the absolute worst. He’d actually shown up to
work with a scantily dressed Brazilian woman on each arm.
Not to mention that he was over half an hour late.

 

They were in Brazil to cover the Carnival and most of her
crew had enjoyed the festival. Even she’d even gone out last
night and walked around, enjoying the sights, sounds, and
food. Who wouldn’t want to?

 

But seeing the two women plastering their naked bodies all
over him this morning did something to her. Nathan Cruz had
only been working on her crew for three weeks. He’d been
hired by her boss, Anthony, and when she’d complained about
him, Anthony had just smirked and told her it was out of his
hands. What did that even mean?

 

She’d had a problem with Nathan the minute she’d met him.
He’d seemed so self-absorbed and huge. The man had arms
the size of elephant trunks, and his neck was as thick as her
thighs. Ann had known many men like him; self-absorbed,
every one of them.

 



He probably spent more time at a gym than he did watching
the news or learning about what was going on in the world.
You needed to be up on current events if you wanted to stay
working for one of the top media outlets. Of course, the man
was just behind the camera. She supposed the extra muscles
came in handy when it came time to lug all that heavy
equipment around.

 

Her last cameramen, Albert, had been a short, frail-looking
older man. She and the two other guys in her four-man crew,
Joe and Mark, had always had to help him unload the
equipment.

 

But as she, Joe, and Mark stood around waiting for Nathan,
she decided what needed to be done. When they made it back
to Austin, she was going to make it her mission to see that
Nathan got his pink slip.

 

It wasn’t as if she was a tyrant. She’d even bought the whole
crew drinks their first night in Brazil. She tried to enjoy herself
around the three men. Joe and Mark had been on her crew for
a few years and she felt somewhat comfortable around them.
But with Nathan there, she just couldn’t seem to loosen up.

 

She thought he was very attractive, so maybe that had a lot to
do with it. Sexual tension was always a good reason to be
nervous around someone. But with him it was more. She
couldn’t explain it, but it was almost as if he went out of his
way to piss her off.

 

That first night, he’d only drunk one beer and the rest of the
evening had just sat around flirting with any woman that
walked by, which happened to be a lot of women. He flirted
with everyone except her.

 



Maybe that was it. She was used to getting hit on by
coworkers, especially attractive ones. But Nathan went out of
his way not to hit on her, which made her believe that he had
something against her. Or that he was flirting with other
women to see her reaction. Whatever it was, she wasn’t buying
his act. At least she thought it was an act.

 

Now as he approached the van, he had a wicked smile
plastered on his face. She crossed her arms and grinned back,
thinking about getting him fired.

 

“Sorry I’m late, boss. I found these two and we got to talking.”
She watched as the women blushed.

 

Yeah, I bet they were just talking, Ann thought.

 

“We had to carry all your gear out here ourselves. You owe Joe
and Mark an apology.”

 

He walked over and gave Mark a high five. One of the women
walked over and gave Joe a kiss on his cheek, making the
older man blush.

 

She realized that they were pretty much ignoring her, and she
felt like she was just being a nagging woman.

 

They’d been in Brazil for over a week covering the festivals,
and she’d had enough of all three of them. Somehow Nathan
had gotten closer to Mark and Joe in the last week than she
had in the last three years, which made her feel extremely
annoyed and hurt.

 



As everyone piled in the van, she watched as the two young
woman tried to get in. She held her arm over the door and
blocked them, looking over to Nathan.

 

“They can’t come along.” She had yet to understand his
expressions; his hazel eyes hid his emotions too well. But right
now she assumed he was annoyed.

 

“She’s right, girls,” he said. She heard the standard pouting
objections from both women who turned and kissed him one
after another, then walked away.

 

Finally, they got in the van and headed out. Now they were
late for the meeting with her source, whom she hadn’t told her
crew about. Everyone was still under the impression that they
were meeting Isabella Torres, this year’s Carnival Queen.

 

“Where did you say this meeting was?” Joe asked as he drove
the narrow side streets. Ann gave him directions and once the
van started climbing the hills towards the slums, everyone got
very quiet.

 

Finally Mark leaned forward and asked, “Ann, are you going
to tell us why we are meeting the queen of the carnival up here
in the favelas?”

 

“We aren’t.” She sat forward in her seat as she felt the thrill
and excitement of disobeying her boss set in.

 

“What exactly are we doing up here, then?” Joe asked, while
keeping his eyes on the ever-narrowing streets.

 



“We are meeting a man about a job.” She knew she was being
vague, but she didn’t want anyone to chicken out. Especially
since she knew the story could earn her world recognition, and
possibly even the Pulitzer.

 

“Tell me this isn’t another scheme to get a Pulitzer.” Joe
looked over at her.

 

She waited to answer them until they pulled in front of a small,
brightly colored yellow building. Laundry hung from wires
and ropes across the entrance of the alleyway. There were
brightly colored designs on the houses that she knew marked
each house and its occupant’s loyalties to a particular drug
lord.

 

Heitor, her source, was standing in the doorway, looking a
little nervous. She’d met him late last night while she’d been
enjoying the carnival. She’d just stepped out after dealing with
Nathan when a large Brazilian man had approached her. He
was an older man and at first he’d scared her, since he’d
approached her from behind. He’d tried to pull her into the
alleyway by her arm, and when she’d resisted, he’d told her
that he knew she was a journalist, that he’d been watching her
at her hotel as she covered the carnival. At first she’d shivered,
thinking that someone had followed her, watched her. Then
he’d gone into quick detail about what he did and who he
worked for. Nathan had stepped out of the hotel and had
started walking towards them, so she’d arranged to meet him
today. He’d pushed a piece of paper into her hand with the
address and directions to the meeting after he’d told her the
time.

 

She’d asked if he would be willing to go on camera with his
story, but he’d shaken his head and left quickly as Nathan had
approached her. He’d acted like she’d been in trouble, but she



just laughed at him and tried to have a good time getting lost
in the crowd.

 

She didn’t know why Heitor wanted the interview. She was
sure he must have been marked for death already for him to
take such a bold step.

 

“Heitor, I’m sorry we’re late.” She glared in Nathan’s
direction. “We can be set up in under five minutes.”

 

“I’m sorry, miss, I thought you were coming alone. I’ve
changed my mind about talking to you.” The man’s eyes were
darting in every direction, taking in her crew. She noticed his
hands shaking and realized she had to do something quickly or
she was going to lose the interview.

 

“Heitor, why don’t you and I go inside and talk.”

 

It took her the whole five minutes that her crew was setting up
to calm him down and convince him that he’d be perfectly
safe. There was no way anyone would know it was him on the
camera.

 

As the interview got started, she pulled out the list of questions
she’d worked up earlier that morning. She knew how to work
an interview. She started with some easy questions to make
him feel relaxed, then she built up to some harder questions,
and finally she asked the doozy of all questions.

 

Heitor was true to his word. He answered every question about
his boss and his ties to the police, giving her details on how
much money was involved. But most importantly, he had
information on the connections between his boss, the police,
and a local politician. This was the scoop she was digging for.



 

A chamber deputy, a judiciary, and a Supreme Court justice
were all in the pockets of one or more drug lords, or worse,
they were the ones in control. Heitor didn’t have that last piece
of information that would have tied it all up nicely.

 

When he talked about the connections, he stuttered and
became very agitated. Ann could tell he knew more, but before
she could get names and more details, Joe pulled her aside.

 

“Ann, we need to leave. I think you have enough,” he said.
“Can I talk to you?” He motioned towards the doorway.

 

She looked at him for a few seconds, then followed him out
front. “I’ll be right back, Heitor.”

 

The man nodded and looked even more afraid.

 

The second she stepped out the small opening, Joe turned on
her.

“How dare you!” His face was red and she noticed sweat
running down his neck. She’d never seen him look so upset.

 

“How dare you put your crew at risk like this. I mean, we
come down here, flashing our press badges all over the place.
Then you get wind of this.” He motioned towards the small
box of a home. “You didn’t even bring your crew in on the
secret. Just plow right through, as if you’re the queen of TV.
Did you think of our safety? Or that of the man in there,
beyond this interview? I mean, look around!” He motioned to
the courtyard. Their large white van sat in front of the row of
huts that were falling down, a white beacon in a sea of trash.
“You may have covered his face, but can you cover the fact



that now everyone within a one-mile radius knows that the
man sitting inside talked to the press?”

 

She smiled, “Relax, Joe. This isn’t his place. You see that
symbol there?” She pointed to the small patch of bright colors.

 

When Joe nodded, she continued, “That’s the sign of the Red
Command. Earlier this year the police seized control of this
whole area. They are in control here, not the drug lords.”

 

She crossed her arms as she watched Joe look around and
notice the small children playing in the streets. There were
women and old men sitting outside, like they were enjoying a
day at the beach. You wouldn’t see that if the drug lords still
controlled this section. Smiling, she walked back into the room
only to find Nathan and Mark sitting in the darkened room
alone.

 

“Where is Heitor?”

 

Nathan shrug his shoulders and continued to play with his
camera. Mark pointed to a doorway. “He said he needed a
bathroom break.”

Ann rushed towards the opening and realized it was a back
door. “Great! Can’t you two keep your eyes on someone for
five minutes?” She turned and glared at the men. “Well, I
guess the interview is over now, anyway,” she said to Joe who
had just walked in. “Pack it up, boys.” She chewed her bottom
lip, hoping she had gotten enough in the interview.

 

It seemed to take longer to get back down the hill to their
hotel. The carnival was in full swing since it was the next to



last evening. She wanted to work with Mark and get
everything edited and sent to Austin before sundown.

 

The two of them sat in the hot van and worked for almost three
hours. Finally, just before the sun set, when she was fully
satisfied with the outcome, she grabbed the burned DVD of
the footage and started back up to her room to call her boss.

 

She was halfway down the hall when Nathan came rushing out
of Joe’s room. He grabbed her arm and pulled her into what
appeared to be a closet.

 

“What—?” She couldn’t get another word out, as his big hand
clamped over her mouth. His muscular arms held her tight and
the look in his eyes told her she’d better stay quiet. Then she
heard the loud noises. They seemed to go on forever. Nathan
pulled her down past a few shelves until, finally, they were
crouched on the floor behind a large row of toilet paper and
towels. His full weight was on her, crushing her to the hard
ground. His hand was still over her mouth, blocking out any
protest she had.

 

Then there was an explosion and she watched in horror as the
door was ripped off the hinges. A large fire ball came rushing
towards them. She tried to scream just before a large chuck of
wood hit her head and everything went black.

 



Chapter Two

E than fought to stay conscious by breathing slowly and
blinking his eyes a few times. He’d been hit by a large chunk
of wood from the door during the explosion. He felt the
slickness of blood oozing down the back of his head, and
when he reached back, his hand came away red. He felt Ann’s
unconscious body under his and when he moved to sit up, he
felt a wave of dizziness hit him. He continued to breathe
slowly.

 

He knew they needed to get moving. Shaking his head lightly,
he demanded that his body start functioning. He looked down
at Ann and noticed a large knot on her forehead. Gently he
pushed her bright blond hair aside to take stock of the wound.
She might have a concussion. Running his hands over her, he
felt for any broken bones or other lesions.

 

“Get your hands off me,” she moaned as she tried to push his
hands away. He smiled. Good, she was alive and awake.

 

“We need to get out of here. The place is on fire.” He watched
as her eyes slid open. She was glaring at him. God, he loved it
when she glared. He knew she couldn’t stand him. He’d made
a point to be as annoying around her as possible. After all, it
was all part of his character. Nathan Cruz was a self-absorbed,
macho, chauvinist kinda guy. Or so he’d thought when he’d
created the persona. But for the last two weeks it had been
killing him to be around her. She was bossy, egotistical, and
very good at her job, not to mention sexy as hell.

 

He looked down at her now and realized some of her hair had
been charred off and it was standing up in spots. Her clothes, a



white button-up and dark dress pants, were no longer
recognizable and were black with holes all over them. He saw
a couple of scratches on her and noticed they were bleeding.
No doubt he had a few himself. He looked down and sure
enough, his cargo pants and t-shirt were both riddled with
holes.

 

“Ann, we have to get out of here.” She moaned and sat up with
her back against the wall.

 

“What was that?” She reached up and touched her forehead
where the bump was and cringed at the pain. The smoke
started getting thicker and he knew they needed to leave now.

 

“That was your drug lords telling us they don’t like you
poking your nose in their business.”

 

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He watched in amusement as she tried
to dust off her pants. He saw that she was missing a shoe, and
when she noticed, she started looking around for it. He
grabbed her hand and tried to pull her to her feet.

 

“Stop, I have to find it.” She pulled her hand free and
continued looking through the rubble that was all that was left
of the linen closet. The smoke was so bad, he was having a
hard time seeing down the hallway. He looked back at her. She
was still on her hands and knees, searching for her shoe. He
wanted to laugh.

 

“Ann, the hotel is on fire. We have to get out of here. Leave
your damn shoe.” He tried to grab her arm again, but she just
pulled it free again.

 



“I’m not looking for my shoe, you idiot! I’m looking for the
DVD.” She continued to rummage through the debris.

 

Seeing the black case that held the disk by the doorway, he
bent and picked it up and stuffed it in the side pocket of his
khakis. Then he walked over and picked her up and threw her
over his shoulder, fireman style. She screamed and kicked at
him the entire hike down the flight of stairs to the main floor.
Here there was a lot less smoke and when they got outside, he
stopped and looked around. People were rushing from the
building, coughing and screaming. Some had injuries, others
just looked shaken.

 

Across the road sat their van, riddled with bullet holes. Mark
lay on the ground outside, blood covering every inch of his
body. Trying to keep her eyes pointed in the other direction, he
started walking with her still flung over his shoulders. They
needed to get as far away from the hotel as possible. He
headed in the direction of the carnival, hoping that if there was
anyone watching for them to leave the hotel, he would lose
them in the crowd.

 

He knew she’d seen the van and Mark when she stopped
kicking and fighting him. She’d gasped and gone very limp.
He hoped she hadn’t passed out, but thought it might be easier
on her if she had.

 

“You can put me down, now,” she said softly.

 

He looked around and noticed several men following them.
The hotel was three blocks away and the men were only half a
block away from them.

 

“Sorry, Princess. We need to cover some ground quickly. I
think it would be better if I drove for a while.” He picked up



his pace and when he looked over his shoulder, he noticed the
men had as well. Now he spotted five of them sprinting after
them. Damn, they were still a dozen or so blocks from the
celebrations, and there was no way he could outrun them like
this.

 

“How fast can you run?” Ethan wasn’t winded, but the blow to
the back of his head was causing him to almost see double.
What he needed was some sleep and some aspirin.

 

“Why?” she said between grunts caused by bouncing up and
down over his shoulder.

 

“Look behind us and tell me how many men you see chasing
us.”

 

He felt her hands on his back as she arched up and looked.
Then he heard a gasp and he could tell that she had finally
realized they were screwed.

 

“Nathan, let me down. We’ll be faster than what we’re doing
now.”

 

“Stay with me. I mean it, Ann. No matter what!” He didn’t
even break his stride as he set her down on the ground. Then
he had her hand in his hand as they sprinted down the hill
towards the crowded streets. She was right, she was fast, and
they plunged into the crowd a good block ahead of the five
men.

 

Looking around as they entered the crowd, he realized they
still stood out. He’d been able to follow her in the crowd the
other night easily by following her bright blond head. She
hadn’t even known he was following her. He’d been able to



blend into the crowd very easily. Looking at her now, he knew
this was going to be a problem again.

 

He stopped and taking her shoulders, turned her towards him.
Then in one quick movement he ripped her tattered shirt off
her as she squealed. The crowds around them cheered.

 

“What?” She tried to cover herself.

 

Long strings of beads were thrown in their direction by the
masses, and he quickly gathered a handful up. He placed them
over her head, to make her look more festive. Then he knelt in
front of her and took her tattered pants in his hands, ripped
each leg up high on her thigh, exposing her soft skin. He could
see small cuts and bruises forming on her perfect legs, but in
the dark, most would go unnoticed by the crowd. He removed
her last shoe so she stood on the street barefooted.

Then he quickly ripped his own tattered shirt off, to the cheers
from all the women around him. More beads were thrown and
even a few bras. He smiled and looked at Ann who was gaping
at his chest.

 

He assessed her and realized that her hair was the only
problem left. She had long, bright blond hair, the kind that
took bleaching every week. It was a beacon in a sea of darker
heads. Looking around, he found a woman with a large
headdress of bright flowers and feathers. He grabbed Ann’s
hand and started towards her.

 

When they reached the woman, he smiled as he approached
her. Two minutes later, they were making their way through
the crowd, eating up as much distance as they could. It took a
while for them to push their way through the party-goers. Most
were dancing, but were drunk enough to try to grope them as



they walked by. He could smell all the alcohol around him. It
was on everyone’s breath as they passed by. That and the
smells of cooked food surrounded them.

 

He looked back to make sure Ann was right beside him so he
didn’t lose her. Even though her hand was locked in his, he
just needed to see for himself that she was there. Several times
they were surrounded by people and had to push their way out
through the crowds. Finally, they made it to a place where the
crowd was thinning out.

 

Ann quietly walked behind him, not putting up much of a
fight. He looked back at her and smiled. The purple headdress
covered her bright head, and with her bra and very short
shorts, she looked like a real party goer. At least until you
noticed the frown and the tears slipping silently from her eyes.
He’d have to deal with those later. Right now he needed to get
them to safety, and he knew just the place to go. All they
needed was some luck.

 

He kept his eyes peeled for anyone that looked out of sorts in
the crowd. This was hard in a sea of heads and faces. He knew
they still had a dozen or so more blocks to walk and hoped that
the crowd would stay thick enough that they could hide in the
ocean of people the entire way.

 

He watched silently from the crowd as her blond head
disappeared into the masses. How could he lose sight of her so
quickly? She’d been an easy target to follow the first night
he’d been here. The fact that he had a dozen men out looking
for her assured him that she’d be easily found by the morning.
There was no place she could hide for too long. She didn’t
know anyone here and there wasn’t a place that would take her
in that he didn’t have eyes or ears on.

 



He wanted this all tied up nice and clean by the time he had to
go back to the States tomorrow afternoon. He couldn’t afford
to be out of sight for too long. He needed to be seen, to be in
the public eye, where he belonged.

 

He spotted one of his men across the crowd and watched as
the man crossed the crowd to meet him.

 

“Have you spotted her?”

 

“No. Somehow I lost them after they entered the street. We’ll
find her; she couldn’t have gotten that far.”

They were supposed to have her in their hands before the
explosion ripped through the hotel, but when they’d arrived at
the van, she hadn’t been there. She must have gone into the
building without the scouts seeing her.

 

He’d watched from across the street as the cameraman,
Nathan, had carried her out. At first he’d thought everything
was over, that she was dead.

He’d breathed a sigh of relief when he’d seen her move. There
was no way his boss would have let him live if she’d been
dead. Even if the old man was going to kill her later, he’d been
told to deliver her alive.

 

The crowd was nothing but a nuisance to him. The screaming,
dancing fools bounced around him dressed in little to nothing,
drinking like there was no tomorrow. They were making it
hard for him to do his job. The job had been so simple, and yet
his men had let her slip out of his grasp. He knew he needed to
deliver Ann to his boss or he would have his head. But he
wanted his hands on her first. His boss never told him she had
to be untouched when he delivered her.



 

This was his last night in Rio and he needed to find her
quickly, or he’d have to wait and let his men do all the work.

 

“Tell the men to look harder. They can bring in anyone they
need. I’ll double the price to whoever brings her to me
tonight.”

 

The man’s eyes got large and he sprinted off, no doubt to relay
the message to the other men he was paying.

 

Now all he had to do was go back to his hotel room and wait
for her to be brought to him. Then he could finally get his
hands on the beautiful Ann, before he turned her over and got
his reward.

 

Ann was feeling light headed. Not only had she lost the disk
that had caused all this mess, now Mark was dead and Joe—
she realized she didn’t know what had happened to Joe.
Nathan had been pulling her along for over an hour in the
crowd and she was sure he must be lost. After all, the man was
a flake.

The loud music and the cheers from the crowd did little to
clear the pounding in her head. The bottom of her feet hurt due
to the lack of shoes. When she looked down, she realized her
feet were completely black, and the nail polish on her toes had
chipped off. The stupid headdress he’d plopped on her head
for some reason weighed a ton and she wanted to yank it off.
Her body was hurting, her muscles were sore, and she had
dried blood all over her. She was complaining in her mind, but
she made a point to keep her mouth shut and not do it out loud.
After all, Mark was dead.

 



Finally, what seemed like hours later, Nathan pulled her into a
small building out of the crowd. The tears had stopped and she
was starting to shake as the cooler air hit her. Since her clothes
were all gone, she felt the night chill on her exposed skin. The
cuts and bruises just added to her discomfort.

 

They walked down a long, dark hallway and when they
reached the end, he knocked on the door and stood back. His
feet were braced wide apart and he looked like he was
preparing himself for a fight.

 

It took a minute before she heard someone on the other side of
the door, possibly someone looking through the small hole at
them. Then the door flew open and a large black fist reached
out and hit Nathan square in the face. Nathan did nothing to
block or dodge the giant fist. Ann couldn’t help it, she
squealed and tried to pull Nathan away from the next blow,
which landed on his jaw again, causing his head to snap back.

 

“Javan, I gave you the first two, but after that, I may just have
to hit you back,” Nathan growled out.

 

Ann looked and saw the man attached to the fist. He was
almost as impressive as Nathan. His shoulders and arms were
as thick, but he was almost a foot shorter and looked about ten
years older.

 

“Damn boy, I told you if I ever saw your ugly face again, that
would happen,” Javan said in a thick Jamaican accent. Then
the men shocked Ann by grabbing each other in a man-hug as
blood trickled down from Nathan’s nose.

 

Half an hour later, Ann sat in an oversized chair with the god-
awful head dress sitting next to her on the floor. She drank hot
tea with a blanket wrapped tightly around her, as she listened



to Nathan and Javan talking. She was totally confused as to
why the man was calling him Ethan instead of Nathan. Her
head hurt and her vision was starting to go gray. Before she
realized it, she was being shaken awake, and Nathan was
looking down at her. She was lying on the soft couch and
she’d been covered by a blanket. Then she realized that
Nathan was fully dressed in clean clothes and it looked like
he’d just showered.

 

She sat up and shook her head clear. “Where is Javan?”

 

“He took off. He’s going to let us stay until tonight. We have
some things we need to take care of before we leave. I hope
it’s okay, but I left some stuff in the bathroom, through there,”
he said, pointing to a door at the end of a small hallway. “I
need you to take care of everything, shower, change into the
clothes I left you. I’ll make us some breakfast. Then once
everything is ready and Javan reports back, we can leave.”

 

She looked towards the small window near the back of the
room and realized the sun was already up. When she moved to
stand, her head spun a little. Nathan’s hand rushed out to
steady her as he pulled her closer. She smelled the soap on his
skin and felt his body heat through the beads she was still
wearing. Then she remembered that that was pretty much all
she was wearing and pushed his arms away.

 

“Why did that man call you Ethan?”

 

He smiled at her and said, “Because it’s my name. Take a
shower, Princess, then I’ll explain everything.” He turned and
walked into the small kitchenette without another word.

 

She watched his back and missed seeing the naked muscles
that she’d followed for most of the night. She’d gotten used to



seeing them and had even, at one point on their long trek last
night, wished she could reach up and feel them, wondering
how they would feel under her hands.

 

Walking down the hall, she stepped into the small bathroom
and leaned against the door. How could she be thinking of him
like that? He’d been a thorn in her side for weeks. She was
going to get him fired when she made it back to Austin.

 

Shaking her head, she noticed a small box on the countertop
sitting next to a bag of clothing. Grabbing it up, she marched
back into the other room.

 

“Is this some kind of joke?” She shook the box in front of his
face. He held a spatula in one hand and a pan of sizzling eggs
in another.

 

“No, Princess. It’s not. Now go on and get ready.”

 

“I am NOT coloring my hair…” she looked at the box and
then shook it again, “…black!”

 

“Sorry, that’s the only color Javan had. He says he uses it to
hide his gray.” Nathan laughed and turned his back on her
again as he placed a few slices of ham in another pan. The
smell was wonderful and Ann felt her stomach growling.

 

She felt like throwing the box at the back of his head. Then
she noticed a large gash and a fresh line of blood coming from
the base of his skull.

 

She dropped the box and reached for his head. “You’re
bleeding, you fool. Didn’t you take care of this?” She stepped



closer and saw a large chunk of wood sticking out of his skin.
“You have a chunk of wood in there.” She took his head and
tried to turn it towards the light. He didn’t move.

 

“I’m fine, Princess. Just go get ready.”

 

“No, I’m not moving until I clean out this wound.” She
crossed her arms and glared at him. He was a fool. Didn’t he
know that injuries like that could become infected?

 

“If I let you clean it up, will you color your hair and get
cleaned up?”

 

She thought about it, “Why do I have to color my hair?”

 

“Because this blond,” he reached out and ran a lock of her hair
between his fingers, “sticks out in a crowd and we need to
blend in. Plus, whoever is after us, is looking for a blond
woman. This might throw them off our trail until we can get
out of Rio.”

 

She tilted her head and thought about it. He did have a point.

 

“Yes, fine. Now come into the light so I can get the wood out.”
She pulled out a chair at the small table near the window and
motioned for him to sit.

 

He took his time removing the pans from the heat, then wiped
his hands. He walked over with a towel and a bottle of alcohol,
then sat with his back to her. She was reminded of following
him last night and the gentleness in which he’d talked to her as
they made their way through the crowd. His hand had always



clasped hers tightly, almost as if he was very concerned he’d
lose her.

 

As she started to pull the wood from his skin, she asked, “Do
you think Joe made it out of the hotel?”

 

He was quiet, too quiet. She stopped what she was doing and
walked around to look him in the eyes. “Nathan? Did Joe
make it out?” She saw the answer in his eyes. “What—how
—?”

 

“Before I found you, I walked into our room and he was there.
I think they’d gotten to him first before shooting up the van
and Mark. They must have left a bomb in the room with him.
Maybe they hoped to get us with it.” She closed her eyes and
thought of Joe’s two daughters. He had a seventeen- and a
fifteen-year-old. Mark had been single, but that didn’t stop her
from mourning them both equally.

 

“I was stupid,” she said, keeping her eyes closed on a wave of
new tears.

 

She didn’t realize that he’d stood up until she felt his arms on
her shoulders.

 

“Ann—” She opened her eyes and looked at him. She could
tell he was struggling with the right words to say, and she
knew that he thought she was to blame, as well. Using the
back of her hand, she dashed away the tears and walked back
behind the chair.

 

“Sit. I want a shower and clothes.” He sat and she got back to
work getting the splinter out of his skull.



 

Then she went into the bathroom and used the box of color on
her blond hair. She’d had her hair many colors in the past, all
variations of blond. This had been the lightest she’d gone and
to be honest, it had been nothing but a pain since she’d
bleached it. She’d thought it would make her look better on
camera, but it had only ended up washing out her skin tone.
Plus, the upkeep was more than she wanted, not to mention
how impossible it was to make it look shiny for the cameras.
She had multiple bottles of oils she had to use just to keep her
ends from breaking.

 

After twenty minutes with the dark color in her hair, she
jumped in the shower and used the bottle of shampoo to wash
all the dirt and blood from her body. Her feet took longer to
clean since she had dirt and dust in between her toes. Her
pedicure was a complete loss. She hunted through the
cupboards in the bathroom, but didn’t find anything that
resembled nail polish remover.

