
        
            
                
            
        

    
Why fall for Prince Charming when the villain is so much more tempting? Because it feel so good to be so bad...




The dark, dominant, tattooed Spaniard has all the arrogant machismo of a bullfighter and a body carved out of steel. In my sister’s fairytale romance, he almost destroyed my family. He’s the devil, and I hate him.




Until he saved my life, and changed everything. 




Javier f**king Toro is the last man in the world I expect to find pulling me out of the way of danger. He’s cocky, crude, and dangerously tempting. He oozes sex and the promise of breaking every rule I’ve ever made. Bad boy? Yeah, no, there’s nothing “boy” about Javier. He’s a man.




A very, very bad man.




And I can’t resist him, no matter the consequences.







*****




What is it that they say, payback is a bitch?




No, scratch that. Payback is a motherf*cker. One day after breaking out of a South American prison, I run head-first into her.




Innocent, uptight, and sexy as sin. Her sister may have almost killed me, her family put me in prison. That doesn’t mean I’m not dying to find out if she’s as much of a firebrand in bed as she is while she’s chasing me down, trying to put me away again.




That is, I’m curious until she’s got a gun pressed to my chest, flashing me a badge.




Yeah, Special Agent Chelsea Archer isn’t just “off-limits”; she’s the f*cking enemy. She’s the last girl in the world I need to have a damn thing to do with. Because if she gets close to someone like me, I’m going to destroy her. I’m going to ruin her in such perfect ways and have her scream my name like I’m the last man on Earth.




Because I'm no hero, I’m the bad guy. 




And I'm very, very bad.
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An Excerpt:




"I'm trying to save you."




She barks out a sneering laugh; "I don’t need saving; not from you."




"Get close to me and you will," I growl.




Get close to me and I'll destroy you, even if I don't want to and even if I do everything on Earth to try and stop it. It'll still happen, because that's just me and the fucked up reverse Midas touch that follows me. Good things wither and die around me, and something as bright and as pure as her doesn't stand a fucking chance.




"I'm a big girl."




"I'm a bad man."




My hand slides up her arm, and before I can stop myself, I’m snaking it around her waist, exploring the curve of her hip as I pull her closer. I want to push her away - I know I should push her away - but I can’t even begin to conceive of doing that right now. Not when she feels so fucking good under my touch.




"My job is to catch bad men and lock them up," She whispers quietly, her eyes still flashing heat and fire as she matches my own hot gaze with her own.




"That a fact, princess?" I move closer, pulling her against me; "You think you can catch me? Think you can put me anywhere I don’t want to go?" I growl, my jaw tightening.




"I always get what I go after.“




"Not me."




She's so close, and my pulse is roaring like a lion ready to pounce in for the kill. I'm such bad news for her, but if she says one more fucking word, I’m going to take her right here and right now. I'm going to claim her, make her mine, and have her screaming my name as she comes like it's the last name on Earth.




"I’m a bad, bad man, princess," I say with fire and danger on my breath.




"Oh yeah?" She swallows and looks at me defiantly; "Prove it." She whispers.




Don't say I didn't warn you.




I yank her body against mine as my mouth crashes against hers, and I feel her absolutely melt into me.




She tastes like heaven and moves against me like original sin as her hands snake into my hair, pulling me into her. I push us backwards, pressing her against the side of the flat-top rock near the fire, pressing myself against every sweet delicious curve of her body.




Her hands slip down to my shirt, hastily, like she's desperate for it. She yanks at it, tearing it over my head as I let her go just enough to get the thing off my head before I'm crushing myself against her again. I'm pressing her hard against the rock at the small of her back before I slip my hand down to her ass. I grab her tightly, my strong hands gripping and kneading the supple flesh there as I lift her up and into my arms. Her legs wrap around my waist as I push her up and back onto the flat top of the rock.




My cock is rock hard in my pants and straining for release. But I know what I need first; I know what I've been craving and dying for since the second I saw her in that bikini down by the pool.




I push her back down onto the rock, and she's gasping as I break our kiss. But my hands are yanking the button and the zipper of her cutoffs down, and she whimpers as I grab them and tear them down and off her perfect legs right along with her panties.




She blushes and moves to curl her legs beneath herself, but I grab her thighs tightly in my hands as my eyes drag up her body to her eyes.




"Show me," I growl, and I see her face flush with desire as she slowly nods, biting her lip so coyly as she lets me pull her legs apart.




"You arrogant prick."




"You uptight little tease."




"Fuck me," she groans into my ear; "Fuck me like you mean it.”
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“You’ve been a bad, bad boy, Javier.”




The punch to the gut that immediately follows Warden Juan-Carlos Gustavo’s words knocks the wind from my lungs. But, it doesn’t do shit to knock the grin off my face. The real tragedy here is that the irony of Señor Gustavo’s wife saying the same thing to me not thirty minutes before - albeit in slightly different circumstances - is probably going to be lost on him and his men.




Not, of course, that it’s going to stop me from saying it anyways.




“You know, thats the second- no, wait, the third time I’ve heard that today.”




The Warden’s eyes narrow at me, making him appear even more piggish if that was even possible from an already fat, sweaty, snout-nosed man. But truth be told, despite his appearance, Warden Gustavo is not a man you should fuck with; least of all when you’re a prisoner in his jail. I’ve learned a few things in my nine months here in Venezuela, but that one sticks out.




Yeah, fucking Venezuela. I learned something when that cargo plane those pricks back in the States put me on touched down in Madrid; if you’re a big enough problem, no one wants you. Spain wanted nothing to do with me, even with being a citizen, and even with the shit they probably had on me from my bullshit there years ago. So instead? They called around, found out about the smuggling charges I’d pulled in Venezuela when I was younger, and figured I was someone else’s problem now. See, not many people really want anything to do with me, which suits me just fine because most of the time, I don’t want a fuckin thing to do with them either.




Except let me tell you, South American jails aren’t anything like the jails they’ve got up north in Los Estados Unidos; not by a Goddamn mile. Sure, up north, prison might be cold, and boring, and possibly not the best place to take a shower if you’re in with the wrong people. But shit, they’ve got electricity, and three meals a day, and a roof that doesn’t leak when it rains. Down here in Venezuela? Yeah, down here things are a little different. Down here, we’ve got El Muerto Viviente; The Living Dead.




Yeah, we’ve also got a touch of flare for the dramatics.




But El Muerto is no fucking joke, I’ll say that. A crumbling, shattered shell of a castle from the colonial days, built up on a cliff and slowly melting into the ocean. It’s treacherous, smells like shit, and Warden Gustavo runs it like a Russian Gulag. So yeah, jail fucking sucks down here. 




That is, unless you know where to look for the perks. And in this case, “perks” was fucking the cute prison nurse in terrible, terrible ways in the pharmacy supply closet twice a week for the last two months. Oh, and if that cute nurse happens to be Mrs. Warden Juan-Carlos Gustavo?




Merde, now we’re cooking with fire, aren’t we.




The good Warden’s fist crashes into my face, jolting me back into the now as I shake my head, blinking at the stars flashing through my vision.




“You’ve fucked up for the last Goddamn time, Toro.” He says. He’s grinning; that’s not a good sign. Angry Gustavo acts like every other angry little fat man in the world; that I can read. But when he grins like that, you know something’s wrong. And something is very wrong.




He winks at his lieutenant, a thin man with a wispy mustache, before he turns back to me; “Listen you little marico maricón, this time, I’ve got a special place for you.”




“Oh I think I’ve already been to you special place, señor.” I barely finish laughing the words out of my mouth before he starts to hit me. They all start to hit me, in fact.




By the way, my hands are cuffed to a pipe above my head, and there are four of them. South American prison; comprende?




I can take a beating. Well, I could take a beating, a long time ago back when I was a fighter and before I sort of let myself go. But nine months of hard time in El Muerto have me back to lean muscle and hungry fire inside. Not that it does a bit of good when you’re cuffed and outnumbered.




 I groan and sag against my handcuffs as the men in uniform step away, spitting on the ground around me as they wipe their hands of me. Gustavo is grinning at me again, slowly nodding his head; “Hope you packed your swim-suit, hijo e puta.” He says slowly; “Because you’re going for The Swim.”




Oh, shit.




I’ve heard stories of problem prisoners being taken out for The Swim and being made to disappear, but it’s always third or fourth hand talk from guys who’ve been here too long. The Swim is a one-way ticket three miles off shore. Full stop. Do not pass go, do not collect $200, and don’t bother trying to swim for it because if the sharks don’t get you, exhaustion will. It’s a bad dream; a scary story like the boogey man the guards tell us to keep us in line. 




Except from the look on the Warden’s face, this is anything but a made-up story. 




I want to tell him he “can’t do this”, or he “doesn’t have the right”, but in reality, we both know he can and he doesn’t fucking care. I’ve managed to go the last ten years or so of my life without, or at least squashing down any regrets, but something tells me that streak is about to change. Because for the first time maybe ever, I’m starting to wonder if maybe I’ve gone too far. 




Shit.




Gustavo leans in close, his breath hot on my face as he pats my cheek and grins wickedly at me; “Te veré en el infierno, motherfucker.” See you in hell.
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The silver and glass hallway that leads towards The Vault is innocuous enough for what it needs to be. It looks like any other office hallway in the world I suppose, except you can’t help but feel a little shiver of excitement when you walk down this one, knowing what’s waiting at the end. It’s not the kind of excitement you might find in another job; not in a normal job. 




Of course, I’m still fairly new at the Center, which might contribute to the excitement, but it’s also just the general feeling of the place. For instance, I doubt normal jobs have two armed personnel guarding the doorways to areas that require a retina scan in order to enter. 




I take a deep breath as I approach the two men in black tactical gear holding machine guns. They’re parked next to a frosted glass screen with only the briefest shadow of a person standing behind it.




“Agent, please state your identifying code.” 




The voice sounds metallic behind the glass, and I force myself into composure as I look evenly into the retina scanner and speak as clearly as I can; “Six oh wilco wilco charlie alpha eighty eight.”




The door hisses silently open with the small click of a lock, and I nod as authoritatively as I can despite my nerves at the two men standing guard before I step into the cool, darkened ambience of The Vault. It’s my first time in here, and the sudden reality of that has me pausing just for a fraction of a second to take it all in. The projector is already on, casting a bluish glow on the far wall, and I realize that the others are already there, sitting around the dark mahogany conference table with the lights low. 




The Director looks up and nods curtly to me; “Ah, Agent Archer, we’re just getting started. Please, have a seat.” I nod quickly at a few familiar faces around the debrief room before I take an empty seat next to Agent Koufax, my supervisor. I can hear the door sealing shut behind me, and I’m aware from the debrief I received on The Vault last week that by now, my cell service is at zero, and that anything and everything I say in here is being recorded. What’s discussed here is for here only, and it’s only for matters where secrets need to stay in the dark. You bring nothing in here, and you take nothing out. 




Yep, welcome to a typical Tuesday at the Central Intelligence Agency.




“Glad you could make it, Agent.” Koufax whispers harshly as he turns and glares at me, his eyebrows knitting and his silvered goatee mustache twitching.




“I just got the notice five minu-“




“Just try and keep up, rook.”




Rook; as in, “rookie.” I narrow my eyes at his back as he turns, knowing it’s useless to even try and come back with anything, He’s hardly my superior, and I know even if I am one of the younger people here, most of his bullshit is because of my gender rather than my experience with the Agency.




And for the record, being a full time C.I.A. agent while also maintaining the presence of being a full time graduate student to literally everyone you know - including your family - isn’t exactly a walk in the park.




The Director clears his throat, and the small chatter around the room instantly goes quiet as every eye in the room turns to him.




“Ladies and Gentlemen, we’ve got a runner. Four days ago, a man of importance to our interests managed to break out of a remote prison named El Meurto Viviente on the coast of Venezuela. He managed to commandeer a boat, killing two guards in the process.” People around the room begin taking notes and nodding at the Director’s words; “We’ve tracked his movements, and though he hasn’t gotten far, he has managed to gain entry into Aruba.”




There’s a snort from the other side of the room, as one of the senior analysts shakes his head; “Well, he sure knows how to escape in style I suppose.”




The tittering laughter around the room is cut short by a curt nod from the Director. He leans down over the head of the table, glowering at everyone else in the low light of the room; “People, this man holds certain information pertaining to national security, including information on ongoing domestic intelligence assets. That he was ever allowed to leave U.S. soil is a Goddamn bewilderment to me, but that he got to where he is now is an embarrassment.”




The room is pin-drop silent as the Director stands and clears his throat; “Recovery operations need to be covert, as well as seamless. This administration is a bit more sensitive to holding an active operation on sovereign soil, and so we’re going to keep this quiet.” His eyes scan the room; “No teams, no heavy back-up. The plan is to send in a single asset who will intercept, apprehend, and signal for extraction.”




I wonder who they found crazy enough to want to pull a stunt like tha-




“Agent Archer.” The Directors voice cuts through the silence of the room like a knife, and I feel my face go flush as every eye in The Vault turns to me.




Um, what? 




I drop the pen in my hand and look up sharply; “Sir?”




“Agent Koufax has assured me that you’re field ready, and he’s given me his full confidence in your ability to execute this mission.”




My eyes fly to my smarmy supervisor, who’s turned and smirking at me like he’s daring me to say something.




Field ready? I’ve barely graduated from training, I’ve never been on an actual operation, and I’m by far and away the greenest person in the room. Me?




I shoot Koufax a questioning glance, wondering why on Earth he’d give me such a glowing recommendation for something like this considering he clearly hates me. But he only shrugs and gives me that same smirking look before I clear my throat and look up at the director; “Sir, I’m-”




“I’m giving you a crack at the big leagues here, Agent.” He crosses his arms over his chest; “That is, if you can handle it.”




My jaw tightens at his words; I don’t back down from challenges. And even if I’ve got half an idea that this was some elaborate scheme of Koufax’s to make me look like an idiot during a Vault meeting, I’m certainly not going to back down from this one; “Absolutely, sir,” I say without another moments hesitation. 




Koufax’s smirk instantly drops from his face as he frowns at me; Check mate, asshole.




“Excellent. You’ll be leaving tomorrow, and asset intel will help you with your cover story. Let’s go over your target.”




It’s my turn to smirk at my superior now as I hear the Director click to the next project screen. I’m still grinning and reveling in the moment when I look up, and it’s almost as if in slow motion as my eyes drag back to the main screen. 




Every single cell in my body freezes. 




It’s like a horrible dream as I focus on the dark, smokey eyes, the black hair, and the lips pulled back in a cocky grin at the camera. 




Holy shit.




The man is staggeringly handsome, in that dark, brooding, almost scary way. There’s a wicked glint in his eyes that just screams a disdain for authority; clearly evident in the way he’s even smirking in his damn mug shot. Honestly, in any other circumstances, every woman and probably some of the men in this room would be fanning themselves at the Spaniard on screen oozing pure sex and the promise of mistakes you’d love to regret later.




But these are not other circumstances, and the arrogant grin on the screen belongs to the Devil himself.




A lump forms in my throat that I try to swallow, only to have it immediately replaced as I stare into the face of the last man on Earth I ever thought I’d see again. The face of the man who almost destroyed my family; who terrorized Logan, and the man who kidnapped him and my sister Quinn.




The man Quinn stabbed in the neck, and who should be dead or rotting in a Spanish prison right now.




‘For every light in this world, there’s a shadow somewhere else’, my dad used to say. Every story has a bad guy, and this is ours.




“Ladies and gentlemen, this is Javier Gael Toro; our number one priority.” The Director says, looking sternly around the room.




He starts to go into details of the escape and last known whereabouts, but I’m barely listening as my eyes burn hot into the eyes on the screen in front of me. Nine months ago, this man almost destroyed everything I know. 




I was powerless then, but I’ve just been given the keys to revenge.
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Goddamn freedom tastes good. Well, specifically, tequila añejo especial on the rocks is what tastes good, but the lack of iron bars and armed guards around me is pretty fucking nice too.




The Swim; give me a fuckin break. I've been underestimated before; many times actually, and it's never worked out so well for the other guy. Clearly, Warden Gustavo won't be the last guy to do the same, but he certainly made my fucking list.




You get two things when you go for The Swim, because apparently the good Warden has a fucked-up sense of humor. You get a life-vest tied tightly around you; not so that you live, but so that you can't just say fuck it and drown yourself. You also get a gun with a single bullet, and that one’s a gift; the last gift you’ll ever get, and you can use it whenever you want. Maybe it's for when the sharks come. Maybe it’s for when night falls and the terrors of what might be beneath you in the deep get too much for your own head. Maybe you make it a day or two, but then realize you're going to dehydrate or starve to death and that piece of lead starts to look real good.




I frown into my near-empty glass, shaking my near-brush with death from my head and reaching for the bottle on the balcony table next to me.




Lightning flashes as the motor cuts. One of the two guards on the boat jumps at the sound of thunder before his buddy punches him in the arm and calls him a pussy in Spanish.



The thunder and lightning smashes against the sky again, and I can’t help but grin at how awesome and dramatic a sendoff this is for my own funeral.



"Hey, puta!" The second guard calls to me; "I hope you didn't eat anything in the last half hour. You don't want a cramp!"



Hilarious. Gallows humor to another fucking level.



They haul me up, tightening the straps to my life vest. The guard that jumped at the thunder grins as he hands me a pistol, butt first. He’s not grinning because he's helping me though. We both know there's one bullet in this gun, and we both know shooting him isn't what it's for.



Let me rephrase that; HE knows shooting him isn’t what it’s for. Me? I’ve got a different opinion.



He gasps and looks at me in total shock at the sound of the trigger being pulled. He's tumbling backwards, clutching his gut as he jerks overboard. The second guard is charging me from the bow of the boat firing his pistol wildly. I manage to catch him in the face with my own empty gun before I duck and lung, knocking him with my shoulder and shoving him over the side into the water as well.



I'm revving the engine and tearing off, only then realizing that the outboard motor at the back of the boat is smoking from a bullet hole and that I've got no fucking idea where I'm going. 




But fuck it; I used to call these waters home, back in my smuggling days. I can do this. There's a map of the Venezuelan coast taped to the side of the wheel, and though I sincerely doubt I'm going to get that far with smoke pouring out of this fucking engine, it’s worth a shot.



Thunder crashes overhead again, and I glance up once more before locking my eyes on the map. I want to laugh when I see what the closest point of land is that doesn’t involve me setting fucking foot on Venezuela again. But as I rev the engine, I pray to God I make it to there before I sink into the ocean.





*****




I slug back the añejo, trying not to dwell on the past and my escape from death. I've had enough of those already for one or five lifetimes; I don't need to dwell on the latest. Point is, I'm free, and thanks to the wallet I lifted at the docks from one of those guys coming off a cruise ship, I'm set up nice and pretty in the penthouse suite of the Ritz-Carlton. I've got tequila in my hand, the sun on my face, and a view of some seriously hot women hanging out by the pool. Life could be worse.




There's a flash of something blonde, and my head swivels to the doors by the pool bar.




Damn.




She almost seems to glide out of the doors, her hips swaying in the sarong around her waist and her mouth-watering tits gently cupped in a white bikini top. Her eyes are covered by the dark shades and Panama hat she wears, and her long blonde hair spills out around her tanned shoulders.




Well hello, freedom.




I tip back another swig of the the tequila before I stand, leaning against my balcony railing and staring down at the girl. She's young, and sexy as sin in a way that reminds me that I’ve been in jail for almost nine fucking months. The Warden's wife was a mediocre distraction, but this girl has my full damn attention. 




She slinks into a lounge chair, smiling up at a one of the pool boys who brings her a drink on a tray. I make a note to go grease the kid’s palm later and figure out what she's drinking. She takes her hat off, her long blonde hair flowing around her as she sinks back into the chair and arches her back, pushing her tits up against the thin white fabric of her bikini top. I can already start to feel my cock stir in my shorts watching her like this. Yeah, I need to get down there right now and work some of that famous Latin charm.




I  snag one more sip from my bottle, feeling the pleasant burn of the tequila slide down my throat. I grab the gun that the second guard on the boat dropped when he went over and slip it into the waist of my shorts. Part of me knows I should just leave the damn thing in the room, but I guess it’s just the soldier in me that grabs it. I mean not only am I technically an escaped con, but I’ve also managed to walk into Aruba through the side entrance; the kind that doesn’t have a customs agent checking your papers, or lack there of.




No sense in not playing it safe, I figure.




I push my long hair back from my face in the mirrored interior of the elevator; I really need a trim, but I’m starting to like the shaggy look I guess. The doors open, and I strut my way through the lobby to the pool, feeling the liquid confidence of the tequila coursing though me as I glance around for the blonde.