 

Finally, she looked at the bag of clothes and was happily
surprised when she found a pair of khaki’s, a white tank top,
and a light tan button up shirt, not to mention a new bra and
panties that were just her size. She started thinking about how
he happened to have a change of clothes that fit her.

 

She assessed her reflection and was almost pleased at the
image that stared back at her. Her long hair was a nice, rich
shade of black which highlighted the lightness of her eyes
somehow. The shirt and pants were a nice fit, accentuating her
curves.

 

She was taller than most women at five nine, and her legs
always looked extra long and skinny. The downside to the
height was her larger shoe size. She looked down at her still-



bare feet and wondered what she was going to do. There
hadn’t been any shoes in the bag.

 

Walking from the room she saw Nathan sitting at the table
with a small phone, frowning. She walked over and sat next to
him.

 

“I guess I better call Austin.” She looked at her hands on the
table and wanted more than anything not to have to tell her
boss that she’d killed Joe and Mark.

 

“I’ve already reported in,” he said and scooped her a big spoon
full of eggs.

 

She looked up at him and frowned. “What?”

 

 



Chapter Three

E than watched her eyes blink several times.

 

“Austin knows what happened. It’s all over the news that we
were killed in that explosion. I called them to set the record
straight,” he said and then started eating.

 

“Did—did you tell them about my meeting with Heitor?” She
twisted her hands in her lap, looking very nervous.

 

He shook his head no, and she relaxed a little in her seat. “I
didn’t see any reason to tell them what happened, other than
we were alive.

 

“What did Anthony say?” She leaned closer to his chair.

 

“I didn’t talk to Anthony. I talked to Dave.”

 

She gasped and starting choking. He quickly slapped her back
lightly a few times until she could breathe smoothly again.

“Easy, Princess. There’s nothing to get worked up about.”

 

She glared at him, “Would you stop calling me that. Besides,
there is plenty to get worked up about. You talked to Dave
Myers, the head of the network.” She quickly stood up and
started pacing the floor. He watched her for a few seconds,
then decided to go back to eating as she thought.

 



When he was almost done with his meal, she sat down next to
him and took a small bite.

 

“What did Dave say?”

 

He rolled his eyes and set his fork down. “He said to get our
butts back to Austin as soon as possible. Which I intend on
doing as soon as you finish your eggs.”

 

She looked at him and he could tell he’d crossed the line. Her
blue eyes showed signs of stress and lack of sleep. Not to
mention the knot that was still on her forehead. Actually, it
was the first real look he’d gotten of her since she’d come out
of the restroom. He’d been too occupied with shoveling in the
fuel he knew they’d need for the trek they were going to have
to make later.

 

The dark hair suited her, suited her very well. Her blue eyes
looked lighter and more noticeable. When she talked, the
dimples at either side of her mouth showed. The pants and
shirt were a perfect fit, and he saw with some humor that she
was still shoeless.

 

“I guess I’d better call everyone myself…my father….” He
could see her mind whirling to what her family must think.

 

“Dave said he’d call your father.” He looked back down at his
empty plate, trying to hide his lie. It had taken almost fifteen
minutes for him to assure her father, his employer, that she
was okay.

 

He thought he knew how she’d feel if she knew the whole
truth. He needed her to cooperate with him and if she knew the



whole truth, she might decide to try and make it back home by
herself.

 

He knew there was no way she’d make it out of Rio by herself,
let alone all the way back to Austin out of Rio.

 

He’d sent Javan out on recon early this morning. He needed to
know who was after them. Well, maybe not who, but at least
how many men would be looking for them.

 

Javan had been his right hand over the last eight years. Ethan’s
security business didn’t even have a name. He didn’t need one.
Word of mouth was the only way he was hired. High-powered
accounts and high powered clientele hunted him down to
handle their risky security needs. The first year he’d gone into
business, he’d had more jobs than he could handle alone. So a
year after he’d retired from the government, he’d hunted down
several of his closest buddies and hired them all Now he was
thinking of hiring more of his old friends to help out.

 

This time around he had a plan, one he’d used several years
back on another job. He knew it was most likely their best
option for getting out of Brazil alive. Roughing it had always
been in his blood. He’d spent countless summers as a child
camping in the Pacific Northwest with his father. Then when
he’d joined the forces, he’d spent even more time roughing it.

 

Looking over at Ann, he doubted she knew the true meaning
of roughing it. Although he had to admit that after last night he
had a little more respect for her. Not once had she complained
about her situation. And she’d even walked the entire night
barefooted and almost naked.

 

Sure, she’d questioned him, but he’d done nothing so far to
earn her trust. So far all he’d shown her was that he was a self-



absorbed, male chauvinist. He smiled thinking of how well
he’d played his part.

 

Getting up from the table, he walked into the next room
without a word. When he came back, he had a pair of tan boots
hanging by the shoestrings and a large black bag draped over
his shoulder.

 

Tossing the shoes down next to her feet, he carried the bag
over to the stove and started filling it with items from Javan’s
cupboards, making sure to only grab what they could use.

 

His bag was already full of other items from Javan’s back
room, items meant to keep them alive in the following days.

 

“Listen, Prince—” He stopped when she glared at him.
“Listen, Ann. We have quite the journey ahead of us. It would
be better to work together than against one another. I know it’s
hard thinking about Joe and Mark. I’m just as sorry to know
that they’re both gone. But we have to think about ourselves
for a while. Getting back to the States is top priority and in
order to do that, we will need to stay low. No phones, no credit
cards, no buses, no planes, nothing. We’re going to be
roughing it for a while, and I need you to keep the
complaining to a minimal. Is that acceptable?”

 

He waited as her eyes flashed with anger.

 

“I don’t complain. Besides, why can’t we just hop on the next
plane?”

 

He sat back down and felt his patience wearing thin. “Did you
forget the meeting with Heitor yesterday? The men he used to
work for have people in high places. High enough that the



second we step foot in a public place and try to get out of
Dodge…well, you can figure out the rest.”

 

She quietly thought about it while eating the toast and eggs. 
“Is there any other way?” When he shook his head no, she
asked, “What are your plans?”

 

He could tell she didn’t trust him.

 

“We hike. We’ll be out of Rio by sunset and in the hills by
nightfall. We travel as far as we can each day until we reach
São Paulo.”

 

“São Paulo? Isn’t that south of here?” He nodded, and she
continued, “How will going south get us back to the States?”

 

“Because, Princess, they will be thinking we are heading
north, and I have connections in São Paulo that will take us to
Peru. From Peru we will head to the US. But until we get to
São Paulo, we are going to be traveling light. So if there is
anything you need, you’d better get it now. Javan has a fully
stocked room in the back.” He pointed towards the supply
room. “Grab whatever you want and put it in the brown
backpack on the floor. But pack light, you’ll be carrying it all
yourself.” She got up and started walking towards the door.
“Oh, and Princess?” He waited until she turned and glared at
him before finishing. “Make sure you pack a blanket, rain
poncho, and more socks. We’ll be going through the jungle.”

 

He watched her walk down the hall and disappear into the
room, then he picked up his phone and dialed Javan’s cell.

 

“How’s it looking out there?”



 

“Not so good. Your girl did a fine job of getting a lot of people
pissed at her. The word is she’s quite the hot commodity.”

 

“Yeah, I figured that. What do the paths look like?”

 

“Not so good. I think you’ll be safe taking the route you have
in mind. I can make sure to spread the word that I saw you
heading north. Not too sure if the path will be completely
cleared.”

 

“Thanks, Javan. We should be out of your place before you get
back.”

 

“No problems, man. Hey, Ethan?”

 

“Yeah.”

 

“I’m sorry I hit you the second time. I know you didn’t
deserve it.”

 

He smiled. “Sure, I did.” Then he hung up and went to see
what Ann was packing in her bag.

 

Ann walked into the dark room and felt around for a light
switch. When the room flooded with light, she gasped. It was
full of tall shelves stocked with everything from flashlights to
rubber hoses. She almost tripped over her backpack as she
started walking the aisles. Why would Javan have all this
stuff? Who was he? How did Nathan know him?

 



Taking the bag, she started walking the aisles, grabbing a
flashlight,. Putting in a flashlight, grabbing a handful of
batteries, a box of matches, and other basic items. When she
reached the back, her bag was heavy with stuff she thought
she’d need. She’d spent four years in the Brownies growing up
and knew what it took to go camping.

 

She spotted a small silver box on the top shelf and took it
down. Inside was a silver .45. She reached in and felt its
weight, knowing she had to make room in her bag. She
grabbed a box of bullets and before placing the gun in the
small side pocket of the bag, she made sure it was unloaded.
Her father had forced her to take gun classes a few years back,
so she knew how to handle a weapon, especially a .45. It was
one of her favorites.

 

Her mind flashed to an image of Mark’s body. She closed her
eyes on a wave of despair and guilt. How could she have been
so stupid? She shouldn’t have taken the chance she had. She
should have thought about what the consequences could be.
She’d known ahead of time what she was going into with that
interview. She was thinking of going against the drug lords
and the politicians, high-powered people who had run Brazil
for years. Not only did they have power, but an unlimited
supply of money.

 

She didn’t think about her coworkers safety, she hadn’t even
thought about hers. She’d only been focused on the prize. The
Pulitzer. The recognition. The fame.

 

She could kick herself now for her pride and stupidity. It was
her fault, all her fault, and there was nothing she could think of
to make it right. The despair was almost overwhelming.
Looking around the room, she could just imagine herself
sinking down and crumbling with hopelessness.



How would she ever recover from something like this? The
guilt of her coworkers’ lost lives would always weigh on her
conscience. She wanted to bang her head against the wall. She
wished she’d never survived the explosion. It would have been
easier on everyone.

 

Then she shook her head and cleared it from the dark thoughts.
This wasn’t her. She’d never once thought anything like that
before. She blinked a few times and her mind whirled.
Survivor’s guilt. She’d heard the term several times in the
past. She had interviewed plenty of vets that had been
diagnosed with PTSD. She knew that Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder could hit anyone, but never in her life did she think it
could hit her. Or that it would be so debilitating.

 

She’d been standing in the same spot for almost ten minutes,
and in that time she’d gone from fear to depression, to
thoughts of her own death, then back to acceptance. So many
emotions in such a short time.

 

Then her mind focused on Nathan and she wondered how he
was dealing with it all. Of course, he didn’t have the extra
guilt of causing everything. Was he having issues like she
was?

 

One thing was for sure, she thought as she straightened her
spine. When she walked out of this room, she was going to
leave all of those dark thoughts behind her. Her father had
always taught her that whatever didn’t kill her, only made her
stronger.

She would never put a story in front of other’s safety again.
She should have been smart enough to begin with, but now she
knew she’d never make the same mistake again.

 



She looked around to see if there was anything else she’d need
in the room to help them survive the next few days. As she
started walking back out of the room, she spotted a small
bottle and started laughing.

 

“What?” Nathan ducked his head in the door. “What’s so
funny?” He walked over to her.

 

“This.” She held up the bottle. “Fingernail polish remover. Just
what I needed.”

 

She smiled at him and for the first time since meeting him, she
saw him really smiling back.

 

Smiling changed him somehow. His whole face lit up and he
became almost goofy looking. Gone was the self-absorbed,
cocky attitude, the macho man who was full of himself.
Instead there was this muscular man who reminded her more
of a teddy bear. Looking at him smile made her want to smile
even more.

 

“Listen, Nathan—”

 

“Ethan,” he said and took her bag from her hands.

 

“What?” She continued to look at him, and his smile was
doing something to her insides.

 

“My real name is Ethan Knight. Not Nathan Cruz.” He lifted
the bag and nodded his head. “This shouldn’t be too heavy for
you to carry.” He walked out of the room and set it next to his
black one, which looked equally full.

 



She took the bottle of remover with her and followed him.
“Your name is Ethan Knight? You are Ethan Knight?” When
he nodded his head, she crossed her arms.

 

“Did my father send you?”

 



Chapter Four

E than walked at a steady pace as he watched the back of
Ann’s dark head. She defiantly fit in to the crowd now. Before,
heads had turned when she walked down the street and men
had seemed to fall aside with their tongues wagging. At least
that’s what he always imagined. She had that effect on men,
kind of like the coyote in the cartoons when steam shot out of
its ears, and its eyes did the slot machine spin.

 

Okay, so it wasn’t that bad. If he wanted to be totally honest,
that’s the way he’d felt when he’d first seen her. She’d walked
across the room in a hot red outfit, and he’d lost control of his
wits. Not only had his temperature risen, well … he shook his
head and cleared the image from his mind.

 

They’d been walking for almost an hour and already he could
tell she was slowing down. So far they hadn’t run into any
trouble. When Ann stumbled, he reached out and took her arm.
She yanked it free and glared at him. He smiled at her in
return, which only caused her to frown. The small crease
between her eyebrows caused him to smile even more.

 

“Would you stop doing that?” She turned her head away from
him. When he smiled, she felt her insides melt. He had a
lopsided smile and she could just make out a small dimple to
the right side of his mouth, not to mention the small cleft in his
chin. It just screamed to be kissed, and it upset her that she
was thinking along those lines. Especially since her two
friends had just been killed.

 

“Fine, next time I’ll let you fall on your pretty face.” He
shrugged his shoulders.



 

“Not that!” She adjusted her backpack for the hundredth time.

 

“What then?”

 

“Smiling. You look like an idiot when you do it.” She frowned
at him again. He couldn’t help it, he laughed out loud. He was
happy to see a small smile form on her lips.

 

“If the bag is too heavy, I can carry it,” he said after she
adjusted her bag again.

 

“It’s not. I just didn’t think we’d be marching at such high
speeds.”

 

He almost laughed again. “Princess, we haven’t even begun to
march. Wait until we hit the outskirts of town. I’m sure there
will be plenty of men looking for us there and we may have to
actually do some running.” He looked around and realized
they were less than three blocks from the edge of the city.
“We’d better eat lunch and rest here, just in case.”

 

He walked over to a small shop and sat on the bench next to
the doorway. Here, on the outskirts of town, the walls and
shops were covered with graffiti. The buildings were
crumbling and the roads were used and old. There was trash
everywhere, covered with the musty smell of mold and cooked
food.

 

Ann walked over and sat next to him and watched as he
removed a small brown bag from his pack.

 



“Here.” He handed her a small baggie of cheese and crackers,
then he took out one of the many sealed bags of beef jerky and
handed it to her.

 

She sat and ate the food in silence. He’d expected her to
complain about the food, or maybe her feet. But instead she
just watched people walking by and silently ate everything
he’d given her. Then she pulled out a bottle of water and
downed half the contents.

“Did my father send you?” she asked again. He’d gotten out of
answering it before when Javan had come in. They’d left
shortly after he’d reported everything he’d discovered.

 

Ethan nodded his head and finished drinking his own water.
Then he turned to her and noticed her frowning.

 

“If it helps, he didn’t know this was going to happen.”

 

“If he didn’t think this was going to happen, then why did he
hire you? What else is going on that I would need GI Joe to
save me from?”

 

He smiled. “Is he still calling me that?”

 

Ann frowned even more. “The kid thinks you can walk on
water.”

 

Ethan thought about it. Her half brother, Blake, had been eight
at the time he’d saved him, which made him around thirteen
now.

 

“Is he chasing girls yet?” He smiled.



 

Ann laughed. He enjoyed the rich sound and the way her eyes
lit up.

 

“He started two years back. He has quite the collection of
girlfriends. He actually took two girls to a school dance a few
months back.” As she continued to talk about her brother,
Ethan noticed how she relaxed and looked like she was
enjoying herself. He could plainly see that she cared about her
brother.

 

He remembered when he’d finally found his older half-sister,
Ruth Ann. She’d been stolen as a baby by her biological father
and raised under the name of Roberta. He’d run into her at the
Portland hospital a few years back while he was on a job.
When he had seen her he’d done a double take. She looked so
much like a younger version of his mother, he knew instantly
that he had found his missing sister. He’d followed her and
broken into her place just to confirm his intuition. After being
satisfied that she was Ruth, he’d left her a small clue he knew
she could easily follow back to their mother. After all, he’d
found out that she was a top Portland detective at the time.

 

Roberta found the clue and less than a month later tracked his
parents down, finally coming face-to-face with her real family.

 

He’d attended her wedding to Ric Derby shortly after that and
less than two year later had been at the baptism of their
daughter, Rose.

 

“Are you listening to me?” Ann interrupted his thoughts.

 

“Yes. You said your stepmother Coleen had a field day after
Blake was returned, and wouldn’t let him leave the house for



almost two months.” He smiled when she frowned back at
him. He was thankful for his great memory, something he
shared with his sister, Roberta. Maybe that’s what made them
both suited to do the jobs they were in. Since getting married,
Roberta had retired from the police force and was head of
security for her husband’s large art galleries, a move that had
caused Ethan to second guess his life. He had retired from the
military and gone into private practice for himself shortly
afterwards.

 

Taking odd jobs here and there allowed him to have weeks,
even months off so he could spend more time with his family
or just do some traveling, something he had always enjoyed.

 

“It should have been me.”

 

“What should have?”

 

“In the van. I was just there. I had just left. If I had—”

 

“Stop!” He turned to her and took her shoulders into his hands.
“It’s called survivor’s remorse, Ann, and you’re too smart to
fall into the trap of what if’s.”

 

She looked at him as tears slid down her face. He wanted to
gather her up and hold onto her, promising her that everything
would be okay. But the look on her face told him it was too
soon. She didn’t trust him, yet.

 

“I know. I understand it, but you can’t deny the fact that I’m to
blame. If I hadn’t done the interview….”

He shook her shoulders lightly. “If I hadn’t taken this job,



you’d be lying in the gutter next to Mark.”

The shocked look on her face told him that he was heading
down the right path to snap her out of her guilt. He knew he
was being harsh, but he needed her at full mental capacity. He
knew what was lying ahead, and he couldn’t drag her
physically or mentally the entire way through the jungle. She
needed to take the steps and judging by the anger in her eyes
now, she was on a fast track to recovery.

 

Looking around, he could see they had taken enough time. The
next few hours would be a lot harder than the first half of the
day. The steep hills and paths they were going to take were
just plain torturous. He’d actually had to use this pathway once
before, and could remember every sore muscles after the few
days of hiking. He kept this information from Ann, thinking
that if she knew ahead of time what he was about to subject
her to, she’d change her mind about trusting him.

 

“We’d better get going.” He stood and pulled her to her feet.
He pulled her closer then he’d intended and enjoyed the spark
of desire that crossed her face. Interesting. He closed the
distance between them by pulling her closer and noticed her
eyes softening. Very interesting, he thought. Maybe the hike
through the hills wouldn’t be so bad after all.

 

“What?” He threw the glass across the room and watched as it
shattered against the wall. “You promised me you’d have her
by morning. I don’t know if you know it, but it’s after one. I
leave in less than five hours. I don’t care what you do or who
you have to hire. Find that woman or you can forget about
ever working in Brazil again.”

 

He could feel the vein in his temple bulging as he looked
across at the two men. He turned his attention to the larger



man.

 

“I told you, I don’t think the cameraman was who you said he
was. He has to be from some kind of military forces to have
disappeared like that. Maybe he’s an agent? All I know is that
I have over a hundred men out looking, not to mention all the
loyalists who have their eyes and ears out. Miss Rhodes has
disappeared from Rio.”

 

He leaned over the table and looked at the man. Even though
the man was bigger than he was, he wasn’t afraid of him. After
all, he was the one with all the power. If he didn’t like how the
man was doing his job, all it took was one word from him and
he would see to it that he ended up floating downriver. Using
his power and money always made him feel better.

 

After all, what good was being second in command if you
couldn’t use the perks once in a while? Of course, he wouldn’t
let anyone know that he was as easily replaced as anyone else.
He’d only been in this position for four years. He could still
remember his predecessor. Seeing the man’s head leave his
shoulders in one clean blow from his boss’s sword was an
image he carried with him every day. He liked to think it
helped motivate him to be the best he could be.

 

Knowing what would happen to you if you failed was always a
great motivator. He used it with the men under him. After all,
none of them had ever seen or met his boss. To say the man
was a recluse would have been an understatement. In the four
years he’d worked for him, he’d only seen him face-to-face a
handful of times.

 

“I don’t care who the man is that she’s with. It can’t be that
hard to find a single spoiled girl in this city, even if she is with
an army of special agents. If you don’t find her by the time I
leave Brazil…”



 

He was done with threats. Pulling out his gun, he aimed it at
the smaller man’s chest and fired. He didn’t even blink as the
man hit the floor with a shocked look on his face.

 

The bigger man’s face said it all. Maybe now he would
actually get something done right.

 

He calmly set his gun back on the desk and sat down. “Now,
clean up this mess and get back to work.” He flipped open his
laptop and got back to work, not paying any attention to the
man carrying the body out.

 

He had an email to send and knew he wouldn’t like the
response.

 

Ann was going to kill him. They were on hour five of their
‘small trek’, as he’d called it, and not only were her feet
killing her, she was sure she’d sweat more fluids than she had
taken in, or weighed, for that matter. He’d never told her they
were going to be hiking through the jungle at top speeds. If he
had, she would have told him where to go and how to get
there.

 

“Nath… Ethan.” She corrected herself. “I have to stop.”

 

“Shhh!” He’d been acting strange for the last half a mile. She
had a few rocks in her boots and needed a moment to use the
nearest tree.

 

Her shirt was sticking to her skin, and she wanted nothing
more than to remove it and toss it aside. But the bugs were so



bad under the canopy of the trees, she didn’t want any new
bites on exposed skin. Looking at the back of his head, she
realized he wasn’t fighting any bugs off.

 

“Ethan, I need to stop.” She thought this name suited him
better than Nathan. He turned and looked at her, his eyes
burrowing into hers. She tried very hard not to look away. She
knew when to stand her ground and this was one of those
times. They’d been walking for hours without so much as a
complaint from her. Normally she would be spewing them, but
in light of her being at fault for their predicament, she bit her
tongue.

 

He nodded and she relaxed, letting out the breath she’d been
holding. She turned and started walking towards the nearest
large tree.

 

“Where are you going?” he growled out.

 

She turned quickly and put her hands on her hips. “If you
don’t mind, I’m going to go behind that tree and use the
facilities. I’m sure I will be perfectly safe seeing as it’s only
ten feet away.” She turned and stomped the rest of the way.

 

Once behind the tree, she dropped her pack from her shoulders
and almost fell over without the extra weight holding her
down. Her shoulders were killing her. She leaned against the
tree and closed her eyes as she rolled her head, using her hands
to massage the sore muscles.

 

She bent over and stretched her back muscles and was about to
stand up again when she heard a loud thud. She jumped and
turned to see Ethan standing there with his machete in one
hand and a large snake the thickness of his thigh in the other.
Its large head was on the ground, and she watched in horror as



he slowly untwisted its body from around his arm then
dropped its limp body to the ground at her feet.

 

“Always check the tree before you stand under it for too long.”
He turned and walked away, leaving her staring at the large
boa constrictor. She shivered then grabbed her pack up and
followed him back to the small clearing.

 

“I thought you had to use the facilities?”

 

She could see him laughing at her, but didn’t care. Images of
snakes, leopards, and all the other creepy or crawling things
that lived in this jungle flashed in her mind. Things that
wanted to eat her. She shivered again and didn’t even mind
that his eyes were laughing at her.

 

“You forgot to put on your bug repellent.” He walked over to
her, took out a small tub from his pack, and handed it to her.

 

“I am not wearing that stinky stuff.” She crossed her arms and
looked at the repellent she’d smelled earlier.

 

“You think that snake was bad? Try malaria or yellow fever.
Put it on, Princess. The only person who can smell you is me,
and I don’t care what you smell like.”

 

She took the tube and he turned to walk behind a large bush,
no doubt to relieve himself. She slathered the thick cream on
her exposed skin. She had over three dozen bites on her arms
already and was trying very hard not to scratch them so they
didn’t scar up. The thick cream stank, but when she rubbed it
over her bites she could actually feel the itching dissipate.

 



She still had to go to the bathroom, so after rubbing the cream
into her arms, she went behind a small tree, and after spending
several seconds looking up into the branches above her head,
quickly dropped her pants.

 

When she walked back to where her pack was, she was happy
to see Ethan leaning against a tree, looking bored.

 

“How much farther are we going to go tonight? How can you
tell you’re going in the right direction?”

 

She sat on her pack and removed her left boot to empty it of
the dirt and pebbles that had been bothering her for the last
hour.

 

“I want to go another two hours before we make camp.” He
handed her a small pouch of the beef jerky as he popped a
piece into his mouth.

 

She didn’t know if she would make it two more hours, but
when she wanted to voice her complaints, an image of Mark
popped into her head and she closed her eyes.

 

“There was nothing you could have done,” he said softly. She
looked at him and realized he must have guessed where her
thoughts had turned. She looked down at her boot and played
with the laces.

 

“If I hadn’t taken the chance they would both still be alive.”
She didn’t realize the tears were coming, but knew she’d held
them at bay for over a day and that they had to come at some
point.

 



“Ann.” She saw his boots by her feet, but kept her eyes fixed
on her own boot and hands. “I know you think that you were
foolish doing that interview, but what you were trying to do
was a very noble thing. The world should know about the
injustice going on down here. Did you see those people in the
favelas?” He knelt down and put his finger under her chin,
bringing her eyes up to meet his. “Those people live in fear
every day that they’re going to be killed for talking to the
wrong person or for crossing the wrong street. The drug lords
have complete control there and it just pisses me off to think
that what Heitor said might be true. That government officials
may have control of it all. The people need to know.”

 

His face was so close to her, she could see his hazel eyes. So
close that, even though she was coated in bug repellent, she
could no longer smell the stinky stuff. Instead, all she could
smell was him. He had a musky, sexy scent and she wondered
if he tasted as good as he looked. What would it be like to run
her hands and mouth all over him? To play her fingers over the
ripples in his arms and chest she’d seen the night before.

 

She felt his finger on her chin and enjoyed when he moved his
hand and pushed a strand of her hair behind her ear. Then he
ran his hand into her hair and pulled her closer so that he was a
breath away.

 

“This is probably a mistake,” he whispered right before he laid
his lips gently on hers.

 

Yes, this was definitely a mistake, she thought as his mouth
moved over hers and she felt a shiver run down her spine. Her
hands went into his dark hair, holding him closer as she tilted
her head and took the kiss deeper.

 

She was probably still in shock from everything that had
happened to her in the last day. After all, it was just yesterday



she’d sworn she’d get him fired because he was an
incompetent fool who didn’t know how to do his job. But now
she realized he was doing his job and she was alive today
because he’d been good at it.

 

She felt him pull away and held off opening her eyes for a few
seconds. She could taste his lips and wanted more. Hell, if she
could, she’d probably jump him right here and now. Then she
opened her eyes and looked at him and realized things with
him weren’t going to be as easy as a quick fling.

 

They had a long trip ahead of them and their lives were in his
hands. They didn’t have time to stop and romp in the forest.
Remember the snake? she asked herself and felt a shiver of
disgust flow through her.

 

“I hope that wasn’t because of my kiss.” He smiled.

 

“Oh, no! That was for the snake.” When he smiled and made a
point to looked down at his crotch, she laughed. “Not that
snake, the one who’s head is lying a few feet from its body
over there.”

 

He laughed. “I know. I just love messing with you. Come on.”
He stood and held out his hand to help her back up, but then
realized she’d yet to put her boot back on. “We’d better get
moving again.”

 

She dusted off her sock and slid on her boot, hating the feeling
of the wetness from her sweaty sock, but knowing it wasn’t as
bad as it could have been.

 

An hour later she could have kicked herself for jinxing it. The
rain wasn’t just coming down, it was pouring down on them



like someone was hovering overhead with an unlimited
number of full buckets.

 

She tried to look up past her rain hat to see why the canopy of
leaves above them wasn’t sheltering a little of the water, but
every time she tried, she got a face full of water. It was worse
than standing under a broken shower-head.

 

Ethan continued to march along at the same pace like he was
unfazed by all the water. Their rain ponchos sheltered them
from most of the damp, however her boots and the legs of her
pants were muddy and soaked. She didn’t know how much
longer she could tolerate hiking at this pace. Every time she
stepped down, she slid a little in the mud and had to make sure
she didn’t end up on her butt.

 

“Ethan?” She had to shout over the sound of the rain hitting
the leaves. He continued to march without looking back.
“Ethan!” She pulled on his sleeve. “Can we stop?”

 

He looked down at her and she hoped he saw the desperation
in her eyes. She was tired, more tired than she’d been in years.
The lack of a good night’s sleep and the stress of everything
that had happened in the last twenty-four hours had been
slowly catching up with her. But what had finally caused the
weariness to sink in was the downpour of the steady, cold rain.

 

“Can you walk five more minutes? There’s a safe place up
here we can stop. The rocks will shelter us from the rain and
we may even have a dry place to sleep for the night.”

 

It sounded wonderful, so she nodded her head and they
continued on. Thoughts of a soft bed ran through her head, but
she knew she’d be sleeping on the hard ground instead. She
was glad she’d packed an extra blanket in her bag. Even



though it was in the upper eighties, she felt chilled and knew
the second they stopped her blood would cool and she’d be
cold.

 

They took a rocky path that shot off the main pathway. It
climbed high above a tall ridge-line. The steepness was a little
hard to maneuver with the slick mud underfoot and it took
them twice as long as he’d hinted at to finally reach the top.

 

They had to hold onto tree branches and rocks to help them
climb the last few steep feet. Once they made it, she almost
felt like crying with relief.

 

But when they reached the top she understood why he’d
pushed so hard to get here. The large moss-covered rocks
crossed in a pattern and underneath was a perfect teepee-
shaped cave with a small waterfall to the right. The water
rushed into a small pool that she assumed was normally very
calm. Today, however, all the rain had caused the little lake to
look like the ocean during a storm. There were even little
waves that lapped at the pebbled shoreline.

 

They walked around the water’s edge and made it into the
stone archway, and she breathed a sigh of relief. It was hard to
explain, but the steady pelting of the rain on her skin was
almost annoying. She actually felt like it had sandblasted the
top layer off.

 

Her feet hurt, her head hurt, and she knew she had a few new
blisters. Setting her pack down, she moved to sit when Ethan
grabbed her arm.

 

“Better wait until I check it out. Other animals like to take
shelter from the rain.” She jumped up. How could she have
forgotten they were in the jungle? She picked her pack up and



hugged it to her chest as pictures of spiders, snakes, and bats
danced in her mind again. Ethan took out his flashlight and
checked every corner of the small space.

 

“We’re clear.” He smiled when he saw the nervous look on her
face.

 

“I don’t like creepy-crawling things. Are you sure?”

 

He smiled and then ran his light around again. “Yes, we’re
clear.”

 

She relaxed a little and set her bag down, then sat in the dry
dirt, happy to be off her feet.

 



Chapter Five

E than watched Ann across the small space as she slept.
He’d sat across from her last night at Javan’s and watched her,
much like he was doing now. She slept like he’d dreamed of
doing for years, like the whole world had dropped off and she
had no cares.

 
He knew the hike had been hard on her. Hell, it had been hard
on him, but he was used to being uncomfortable and tired.
He’d done it all his adult life and had no plans of letting up
any time soon. He liked his job and the travel. He liked
helping people out and working with his buddies from his time
in the corps. He was very glad that he and Javan had patched
up their relationship. He’d been his best friend for so many
years. Ethan had hated knowing the man was not around to
call when he got in a tight spot.

 

But above everything else about the job, Ethan liked the
danger and the thrills he got when he outmaneuvered his
opponents. It was like a game to him. He’d always been good
at it. When he was a kid, he’d played paintball wars with all
his friends. He’d always won. His high school buddies hadn’t
realized the game wasn’t about shooting but about strategy,
something he was really good at.

 
Ethan tried to close his eyes while keeping on alert. He felt his
muscles relax one at a time until finally he could focus on the
sounds around him, listening for anything out of the ordinary.
But he could hear only the gentle rain hitting the stones, the
rushing sounds of the waterfall, and Ann’s light breathing.

 



Listening to Ann breathe made his mind switch from
protection mode to thinking of Ann. As he slept, he dreamed
about how soft her skin would feel, how her lips had felt
against his. He remembered the softness of her hair in his
hands and thought about holding her close as he rained kisses
up and down her neck.

 
In his mind, she wrapped her legs around his hips and her
breasts pushed against his chest. His hands came to her hips
and held her tight against his desire until suddenly they were
skin to skin. Her legs were still wrapped around his hips, and
he was buried deep inside her and she was moaning with
delight and just when he was on the verge of coming, her
moans turned to screams.

 
He woke with a jolt and was on his knees quickly with his
knife in his hands. The cave was still dark but he could just
make out her form on the ground next to him. She was
thrashing around and moaning with the nightmare.

 
Sheathing his knife, he sat back down and pulled her up
halfway onto his lap. Then he gently rocked her as she woke
from the nightmare.

 
“Shhh, you’re safe.” He put his hands into her hair and pulled
her face to his, kissing her temple.

 

He felt the second she was fully awake. She tensed, and then
when she realized where she was and who she was with, she
relaxed and wrapped her arms around his waist.

 
The rain had stopped and he could already hear life in the
jungle coming awake. He knew sunrise was coming soon and



they probably should get up and start the day early. But he sat
there holding her, kissing her hair and forehead.

 
“I dreamed you left me here to run off with two dancers, then
men came after me and…”

 
“Shhh, it won’t happen,” he said against her skin. “I’m not
going anywhere. Although, what did the dancers look like?”

 
She chuckled into his chest, a sound he was happy to hear.
Then she pulled back and looked at him through the dark. He
could just make out her face. He leaned down and put his lips
to hers in a gentle kiss meant to soothe her. Instead it lit fires
deep within him and made him aware of how uncomfortable it
was to have her leaning across his crotch. He realized how
much he wanted to pull her down on top of him so he could
take her slowly as the sun rose.

 
“Mmm, Ethan?” She pulled back a little, looking at him.

 
“Ann, we’d better get ready.”

 
He felt her huff out a breath and smiled. “Trust me, there is
nothing more that I want to be doing than making love to you
now. But now is not the time or place. Besides, I’m starved
and we could both use a shower.”

 
She pulled back and he saw mortification cross her face as she
realized they both stank of day old sweat. He wanted to laugh.
She actually smelled wonderful; he had been more concerned
about himself.



 
She moved from his lap and he instantly missed the feel of her
body next to his. Standing, he tried to work out the kinks from
sleeping in the same position on the hard ground.

 
The cave was getting lighter, which told him the sun was
rising. In the dim light, he watched her shake her blanket out
and start to roll it up. He walked to the mouth of the cave and
decided a quick shower would be worth the chill he’d feel.

 
Taking the small path of rocks, he climbed down to the base of
the waterfall and removed his clothes. He shook them free of
dust and hung them on a low branch. He walked into the
shallow end until he was in waist deep, then dove into the
crystal clear water, enjoying the freezing water as it woke his
body very quickly.

 
A few minutes later he stood under the waterfall, allowing the
water to rinse away the dirt and sweat. He was shocked to look
up and see a very naked Ann jumping into the pool in front of
him.

 
He would have laughed, but his mouth had gone dry. She was
exquisite. Her long legs and arms pushed her through the
water quickly as she moved to climb the stones towards the
fall. He watched her as she came to stand right in front of him.

 
“You didn’t think you were going to be the only one to enjoy
such a wonderful waterfall did you?” she yelled over the
rushing water and smiled at him. “You can shut your mouth
now, Ethan.” She laughed and then closed her eyes and let the
water fall over her head.



 
He stood there and watched her, and even though the water
was cold enough to have any man shivering, he felt himself
getting hot. She ran her hands over her hair and down her neck
towards her breast, and he licked his lips seeing her nipples
pucker in the icy water.

 
She moved her hands over her chest and down her tight
stomach, and he closed his eyes when she stopped just above
the dark patch of curly hair covering her sex. How could she
do this to him? Did she not get that they were totally exposed
here?

 
He opened his eyes and saw that she was watching him with
hunger in her eyes. He watched as she ran her eyes over him
slowly, feeling her stare burn into him everywhere she looked:
his arms, down his chest towards his light happy trial of hair
that traveled to his very large, very erect sex. When she saw
him, she licked her lips and he lost control.

 
He pushed her against the rock face just to the side of the
rushing water, and then his mouth was on hers as her legs
wrapped around his hips. He pushed her legs farther around
his hips, lifting her higher so their sexes touched, and before
she could say anything, he was imbedded deep into her heat.

 
Her head rolled back, and he watched her eyes go from fiery to
cloudy as she moaned his name. He dipped his head and licked
her exposed neck, tasting the fresh water and the sweet taste of
her heated skin. He drove her deeper and harder, pushing her
faster, building them both up.

 



Her back was pressed against the rock and he used one hand to
brace them against the nature-built wall, holding them steady
as he pleased her. Her hips moved, her hands gripped his wet
shoulders, and when he dipped his head to take her nipple into
his mouth, she screamed his name.

 
He pushed her faster and harder and felt himself ready to
explode as he gripped her soft butt in his hands. He leaned his
forehead against the cool stone and cried out her name as she
arched and tensed with her release.

 

Ann felt the cold stone on her back and Ethan’s breath on her
neck. She wouldn’t regret this move. She’d always taken what
she’d wanted and she’d wanted him. Especially after walking
out of the cave and seeing him standing naked under the water.
She would have had to be a saint not to want to jump him. His
muscles were impressive in clothes, but bare, she just wanted
to lick him up and down.

 
As she felt his breathing slow, she knew he was going to be
pissed at her for maneuvering him so easily. She’d never
seduced someone like that before and she felt liberated in
doing so. Actually, she wanted to do it again, but doubted they
had the time or could spare the energy.

 

Her hands felt a few small scars on his back that she’d seen the
other night when she’d been following him. Reaching down,
she ran her hand over the larger one along the lower part of his
spine.

 

“How did you get this?” she asked as he held himself still.

 



“Hmm. I should have been looking behind me instead of in
front.”

 

She didn’t like that he was vague, but supposed it was a tender
subject taking in account what all his past jobs must have
included.

 
She closed her eyes for another second and enjoyed the feeling
of being alive. She supposed all this had to do with what had
happened yesterday. Seeing death so close, she had wanted to
verify her own life, and sex had been just the tool.

“Damn!” He pulled back and frowned down at her as she
unwrapped her legs from his hips.

 
She chuckled. “I’ve never really gotten that kind of reaction
after hot sex before.”

 
“Uh?” He looked at her. “No, it’s not… It’s just that I went so
fast, we didn’t use protection.”

 

She laughed harder. “It’s okay, big boy. I’m clean and on the
patch.” She rubbed the patch on her stomach and noticed the
relief flood his face.

 
“I’m clean, too. I was more concerned about the protection
against pregnancy part.”

 
“Don’t you want kids?” she asked as she walked back under
the freezing water and began rinsing herself again.

 



“What?” He looked up from her hands as they ran over her
breast and she smiled. He was so easy. “Oh, yeah, of course.
But not until later. I’m not even thirty yet.”

 
“Oh?”

 

He smiled slowly as he quickly walked towards her and pulled
her with him as he jumped back into the deep, cold water of
the pool.

 
When they surfaced again, he was still smiling. He dipped his
head for a fast kiss. “We need to be moving. The sun’s already
up. We need to travel twice as far as we did yesterday.”

 
She tried not to, but she groaned when she heard this.

 
“I know, I know. But think of it this way; from here on out, it’s
all downhill.”

 
Less than an hour later, she wanted to kill him again. Her
thighs were screaming at her and her hands had cuts and
scrapes from all the branches she’d grabbed hold of as they
made their way down the very steep incline. He hadn’t been
joking; it had been all downhill since they’d left the cave and
the waterfall.

 
Oh, how she missed the cool water. The sun was barely up and
she was, once again, drenched in sweat. She’d tied her long
hair up in a braid and was thankful she’d found a small rubber
band in the bottom of her bag to tie it back with.



 
Ethan looked like he could use another shower. She could see
sweat rolling down his back. His shirt was soaking wet
between his shoulder blades.

 
She’d lost her footing several times, and he’d been there to
grab her and hold her steady.

 
She knew she was taking a big chance in being with him. After
all, what did she really know about Ethan Knight? She thought
she’d known Nathan Cruz, but apparently the arrogance had
all been a show.

 
She knew what she’d heard from her father and her brother.
Blake had called him GI Joe and he had told her in great detail
how he’d rushed in and rescued him from the bad men.

 
Her father had mentioned his long-standing record with the
military and said he was the best man for the job to save
Blake. Her father had hired Ethan’s crew to watch Blake for a
few months after the incident. Her father told her that he’d
actually only met Ethan once, on the day he had delivered
Blake to him in Austin. Since then it had been other members
of his team that had done private security when he’d needed
them.

 
Her father had been even more impressed that Ethan had come
along on the short journey from Dallas back to Austin with the
eight-year-old, rather than trust law officials to deliver him
safe and sound.

 



Her mind turned and she wondered if he’d actually slept with
any of the girls that had hung on his arms in Rio. After
witnessing the power of what had happened back at the
waterfall, she got the impression that it had been a while for
him. For herself it had been well over six months since she’d
broken things off with Scott, whom she’d dated for three
months. Knowing how much she’d wanted him and how
sexually pent up she’d been, she estimated by his reaction that
it had been about that long since he’d enjoyed himself as well.

 
At least this all made perfectly good sense to her as she
trudged through the jungle at a high rate of speed.

 
“So,” she said when the ground leveled and she felt like she
could breathe again, “tell me a little about yourself. Where are
you from?”

 
He looked over at her, and she could have sworn she saw
humor in his eyes. “So now you get to the personal questions.
Don’t you have it a little backwards, Princess?”

 
She smiled. “I guess I do. Usually I like to meet a man’s
parents before I take them to a waterfall and let them…”

 
“Okay, okay, I get it,” he interrupted her and chuckled. “I’m
from a small town in Washington state. Both my parents are
alive and well and I’m sure would be tickled to meet you. I
have a half sister who—.” He broke off as he chopped a large
vine that had been blocking their path with his machete. “…
who was stolen as a baby. She found us almost four years ago.
She’s married and living in Portland with a two-year-old
daughter, Rose, who is the greatest love of my life.” He
motioned for her to follow him down another steep incline and



he stopped talking while he helped her. When she had jumped
the short distance to the ground, he continued. “I went into the
Special Forces right out of high school. Actually, they came
searching for me. I guess I’d placed high in the college
exams.” He tapped his head. “I have a wonderful memory, and
they were looking for people like me. When they got a look at
me, they put me through all sorts of special training, and I
guess I just fell into my job. I worked in special ops for a
while until I felt it was time to retire, then I went into business
for myself. Nothing more to tell. Kind of boring if you ask
me.” He smiled back at her.

 
“Boring? You call what you do boring?” She shook her head.
“My father told me a little about you after you brought Blake
back to us, and I wouldn’t describe your life as boring.”

 
He shrugged his shoulders and kept walking. “So, tell me
about yourself.”

 
“Oh please, you can’t fool me. You probably knew all about
me before you even met me. You probably knew what color
underwear I was wearing the day we met.” She smiled as he
stopped and turned around to face her. His forehead was
creased and he looked like he was thinking about something.

 
“That doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to hear it from you.
Hearing the personal details is far better than studying
someone on paper.” He started to turn around, but looked back
over his shoulder. “And they were hot pink.” He smiled and
started walking again.

 
She thought about it and figured he was probably right. “Okay,
what do you want to know? I assume you know where I went



to college, where I got my first job, and who I have dated over
the course of my entire life.”

 
He chuckled. “Tell me why you chose journalism.”

 
She thought about it for a minute. “When I was a girl, I used to
watch the evening news with my father. Since he was always
such a busy man, it was really the only time we had to spend
together. I always loved the anchor woman’s hair and outfits
and could picture myself dressed up, telling the interesting
stories I was hearing. I dressed up as an anchorwoman for
Halloween every year until I was thirteen.” He chuckled.

 
“I can totally see that,” he said causing her to smile.

 
“Actually, it was one of the only careers my father ever truly
gave his full blessing for. My other career choices weren’t so
notable.”

 
He stopped and looked at her. “Really? What other choices did
you have in mind?”

 
“She smiled and walked past him. “Well, in high school I
decided I wanted to be a flight attendant or a stripper.” He
pulled her arm until she stopped and looked at him. “Well, I’d
spent the night at a friend’s house and we’d watched
Flashdance. The movie made it look so glamorous, I’d rushed
home to my father and told him that I had found what I wanted
to do with my life.” She chuckled. “He banned me from ever
seeing that friend again.

 



He smiled and pushed aside a strand of her hair that had been
pulled from her braid.

 
“Well, if you ever want to change careers, you can always try
your routines out on me first.” She punched his shoulder
playfully.

 
Then she walked ahead of him into a clearing and stopped
dead in her tracks. There, in the middle of the jungle, stood
five large men with machine guns.

 



Chapter Six

E than pulled her back into the brush quickly and didn’t wait
to see if they’d been spotted as they took off running back the
way they’d come. When they’d made it twenty yards he
chanced a glance over his shoulder and saw several heads
bobbing in the trees, heading their way. Damn!

 
He grabbed her arm and they made a sharp turn, cutting to the
right down a path he knew was dangerous. He didn’t think
they had any choice.

 

He didn’t know if the men where the one’s looking for them.
Hell, they could have stumbled on a drug deal or something
else. All he knew was they couldn’t chance stopping and
asking them what they wanted.

 
“Sorry, Princess. It’s going to be a bumpy ride. He grabbed her
and flung himself off the cliff, trying to take the brunt of the
impact himself.

 
The rains the night before helped their muddy journey down
the slippery ravine. As they slid down the steep hill, Ethan
grunted every time his back connected with a sharp stick or
rock. Ann squealed and held onto his shoulders.

 
“Quiet!” He tried to get her to stop screaming. If they played
their cards right, the men would just assume they’d been lost
in the forest and wouldn’t think they were dumb enough to
slide down a two-hundred-foot cliff on their backs.



 
Finally, he could feel his momentum slowing and felt a little
relieved. He chanced a look ahead of them and almost
screamed himself. There in front of him was a great drop off.
He let go of Ann with one hand and reached for anything to
stop their speed.

 
Damn! They were heading for the edge and he had no clue
what was at the bottom. “Grab hold of something,” he grunted.

 

She began to frantically grab hold of tiny twigs and branches
as they flew by their heads. Finally, about ten feet from the
edge, he grabbed a hold of a large vine and felt himself
slowing. When the vine ripped out of the ground from their
weight, he dug his hand into the ground as Ann held onto his
waist. Mud coated his back and legs and he even felt some
down his pants.

 
Finally, they came to a slow stop less than two feet from the
rocky edge. They lay there, holding each other, breathing
heavily. He rested his head back in the mud and looked up
through the thick leaves to the blue sky above, thanking God
they had stopped.

 
He heard shouting and pushed himself up, pulling her with
him. He rushed to the edge and looked over and was happy to
see a deep river about twenty feet below them.

 

 
“We aren’t done with the ride yet, Princess. Make sure to cross
your feet when you land.” He grabbed her hand and when she
nodded, they both jumped as far as they could into the open
air.



 
He’d ridden plenty of water slides as a kid, and he’d had his
share of solo jumps out of airplanes, but nothing prepared him
for the drop into the unknown, especially since Ann’s hand
was still in his.

They must have hit the water at thirty miles per hour. The
wind was knocked from his lungs and Ann’s hand was ripped
from his.

 
He fought to control his limbs and then realized that his heavy
backpack was weighing him down. Using his legs, he easily
broke through the surface of the water and looked around for
Ann. When he couldn’t find her, he thought about her heavy
backpack. Ducking under the rushing water, he searched for
her.

 

The turbulent water was muddy and he could barely make out
his own hand in front of his face. Removing his heavy bag, he
kicked under the surface again and this time felt around with
his hands and feet. When he kicked something with his boot,
he reached down and grabbed a handful of hair and quickly
pulled her up. She grabbed for his hand and he rushed them to
the top.

 
When they broke the surface, Ann began to spit up water and
cough. They were being pushed down river by the quickly
flowing water. He put his arm under her shoulders and kicked
towards the left embankment. They were picking up too much
speed and the river had widened, and when he tried kicking
again, it felt like the shore was getting farther away.

 
“Ethan?” Ann noticed that the water was getting faster, no
doubt from all the rain last night.



 

“I know, I know. Help me kick towards shore. Come on.”
They started kicking together and had made it almost to the
shore when he heard the loud sounds of more rushing water.
He looked over and saw the spray of a large waterfall that they
were heading right towards.

 
“Kick, Ann!” He used all his leg muscles and thought he felt
the bottom of the river. It took a few more kicks before he
could dig his toes into the pebbles and dirt at the river’s
bottom. The rushing water started carrying Ann out of his
arms, but he grabbed onto her bag and held on as she gripped
the shoulder straps. Her head went under the water several
times as he forced his body against the flow of the water.

 
He was totally focused on each step, but suddenly noticed that
her weight had disappeared. He freaked out, thinking she’d
fallen out of the arm holds of her backpack. He looked back
and saw her moving beside him, taking each step he did, trying
to make it to shore. She smiled over at him, and he knew he
had lost a part of his heart.

How could this have happened so quickly? A woman who
could smile as if she was looking at the gates of heaven after
what they’d just been through deserved better than him. He
was a soldier, a drone, used to doing other people’s hard and
dirty work. He didn’t deserve someone who took sunshine
with her everywhere she went.

 
When they collapsed on the muddy shore, he looked around
for his bag, hoping that it had somehow come ashore. He tried
to gauge how far they’d gone and looked back up river to see
if the men were in pursuit.

 



He estimated that they’d traveled a few miles. He didn’t notice
anyone following them, but that could change. They needed to
get away from the water and quickly. He looked over at Ann.
She was resting the back of her head on the grassy shore. Mud
was caked into her hair and her clothes were soaked and
muddy. Her eyes were closed as she leveled her breathing.

 
“We have to get moving, Princess. The men might be right
behind us.”

 
She nodded and started to rise, her bag still on her shoulders.
He reached over and took it from her. “Since I lost mine, I’ll
carry the extra weight.” She smiled and nodded again. He
wondered why she wasn’t talking and asked, “Is your throat
okay?”

 
She coughed a few times, then whispered. “I think I drank too
much water and dirt. It will be fine, after I get a drink.”

 
He stopped and allowed her to pull out her canteen of water.
As she took a drink, he realized most of the food had been in
his bag. He could have kicked himself for not looking ahead
and being smart enough to put some more in hers. He’d never
lost his bag before. Never. He’d just have to deal with that
later. Right now they needed to get as far away from the water
as they could.

 
“Here, walk on the dry spots so we don’t leave tracks.” He
held out his hand and showed her where to step. She followed
his instructions and then he said, “Go stand under that tree.”

 



She walked over and after checking the branches for snakes,
leaned against the trunk. He broke off a small branch and tried
to wipe away their exit from the river. It wasn’t perfect, but it
would have to do. He threw the branch into the bushes and met
her under the tree. Grabbing her hand, they started walking
quickly.

 

“How do you know where we are? If we are even heading in
the right direction?”

 

He tapped his head.

 

“Oh, come on. You can’t have a map in that big head of
yours.”

 

He chuckled at her. He jumped a small ravine and then turned
to help her across.

 

“I have a photographic memory. Actually, my sister has it, too.
I guess we got it from our mom. I could never get away with
anything when I lived at home.” He chuckled again.

 

She watched his back, almost tripping over a small tree that
had fallen.

 

“Well? Go on…”

 

He turned and looked over his shoulder at her.

 

“What?”

 



“Tell me about your mother.”

 

He smiled and held a large branch aside for her. She noticed he
made a point not to break it. If anyone was following them,
they would have a hard path to follow.

 

She felt like they were zigzagging through the jungle, turning
at every third tree. She noticed they never headed in the same
direction for too long. If he did have a map in that brain of his,
she was very impressed.

 

“Well, I was raised as an only child, so I got too much
attention from my loving parents. At times I wished for my
older sister’s return so I could have someone to take the blame
once and a while. No matter what I did or said, my mother’s
memory was long and always correct.”

 

“How about your dad?”

 

“My dad is a lot like me. He likes to hunt, fish, and spend time
with his two brothers. They live near my parents in
Washington. My parents had known each other all their lives,
but a year after my sister was stolen, they fell in love and
married. I came along a while later.”

 

“I always wanted a sister or brother, too. I guess that’s why I
was so happy when Blake came along. Even though he’s half
my age, I spoil him.” She smiled and realized that they had
more in common than she’d thought they did to begin with.

 
An hour before nightfall, Ann was so worn out she could
barely lift her feet. Her clothes were wrinkled and dirty, her
hair had come undone from the braid, and she just felt



frazzled. She could see that Ethan didn’t look any better than
she felt. Not having to carry her bag did help a lot, but her feet
were just so heavy, she desperately wanted to stop for the
night.

 
“Ethan?” He stopped and turned to look at her. “Can we stop
soon?” She could see him think about it, then he looked
around like he was trying to gauge where they were. There
was no possibility that he knew where they were. They had
continued to zigzag through the thick forest for the remainder
of the day. At this point, she wasn’t even sure which way the
sun was setting. The clouds were thick and hung low in the
trees. There was even a mist hanging around the top of the
trees. It was still in the high eighties, and she wanted another
shower in a cold waterfall.

 
“There’s a small creek with a pool near here. It’s only about
half a mile away. Can you make it that far so we can clean
up?” She nodded. Okay, so if he knew there was a creek a half
a mile away, she was going to stop underestimating him.

 
A short while later, they cautiously approached the stream.
There was a very small waterfall and the water was only a few
feet deep, just deep enough that she could probably sit in it.
There was no cave in case it rained again that night. They’d
just have to get wet. She’d gauged all this as he was scouting
out the area to make sure no one was around.

 
“It’s a popular camping site,” he told her as they sat by the
stream. “We’re about half a day’s hike from civilization. There
are a few small towns we will have to pass through. We’d
better do it in the middle of the night, so we aren’t seen by
anyone.”

 



She nodded her head in agreement, but in truth she was only
half listening to him. She’d sat down by the pool on a large
round rock and had removed her shoes. Nasty red blisters
covered her heels and when she dipped her feet into the cool
water, she almost cried at the relief it provided. She stood up
and walked cautiously over the large rocks right into the clear
water, clothes and all.

 
She turned and watched him set the bag down and do the
same. He smiled at her. “You know, you sure are taking all this
very well.” He stopped right in front of her and sat down.

 
“How else would I take all this?” She ducked down and leaned
back to rinse the dirt and sweat from her hair. Using her hands,
she tried to wash the dirt from her clothes. She’d almost
forgotten she’d dyed her hair black until she loosened her
braid and the dark tresses surrounded her face.

 
“Well, I thought you’d be doing a lot of crying and
complaining,” he said sitting next to her, trying to scrub
himself clean. The rocky bottom of the small pool was a little
hard to get comfortable on, but she finally found a flat rock
and propped herself on it. .”