Oh yeah, there she is. Fuck, she looks even better from down here. I grin as I start to make my way around the pool, already musing over all the wickedly sinful things I’d love to do with this girl. But I barely make it five steps before something pings at my brain, and I stop cold.




There are thing being a soldier does to you. Well for one, my social graces are absolute shit. But more importantly, you see things before you'd normally see them. Most people wouldn't see the two black SUVs screech to a halt next to the hotel. Most people wouldn't see the five guys in black suits pour out of them, or maybe even find it strange that anyone in this fucking beach-side paradise would be wearing black suits at all.




But the, I’m not most people. Years of fighting in that piece of shit desert with the Spanish Legion, and then chasing the coin through the mercenary circuits of Africa have taught me one thing: that annoying voice in your head? Yeah, you should listen to that asshole as often as you can.




My first thought is that they're here for me, and as my pulse roars in my ears, I'm already turning to run. It isn't the first time, and it sure as hell won’t be the last. But when I glance back, I realize that they don't even see me, and in half a second, the puzzle comes together. They're moving like a slow-motion black wave towards the pool area, and every single one of their sunglass-covered eyes is right on her.




They’re after the blonde.




Time freezes for a second as I step back into the shadows, my eyes darting between the girl and the men she’s clearly not even aware of who are quickly making their way right for her with weapons drawn. She's still reading her book, her legs curled up underneath her, a small smile on her face as she grins at something in the pages. She reaches up and brushes a strand of hair out of her eyes, tucking it behind her ears and just looking so fuckin perfect and innocent.




Walk away, you fucking idiot.




I grit my teeth, trying to shove that voice in my head away. I’ve done some truly horrible shit in this life. I've hurt, I've stolen, I've blackmailed and cheated; I've killed. I'm a bad, bad man.




But I'm not a monster; as much as I want to be one in that moment.




I know I should walk the hell away right then. I don’t know what the hell this cutie did to piss these guys off, but it’s not my fight; that much I know. I’m a Goddamn fugitive, I’m here illegally, and I’ve got three stolen credit cards and an unlicensed gun on me. Now is not the fucking time to play hero for the first time in my life. 




But my gun is out of the waist of my shorts and in my hand before I even know it. God, or fate, or karma didn't give me this freedom for me to sit back and let the world happen like this. This is my shot to do something different, right? I mean thats the whole point of being "saved"; so you can do good, right?




Yeah, growing up Catholic fucks with your head sometimes. Or maybe I’ve seen too many movies.




In any case, the world slows to a crawl as I look up again to see the men have hit the fence by the pool. One of them is throwing his shoulder against the gate, and its as they start to pour through, she finally looks up.




Her book drops to the ground, and she's lunging to her feet and reaching for her bag. The men are shouting and raising their guns, and its about to go down. And all I’d have to do is walk away. All I’d need to do here is step back into the shadows and go on with being Javier Toro; escaped prisoner, war vet, mercenary, general piece of shit bad guy.




Yeah, fuck that.




The gun feels almost weightless in my hand as I raise it, the thundering of the chamber seemingly muffled as I level it at the men and start to empty the clip at them. 




And Total. Fucking. Anarchy. Ensues.




The men scatter, ducking back for cover as I fire away, my lips tight as I move towards the, I’m sure, terrified blonde girl. I grab her by the arm and yank her behind me, pushing her back towards the other exit to the pool as I jerk my arm back up and fire a few more shots into the group of men.




“Go! Move!” I’m yelling as I grab her hand and start running towards the dock of the hotel marina, ignoring the way she's screaming at me as I calmly reload the one backup clip from my pocket and turn back to train the gun on the gate to the pool. 




Just try and follow, fuckers.




They’re firing back as I shove her back behind me again, backing us onto the docks. She’s hitting me and yelling at me, and the spray of metal clanging off the side of the dock next to us sends a jolt of adrenaline through me; fuck, I kind of missed this.




But then something happens. The screaming girl I can ignore, but it's when I feel the press of cold steel into my back that she has my absolute attention. 




What the fuck is happening?




"Javier Toro, you're under arrest by the United States of America. Drop your fucking gun, and get on your knees."




I whirl on her in a flash, and it’s only then that the last puzzle piece falls into place.




Holy fucking shit.




We’ve never met, but that doesn’t matter because I know exactly who she is. In fact, there’s no way I couldn’t know her. Nine months ago in another lifetime, her older sister plunged a surgical scalpel three inches into my neck and put me as close to death as I’d ever like to be. 




Chelsea Archer, all young blonde blue-eyed little co-ed in a bikini, is in full-on firing stance with a nine millimeter pointed right at my chest.




I repeat: what the fuck is happening?
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My pulse is racing a mile a second as I squeeze the gun harder in my hands.




Don't let it shake. Shaking shows nervousness and you can't show them anything but cold-hearted killer. You got that?




Yeah, I got that. Training is drilled into your head with the Agency, but training is nothing like standing in front of a target with the weight of a loaded gun in your hand. The rush I expected, but the sheer hit of adrenaline that courses through me has me fighting to keep my body from shaking with every ounce of my being.




Javier Toro; the devil himself is standing three feet in front of me, staring me in the face like he can't quite believe what’s happening. 




"I said drop it!" I yell, flashing my eyes at him and tightening my grip on the gun; "Now!" You're supposed to give one, maybe two warnings; then you shoot.




I'm not so sure I'm ready for that part.




"Now, Jav-"




The dock next to us explodes in splintering spray of wood, and I whirl away, covering my face. I look up to see the men from the pool, the men with the guns, barreling towards us.




Javier’s men.




It’s a moment of chaos, which I know is exactly what he's waiting for.




I whirl back to him, my gun raised; "I said on your knees, Javier!"




He looks at me wildly; "Are you fucking crazy!?"




"Now-"




His gun is up, and it's right at me; "Look, I saved your ass back there, princess, but I am walking away from this, right now."




I shake my head, trying to meet his eyes instead of the barrel of the gun pointed right at my face. It’s a surreal standoff, eye to eye and gun to gun with Javier on this dock while a small army of men with guns runs towards us.




"I'm taking you-”




Bullets rake the side of the dock next to us, and suddenly, Javier lunges.




I'm pulling the trigger, but his grip is firm as he shoves my hand back and away from him as we both tumble backwards. I gasp as the gun falls from my hand into the water as we topple back into a rubber dingy anchored to the dock.




"Did you just try and fucking shoot me?!"




His face is livid, and before I can say anything, he raises his gun. I do flinch this time, shrieking as I close my eyes at the sound of him firing. But he's not shooting me, he's shooting them.




Ok seriously, what the hell is going on here?




Javier moves like lightening. He's got the rope off the cleat on the boat and the engine roaring before I even know whats happening; "Drive, Archer!” He shouts, standing to raise his gun at the men at the end of the dock. 




Bullets pepper the water around us as I stare at him; "What?!"




“Drive the fucking boat!” He screams at me, ducking as another wave of bullets flies our way.




I'm grabbing the outboard motor and jolting us forward so fast that Javier tumbles back into the boat as we roar off into the marina; “Where the hell are we going?" I scream at him, still eyeing the gun in his hand.




Javier looks up, his eyes wild as he scans the marina, before they narrow; "There." He's pointing to a mid-sized luxury yacht at anchor.




"What?"




"That one."




"That one, what?"




"Thats the boat we're stealing."




I start to slow the engine, but he whirls back to me; "You want to die here in Aruba, princess?"




Not really. 




"No."




"Ever been in a fucking gunfight before?"




I scowl at him; "I've had plenty of training in-"




"So yeah, that's a no then?"




My eyes narrow at him, but I don't; answer.




Javier’s eyes dart to the men running onto the dock behind us; “Get us to the boat, spy-girl, or we're toast.”







*****




"Nice driving, princess," He mutters as we clamber up the stairs of the yacht's back landing.




"Will you stop calling me that!" I say, snapping at him.




He whirls; "Well that is what you are, isn't it? Daddy's little princess? Heir to the fucking Archer throne?" I can feel my face going pale as I stare at him, all the while watching his grin get wider; "Yeah, I know who you are, Chelsea.”




His accent is thickly Latin; all smoke and espresso and liquor. It’s salsa dancing and late, dangerous nights.




It’s also the voice of the man who almost destroyed my life, and that’s as raw and dangerous as it gets.




My eyes drop to the gun in his hand, suddenly tensing as the reality of this insane situation starts to really sink in. He looks at me questioningly before he follows my gaze. Quickly, he puts the safety on the gun and tucks it into the back of his shorts. 




"You're welcome, by the way."




I frown; "Excuse me?"




"For saving that cute princess ass of yours, baby."




"You didn't-"




"Oh, seriously?" He rolls his eyes at me as he turns and marches toward the main cabin. 




"Hey! Get back here!” I stomp after him, my eyes darting around the boat for something to stop him with. This whole thing was planned, down to the letter. I spent three days straight figuring every angle, every exit, and every variable of this whole thing.




Clearly, that was a colossal waste of three days.




I storm into the control room just as Javier starts to rev the motor; "Do not start this boat up, Toro."




He snorts and shifts the engine into drive, not even turning around; "No can do, princess. We stay, we get shot." He shoots me a smirking grin over his shoulder; "I somehow doubt you've ever been shot, so let me just spoil the surprise and tell you it fucking sucks." He turns back, lurching the boat forward; “It sucks almost as bad as getting stabbed in the fucking neck.”




My eyes suddenly land on the gun sticking out of his shorts and I freeze.




'Whats the matter, rook? Ain't got the stones?'




Koufax’s obnoxious voice rumbles through my head, and before I can even second guess myself, I lunge forward and yank the gun out of his pants; "I said stop the fucking boat!"




That gets his attention. He lets the yacht drift to a stop as he freezes.




"For the last time, I'm telling you to get on your knees and-"




Javier whirls, knocking the gun from my hands as we both topple backwards. There's a scramble, and I'm shoving against him, but the reality is that he's much stronger than me. In a second, he's got me on my back, his body hovering over mine with my hands held firmly by the wrists above my head.




There's something almost sexual about the position, and I can feel my whole body burn with heat feeling him against me like that. His face looks wild with his strong, chiseled jaw, and his dark brown eyes flashing at me. His black hair is tousled, framing his face, and I'm suddenly keenly aware of his lack of shirt. 




I'm also keenly aware of something pressing against my thigh.




Oh my God, is he hard?




His lips part slightly, his teeth white and flashing at me. Our eyes meet, and there’s just this pure fire between them. It’s wild and animalistic, mixed with anger and resentment. But there's a single second when we lock eyes on each other, and we both see it.




But the moment passes, and then I'm just being held to the ground by a target I'm supposed to have halfway back to an embassy by now. And so I do what any rational woman would do when pinned to the ground by a dangerous, shirtless stranger, however perfect a body he has or however handsome a face: I scream.




He jerks away from me as soon as I start to thrash and yell in his face, my hands clawing for him as he scrambles away from me; "Dios fucking mio; calm the fuck down!"




I quickly stand, squaring off against him as I snarl like some sort of puma ready to pounce.




"Look!" He points across the marina, where the men are quickly piling into another boat of their own; "Something tells me those pendejos aren't with you, right?"




I shoot him a heated look before I shake my head.




"Great. Well if we stay here, they’re going to shoot at us, comprende?"




"If you think I'm going to help you escape-"




"I'm helping you escape, princess!"




We lock eyes again; the standoff all over again.




Finally, he rolls his eyes; "Here." He hands me the gun, butt first; "I'm going to drive, hold this if it makes you feel better."




I glare at him, but I reach out and take the gun from him. It's heavy in my hand as he mutters something in Spanish and turns back to the wheel.




'You up for this, Archer?'




'Absolutely, sir.'




"Javier, turn off the boat.”




The gun feels like it weights a thousand pounds as I flex my sweating hand around the grip. Desperate times, desperate measures, and all that shit. I'm not going to kill him, but he can still talk to the C.I.A. with a hole in his leg.




He freezes for a second, still not turning around; "You won't."




The boat continues on, plowing faster and faster as we cruise out of the harbor and around the lighthouse point.




I pull the hammer back and take a deep breath.




"You have three seconds, Toro. Turn off the fucking engine."




"No can do, princess," He says with an arrogant chuckle; "Can't go back, so we're going forward." He lurches the boat faster, and I can feel my finger tighten around the trigger.




This asshole is seriously going to make me do it.




"Besides," he says with a chuckle; "We both know you're not actually going to-"




I squeeze.




Click.




It's empty.




The sound of the trigger still has Javier jolting upright though, and he whirls, his face a mask of absolute shock; "You fucking shot me?!"




"I did not!" My face is pale and I'm staring at the gun in my hand like it's some kind of wild animal.




“Yeah but you tried to!"




Holy shit, I did.




I've hit the targeting range about as hard as I did with schoolbooks, but I've never pulled a trigger on an actual person before. I stare at the piece of metal in my hand like its a snake that might bite me. I want to throw it away, but reason takes over and I hold it firm, trying to keep my hands from shaking. 




This is my op; I'm supposed to be in charge, and I'm supposed to be in control of the situation. And yet here I am on a stolen yacht, with the fugitive I'm supposed to bring in, being chased by a mob of men with guns trying to kill me.




I am very much not in control of this situation.




But I turn and look out the back of the cabin to see the men starting to untie the boat back at the docks, screaming at each other and pointing in our direction. I turn back to Javier -  the devil himself staring me in the face with that hard glint in his eye and that teasing smile across those lips of his.




"It- it wasn't loaded-"




"No shit, princess." He sighs, his shoulders deflating a little with the moment. His eyes follow my gaze to them men in the smaller boat; "You know what? Fine; you're the boss, chica. Whats the call."




Men with guns, or the man that kidnapped my sister?




I narrow my eyes at him; "Drive the fucking boat, Toro."




"Aye aye capitan," he salutes with a grin on his face before turning and lurching the engines forward, roaring us out of the harbor.
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"Where exactly are we going?”




Dios fucking mio, this girl asks a lot of fucking questions.




“Away from the men trying to kill you."




"Us."




"What?"




"Us," She gives me a hard look; "They're trying to kill us."




I laugh; "Princess, they're trying to kill you; they're only after me because I was a fucking idiot and stuck my nose where it didn’t belong.”




She says nothing and turns to look out the side window of the cabin.




"Yeah, you're welcome, by the way; again.“




"Thanks," she mutters as her hand tightens on the gun. It's kind of hilarious to me that she's still hanging on to it like that, considering we both know it’s not loaded now. But whatever; it seems to make her feel like she’s in charge, so fine.




My eyes travel up from her clenched hand to her smooth arm, then up to her bare shoulders and across that exposed collarbone to the swell of her breasts. I mean this chick is a fucking knockout. Killer smile, bright blue eyes, tanned skin, and that white bikini and sarong which is doing everything right to show off that perfect body with curves in all the right places. I mean, damn, if i'd known the C.I.A. made spooks like her, I'd have gone looking for trouble a long time ago. 




Get your head in the game, Javier, I mutter to myself, shaking my head and dragging my eyes away from the temptation sitting at the helm next to me. Not the girl I should be thinking about like that, or looking at like that. She may be sexy as sin, but fuck, she's the enemy here. This is the C.I.A., for fuck’s sake; not to mention her fucking family and all their little helpers are the ones that got me stuck in that hellhole of a prison in the first place. She might be tempting as all hell, but I'd be a Goddamn idiot to let my guard down around her.




"So what did those banditos want with you back there."




"What? I have no idea." she spits out, frowning at me.




Nice fuckin attitude.




"No idea?" I laugh; "The 'I' does stand for 'inteligence', doesn't it?"




"Cute,” She sneers at me; “Seriously though, where are we going."




"I know a place."




"A place?"




"Maybe you just gotta trust me, honey.” I say with a grin.




She barks out a sharp laugh this time, though she doesn't say anything afterwords, which pisses me off.




"I used to smuggle through here, way back. Aruba's got all sorts of hidden little spots on the coast where we can dodge the heat.”




"Fine, and once we're there, we're getting a phone and I'm calling this in."




Yeah, whatever you say, baby.




Because I know the patch insignia on the flak jackets of the guys at the marina. I know that logo, because I used to wear it myself.




And what the fuck Blackriver Mercenary Group wants with Chelsea Archer, I haven't the slightest fucking idea.




*****




"We're going to need to lie low for at least the night."




I've gotten the boat to a stop near the mouth of the all but hidden cove I remember from my smuggling days. Really, “smuggling days" sounds way more bad-ass than it actually was; cigarettes and American copies of Playboy Magazine for off-duty U.S. Navy guys isn't exactly narco-trafficking; not like my father.




Chelsea looks up at me sharply. She's still holding that stupid unloaded gun, which is becoming more and more comical by the moment; “We're not staying the night anywhere, Toro. We're getting to the airport, I'm calling Langley, and we're taking you in." She narrows her eyes at me; "But nice try."




"Yeah, thats a no-can-do." When she flashes those eyes at me again and starts to open her mouth, it suddenly occurs to me that she doesn't have any idea who was just after her; “You know I’m not the bad guy here, babe."




She laughs; "You don't seriously believe that, do you?"




There's something about the way she thinks this is all a joke that gets right under my skin; "I'm not the-"




"You kidnapped my sister and you-“




"She stabbed me in the neck.”




"You kidnapped. My. Sister." Her voice is level at me, her jaw tight and that wild, dangerously sexy look writ large across her face. I hate to admit that she brings up a fair point, but my scar still throbs under the ink on my neck. That was another lifetime ago, another cycle in the ever evolving, swirling, constantly chaotic bullshit life of Javier Toro.




I don't say a word though, outside of grumbling, as I turn back to the drive console.




Chelsea sighs behind me; “Look, thank you, ok?"




“For?"




“For intervening back there at the pool.  I- I wasn't paying attention at all."




I turn back to her, a big shit-eating grin on my face; "See? Now was that so hard, princess?"




She rolls her eyes and looks away; “Just take the fucking gratitude, Toro."




“Look can you not call me that?"




“What, your name?” Chelsea frowns at me again; "Oh, what, are we on a first-name basis now?"




Keep up that attitude, honey.




"People who call me that are usually people like jail guards or police or whatever. It rubs me the wrong way.”




"Well, I am the police.”




I shrug; “I mean, sort of. Look, just stick with Javier and we’ll be fine.“




Her eyes roll; “Fine, Javier," She says dramatically.




Satisfied, I turn back to the steering column and start reaching underneath for the wiring; "So what were you reading?"




"Huh?" I can hear her pacing the cabin behind me. She's fidgety, usually the mark of impatience. I can tell she's someone used to having a plan; someone used to sticking to a schedule. That she has no idea what’s coming next, or that I'm making this up as I go probably has her panties in such a twist.




I grin to myself; I probably shouldn't be thinking about this chick’s panties in any capacity, but damn is it fun.




“Back at the pool, you were reading something."




She stops pacing behind me; "You saw that?"




I smirk up at her over my shoulder; "Yeah I was checking you out from my balcony for like half an hour before those assholes showed up."




She blushes, and looks away, tucking a loose strand of her hair behind her ear. She might be the law, and she might still be holding a gun - however unloaded it may be - but damn is she sexy as fuck standing there in her white bikini hugging every curve of that hot little body. Her sarong is even half-transparent, especially with the light from cabin door coming in behind her. It takes me a second longer than it should to realize I'm letting my eyes wander freely over her body in a pretty obvious way. I glance up, just in time for her eyes to lock with mine, and that blush creeps back into her face.




"Um, do you have a shirt or something?" She crosses her arms over the swell of her tits, biting her lip.




I smirk and look down at my own bare chest; "Nope."




Get your fucking head in the game, amigo.




I turn my head quickly, shaking the thoughts of Chelsea Archer's perfect bikini out of my head as I start to rip out the panel under the steering column.




"What the fuck are you doing?"




I shrug as I start to yank wiring out; "They're going to track the boat, you know. We need to ditch it." I turn back to her, unable to resist a little probing dig; "I mean, you did know that, right super-spy?" She frowns at me again, and in spite of how childish it is to needle her like this, it's pretty fucking fun too.




"I'm deactivating the cruise-control lock. We’re going to send this baby off on it’s own as bait."




“How do you even know how to do that?"




I turn back to her, flashing my most charming smile as I look up into her face; "Trust me, you don’t want to know."




*****




And really, there’s a lot about me that agent blondie probably doesn't want to know, even if she thinks she does. I rev the outboard engine of the dingy, motoring us to through the rocks to the hidden cove as the yacht plows off behind us under autopilot into the horizon.




She may think she's curious about me - a lot of people are at first. But the reality isn't a movie. I’m not a fucking character in some script, and my life does not have a pleasant little story arc with a happy fucking ending. It's just broken, shattered, and littered with the bones of those who've tried to "know me" before.




Yeah princess, theres nothing you want to know about me; trust me.
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I hate this.




I do plans. I do thinking ahead, sticking to the rules, and coloring inside the lines, and right now, we are everything but any of those things. OK, sure, we have a “plan” in that Javier thinks our best bet is to lie low here on the beach tonight to let the heat of the men looking for us cool off a little. But see, that’s the problem; it’s Javier’s plan, and I’m not sure I want anything to do with anything that comes out of that man’s head.




I’m pretty sure I don’t want anything to do with any part of that man, actually.




But here I am camping on the beach with him, and trying to keep my cool and my head focused, which is getting harder by the moment. Javier’s playing a game here; I know it, and I can’t let my guard down. Part of me is shocked he’s even still here to be honest. I’d spent most of the dingy ride to the beach wondering what on Earth I was going to do to stop him when he inevitably bolted the second we hit the shore.




But here we are a few hours later, and he’s still here; bewildering as it may be.




“Dinner is served.” I look up and jerk my hands up suddenly to catch the piece of fruit Javier tosses my way; “Mangos,” He grins at me; “Sorry, looks like I forgot the china plates and serving wenches you’re probably used to, princess.”




“Will you quit calling me that?” I frown at him, peeling at the skin of the mango with my fingernails.




“Hey, if the shoe fits, right?” He smirks at me, flashing that cocky, toothy smile my way. I can’t tell if that grin annoys me because it gets right under my skin, or if it’s because part of me is OK with it being there.




“You don’t know a thing about me, actually.”




He snorts; “Please, I can see the silver spoon stuck up that cute little ass of yours from over here.” I frown as I take an angry bite of my mango, not even sure how to respond to that. 




We sit without talking for a few minutes, just staring out over what is honestly a gorgeous sunset over the ocean. It’s beautiful, even if I can’t quite enjoy it as much as I’d like to considering our current situation and who I’m watching it with. I still can’t believe I’m here; here literally on this beach with Javier and my original plan in tatters around me, as well as “here” generally speaking as in the mission itself. Clearly, I’m not qualified for this, and I’m positive now that Koufax’s only motivation for volunteering me for  it was to humiliate me and wreck my career before I could even get anywhere.




Asshole.




I throw the last of my mango peel away and wrap my arms around my knees as I hug them to my chest. The sun dips a little lower over the horizon and I shiver at the hint of night-time chill that teases up my bare back. 




“I’d build us a fire, but I think it’s best to stay on the low tonight.” Javier’s looking at me, clearly having seen the shiver.




“I’m fine.”




“You can come over here and sit by me you know,” He grins that arrogant smile at me and pats his lap; “I won’t bite.”




I frown at him and hug my knees tighter; “Yeah, uh, no thank you.”




He rolls his eyes; “I’m just messing with you. Seriously, come sit over here and you’ll be a lot warmer.”




“I’m fine.”




Javier shrugs; “Your call, spy-girl; you’re the boss.”




Right.




“So we’re really here all night?” The idea of camping out sans-campfire, shelter, food, or really anything to even sleep on is starting to become less and less appealing the darker it gets.




Javier nods; “Yup. We should stay out of sight.”




Great; super. As postcard-perfect of a scene this would look like to an outsider, I know that this is hardly the “hot Latin guy on a beach fantasy” it might look like. I’m pretty sure that fantasy doesn’t involve being on the lam from guys with guns, nor does it involve the hot Latin guy being the last man on Earth you want anything to do with.




Javier stretches out, his muscled, tattooed torso rippling in the low light of the last glimmers of sunset. I blush and quickly look away as I catch myself following the grooves of those chiseled abs down further than I should.




Keep your head focused, girl. His being criminally good looking with that sinfully delicious body is all just part of his wickedness; I’m sure of it. He’s the snake and the fruit in the garden. He’s temptation and ruin wrapped up in this impossibly and wholly inappropriately attractive package, and I need to remember who he really is.




Javier gets up from the sand and walks to the tree-line a few feet away. I’m about to ask what the heck he’s doing when I suddenly hear a very distinctive sound of water hitting sand.




Is he fucking PEEING right in front of me?




“Are you serious right now?” 




Javier starts laughing with his back to me; “What?”




“Do you mind?” I huff, wrinkling my nose at him; “Can’t you go further into the trees or something?”




He shrugs, still chuckling; “Thought you wanted to keep an eye on me.” He turns his head sightly and flashes a grin at me in the moonlight.




“I-“ I stumble; “That’s not what I meant and you know it.”




His shorts are slung low, and the soft glow of the moon traces shadows and valleys over the fine grooved muscles of his back, and the curve of his extremely sculpted ass.




God, what is wrong with you, girl?




“You want me to come closer so you can get a better look?”




I jerk my eyes up to see Javier looking right at me over his shoulder, a smug look on his face.




“No, that’s quite alright.”




Is he STILL peeing?




He raises his hands up in the air, though I can still hear his stream on the sand; “I’m hands-off, princess. You can come shake it off it for me; you’re the boss after all.”




“Oh fuck off.”




He chuckles as he finishes and tucks himself back into his shorts before he turns and saunters back over towards me. I shiver again as I catch myself staring up into his dark eyes; this time, it’s not from the temperature.




“Offer still stands if you want to keep warm, babe.” He winks, those smokey eyes of his glinting temptation and all sorts of wrong.




“No, thank you.” I say quietly but firmly. I just need to focus through tomorrow, and getting him into custody; that’s it. And after that, I can go back to my normal life and go have all the hot Latin guy fantasies I want alone and away from this man.




I just need to get through tomorrow.




Javier lies back on the sand, his hands behind his head as he closes his eyes and shifts into a comfortable position. He’s quiet for a minute and I curl up on my side in the sand, watching him, before a grin spreads across his lips; “You can close your eyes and get some sleep, Agent.” His grin widens as I blush, somehow feeling caught even though his eyes are closed; “I’m not going anywhere, and I’ll be sure to wake you if I need a hand taking a piss again.”




He snorts a laugh before he settles back into the sand. I watch for another few minutes, still blushing in the darkness until I see his chest start to rise and fall with his steady breathing.




I just need to get through tomorrow.
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I wake up to the sun glowing brightly through my closed eyes, making me grumble and frown as I'm torn from my broken sleep.




I growl as I slowly wake up, my eyes focusing on the annoying chirping of the birds over my head, the glare of the sun in my eyes, and the hard sand beneath my back. I'm instantly thinking of the nice, soft, comfy bed I had back at the hotel; the room service, the air conditioning, the satellite television.




You just had to step in, didn’t you? Moron.




I could still be in that damn bed right this very moment. Hell, I could still be there with literally any other hottie in the world that I could’ve been checking out at that pool besides Chelsea fucking Archer. I’d still be living large if I’d just kept my damn nose out of business that didn’t concern me, and all it’d have taken was just being who I am. I’m the bad guy. I’m no fucking hero, so why the hell did I have pretend I was back there?




I groan, shaking sleep from my head as I sit up and try and toss those thoughts from my head. I'm sore from the ground as I stretch, once again thinking angrily about the hotel room I left behind me.




Well, its not jail either, pal.




But that doesn't mean I can't miss that sweet hotel room; maybe some room service for a steak, some tequila, and possibly some hot young thing in a bikini. My thoughts instantly drift back to Chelsea's full tits in that white bathing suit; the sarong slung low across her hips-




I suddenly look around, more awake now. Speaking of Agent Sugar-tits; where the fuck is she?




I stand, covering my eyes to peer through the trees at the shore as I start to make my way towards the beach. I'm pushing aside ferns and branches and just about to step foot onto the sand, when I finally see her.




Holy fucking shit.




She's swimming in the easy waves of the protected cove; ducking her head under and coming back up to push the water and the hair back over her head and down her bronzed back. It takes me a full five seconds to realize what's missing from the scene, and when I do, I'm instantly rock fucking hard.




It's her bathing suit; her white, thin little bikini is sitting on a rock right next to the water.




Which means I'm watching C.I.A. Agent Chelsea Archer swimming utterly naked, not thirty feet away from me.




She ducks under again and comes up, half turning towards me as she pushes water out of her face. Holy fuck this girl is gorgeous. I can only see her from the waist up and at an angle, but it's just enough of a look to catch a glimpse of the curve of her breast, and just a peek of a soft, pink nipple; rosy and hard in the chill of the water.




My cock throbs in my shorts. The old me, the younger, crazier me, might've stepped out right then. I would've walked right over and made my move. A girl like that needs to be handled right, and I'm willing to bet uptight, prim, frosty little Agent Archer hasn't been “handled right” in her whole life. I also decide right there that I’m just the type of scoundrel to show her how its done.




Except, that’s the old me. You grow up a bit getting stabbed in the fucking jugular and going to jail though.




You grow up a lot.




And you learn more about how the normal world works outside of the fucking insanity and chaos that I’ve lived in all my life. You learn things like knowing that she'd lose her shit if I did anything remotely like jumping out and telling her we should fuck. Sure, the old me might've even welcomed the smack - hey, its a reaction. But I'd like to think I've maybe grown up a little.




Just a little.




I mean I want to step right out, grab her by the waist and pin her to the sand. I want to kiss her deep, run my hands over every inch of that fucking insane body, and bury my cock into what I'm positive is a pussy as tight as that attitude of hers.




But, yeah, no. The new me understands how fucking weird a thought that is. Also, beyond how predatory the idea sounds, this girl is off fucking limits.




She's the C.I.A.; the enemy. This bitch is here to put me away, probably for a very long time, and I'd do good to fucking remember that.
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I might be dropped head-first into chaos right now, but I need my routines to stay normal; to stay focused. My routines usually include a long, muscle-burning swim in the pool at my gym, so when I first wake up, the shore is the first place I go.




That and I really need to bathe after the insanity of yesterday and sleeping on the sand.




There’s a guilt about leaving Javier still sleeping when I head down; guilt because my first thought is wishing I had something to tie him up with so I could walk away without thinking he might run. But then I’m just mad at myself for even thinking weak thoughts like those. Guilt? The man is a criminal, and an escaped one at that; running away is what he does.




But its also quite early, and I know most people aren't up anywhere close to my normal waking schedule. I weigh the possibilities in my head for another minute, watching his muscled, tattooed chest rise and fall with his sleeping breath. His hands are still behind his head, his eyes closed, and I let my eyes wander down over the tightly wound body of the man I'm in charge of. I look down over the ink and muscle of his chest and shoulders, my eyes lingering for a moment on the scar on his neck from Quinn; now covered by a tattooed rose.




My eyes drop further, down those chiseled abs and the deep grooves on his hips; in general the body built for sin. I follow the trail of hair leading down his abs under the waist of his shorts, and suddenly I gasp as I notice the huge bulge there. 




Oh my GOD, he's hard.




He's actually very hard, apparently, and I blush furiously as I wonder just what sort of dreams Javier Toro is having at this moment.




Yeah, I need to get this man and that body out of my head.




He's not going to run.




I shake my head and quickly make my way down to the water's edge, taking off my sarong and laying it on a rock by the water. It's absurd that I'm thinking about Javier Toro like that. It's unforgivable, really, after what he did to our family.




Well, and what our family did to him.




Oh shut up, the voice inside chides me, making me frown.




I start to strip off my bathing suit, realizing how bizarre it is to do that before a swim, but also knowing that I don't exactly have a change of clothes, and the idea of spending all morning in a wet bathing suit is just uncomfortable to think about. 




The water is surprisingly cool as I dunk under, the chill of it tingling across my sun-warmed skin. I suppose I’m just overwhelmed a little with the adventure of the last twenty-four hours, which is why I'm not thinking clearly. I'm out of my element, and pent up, and just confused. And I blame my sex life back home, or rather, lack thereof. Boyfriends? Yeah, right. I don’t have time for life, let alone a relationship. I don't even have time for just going out for something casual, even if  wanted to. Working for who I work for is like having the most overbearing father-figure in the world monitoring your dating life. There's just too many levels of security around me.




I realize as soon as the thought crosses my head that I mean that both literally and metaphorically.




I guess I’ve just learned to be insular. I learned to add layers and levels around myself to keep me safe; to keep me protected. I was the youngest when our dad died, and my sisters were there for me of course, but they were also older, and moving forward with the rest of their lives.




Me? I had to stay. I had to process being alone more than they did, I suppose.




I shake my head as I stare at the gentle ocean waves before me. Of course, fucking none of this matters, because it’s all stemming from horrible thoughts about him.




Jesus, just, no.




I dunk under the waves again, letting the ocean clear my thoughts for me as I come up and push the hair from my face. There are bad boys; I mean I get that whole “rebel with a problem with authority” thing. Both my sisters are with tatted-up Marines who flaunt authority and rules like it’s their second job for crying out loud.




But, Javier isn’t a bad boy.




He’s a man.




A very, very bad man.




I step out of the waves, knowing its probably not a good idea to be so naked and exposed like this. But he was out like a light back at the campsite, and again, it's not like I have a change of clothes. The sun and the edge of my sarong dries me quickly, and I step back into my bikini before heading back to the campsite. Time to wake up Javier and get going with getting out of here.




My heart drops like a rock though as soon as I step through the trees: The sleeping, muscular and hunky fugitive is no longer snoozing under the tree where I left him. He's just gone.




You fucking idiot. The thought hits me like a rock to the head as I whirl around, manically looking around for him as if I’ve somehow missed him standing right there. 




Of course he's not here, you moron. He probably wasn't even sleeping, he was just waiting for his moment to strike, like a snake in the grass. I somehow trusted him, like a complete fool, and that piece of shit ran off.




There's a trail of sorts leading through the underbrush and up the hill from the beach, and I wildly jump into the foliage. What am I doing, chasing him? With what, exactly? A sense of righteousness and a half-damp bikini? What exactly am I going to do if I even do find him? 




I'm shoving branches aside and starting to run further up the forested slope, when suddenly, I hear it.




I hear my name.




I freeze in the stillness of the trees, trying to push the sounds of birds out my ears as I strain to hear what there is no way I actually heard. But there it is again; my name, whispered quietly and whispered lowly. It’s followed by a groan and more growled words in a Spanish.




There's a large boulder covered in moss on the trail beside me, and every muscle in my body tenses as I start to creep around the side of it. I can hear my name again, the sound of what almost sounds like struggle, and then a sharp gasp.




Oh shit, he's in trouble.




I dash around the boulder, pushing past a fern, ripping aside a branch and then-




Oh. God.




He's not in trouble, but I might be.




Javier's eyes are squeezed shut as he leans back against the mossy slope of the boulder. His teeth are bared, and the muscles of his arms and shoulders bunch and strain along with the heave of his chest.




But that’s not at all what catches my eye first.




Because what my eyes immediately lock onto is the fact that Javier's hand is wrapped around his simply enormous cock and stroking it up and down while he moans my name.




Holy. Shit.




My first gut reaction is to be furious, or horrified. But thats only because I know it’s what I should be feeling. But what I should be feeling is in very sharp contrast to what I'm actually feeling. 




Because instead of being mad or offended, or anything like that at all, I find myself very much, very uncomfortably, and very utterly turned on.




The man is like some sort of Greek god; his muscles standing out as he grits his teeth and moans. His cock throbs in his hand, the head pulsing red as his hand shuttles up and down the thick girth of it. I'm wet, instantly, and it's not from my swim. There's a dull, burning need between my legs as I find myself captivated by the scene in front of me.




His hand moves faster and faster, his breath coming shorter and quicker, and as he moans my name one more time, I realize my hand is on my breast, rubbing my nipple through my bikini.




And thats when he looks up.




We both gasp at the same time as our eyes lock; me from utter shock, but him for an entirely other reason.




Because that very moment is when he comes.




My name groans from his lips as the shaft in his hand throbs and twitches and erupts into the air between us




"Chelsea-”




The sound of my name - directed at me this time - has me snapping out of my frozen state, and suddenly the moment is shattering around me as I come to my senses.




"Oh! I-” I’m sputtering as I back away from him; "I'm so sorry!"




And then I'm running as fast as I can back to the campsite; my heart beating a mile a second.




Yeah, I am officially in no way in control of this operation anymore.




What the hell am I going to do now?
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Well, fuck; that could have gone better.




I actually laugh out loud, standing in the middle of the forest like that with my cock still out and half-hard.




Shit.




Yeah, Special Agent Chelsea Archer definitely just watched me come and definitely heard me moaning her name as I imagined her lips and her hands wrapped around my dick. Part of me feels like I should be embarrassed, and if I were normal - which, I'm not - that might be exactly how I'd be feeling right now. I mean, someone normal might actually find some sense of shame there.




...I should probably work on that whole normal thing.




I mean there's no way she doesn't have every idea of what she just walked in on. It'd only have been more in her face if I came on her or something.




Well, there’s a thought.




I'm still chuckling as I tuck myself back in and head back down the trail to the beach. She's going to flip when we're face to face again; that is, if she's even still there. I grin again, wondering if all it would take to get agent uptight spy-girl off my tail would be waving my cock at her. I should've thought of this yesterday!




But of course, she's still there, tucking that stupid unloaded gun into her sarong and avoiding my eyes as I traipse back through the underbrush.




"We need to get going." She's curt with her words, not only not looking at me, but looking everywhere else but me; as if there's something in the empty stretch of sand that just needs her attention. She’s trying to play it cool and play it coy, but I know the second I look at her that she’s barely keeping it together. I grin to myself; I kind of like the idea that I have the power to make this girl fall apart like this.




"What, no pillow talk?"




Her face goes bright red and though her eyes meet mine for a split second, she hastily looks away; "Let’s- let’s just go, OK?”




"Hey, princess."




She finally looks up at me, her cheeks an adorable shade of pink. I might be enjoying the power trip of clearly having this sort of effect on her, but that doesn’t mean I’m not confused why the fuck she’s the embarrassed one here. I mean I'm the one that got caught with my Goddamn pants down; literally.




She stammers, looking at the ground between us; “I’m- I'm sorry for-"




"Oh, for what, babe,” I say with a smirk, rolling my eyes; "For seeing it or for lingering?"




Her eyes go wide and her jaw drops; "I did not linger,” She huffs out.




"Oh, sure you didn't." I roll my eyes, enjoying the look of absolute frustration on her face; "Did you get a good enough look? I mean I can show you again if you need me to.”




"You're disgusting.”




I grin, definitely enjoying making her squirm way more than I should be here; "Hey, a man has needs. I was in prison you know."




She wrinkles her brow and makes a face like she just bit into a lemon.




Dios mio, this girl is easy to fluster. This is going to be way too much fun.




"Look, I'm sorry, OK?”




I nod, letting the silence stew for a second. Hell, I still don’t know why she’s apologizing, but if this the only way uptight, stick-up-her-butt Chelsea Archer feels we can move past this, than so be it. She opens her mouth, and then quickly closes it; still acting like its her job to be embarrassed, or apologize, or whatever is going through that entirely wound-too-tight head of hers.




I let her twist on the line for another second before I shrug, like it's nothing; “You know, I really am happy to show you whenever you want to see it agai-”




"Enough, Javier."




I laugh as I turn to scan the beach; "Get your things spy girl, we need to get moving."
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The walk along the edge of the cliff-side road at the top of the bluffs is quiet as we make our way towards the next resort village. Islands like Aruba are like this; long stretches of wildly beautiful, empty roads, followed by little bursts of towns and resorts. 




We’re walking in silence, of course, with me trailing behind him. I find myself zoning out as I follow, thinking about the day so far.




I can't believe I saw his cock; I cant believe I saw him come like that. The image of it is absolutely seared into my head and it’s embarrassing and just so not OK how turned on it has me.




Like, way too turned on. Again, I want to blame the insanity of my first twenty-four hours on a field mission, or even the serious dry-spell going on in terms of my sex life. But, I know it’s more than that. Javier is crude, and piggish, and like some sort of manic wild animal. But the problem is, it’s that animal inside of him that's drawing me in like a moth to a flame, and I can't figure out how to extinguish it.




A small beach motel finally reveals itself around the next bend, and I breath a sigh of relief; finally. I need to phone Langley and report in to Koufax and the rest of the team before they think I'm dead, plus the two of us seriously need clothes. This whole debacle is finally almost over. After this, I can go home, and leave all the horrible stories of my one day with Javier Toro behind. 




"Great, we can hole up here," Javier says. He turns, his hands on his hips and his body glistening with sweat in the heat of the day.




“’Hole up'?" I stare at him before I shake my head; "No, actually, we're going to call this in right n-"




“You don’t know who those men were, do you."




I frown at him; “No.”