 
She laughed. “Normally I would have.” She raised her legs up
and looked at her bare feet. His boots were still on and she
knew that it would take a few hours for them to dry. “But since
it’s all my fault that we’re in this mess, I thought I’d leave the
complaining to a minimum.”

 
“Ann—”

 



“No, don’t. We’ve been over this. I don’t know what I’d do
without you, Ethan.” She tried to hold back the emotions.

 
He pulled her close and they started floating in the water
together. “You know, if you imagine hard enough, I bet you
could convince your mind we’re in some fancy hotel in Rio,
sipping margaritas and having the time of our lives.”

 
She closed her eyes and allowed her mind to float away.

 
She woke a few hours later to Ethan pulling on her arm. He
must have carried her out of the water after she’d fallen asleep
floating with him.

 
“Ann,” he whispered, “we have to go. Put on your boots.” She
blinked a few times and then she could hear it. People.
Quickly sitting up, she realized they were laying in the grass
near the water’s edge. Her boots were within arm’s reach. She
threw them on and was ready to sprint when she recognized
several words being spoken by the approaching people.

 
“Ethan,” she whispered to him, “they’re American.”

 
“It doesn’t matter. Come on.” He pulled her arm and they
started moving quietly in the opposite direction.

 
The voices continued as if they hadn’t heard them. Soon they
were so far away, they couldn’t hear anything except night
noises.

 



She didn’t want to be walking anymore. The only plus was
that the moon was full. She could see clearly enough to follow
him, but she could have used a few more hours of sleep. They
walked for what seemed an hour before he finally stopped.

 
“We can spend the rest of the night here. There’s a nice sandy
riverbed where we can make camp. He sat and pulled her bag
into his lap and started searching the large section in the dark.
Finally, he pulled out one of the bags of food she’d placed in
her bag and handed it to her.

They ate in silence and then he pulled her down into his arms.
She fell back asleep leaning against him in the soft sand with
the large moon overhead.

 

He watched the stars and the clouds as they crossed in front of
the moon, blocking out its rays. His mind just wouldn’t shut
down. Thoughts of her consumed him.

 

He’d never had this hard of a time clearing his mind before.
She was just a job. He’d had plenty of jobs that he’d wanted to
get close to. Plenty of women that would have been easy to
enjoy. But he’d kept his private life separate and it had worked
out well so far.

 

Then he remembered the waterfall and his mind played over
the scene of Ann diving into the water naked. He thought of
her swimming, her long legs and arms moving towards him.
He saw her pulling her wet body from the water and walking
slowly towards him. No, she wasn’t just a job. He pulled her
closer and closed his eyes.

 
 



Chapter Seven

E than woke to the sun in his eyes and was shocked. He’d
never slept so deeply. Then he realized he was alone and panic
overtook him. Sitting up quickly, he jolted when he heard Ann
say from behind him.

 
“I’m over here. Don’t worry, I didn’t go far. Just had to clean
up.” She dropped her bag next to him and smiled. “You look
like you could use a couple more hours of sleep.”

 

He’d actually been having a nightmare about a job he’d done a
few years back. He’d woken still able to hear the men chasing
him, and the client, an old friend, screaming his name as he
slowly died. It had been almost seven years ago, but it still felt
like yesterday. His back ached where the long scar covered his
spine; he’d barely made it out of Afghanistan alive.

 

Having another close friend literally stab you in the back made
you reevaluate your friends.

 

Javan had been there for him. He’s the one that had nursed him
back to health until he was well enough to fly home. He’d
actually thought about retiring then, but had stuck it out a few
more years. He’d been sick then and had slept for a week.
Now he felt like he could sleep at least that long, which was
totally throwing him off. His head hurt, his back hurt, his feet
hurt. Hell, everything hurt. He frowned and tried to assess why
he wasn’t feeling so hot. He quickly tore off his clothes and
started checking himself.

 



“Not that I’m going to complain about you getting naked, but
what’s with the strip show?”

“Help me check for small bites.” He motioned to his back.
“They’ll be two small red spots, maybe with a white circle
around it.”

 
She started running her hands over his shoulders slowly.
“Nothing,” she said and he stood up and dropped his pants
quickly. She gasped and said, “Here.” She circled a small
section on his upper thigh. “But it’s red and swollen, not
white.”

 
He relaxed a little. “Okay, whew. That was a close one.” He
started to pull up his pants.

 
“What? What does that mean? Shouldn’t you put something
on it? Do I need to suck out the poison?” She tried to keep him
from pulling his pants back up.

 
“No,” he chuckled, “it’s just a small snake bite.” He pulled the
pants up.

 
“What would it have been if it was white?”

 
“Spider bite,” he said and zipped his pants.

 
“So, snakes are better than spiders?”

 

He frowned. “No, not normally.”



 
She crossed her arms and looked at him, obviously waiting for
more information. “I was bit by a snake a few years back.
Same kind of thing, I felt achy for a day or two then was back
to normal. Most likely it’s the same thing this time. But once I
was bit by a poisonous spider, and I spent almost a month in
the hospital. Almost lost my foot.”

She gasped, and he could see her cringing, trying to make
herself smaller and looking around.

 
“Don’t worry, Princess. It’s very rare to get bit. I just happened
to sit on a nest while I was on lookout a few years back. The
guys in my group never let me hear the end of it, though.”

 
He bent to pick up his shirt and shook it out, then put it back
on. He thought he heard her sigh when he was fully covered
again.

 
“Let’s see what else you’ve got in this bag to eat.”

 
He sat next to the bag on the soft sand and started rummaging
through the items she’d grabbed from Javan’s shelves.

 
“This will come in handy.” He pulled out a small medical box
and opened it. Then he popped two aspirin into his mouth and
swallowed quickly. Hopefully they’d take care of the aches.
Then his hand hit another box and when he pulled out the
silver case, he was shocked and happy. He’d lost his weapon
when his bag sank to the bottom of the river. “Wow, I’m
impressed, Princess.” He smiled at her as she sat next to him.



 
He opened the small case and smiled at the .45 and was even
happier when he noticed a box of bullets sitting beside it in the
waterproof case.

 
She reached past him and dug into the bag and pulled out a
sealed bag of energy bars. Handing him one, she ripped one
open and bit into it. Her eyes closed and she actually moaned.

 
How could he go from protection mode to horny in under five
seconds flat? Damn, she was doing something to him. Even
though they both looked a mess, having worn the same clothes
for two days now, and her hair was in knots and she sad some
mud on her cheek, she still looked beautiful.

 
He lifted his hand and wiped the dry dirt from her face. She
stopped and looked at him with questioning eyes.

 
“I’m sorry you have to go through all this. You were made to
sleep in fancy hotels, not on the hard ground. For eating at the
best restaurants, not eating energy bars like this,” he said,
waving the energy bar. .”

 
“Why do you say stuff like that? Did you know that some of
my fondest memories as a child are of camping with my dad?”
She pouted a little which only made him look at her lips,
making him realize how kissable they were.

 
He smiled and ate his energy bar.

 



“You think I’m joking or you just don’t believe me.” She
frowned even more. “Have you heard one complaint from me
since we started this journey?”

 
He thought about it and couldn’t remember her saying
anything other than asking to stop for the night. He knew she
wasn’t used to hiking round the clock like he was. He did what
he had to in order to get the job done. If it meant having a few
sleepless nights, then he’d catch up on his sleep later.

 

But she hadn’t complained once. He smiled over at her. She
really was a lot tougher than she looked.

 
“We’d better get moving. Tonight we’ll make it through the
outskirts of town. Hopefully by this time tomorrow we’ll be on
a plane to Peru.”

 
“Why Peru?” She took a deep drink of her water and he
noticed that they were low on fluids.

 
“I’ve got connections in Lima. We can book safe passage to
the States without raising any flags.” He stood and dusted off
his pants, then reached to help her up. Just for his pleasure, he
pulled her into his arms and kissed her until he felt her body
melting against his.

 
They walked for a few hours, and he made sure they weren’t
being followed, constantly looking over his shoulder and
listening for anyone else around. So far all he could hear were
the sounds of the jungle. They’d just walked into a small
clearing when Ann gasped and he went on guard. He was
ready to grab her and run when she started laughing.



 
“Oh, look at them, there are so many!” Her face was turned to
the sky and when he looked up he saw hundreds of birds. The
green, yellow, and blue colored parrots hopped from limb to
limb. He could hear their calls as they flew around enjoying
the nuts and berries from the trees high above.

 
He watched Ann’s face light up and couldn’t help but smile as
she watched the display.

“They are so beautiful. I can’t believe how many there are.”

 
He enjoyed seeing the birds, but he enjoyed watching her
enjoyment even more. Her whole face lit up. Her smile was
contagious and by the time they started walking again, he had
forgotten about the aches and pains from the snake bite.

 
They walked for another hour and then stopped at a stream to
eat a lunch consisting of another power bar each. They rested
for a while, enjoying the quiet of their surroundings.

 
“We have about two more hours before we’re going to have to
stop until dark, then we can sneak into town.”

 
“How are we going to fly to Peru? If there are lookouts all
over, won’t we be spotted at the airports?”

 
He smiled. “Not this airport. Trust me, they won’t be looking
for us where we’re going.”

 



They made it to the edge of town without any problems. He
made a makeshift lookout in one of the trees and helped Ann
climb up so they would be hidden if anyone should pass by.

 
Just after midnight, they climbed down and quickly made their
way down the sidewalks past all the small closed shops. The
crumbled storefronts were gated and chained up for the night.
The streets were made of dirt and full of large holes that would
have wrecked even the largest truck tires.

 

They didn’t see another soul the entire two dozen blocks they
walked. Passing the stores, they made it to the outskirts of all
the small huts where he knew they might run into problems.
They had had it easy so far, since all the shops were closed.
But here, where the small brick and clay buildings had been
erected as if thrown together by a roll of the dice, the streets
were littered with men.

 
“Stay close,” he whispered as he pulled her closer.

 
He knew they had another dozen blocks to go through the huts
before they’d reach the outskirts of the São Paulo International
Airport. They’d made it almost eight blocks before two men
started following them. He doubted they were specifically
looking for them, just trouble. Maybe they’d try to steal his
bag, maybe they just wanted a fight, or maybe they wanted
something worse. He pulled Ann closer.

 
“Sorry, looks like tonight is going to be a little exciting after
all. Don’t run when it starts. Stay close no matter what.” She
nodded and he could feel the tension in her body next to his.

 



Less than a block later, the men made their move and it was
exactly what he’d counted on. They’d had another buddy run
ahead and come out in front of them with a knife. When the
skinny man jumped out from the corner, his two buddies
quickly came up behind and tried to grab Ann’s arm.

 
Ethan was shocked when he saw Ann dip and turn. She kicked
out and hit the man square in his chest, knocking him to the
ground. He gasped for breath, holding his chest, while rolling
around in the dirt.

 

It took Ethan a few seconds to recover, but he blocked the
skinny man’s attempt to stab him by breaking his nose with his
fist. The man dropped the knife and grabbed his face, then
took off running in the opposite direction from where they’d
just come from.

 
The third man was a lot bigger, more Ethan’s size, and when
he tried to reach for Ann, she dropped to the ground and rolled
away from him like a stealthy ninja.

 
The man didn’t see Ethan coming. It took two blows to the
side of his head to have him lying in a heap on the dirt road.

 
The conscious man on the ground was still gasping for breath
as Ethan walked over and picked him up by the front of his
shirt.

 
“Hurts doesn’t it?” he asked the man. Ethan held him still by
holding the front of his shirt in his fist. “Breathe, take deep
breaths.” He smiled over at Ann as she crossed her arms and
looked like she was trying to decide if he was crazy.



 
“What? I need to ask him some questions. If he can’t breathe,
how is he supposed to answer me?”

 
He looked back at the man and saw that his coloring was
coming back. “The woman can kick, huh?” he asked his
assailant. When the man just nodded, he continued. “What
were you trying to do? Rob us?” The man nodded again. “Did
anyone send you?” The man looked up at him like he was
crazy, then shook his head no. “Good, okay. You can go.” He
pushed the man down the street. He stopped, then looked at his
friend and back at Ethan. “You can have him, we’re done.”
Ethan grabbed Ann’s hand and started walking again.

 
When they reached the chain link fence around the airport a
few blocks later, they walked around to the guard tower and he
saw his good buddy sitting where he knew he’d be.

 
Felipe was easily three hundred pounds. His body mass ate up
most of the small booth. Ethan walked up to him and gave him
a big hug as he greeted him.

 
“Felipe, this is Ann. Ann, Felipe.” He pulled Ann to his side
and smiled at Felipe. His friends eyes lit up and he could see
the situation register in his face.

 
“Nice to meet you, Ann.” He smiled at Ethan. “What are you
doing back here? I thought after the last time, Javan told you
to stay out of Brazil.”

 



Ethan laughed. “We made up. I need transport to Peru and it
has to be on the down low.”

 
His friend thought for a minute. “How low?”

 
Ethan held his hand flat and motioned to below his knees.

 
Felipe whistled. “I don’t know, man. There hasn’t been
anything like that come through in weeks. I do have
something. You may not like the accommodations, though.”

 
“We’ll take it.”

 
Felipe looked at Ann, then back at him. “Are you sure? Your
girl here might not like that she can’t sit in first class.”

 
Ethan smiled. He liked that that Felipe had called Ann his girl.
“My girl here can handle whatever you throw at her.”

“I’m sorry, sir, they seem to have slipped through our hands
again. We thought we had them in the jungle, but they
disappeared down the river. Jumped from a hundred-foot
cliff.” The phone call was cutting in and out and he could
barely make out all the words. “You were right to have us
checking the trails. We’ll keep watch. The last we saw them,
they were heading north. We’ll have them, there aren’t too
many places they can hide. Plus they were traveling light.
There is no way they had enough supplies to last too long in
the jungle.”

 

He didn’t even look up when someone walked into the room.



“Just take care of it, I’m tired of this thing looming over my
head. I’ll expect you to deal with this.”

 

He hung up the phone and looked at his employer.

 

“Have you got my speech finalized yet?”

 

“Yes, sir. I’ll print it out for you right now and bring it in to
you.”

 

He stood and walked down the hall to the copy room, loathing
and hatred in his heart. His boss deserved everything that was
coming to him. If they didn’t find the girl, then he’d have to
come up with another plan. It wasn’t as if he wasn’t good at
thinking on his feet, it’s just that he knew the right buttons to
push and he’d picked the best possible method to obtain his
and his boss’s goals.

 



Chapter Eight

A nn sat uncomfortably in the large wooden crate. The open
slats allowed for the cold air to flow through from the cargo
hold of the airplane. Ethan sat across from her like he was
comfortable.

“How long do we have to sit in this box?” she yelled over the
loud noises of the engines.

 
“The whole trip to Lima. Come over here.” He motioned to the
side he was sitting on and smiled.

 
She couldn’t refuse him. That smile did something to her
insides. He put his arm around her and she snuggled into his
chest. He was so warm she immediately realized how cold she
was and started shivering.

 
“Aren’t we going to suffocate or something? I know in regular
airplanes they have to keep pumping air into the cabins.”

 

He chuckled at her.

“That’s why we’re on this small cargo plane instead of a
bigger one. It won’t reach that high of an altitude. The
downside of it is it will take us twice as long to get where we
are going.”

 
He started rubbing his hand over her hair and she realized how
wonderfully normal it felt, how right she felt in his arms.
Looking up at him, she realized he’d been watching her, and



when she looked at him, he pulled her up and kissed her
lightly. His mouth caused sparks all the way down to her toes.

 
There wasn’t a lot of room in the crate they were in, only
enough that they’d laid out a sleeping bag to sit on. His legs
could stretch across without being bent and she could have
easily curled up and fallen asleep comfortably. But when the
kiss deepened, she rose above him, straddling him as he took
her hips in his hands.

 
She’d been burning for him since the waterfall. It was hard to
explain, but she’d actually felt hollow since that encounter.
She’d never experienced anything quite like the feeling of
Ethan inside her. In every relationship in the past, she’d
always been the one in control. She’d prided herself on that.
She’d never really needed or wanted someone as badly as she
wanted him right now. Even with the circumstances being
what they were, she wanted him. Taking her time, she inched
her hands down his chest and slowly removed his shirt. When
his hands hit the top of the box, they both chuckled.

 
“Ann, what are we doing?” he asked when his shirt hit the
ground.

 
She smiled. “I would think that was rather obvious.”

 
He smiled in return, “You know what I mean,” he said as she
trailed kisses down his neck.

 
“We have hours and hours we’re going to be stuck in this box.
We’re just going to enjoy ourselves and take our minds off the
fact that it’s cold and uncomfortable in here.”



 
When he smiled and started to pull her shirt off, she knew he
was on board with her plan. They worked out a system for
removing each other’s clothes and soon they were skin to skin
as she straddled his hips again.

 
His hands were running over her back as he pulled her closer
to kiss every inch of her face and neck. When she tried to trail
kisses down his chest, her feet hit the other side of the box and
she had to bend herself so she could continue her downward
path, exploring and enjoying every inch of his tan muscular
body.

 
“Ann, you’re killing me,” he moaned when she flicked her
tongue over his flat nipple. Then she had him moaning when
she lightly ran her fingernails over his skin and trailed kisses
after them. His hands balled into fists, and she could tell he
was trying not to take over. She wanted control now and she
was going to drive him mad.

 
Her fingers traveled down the light trail of hair that went to his
sex and she enjoyed seeing him flinch when she ran a finger
over him. Next, she ran her mouth down the same path and his
hands fisted in her hair when her tongue touched him.

 
She was good at this. She’d prided herself on the fact that
she’d always enjoyed giving pleasure as much as she enjoyed
getting it. But when she moved to take him completely in her
mouth, he pulled her up and growled at her.

 
“You little vixen.” He smiled as he pulled her down, so she
was under him. As he hovered over her he said, “I know what
you’re doing.” He chuckled. “Not this time, Princess.” Then



he was kissing the same path on her and she forgot her plan of
controlling the situation. And for the first time, she enjoyed
the feeling of losing herself in the moment.

 
He ran his hands and his mouth down her heated skin, leaving
a trail that tingled. She felt like putty under his hands as they
molded her curves, and when he ran a finger gently over her,
she arched up, seeking more contact.

 
He chuckled and she realized what he was doing. He’d taken
complete control of her and she hadn’t minded. The smirk on
his face told her that he knew it, but the heat in his eyes told
her he wasn’t unaffected.

 
He was moving slow, running his hands over her, circling
when she wanted him to touch her again.

 
She tried to move and get him to speed things up, but he just
smiled down at her and said, “We have all the time in the
world. I just want to enjoy you, Princess.”

 
She groaned, not knowing how much more she could stand of
his torture.

 
“Ethan, you’re killing me.”

 
Finally, he touched her where she wanted and she almost came
undone in his hands. How had it come to this? She’d wanted to
show him pleasure. But now as she felt herself building up,
she watched his eyes and realized she was. The look on his
face told her everything.



 
Reaching up, she grabbed his hair and pulled him back down
to her mouth. When he was an inch away he paused, and she
could have sworn she saw more than just desire cross his eyes.

 
As they kissed she realized this position was not going to
work. He was on his hands and knees and there just wasn’t
enough room in the crate to continue with her lying down.
Rolling over herself, she took his shoulders and pushed him
down until he was lying with his feet flat on the bottom and
his knees slightly bent. Then she straddled him again, bending
down so her head wouldn’t hit the top of the box.

 
“This isn’t as easy as I’d hoped.” She smiled down at him. He
pulled her hips towards him and she leaned down to kiss him
deeply as she slid slowly onto him. She watched as he threw
his head back and closed his eyes. His mouth was slightly
open, and she watched as the muscles on his neck and arms
flexed. She smiled and ran her hands over them.

 

His hands went to her hips and dug into her soft flesh as he
moved her. She enjoyed the feel of him and couldn’t hold back
much longer. When he reached for her and ran his fingers over
her lightly, she felt the explosion rip from her, deep inside.

 

“Again,” he growled as he continued to pump faster and
harder, building her up again. His hand went to her nipple,
tugging lightly. Then he leaned up and used his mouth on her
heated skin, building her faster and faster. He braced his legs
wide on the ground and bucked under her as she rode him, her
knees tucked close to his hips, her hands on his chest, enjoying
the play of muscles. Just when she thought she couldn’t take it
any longer, she heard him growl her name, and she threw her
head back and joined him.



 

Ethan lay there feeling Ann’s breath on his chest and knew she
was fast asleep. He listened to the loud sounds of the cargo
plane and wondered what the hell he was doing. The number
one rule in this business was, and had always been, don’t get
involved with a client.

 

So far, he’d followed that rule. There had been plenty of times
he’d wanted to cross that line, but none like this. None like
her. He’d felt the shock the first time he’d seen her. He’d
known he should call the job off before they’d left for Brazil.
He’d even tried to keep her pissed at him by always flaunting
women around. It had worked for a while. He could tell she
was totally turned off by him, and at one point, he was pretty
sure she had called her boss to try and get him fired.

 

But it wasn’t up to Anthony if he stayed or went. Senator
Rhodes was the one calling all the shots, and if he knew that
he was sleeping with his daughter… Hell, he wasn’t just
sleeping with her. He couldn’t fool himself for much longer.
She was everything he’d ever dreamed of: smart, intelligent,
sexy. And the fact that she could chest kick a man without
breaking a sweat turned him on even more.

 

He felt her shiver from the cold air and pulled the sleeping bag
over her. She mumbled something and snuggled deeper into
his chest. He smelled rain and mud in her hair and realized it,
too, was turning him on. Yup, he was a goner. He had some
thinking to do. It was a good thing they’d be stuck in the crate
for a few more hours.

 

His mind kept jumping back and forth. She was just a job, she
was more than just a job. This was the first time in his adult
life that he couldn’t make up his mind. It was almost as if he



could feel the little angel and devil characters on his shoulders.
One telling him to go for it, the other saying to step back and
be good.

 

He’d never struggled with anything like this before. He’d
never had a serious relationship before. Sure, he’d dated. He
wasn’t one to deny himself the pleasure of a beautiful woman.
But it had been months since he’d thought about being with
anyone. He supposed it was because he was just busy.

 

No, he couldn’t fool himself. After seeing what his sister,
Roberta, had with her husband, Ric, he had wanted something
more than just a fling. He’d wanted what they had. What his
parents and grandparents had.

 

Ann snuggled closer to him and he knew without a doubt what
he wanted. He was still struggling with how to make her see
that he was what she wanted, too.

 

A few hours later, when he felt the plane slowing and making
its descent, he shook Ann awake.

 

“Come on, Princess, we’re landing.” He shook her again. She
tried to snuggle back into him, so he removed the sleeping bag
so they were fully exposed. When she felt the cold air hit her,
she sat up and tried to pull the bag back. “I guess you don’t
mind customs seeing you naked.”

 

That got her moving. She dressed quickly and he laughed as
she struggled to put her clothes back on in the confined space.
It was too close of quarters, so he had to wait until she was
fully dressed to slip on his own clothes.

 



“Are we really going to have to go through customs? How are
we going to explain—?”

 

“Hang on with all the questions until I get my pants on.” She
tried to help him slip his legs into his pants, but she only ended
up making it worse. By the time both his legs were in his
pants, they were both laughing very hard and he had sweat
rolling down his back.

 

Three hours later, they were still in the box and he could tell
she was starting to worry. They’d been moved several times,
once by a large forklift, the other by two men who were
speaking Spanish. They made sure to hold still while the two
men pushed the crate into the back of a large truck. They’d
been driving along for almost a half hour when the truck
finally came to a stop and the back was opened.

 

“Señor Knight, Señorita Rhodes, are you still breathing in
there?”

 

Ethan laughed. “Raul, get your skinny butt up here and let us
out of this damn box.”

 

“What do you mean they aren’t in Rio anymore?”

 

He wanted to throw the phone across the room, but it might
cause too many heads to turn. After all, it was a black tie
affair. He was standing off in a dark hallway, trying to keep his
voice down.

 

“Where the hell are they?”

 



“Well, as far as we can tell they are still in South America.”

 

“Can you narrow it down any further?” He was losing his
patience.

 

“Not at the moment. Is there anything you can find out on your
end that might help us?”

 

He looked around and thought about it. “I’ll get back to you.”
Then hung up the phone and went to join the crowd again.



Chapter Nine

A nn wondered how many people Ethan knew and how he
knew so many in the places they were going. She knew the
kind of jobs he’d done. Most, she had assumed, were like the
one he’d done for her father.

 

After being released from the box, she’d been shocked to
discover they were in paradise. Everything was so green, it
almost hurt her eyes. When she’d stood up, Ethan had taken
her arm to steady her since her legs were asleep.

 

“Walk a little, you’ll get the feeling back in your legs.” He
hadn’t even looked fazed by spending almost twelve hours in
that crate. She, on the other hand, could use a long, hot shower
and a change of clothes.

 

When she started walking to stretch her legs, she ended up
near the rim of a large cliff overlooking the ocean. She could
just make out the city far off in the distance. She’d never been
to Peru before, and since Lima was a new experience, she was
amazed at the fact that the city appeared to sit right on the
edge of the cliff. It was almost as if it were going to spill out
into the water from the cliff’s edge. The greenness of it all
almost overwhelmed her. It was still early morning and she
could see the mist and fog clinging to the tops of tall buildings.

 

Ethan walked up beside her, smiling. “We have the place to
ourselves for two days, then we head out. Raul has assured me
everything is in order to leave on Tuesday.” He waved as the
truck started driving away with his friend in the cab. “What do
you say to a hot shower and some new clothes? Or would you
rather eat breakfast first?”



 

She couldn’t help it, the thought of being clean and eating
some real food made her jump into his arms as she squealed
like a school girl.

 

He spun her around a few times and then set her back on her
feet, smiling down at her. “Come on then, let’s go get cleaned
up and eat.”

 

He walked her towards a large glass house which sat near the
edge of the cliff. The blue metal roof mixed with the tall walls
made the place shine. She couldn’t get over the fact that she
could see right through to the back of the place. There was a
large sunken living area with tan couches and bright red throw
pillows. The large tile-top dining room table had chairs of the
same tan and a large wooden bowl set on it.

 

She saw a large, frosted glass wall and thought that the
bedroom and bathroom would be behind it for privacy.
Through the back of the house she could see a large wooden
deck and a blue tiled swimming pool with a huge fountain in
the middle. Palm trees lined the back of the pool area and
surrounded the house. The house took up most of the cliff, but
there was a large chunk that housed a four-car garage that had
an apartment above it. Looking around, she didn’t see any
other homes nearby. She stood there and admired the
architecture of the place.

 

“Do you like it?” Ethan asked as he stood beside her.

 

She didn’t know what to say, so she just nodded her head. It
was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

 



“I’m glad. I had the same reaction when I bought it seven
years ago.”

 

She was shocked. She turned and looked at him. He owned
this place? Why did he have a house in Lima? So many other
questions ran through her head.

“Shut it down for a while, Princess. Let’s go get some grub
and clean up, then I’ll explain everything.”

 

When she’d walked into the large bedroom, which was indeed
behind the wall of frosted glass, she haw a small silver bikini.
So after hitting the shower quickly, she rushed out to the large
stone tiled pool. There she floated in the cool, blue water until
Ethan came out in a pair of swim trunks and joined her. He
was carrying an ice blue fruity drink and a beer. Her drink
even had a slice of pineapple on the rim of the crystal glass
and had a cherry floating in it.

 

“I could get used to this,” she said as she floated on her back
with her dark hair pooling around her face. She stopped to take
a drink and moaned with delight when the sweet and tangy
drink hit her mouth.