"Any ideas at all about how they knew who you were, or where you were?”




"I-" The words falter on my lips as I pause, my brow furrowing.




“Yeah, thats what I thought.” He says, looking at me sharply.




“Well enlighten me, criminal mastermind,” I say, rolling my eyes at him; “Who were they?"




Javier narrows his eyes at me; "They're called Blackriver."




That name; it hits a nerve somewhere, like I've heard it before.




"Oh, you know it." 




Blackriver. Something to do with dad-




"Mercenary group; guns for hire," Javier says, his words sharp and his eyes flashing at me; "It's where your father found those little toy soldiers you and your sisters can't stop spreading your legs for."




My eyes flash at the mention of my family; “Don’t be fucking crude, and don’t you dare talk about them like that.” 




“So, you put out for that little guy, yet?" Javier's teeth are white and shark-like as he grins at me, cocking an eyebrow; "Whats his name, Rice? Bryce, that's it."




"Fuck you." I spit out.




"That a yes?"




"I- ew, no." I wrinkle my nose. Bryce is like a brother - a weird, quiet, brother, but still. We’ve joked about it before of course; how both my sisters have ended up with his two brothers. But the idea of the two of us like that? Yeah, no way. Besides how cliched that would be, like some sort of bad romance movie plot, Bryce and I click like friends or siblings; nothing more.




Of course, none of this is Javier’s Goddamn business in the slightest bit.




"Don't be disgusting."




Javier chuckles; "It's a honest question."




I shoot him a look before he just shrugs; "Well, anyways, thats where they all came from; from Blackriver."




“What the heck would  they want with me?"




Javier shrugs; “Great question, because honestly they should have everything to do with me. What they want with a C.I.A. operative is beyond me, because pulling a stunt like that seems fucking insane, even to me.” He shakes his head; “But you have to think about that for a second.”




I stare at him, waiting for more.




“You’re a C.I.A. Agent on a secret mission, right?"




I roll my eyes; “It’s not that spy-movie sounding, but sure. Get to the point here, Javier." I eye the payphone across the street from the beach motel; my lifeline back home and my ticket off this island and out of this ridiculous adventure with him.




"And they knew where you were?"




I frown, suddenly hating to admit how much of point he has here; "OK, why would they try and-"




He shakes his head; “No fuckin idea. But believe me, honey; you want nothing to do with Blackriver."




"Oh yeah? And what makes you the expert on-”




"Those daddy’s boys of yours?"




I grit my teeth, and Javier seems to grin at my annoyance; "I hired them."




What?




"I worked with Blackriver; the same Blackriver that knows who and where you are when only the damn C.I.A. should know that." Javier looks pointedly at me; “Sure sounds to me like someone sold you out, princess. You still want to make that fucking phone call?"




Goddamnit. I hate how much sense his crazy talk is making, and I hate how much I’m actually buying into it. The voice inside is screaming that this is all some sort of long-con mind-game of his; all part of his plan to ditch out and run away. But on the other side of that coin, I did get ambushed by a bunch of men with guns, and as much as I absolutely hate to admit it, the only reason I’m here and not God-knows-where-else or dead is because of the criminal standing in front of me.




"Don't."




I frown; "What?"




"Don't ask 'what now'"




"I wasn't goi-"




"You were so." Javier smirks at me, and I can feel my blood boiling. I’m not thinking about seeing his cock anymore, I'm thinking about getting away from the obnoxious, arrogant asshole I’m saddled with right now.




"It's your operation, spy-girl. So what's your move?”




The cocky Spaniard rakes his fingers through his long, dark hair; pushing it back from his face. He’s so fucking arrogant in the way he acts like he’s letting me be in charge here; as if he’s allowing me to believe I’m still the boss. He’s egotistical, he’s full of swagger and macho bravado, and for God’s sake, he needs to put a fucking shirt on.




"We need to lay low, until I can figure this out."




He grins; “Now you’re talking sense, princess."




I whirl away from him as I storm towards the main office of the run-down looking motel, but it’s not so much out of anger this time. This time, it’s to hide the grin on my face, because for the first time, I don't mind him calling me that.
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"You're in deep shit, agent."




Koufax's voice is his usual weasel tone, though he sounds even more annoyed at me than usual.




The pay-phone in the parking lot of the motel is hardly a secure line, but we've got protocol for things like this. Koufax, as sputtering mad as he is, also sounds like he's sputtering mad through about three layers of cardboard with all the proxy lines we're being wired through to avoid a trace.




"Where the fuck have you been?”




"We were ambushed at the hotel, sir. I had to break cover when we ran, and we've been in hiding since. This is the first call I could make."




"Ambushed?" Koufax's tinny voice drips with sarcasm even through the thirty-odd connections we're being patched through.




"Yes, sir. There were trained men there; definitely a para-military group of some-”




"Toro." Koufax's voice cuts me off abruptly; "Do you have Toro, Agent Archer."




I'm fine, and I'm not dead. Thanks for asking, asshole.




"Yeah, I've got him."




I can almost hear Koufax frowning on the other end of the line; "Well, where is he, exactly."




"We're at a motel, sir. He's back in the roo-"




"You're at a motel?!" Koufax's voice explodes with anger, his tone sharp through the receiver; "Wha- you-" He starts to sputter; "You just left him in the motel room to make a fucking phone call?!”




I wince, knowing how this probably sounds; "He's not going to run, sir, he-”




"Of course he's going to run!" He rages through the phone; "I knew sending an undertrained, under-qualified agent was a total shit idea! Goddamnit!" He spits out a stream of expletives before his voice is suddenly louder and clearer in the phone, as if he's cut out all the middle-lines; "You're fucking this up, Agent." His voice is gravel, and I swallow the lump in my throat; "I don't think you're quite appreciating the man you have under your charge. Javier Toro is a snake, Agent Archer. Do not let him out of your fucking sight, and don’t trust a word he says about anything. If he even is still there in that motel room when you get back in there, you will do your fucking job, apprehend the target, and wait for further instructions."




Further instructions?




"Sir? Shouldn't we move to extract as soon as possible?”




"We need to assess the intel for this paramilitary ambush before you do anything to put this mission in any further jeopardy, Agent." I grit my teeth together and try to push the lump in my throat back down yet again as he let’s the words marinate in my ear.




"Do not fuck this up anymore, Chelsea," He says quietly; "Get back to your target and you lock him down."




*****




There's a weight on my shoulders as I walk back across the parking lot to the beach-side motel. I mean, I get that Koufax is just being an asshole and using the meager power he's been given over me to the fullest extent he can. But then again, there's a kernel of truth inside all that needless belittling and chastising. I have fucked up. Javier Toro is a criminal - a mark that it's my job to apprehend, subdue, and bring in - and here I am checking into a beach motel with him like we're on a vacation or something.




Sure, I don't think he's going to run off, but then, I wonder how many other people he's screwed over or hurt have had the exact same thought before he showed his hand? Did Logan think of him as someone he could trust before Javier ended up blackmailing him into those underground boxing matches?




You're fucking this up, Agent.




I take the stairs two at a time to the second floor and break into a run towards our door. I suddenly cannot believe that I allowed myself to think it'd be ok to leave him unwatched like that back at the room! 




He's gone, he's definitely-




I slam through the door shoulder-first, my breath coming in gasps and my eyes flying wildly around the room.




Javier looks up from the bed he's draped across, a tattered looking paperback in his hand; "What the fuck happened to you?"




I stare at him, my eyes unblinking and my mouth thin; he's here. He hasn't skipped out or left, and he wasn't waiting to ambush me the second I walked in.




"Nothing, I..." I trail off and let my shoulder drop as I step more calmly into the room.




"Well, you look fucking crazy right now." He grins at me and starts to get out of the bed; "Why don't we go grab something to eat somew-"




"You don't leave this room, is that understood?" My voice is icy and cold; way colder than I meant it to be, but I at least end up sounding every inch the stone-cold agent I meant to sound like; "You’re a fugitive under command of a U.S. Federal Agent. You stay right here, is that clear?"




Javier's eyes narrow at me, the grin from earlier slowly curling into a tight-lipped frown; "Well someone went and found herself a pair of cahones." He growls at me, his fists tightening at his sides; "What’s got your panties in a fuckin twist all of a sudden, princess?”




"I said is that clear, Toro."




His eyes flash fire at me. For some insane reason, I feel like I'm letting him down or something in that moment; like I'm somehow betraying him. 




Screw that, this man is the definition of betrayal.




“Yeah, fuckin comprende, Agent," He growls, nodding his head. His eyes narrow at me before he lays back onto the bed and picks up his book. For some reason, I instantly feel a pang of regret for coming on so strong. I know it's just Koufax's over-the-top asshole-ness filtering through me, and I almost want to apologize.




But of course, I can't do that. Apologizing shows weakness, and weakness to Javier Toro is like blood in the water for a shark.




"Look, I'm going to go to that sandwich place across the street and get us something," I soften my voice, trying to banish the hardcore agent bitch voice from before; "What can I get you to ea-"




"Your pick, princess. You're in charge, remember?" He smirks at me and shakes his head before he looks back into his book.
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"Um, what the hell is that?"




Chelsea stands in the doorway, a bag of food in her hands and scowl on her face.




It's exactly the reaction I was looking for.




"It's a beer, sweet cheeks; una cerveza, if you wanna get bilingual with it." A big shit-eating grin creeps across my face as I tilt back the cold bottle and take a big swig.




Leaving the room the second she ducked out to get us food, after that ridiculous little speech about her being in charge, was my little way of saying "yeah, sure." Sure looks like its working.




"Where did it come fro- never mind." She mutters, slamming the door shut and putting the bag on the table by the window; "I got you turkey."




"I'm more of a hamburger guy."




She narrows her eyes at me before all but overhand throwing the sandwich at me; “Deal with it."




I grin and reach for another beer and offer it her way; "Beer?"




Chelsea huffs and rolls her eyes, and my own gaze lingers a bit longer than it probably should on her as she brushes a strand of blonde behind her ear; "Uh, yeah, I don't think so."




I smirk, already anticipating this exact conversation; "Why not?"




She's going to say something about being on the job, or how I am who I am, or some other way of trying to tiptoe her way around saying she just flat out doesn't trust me. The fantasy I've got is that she actually doesn't trust herself around me, but I'm pretty sure that’s just the dry-spell talking. I shake my head and cut her off before she can utter whatever lame reason she was about to toss out; "Have a beer, spy-girl; you've earned it."




She eyes me warily and I laugh; "Look, I just went out for beer, sweetheart. I won't leave again; scout's honor, or, thieves honor, or, whatever. You're in charge, alright?”




I hope it doesn't come off too much like I'm stroking her ego, since that's exactly what I'm doing. The old me - the normal me - would use this sort of thing all the time to gain an upper hand on someone. Stroke their ego, build them up, give them false confidence and trust in you, and then you strike.




Except for the first time in, well, ever, that's not my goal here in this motel room with Chelsea Archer. Right now, I actually just want her to fucking relax and have a damn drink with me.




"One beer, princess," I grin at her, seeing the dead-set resolve start to melt from her face; "We've had a crazy two days, and hey, you've got the notorious bandito in custody. The little town on the prairie is safe, and you’ve earned a beer, sheriff.”




She grins then, and I feel a strange sense of, I guess it’s happiness, inside seeing her finally relax. The old me would have felt triumph, like I'd won; seeing her cave to my suggestions like that. But for some bewildering reason I feel different now.




Must be prison, I mutter to myself, shaking my head and trying to search deep for the old me. The old me was a real piece of shit, but the old me also didn’t get twisted up inside trying to make some cop of a chick like him; like I fucking need her attention or give a flying shit what she thinks about me.




I crank the top off the bottle and pass it her way as she sits on the second bed opposite me and starts to unwrap her sandwich; “So, the C.I.A., huh?" I raise an eyebrow at her; "I mean how does that even work? You just walk in and ask for a job application or something?”




Chelsea snorts; "It's slightly more complicated than that."




"Why?"




She frowns; "Because its the C.I.-“




“No,” I chuckle through my bite of mediocre turkey sandwich; "No, I mean why did you join. You don't strike me as the 'For God and Country' type."




She shrugs; “Who says I'm not?"




"Me, right now."




A smirk teases her lips as she chews, before she take a sip of the beer; "My dad."




I bark out a laugh; "I knew it."




"And what's that supposed to mean?" She scowls.




"Nada, princess, nada. I just knew it had to do with pleasing daddy."




Her eyes narrow at me; “You don't know a fucking thing about my father.”




“I know more about William Archer than you could possibly know, actually.” I put my sandwich down and catch her eyes; “I met him, you know.“




She freezes, the beer bottle inches from her pouty lips; "Excuse me?"




"In Africa, when he first met those boy-toys of yours." I can feel the familiar grip of malcontent inside just thinking about that particular past; "I was there, in the camp with them when he came in and- oh now what was it? He 'saw promise in them'? Isn't that the fuck-all rhetoric I used to hear Logan moaning about?"




She chews slowly, her eyes locked on mine.




"Yeah, well, apparently I didn't pass muster with the great William Archer; no 'promise' here."




The briefest smirk passes over her face, as if to say yeah, no shit; ”So is that why you blackmailed Logan and kidnapped him and my sister?"




I want to snort, and roll my eyes, and laugh and call her delusional. It was all a business transaction; that whole thing. Logan spilled his guts to me back in the jungles when we were mercenaries together, and when William stuck him in charge of his company and made him richer than God while I rotted in the jungle, I saw an opportunity, and I took it.




Business; that’s all. At least, that’s what I’ve been telling myself for years. 




“You’re so clever, mijo,” My mother used to say with a sad, drawn smile when I’d come home with a pocket full of change from selling stolen candy at school. That was before I graduated to stolen beer and cigarettes. Clever, right; because if I’m “clever”, I’m not a “criminal” like my father. “Clever” is the makings of a businessman instead of a narco-trafficker, in her mind at least. 




I frown suddenly, thinking about that train of logic, and an uncomfortable feeling washes over me. I've been telling myself that the terrible shit I've done is all "nothing personal" or "all business" for years. I'm just an entrepreneur. But bullshit aside, I’ve had to fight for and steal everything I've ever had to get in life, and the shit with Logan and her sister was no different.




Business; that’s all. You gotta be clever in this world to survive, and I’m a survivor if nothing else.




Except for some fucked up reason, sitting here in this room trying to explain that to her right now makes me feel like the biggest phony jerk-off in the world. Who the fuck do I think I am, Robin Hood? I’m pretty sure Robin Hood never put someone through the shit I put Logan Dempsey through just to make some cash. I'm also pretty sure señor Hood didn't keep the money he lifted.




"It's complicated," I mumble with a frown on my face, looking away as I sip my beer; "Life is full of complications."




Complications like the increasingly distracting blonde-haired one sitting across from me in this motel room.




She chews her sandwich slowly, her eyes focused on something on the floor as the wheels inside that pretty little head of hers whirl. My eyes, meanwhile, are focused on the slow rise and fall of the swell of her breasts, the fact that it’s cool enough inside the room for me to see a teasing glimpse of an outline of nipple through her white suit, and the extremely distracting amount of bare skin of hers on display right across from me. 




I feel like running, because it’s all I ever feel like doing. Well, no, I feel like I want a taste to see if those perfect little pouty lips on Agent Archer are as sweet as they look from over here. I want to palm those pillowy tits of hers and see if the hard nubs of her nipples are as responsible to my touch as I think they’d be.




And I want to bury every single inch of my cock into that uptight pussy of hers and see if she’s as sinfully tight as I bet she is. 




Jesus, get your shit together, Toro.




“Come outside, princess.” I stand quickly and nod towards the balcony off the side of our room.




“Why?”




Because I can’t be cooped up in this room for another second with you and still be held responsible for my actions.




“Because we’re in Aruba, and we’re not outside watching sunsets, and that’s fucking stupid.”




She glares at me, but there’s just a hint of a smile in the corners of her lips; “Fine.”




It’s warm outside, even as the sun dips over the edge of the ocean in front of us. Still, it’s a breath of fresh air I need after sitting in that damned room with this girl. First thing tomorrow, we need to get some new clothes, because as much fun as I’m having spending all day with a hot blonde in a bikini, it’s also fucking with my head. Chelsea Archer is the enemy here, not a piece of eye-candy I should let myself get distracted by.




It being a pretty cheap motel, the balcony is bare of any furniture. But a great view is a great view, and if it can distract me from her, I’m fine with it. I slide down to the floor, resting the beer on my bent knee as I lean back against the wall and look out over the orange gold of the fading day.




Chelsea slides down next to me, exhaling before takes another swig of her beer.




So much for a distraction, I grumble, forcing myself not to think about how damn amazing her tits look in that bikini.




“I’m sorry if I was a bitch earlier.”




I feel myself grin, though I don’t say anything and try and cover it by taking a slug from my beer.




“You were right,” She continues, nodding at the sunset; “This is my first field operation.”




“Well of course I was right.” I grin wider as I practically hear her roll her eyes beside me; “Don’t worry, babe, you’re doing a great job; top notch.”




“Gee, thanks,” She says dryly; “Dick.”




“Cop.”




“Criminal.”




I snort out a laugh just as she cracks up at the same time, and I clink my bottle against hers, as if toasting to the break in tension; “You know, princess, in another life you and I might actually be friends.”




“That’s a TV sitcom script just waiting to happen,” She says, laughing; “We’re like those two characters from The Breakfast Club.”




I raise a brow at her; “The what?”




“You know, the eighties movie about detention? You’re the guy with the jean jacket and the earring.”




“Earring?”




“Yeah! You know, the badass. And I’m Molly whatever-her-name-is.”




I grin and shake my head; “You watch some weird fucking movies in the States, princess.”




“Well, you’re missing out.”




 I chuckle and take another swig of my beer as the sun starts to dip into the ocean. “So how do I rank, as first assignments go?” I say, flashing her a grin.




“Definitely could be worse.”




I laugh.




“Hey, just being honest,” She says arching her eyebrows. 




The sun grows dimmer and darker as it dips into the horizon, and I let my eyes sag as I lean into the wall behind me. A yawn creeps from her lips as she stretches her legs out; “We should head in.”




I shrug; “I’m good out here.” I roll my eyes as she shoots me a quick look; “Oh, relax, hot-stuff; I’m too fucking tired to start jumping balconies and making a run for it.” She frowns, her cheeks growing pink as if embarrassed that I busted her doubting me again; “Merde, how many times does a guy have to save your life for you to try trusting him for a second?”




“That’s not-” She stops and purses her lips and shakes her head; “Fair enough.”




“Look, we’ll go inside. But let’s share one more and just relax a little longer, alright?”




“Just a little longer.” She says, stretching; her adorable face scrunching up as she yawns.




“Cheers, princess,” I say, clinking her beer again; “Hell of a first day.”
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There's the smell of salt brine and ocean that first wakes me up, and for a moment, I'm back home again; back in both of them. For a moment, I'm a little boy again back at Mama's house in Valencia, before the memory changes and I’m in Venezuela with my abuela. In Spain, Mama is waking me up and making me get to school; in Venezuela, I’m waking up with the sun to go help my abuelo, my grandfather, up in the fields.




I stir, wanting just one more minute; one more minute before the sun's brightness through my eyelids is too much to ignore. I just want one more moment with my arms around her shoulders and her head nestled in against my shoulder.




Wait, what?




I wake with a start, blinking in the morning light before I turn and look down to see what can only be described as an angel in my arms. 




Apparently, we've fallen asleep outside on the balcony, and for a moment, I'm really just floored by the bizarre feelings of peace and comfort I have at that very moment. She's sleeping quietly, her face still and her eyelids barely moving. The smallest hint of a smile plays across her face, burrowed against my chest and curled against me. Her breath comes evenly against my skin, and with my arms around her, I realize I've never felt more protective of something in all my entire life.




Yikes, get it together, pal.




I blink away sleep and let my arm trail down her back, stroking her hair while I study this angelic creature in my arms. The sun glows off her blonde hair, and I never want this singular moment to end, no matter how fucking bizarre that is for me.




She stirs though, eventually, and I know that this one single moment - like all moments - is going to end. Her eyes open, blinking before she takes in her surroundings and looks up at me. She sits up with a start, her face looking guilty and as confused as mine just did as she jumps to awareness quicker than I'm sure she normally would. She shoots me an accusing and furtive glance out of the corner of her eyes as she quickly scoots a few inches away from me, distancing herself physically from me but also from that one perfect moment.




"Good morning." I smirk at her, watching her blush as she quickly crosses her arms over her chest, clearing her throat and collecting herself as she looks around our little balcony.




"Morning" She mumbles, still not meeting my eyes, which both amuses me considering how flustered she is, but also bugs me; like I'm some sort of leper she can't even be near.




Whatever.




"Ok, we need to collect ourselves," She glances at my bare torso and back at her own bikini-clad chest and blushes as her arms tighten across her body; "We need clothes."




I snort; "What, tired of the beach look already?” I arch my brow, trying not to focus on the fact that her crossed arms have her tits pushed up against her bikini top, giving me a great fucking view of her cleavage. I'm seriously going to miss this view even if we do need be normal people and get clothes.




Of course, she's right. We do need to stop looking like beach bums and probably even change our appearances if we're going to avoid getting shot on sight by a bunch of trigger-happy Blackwater assholes.




"Alright," I finally say; "We should go get cleaned up."




Chelsea makes a face; "We?" She shakes her head; "I don't think so. You're staying here.”




I smirk; "You're the one they're after, princess."




"You're the prisoner."




I narrow my eyes at her, feeling my temper flare more than I thought it would at her words.




"You know what I mean," She looks around the balcony everywhere but at me and shifts her weight uncomfortably.




"So what, you're going to head into town and leave me here like a fucking puppy or something?" I get to my feet, glaring at her; “You gonna lock the door and crack a window? Leave me with some water and a treat?” She starts to open her mouth but I shake my head; "If I was going to leave, you think a fucking motel door would stop me? Sorry, spy-girl; I’m coming with you.”




*****




“OK, so we meet back here in an hour?" She's wearing these giant, tortoiseshell grandmother sunglasses that we picked up at a gift shop as we walked into town. I can't help but grin at the way she's trying to sound authoritative and in charge while looking like she’s about to go play a round of bingo with my abuela.




"All by myself? Unsupervised?" I shrug dramatically; "I don't know, princess; you sure you don't want me coming along with you?"




"I have to buy clothes." She frowns.




"What, don’t want me helping you pick out some new panties?" 




She blushes, predictably; "I think I'll be just fine without your help, thank you."




I grin wickedly and lean in closer; “I’m a great second opinion for that sort of thing, you know.”




Her face grows even redder, if that was even possible, before she shakes her head; "Try not to get lost, Javier." She walks away, leaving me grinning at my own jokes, but still feeling like they're empty.




*****




Considering that I'm the only Spanish guy in town, with no shirt on and a chest and arms full of fairly identifiable Día de Muertos sugar-skull tattoos, I buy a new t-shirt first. After that, I'm looking at hats before I decide I don't want to look like a total dipshit and find myself ambling around the market instead. Fantastic. I've got fifty full minutes to kill before I'm supposed to meet Chelsea; now what do I do?




Oh hey, look; a bar.




Perfect. Killing time and a way to get my mind off Chelsea Archer? Sign me the fuck up.




I straighten my new shirt as I walk up to the place. I swing the heavy wooden door open and blink at the utter darkness of the interior as my eyes try and adjust from the outside; "Hey, let me get a tequi-“




I stop talking as soon as I feel the cold metal of a gun barrel press against the side of my head.




"Que paso, Toro."




Ah, fuck.




I frown as my eyes begin to adjust to the dark bar and realize that the place is entirely empty but for the five guys in black t-shirts and tactical vests with the "BR" Blackriver insignia on the chest. 




Well, walked right into that one. Literally.




"Figured a place like this was a good spot to bump into a little cockroach like you, Toro."




The man standing in front of me with the mustache and the leering grin on his face is Benson, and I know him from way back even if he is one of those people you’d love to never see again. Mercenary outfits like Blackriver attract all sorts of types. You get ex-soldiers looking for the thrill of a gun or just the regular paycheck from something they already know how to do. You get the wayward lost souls like me who're just looking for something to escape with, and then you also get the utter psychopaths. 




Benson falls into this last category. These guys are the guys that you'd lock up in a normal society; the guys the Marines say no to, because at heart, they're just murderous, trigger-happy lunatics who want a license to kill.




I really don’t miss any of those groups after leaving that life, but it’s the Benson type that I hate the most.




"Have a seat, amigo." His accent is thickly American and southern, amplified even more by the ridiculously out-of-place cowboy hat he's wearing; as if anyone has any doubts that the man with the trucker mustache, the stars and stripes tattoo on his arm, and the Oakley sunglasses can possibly be anything else but American.




I glare at him, hating the idea of doing what he tells me to do, but tightening my fists at the fact that defying him is probably a bad idea when I'm surrounded by five psychopaths with guns. I like stacked odds, but I'm not stupid.




I sit.




"Good boy."




Keep it up, fuckhead.




"So, having fun? Enjoying being a man free of El Muerto?”




Benson gives me a cold look, but I just lean back and shrug as I grin at him; "Figured I needed a vacation."




His lips curl into a chilling smile; the kind I used to use all the time when I was trying to intimidate people. Actually, there's a strong chance I lifted that look from him back in my Blackriver days.




"You got yourself a pretty little travel partner." His look says everything his mouth isn't, and that look says that he doesn't actually give two shits about me; he's here for Chelsea.




"Her?" I shrug again.




Casual, keep casual.




"Nah, I ditched that chick. She got boring."




Benson smirks at me; yeah, he bought that like pigs fly.




"Oh, I'm sure you did." He sighs heavily; "Tell me, Toro, what is it with ex-employees of mine fucking William Archer's daughters, hmm?"




I can't do a thing to stop the flash of pure anger that roars inside of me, and before I know it I'm lurching across the table and knocking my chair back.




But Benson just laughs as guns train on me and hands drag me back into my seat.




"Sit your ass down, Toro. I didn't mean to offend you about your little girlfriend."




"I'm not fucking her."




"And I don’t honestly give a shit if you are,” Benson says, his eyes narrowing at me; "You know, you and I still have a contract."




That I do have to laugh at; "The fuck we do."




“Desertion doesn't negate that, Toro.”




"What about kicking me out?" My departure from Blackriver wasn't exactly my finest moment, and not one that I like to reminisce on. Let's just say there wasn't exactly a cake and a gold watch on my last day.




Benson smiles; "Nope. I considered that a time out more than firing you."




This is getting stupid, and my patience is rapidly fraying away; "What the fuck do you want, Benson?"




"Now, that's not hard is it? Normal conversation? You haven’t been in prison that long.” Benson chuckles as he takes his cowboy hat off to run a hand through his thinning hair; "I want your help, Toro. I want you to do what you do best."




"Yeah? And what might that be?"




Benson shrugs; "Lie, cheat, steal, act like the general low-life piece of shit we both know you are."




I snarl at him but his look hardens as he leans across the table right into me; "I want you to get me Chelsea Archer."




I can feel my pulse jump, ice slipping through my veins; “What do you want with her.”




“That’s my business." Benson leans back, slipping the hat back onto his head; "But, do you want out of your contract? Because if you don’t that’s fine, but while I still own you, I’ll hunt your ass like a fucking animal to the end of the Earth.” He levels his eyes at me; “Get me Chelsea, and you're done."




I say nothing, and the room is pin-drop silent for a moment. Benson nods at one of his guys behind me, and suddenly I hear the hiss of a bottle of beer being opened before it's slid unceremoniously in front of me.




"Have a drink on me, Toro. Think about the offer, and try not be an idiot here." Benson stands, and winks at me; "We'll be in touch."




The bell on the front door jingles as they exit, daylight momentarily illuminating the inside of the bar before the door slams shut behind them, shutting me into this tomb as I stare at the beer in front of me and let Benson's words sink in.




Fuck.


[image: Image]




[image: Image]







After thirty hours in a bikini, slipping on some cut-off shorts and a tank top - not to mention underwear - feels amazing. 




I twirl once more in front of the changing room's trifold mirror and try and bite back my grin. I've never been a "clothes" type of girl. I’m not the type that worries too much about which brand of jeans I'm wearing or if the shirt I'm wearing matches, well, anything else I'm wearing. Clothes are clothes; no big deal. Except today, there's a reason I'm trying to make sure I look OK, and it’s not even a reason I'm altogether comfortable thinking even to myself. It's a tainted reason; a criminal reason thats wrong in all the worst ways.




I’m not happy about having to use the wad of what I’m sure is stolen cash Javier’s been carrying around in his pocket. But, desperate times and all that, and I busy myself with paying for the clothes with the money before I head back out to the market square.




I'm half expecting him to have left, if truth be told. I feel guilty for thinking it, but part of me almost wonders if he'll be there when I look for him. But then my eyes land on him, wearing a new shirt, new shorts, and a dark scowl on his face.




"Hey there, stranger," I say, trying to keep my thoughts from the dressing room safely tucked away in the back of my mind. Javier looks up at me, and I frown as I see how pale and strained the look on his face is as he looks into my eyes.




"You OK?”




"I'm fine." He snaps, standing quickly and darting his eyes around the market square.




Why yes, these are new clothes; thanks so much for noticing.




But the thought is so alien and so bizarre to me, not to mention ridiculous that I shake my head and look away as I shove it back. What am I, some sort of crush-struck high-school girl?




I look up, trying to will the heat away from my face, only to find him staring at me. His look is softer than it just was a moment ago; "Sorry."




I shrug like its nothing; like I haven't just been totally analyzing it in my head like a psycho; "No problem. Let's go."




"Hang on," He grabs my arm, and I turn to look at him. His eyes dart around again; "We need to change our look.”




I frown; "Right, hence the new clothes."




"No I mean more than new clothes."




He looks away, his whole body weirdly on alert as his eyes dart around the market. I’m about to open my mouth when he turns back and that grin of his finally makes an appearance; “So how attached are you to blonde?"




*****




I wrinkle my nose at the box in Javier's hands; "Chestnut?"




The answer to his last question was “very”; I love my blonde hair. It’s always set me apart from my redheaded sisters, and while I do love my mother’s color on them, I like being the unique one. The idea of changing that in for something like brown is just depressing.




Javier rolls his eyes and bats his hand in this flamboyantly mimed way; "Oh, Chestnut is so in right now, honey“




I can feel myself grin in spite of myself.




"Feels good, doesn't it."




I arch a brow at him in the bathroom mirror as he starts to squeeze the goop from the dye kit into my poor hair; "What does?"




"Smiling; not being so uptight all the time."




My fist tightens around the towel clutched around my neck; "I am not uptight.“




"You should smile more often, princess." He grins at me as he starts to work the dye into my hair, streaking it through my locks as he piles my hair up on top of my head. He works in silence, concentrating and actually doing a pretty good job of making sure he's getting my hair and not my forehead or ears. I'm quiet as his fingers slide through my hair, making sure he gets every inch of it before he finally stands back and nods towards the shower stall; “Alright, hop in.”




I stare at him through the mirror, waiting. 




“What?” He frowns.




“Um, can you leave so I can take that shower?”




“Do I have to?”




He’s smirking, and I know he’s just trying to push my buttons, but I also know that it’s working.




…It’s working in ways it really shouldn’t be.




He winks at me once more before he steps out the door, closing it behind him.




I shower quickly, washing the dye goop out of my hair and trying not to think too hard about the fact that I’m this naked and exposed with a man like Javier standing right outside the door. I bite my lip as the hot water cascades over my skin, suddenly wondering why I didn’t lock the bathroom door before I stepped in here.




What if he comes in?




What if I WANT him to come in?




I shake the thought from my head as I shut the water off. Lordy, get a grip on yourself, girl.




I slip my panties on and wrap myself in a towel as streaks of dye along with my shameful, inappropriate thoughts of the tattooed criminal not four feet away in the other room swirl down the drain. 




“I think I may have a new profession." Javier grins at me from the bed when I open the bathroom door, nodding slowly as his eyes slide up and down my towel-clad body. I snort a laugh and turn to look at the new, dark-haired version of me in the bathroom mirror; it's honestly not terrible.




"Ok, your turn." I say with a grin, curling my finger at Javier and and patting the chair we've dragged into the bathroom.




Javier frowns; "I don’t think chestnut’s my color.“




I smile slowly at him before I pick up a pair of scissors and nod at his long hair, pulled back; "Get in the chair, Javier."




He glares at me, not moving




"Oh, attached to the ponytail are we? What are you, a samurai?"




He makes a face; "I like my hair long."




“So do the guys looking for us; come here.”




“I’ll wear a hat.”




I start to grin, realizing how hilariously vain this is sounding coming from the bad-boy hard-body criminal; “Are you Steven Seagal?”




He grumbles something in Spanish and tightens his jaw, but he shuffles into the bathroom anyways and peels his t-shirt off as he plops into the chair. The fact that he really is apparently so attached to the look makes me laugh as I move behind him and start to pull the band out of his dark brown hair.




"Look, relax. I've got two sisters; I've done this before, ok?"




"What, cut ponytails?"




"You have no idea."




His thin mouth curls into a grin; "Fine."




I'm as gentle as I can be, my fingers sliding through his hair and feeling for length before I take the scissors to it. I laugh as big tough bad-boy Javier flinches with the first snip, but after that, I'm too concentrated on making sure I'm even to pay attention to his little fit about getting his hair cut.




Lock after lock tumbles off his bare shoulders to the floor and slowly, the man with the wild look and the long hair transforms into someone, well, normal looking.




And somehow someone even more attractive, actually.




When I'm done, I slowly place the scissors onto the counter and stand back to admire my work; "Well? Not bad, right?"




He swears and I roll my eyes; "Oh, come on, it's not-"




"No, I like it."




I grin at him, pleased with myself; "Really?"




"It's not bad."




I shrug; "You look less-"




"Samurai-ish?"




I laugh; "I was going to say like less of a villain."




Javier grins at me in the mirror; "I like being a villain."




"Well, now you look like a nice guy."




"How nice."




I can feel the flush coming into my cheeks as he looks into my eyes through the mirror in front of us, and I hastily look away, as if suddenly interested in cleaning up the mess from our makeovers.




"I'd prefer to be bad, you know."




I whirl back to find him standing, his eyes narrowed as he stares at me.




Hungrily.




My breath catches in my throat, suddenly aware of the tension rapidly coming to a boil in the small confines of the motel bathroom.




Please don’t come closer, I think to myself.




Because as much as I want to deny it; I like him bad, too.




And however forbidden the thought is, however wrong it is to even think to myself, I want him to be bad with me.




He's moving closer, and I find myself gasping as I step back into the wall behind me. He takes another step towards me, his eyes blazing as he looks at me like a wolf sizing up his prey. He licks his perfect lips, and I bite my own. I'm a torn mess inside; willing this to happen with everything I am and at the same time praying to God that he walks away.




Because I'm fairly sure that right now, I can’t.




He steps even closer, and I can feel my blood pumping like hot metal through my veins. The masculine scent of him and the heat from his look invades the space around me, and a deliciously forbidden and taboo heat aches between my thighs. I can feel my breath coming ragged, my pulse racing as he steps closer still.




"Don't let the hair fool you, princess," he growls, and moves closer still, so close that we're practically touching; "I'm still a villain."




He closes the distance between us with a ferocity that has me moaning into his kiss as he mashes his lips against mine. It’s hungry and raw, full of pure need and desire, and I gasp into his mouth as I feel him press against my body.




And as wrong as it is - as much as I want to pull away or push him back or shake myself out of this - I can’t.




And I don’t.




Because I know I want this. In that moment, I want him more than I've ever wanted anything.




My hands move by themselves as I open my mouth to his insistent tongue, tracing over the hardened, inked muscles of his chest and sides. He growls into my mouth as his hands snake up my back, caressing my body with his fingertips until he finds the edge of my towel. He's pulling it off of me, letting it drop to the floor beneath us, and I moan as my aching nipples rub deliciously across his chest, the heat of our skin melting together.




It's so forbidden, and so wrong, and so bad that I- that-




Oh God; what in the world am I doing?




The sudden realization that this isn't just "bad", it’s very fucking bad, hits me like a splash of cold water to the face. I gasp as I suddenly push him away, my chest rising and falling with my panted breath; "Stop!"




He growls and moves to kiss me again, but I push him away harder this time, grabbing another towel and holding it over my topless breasts as I shake my head. I wince, furrowing my brow; “No, oh my God, stop. We can't do this!”




Javier's eyes narrow and he takes a half step back from me; “Yes, we can.”




"No, we can't!" I say sharply; “I can't!" I step to the side, away from him, and hold the towel tighter to my breasts. A million scattered thoughts swirl through my head, and I shut my eyes tight, trying to stop myself from drowning in the vortex of regrets suddenly twisting through my thoughts.




"Chelsea-"




"I'm the C.I.A., Javier! And you’re a fucking target! You’re wanted by-"




"You?" He says it with a smirk, and I know he's trying to lighten this mood, but there's nothing that would take back the horrible mistake I just made in kissing him.




"No." I shake my head; "This isn't happening, Javier. Not with someone like you."




The words sound far harsher the second they leave my lips, and I wince as my eyes dart to find his; "I'm- shit, I didn't mean-"




"Well what makes you think I wanted anything to do with an uptight bitch like you?" His words are cold, and he pushes past me into the motel room, grabbing his shirt as he heads to the door.




"Wait, where the hell do you think you're going?"




"Out, princess."




I sputter, storming after him as I try and wrap a towel around my naked chest; "Hang on! You can't just leave!”




He whirls on me, his face tight and his eyes blazing fire; "Where the fuck am I going to go, princess? Its a damn island, and I can’t seem to get away from you anyways."




I open my mouth, but the words don't come as he strides out the door.




Javier shakes his head before he storms out the door, slamming it behind him.
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Fuck this.




My head is still swirling with thoughts as I storm back downtown to the little shopping area where we were earlier. I march right back to the same fucking bar I was in before with Benson and his assholes. It may seem like tempting fate, but this time I can actually see people in there; people in Hawaiian shirts and touristy fanny-packs and startled looks on their faces when I slam the door open and stomp up to the bar.




"Tequila," I growl, slumping over my elbows on the wooden bar-top. I chance one dart of my eyes around the room, looking for any sign of the Blackriver douchebags. But of course they're gone now, and I know I'm just being an idiot.




The bartender slides me a glass, which I instantly tilt back before sliding his way and nodding for another. 




I sip the second a bit more slowly than the first shot, brooding about what just went down in the motel room with Chelsea. I rake the fingers of one hand through my hair, grimacing as they slip through the unfamiliar horter length. I can't believe I let her cut my hair like that.




I snort and take another sip. Right, like I "let" her do anything. I know the altering of our appearances, however small a measure, is necessary, but it still makes me mad that I let her do it now, after that whole bullshit back there. It's more than just the general situation, too. I'm not a little pussy bitch that cries about the world not going his own way. I mean, believe me, I’ve had the world not go my way plenty of fucking times. Actually, I’m not sure its ever gone the way I wanted it to.




But I’m pissed because I can't think straight. No matter what happens in life, even when shit goes sideways, my head is always clear. I know where I want to go, it’s just a matter of picking the right path to get there, sometimes no matter what the toll is.




Except right now, for the first time ever, I’m lost. And I’m lost because now there’s something else in my damn head blocking my view of where I need to go and what I need to do; something young, blonde, and way more innocent than I should be fucking around with.




How the hell did I let that fucking C.I.A. chick under my skin? And now here I am griping and moaning about it like a pussy. I've lost my power and my edge somehow just fucking being around her. I smile thinly as I sip the rest of the glass in my hand, thinking about some story I vaguely remember from church when my grandmother could drag me there. I spent more time most Sundays trying to steal alter wine to sell to the older kids, but I do remember Sampson and Delilah.




And here I let that bitch cut my hair and break my throne.




Another memory takes over then as the tequila starts to mellow me out. Only this one isn't me as a kid, holding abuela's hand and going to church. No, in this one, I'm holding a gun. I'm in a concrete room in some shitty little smuggler stop-off outside Tallahassee, and I've got Logan Dempsey and Chelsea's sister Quinn tied to chairs.




And I hate it.




I hate that it's come to this and I hate how being what I needed to be has brought me to this place where I have no fucking idea who I am anymore. I don't know how I got to be the Goddamn bad guy, but when you’re up against a wall and out of options, its the only route sometimes.




I'm hitting Logan, not even knowing why I am. I'm threatening them both, trying to bend him to do what I need him to do, only because its the only option I've got. I'm in too deep with the wrong fucking people, and Logan's a way out of that. So here we are.




I remember turning towards Quinn and just seeing the hate in her eyes; just pure fucking loathing and hatred, and for one brief second, I almost stop. There's a moment there, staring at Chelsea's oldest sister where I see the monster I've become reflected in her eyes. For one brief second, I see every mistake I ever made; every wrong turn and every poor decision that brought me right here to this very moment. I want to apologize; I want to say I'm sorry and find a way to change my ways.




And then she stabs me.