 

“Where did you learn to make this?” She held up her drink.

 

He chuckled. “I had to go undercover as a bartender in Cancun
for a few months. You wouldn’t believe the tips you get there.
Actually, that’s how I bought this place,” he said, smiling.

 

“Yeah, right.” She chuckled at his joke. “Why Lima?” They
were wading side by side as she held her drink close, taking a
few more sips and enjoying the icy drink.

 



“It seemed right. I’ve been to South America so often, buying
a house here was just the natural thing to do. It was between
here and Rio and I have better connections here. Besides, Raul
is a very close friend who looks after the place. He actually
stays in the guest house above the garage year round. I saved
his mother and sister once, so in his mind, he’ll never work off
the debt he thinks he owes me. Of course I pay him very, very
well, which keeps his family happy and healthy.”

 

She smiled at him, “Do you own any other property?”

 

He nodded, and she could tell he was trying to avoid
answering.

 

“I have a condo just outside of Austin that my mother left to
me when she died.” She felt the alcohol in the drink relaxing
her entire body. Normally one fruity drink wouldn’t have
affected her this much, but it had been almost twenty-four
hours since she’d had anything substantial to eat.

 

“I’ve got two other places. One by my parents’ place in
Washington, so when I visit them I don’t bug them too much.
The other is in the south of France. What do you say to a cook
out? I noticed Raul had stocked the fridge with some steaks.
I’ve got a state-of-the-art grill and some mad skills as a chef.”
He smiled and she noticed how his eyes lit up.

 

Later, as they sat around the outside patio eating grilled steak
and vegetables, they finished talking about his travels. It
seemed to Ann that he’d been everywhere. He’d also had as
many fake jobs as he had different names. She giggled at some
of the names and laughed at some of the jobs. Her favorite was
when he’d been a male stripper in Vegas under the name of
Sergeant Pecker.



 

“The worst part of that gig was that I had to wear this stupid
police outfit, but I made really good tips.” He smiled and she
couldn’t help falling a little more for him.

 

“How about the worst job?” she asked still laughing. She
didn’t realize the kind of hardships he might have with his
jobs, until after she watched his face fall. Then she thought,
really thought about what it was he actually did.

 

“Ethan?” She reached out and took his hand.

 

“No, it’s okay. It is part of my job, losing someone. It just
hurts more when it’s a kid.” He took a swig of his beer. “It was
almost a year before I took the job for your dad. This little girl
had been snatched from day care. Her father was a diplomat in
Kenya. And well, when things got ugly a few years back…
Anyway, that was the hardest I’ve had to deal with, seeing
her… after…” She could tell he was having a hard time with
the story. He took another sip of his beer. “They let a pack of
wild dogs have her.” He closed his eyes and her heart broke.
“She was only four and they treated her like she was meat. All
because her daddy wanted change for his country.”

 

She reached over and took his hand. “Ethan, I’m so sorry.”

 

“But then there are the good days.” She could see he was
trying to remove that image from his mind. His eyes flashed to
another scene, a happier scene. “A few years back I did this
job for a friend of the family. Actually, it was one of my new
brother-in-law’s friends. I didn’t know the connection at the
time, but I can still remember this young girl’s face. She is an
artist, very talented girl. Her family was one of the most
influential families in the Middle East. They had oil money
that went back a couple generations. She was engaged to a



prince at the age of six. The wedding was to be in the spring
after her eighteenth birthday. But because she wanted to
pursue art, her family decided to punish her. She was to
undergo female circumcision. It’s rarely done on someone her
age in the Middle East anymore. When she contacted Mitchell
Kovich—he’s my brother-in-law’s friend—Mitch contacted
me directly. I’d done another job for him a few years back
when I was still in the forces.”

 

She watched Ethan lean back in his chair and realized she
could imagine sitting here years from now, listening to his
stories. He took another sip of his beer and when he realized it
was empty, leaned over and grabbed another from the small
fridge under the outside bar.

 

“What happened to the girl?” She leaned on the glass table;
she couldn’t stand the suspense.

 

“Oh, she’s fine. She’s safe somewhere in the States. It took
some doing, and I don’t think I’d ever try to go back into
certain parts of the Middle East again, but she’s healthy and
happy. Or so my sister tells me. She and her husband own the
art galleries that sell her art. I can still remember the smile in
her eyes when I showed up the night before her punishment
was to take place. I was hanging from the banister outside her
window, and when I showed up, she didn’t even scream. It was
like she was dead inside. She’d actually thought I’d come to
kill her. When I told her I was coming to take her to Mitch, her
eyes…” He paused and Ann thought she saw something close
to pride on his face. “She was wearing her hijab, the heavy,
dark robes they wear, and all I could see was her eyes and I
swear, I’ve never seen eyes light up like hers did that night. I
guess I decided then and there that this job is what I was made
to do.”

 



“You are amazing,” she said then drank the last of her second
drink. “Is there anything you can’t do?” She smiled over at
him while resting her chin on her hand.

 

He looked over at her and smiled slowly. “I can’t seem to keep
my hands off of you.” She smiled back and slowly rose to her
feet. Then started walking backwards towards the pool.

 

“Why even try?” It came out as a whisper. She saw him stand
up quickly and start to follow her towards the water. She knew
she wouldn’t make it to the edge of the pool before he was on
her. He grabbed her around the waist as they went sailing
across the empty space and landed in the deep end of the pool.
Their bodies tangled, their lips found each other’s and within
seconds, her slick silver swimsuit was floating on the surface
of the cool water.

 

When they surfaced again, she pulled back and had to gulp for
breath. “You super-agent types may have super-sized lungs
that can stay under for minutes, but us mere mortals have to
have air once in a while.” She smiled at him. Then he moved
his hands and the smile fell away, and she was left gasping for
air for another reason.

 

She’d never made love in a pool before and at first she was
trying to figure out just how they would accomplish the task.
As he ran his hands over her slowly, he kicked his legs until he
was able to stand on the tile bottom. He moved so her back
was against the pool wall and her head rested on the tiled side.
She quickly pulled his shorts down and he kicked a few times
before he finally got them loose from his feet. Then he was
kissing her again, his hands on either side of her head, holding
her to the wall. Even though he wasn’t touching her with his
hands, she could feel the heat from his body as his skin rubbed
against hers. Her chest rubbed against the light covering of
hair on his chest, causing little tidal waves of pleasure.



 

Her hands ran down his slick shoulders, down his sides, until
she gripped his hips and pulled him to her as she wrapped her
legs around his waist. She held herself up but when her head
started to sink below the surface, he grabbed her under her
arms and held her tight against the wall so she wouldn’t fall
back down. Then with one quick motion, he sunk deep in her
as she arched to greet him.

 

The water lapped at her chest and neck as the slow motion of
their bodies colliding caused little waves in the otherwise calm
water. The sun felt wonderful on her face as she leaned back
and enjoyed his hot kisses on her jaw and neck. His free hand
was roaming her body, giving her immense pleasure
everywhere.

 

Her legs were still wrapped around his hips and when she tried
to pull him tighter, he pulled back a little and looked at her.
When she opened her eyes, she could see something there,
something she hadn’t seen yet.

 

“I want you to meet my family in Washington.” He held still,
almost holding his breath. She could tell it meant a lot to him
and when she nodded her head yes, he smiled and kissed her
softly on the lips.

 

She took the kiss deeper, running her fingers through his dark
hair, keeping his mouth to hers until she felt her lungs would
explode. Then she pulled back, and reaching around, took his
hips, sinking her nails into his skin. She willed him to move
faster. He did.

 

He grabbed hold of the side of the pool to anchor himself as he
pumped his hips until they were both breathless. Then, when



she couldn’t wait any longer, she felt him tense with his
release, just as the stars exploded behind her eyes.

 

“I’m going to get you in a bed one of these times,” he groaned
as he buried his face in her wet hair. She smelled of chlorine
and tasted like heaven. If he didn’t hold them both up in the
water, there was no doubt that they would sink to the bottom.

 

She chuckled lightly, her perfect breasts rubbing against his
chest. He could already feel himself getting hard again and this
time, he wanted her horizontal and on a soft surface.

 

Using his new-found energy, he pulled her to the wide steps
and carried her to one of the large, soft recliners that sat on the
wide deck. He laid her down on it, grabbed the large towel,
and quickly dried himself off, shaking his head like a dog to
dry his hair quickly. Then, while she watched him, he took the
towel and slowly started to dry her legs. As he traveled up
each long limb, he thought he saw her desire building.

 

By the time he ran the edge of the towel across the apex of her
legs, her eyes were closed and her head was tilted back. He
couldn’t pass up the chance to tease her, so he lightly passed
over the spot again, watching her face as he went. He slowly
dried her stomach, making sure to hit every sensitive rib. Her
hands came up, trying to pull him down until he finally
gripped them in one of his hands and pulled them above her
head, holding her still.

 

“Ethan, please.”

 

“I want to enjoy every inch of you. You look so beautiful in
the sun. Your skin is like silk under my fingers.” He leaned
over and took her nipple into his mouth, sucking gently on the



peak until he heard her moan. Then he started down, raining
hot kisses over her toned stomach until finally he came back to
her core, where he dipped his head and tasted her sweetness.
Her hands gripped his hair as she spread her legs wider on the
soft cushion. He ran his hands up her legs and spread them
even wider, pulling her knees up so her feet were flat beside
his shoulders, exposing her even more to his mouth. Then he
moved his hands to her butt and lifted her hips off the
cushions, holding her tight so he could slide his tongue over
her from front to back. He enjoyed licking every inch of her as
her toes curled next to him.

 

When he was happy that she couldn’t stand any more, he
kissed his way up her body until he slid slowly into her. He
watched as her eyes clouded and closed on a moan.

 

“Come with me, Ann,” he said with his mouth next to hers as
he claimed her, completely.

 



Chapter Ten

A nn woke later in a darkened room. Reaching around and
feeling the sheets, she found that she was lying in a very large
bed, alone. Sitting up, she realized she was still very naked
and grabbed the sheet to cover herself as she looked around for
something to wear.

 

She noticed a large suitcase sitting on the dresser. Walking
over, she realized it was full of woman’s clothing. Looking at
the expensive items, she wondered how Raul had known her
size, or for that matter, how he’d known that she’d be coming
along.

 

She pulled out a silk tank top and slipped it over her head, then
put on a pair of black shorts and tiptoed into the next room.
She could hear him talking on the phone out on the patio and
when she walked out, he turned and smiled at her.

 

“Yeah, okay. I’ll see you then. I love you, too, Mom.” He
flipped the cellphone closed.

 

She thought it was the most endearing thing for him to tell his
mother that he loved her. She hadn’t realized until then that
she’d totally fallen head over heels in love with him. The
realization took her breath away, and she stood there looking
and feeling like an idiot. Her arms were down by her sides,
feeling like weights holding her still.

 

Her eyes were staring off into the distance, not really seeing.
How had she come to this point in her life? Sure, she’d felt
infatuation before. She’d even felt a distinct like, but nothing



had ever come this close to the big fall before. Her heart
started beating faster, and she wished he’d stop staring at her.
But he stood there across the dimly lit deck with the bright
stars and moon overhead, and they just looked at each other,
almost like they had just found each other after searching
years and years.

 

“Ann?” Her name sounded good in the wind and before she
knew it, she was in his arms as he carried her back into the
bedroom.

 

The next morning, she woke to the enticing smells of bacon
and eggs and stretched on the large bed. She realized she was
once again naked and smiled.

 

Grabbing up her top and shorts, she walked into the next room
and laughed as she saw him standing at the stove with an
apron on.

 

“Is this what you always wear to cook in, in your glass
house?” She chuckled as he turned a circle and showed her the
front of his apron which had a large picture of a woman’s front
in a string bikini. He held the spatula up and smiled at her,
looking absolutely ridiculous.

 

“Only on Monday’s. Okay, it’s Raul’s, but it’s kind of growing
on me.” He looked down and chuckled at his image, then
looked back up at her and waved his finger at her. “Why don’t
you come over here and kiss the cook.”

She walked over and laid a long, heated kiss on him.

 

“Mmmm, why don’t we forget the food and…” He started
walking her back to the bedroom.



 

“Oh no! That food smells too good to pass up. Besides, we
have the whole day to…” She kissed him again.

 

She enjoyed sitting out on the deck and eating breakfast with
him. This morning they kept the conversation light. After they
had cleaned the dishes, they decided a quick trip to the beach
and town would help pass their time quickly. Besides, she’d
never been to Peru and wanted to have a look around before
they had to hop back on another plane tomorrow.

 

In the back of her mind, she kept dreading being shoved into
another crate and carted to the US. Even though she didn’t
know if that was how they were going to travel, she doubted
they’d get first class seats since they were trying to lay low.

 

They drove a small Audi that had been parked in the garage
into town and when she asked, he said he kept it around for
Raul to use. She started wondering how much he earned by
being a mercenary.

 

But when they finally made it into town, she was too
preoccupied by all the wonderful shops and stores to think
about what he did for a living. It was almost as if she was back
in the US. The shops and tall glass buildings made her feel a
little more like she was home. The fact that everyone spoke
Spanish didn’t escape her, though. She’d spent a few years
taking the language in school and felt almost at ease speaking
it. She purchased a new handbag and some new boots at the
small stores thanks to Ethan, who had quickly paid for the
items in cash. When she told him on the short ride to the beach
that she’d pay him back, he just smiled.

 

When they made it to the white sand beach, she knew exactly
why he’d chosen to buy a place here. The beaches were more



beautiful than any resort she’d ever been to. The sand and
water sparkled and the people smiled and were very friendly.
They spent almost two hours playing in the surf. He even
taught her how to body surf. She was a complete failure at it,
but enjoyed having his hands on her while he taught her how
to lay her body flat to catch the surf.

 

By the time they made it back to the house, she was worn out.
Ethan walked into the next room to check his messages and
came back in holding the phone and looking worried.

 

“Your father called. He wants you to call him as soon as
possible.” He handed her the phone. “Don’t worry, it’s a
secure line. No one can trace the call.” When she took the
phone, he turned and walked out, shutting the door quietly
behind him.

 

In the last few days, she hadn’t really thought of what her
father must be going through. She thought that since Ethan had
talked to Dave that first day, her father knew that she was
okay. But other than that, he’d been so far from her mind. She
started feeling guilty. Okay, so she’d been running for her life.
It wasn’t as if she’d had time to think of him. Then her mind
played over last night and today and she felt even more guilty.

 

She should have called him last night when she’d heard Ethan
talking to his mother. Damn.

 

Dialing the phone, she waited as it rang. On the third ring,
Blake picked up the phone. Hearing his husky voice, she
almost cried. To think he’d gone through something like this
just five years ago.

 

“Hey, Blake. How are you doing?” She tried to sound
lighthearted.



 

“Hey, Ann. Dad and Mom were just talking about you. I guess
you got in some trouble, huh?”

 

“Yeah, but everything is okay and we’re on our way back
home.”

 

“Is GI Joe with you?”

 

“Yeah,” she smiled.

 

“Cool, tell him hi from me. Here’s dad. He’s pretty upset that
you didn’t call him last night.”

 

Her heart sank a little and she listened as her brother handed
the phone over.

 

“Hey, Ann. Is everything okay?”

 

“Yeah, Dad. I’m sorry I didn’t call you sooner. I guess I’ve
kind of been in shock with everything that’s happened over the
last few days.”

 

She hated lying to her father, but doubted he would want to
hear all the details of her sex life.

 

“Listen, the real reason I needed to talk to you was that I have
some news as to why you might be in trouble.”

 



He let the phone ring until finally, on the fourth ring, the man
answered.

 

“They are in Lima.”

 

“Lima? Are you sure? I can have my men…”

 

“Don’t bother, they won’t be there long. They are heading
back to the States. I need you here.”

 

“Okay, give me a few hours to round up some men.”

 

“No, for what I have in mind, all we will need is you. Too
many men will draw attention. This is going to be a more
personal setting and I think someone with your skills will be
just what we need.”

 

“What kind of equipment shall I bring?”

 

“Nothing. I’ll arrange for everything you will need here. There
might even be a way that you can redeem yourself for letting
Ann slip through your fingers in Rio. Just get here as quickly
as you can.”

 

After he hung up, he sat in the dark room and thought about
the new plan. Letting her come home might not be the best
plan, but having her close and having the possibility of
personally getting his hands on her thrilled him.

 

He’d wanted his hands on her since the first time he’d been
introduced to her by her father. Being close to the family was a
blessing. Hiding in plain sight had always been his specialty.



 

Now he just needed to spin his web so he could sit back and
wait for them to take the bait. He thought of all the hard work
he’d done over the last year, all the lies, all the deceit, and
smiled. He was good at his job.

 

He’d embedded himself so far in the society that if he
disappeared, it wouldn’t go unnoticed. Plus, he was in too
good of a position to not be an asset.

 

The goal was the same: stop the senator at any cost. So much
money was riding on him doing his job well. Drug money ran
through his veins. It was what drove him and the people he
worked for.

 

Power and wealth had become something easily obtained if
you knew the right people and didn’t mind getting your hands
dirty.

 

He looked down at his manicured fingers and smiled knowing
his hands were dirtier than most others. Just because he
enjoyed the job didn’t mean he didn’t have the drive to
someday be the one calling all the shots.

 

He knew his boss wasn’t pleased that it had taken this long,
but what could the old man do? It wasn’t like the man was
around much anyway. When he was there, though, he was a
force to be reckoned with.

 

He was one step away from taking over. After all, the old man
was very old and frail. He couldn’t live forever. Maybe after
this job was over, he’d have to personally step in and see about
the man’s health. He knew a few tricks for helping someone’s



health deteriorate. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t get close to the
man. He was a recluse after all.

 

Yes, it would be nice to not have to worry about doing
someone else’s dirty work. He leaned back in the chair and
crossed his arms behind his head. Looking around the dark
office, he could just imagine it all being his one day.

 

After hanging up the phone with her father, Ann walked back
into the living room feeling light headed. She found Ethan at
the table on a laptop and talking on another phone. He looked
busy, so she sat and zoned out while he talked. She was so
busy thinking about the conversation she’d just had with her
father, that when Ethan came and sat next to her she almost
jumped.

 

“Sorry, I know you were deep in thought. I didn’t mean to
startle—”

 

“It’s not my fault. The interview had nothing to do with what
happened in Rio,” she blurted out.

 

“Yeah. I just confirmed that, as well. It appears there’s a
contract out on you. They’re after your father for his new bill
that will make it harder for drugs to come into the US through
Texas. Ann.” He waited until she turned and looked at him.
“That’s why he hired me. Just in case this was going to come
back to him, through you. My buddy Marco is watching Blake.
And I have some of my other buddies watching your family
back home. I knew it could be something like this, but I wasn’t
sure.”

 

He ran his hands through his hair and she could tell he was
struggling. “I guess I should have told you. I didn’t think—”



 

“You knew there was a chance that all this,” she said, waving
her hands in the air wildly, “wasn’t my fault and you didn’t
say anything?” She stood and looked down at him.

 

The hurt and guilt she’d felt since seeing her friend’s body
replayed in her mind. He could have spared her some of that.
She walked from the room, heading out the glass doors
towards the cliffs. When she reached the edge, she sat down in
the grass and cried.

 

When the sun started sinking below the water, Ethan walked
out and sat next to her. His arms rested on his knees as he
looked off towards the sunset.

 

“Ann, there’s a lot about me that I haven’t told you. A lot of
things I don’t want to tell you. A lot of things I can’t tell you.”
He turned and looked at her. “If I kept something from you, it
was for a reason. I didn’t know for sure it had anything to do
with your father. I was under the same assumption as you
were, that it had everything to do with this.” He pulled the
black disk from his pocket and set it in her lap. “Javan sent a
copy to Austin the morning after everything exploded. This is
just your copy.”

 

“You had this, the entire time?” She looked at him. When he
nodded she felt even more betrayed.

 

“Don’t,” he said and pulled her shoulders until she looked at
him. “What I did, everything I did, was to protect you. You
didn’t trust me when we first started this journey. I didn’t trust
you. I needed that leverage over you, in case you tried to bolt.
You were safer with me, and I needed you to have a reason to
stay.”

 



She looked down at the disk in her hands and remembered
thinking about getting him fired from his job. Then she
realized he was making sense.

 

“What about now?” She looked at him and saw the confusion
in his eyes.

 

“You obviously trust me enough to give me this. Do you think
I’ll take off?”

 

“I hope you won’t for more reasons than I’m willing to admit
to right now.” He looked back towards the sunset and pulled
her into his arms. “I still want you to come to Washington, to
meet my family.” He kissed the top of her head, “But I’d
totally understand if you didn’t.”

 

She sighed and thought about it, then leaned into his shoulder
even more. “Ethan, I trust you completely. I’d still love to go
with you to meet your family.”

 

They sat there watching the sun set together and she knew
without a doubt that she’d fallen hard for him. And there was
no way she would ever turn back.

 



Chapter Eleven

T hat night Ethan didn’t get much sleep. The fact that he
never really slept the whole night through didn’t normally
bother him. But that night he wanted nothing more than to lay
there holding Ann and doze off peacefully. But his mind just
wouldn’t shut down, so he gently moved her off his chest and
went into the living room to work on his laptop. He checked
their travel arrangements and chatted online with his contacts.
Then he emailed his sister, Roberta, and told her they were
going to be in town.

 

He checked the news in Rio and checked in with his sources
there. When he got in touch with Javan, he was shocked to
hear that he’d had to disappear for a while and was now back
in Jamaica. Evidently word had gotten out that he’d helped
them escape, and he was blacklisted around Brazil. So he’d
hightailed it back home to lay low. He’d ended up doing some
more research on Ann’s father. Trying to find out who was
after him was like finding a needle in a haystack. There were
too many drug lords out there that would want to see the
Senator’s new bill fail.

 

Just as the sun was rising, Ethan walked in and woke Ann so
they could start their journey to the States. By the time they
were showered and dressed, Raul was driving up to the house
and they loaded their new luggage filled with their new clothes
in the back of the van.

 

“No crate this time?” Ann asked as they sat in the back of the
plush van. Ethan laughed.

 

“No, this time we ride in style.”



 

The private jet left the small airport less than an hour later, its
pilot another one of Ethan’s trusted buddies from his Special
Forces days.

 

“I could get used to this,” Ann said, leaning back in the leather
chair. The private cabin was not only plush, but packed with a
few extra benefits as well. The gourmet food brought out by
the flight attendant was of the highest quality.

 

“Okay,” Ann asked after eating baked salmon and fresh
vegetables, “who did you have to rescue to use this?”

 

He just chuckled and shook his head. “If I told you, I’d have to
kill you.” He leaned over and kissed her nose as she pouted.

 

This flight seemed to go a lot faster than the one they’d taken a
few days ago. Maybe because this time they actually talked
and enjoyed each other’s company, which always seemed to
make the time fly by. He just couldn’t keep his eyes from her
face as she talked about her life and family.

 

Her eyes seemed to sparkle when she talked about her little
brother, who was almost half her age. He did see some
hesitation when she talked about her stepmother, Coleen. She
didn’t go into detail about the woman, but Ethan had met her
once already. He remembered a very tan, toned, young woman
who had hugged him excessively to thank him for returning
her son. Her jet black hair had matched that of the young
boy’s. It hadn’t escaped Ethan’s noticed that the young boy
had held onto his father longer than his mother.

 

Ann seemed to enjoy talking about her life and career choices.
Ethan thought she was making up for lost time in getting to



know each other, or maybe it was just nervous chatter. He
knew he felt a little nervous about bringing her to meet his
family. After all, he’d never brought someone home before,
ever.

 

He was pretty sure at one point his father had just assumed he
was gay. He’d laughed about it then, but it had made him start
to wonder if he’d ever find someone he’d actually want to
bring home.

 

Looking over at Ann, again, he realized there was no doubt in
his mind that she was the one. He knew his parents would
accept her immediately. After all, they had taken Roberta in
with open arms after she’d visited them for the first time a few
years back. It was the first time his mother had seen her
daughter since she was a few days old. Meeting your son’s
girlfriend seemed like a much smaller step than finding your
long-lost daughter.

 

He felt the plane slowing and starting its descent.

 

“I haven’t been to Portland before. I’ve been to Seattle, but
never to Oregon,” Ann said, sounding eager as she leaned to
get a better look out the window. “Oh my God!” she said and
turned so her shoulders were facing the window. Her hands
went to either side of the small window. “Is that Mt. Hood?
It’s so close and big.”

 

He chuckled. Most people flying into Portland for the first
time had the same thought. He looked out his window and
seeing the large, white peak hovering over the city made him
feel like he was home. He missed it. He missed his family. He
missed just relaxing and not being on the run. Looking over at
Ann, he realized she was the reason.

 



“Yes, it’s over eleven thousand feet. Isn’t it beautiful?”

 

She turned and smiled at him. “Where is it you’re from
again?”

 

“Cathlamet, Washington. It’s a very small town about an hour
and a half from Portland. We’ll spend the night at my sister
Roberta’s place in town tonight. Then we’ll drive over
tomorrow to visit my folks and my grandma.”

 

When the plane finished taxiing, the doors were opened and he
smiled as the cool air hit him in the face. The smell of home
made him want to close his eyes and take it all in.

 

After getting their luggage, they grabbed a taxi and less than
thirty minutes later were walking up to his sister’s front door.
The newer stone home was in an older part of town, and he
knew they’d just finished renovating the whole thing. It was
where they stayed while they were in town, but their larger
full-time home was in a small town called Pride almost two
hours away.

 

As they approached, the blue front door swung open and a
small girl with dark hair came running towards them.

 

“Efan, Efan,” she said over and over again. He laughed and
pulled her up into a tight hug. She’d grown so much since he’d
seen her four months ago. Her little chubby cheeks were still
as kissable. But when she started talking, he noticed a few
more teeth in her mouth.

 

“How’s my Rose-petal?” He swung her in a circle and kissed
her all over her face, causing her to giggle.



 

He looked over and saw his sister and brother-in-law, Ric,
standing in the front doorway.

 

His sister walked up and gave him a hug. He kissed the top of
her dark head while still holding Rose. Rose was lucky enough
to have gotten the best of both of her parents. Her big blue
eyes she’d gotten from her dad. Her long dark hair and cute
button nose she’d gotten from her mother.

 

“Ann, this is my sister Roberta and her husband Ric. And
this,” he tickled the little girl in his arms, “is my Rose-petal.”
The girl giggled and he watched Ann smile and shake his
sister’s hand, then Ric’s.

 

Ann felt a little overwhelmed. Ethan had told her about his
sister, that she was an ex-detective. But the thing that really
loomed over Ann’s mind was the fact that Roberta had been
stolen as a child and raised by a thief. She didn’t know exactly
what had turned her life around, but she knew that Roberta had
become a cop early on. After retiring young she’d become
head of security for her husband who owned one of the largest
growing franchises of art galleries in the US.

 

The couple was nothing like she had imagined. They were
both fit and very tan, almost like they spent more time outside
than inside. Gauging the amount of clouds she’d seen on the
short taxi ride over here, she doubted they got so tan from the
sun around here.

 

She could see some similarity between Roberta and Ethan.
They had matching eyes and hair. But Roberta was very petite
and a whole lot shorter. Ric was tall and blonde, and his smile
was almost infectious as he chatted with Ethan.



 

Their townhouse was gorgeous. Its tall ceilings and light tan
walls made her feel almost at home. Ethan carried their
luggage up to the room they’d be staying in while Ann
excused herself and freshened up in the small powder
bathroom.