I can still remember that blade slicing into my skin and entering my damn throat; I can fucking taste it.  I’m drowning then. I'm drowning on my own fucking blood, which is maybe the worst feeling in the world by the way.




And then, I die. 




I'm dead, and I know it. When I’m drowning on the coppery taste of my own life-force, I know I’m dead. End of the road, Toro.




Except, she saves me.; that doctor, Chelsea's sister. She stabs me, and they could just walk away from all that, but she doesn’t. For some fucked up reason that I still don't understand, she saves my sorry ass. I will never understand that moment and what possessed her to do that, but fuck, here I am.




I snort a laugh to myself; thinking of one of the brief conversations I ever had with Chelsea's father; “Out of the frying pan, into the fire.”




And I'm roasting out here.




The bartender slides a bottle of something nice-looking in front of me, breaking my thoughts; "What’s this?" I eye the golden añejo sitting in front of me, squinting at the label and realizing just how nice it really is.




"Your friends bought it for you."




"Excuse me?" Friends? Clearly, we don't know each other, bud.




"Yeah, your friends." He shrugs, like he doesn't really give much of a shit; "I think they headed out back for a smoke or something, but they wanted to buy you one."




"What, a drink?"




"A bottle." The bartender shrugs and passes me a fresh glass; "You want me to hang on to it back here?"




"Leave it."




He nods and pours me a shot before he sets the tequila on the bar top and walks away. I bring the glass to my lips and inhale the sweet burn of it before I knock it back and let the amber fire slowly leak down my throat. I allow the burn to settle in for a second before I stand and grab the bottle.




This is a fucking real bad idea, but fuck it. I head through the bar towards the back door, knowing perfectly well now who my "friends" are. It's a shit move, walking out this door, but I knew they were going to check in on me sooner or later, and it might as well be here and now without Chelsea around. The way I figure, the more heat I can draw away from her, the quicker we can figure out what the hell we're going to do.




Hands grab and slam me up against the wall the second I step out the door. I wince and my head rings as it knocks off the bricks of the alley wall, and there's the now-familiar feel of a gun against my back as a very familiar voice rasps in my ear: "Where are we at, Toro."




I grit my teeth and strain against the two guys holding me down, and I turn to sneer into Benson's stupid piggy little face; "Fuck you, cabron."




"I'm not sure you're understanding me, you dumb fuck," Benson narrows his eyes at me, the veins in his neck sticking out and throbbing; "Get Chelsea Archer for us, and I won't dump your ass back in La Muerta, comprende? It's a fair trade."




"How 'bout I trade you for another shot at your mom’s ass?" I spit out, forcing a grin to my face.




Benson's fist crashes into my mouth and white stars flash in front of my face. Yeah, I'm not sure what other response I expected from him; grunts like him aren't exactly the witty banter type.




"I'm gonna try and impress this upon you one more time, shithead," Benson leans closer, his face red and his eyes looking crazy as he pulls out his gun, cocks it and presses the barrel into my cheek; "Chelsea Archer, by tomorrow morning, or you're a dead ma-"




"Drop it."




That wasn't Blackriver-




All four of us jerk our heads up to the front of the alleyway, and I can’t stop the grin that starts to spread across my face.




"I said, fucking drop it!" The gun in the newly brunette Chelsea Archer's hands is leveled right at Benson as she stands there with her feet shoulder length apart and staggered. Benson and his goons freeze, and I almost want to laugh; is this chick saving my ass?




There's a coldness in her eyes, and I’m suddenly realizing as I hear the three idiots around me chuckle that they don’t take her seriously.




From the perspective of a guy who’s had her pull a gun on him, twice, they really should; even if they don’t know the gun is unloaded.




Benson chuckles and smiles at Chelsea; "Listen sweetheart, why don't we put down the gun before you hurt some-"




"I said let him go. Special Agent Archer, United States Central Intelligence Agency, and for the last motherfucking time; drop the-"




One of the guys holding me suddenly shoves me away and reaches for a gun on his belt holster. It's a blur of motion, but he barely gets his hand on it before the gun in her hand roars.




Holy fucking shit!




I don’t even have time to wonder where the hell she got ammo from before the man grunts as his shoulder rocks backwards with her shot, knocking him to the ground.




There's a quarter second of everyone freezing and not quite believing it - myself included - before I use that to jump into action. I elbow the other guy holding me sharply in the nuts, knocking him over. Benson shouts and fires barely a foot from my head right over me towards Chelsea, and I lunge at him as I plant a haymaker of a fist into his fat face.




I'm running for Chelsea, ducking wildly as she fires right over my head, before I tackle her back behind a dumpster.




"Nice timing, spy-girl."




"I told you not to run off without me!" She looks furious, but I only grin at how insane this all is.




Suddenly, there are flashing blue and red lights and the sounds of sirens at the other end of the alley; great, the fuzz is here.




"Police! Everyone freeze!"




Fuck, just what we need. I whirl to Chelsea, still crouched behind the dumpster with me, holding her gun with an iron grip; "We need to run."




She whirls to me; "What?! It's the police, Javier; we're going to-"




"Remind me which one of us has actually worked for Blackriver again?!" I shake her by the shoulders, trying to impress upon her the seriousness of this; “Trust me, if the police are here, they’re with them. We need to run."




Chelsea rolls her eyes and puts the safety on her gun; "Jesus, you really are insane, you know that?" She starts to roll her eyes again as she begins to stand with her hands in the air. She screams as I tackle her back down as bullets from the guns of both both groups rake the side of the dumpster and the brick next to us.




Jesus, I hate being right all the time.




"Will you fucking listen to me for once!?" I yell; "Can we run now, princess?"




Her mouth presses into a line and her eyes search my face wildly.




"We need to run; now, Chelsea“




She nods quickly, her eyes blazing and her mouth tight as I grab her and we run.




*****




Her hand is firmly in mine as I lead us charging down alleyways, between buildings, and down towards the dark of the beach. Running feels good. Running is freedom, and the fact that I'm holding her hand sure is fucking helping. It's bizarre, but as insane as this moment is with Blackriver and the cops chasing after us and the fact that I just had a gun to my head, I'm almost laughing as we dash through the darkness. I feel more alive and more in control than I have in ages, and having this girl's hand in mine as we pound the sand has me feeling like a golden god.




Her face looks tight but she’s not yelling, and she’s not panicking.




And she came back for you.




Quite honestly, I'm not sure anyone's ever “come back for me." I'm the guy you leave; the one that takes the hit because I was disposable anyways, and the fact that Chelsea of all fucking people in the world is the one that came back has me grinning like an asshole.




And we have a “thing” now; a common enemy in Blackriver. Whatever comes next, we’re a united front.




And really, this princess ain’t so bad as she seems.
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This situation is fucked. Actually, I think Logan, Bryce, and Hudson would call it FUBAR - fucked up beyond all recognition.




I've graduated from flirting with a criminal, to hiding from mercenaries, to running from the cops now. If I had any sense left in me at all, I’d stop all this. I'm supposed to be lying low, and keeping a low profile and waiting for further instructions as to what to do for my job.




And again, ”running from the cops” is hardly a low profile move.




At the same time, my heart is racing a mile a minute, and the fact that people with guns are chasing us is honestly only half responsible for that; at best. Because the other part of it is that my hand is firmly in Javier Toro's and as we run headlong down the beach, I can't help but let every part of me soar.




We run for what seems like hours but must be more like minutes, though at our pace we've got to be at least two miles down the beach from where we were. We come up on a rocky area of the beach, and as we dash around the rocks and boulders, Javier brings our mad-dash to a halt.




We stop, panting with our hands on our knees as we suck in breaths of air. I'm swallowing my pounding heartbeat, trying to catch my breath when I hear laughing. I frown and look up to see Javier chuckling with a grin plastered across his face.




"Are you laughing?"




He howls out another laugh, his whole face actually lighting up as he throws his head back and hoots at the night sky. Sweat drips down his face and his chest but he's laughing even as he struggles for a full breath.




"You're insane."




"I've been told." He grins at me and shakes his head; “Where the hell did you get bullets for that gun?”




“The third Blackriver guy that was standing guard around the corner.” I try and shrug it off as if sneaking up on mercenaries and knocking them out to steal their ammunition clips is in any way something I’ve ever done before. Javier snorts, his laughs telling me he doesn’t buy my attempt at being a bad-ass at all.




“Well, nice job, Rambo.”




I shake my head and start to turn but he stops me with a hand on my arm; “C’mon, princess, don’t you feel fucking alive right now?”




I take another gasp of air and shake my head as I turn to look out at the dark of the ocean; "I feel like we’re making this situation worse."




He snorts; “But don’t you feel it? This is life; raw and crazy and happening all around you.” His voice is closer than it was before, and I turn suddenly to find him standing much closer to me, and my breath catches; “Don’t you feel alive?”




More than I can possibly feel comfortable even admitting to myself, especially with him so close to me. I can smell his scent, and I can feel the heat of him, and I'm starting to lose myself in the reflection of the moon in his eyes.




I take a small step back, biting my lip with eyes locked on his. This is dangerous; I'm flirting with real, tangible danger in the form of a criminal.




My criminal.




He holds my gaze a second longer before he turns and brings a bottle to his lips that I never even realized was in his other hand. He bites the cork in his teeth and yanks it out with a pop before spitting it out and raising the bottle high in his hand; "A toast!”




I frown; "Is that alcohol?"




"Absolutely"




I'm laughing then. In spite of myself - in spite of knowing I should be furious or terrified, or scared - I'm laughing.




And it feels fantastic.




"Did you steal that from the bar?" I choke out, wiping tears from my eyes as the giggle-fit shakes me to my core.




Javier grins at me as he takes a swig from the bottle, makes a face, and then passes it my way; "Have a drink, princess; we're celebrating a win tonight.”




My giggling slows as I take the bottle. Drinking with him? Yeah, that's a bad idea. 




That's a horrible idea, actually..




Javier turns and starts dragging and pushing bits of driftwood together into a little hut shape. He takes a lighter out of his pocket and begins to hold it to some of the smaller pieces in the middle while I watch him. I’m painfully aware that I’m standing on a secluded moonlit beach with a stupidly attractive Latin man panting with his shirt open like some kind of bull fighter, and he wants me to drink with him. Oh and he's building a fire.




Yeah, no; no freaking way. Trusting him is one thing; trusting myself is another altogether.




The fire begins to catch as he adds smaller bits of wood to fledgeling flame, before the whole pile starts to burn. He stands and turns, and then he rolls his eyes and looks pointedly at the bottle still in my hand.




"Fine," I say dramatically, before bringing the opening to my lip and tilting the amber liquid into my mouth. 




I swallow the swig and cough as Javier chuckles; "There we go."




He takes the bottle from my hand and moves back to the now crackling fire, where he tosses another chunk of driftwood onto it before settling down against one of the large boulders in the sand. I don’t think anymore, I just move to sit next to him, lying back against the rock and looking out past the fire over the ocean.




There’s a war of ideals raging in my head, but I'm trying to drown it out and just enjoy the moment. Because one side of me is still raging that this is wrong; that Javier is the bad guy, and as the good guy here, it's my job to be his enemy.




Drinking tequila around a campfire on the beach really doesn't fit on that list of good-guy versus bad-guy activities. Except I heard what they said back at the alleyway, and I saw what he did, and part of me knows that that’s not quite how the "bad guy" is supposed to act, either.




So is he really bad?




“What now?" He says with a smirk.




I laugh; "Oh, I'm in charge now?"




"Oh, sure," He grins; “Only because I’m letting you be in charge though."




I roll my eyes and punch his shoulder; "Oh please, I'm in charge."




"If you say so, spy-girl."




We're laughing, and he moves closer towards me; very close. I can feel my pulse jump at the nearness of him.




And there's that war inside of me again; the one side crossing her arms and saying no, and the other side just screaming yes.




Javier turns to me, and I can feel my breath catch at the glint in his eyes, the throb of my pulse, and at the heat between my legs. I take a deep breath and I bring the bottle to my lips again, taking a swig with my eyes never leaving his; "Why did you come down to the pool that day?"




I have no idea where the question suddenly comes from, but suddenly I'm dying to know how it is that circumstance brought me across Javier Toro's path in the way it did.




"I saved you."




I smirk; "Well, I think we both saved each other, but why’d you come down in the first place? It wasn't to 'save me'."




Javier laughs and looks away, shaking his head before he turns back to me with that sparkle back in his eyes; “I already told you; I saw a hot blonde with a hot body in a sexy fucking bikini, and I wanted to come down and make a move."




I want to hold back the grin that threatens to spill over my face, but it's no use. I look away as my face burns, hoping he doesn't see how girlishly goofy it is that I'm blushing at a comment like that.




Of course, the thing is, I don't want to see the goofy look either, because it's one I should not be having about the man sitting next to me. But there's my pulse, beating faster anyways, and there's my breath, catching in my throat. I know the booze is going to my head here, but I also just don't care. This is more than that anyways.




This is me letting go.




"So how do you feel about brunettes," I say slyly.




What are you doing!? The voice inside screams at me; Stop playing with fucking fire!




But I know I can't stop at this point.




I know I won't.




Javier's gaze narrows at me and the corners of his perfect lips turn up; “Rapidly climbing the charts, princess."




Fuck. I needed him to say something crass in that moment. I needed him to put out the fire and the heat that's threatening to engulf me entirely. What I don't need is perfect, charming lines like that, because that's certainly not helping.




"Still think I'm the bad guy here?"




And for the first time in my life, I don't think, I just do.




I lean forward, and I kiss him.




His lips press hotly and hungrily against my own, and I moan into them as he kisses me deeply. His mouth tastes like tequila and the promise of breaking every rule I have. I’m falling; tumbling right over the precipice I've been tiptoeing the edge of for days now. His hand grabs my chin hard, steadying my fall but holding me to his lips so tightly as our tongues and our breaths exchange with the other.




Suddenly he's pulling back though. He's pushing me away, his eyes wild as he stares into my own as a shadow crosses his face; "Stop it."




I swallow heavily, trying to push down the lump of my heart in my throat as I gape at him; "What?"




Javier shakes his head and starts to stand, muttering and looking off down the dark beach.




"Wha-"




"You don't want me, princess."




A flash of heat spreads across my face and my chest, threatening to tear me apart as the sudden mortifying feelings of shame and rejection wash over me.




"You think you do," He turns and his eyes bore right into mine; "But you really don-"




"Fuck you," I spit at him, feeling horrible and utterly embarrassed and flustered as I shake his hand off my arm and turn to run from him, from the fire, from whatever this almost was.




What the hell was I thinking?
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No.




Nope, no fucking way is she getting away from me and this conversation that easily; not after all that. My hand jerks out and grabs her wrist, hard, before she can even make it two steps. I yank her back towards me.




"Oh, what," She snaps sharply at me, rage stinging her face.




Hell hath no fury...




Stopping the kiss was bad, but fuck, she doesn't know what she's doing. She doesn't know me, because if she did, she'd have taken off running down that beach days ago.




"I'm trying to save you."




She barks out a sneering laugh; "I don’t need saving; not from you."




"Get close to me and you will," I growl.




Get close to me and I'll destroy you, even if I don't want to and even if I do everything on Earth to try and stop it. It'll still happen, because that's just me and the fucked up reverse Midas touch that follows me. Good things wither and die around me, and something as bright and as pure as her doesn't stand a fucking chance.




"I'm a big girl."




"I'm a bad man."




My hand slides up her arm, and before I can stop myself, I’m snaking it around her waist, exploring the curve of her hip as I pull her closer. I want to push her away - I know I should push her away - but I can’t even begin to conceive of doing that right now. Not when she feels so fucking good under my touch.




"My job is to catch bad men and lock them up," She whispers quietly, her eyes still flashing heat and fire as she matches my own hot gaze with her own.




"That a fact, princess?" I move closer, pulling her against me; "You think you can catch me? Think you can put me anywhere I don’t want to go?" I growl, my jaw tightening.




"I always get what I go after.“




"Not me."




She's so close, and my pulse is roaring like a lion ready to pounce in for the kill. I'm such bad news for her, but if she says one more fucking word, I’m going to take her right here and right now. I'm going to claim her, make her mine, and have her screaming my name as she comes like it's the last name on Earth.




"I’m a bad, bad man, princess," I say with fire and danger on my breath.




"Oh yeah?" She swallows and looks at me defiantly; "Prove it." She whispers.




Don't say I didn't warn you.




I yank her body against mine as my mouth crashes against hers, and I feel her absolutely melt into me.




She tastes like heaven and moves against me like original sin as her hands snake into my hair, pulling me into her. I push us backwards, pressing her against the side of the flat-top rock near the fire, pressing myself against every sweet delicious curve of her body.




Her hands slip down to my shirt, hastily, like she's desperate for it. She yanks at it, tearing it over my head as I let her go just enough to get the thing off my head before I'm crushing myself against her again. I'm pressing her hard against the rock at the small of her back before I slip my hand down to her ass. I grab her tightly, my strong hands gripping and kneading the supple flesh there as I lift her up and into my arms. Her legs wrap around my waist as I push her up and back onto the flat top of the rock.




My cock is rock hard in my pants and straining for release. But I know what I need first; I know what I've been craving and dying for since the second I saw her in that bikini down by the pool.




I push her back down onto the rock, and she's gasping as I break our kiss. But my hands are yanking the button and the zipper of her cutoffs down, and she whimpers as I grab them and tear them down and off her perfect legs right along with her panties.




She blushes and moves to curl her legs beneath herself, but I grab her thighs tightly in my hands as my eyes drag up her body to her eyes.




"Show me," I growl, and I see her face flush with desire as she slowly nods, biting her lip so coyly as she lets me pull her legs apart.




I want to take my time, and I want to worship her there like she deserves. But a starving man is a man with hunger that needs to be satiated, and I attack her with my mouth and my tongue like I'll die without her perfect, sweet pussy.




She's like honey and gold on my tongue, and she cries out as I drag my tongue through her lips, slipping it up to circle and tease at her clit. I push my tongue deep into her opening as my hands grab her ass, pulling her to my mouth as she moans loudly and slowly begins to go to pieces. 




I'm so fucking hard that I shove my shorts down and wrap my hand around my thickness, stroking myself as I taste her. It's like heaven, tasting this angel of a creature as I slide my fist up and down the length of my cock and moan into her pussy. I could come just like this; just from licking her honey and stroking my cock.




"Hey-" She moans, biting her lip as she looks down to see what I’m doing; "That's mine."




And then before I know what she's doing, she’s spinning around and hanging her head off the edge of the rock towards me. She ducks her head down between my legs and as I stare bug-eyed like some kind of idiot, she wraps those perfect bee-sting lips around my cock and sucks me into her mouth.




Holy fuck.




I growl as I dive back in, yanking her tank top up and spilling her breasts. I’m teasing her nipples with one hand while I push her thighs apart with the other and bring my mouth back to her slit. Her hands are on my ass, pulling me towards her, pulling me in and out of her lips and making me fuck that mouth like I’ve been dying do. Her fingers are on my balls, coaxing, teasing me, and I can feel her trembling beneath me as I hungrily suck and lick at her pussy. She’s whimpering around my thickness, and when I suck her clit between my lips, she erupts like a volcano beneath me. The vibrations of her moans are more than I can take, and I groan as I explode into her needy mouth as she swallows every drop.




She still shuddering as I stagger back from her, but then I'm turning her around and bringing her back up as I move against her, kissing her neck and feeling her clutch at me. She's moaning as my mouth finds her collarbone and the sweet spot where her delicate neck meets her shoulders, and I'm still hard.




I'm still hard, and I still want so much more from this angel.




I turn and grab my shorts from the ground, rummaging through the pockets until I come out with a foil packet.




Chelsea starts to giggle; her cheeks flushed red and her eyes sparkling as she brings a hand to her mouth; "Did you buy condoms?"




I grin and just wink at her.




"You arrogant prick."




"You uptight little tease."




But her fingers are eager as she helps me roll the thing down over my cock, and she's clutching at my hips and pulling me close as I slide the head between her lips.




"Fuck me," she groans into my ear; "Fuck me hard."




I sink into her in one perfect stroke, and I could die in that moment. She’s impossibly tight, and she’s writhes like liquid gold around me as I bury myself inside of her.




We move together fast and hungrily, undulating as one like the crashing of the waves against the sand behind us. And every fear and uncertainty and doubt and battle and knock-down I've ever fucking had just washes out to sea when her lips seal on mine.




Her legs around my hips and her arms around my neck bring me closer and closer, urging me on and urging me to fill her entirely. Her head throws back as my lips and my teeth find her neck, and we explode together like a bomb, there on the beach under the island moon.
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Comfortable.