 

She’d never had a problem talking with people before, but for
some reason, it really mattered to her what this couple thought
of her. She tried to be smooth around them, but her nerves
were showing. Finally, Roberta pulled her aside and asked for
her help in the kitchen.

 

Ann looked around the large kitchen as the men talked in the
living room area. Roberta was just putting the finishing
touches on a big pan of lasagna while Ann finished fixing the
salad.

 

“You know, I didn’t meet my brother until a few years ago, but
that doesn’t mean I don’t love him.”

 

Ann looked over at Roberta. The woman was leaning against
the countertop, her arms crossed over her chest as she watched
her finishing the salad.

 

“I understand. I have a half brother that’s half my age. I can’t
stand his mother, but the kid just gets to me.” She smiled,
thinking of Blake’s face.

 

Roberta smiled. “You know, Ann, I think I like you. It was
hard to tell at first. There’s just something about reporters that
gets under my skin. But you…” Roberta nodded her head.
“There’s this realness underneath it all that I’ve never seen in
one of your kind before.”



 

Ann laughed. “One of my kind. I like that. I’ve never been
associated as a “Kind” before.”

 

Roberta laughed. “You know, when I worked the force, I
thought of your kind as a bunch of zombies, sucking the
stories from the humans by any means possible.”

They both laughed as they carried the food into the dining
room.

 

Ann couldn’t get over how comfortable Ethan was around
Rose. The little two-year-old hung on him and when her little
head started nodding off after dinner, he gently carried her
upstairs and was gone for a while. After their talk in the
kitchen, Ann had relaxed around Ric and Roberta, so the
conversations flowed at a comfortable pace.

 

She learned all about his sister’s childhood, how she’d grown
up in a gang, how she’d become a detective. The way Roberta
told the story, Ann could just imagine it all happening and felt
even more respect for the woman sitting in front of her.

 

She loved hearing the adventure Ric and Roberta had gone
through together a few years back. How it had all been caused
because of Ric’s friend Mitchell, when he’d asked Ethan to
bring Sandi to America.

 

“Actually,” Ethan said looking at his sister, “the first day I saw
you in Portland, I was at the hospital that day because of that
case. I’d just brought Sandi into the US. How we got here—
that’s another story—but I’d just dropped her off at the safe
point when Javan, who was working the case with me, got
sick. Appendicitis.” He chuckled remembering how the big
man had been taken down so quickly by the pains.



 

“You know, in a roundabout way, if it wasn’t for you, Rob and
I would have never met.” Ric smiled at his wife.

 

“Yeah, thanks little brother. You do remember I was shot near
the end there.”

 

“I know,” Ethan looked sad. “You scared us all.”

 

“Was it worth it?” Ann asked over her glass of wine.

 

“Yes, I did get my man.” She smiled and snuggled closer to
her husband’s side on the couch.

 

When Ann was lying next to Ethan a few hours later, she
rolled over and looked at him, resting her chin in her hands on
his chest.

 

“I like your sister and her family. I can’t believe everything
she’s gone through in her life.”

 

He smiled at her and continued to run his hand down her hair.
“I can tell she likes you, too.”

 

“Really?” She sat up a little more, looking into his face.

 

He nodded and smiled. “She didn’t kick you out of her house.
Rob is a really simple person. If she likes you, you’re in. If she
doesn’t, there would have been no doubt about her feelings
and you would have found yourself sleeping in the alley.”

 



She smiled, she couldn’t help it. Roberta was her kind of girl.

 

Where was she? He’d been told that she was heading straight
home, days ago. He was usually a patient man, but waiting this
long for something was wearing him thin.

 

He tried to get more information from her family, but no one
was talking. He’d even sent his man into her work to see if
someone would tell them where she’d disappeared to.

 

His boss was getting agitated. His plans kept changing and he
had to justify all his moves. Reasoning everything out was just
a waste of his time.

 

He thought of Ann and remembered the first time he’d been
introduced to her. Her long blond hair had caught his attention
right away. She was as tall as he was and he found that very
attractive. Her legs were skinny and he knew he’d enjoy
running his hands up them. He felt himself hardening thinking
of her.

 

“Are you coming back to bed?” A rich female voice broke into
his thoughts. Looking up he saw the brunette standing naked
across his small office in the rented house. Her long dark legs
were crossed as she leaned against the door frame. She still
wore her black heels and stockings. Her perky breast peaked
upwards and he knew they tasted just like the name she went
by, Cinnamon.

 

He didn’t mind paying for a good time and tonight’s treat had
been one he’d enjoyed many times over the last few months.
But his mind was now running to a certain blond. Maybe he
could use the energy he had pent up for Ann and enjoy one last
night with Cinnamon before his job was done here.



 

Standing up, he walked over and grabbed her by the waist and
bent her over the desk so that her face lay on the cool surface.
He dropped his pants and plunged into her in one quick
motion. Closing his eyes, he dreamed of seeing the blond hair
pooling around the wood of his desk as he pounded her until
he felt his release explode.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter Twelve

T he next morning, after eating a huge breakfast and saying
goodbye to Rob, Ric, and Rose, Ann and Ethan settled in their
rental car for the hour-and-half journey to see his parents.

She watched the scenery change outside of town and the
houses started getting further apart and smaller. Green fields
covered most of the landscape and the trees were thicker.

 

By the time they turned off and drove through the town of
Longview, she could feel her nerves building again. But
shortly after they’d made it through the town, she lost herself
in the drive again. The road narrowed to a small two lane and
she couldn’t remember seeing a drive more peaceful or
relaxing. Several times she would get a peek at the large river,
the Columbia, which sat just beside the winding road.

 

The drive seemed to go on and she realized that they had
hadn’t even passed any towns for a while.

 

“Here we are,” Ethan said as they pulled into a small side road
which led down towards the small town. She could see the
small cottages that lined the streets. The river was right there,
and she could see a small dock area that housed a few dozen
boats of all shapes and sizes.

 

“My parents live in the house just up there, and my house is up
that way as well, but we’re heading over to my grandmother’s
place first. She’s lived there her whole life. My grandpa died
when I was seventeen in an accident at the mill. He would
have liked you.” He smiled at her as he drove up a steep hill



and stopped in front of a small wood framed house with a red
roof.

 

Potted plants hung on the quaint front porch, and large pots of
bright flowers sat everywhere. An older woman sat on the
porch and when their car stopped, she stood up and waved.

 

“My grandma, Eliza. She’ll like you, too. I suppose my folks
are running late. My dad never could be on time for anything.”

 

Ann watched as Ethan engulfed his grandmother in a hug. She
could see the love between the two instantly, making her wish
she’d had more time with her own grandmother before she’d
passed away.

 

“You must be Ann. It’s such a pleasure to meet you, dear.” The
woman hugged her lightly and smiled at Ethan. “Please, I have
some tea ready, would you like to sit?”

 

Just as they made it to the front porch, a white truck pulled up
and honked.

“Oh good, your parents are finally here.”

 

Ann watched as a man roughly the size of Ethan exited the
truck and walked over to open the door for a woman who was
the spitting image of her daughter, Roberta. When they
approached she could see small differences, but there was no
doubt left in Ann’s mind as to how Ethan knew who Roberta
was that day at the hospital.

 

Ethan, on the other hand, took after his father more. Their
builds were identical and Ann was impressed with the amount



of muscle on his father. She wondered if they ever bragged
about whose were bigger.

 

Smiling, she shook their hands after Ethan introduced them.
Of course they’d both come in and given her hugs, making her
feel very welcomed.

 

An hour later, Ann couldn’t imagine laughing any harder. His
mother was telling her all kinds of stories about Ethan when he
was a child. Ethan, for his part, sat there and just laughed or
smiled back. She couldn’t imagine him coming from this kind
of family and doing what he did for a living.

She’d always thought that mercenaries were hardened, raised
in rough families. Like they were searching for an out and
found it by doing what they did. It made him a bigger puzzle
than she’d thought.

 

She’d never really asked him why he did what he did, if there
had been any one reason he’d chosen his career. She could tell
that he kept most of the stuff he did away from his family.
From what she could gather, they thought of him as kind of a
security guard.

 

After dinner, they finally headed out to his place. He’d
mentioned he had a house in town near his parents’ place, but
what he hadn’t mentioned is that he had built it himself.

 

They drove up the long driveway as a light, steady rain fell.
She’d made a comment about how beautiful it was, and he’d
confided that it had taken him and his father a whole year to
finish it.

 



The wood cabin look was stunning. The large front porch
wrapped around the entire place and there were at least two
swings hanging from the porch. When he pulled the car around
back, she noticed the large three-car carport attached to the
garage.

 

“My father stores his tractor in the garage. They watch the
place while I’m away. Their house is just there.” He pointed
across a huge field. “You can see the lights.” She looked and,
indeed, about a mile across the field she could see house
lights. “Actually, they own all the land. I bought this small
chunk from them. Well, he wouldn’t actually let me pay for
it.” He smiled.

 

“It’s beautiful.”

“Wait till you see inside.” He grabbed her hand and walked her
in the door. She noticed it wasn’t locked and stopped.

 

“Ann, this is small-town Washington. No one locks their
doors. The worst we have to deal with is deer eating our crops,
and raccoons or bears getting into our trash.”

 

She looked around quickly for lurking bears as he laughed.

 

They walked in the back door which led them straight into a
large kitchen. The steel stove sat in the middle on an island
with a large steel vent hood over it. Large pots hung by a rack
on either side of the vent. The marble counter-tops were a
cream color matching the light oak cabinets.

The tile floor in olive green and beige gave it all a warm
feeling. There was a small kitchen table and chairs off to the
left near a large glass window which overlooked the fields.



 

As they walked through the place, Ethan talked about the
construction and how he and his father had worked together. It
was the most he’d said since she’d met him. She enjoyed
hearing every detail.

 

The living room was off to the left and as she took the two
steps into the sunken space, she marveled at the large two-
story stone fireplace. The massive moose head that hung over
it was just as impressive.

 

“My uncle got him in Alaska. He gave it to me as a birthday
gift. I’ve been hunting with him a few times. Got myself a
black bear once.” He smiled. “But fishing is more to my taste.
I know the perfect spot to get some great salmon. Maybe next
year…” he broke off and took her hand. “Well, how about I
finish showing you around?”

 

She nodded her head. She didn’t know what else to say. He’d
hinted at their relationship continuing. Did that mean she
wasn’t just a job? But he’d broken his statement off. Did that
mean he’d regretted saying it? Ugh! She hated having doubts.

 

They climbed a twisted staircase with shiny wood railings up
to a landing. There she stopped and looked down at the living
space. She could really enjoy the view of the large fireplace
from here. There were large windows on either side and she
could just make out the river in the distance.

 

“How often do you get to stay here?”

 

“Well, I try to make it home for the whole holiday season. The
last few years, since I’ve been working alone, it’s been easier



for me to schedule my time so I make sure I’m here more
often. But I don’t get to stay as often as I’d like.”

 

They walked into a large bedroom that had a mini version of
the fireplace along the inside wall. The bed was huge, most
likely a California king. She looked at Ethan and realized he’d
need a large bed to be comfortable in. The bed in his Lima
home had been large, but not this large. She’d noticed his feet
hung off it and thought that in this bed, he’d actually have
room to spare.

 

“We built it with three bedrooms upstairs. I have a gym
downstairs and an office.”

 

She walked over and sat on the bed.

 

“I’m impressed. You did such a wonderful job.” She smiled at
him as he walked across the room. She could feel the heat
from his stare burning into her skin.

 

“I’ve wanted to see you here. In my home. In my bed.”

She smiled at him and held her arms up for him. He leaned in
and kissed her mouth, pulling them both down onto the soft
bed.

 

He rained slow kisses over her face and neck as she arched
back and wrapped her legs around his hips, her hands slowly
pulling his shirt up and over his head.

 

She could hear the rain hitting the roof, and the soothing
sounds and the dim light from the windows made her want to
go slow. She had all night to show him what she’d been



feeling. To show him how much she wanted him, wanted to be
with him here.

 

Once his shirt was removed she ran her hands over his skin,
enjoying the muscles as she watched them flex and jump
under her fingers.

 

“Mmmm, I love your body.” She leaned up and kissed his
collar bone, running her tongue over him, tasting him.

 

She used her hands and pushed his shoulders until he was
lying flat on his back, shirtless. She straddled his hips and
slowly removed her shirt, watching his eyes heat as he
watched her.

 

“I love seeing what I do to you. Seeing your eyes focus on
me.” She slowly ran her hands over her skin until she came to
her black bra. Then she leaned down and ran her fingers over
his chest, running a finger down his stomach, down the
pathway below his belly button until she hit the clasp of his
jeans. She unbuttoned, then slowly unzipped them. His arms
flexed as he put his hands above his head, resting his head in
his palms. He smiled at her, giving her permission to do what
she wanted with him. She couldn’t help it, she smiled back.

 

“You are in so much trouble.” She moved down so she could
slowly pull his jeans off his hips. When she got to his boots,
she took her time unlacing them and pulling them off one at a
time. She knew the anticipation was killing him. Several times
he tried to help her but she just pushed his hands aside.

 

Finally, when he was lying beneath her naked, she just looked
down at him. She was still half dressed in her black bra and
black skirt. Her thigh-high stockings were visible as she hiked



her skirt so she could straddle him again. She’d toed off her
own heels as she walked her way back to just below his hips.

 

His erection sat between them, proud and erect. She knew he
wanted her to touch him, but she leaned over and started
kissing and rubbing her hands over his chest again.

 

She wanted this to last. She wanted to enjoy every inch of him,
slowly.

 

“Ann, your killing me.”

 

“Don’t rush me. I’m enjoying myself too much to go fast.”
She smiled as she nibbled her way down his chest. When she
reached his belly button, she dipped her tongue in and swirled
it around the sexy spot. He had a light covering of hair that
trailed down to his sex. She followed it until finally, she
gripped him lightly in her hands. She watched as his eyes
closed and he moaned while arching his head.

 

“You like it when I touch you?”

 

“God, yes!” He almost jumped when she swirled her tongue
around the head, lapping at him as she used her hands to stroke
his length. She cupped his balls as she used her mouth to
please him.

 

His hands plunged into her hair, holding her to him as she took
her time enjoying the taste and feel of him in her mouth.

 

“Ann!” His hips were pumping, making her motion deeper and
longer. Then he was quickly reversing their positions.

 



“You little hellcat.” He smiled down at her. “Do you know
what it is that you do to me?”

 

He looked down at her, his hands slowly going up her
stockings. “I think it’s time for a little payback.” He smiled
and she knew she was in trouble.

 

His calloused hands finally reached the sensitive skin above
her thigh-highs. He slowly rolled each stocking down until
finally her legs were bare. Then he dipped his head and kissed
and licked his way back up her legs until finally he reached the
inside of her thighs. Her skirt was hiked up, exposing her silk
panties, but he made no move to remove them. Instead, as his
eyes were on hers, he reached up and undid her bra, slowly
pulling it down her shoulders.

 

Her hands were beside her on the bed and when he’d finally
finished removing it, she gripped the bedspread and wished for
speed.

 

How could she know that moving so slow would tie her up
inside?

 

“Ethan, please.” She watched as he smiled.

 

“Shh, don’t rush me. I’m enjoying myself too much to go
fast.” He repeated her words, tormenting her.

 

With just his fingers, he trailed over her soft skin until he
circled her nipples, causing them to rise and bud.

 

Then he just looked down at her. “Beautiful.” He smiled, then
dipped his head to taste the skin he’d just exposed. She arched



up and grabbed his hair as he rained wet kisses over her heated
skin.

 

He trailed kisses down until he reached the top of her skirt.
Then he moved back down below to the inside of her thighs
again.

 

She felt like she couldn’t breathe, waiting for him to touch her
in the place she wanted, the place she needed him.

 

Slowly, he ran his hands up until he could pull her silk panties
down her legs slowly. Then he ran his mouth over her heated
skin, moving upwards until, finally, his mouth licked her
tender skin causing her to arch off the bed and moan.

 

He used his hands to hike her skirt higher, pushing it up until
she was fully exposed. He dipped his head as he used his
hands to spread her legs wider, exposing her fully to his view
and taste.

 

He ran his hands up her inner thigh until he slid a finger into
her core while his tongue pleasured her skin. Her shoulders
came off the mattress then as she screamed his name.

 

“Mmm.” He trailed kisses up her stomach and she realized
every muscle in her body was totally relaxed. “I could get used
to this,” he said when he was fully on top of her, his chest and
hips pinning her to the mattress. He used his thighs to spread
her legs until he fit comfortably between them. “Ann?” She
smiled and opened her eyes.

His face was close, so close she had to blink a few times to
adjust her eyes. His eyes sparkled in the dim light and she
noticed a huge smile on his face.



 

“I want to see what I do to you when I slide into you. I want to
see your eyes as I drive you over the edge.”

 

He paused as he slid slowly into her. She tried to keep her eyes
focused on him, but she couldn’t help that everything had gone
blurry. She gripped his shoulders as he slowly rocked his hips.

 

She could feel his speed pick up as his hips pumped harder
and faster. She closed her eyes to the pleasure and wrapped her
legs around his hips to hold on.

 

Finally, when she couldn’t stand it another minute, he buried
his face into her hair and let himself go just as she fell.

The thin man was sweating. Even though the room’s
temperature was controlled at a cool seventy degrees, he felt it
dripping down his back. His palms were sweaty and he knew
that his heart was racing.

 

“I assure you I will be dealing with this situation myself. I
have my top man here in town, ready to take the shot at a
minute’s notice. I have some big plans to finally remove the
senator. I still have one more opportunity to deal with his
daughter that I’d like to try.”

 

“You don’t even know where the girl is now.”

 

“I know she’ll be back in town in a few days. I’ve just found
out where she is and thought it would be better to wait until
she was back in Austin before making my move.”

 



“You thought? I wasn’t aware I paid you to think. Your job is
to do what I tell you to. Nothing more. I told you to get the girl
in Rio. Did you get the girl in Rio like I requested?”

 

“No, she slipped through our fingers. I’ve explained—”

 

“I don’t want to hear any more excuses. Do you know how
important it is that Senator Rhodes drops from this race?”

 

He nodded his head and dropped his eyes from the old man’s
face to the floor.

 

“I don’t want to be mad at you. You’ve been my right hand for
how many years now?”

 

“Four, sir.”

 

“Has it been that long?” The old man looked down at his
watch.

“Well, when Miss Rhodes gets back in town, I want you to
make sure you take care of everything. If you can’t get to the
girl, don’t waste your time. I want that speech stopped at any
cost. Am I making myself clear?”

 

“Yes, sir.”

The old man stood and grabbed his briefcase. “Well…? Get
out of my office. I’m running late for a meeting. Oh, and I
don’t want to see you again until after everything is taken care
of.”

 



 

 

 

 



Chapter Thirteen

T he next morning they met his parents for a day trip to the
beach, something they’d done since he was a kid. Usually
they’d spend the whole night sleeping in a tent or sleeping
bags under the stars if the weather held out.

This time they had stayed late enough to have some of his
dad’s homemade mussel soup. He’d laughed as he taught Ann
how to dig for mussels. She’d been a little grossed out at first,
but after he’d showed her how to collect the first few, she’d
rolled her sleeves up and been totally focused.

 

She’d even helped him collect wood for their fire. He’d always
enjoyed having a campfire on the beach. Something about the
smell of burning wood and the salt from the ocean made him
feel like he was truly home.

 

As they sat on a large piece of driftwood in front of the fire, he
pulled her close as he watched his parents laughing about a
story they were telling.

 

It was almost like life was going in slow motion for a few
minutes. His mind flashed from seeing the same scene as a
child, to seeing them now, and then for a brief moment, he
could just imagine how they would look years from now. Still
laughing. Still sitting close and holding hands.

He’d wanted what they had his whole life. The connection
they shared went beyond the title of husband and wife. It was
even beyond the word friendship. He supposed if he had to
choose a word for what his parents had together it would be
perfection.



 

Smiling, he looked over at Ann and at that moment, he knew
he’d found his perfection. Her eyes were sparkling in the fire
and he could see that her cheeks and nose were pink from the
cold wind coming off the Pacific. Her hair was tied in a tail
that hung from the back of one of his old ball caps. She was
wearing one of his hunting jackets that was three sizes too big
for her. Her jeans were rolled up past her ankles so they didn’t
get wet on the sand. Her feet were bare and he smiled,
realizing she’d yet to repaint her toenails.

 

He couldn’t imagine her looking better than she did right then.
He didn’t care if he never saw her in the hot red outfit that
she’d worn the day he’d met her. He knew he’d hold onto this
moment for the rest of his life.

 

Years from now, when his children asked him what his favorite
memory was, he’d tell them it was sitting under the stars with
your mother and grandparents, laughing about some silly
stories and realizing how much I loved your mother.

 

Of course the only thing left for him to do was tell Ann how
he felt. This he wasn’t so good at. He’d never told anyone he
loved them before, expect his grandparents and parents.

 

Telling a woman you loved her was a lot different than telling
your family. At least he thought it would be. Maybe he needed
to buy her flowers? Maybe he’d just shout it out from the
rooftops? Maybe he’d tell her after making love to her?

Whatever his intentions, he knew he had to think of something
soon. He needed to work up the courage to tell her before they
left to go back to Austin. If he didn’t find the courage before
then, he knew he might never find it.

 



It seemed their visit of two days was over too quickly. They
made the journey back to Portland, and this time they hopped
on a commercial plane heading towards Austin. The fact that a
few days earlier she’d been running for her life didn’t escape
her. Ann sat in the plane, looking at the flat landscape below
her and thinking about everything she’d gone through and how
her life would fall back into its normal pattern in the next few
days.

 

Was Ethan going to stick around? Was she still just a job to
him? So many other questions ran through her head that by the
time the plane landed, she had worked herself into quite a
large headache.

 

They’d had such a wonderful time together at his place. The
nights had been filled with love, the days with his family.
They’d gone to the beach and she’d enjoyed mussel hunting.
Then they had sat on the beach until the evening when his
father had cooked the mussels into a stew over an open fire,
something she’d never tried before.

 

By the last day there, she was beginning to feel so comfortable
around his family. His mother had even programmed her
number into Ann’s new cell phone. They’d taken pictures of
everyone on the beach and Ann had one on her new phone of
Ethan and her kissing with the sunset behind them. She kept
sneaking looks at it when he wasn’t looking.

 

Their last night there was much like their first, but with a lot
less talking. She didn’t know what to say to him. They were
heading back to her home. Would he want to stay? Did she
want him to stay? How could she get him to stay?

 



He was an adventurer. He traveled everywhere. Saved
countless people. Got shot at on a regular basis. Why would he
want to stay? What did she really have that he’d want? These
questions kept running through her mind. So much that she’d
become very withdrawn and quiet. She knew there was an
awkward silence between them, but she really did need some
time to think.

 

She knew she was being extra quiet on the long taxi ride to her
condo in Georgetown, thirty minutes from Austin. Ethan sat
quietly beside her. Most likely he was trying to figure out what
to do next. She had no clue what to do, herself. By the time
they had exited the taxi, she’d made up her mind that she did
want him to stay. So the only question remaining was how to
convince him.

 

When she walked into her place she still felt uneasy about how
to tell him that she wanted him to stay. She walked around
turning on the lights, and when she noticed the light on her
answering machine, she walked over and hit the button,
hoping it would fill in the quiet that was hanging around the
room.

 

“Ann, it’s Anthony. I need to talk to you the second you get
back.”

 

Great! she thought. She hadn’t thought about the repercussions
of everything with her job. She wondered suddenly if she still
had a job.

 

She looked over at Ethan and decided that call could wait until
tomorrow. The next message was from her father. He too
wanted her to call him the second she got into town.

 



Picking up her phone, she hit speed dial for her dad’s cell
number and waited for him to pick up.

 

“Hey, sweetie,” he answered, sounding as if he was in the car.
“I didn’t know what time you would be coming back into
town, but we’re on our way there to see you. We should be
there in about ten minutes.”

 

She looked over at Ethan and sheer panic flooded her eyes.
How was she going to explain their relationship to her father?
It was one thing meeting his family, but her father knew what
he was, had actually hired him. Would her dad welcome him
like his family had done to her?

 

“Ann, are you still there?” Her father’s voice shook her out of
all the questions she’d been tossing around in her head. She
blinked and turned her back on Ethan then walked into her
bedroom to finish the awkward call with her dad. She needed
to tell her dad exactly what she felt towards Ethan so he
wouldn’t be shocked. Or worse, try to hit Ethan for taking
advantage of her.

 

When she walked back out of her room, Ethan was standing
by the door with his hand on the handle.

 

“I know your family is on their way here, so I’ll just let myself
out.” He turned to go.

 

“Wait, you don’t have to go. I was just—”

 

“Listen, Princess, I know what you were just doing. I’m sorry.
I thought…” he shook his head. “I have some loose ends to tie
up. I’ll see you around. I’m still on the job, remember.” He
turned and walked out without another word to her. She felt



like crying, but instead, she walked into the kitchen and
downed a few aspirin and a glass of water, then waited for her
family to get there.

 

When her father arrived, she’d been hugged and yelled at all at
the same time. She tried not to laugh, really. But after what
she’d been through, she doubted anything her father could say
or do would scare her ever again.

 

Coleen sat on her couch quietly, checking her cell phone like
she was bored. Blake had hugged her and then after their
father was almost done yelling at her, had asked so many
questions about Ethan.

 

“Where is he? I thought he was going to be here.”

 

“You just missed him.” She tried not to sound too depressed
that he wasn’t there, but when her father’s eyebrows shot up,
she knew that he knew something was up.

 

Blake proceeded to blast her with question after question as
her father watched her very carefully. Finally, just before they
were ready to leave, her father pulled her aside into the kitchen
to talk alone.

 

“Okay, sweetie. Spill.”

 

“What?” She’d tried to hide it from him all evening, but knew
she hadn’t done a good job.

 

When he just crossed his arms over his chest and looked at
her, she walked over and gave him a hug. His arms came



around her and she lost it. Crying on her father’s shoulder was
one of those things she never got too old to do.

 

It took almost ten minutes for her to cry herself dry. When she
had, he leaned back and handed her a tissue from the box on
her countertop.

 

“Tell me what this is all about.”

 

“I think I screwed up.” He looked at her. “It has nothing to do
with what happened in Rio. I think I screwed up with Ethan.
Dad, I think I’m in love with him.”

 

He smiled quickly.

 

“No, I think, I don’t know. I think I’m just a job to him.” She
blew her nose and reached for another tissue.

 

“Sweetie, if I know anything about that man, it’s that he never
mixes business with pleasure. He has a reputation, one of
being strictly business. Why do you think I hired him in the
first place?”

 

He used his finger to pull her chin up until she looked at him
in the face. “If he mixed pleasure with business, then I can
guarantee it had nothing to do with the job. He took you to see
his family in Washington right?”

 

She nodded her head and wiped a tear with the back of her
hand.

 



“A man doesn’t fly you halfway across the continent to visit
his family without there being something there. Trust me.”

 

She smiled at her dad. Maybe he was right.

 

“Besides, he’s still on the job. At least until I tell him he’s
done. That was part of the deal.”

She smiled again. “Thanks, Daddy. I knew you’d have all the
answers. What can I do now?”

 

“Well, if he doesn’t come back on his own… If I know
anything about my little girl, you’ll find a way to make him
crawl back.”

 

That night she lay in her bed for a few hours listening to the
sounds of the city around her. She missed the sounds of the
jungle and of Ethan sleeping beside her. She missed his
warmth, his smell, his touch.