It's the only thought I have to describe the feeling I have upon waking. There are waves crashing quietly in the background, the tiniest sliver of wind teasing my hair across my face, and the strong, muscular chest of the man who absolutely rocked my world beneath my cheek as sleep slowly fades into a memory.




Memory.




My eyes snap open as the reality of morning suddenly dawns on me. I blink once as I open my eyes to the sight of the ocean waves, and Javier's chest slowly rising and falling beneath my face. 




Oh, God.




I swallow the dryness in my throat and sit up, wiping the corners of my mouth and glad I haven't managed to drool on his chest.




His chest; Javier Toro’s chest.




Oh holy fuck.




The regrets start as one little nagging whine and slowly start to tumble faster and faster until the sheer cacophony of them is almost too much to bear.




Oh my fucking God, I fucked a fugitive; I had sex with Javier.




This is bad; this is real, real bad.




The whirlwind of regrets hits a fever pitch inside my head. I think of my sister, and Logan and all the horrible bad blood there. I think of my job, and my sworn duty and responsibility. And I think of myself, and what ignoring all those things says about me as a person.




Somehow, I don't think it says anything good.




There are lines you don't cross, and family is a big one. No matter how charming I think Javier is,  no matter how much I want to say he's "changed" or "different" than the man he was before, it doesn't change what happened. It doesn't change that he hurt my family. He made Logan fight in brutal underground fights with the threat of revealing his past to the world and then kidnapped him and my sister. He almost shattered everything I know.




I stare at the man still sleeping next to me in the sand. This man may have changed so many notions I had of who he was, or who I thought I was, but it doesn't mean anything. Blood is thicker than water, and there's been blood spilled here.




Jesus, what was I thinking?




I'm pulling my clothes on as Javier stirs and slowly begins to open his eyes. He blinks, much in the same way I'm sure I just did, as consciousness and the reality of the world begins to dawn on him.




I bite my lip as I watch him until his eyes blink and lock on me. I want to slip back into that comfort I first felt on waking. I want to go back to this new Javier and this new me, and this fugitive beach life existence. And I want to go back to last night; I want to go back to last night forever.




But you can never go back, and I know I can't now; not to any of those things.




He grins and starts to reach for me, but the walls are already going up. I force the warmth from my face and from my heart, and instead I steel myself for what I know has to happen here. I need to be cold; I need this to stop right here and right now, before it gets any worse.




Right, worse; as if it can possibly get worse than you betraying your family and your country and your job.




Javier frowns as he sees the frost in my look and the way I flinch away when he goes to take my hand with his; “And a good morning to you too, sunshine,” He mumbles, his brow furrowed. 




"You got me drunk."




I don't know why I say it, especially because it's not the "coldness" I was going for, it's just plain accusatory and mean.




And wrong.




Because the truth is, everything that happened the previous night I did because I wanted it on a level that scares me. I wasn't drunk. I was tipsy perhaps, but certainly nowhere near drunk where I didn't know exactly what I was doing. Javier certainly didn't take advantage of any situation in any way, but for some reason, thats the vitriol I go with.




He frowns, his eyes narrowing at me; "Are you serious?"




I look away, hoping to move past my own awful words to the point where I can just be clear that this was a one-time thing; "Look, I'm just say-"




"Are you fucking kidding me?" His voice is bolder now as he wakes more. His eyes search mine, furious and full of rage as he slowly shakes his head at me; "You're fucking unbelievable, you know that, Archer?”




The horrible feeling in my gut grows bigger, and stronger, and I feel awful. But I need an excuse; I need someone to blame for the passion of last night besides myself.




Like, him, for instance. 




He's up now, pulling his clothes on and muttering to himself in Spanish. He's not looking at me at all. 




I take a breath to steady myself and take a step towards him; "Look, I'm sorry.”




"Forget it," He growls, yanking his shirt down over his head and pulling it down his gorgeous torso. The same torso that I clutched to last night in the throws of having the most incredible sex of my life; the torso I cried out against when I came screaming his name.




"Javier, I-"




"Probably just the tequila, right?" He smiles thinly at me; so thin that it’s just a single hard line across his lips; "Yeah well, you know, that’s my thing; getting poor little rich American girls drunk so I can take advantage of them." He shakes his head at me before he turns and spits into the sand.




"Javier, I’m sorry I said-"




"No sweat, princess; it’s nothing and it was nothing."




Ouch.




His look is hard as he turns back and meets my eyes, and I can feel the last of that comfortable feeling just shattering around me, breaking like glass.




"Yeah, it- it's nothing." I mumble.




"Well, just don’t go telling anyone about this, ok? Can't have people knowing I slept with the law."




"Oh, like I want people to know I slept with a criminal."




"Fine." He shrugs and starts walking down the beach.




"Fine." I snarl as I begin to follow him at a distance.




Great.
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“So, how’s Tulum?”




I wince, closing my eyes and biting my lip. I hate this part of the job. Secrets are one thing; I mean I get that when it comes to the nature of who I work for and what I do, they’re part of the job. But it’s when I have to outright and bold-face lie to the people I love about my life that it all feels worse.




“It’s, uh-”




My sister Reagan sighs into the phone; “I cannot believe the Economic Development Conference picked a place in freaking paradise to have their conference, you lucky bitch.” 




“Ray, it’s not that nice, I mean we’re inside all day for the lecture ser-”




“Oh, don’t even!” She says, laughing into the phone; “I saw your Facebook pictures; don’t try and downplay it, Chels.”




Right, the Facebook page run by a group of first year interns at Langley, who probably also run a dozen other fake social media accounts for agents. I lean my forehead against the side of the payphone, looking out at the ocean across the street that’s somehow lost a bit of it’s luster today. I wonder what sort of wild vacation in Mexico I’m currently having on someone else’s media feed.




“It’s OK, I guess.” I shake my head, trying to clear it, and quickly change the subject; “So how’s my favorite niece?” Reagan immediately starts baby-talking - literally, nonsensical baby-talking - on the phone; “Uh, Ray?”




“It’s your Auntie Chelsea! Yes it is! Yes it is Chrissy!”




I grin, feeling, well, not shitty for the first time all day. But there’s a pang, hearing her across the world with her daughter, surrounded by love in a life free of drama, and men with guns, and complications with complicated Spaniards.




“She says hello, Chels. And she wants you to FaceTime us next time,” She pauses; “Are you calling me on a payphone, by the way?”




Routed through a call-center in Eastern Mexico? Yep.




“Uh, yeah, my cell service is nonexistent down here.”




“But the conference is good?”




“Yeah, it-” I look up from the phone booth and see Javier across the street, leaning against a tree and staring out over the ocean, and I frown, thinking about the things I said to him earlier when we woke up. I wrinkle my nose at the thought of it, knowing I was way out of line.




“Yeah, it’s good,” I say quietly, trying to keep the hurt and the whirlwind of the previous night and the confusion of the morning out of my voice.




Reagan’s not buying it; “What’s up?”




“Hmm? Nothing.” I mutter, looking across the street at the man who’s got me questioning everything.




What’s up? Oh, nothing much. I shot a man last night, and then got shot at myself when I was running from the police. Oh, and then I had mind-blowing sex with the man I’m supposed to be arresting. You might remember him as the same guy who kidnapped our other sister before she almost killed him. So anyways, how’s YOUR day?




“Chelsea, you’ve got the mopey-voice going on; c’mon, spill it. It’s just between you and me and Chrissy here. Isn’t that right Chrissy-girl? You won’t tell anyone Auntie Chelsea’s secrets?”




Christine is fourteen months old, by the way. 




“Ray, it’s really nothing, forget it.”




“Is it the conference?”




“What? No, I-”




“School?”




“No. Ray, it’s really-”




“Guy?”




I shake my head; “It’s really not anything, Reagan, OK?”




“You didn’t say ‘no’ on that last one.”




“What?”




I can practically hear my sister grinning on the other end of the line; “Oh yeah, it’s a guy isn’t it?”




She’s like a fucking bloodhound.




“Are you seriously this desperate for drama?”




She snorts; “Chels, I spend ten hours a day with a one year old playing with jello and knocking down block towers,” She lowers her voice to a whisper; “I’m fucking starved for some adult drama.”




I grin; “Well, forget it, there’s nothing to talk about.”




“Is he married?”




I roll my eyes; “Where do you get this stuff?”




“I’m just trying to see what the obvious drama is here!” She says, laughing; “You know us Archer girls and scandalous relationships.”




“I-” I shake my head, trying to turn my eyes away from Javier standing across the street; “I really can’t talk about it.” And really, I can’t; since the Agency is probably recording this call.




I hear Reagan gasp suddenly, and panic shoots through me; “Ray! Reagan, whats wrong!”




“You!”




I frown; “Huh?”




“Are you and Bryce-“




“Eww! What?” I winkle my nose; “No, Jesus, Ray.”




“What! C’mon, I had to ask! It’s not like no one else hasn’t wondered when the two of you are going to complete the circle!”




“Not gonna happen; gross.”




“Fine.”




I’m grinning and rolling my eyes at my sister as I hear her laugh over the line. I miss this. I miss honest sisterly banter, and laughing, and not worrying about who might come around the corner and fire a gun at me.




I miss home.




“So, am I at least right about it being a guy?”




“Maybe,” I say.




“Is there a reason you two shouldn’t - you know - be together?”




I choke out a laugh; “Is my last name Archer or not?”




Reagan laughs, and I can hear Christine burbling away in the background; “Well, do you want to be talked out of it, or do you want the same speech I gave Quinn?”




I close my eyes and lean into the phone again; that’s a great question.




“Silence means number two, you know,” She says quietly, and I bite my lip as I just nod.




“Hold on to something good, Chels. Even if the world says no, if you know something’s good, you don’t let go.” She sighs; “Look, I’ve gotta run, I just got peed on; sorry.”




I laugh, biting back the stinging in my eyes; “Go clean up my niece, Ray.”




“Call us when you get back, OK? And don’t get sunburned!”




“Hey Ray?” I close my eyes, willing the lump in my throat to go away; “I love you.”




“Love you too! And chin up, dork; you’re in paradise!”




Right.
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Fuck this girl. I mean is she kidding me? Accusing me of…of that?




It's infuriating, and it's insane to think of me as someone like that. Even if I have been a scoundrel and a scumbag to varying degrees my entire life, that is nothing I've ever been. But I also know that she's pulling shit like that so that she can feel like she's not at fault for what happened between us. 




By which, I mean, the single hottest fuck of my life. But still, fuck this girl, and fuck her bullshit.




I'm rubbing the stubble of my chin, watching her through slit eyes across the street as she makes a call on a payphone. She's probably calling the C.I.A., and most likely talking about me and how best to put me in a fucking jail cell or something.




Why the hell did I get involved with her like that? And for what? At the end of this whole little beach-life fantasy we're living out, there’s one outcome. Well, two, but neither are good. Either she turns me in and I go to jail, or Blackriver catches up to us and, fuck, who knows what then; certainly nothing good.




But accusing me like that just to abstain herself from any guilt about her own poor choices, even after I warned her? Fuck that. I've been called a lot of things, but not that; no fucking way. Besides, no matter what shit she says to me, she can't change what’s going on inside that pretty little head of hers. Because I know she wanted that; that was all her.




Well, I'm willing to accept that I had a bit to do with it, but still. I knew this was a bad idea.




Nice work, asshole.




*****




"So what now, Agent Archer."




She finishes crossing the street to where I'm leaning against the side of a house, and I can see her stiffen a little at the harsh tone in my voice.




Good.




"Look, I'm sorry about what I said. I- I just-" She looks away, stumbling over her words; "I just think we should pretend that never happened."




"Done," I say, as off-handed and nonchalantly as I can. I say it quickly. My tone of voice is shit, but fuck it; I can play this game too.




Chelsea looks like she doesn’t know what to say.




"So, what's your plan now then, spy girl."




She bites her lip as a blush of color washes through her cheeks; I should stop using those stupid fucking pet names I’ve been calling her.




"Well, we need to get out of Aruba."




I bark out a laugh; "No shit."




Chelsea gives me a look; "No, I mean thats the plan; literally. Langley wants us off the island for extraction.”




"And go where exactly?"




"Venezuela, to the mainland."




I snort out another laugh, shaking my head; "No fucking way."




Fuck that; hell no. I'm never going back to that place I used to call home; not after they threw me in that hell hole of a prison.




She shrugs; "Well, those are my orders, and I'm taking you with me.”




For the eight-hundredth time, I think about how easy it would be to run. It might not be a great plan, but it’s sure as fuck better than going back there. I mean what would she even do to stop me? What’s she gonna do, insult me? She’s got bullets now, apparently, for that stupid gun she’s been carrying around. But bullets or not, she wouldn't shoot me.




I’m pretty sure.




I frown as I stare out at the ocean, swallowing the pill of this reality. Deep down, I know she’s my one way out of this whole fucking mess. Well, probably, at least; I’m still working that out in my head.




"So, any idea how two people with no passports leave Aruba?"




She looks at me, her brow knitted in this adorable way that I try to ignore; "I was hoping you knew. I mean you got in here without one."




I laugh coldly; "Yeah, but it involved killing two assholes with guns and stealing a boat."




"Oh." Her eyes linger on me, and a shadow of a look that might just be fear crosses her face.




“They were about to throw me over the side to die in the ocean; don’t get all touchy-feely about it sweet cheeks.” 




Her gaze lingers a moment longer, but she drops her eyes to the ground and kicks a rock with her sandal.




“OK so maybe I know a way off.” I flash her a grin and wink at her; “You’ll just have to ask me nicely I guess.”




She sighs and looks up at me, clearly wrestling with something behind her eyes; "Look, are you going to be like this?"




"Like what." I say evenly, knowing full well what an immature dick I'm being about this.




"This…just-"




"OK fine, yes."




She frowns; "Yes you're going to keep acting like an asshole?”




"No," I roll my eyes and smirk at her; "I mean yes I know how to get us out of Aruba. I know a guy with a plane who owes me a favor or five."




"Where?"




"A ways," I look across the mostly empty street at an old jeep standing empty by itself; “Think the C.I.A. would mind if you added ‘cars’ the the list of stolen vehicles so far?”
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We drive to the airport in the Jeep in total silence, with Javier brooding behind the wheel and me chewing on my nails as I stare out the passenger window. That vortex of regret and confusion inside is still raging, though now at least there are trails and tendrils of coherent thoughts trickling through.




Coherent thoughts like me wondering why I allowed that to happen. I mean, I don't do "flings on the beach" like some sort of sorority girl on spring break. Not ever, and certainly not with criminals like Javier Toro.




God, is that colluding? I think to myself, shivering at the thought.




Why couldn’t I say no to him? More importantly, why couldn't I say it to myself? Why couldn’t I say no to the pure need I had for him




The thought occurs to me that I still wouldn’t trust myself to say no even now; not when it comes to this man with the almost frightening and dangerously magnetic draw sitting next to me.




I've had to think for myself for longer than I should have had to do. Quinn and Reagan were already older when our dad passed, and it's not like I wasn't amply provided for, but I guess I just went inside my own head more often than not. I've made all the right choices, gone to all the right schools and programs, and aced all the tests to get to where I am today with the Agency.




So why do I slip up now?




I think back to Javier teasing me about joining because of my dad. Truth be told though, he was right.




*****




I'm not supposed to be in here, but my aunt is out late and the household staff is already gone for the evening.




And honestly, he's been dead for a year; at the risk of being insensitive, I don't think my dad will be upset that I went into his study.




I'm not even entirely sure what I'm looking for when I push open the heavy wooden doors and step into the musty oldness of the room. It smells like him in here, and I feel a pang in my chest at the still fresh hurt of his passing. I trace my fingers over books that line the shelves; some that I remember him reading to us, some that I remember him reading to himself there in his reading chair, and some I just plain don't know.




I take one down at random and sit in my father's chair. Again, I’m unsure why I’m here, even if I know it’s probably just to try and keep him close though he's gone. It's as if wrapping myself in his life and the scent of him keeps me close to his memory.




The book is Mark Twain's "War Prayer", and what starts as me leafing through the forward ends with me curling into a ball in the chair and reading the whole thing straight through.




“If you would beseech a blessing upon yourself, beware! Lest without intent you invoke a curse upon your neighbor at the same time.”




I go to close the book, but a piece of paper tumbles from the last page into my lap:




33 - 19 - 7




Years of treasure hunts, mystery books, puzzles, and brain twisters with my father have me grinning as soon as I see the numbers; I know exactly what they are.




My eyes drag up to the combination safe sitting darkly in the corner of the room beneath a mahogany table covered in maps. I've have no memory of my father being anywhere close to that safe, and in fact I barely remember noticing it before this very moment. But I'm stepping towards it, slowly, reverently; the page of scrawled numbers held tight in my hand.




I'm not sure what I’m expecting when the dial clicks for the third time. Money? Jewels? Horrible family secrets?




Certainly not books; twelve of them, to be exact.




They're all bound in the same leather, and marked with the same stamp across the cover: “W.A.” I pull one from its forgotten tomb and bring it into the light. It's when I open to the first page that  for the first time since entering the room, I start to cry.




They're diaries; all twelve of them are my father's diaries. 




It's everything we never knew about what it is he did. Our father's company historically sold weapons, but it was a subject he always hated to talk about. For all his traveling to conflict zones- well, we put two and two together and got "making deals."




Except they weren't the deals we all thought, as I learn in the books; not by a mile. They aren’t deals of war at all.




He was dealing peace.




The diaries tell of building hospitals in war-torn areas; orphanages in places of sickness and strife, wells where there was no water. Logan and Hudson and Bryce are in there as well, off with him changing the world across the pages of his life sitting in my lap, as I cry here in the now.




So why is it a girl like me, from a family like mine, ends up in the C.I.A.?




Because my father wanted to save the world, in any way he could. 




And apparently, so do I.




*****




"Oh, she's not as scary as she looks from the outside."




Esteban, Javier's pilot friend pats the fuselage of the rusted-looking single-engine plane with a big grin on his round, friendly face; "She flies like a dream; you won't feel a single bump.”




I can hear Javier snort behind me; right.




Esteban and Javier move off to the side, embracing again and cracking jokes as I skeptically eyeball the rickety-looking plane again. But hey, beggars can't be choosers, as they say, and Esteban was perfectly willing to take us out of Aruba and fly us to Venezuela without asking so much as a single question.




We've already established on the drive here that that it'd be best to keep the nature of our relationship - or, lack thereof - away from Esteban; or who I am, for that matter. He’s hardly prying, but as far as the portly pilot knows, his old pal Javier the criminal needs a lift under the radar to the mainland, and I'm just his - what, accomplice?




His girlfriend?




Don’t be weird. 




"He's not really a questions guy, anyways," Javier says on the drive over; "We go way back; he owes me one.”




*****




"So how do you know Tio Torito?”




So much for not being a questions guy.




I start to respond, yelling and still not even hearing the sound of my own voice over the loudness of the prop engine, before Esteban grins and reaches over to turn my headset on. The sound of his friendly laugh coming through my headphones signals they're on.




“What?”




He snorts a laugh, grinning and shooting a quick look back at Javier sleeping in the cramped backseat of the plane behind where I sit up front with Esteban; “His- how do you- his nick name? My kids call him that. It means Uncle little-bull literally, but I think it loses something in translation.”




I grin, allowing myself to laugh into the mouthpiece which helps my nerves with the wild shaking of the plane; “I don’t think it loses a thing in translation, actually,” I say, laughing; “And I guess it’s complicated," I finish with a small smile and a shrug; “How I know him.”




He laughs, "Yeah, that sounds like Javier." He rubs his chin and grins to himself, as if reliving old times.




"So you guys are old smuggling buddies?" I cringe a little as the words tumble out of my mouth, wondering if I've just crossed some sort of criminal code by even asking.




Esteban just chuckles though and shakes his head; "Me? No, no, no, that’s not my business. I mostly do commercial jobs. Todo en los libros; everything on the books. It’s all on the level.” He grins, pantomiming a straight line with his hand; “No bandito stuff for me, but sometimes, an old friend like Javier asks me to fly something, and I just decide not to look at what it is." He turns to me, his wide face smiling; "I thought it might be rude this time to ask you to sit in the cargo-hold." he says with a wink.




"He helped me, you know,” He says after another minute of rumbling, shaking silence in the plane.




"Hmm?"




"Javier; thats how we know each other." Esteban nods slowly to himself; "He was in Peru, during the uprising when the Communists were fighting the government. My wife and I and our three girls were hiding out by the docks, apparently in one of his holding warehouses. But when he found us, it wasn't even a question. He was small-time, back then; tiny boats, no planes, none of the tricks he used later. He was there to bring some crates of whatever he was moving then onto that boat and get away before the rioters got to the port, but he took us instead; no questions asked."