 

She knew she was going to have a hard time falling back into a
pattern. How could she ever go back to a normal life after
what they’d been through? Did she want to? More importantly,
did she want to do it all alone? Even though they’d only
known each other a few months, she couldn’t stop thinking
about him.

 

The shadows on her ceiling did little to soothe her as the light
hit the leaves that were starting to fall from the large tree
outside her window. She turned and hit her pillow a few times,
trying to get comfortable. She’d had no problem sleeping in
the dirt or wet sand last week. Why was her pillow-top
mattress that she’d spent a fortune on so uncomfortable now?

 



Damn him for making her feel like she wasn’t good enough.
Damn him for walking out. Her father was right, maybe she
needed to make him crawl back to her. She knew he was
probably out there, sitting somewhere watching her place.
After all, he was still working security detail for her dad.

 

She’d just have to come up with a plan that would get him
back into her life. She knew what she wanted now, and if it
meant playing dirty, she’d just have to get dirty again.

 

Ethan sat in the rented van, checking all his monitors. There
were only a few lit up right now, since he hadn’t had the time
to put any cameras in Ann’s condo yet. Okay, he had to admit
it, he’d had some time after her family left, he just didn’t have
the guts to walk up there and knock on her door.

 

The cameras he did install he’d waited a few hours after all her
lights had gone out to put up.

 

He had a nice view of her front door and all the windows to
her place. He’d tried to angle them so he’d be able to see
inside, but she’d shut all her blinds. Good girl. Her safety was
supposed to be his goal, but he wished he could be there, lying
next to her.

 

Maybe he’d misjudged her reactions? She’d been quiet on the
trip home. Maybe she was just thinking about her work and
not their relationship?

 

Then he remembered how she’d reacted when her father had
called. No, she was either embarrassed that they were together,
or… he didn’t know. He was trying to fool himself that her
reactions were anything but what he’d witnessed. She didn’t



want to be with him anymore and it was as plain as the nose
on his face.

 

He’d been a fool not to tell her how he felt about her before
they’d left Washington. Thinking about it, maybe it was a
good thing he hadn’t told her. Maybe she would have just
laughed at him? No, he’d learned a lot of things about Ann
over the last few months and she wasn’t a vicious kind of
person.

 

He could imagine her explaining how he wasn’t really in love
with her. Maybe she’d even interrogate him as to why he
thought he was in love with her? He chuckled at the idea of
her holding him under a bright, hot lamp trying to get the truth
out of him.

 

He remembered how she’d been with his parents and smiled.
No, she wasn’t just blowing him off. Maybe she just needed
some more time to think about her feelings? After all, they’d
only known each other for a short period of time. He knew he
was jumping into things quickly. But he didn’t need a lot of
time to decide she was what he wanted. After all, he’d never
felt remotely this close to another woman before.

 

He had to think of ways to get her to see what she wanted.
That he was what she wanted. There had to be some way he
could make her see what he’d already discovered. He knew
he’d been too chicken to blurt out his feelings. He was a guy
after all. He’d been teased by his buddies when he’d been bit
on the butt by a spider and had gotten hospitalized. Imagine
them finding out that he wanted to tell Ann that he loved her
and wanted to spend his whole life with her. He’d probably
never hear the end of it.

 

He knew that when Tom, one of his buddies, had gotten
married a few years back, he’d been razzed by the whole



group. They’d all attended his wedding and gotten drunk and
had a blast. Tom had just smiled and told them that he’d get
them back at their weddings. That’s what friends did.

 

He leaned back in the seat and tried to prop his feet on the
small countertop. When his cellphone rang, he was surprised
to see the international code.

 

“Javan?”

 

“Yeah, man.” Ethan laughed. Javan never really talked in his
native tone.

 

“What are you doing back in Jamaica?”

 

“Trying to hide from my future wife.”

Ethan coughed and sat up. “What? You’re getting married?”

 

“Not if you can help a brother out. Please tell me you need
some help. I can do all your dirty work. I’ll even run and get
you coffee. Just get me the hell away from my parents’
meddling ways.”

 

He looked at the empty monitors and jumped at the chance.
“Javan, why don’t you hop on the next plane to Texas?”

 

After hanging up the phone, he sat back and smiled. Javan was
just what he needed. Someone Ann could relate to. Someone
she trusted. Someone he trusted. It helped that Javan had been
through heartbreak a few years back. He was still open to the
idea of falling in love.



 

Maybe he had some insights into what he could do, how he
could wear her down. Maybe even how he could tell her how
he felt.

 

As he waited for the sun to rise, he thought about how many
different ways he could get back with her.

 

Finally he had his opportunity. He watched as she crossed the
street alone. He was sitting in the car next to his shooter. He
knew the man could easily do this next job, but he didn’t want
anything to get messed up, so he was sitting in the car with
him.

 

“We may have a problem,” his man said as he pointed to a van
on the opposite side of the street.

 

Then he could see it. The large man who’d been the
cameramen in Rio was sitting in a black van watching Ann
cross the street.

 

“I told you he was security.”

 

“He can’t watch her all the time.” He looked down at his
watch and noticed he was running late. “I’m late. Follow her,
grab her if you can. If not, text me and we’ll continue with the
backup plan.”

 

They watched Ann drive away in her car, followed closely by
the dark van. Then the man got out of his car and sprinted to
his vehicle.

 



The next morning Ann marched into her office with a plan.
There was no way she was going to let Anthony fire her. She
walked out of the elevators and past the secretary with her
head held high. She avoided talking to anyone; she just wanted
to make it into her office. She was so focused on getting there,
she didn’t see the man sitting behind her desk until after she’d
closed the door, leaned back on it, and released a sigh of relief.

 

“Was it that bad?” Dave asked from her chair. She couldn’t
help it, she squealed. She’d only met Dave Myers once before,
on the day she’d been hired almost five years ago. He was an
older gentlemen with silver hair. His suits always looked
pressed and he never had a hair out of place. He had a
reputation for being a hard-ass and she’d done everything she
could to avoid dealing with him directly.

 

“Oh,” she stood up straight and ran her hands over her skirt,
trying to make sure she looked perfect.

 

“Come in, Miss Rhodes. I’d like to hear all about your
adventures.”

 

She walked in and sat in one of the chairs that sat in front of
her desk. She felt nervous, like she was being interviewed for
a job. This was her office, but she didn’t quite know what was
going to happen next.

 

Less than an hour later, the laughter could be heard down the
hall from her office. Ann realized a few things talking to Dave.
First, he was a pretty cool guy for a hard-ass. And second, he
only wanted what was best for his business and his employees.

 

He’d told her that he had set up a fund for Mark’s and Joe’s
families. Even though the business had nothing officially to do



with their deaths, he’d promised to take care of them,
something she’d almost broken down crying over. She’d
missed their services since she was still hiking through the
jungle trying to save her own skin at the time.

 

Dave had also told her that he was very interested in running
her piece on Heitor, especially in light of her father’s new
campaign. It would shed some more light on the whole subject
of the struggle with the drug lords. Not to mention the effects
his new law would have on stopping drugs from coming in
through one of the largest states, one that had problems with
border patrols. The fact that Texas has the most drug seizures
through traffic stops weighed heavily on her father’s
campaign. Dave was a huge supporter of her father and had
dedicated the network to cover his upcoming speeches.

 

Ann didn’t know if Dave treated her special because of her
connections, but she didn’t think so. She liked to think that
Dave was just a really good guy, who’d been judged by the
wrong people.

 

“You understand that the story idea still needs to be run by the
board. I’ll let you know when they make a decision. It should
be sometime later this week.”

He stood and shook her hand. “Again, I’m really sorry about
everything that’s happened to you over the last few weeks. If
you need any more time off, please, just let us know.”

 

She smiled and shook his hand. “Thank you, no. I’m ready to
get back to work and keep busy.”

 

She needed to so she could stop thinking about the one person
she still couldn’t get out of her mind.

 



Later as she made her way to the supermarket, she was so
preoccupied with her thoughts that she didn’t realize she was
being followed. At first she thought she was hallucinating.
Then she’d purposely gone into the frozen food section and
opened one of the large glass doors. There he was, looking
back at her through the reflection. Heitor stood at the end of
the aisle, but when she turned to look, he was gone. She’d
rushed to the end of the aisle, but hadn’t seen him or anyone
else for that matter.

 

As she walked out to her car, she was shocked to see Javan
leaning against her car. She’d rushed to him and hugged him.
When he told her he was working with Ethan to watch her,
she’d been a little upset that Ethan wasn’t going to do it
himself.

 

“Don’t look like that, Princess.” The use of Ethan’s nickname
jolted her. “Sorry, that’s what he calls you.” He smiled and she
realized she couldn’t be mad at him. “He wants me to watch
you when you’re out. Plus, I’m supposed to install surveillance
in your place. I wanted to wait until you got back.”

 

“Well, I’m just heading back now. Were you following me
earlier? In the store?”

 

He nodded his head. “Did you happen to see a large Brazilian
man, gray hair, a little taller than you?”

 

He looked at her and thought about it. “No, but then again, I
wasn’t looking for a Brazilian man. Should I be?”

 

She looked around the full parking lot and shook her head.
“No, I think my mind has been playing tricks on me. Come on,
let’s go put up cameras for Ethan.”



“That was too close. Now there is a big Jamaican watching her
as well. I think she spotted me in the store.”

 

“I don’t care. I’ve just found out that I might have a chance to
get my hands on her at the end of this week. I’ll keep you
posted.” He clicked his phone shut and smiled as he thought
about literally getting his hands on her.

 

Damn, he was a fool. It was two nights later and he was sitting
in a dark van across from Ann’s condo, watching her on the
monitors. Javan sat next to him, chewing on a handful of
peanuts.

 

“Thanks again, man, for handling my situation. I really needed
to get out of there. My parents were trying to get me married
off again.” His friend shook his head in horror.

 

“Marriage to you would be a nightmare.” Ethan mumbled.

 

“I’m sorry. What?” His friend crushed a handful of peanuts in
his palm.

 

Ethan laughed for the first time in two days. He thought his
friend knew something was up with him. It wasn’t as if he
couldn’t handle the simple job on his own, it was more like he
didn’t want to anymore. He needed the moral support of a man
who’d fallen once. And boy had Javan fallen. She’d been the
“African Beauty to beat all others,” or so his friend had called
her. Ethan had been shocked that a woman so beautiful could
have ever fallen for his friend.

 

Actually, it was thanks to that particular woman, Leena, that
he’d deserved the two punches from Javan in Rio. But Ethan



couldn’t let her get away with the diamond heist. After all, it
was his job to catch the bad guy, even when the bad guy
turned out to be wearing four inch stilettos and sleeping with
his best friend.

 

His mind kept playing over so many questions. He was back to
questioning Ann’s motives at this point. Sometimes he’d think
he’d figured it all out, but then he’d be swayed in the opposite
direction. It was as if he was playing devil’s advocate with his
emotions.

 

Was Ann any different than Leena had been? She’d acted
grateful to him about rescuing her in Rio. She’d spent all that
time with him in Peru, acting like they were closer than he’d
ever been with anyone else. Hell, he’d taken her to meet his
family!

Maybe it was all in his mind? Maybe he was the reason she
had pulled away? If he had said or done something… He
thought back to all the time he’d spent with her.

 

Maybe she had played him? Maybe she was just getting
through her survivor’s guilt by sleeping with him. He closed
his eyes as he listened to her talk on the phone. The wiretap
and cameras were something he’d made Javan do. Then he
remembered Ann’s face when she’d seen his friend. It had lit
up and she’d hugged him like he was an old friend. Maybe it
was all just an act?

 

“You’re being too hard on her, you know.”

 

Ethan glared at Javan from across the small space.

 

“You should listen to me, I know what I’m talking about.”



 

“Right, because your relationships have worked out great so
far.” Ethan turned back to the row of monitors. Each screen
showed a different scene in Ann’s condo.

 

Javan punched him lightly on the arm. Even though it was a
light punch, Ethan knew he’d have a small bruise there by the
morning.

 

“Do what you will, old friend, but in case you haven’t noticed,
we are getting much older. You won’t be able to do this kind
of job much longer. I’m planning on retiring soon.”

 

“Javan, you’ve been planning on retiring since I met you eight
years ago.”

 

Just then, Ethan watched as a red, Honda Civic pulled up to
Ann’s curb. A young kid around the age of twenty jumped out
carrying a large red pizza box.

 

“I’ll be back. I’m going to check it out.” Ethan slid open the
door open quietly and reached the kid before he could ring
Ann’s doorbell. Paying the kid too much, he stood and looked
down at the pie.

 

Maybe he was being too hard on her? He stepped back and
rang her doorbell. Waited to see what her next move would be.

 



Chapter Fourteen

A nn was bored. Since returning home, she’d gone to work,
gone to the grocery store. Her kitchen was now fully stocked
with groceries. When she’d arrived home last night she had
realized there wasn’t anything to eat since she’d left for a long
journey. She’d visited her family and done other boring
everyday tasks, but was still bored out of her mind. How could
she ever get back in the swing of a normal life after what she’d
gone through with Ethan?

 

She’d been happily surprised to see Javan yesterday at the
store. When they’d come back to her place, he’d come in and
installed several small cameras throughout her place. She’d
talked to him and had found out that he’d had to leave Rio on
account of helping them escape. She felt bad, but was happy
that he was going to be helping Ethan out now.

 

She was in the middle of watching the evening news, when the
doorbell rang. She hadn’t even heard a word the announcer
said since she’d been too busy thinking of Ethan again.

 

Knowing it was the pizza man at the door, she rushed to grab
her new purse. She’d ordered online since she knew her
phones were being listened to. She opened the door without
looking out the peephole.

 

Then she was pushed up against the door and pinned there as
she stared into Ethan’s very angry face.

 

“You didn’t even check to see who it was?” He growled out,
pushing her against the door further. He kicked her front door



shut with his foot. Then he used his arms and pinned her hands
beside her body.

 

She could see the anger in his face, and she was beginning to
feel angry herself. How dare he leave the other night? He
hadn’t even talked to her, just left her like she’d been some
job. The least he could have done was say thanks for the hot
sex while we ran for our lives. Then he’d hired Javan to deal
with her because he was too chicken to deal with her himself.

 

Using that anger, she pushed her hands away from the door
and used her best Judo moves on him. She was free from his
grasp in only a few seconds.

 

Then she was pinned against the wall beside her front door.
Damn, he was good. She almost smiled at his moves. But she
was still angry at how cowardly he’d been. She tried a second
time, this time making sure not to turn her back to him. She
ended up pushing him back a full step. He looked at her as if
he was impressed. Then he came at her and she avoided his
hands by twisting, then blocked his legs as he tried to swoop
them out from under her. She was so happy that she’d avoided
the maneuver, she hadn’t seen the next move coming.

 

She ended up flying through the air and landing on her back
on her plush carpet. The wind was knocked from her slightly
as she landed. He’d held her hips and had taken most of the
blow with his knees, which were on either side of her hips,
pinning her down. Her arms were grasped tightly in his hands
as he held them up beside her head.

 

“Is this how safe you are? Opening the door without looking?”

 

She tried to kick him off her, and using her hips, she bucked
until she was running out of breath. She realized she was



getting nowhere. Blowing the hair out of her face, she glared
up at him.

 

“Fine, you win. Now let me up.”

 

“No, not yet.” He leaned over until his nose was less than an
inch from hers. “Was I just a game to you?”

 

When she looked up into his eyes, she saw more than anger
there, which totally broke her. Her entire body went lax.

 

“No! Was I was just a job to you?” She lifted her chin,
challenging him. She held her breath, waiting for his answer.

 

He pulled back a little and looked deep into her eyes. She
couldn’t read his thoughts, but she had seen the anger drain
from his eyes.

 

“Javan, sign off for the night. I’ve got this.” Ethan pulled a
small ear bud out of his ear and set it on her coffee table. Then
he was kissing her and she had the wind knocked out of her
lungs for the second time in less than five minutes.

 

“I thought you didn’t want this.” He pulled her head back,
exposing her neck as he ran his mouth down her skin. She
pushed on his shoulders until she rolled him over. Then she
straddled him, pinning him to the floor, and looked down at
him.

 

“How could I not want this?” She bent down and bit his lip
lightly, pulling on it gently. Then she sucked on it, soothing
the sting she’d caused.

 



His hands went to her hips and he pushed them against him.
Using his knees to spread her legs, he pinned her hands over
her head and just looked at her.

 

She needed the speed, she needed him. They rolled across the
carpet, removing clothing quickly. She even heard something
rip at one point, which caused her to laugh. She moaned as she
nibbled her way down his stomach. How she’d missed the
taste of him, the feel of his hot skin, vibrating under her hands.

 

She knew they were going fast, but when he lifted her knees
and plunged into her, she stopped caring. She arched her back
and screamed with delight as he held her hips and repeated the
movement more slowly this time. Then she looked up into his
eyes and saw what she’d tried to deny in herself.

 

She was in love. Finally. Wholly. There was no use denying it
any further. Reaching up, she took hold of his face and pulled
him down to her mouth. Just before he kissed her, she closed
her eyes as a tear escaped.

 

“Did you want some pizza?” Ethan asked half an hour later.
They were lying naked on her floor, their clothes scattered in
piles around them. Their breathing had finally calmed down to
a somewhat normal level.

 

“Mmmm, no. Maybe later. Besides, I only ordered it to see
what you’d do when it arrived.”

 

He closed his eyes and realized that he’d fallen right into her
trap. Then he remembered the monitors. If Javan was still
watching the monitors, he’d have to kill him. He cringed,
remembering that everything that happened in here was neatly



being taped. Okay, first on his list, erase the tape, then kill
Javan if he watched.

 

“What’s going on in that brain of yours?” Ann asked, looking
down at him. He cringed again.

 

“How bad would it be if we accidentally just made a porno?”

 

She laughed. Actually, laughed. Then she smiled and leaned
over him. “You know, if you hadn’t come in to talk to me, I
was going to do a nice striptease for one of these cameras, just
to get you in here.”

 

He could have sworn she was purring. His mind instantly
flipped to her slowly removing her clothes for him as he
watched in the van. She was starting to rub her hips over him
and the friction was going to kill him.

 

Not wanting any more rug burns on his back, he picked her up
and carried her, as she laughed, into the bedroom.

 

Later, after Ann was asleep, he quietly went out to the van.
Javan had shut everything down, including the tapes before he
left. Which meant no porno. Then he snuck back in the house
and back in the bed with Ann and slept until morning, holding
her tight against him.

 

“I can’t believe it. It’s taken almost a week and they are finally
going to let me run my piece from Rio. They want it edited a
little more and some more back story, but the executives want
it by Friday.” Ann was so nervous, she was pacing her small
office.



 

Ethan sat across from her and looked bored. “Are you listening
to me?” She picked up the nearest item, which happened to be
a stress ball, and tossed it at his head. He caught it and
proceeded to squeeze it playfully as she smiled.

 

“I’m always listening. I knew they were going to run it. It’s a
good piece. Plus, you had an excellent cameraman.” He smiled
and tossed the ball back at her.

 

She caught it and set it back on her desk, then walked around
and sat in her chair. There was so much to do in the next few
days, she didn’t think she’d have time. Preparing a piece this
big took a team and her team… she closed her eyes on the
flash of memory that popped into her head. Well, her team was
dead.

 

“I’m going to spend the next few days going over our footage
from Rio. There has to be something else there I can use.”

 

“Do you want any help?” He sat up a little.

 

“You? Really?”

 

“Well, I was working here up until my cover was blown. I
know my way around the editing room and equipment.”

 

She thought about it and realized he was right. When he’d
been undercover, she’d never once questioned his abilities as a
photographer or editor. Just as a human being.

 

Just then her phone rang, and seeing the number on the screen,
she smiled.



 

“Hi, Daddy,”

 

“Hi, sweetie. Don’t forget the dinner tonight at the Kramer’s.
It’s at eight sharp. Oh, and sweetie, bring Ethan.”

 

Her smile got bigger. She had forgotten the dinner. Her father
was campaigning again, and she knew that meant lots of wine
and dine situations. She couldn’t always make them, but the
Kramers were very old family friends. Plus, it was a white tie
sort of dinner, and she was just dying to see what Ethan looked
like in a tux.

 

“We’ll be there.” When she hung up the phone, she watched
Ethan’s eyebrows shoot up in question. She tilted her head and
imagined what it would be like seeing him dressed in a tux.

 

“Tell me, Mr. Bond, do you own a tux?”

 

He smiled quickly. “All of us double O agents have them.
Why?”

 

He stood around her condo waiting for her to come out of the
restroom. He didn’t mind getting dressed up for occasions and
always saw it as a challenge to hobnob with the upper crust.
He looked at it all as if it was part of his training, seeing if he
could fit in anywhere.

 

He knew he could fit in in the jungles of Brazil, the deserts of
the Middle East, the slums of any large city, and the beaches at
the best resorts. How different was wearing a monkey suit



with the high rollers in politics from pretending to be a male
stripper in Vegas?

 

He smiled thinking about it. Then his smile fell away as Ann
walked out of the restroom.

The dress was the color of her blue eyes. He swore he could
see right through it and when he looked at her, he saw her
nipples peek through the light material towards him.

 

He felt his tuxedo pants getting too tight. Damn, they’d been
specially made for him and now he felt like he couldn’t
breathe.

 

Her hair was piled up in some sort of fancy bun. There were
long dark twists falling around her face, making him itch to
feel the silky softness of it in his fingers.

 

His eyes roamed from her head down her long form to her
feet, which were exposed in sexy little heels with sparkly
stones that showed her newly painted toenails. He wanted to
tear everything off her and lick her from head to toe.

 

“Well?” she said and did a little turn. The back of the dress
was worse than the front. It dipped down to the middle of her
back, exposing her entire back, showing off her silky skin.

 

“Well?” He repeated. He didn’t know what to say. It was like
every cell in his brain had just left him to go on vacation. “You
… You look beautiful.”

 

She smiled quickly and walked over to grab her small silver
purse from the table.



 

“Are you sure we have to go to this thing tonight? I’m not
feeling too hot. Maybe we should just stay in?” He walked
over to her, pulling her close. When he got closer, he smelled
her perfume and closed his eyes on a moan. Not only did she
look good, she smelled good. Which got him wondering if she
tasted just as good. He started to dip his head to have a taste
when she stopped him with her hands.

 

“Oh, no, you don’t. You are not going to mess this all up. It
took me two hours to look like this.” She held his head at bay.

 

“Just one lick. Just to see if you taste as good as you look.”

 

She laughed. “You can taste me later. Right now, we’re going
to be late if we don’t leave now.”

 

He pulled back and took her hand and made a point to bow
from his waist. “As you wish, my lady.” He brought her hand
to his lips and kissed her lightly. Then he turned her wrist
around and kissed the inside of her wrist, pressing his tongue
to the inside of her sensitive skin.

He stood back up and smiled. “I knew it. You do taste good.”

 

She laughed at him. “Idiot.”

 

He took her arm and they walked out of her condo together.

 

At two minutes past eight precisely, they walked in the
Kramer’s front door. The luxurious house was situated in the
upper-crust neighborhood of Austin. The mansions were the



size of whole city blocks here. Ann could remember playing in
the pool in their back yard as a child during some hot summers
days. Their sons, Brian and Brett, were some of her closest
friends growing up. The twin boys now were practicing law in
Houston.

 

She enjoyed dressing up for special occasions and tonight she
was dressed in her deep blue spaghetti strap number, which
hugged her in all the right places. Ethan was in a tux that
looked like it was made just for him, and probably was. It fit
him perfectly and he looked very handsome, like he was born
wearing it.

 

She’d yet to do anything with her hair color and in truth, she
kind of liked the darker look. She’d curled it slightly and
pushed most of it on top of her head so it could fall in ringlets
around her face. The darkness of it accented her skin and eyes.
Or so her stepmother had said when she’d first seen it.

 

She’d had a huge problem with her father marrying again after
her mother’s death, but after Blake was born, she stopped
giving her dad so much grief over it. After all, she’d always
wanted a brother.

 

Coleen, on the other hand, Ann still couldn’t stand. She tried
to avoid spending too much time with the woman, who
happened to be only a few years older than she was. The fact
that Coleen called her sweetie, her father’s favorite nickname,
just plain annoyed her.

 

The woman always treated her like she was a child, which was
stupid in Ann’s mind. Coleen would give Ann advice on her
clothing, her hair, and even tried once to give her advice on
her career. At one point, the woman actually tried to treat her
like a sister. Thankfully, Ann set her straight before that went
any further.



 

But over the last few years since Blake’s kidnapping, Coleen
was starting to act a lot more like a mother figure to Blake
than just an older sister. So Ann had cut her a little slack.

 

The Kramer’s dinner was always an important one for her
father’s campaign. She knew most of the people attending and
liked only a third of them. The rest were powerful people and
to be honest just plain rude. She tried avoiding most of them,
but somehow ended up chatting with the worst offenders most
of the time.

 

Tonight, being on Ethan’s arm, she felt more powerful. When
they walked up and started talking to her father and Coleen,
Ethan had shaken hands with her dad and started talking like
they were old buddies. It was nice seeing the two men she
loved in her life getting along and enjoying each other’s
company.

 

Her father’s new assistant, Paul, was always hovering around
him. The skinny man gave Ann the creeps. Not that this was
the first assistant of her father’s that had given her the creeps,
just the worst. His dark hair was always slicked back. He had a
crooked nose that was too big for his face. He could have been
good looking if it wasn’t for his eyes.

 

She’d always been one to spot the fakes, the men who said one
thing and did another. Maybe that’s why she was so good at
being a journalist. Paul was hiding something and always
walked around like he was laughing at some private joke that
only he knew.

 

She didn’t quite know what had happened to her father’s last
assistant, a striking young redhead. No doubt Coleen had
something to do with letting her go, since that’s how she got



the role of wife to begin with. Going from being her father’s
assistant to being knocked up by him had secured her next role
as wife.

 

Ann was standing near the patio doors waiting for Ethan to
bring her a drink when Paul walked up to her.

 

“I hear you had an exciting time in South America?” He was
standing too close for her liking. When she tried to back up,
she realized her back was already against the wall. Wishing
Ethan would hurry up with her drink, she tried to pacify the
man with a slight nod.

 

He must have taken the gesture as an invitation, because his
hand reached up and toyed with one of the loose strands of her
hair. He was running it through his fingers, and she felt a
shiver run down her spine.

 

“I see you changed your hair color. Too bad, I really enjoyed
the blond.” It gave her a little pleasure knowing that he didn’t
like the darker color. “Will you be attending your father’s
news conference on Friday? I know it’s supposed to be a very
special occasion.”

 

She did not normally attended her father’s conferences. Since
it was a conflict of interest, she had never covered the
conferences herself.

 

“No, Paul.” He cracked a bigger smile, as if he had a secret
joke. “If you’ll excuse me, I see my boyfriend.” She started to
walk past him and he grabbed her arm.

 

“Boyfriend? Don’t you mean your bodyguard? He wasn’t even
competent enough to save you from the explosion. Or do



anything to save your two colleagues. I heard they were
gunned down like dogs.” A smile crept onto his face and she
felt her skin turn to ice. Blinking a few times, she tried to
compose herself. Then she yanked her arm from his grasp and
walked around him without saying anything. She met Ethan
halfway across the room.

 

Upon seeing her face, he set the drinks down on a table and
took her hand and steered her towards the back door. He didn’t
stop until they’d walked out onto a small patio area reserved
for the help. There was a young woman smoking a cigarette
there and when Ethan nodded his head, she left quietly through
the door.

 

“What is it?” Ethan pulled her close. She hadn’t realized she
was shaking and by this time, her breathing was coming in
small gasps. The images of her colleagues flashed through her
mind over and over.

 

“It’s nothing. I’m just being emotional. I can’t believe I let him
work me up like this.” She closed her eyes and laid her head
against his chest. Listening to his steady breathing helped to
level her own out.

 

She didn’t realize that he was swaying her until she looked
back up at him. “What are you doing?”

 

“Dancing.” He smiled down at her. “I figured the best way to
take your mind off something bad, was to put it on something
good. Besides, I’ve wanted to dance with you for a while.” He
smiled at her and then kissed her forehead. “I’m a really good
dancer; all of us Bond types have to be. You know, to woo all
the women.” She laughed and forgot about Paul and her dead
coworkers. “Have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?”

 



She looked up at him and then he was kissing her softly under
the moonlight and she forgot everything else, except him.

 

The little bitch. She hadn’t even acknowledge him. Besides,
after seeing her across the room with her dark hair, the
attraction he felt towards her had dissipated.

 

Picking up his cell phone, he punched in the number. “Is
everything set for Friday?”

 

“Yes, what about security?”

 

“Don’t worry, I have a plan to take care of them.” He smiled
and knew his day was coming.



Chapter Fifteen

A nn and Ethan spent the next few days locked in the
editing room. They had gone over every inch of footage that
had been uploaded from Rio before the incident. There really
wasn’t anything other than crowd shots they could use.

 

She’d been enjoying their time together. There was hardly a
moment when they weren’t together. Javan had even been
moved over to watching Blake instead.

 

Ethan had been spending all his time with her. He slept in her
bed, they ate dinner together, they ate breakfast together. He
sat across from her when she worked in her office. They had
been spending a lot of their evenings in the editing room
together. She couldn’t explain it, she just enjoyed spending her
time with him. He was easy to get along with, and she didn’t
want to be apart from him.

 

She’d woken the other night to an empty bed and had instantly
felt empty herself. Then she’d heard him talking on the phone
in the other room. She’d quietly rushed in and smiled when
she’d seen him pacing her living room. He’d been talking on
the phone butt naked. She’d leaned against the wall and just
admired him.

 

He’d been agitated at whoever he’d been talking to, but when
he’d spotted her standing there, he’d smiled and hung up
without another word. Then he’d carried her back into the
bedroom.

 



But now, as they were on their third evening working on the
footage, they’d finally hit a wall trying to fill a minute-long
section. She was ready to pull her hair out. It was just a
minute’s worth of footage, but it had taken them almost eleven
hours to get the segment this far.

 

Then she looked down and saw the original DVD that Ethan
had carried out of Brazil sticking out of her bag. She’d edited
the footage with Mark in the van back in Rio, but maybe there
was something else on the DVD they could use to fill some of
the time they needed.

 

Ethan had gone to get them some food from the vending
machines. She knew it was probably going to be their dinner,
since she doubted they’d get out of that room for another two
hours. She dropped the DVD in the player and started running
through everything on it.

 

She wouldn’t have spotted him if she hadn’t been thinking
about the other night. Feeling trapped in this room reminded
her of being trapped against the wall by Paul. She was
rewinding a segment of footage of their first night in Rio when
she spotted his face. She hit the pause button and froze, staring
at his skinny, smiling face.

What had he been doing in Rio? More importantly, why was
he talking to Heitor? No, why was he yelling at Heitor? She
played the tape forward until the camera panned left. Then she
rewound it and played it again.

 

Her mind flashed to the day in the grocery store. Maybe it had
been Heitor? If he wasn’t an informant, what was he? Maybe
he was the one behind all this? Maybe he was actually still
working for which ever drug lord was pulling the strings?

 



“What’s this?” Ethan asked from behind her. She was caught
off guard and almost jumped out of her seat.

 

“It’s the extra footage from Rio. Look here.” She pointed to
Paul. “What’s he doing there talking to Heitor?”

 

Ethan sat the bag of potato chips in front of her, along with an
unsweetened bottle of tea.

 

“Here, let me see.” He leaned in and took control of the dials.

 

“We’re taking care of things in Austin. The night of his big
speech it will all end. Just do your part and lure his daughter
away with the story…” Ethan said, reading Paul’s lips. “Damn,
then the camera pans out. Ethan sat back and stared at the
image of Paul and Heitor together.

 

“Ethan, I thought I saw Heitor in my grocery store the other
day. I thought I’d been followed, but when I got outside Javan
was there and well…. I forgot all about it until just now.”

 

“Ann, where is your dad right now?”

 

Her mind flashed to an image of her father. Then to her
brother’s face.

 

“Ann?” Ethan turned and took her shoulders in his hands.
“Come on, Princess. Where is your father?”

 

She looked down at her watch. Seven forty-five. Friday night.
“He’s making a speech about his new drug laws that he’s
going to pass when he is reelected.”



 

“Where?”

 

“The stadium at the University of Texas. His speech is
supposed to start at eight.”

 

“Call him.” He put her cell phone in her hand and she dialed
her father’s number with shaking hands. When it went to his
voice mail, she shut her phone and tried again. On the third try,
she stopped and thought. Then she tried Coleen’s cell number.
It went to her voice mail, too.

 

“Ethan, no one is answering.”

 

“Come on.” He started pulling her towards the doors. It was a
ten minute drive from the studio to the stadium, but with all
the people, she knew you could easily tag an extra fifteen on to
that time. There was no way they would make it to her father
in time.

 

Ethan used her phone as they ran towards his car.

 

“Javan, they’re going after the senator. Who’s watching him
tonight? Damn, okay, call him. Tell him Paul Green is in on it.
Yeah, I know. Okay.”

 

Ethan jumped behind the wheel and peeled out of the parking
spot with Ann sitting beside him, her mind whirling through
images of them not getting to her father in time.

 

What did Paul have planned? Why had he waited until now?
Then her mind flashed to what he had said the other night at
the party.



 

The phone rang and Ethan answered. “Yeah? When? Damn,
how soon can you get there? Yeah, us too. Okay.” He set the
phone back down.

 

“Your father’s security team isn’t answering our calls.” Ethan
paused as he swerved to avoid a car on the highway. She
looked down and noticed they were doing eighty and he
showed no signs of slowing as he weaved in and out of traffic,
avoiding cars and taking turns at ludicrous speeds.

 

She held onto her seat and knew that he’d get them there on
time. He had to get them there on time.

 

“There, Ethan.” She said as they pulled into the university’s
parking area a few minutes later. She looked down at her
watch and noticed it was three minutes before her father would
take the stage. Was there a shooter? Was there a bomb? She
didn’t know what Paul had planned, but she knew she had to
try to get to her father.

 

When Ethan parked the car, they sprinted from it, heading
straight for the doors to the stadium. There were still people
filing in the doors and they had to push their way in. At one
point, she lost sight of Ethan, but continued to push through
the crowd.

 

Finally, when she broke through the crowd, she headed
towards the field. In the center was a large white stage which
had been set up for her father’s speech. Camera crews and TV
reporters surrounded the stage and she watched in horror as
her father stepped out onto the stage just as she jumped the
fence and hit the grass. It all seemed to be going in slow
motion, and she felt like her feet wouldn’t carry her fast



enough. She pumped her arms as she sprinted across the large
space. She still felt like she wasn’t eating up enough ground.

 

Where was Ethan? She ran towards the stage at top speed and
knew she had to make it. The crowd was loud, but when a man
stepped to the microphone and announced her father, everyone
cheered, making so much noise it was almost too much to
bear. She screamed her father’s name over and over, and by
the time she reached the stairs at the edge of the stage her
father had stepped into the spotlight.

 

He waved to everyone as they cheered and the second he
began speaking, a light exploded above his head and then all
hell broke loose on the stage. She was tossed to the ground by
someone, then dragged in a direction away from her father.
She could only see that he’d been hit by the shattering glass,
and as blood dripped from his face, he looked over at her and
screamed her name.

 

His plan was working flawlessly. He’d sent the security detail
on a wild goose chase. They were so busy down by the stage,
they didn’t have time to check the upper private rooms, where
he and Heitor had setup. He stood there and watched Heitor
set up his scope on the rifle. He normally didn’t personally get
involved, but he couldn’t wait to see this one through.

 

They were just seconds away when he saw the cameramen,
Ethan, running towards the booth. Stepping back into the
darkness of the booth, he slipped out his weapon of choice.

 

The long knife handle was something he’d treasured, as was
the blade. He’d always carried it on him, just in case.

 



Now he stood in the shadows and waited for his revenge on
the man who had screwed up his plans from the first day.

 

Ethan was fighting for his life. There were two of them, he’d
spotted them instantly when he’d entered the large stadium.
His eyes had scanned not the stage, where Ann was focused,
but instead the roof and upper bleachers of the large stadium.
It had taken him only a few seconds to see the dark spot
hovering in a private booth area. The nose of the rifle stuck out
from the box. With his mind totally focused on getting there
quickly, he lost track of Ann. He knew she’d make it to her
father and hoped to God she had enough sense to stay down.

 

When he reached the opening to the booth, he threw himself in
and charged the man, covered in darkness. He didn’t see the
second man come out of the shadows until the knife was
already on a downward arch.

 

Trying to block it, he felt the blade hit his rib cage, tearing his
shirt and the skin below. Turning, he connected a solid blow to
the skinny man’s nose, shattering it and sending blood
splattering all over both of them. Paul, the senator’s assistant,
crumbled to the ground in a heap of unconscious man.

 

Then a shot rang out behind him and he turned his attention
back to the sniper.

 

When the man tried to shoot the rifle again, Ethan’s fist
connected with the side of his face just as the gun exploded.

 

Ethan could hear the screams of people, and knew the whole
stadium was in chaos, but didn’t stop to see if anyone on the
stage was hurt. He braced himself for the fight that was sure to
come.



 

“You’ve ruined our plans. You’ve been a thorn in our sides
since the beginning when I tried to snatch Miss Rhodes in
Rio.”

 

Ethan thought back to the first night he’d followed Ann out of
the hotel. It was the night Heitor had approached her outside.
Heitor must have been trying to lure her away with a false
story.

“Why take her?”

 

“With her we would have leverage over the Senator. We know
he would do anything to get his daughter back, including
dropping out of the race.”

 

“Why are you so adamant about the senator dropping out?” He
circled the man, waiting for a moment to spring.

 

“His running mate has better plans that will benefit my
employer much more.”

 

“Who is your employer?”

 

Heitor laughed. “You think I would be stupid enough to tell
you?”

 

Heitor rushed towards him. Ethan’s fist arched down trying to
connect with the man’s face, but this time Heitor blocked it
and threw himself towards Ethan. The man’s punches were as
brutal as his own, catching Ethan off guard. He had to
concentrate to keep each blow from connecting with his face
or ribs, where he could feel blood oozing down his side.



 

He connected a few good blows, sending Heitor falling over a
row of seats. When he came up, Ethan noticed the gun in his
hand just before he felt the bullet connect.

 

Ethan threw himself at the man, not waiting. He hit him with
all his strength until, finally, he had the man pinned and was
straddling him. Blood was dripping down Heitor’s
unconscious face as Ethan leaned over him.

 

Ethan’s vision blurred just as two uniform cops came running
into the room, their guns drawn and pointing right at him.
Ethan raised his hands as far as he could, until the pain was
too much. He told them he was security right before he passed
out.

 

The security guards that had grabbed Ann dragged her halfway
across the field as she screamed and kicked at them. She tried
to tell them she was the senator’s daughter, but they just didn’t
listen. Finally they let her go after her father rushed forward
and yelled at them.

 

She looked frantically around for Ethan. She asked all the
security team and no one seemed to know where he was.

 

Her father’s face needed a few stitches, so they rode together
to the hospital. Ann was so concerned about Ethan she didn’t
even care that Coleen sat in the back of the car and cried the
entire time. She’d complained about being so close to dying
that Ann had rolled her eyes. Coleen hadn’t even been up on
the stage. But she listened as her father comforted her the
entire trip to the hospital.

 



They took her father to a private ER room, and Coleen
followed along. Ann was sitting in the waiting area alone
when she heard a loud voice and followed it to another room
in the ER. She was shocked to see Ethan lying on a gurney,
screaming and fighting off a nurse and doctor. Rushing to his
side, she noticed all the blood and felt herself turning pale.

 

“Oh my God, Ethan! Are you okay?” She tried to push the
nurse who was trying to hold Ethan down out of the way.
When he saw her, he went still.

 

“You’re okay?” he asked at the same time. She nodded her
head and then noticed the hole in his chest as the doctor tried
to hold his hands over the open wound. Then she noticed
blood dripping from a large gash in his side.

 

“Ethan! You’ve been shot!” He smiled a little at her obvious
assessment.

 

“I’ve had worse. I just needed to know that you were all right.
What are you doing here?” he asked. She could see his color
slowly starting to drain. His eyes looked cloudy and she could
tell he was slowly losing focus. “My father needed stitches; he
was hit by some breaking glass. He’s all right. Everyone else is
all right.” The nurse moved aside so she could hold his hand.
Ann watched as she moved to his other side and started
helping the doctor who was trying to stop the bleeding.

 

“We need to get Mr. Knight into surgery. Are you his…?”

 

“Wife, she’s my wife. I want her in recovery, I want her there
when I wake up,” Ethan growled before she watched his eyes
slide closed.

 



“Sorry, Mrs. Knight, we’ve given him something to knock him
out. He was putting up quite a fight,” the young nurse
apologized.

 

“How … How bad is it?” she asked the doctor as they started
to wheel him down the aisle.

 

“We’ll know more once we get inside. Please, wait just there.
I’ll come find you once we know more.” He pointed towards a
private waiting area.

 

Over the next three hours, Ann sat in the waiting room with
her father and Coleen. Blake showed up shortly after with
Javan and everyone sat waiting. Coleen had gone and gotten
them some takeout dinner and coffee. But for the most part,
everyone sat in silence. Even Blake sat still. Well, as still as a
teenage boy could. Of course it helped that he had his PSP to
play, but she could tell he was as worried as everyone else.
This was his hero that was hurt, the man that had saved him
five years ago. The man that had saved her just a few weeks
ago. The man who had just saved her father tonight.

 

In the course of the evening, the police came in to interview
her. She explained how they had found out about the
assassination attempt, and why Ethan was there in the room
with the two men, Paul and Heitor. She told them she didn’t
know anything more than that. She’d arranged with her boss,
Anthony, to have a copy of the tapes taken to the station for
evidence.

 

“I can tell you both men are currently in the hospital. Actually,
just down the hallway. Don’t worry, they are under guard.
Your husband did quite a number on them.”

 



She smiled slightly, thinking about the possibility of actually
being Ethan’s wife. It felt good to have people talk to her as if
she was already married to him.

 

She didn’t know what she’d do if he died. After the police left,
she sat down and tears silently slid down her face. Her father
walked over and wrapped his arm around her. His forehead
was bandaged and it appeared he’d have a black eye in the
morning.

 

She couldn’t stop worrying. She didn’t know how extensive
Ethan’s wound were, but she did know that any bullet to the
chest could be a death sentence.

 

She took the time and called his parents on her cell phone to
update them on what was going on. They told her they would
fly down on the next available flight and would call Roberta
and Ric and let them know.

 

She was pacing the floor almost three hours later, when the
doctor came back in. “Mrs. Knight?”

 

Everyone in the room looked at her as she rushed over to the
man.

 

“How is he?”

 

“He’s stable. We have him in the ICU. You’ll be able to see
him in a few minutes. The nurse will come in and take you
back to him. He was lucky. The bullet shattered a few ribs and
bounced off, leaving a trail we had to follow, but it finally
rested in the back of a rib and we were able to remove it and
stop all the bleeding. The knife wound shattered another rib on



his other side. He’ll be sore and he’ll need to stay off his feet
for a few months, but he’ll recover.”

 

She closed her eyes and released a sigh of relief.

 



Chapter Sixteen

E than watched Ann fluff his pillows for what seemed like
the hundredth time. He smiled, enjoying her pampering him.
He knew she was just concerned about him and he enjoyed
every minute of it. It had been a close one. So close he’d made
a decision, one he had yet to talk to her about. There had
hardly been a time when they were alone.

 

When he’d woken in the ICU, she was there and so were a half
dozen nurses. Then when he’d come to again, he’d been in a
private room with his parents hovering over him. It had been
nice having them there, but he wished for some time alone
with Ann.

Then she had left for the evening, promising she’d be back
first thing in the morning. She had walked in five minutes after
his parents and Roberta had. Now her family was there,
chatting and acting like he was a hero.

 

Blake was there as well. The kid had grown tall, but still
looked the same. Ethan could tell he was glad he was okay,
even if he played it cool. Javan had even stopped by at one
point before heading out to his next job somewhere exotic.

 

Ethan had had enough of running and being shot at in his life.
He knew he had a good team of men that would easily take the
field for all the upcoming jobs. He could afford to sit back and
play boss for a while. It’s what he’d always known would
happen one day. That’s why he’d been smart enough to hire
his close buddies to work with him. Every one of them he
could trust, completely.

 



He knew what he wanted now, and she was sitting in the
corner smiling at him. He only needed a minute to be alone
with her. So far, it just wasn’t happening.

 

Ann’s father had clued him in on what was happening with
Heitor and Paul. They had both been released from the
hospital into police custody. Apparently Paul had been the
brains behind the whole deal. The plan had been to kidnap
Ann in Rio and hold her until her father resigned from the
race.

 

Ann was doing an interview that evening with her father,
where more details of the whole ordeal would be revealed.

Ethan had known when he’d seen Paul in the private booth
that he’d been the one pulling the strings. The man had
bothered Ann the night of the party, and he wished he would
have checked him out more then. Apparently his whole
background check had been pieced together.

 

Heitor on the other hand had targeted Ann that first night,
trying to get her by herself. Then when she’d shown up the
next day with the team, he’d tried to just back out. Ethan
remembered the man being agitated about seeing the three
men with her. He should have known then that something was
up.

 

Honestly, when he thought about it, the whole thing had been
his fault. If he’d just been better at his job, he would have seen
through the man during his interview. He’d accounted for the
man’s nerves as fear of being found out.

 

Spending a lot of his time in the hospital bed, his mind
wandered over the whole adventure. If he had a chance to go
back and change anything, he knew he wouldn’t.



He replayed images of Ann standing under the waterfall,
smiling. Of her leaning against a tree with a shocked look as
he sliced the snake in half. Her smiling as she lay in the sun in
Lima. Of her laughing with his parents on the beach.

 

He looked over at her now as she talked to her father across
the small hospital room. No, he wouldn’t change a thing.

 

Ann had had a lot to deal with over the last few days. With
Ethan in the hospital she had taken time off from work. Even
after everything that had happened, Dave had wanted to run
her story. Of course they had edited the tapes and used footage
of the shooting along with an exclusive interview from her
father. She had done the interview personally. Usually she
didn’t mix her personal life with interviews, but Dave and
Anthony had asked her, and her father had wanted her to do it.
Especially since it was such an important interview.

 

Her father’s running mate had dropped out in light of some
new information brought to their attention by her father’s old
assistant, Paul. Heitor had yet to talk, but Paul was chatting
away. He actually wanted an exclusive interview with Ann,
where he promised to tell all. She turned it down.

 

After the interview aired, she told Dave and Anthony that she
was taking a month off. They’d both smiled at her and agreed
that she deserved it.

 

She enjoyed seeing Ethan’s family again and since they were
there, she had enlisted them to help her out. His mother almost
jumped for joy when Ann explained her plans. Roberta had
laughed and eagerly joined in the coup.

 



Next she had some planning to do. She’d found out some other
important information and had set up a schedule. Now all she
needed to do was kidnap an ex-Special Forces agent.

 

 

 

Over the next few days, Ethan still couldn’t find the right
moment to talk to her. There were plenty of times they were
alone, but it just didn’t feel right.

 

Every time he’d open his mouth to say something, she’d look
at him a certain way and he’d shut his mouth again. Or he’d
end up saying something completely different.

 

The nurses had wrapped his ribs tightly and frequently
checked his incision where they’d removed the bullet.

 

He was tired of being poked and checked. All he wanted to do
was go home with Ann. To start their new lives together.

 

His family stayed for two days, and he enjoyed seeing
everyone again, though being stuck in a hospital room wasn’t
really his idea of enjoying a visit from them.

After they left to go back home the place almost felt empty.
Finally, a day later, he was released from the hospital. He was
so excited to get away from all the needles and nurses, he
hadn’t quite thought about what was next.

 

A nurse had wheeled him out of the hospital and right into
Ann’s car, so he found himself sitting in her car on the way to
her condo. Since he was still very weak from all the pain



medications they had him on, he rested his head back and
thought about his plans.

 

Maybe he’d ask her over dinner? Maybe when they were lying
in bed? He thought of a million words he wanted to say to her,
a million different ways to ask her to take a chance on him.
Could someone like her ever be happy with someone like him?
Sure, he’d had his share of adventure, but now he was looking
forward to a future minus all the running and guns. Would she
still find him worth it?

 

He could just imagine them sitting in front of the fireplace in
Washington. Snuggling up on the couch watching movies. Or
her cooking in the kitchen while he sat and watched. Maybe
having a family barbeque. Then, maybe in a year, they’d have
children. Images flashed through his mind of kids running in
the fields. Of him teaching a son or a daughter how to fish.

 

They would have her blue eyes and her smile. He smiled
thinking about it. Maybe their kids and Rose would be close.
Cousins. He smiled again. Yeah, he could get used to the idea
of kids with Ann.

 

He knew he still had a few loose ends to tie up, but he’d tried
to take care of most of them over the phone before he’d left
the hospital.

 

Running his own security business from home was going to be
a lot different than what he’d been doing over the last few
years. He was lucky the only jobs that he’d lined up had
already been assigned out to one of his teams.

 

He’d given Javan the lead so he could sit back and enjoy some
of his time alone with Ann. And his business wasn’t hurting
for jobs. He’d actually had to turn several down. Now his five-



man crew was booked solid for the next year. Just because he
was sitting on the sidelines didn’t mean he couldn’t control
everything. He was actually looking forward to being a real
boss and not just the lead in a job.

 

He knew it was going to be a big change for him, but he was
up for the challenge. He just wondered if Ann was up for
having him around full time.

 

Since he’d met her a few months ago, he hadn’t really let her
out of his sight. And now he realized he’d enjoyed having her
there. She’d changed so many things in him that he realized he
was no longer the same person he’d been three months ago.
Oh, he still felt the need for adventure. But the adventure he
was seeking wasn’t the bullets and bad guy kind. The
adventure he wanted was waking up next to Ann and seeing
how many ways he could make her smile. How often he could
make her laugh.

 

He knew he’d always want to travel, but he also knew that he
wanted to be home. And he thought of home as being
wherever she was. Maybe she’d want to stay in Austin. Maybe
they’d call Washington home. The place didn’t really matter to
him anymore. What mattered was that he’d be able to be with
her.

 

When he felt the car slowing, he opened his eyes and was
shocked to see where they were. The private jet sat ready for
takeoff. He looked over to Ann, who was smiling back at him.

 

“What are we doing here?”

 

“Well, the doctor said three weeks of rest, so I booked us a
flight somewhere where I know you’ll get all the rest you
need.”



 

She got out of the car and walked around to help him out. It
wasn’t that he couldn’t get out himself, it was just that she
liked to help, so he let her.

 

“Where would that be?”

 

“Oh, no! You’ll just have to wait and see.” She walked around
and pulled out two large bags and handed them to the luggage
handler, who quickly whisked them away to the waiting jet.
He did a double take and realized it was his private jet sitting
there, the one they’d used on the way back from Peru.

 

So, some of his secrets must have gotten out of the bag. She
turned and smiled at him.

 

“Yes, I found out who you had to rescue to get that,” she said,
pointing over her shoulder at his jet. Then she held out her
hand, waiting for him to take it. He took it and pulled her
close, ignoring the sharp pain in both of his sides. He hugged
her, enjoying the rich smell of her dark hair and the feel of her
in his arms.

 

“Ann?” He leaned back and looked down into her face.

 

“Oh, no. Not until we get inside.” She pulled back further,
smiling at him. Did she know what he was going to ask? How
did she know?

 

He nodded his head and followed her onto the plane.

 

When they were finally in the air, he looked over at her and
decided it was now or never.



 

“I know what you’re going to ask, but I want to say something
first,” she interrupted.

 

“Fair enough.” A million excuses she might give him for
saying no ran through his head.

 

“Ethan, I’ve known you for over two months and in that time
we’ve been shot at, blown up, chased through a jungle, and so
much more. But I’d like to think that in that time we’ve
become closer than two other normal people would have ever
gotten. Our relationship may have started with a lie, but I hope
it will never end. So, whatever it is you have to say, just know
that you will always have my heart.”

 

He pulled her closer and kissed her nose. “Ann, will you marry
me and make me the happiest man alive?”

 

She smiled. “Yes, of course I will.” She reached up and kissed
him deeply.

 

“Now, will you tell me where it is that we are going?”

 

She laughed, “No, just because you are retiring and getting
married, doesn’t mean you don’t still need a little excitement
left in your life.”

 



Epilogue
 

Ethan sat on the beach and watched his wife run out of the
surf, heading for him. Her dark hair was a little shorter in a
bob around her face, but he still enjoyed the rich color. As did
he enjoy her new curves that showed nicely in the bright white
bikini she wore.

 

Her wet, toned body could still excite him, even when she was
eight months pregnant. It had been almost a year since his
incident and he was still enjoying his retirement and marriage.
Life with Ann was anything but boring.

 

They’d jetted off to his home in southern France so he could
recover. They had stayed almost two months and while they
were there they visited Ric’s sister, Katie, and her husband,
Jason. They’d also visited Katie’s brother Dante and his wife,
Airlea, in Italy. But mostly they just relaxed and enjoyed each
other.

 

Then they had come back home and had the lavish wedding of
her dreams where his family and hers came together in Austin
to celebrate. Of course the ceremony included a bunch of his
old buddies who had been very rowdy. Then they had flown to
Peru to spend their honeymoon there.

 

And now Ann was planning on retiring herself, after the baby
was born. They had plans to move to Washington to live in the
house he’d built. He knew they’d still travel since they both
enjoyed it so much, but maybe after the baby came, they
would settle down even more.

 



He still had calls for jobs every now and then; he’d even
gotten a few repeat customers begging for his personal help.
So far his team was doing a great job of dealing with anything
that came up. He’d even hired a few other guys to deal with all
the jobs that had come up after he’d saved the senator.

 

Ann had been a huge help in getting his business switched
over to actually being a business. Sometimes he thought that
she enjoyed helping him out more than being a journalist. She
talked about running the business full time afterwards.

 

“What are you thinking about?” She sat next to him in the
sand. It took some doing, and some help from him, but finally
she settled next to him.

 

He smiled and pulled her close. “You. Us.”

 

He ran his hand over his son, inside her belly. He looked
forward to his next big adventure. Becoming a father.

 



Secret Passion
 

Sandi has escaped her old life; she’s shed her hijab and her
family obligations to start a new one, alone. It’s been five
years since she first stepped foot in America to save her life.
She’s earned enough money to live comfortably, thanks to her
artwork. But, just when she finally feels like she can start to
relax and not jump at shadows, she believes her family is hot
on her heels. Now she must trust the man who saved her years
ago and ask him to do it once again.

 

Mitch risked it all to bring the young girl to America years
ago. And when she shows up at his door in the middle of the
night, grown up and no longer shrouded in her dark coverings,
he’ll do everything he can to help her out. But dodging her
family has gotten a lot harder this time and they might survive
the revenge attempt, if he can keep his hands off her.
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