Esteban smiles to himself; "I asked him for a long time what was in those boxes that he'd left behind when he took us; you know, to pay him back. But he never told me, and that son of a bitch never lets me pay him back a penny." He turns to me with a shrug; "So, that's how I know him."




"I didn't know that part of him, I guess." I say quietly, turning to look out the window at the clouds streaking past us.




"He's a complex man. He's seen too much, I'll give him that, and he got in deep with the wrong people a few years ago, when he was up in New York."




He got in deep with the wrong people a few years ago, up in New York. Like, around the time he started pressuring Logan with blackmail and ended up kidnapping him and my sister Quinn?




"In another world? In some other reality with different circumstances?" Esteban jerks his thumb over his shoulder at the sleeping Javier; “He'd probably be president somewhere, or a Saint."




I bite my lip as I turn and let my eyes linger on the man sleeping behind me; the man who's got me turned around and inside-out in ways I've never felt before. 




"So, you two are…" Esteban trails off and gives me a conspiratorial wink.




I blush furiously and shake my head; "Oh, no, no nothing like that," I say, way too quickly as my cheeks burn.




Esteban suppresses a knowing grin and just shrugs; "Hey, it’s none of my business, señorita. But as a friend to him?" He turns, looking into my eyes; "Be nice to that one. He's a better man than you’d ever know by just looking at him; remember that.”
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If I was confused about everything with Javier before, I don't know what to think after talking with Esteban. It's a side of Javier I've never even considered. I mean, in my mind, he's a villain. I might've been having ridiculous thoughts as of late of him being my villain, or whatever, but a bad guy he remains in my head. 




Except the story from the plane changes all that. The selfless, charitable Javier? I'm not sure I've ever met that side of him, and suddenly I'm curious what else there is to know about this man - this criminal - that he's managed to bury so deep.




We say goodbye to Esteban at a small airfield cut into the forest that can only be a remnant of Javier's smuggling days, and hop into one of the beat-up pickup trucks parked near the end of the crude runway.




We sit in silence as we drive through the trees. My mind is a blur as it spins with all the new thoughts and opinions about the man sitting next to me, and this whole crazy adventure we've been on for the last few days. And that’s what it is, really; a fantasy adventure. This whole beach-life existence of being on the run, with the threat of danger and the thrill of the unknown around every corner and in every shadow has been a fantasy. It's been like a joy-ride of avoiding real life and avoiding the inevitable for the last few days, and somehow that ride has culminated into crashing into one another in ways I don't think either of us expected. 




Javier Toro is literally the last man on Earth I should have ever had anything to do with, let alone sleep with. I want to blame the craziness of our shared experience, or the adrenaline thrill of the chase, or hell, the tequila. But I know none of that's fair to blame for this.




Because really, I don't even know if "blame" is the right word anymore.




Maybe it’s “thank”.




He's like an onion, and I just keep pulling back layers to see just how deep this man goes. And just when I think I have Javier pinned down and figured out, I get a story like Esteban's about his past, and everything gets shaken up all over again. 




I'm still stewing about the whole thing when we pull up to a hotel by the beach. I'm silent as he signs us in, paying with probably the last of his stolen cash. I say nothing in the elevator as we slowly rise. I can't talk, because I don't trust myself.




I don't trust myself to deny that I still want him, however wrong it may be.




My mind is honestly made up before we even make it off the elevator, but it's not until he closes the door to the room behind us that I turn on him. 




Javier looks stunned as I shove him back against the door, hard, and slink into him as I mash my lips to his. It's fevered, and full of lust and pure need as I kiss him with everything I have; just needing to escape back into him and the fantasy he brings.




He growls suddenly and shoves me away from him, his eyes blazing as he wipes my kiss from his lips with the back of his hand; "Fuck you," He mutters, his gaze burning intently at me.




"Well fuck you too!" I explode at him. My pulse is pounding through my veins as I tense every muscle in my body.




“I’m not going to play this bullshit back and forth with you, Chelsea,” He says, his teeth bared and his eyes leveled on mine; “I’m not going to play ‘guess the fucking mood of the hour’ with you.”




“You know what, forget it,” I spit out; “Fuck you for bringing me into all your bullshit, for bringing me into all this," I choke out a harsh laugh as I jut my jaw out at him; “And fuck you for invading my life!" I hate him, and I also want him with every piece of my being, and the war between the two is making my whole body spin wildly out of control. 




"Oh, I invaded your life?!" He roars; the muscles of his arms bunching and tensing; "Just who walked into who's life here, Special Agent Archer."




He steps forward suddenly, snakes his hand into my hair, and pulls me into him as he kisses me. His lips and his mouth devour mine, and for brief half-second I melt into him before the rage comes rushing back like a flood and I shove him away.




"That is exactly what I mean!" I yell at him, pointing my finger into his chest; "You can't just fucking kiss me you prick! It doesn’t work that way!”




Javier's dark eyes narrow at me; "You kissed me first," He growls. He takes another step closer to me, and when I start to back away, he grabs me roughly by the wrists and yanks me close; "But I will kiss you, and I will do anything else I want to you whenever I damn well please, princess."




"I dare you to try it and see what happens,” I spit out, feeling a tingling warmness inside at the rough way he's holding me still by the wrists.




He leans close; “Watch me,” He speaks darkly into my ear, sending shivers down my whole body.




“You’re a pig.” I whisper back, feeling every inch of his body press against mine.




“Don’t even try, princess,” He growls right into my ear, making my knees week as I hold back the moan threatening to fall from my lips; “Don’t even try to pretend that you’re not dying know what it’d be like for me to take you any way I please. To tie you up, to dominate you, and to make you feel every inch of my cock when I fuck you like you’ve never been fucked in your life.”




Oh, fuck.




This time I can’t hold back the moan, and this time, it’s me that’s gasping as I mash my lips to his. My knees feel like jelly and the throbbing heat between my legs is threatening to engulf us both as I feel him respond to my whimpered, fevered kiss. He growls into my mouth, pushing us back towards the wall of the room by the windows. His tongue slides across mine as his hands yank my hands up over my head as he groans and presses his hardness against me.




I gasp suddenly as I feel him start to twist the curtains covering the windows around my wrists, and I break the kiss to gape at him. He’s grinning wickedly at me as he snakes the cotton and lace of the material around my hands, tying it tightly before he trails his hands back down my arms and over my heaving chest. His hands suddenly grab at the front of my flimsy tank top and he tears it in two as he rips it from my body like some sort of nuisance that got in the way of him getting to me. But then he’s kissing me again, tasting my moans as his fingers yank at the button of my shorts before slipping inside to slide easily through the slickness between my thighs. A finger pushes inside of me and he growls at how wet I am as his lips trail down to my neck, biting and sucking the sensitive skin there.




“I’m going to make you come like you’ve never come before, princess.” He whispers darkly into my ear, his fingers plunging in and out of my wetness while his thumb presses and rubs in agonizingly slow circles around my clit.




“Is that a promise or a threat.” I husk back, my arms straining above my head at the binds of the curtains.




“Both,” He growls as his teeth nip at my ear. He suddenly flips me quickly around and presses me against the window. His fingers curl inside of me, stroking at such a perfect angle as I squeeze my thighs together. His other hand begins to yank my shorts down around my knees, and by the time I hear the buckle of his belt hit the floor, I’m practically ready to explode just from his fingers and the promise of what’s to come.




I can feel his cock then, burning hot and so hard as it slides against the skin of my inner thighs while he fingers my dripping wet pussy.




“Please…” I moan, arching my ass back and straining against the curtains holding my hands above my head. I’ve never done this before; I’ve never let a man take away my control so completely like this. But I’m moaning for him, pushing back and so desperate for him that I’m literally begging for his cock. And the worst part is, I love every single thing about this moment.




His fingers continue their slow tease of my clit while he slides my panties down my legs to pool around my knees with my shorts. I can hear the tear of foil and then the feel of his cock as he slides it over the tender, dripping, and desperate lips of my sex.




“Oh, you can do better than that, princess,” He growls into my ear, his tongue and his teeth teasing the lobe there.




I’m moaning now, practically panting for him as I sag against the binds of the curtains holding me by the arms; “Please,” I beg again, arching my back as I desperately try and push back against him; “Fuck me like you mean it.”




Oh, yeah, that does it. 




I cry out as he enters me then, his fingers pressing into my clit and holding me open as every inch of his impressive cock slides inside of me. And when he starts to fuck me, it’s wild, and animalistic, and raw. His hands grip my hips hard enough to leave sweet, deliciously bruised reminders for days to come, and when he pulls my hair firmly but gently, exposing my neck to his sucking lips and teeth, I know he’s right - 




I’ve never been fucked like this before.




He pulls my hair harder, making me gasp in pleasure and pain as his thrusting becomes deeper and faster, his thumb rolling over my clit and making my knees all but buckle beneath me. This is raw, and so fucking hot that I’m practically ready to come already.




His hand comes down across my ass, making me gasp as the flat of his palm leaves a sweet stinging warmth across my skin there. I cry out, moaning my pleasure to the window as I let this man take me like I’ve never been taken before. His palm comes down to spank me again, making me whimper as I strain against the curtains firmly holding my arms above my head. The insistence of his thumb, and the grinding pressure of his perfect cock against that sweet spot just inside has my orgasm roaring through me like a tidal wave. He thrusts into me once more, and when I come, I know I’m falling from a height I’ve never been to before.




Javier roars as he rocks in deep and explodes within me; his muscled arms circling around my body to hold me tightly against him as we both gasp for breath and sanity in the glow of the aftermath.




He unties me and helps me to the shower, where he gently kneels between my legs and curls his tongue through my lips. He teases and gently coaxes me over that edge again with that wicked tongue of his until I’m pushing my hands through his hair and crying out his name as I come against his mouth.




Later, I curl against him on the balcony outside our room. And with my head on his chest and his hand stroking my hair, we watch the sun dip low until it melts into the ocean. I’m not thinking about any of it; none of the worry or the reality of what life might have in store for us, because in that matter, it just doesn’t matter.




And I never, ever want this to end, except I know it has to.




Just, not right now; not yet.
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Chelsea frowns into the phone, chewing on her lip as some asshole on the other end of the line screams at her. It's probably that dickhead Koufax she's been talking to, the guy that keeps jerking us around; telling us to lie low, then jump the country, and who even knows what next.




"Yes- yes sir, of course."




God, I can't even imagine using words of respect and power like "sir" with fuckwits like Koufax. I guess this might be a pretty sure sign of what they like to call my "problem with authority", but it's also one of the reasons I guess I've never had a "real" job. I can stomach a lot of bullshit, and I can and have gone up against some seriously hard-as-nails motherfuckers. Shit, I've even been in the military. But saying "yes sir" and "no sir" to some asshole you can't even try to respect? No fucking way.




Chelsea's eyes are blazing with all the stuff I'm sure she wants to say to this prick, but she bites her tongue, figuratively, and chews her lips quite literally in this adorable way that gets me smiling and my cock twitching.




Ok, she's also sitting in bed next to me without a single piece of clothing on. I also can't keep my eyes off those perfect fucking tits just begging me to play with them, phone-call to the C.I.A. or not.




I slide closer to her, running one hand up her spine and making her shiver as she whips around to grin at me silently as she nods at something that asshole on the phone is saying. But then my hands slide further around, until my fingers trace over the side of her breast, teasing the skin there until I move them to her rosy nipple. Chelsea’s eyes snap back to mine and she quickly shakes her head "no".




I just nod a yes in response.




"Wha- oh, yes of course sir."




I run my hands down to her hips flipping her onto her side and pulling her ass back towards me in one motion.




"What are you doing?!" She hisses, covering the phone with her hand; "Javier, let me talk on the-"




She gasps as my fingers slip between her legs and find her wet and ready for me, and when I push a finger deep inside of her, she bites her hand hard before turning her broken attention back to the phone.




I use my other hand to continue to coax and pull her hips back, until somehow I've got her face down on the bed with her perfect apple ass up in the air right in front of me.




It’s the best view int he fucking world, and it’s exactly where I want her.




I tease the flushed skin of her ass with my fingertips, and she chokes back a whimper as she nods at something on the phone. I'm leaning down then and using my hands to spread her wide open for me, and I groan as my cock throbs at the sight of her like that. 




She gasps again as my tongue slips into her folds, teasing her and tasting her sweet honey as I push it deep inside of her. I'm using one hand to pull her by the ass back against my tongue while the other slips beneath to rub my thumb across her clit in slow, teasing circles.




"Are you fucking crazy?" She hisses, trying to look back at me while she covers the phone; "Get your tongue away from me!"




"Get your pussy away from my tongue then, princess," I growl, before dragging my tongue across her clit and making her shudder against me.




I want to make her come like this; I want to make her explode on my tongue as she does everything in her power not to let the douche on the phone know she's orgasming at the hands of the very man she's supposed to be arresting. But my cock is almost painfully hard, and right then, I want to bury every single inch of it into this perfect girl lying ass up in front of me like some sort of perfect offering.




She hangs the phone up and arches her ass back towards me as I start to tear open a condom and line my cock up with her opening.




“Wait.” Her cheeks are bright red as she bites at her bottom lip, her eyes full of heat as she looks at me; “No, never mind.” She says, her cheeks glowing darker as her eyes scan over my face.




Ok, now I’m curious.




I ease the head of my cock between her lips, making her moan softly; “Spit it out, princess,” I growl, teasing her clit with my head.




“I want you to be bad,” She says quietly, her eyes darting across my face as her cheeks flame with red; “And I want to be bad for you.”




“You have my full and undivided attention.” I say thickly, aching to burying every inch in her molten center, but dying to hear what she’s trying to say.




“Tie me up again; like last time.” Her voice is tight, her face flush with desire; “Tie me up, tie me down, and make me yours.” Her voice is barely above a whisper, but it instantly has my cock harder that it’s ever been.




Chelsea yelps as I grab her wrists and pull them behind her back. I can feel her breath catching quicker and faster as I snatch up her panties from where we’ve previously discarded them amongst the sheets, and start to wrap them around her wrists, pulling them together and knotting them.




“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck.”




She’s moaning out words and I’m still barely even touching her. I grab the belt from my shorts and start to loop it around her ankles, pulling it tight as she moans into the sheets until I cinch it tightly and sit back to admire my handwork; it’s one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen. 




My blood is pumping like fire as I move back behind her, holding her by her tied and trussed wrists as I ease my cock against her dripping wet pussy. She whimpers as I start to push in, and I’m choking out a gasp at how unbelievably tight she is as I slowly slide every inch of myself into her.




“So good!” She moans out, unable to move and impaled on my shaft.




Jesus Christ this girl is fucking perfect.




She writhes and undulates beneath me as much as she can as I start to fuck her like that; perfect, prim Chelsea Archer tied up and at my mercy and whimpering for my cock. The pure rush of it sends a charge through my whole being, and I start to rock in and out of her faster and faster. My muscled hips pummel and slap against the sweet curve of her ass, and her moaning cries of pleasure are like a symphony in my ear as she melts under my touch.




“Faster! Oh fuck yes!” She cries out, arching back into me as much as she can as her body begins to tremble. Her cheek is against the sheets, her eyes squeezed shut and her mouth parted as her breath pants through her perfect lips. I grab her hips tightly in my hands as I thrust into her hard and deep, moving my hips faster and faster in time with her angelic cries. She’s so impossibly tight with her legs strapped together like that, and I’m gritting my teeth as I slide my cock in and out of her faster and faster, down to the very base on every thrust. 




“Fuck me harder! Oh GOD yes!”




And when she comes, it’s like a bomb going off as she absolutely explodes around me. The shockwaves of her orgasm rock through me as she clamps down tight around my cock, and I roar out her name as I erupt inside of her.




*****




She’s curled in my arms later, nestled tight against me as we lie on the bed and look out the open balcony doors at the ocean.




“Chelsea?”




We’ve been talking about whatever; about life, and funny stories from her childhood and my smuggling days, but she’s gone suddenly quiet halfway through talking about the time she sprained her wrist as a kid.




I lift my head off the pillow and look to find her eyes closed and the quiet sound of her breathing the only response to my question. I grin to myself as I lean down to kiss her eyelids before settling back and looking up at the ceiling.




God what the fuck is happening to me with this girl? I’m kissing eyelids, and telling stories about childhood; I’m fucking cuddling. I’m fairly positive I’ve never cuddled in my whole damn life. Part of me is freaking out, and wondering when the other shoe is going to drop, but I quickly shove that negative asshole part of my inner voice out of my head. 




Because call it whatever you want; maybe it’s some sort of Stockholm Syndrome thing were I’m actually falling for my captor, or maybe I’m just out of practice of being on the run.




But no, fuck that. It doesn’t matter what the cause is, because the only thing that matters right then is this angel safe in my arms.




And I’m going to do everything in my power to make sure she stays just like that; safe, and in my arms. 
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I'm toying with the last of my late breakfast, pushing the eggs and fruit around my plate as I let my mind wander to what might happen in the next twenty-four hours.




Because in twenty-four hours, this whole thing - whatever this thing may be - officially has an expiration date.




Koufax's words echo emptily around my head; “Keep him in place and stay where you are. I'll be down by tomorrow with a team for extraction." He chuckles quietly, almost to himself; "You've done a hell of a job, Agent; a hell of a job. Just stay where you are."




Except staying where I am is pretty hard when I've already been hurling so fast from where I was a few days ago. At this point, I don't even know if I could stop if I wanted to. And quite suddenly, I don't want this to end. Whatever this thing is between Javier and I - the criminal and the cop like some sort of cliche from a movie - I want to see where it goes and what happens next.




I don’t want it to end in less than a day.




You could run.




Right. Besides the ramifications of losing my job and probably going to federal prison, I couldn't not talk to my sisters about this. I owe them that, even if they're going to hate me for it. I'm not even sure how I'd begin to tell them that I'm falling- fuck - that I'm...tangled up in confusing ways with the one man on Earth I should hate the most. How do I tell them that the devil that almost destroyed our family has somehow saved me in more ways than I can count?




Javier clears his throat, startling me from my thoughts; "Daydreaming?"




"Something like that," I smile, sipping the lukewarm coffee in my cup.




"You know, you can just say the word, princess, and I'll drag you upstairs and tie you back up again if you don't think you've gotten enough."




He winks at me, the dimples of his grin curving up and making me warm in all sorts of places beside the blush on my face.




Uh, yes please.




I'm about to open my mouth and tell him to throw me over his shoulder, take me upstairs, and fuck me like he just did before; where I could barely remember my own name afterwards. But he stands from his chair before I can say a word.




"Lets go for a drive. I want to show you something." I'm frowning at him quizzically, but he grabs me by the hand and leads me out of the hotel garden, through the lobby, and out to the battered pickup from yesterday.




The one I assumed is his. Or maybe stolen. I realize I don't know anymore and I that I also don't really care, because I'm too busy caring about - well - something else. I'm tied up and twisted around with this man who is the single last person I need to have any of these feeling for. This whirlwind of whatever this is has me looking at things differently; has me seeing myself differently.




Yikes, three days in paradise and I’m falling for a criminal. What is fucking wrong with me?




*****




We leave the bigger town around the hotel and the beach scene behind as we drive up the coast and into the trees. Javier hasn't said a word since we left the hotel, but I'm too preoccupied with staring out the window at the villages, the towns, the fields, and the incredible vistas that pass by as he he switches us off paved roads to less paved ones to a deeply rutted dirt one.




Thirty bumpy minutes later, we pull into the main square of a village that time and people seems to have forgotten. Javier shuts off the engine and jerks open the creaky, rusted door of the truck, stepping out on the hot-baked earthen ground of the village square. I climb out, standing there in the deserted town, silent but for the wind rustling through the empty windows and the ocean waves in the distance. The whole place is empty, but it's almost beautiful in it’s silence and it's emptiness.




"Where-" I look around, finally turning back to meet Javier's eyes; "Where are we?"




"We're home," He says quietly, a sad smile on his face as he looks across the crumbling town, the houses with the caved-in roofs and the forest slowly reclaiming them, and the sprigs of weeds growing through the stone of the square; "My home."




My eyes go wide as I stare at him.




"I grew up here, a long long lifetime ago. My mother, she- well, she couldn’t take care of my anymore, back in Spain. So I came here to my abuelo and abuela’s house; my dad’s parents.”




Wow. I guess whatever "this" is, it's intimate enough that he's taken me here.




It's intimate enough that I'm so glad he did.




He turns and smiles at me, before stepping around the truck and taking my hand; "Want the grand tour?" he says with a wink.




"Definitely."




*****




We finally make our way to the old, steepled Spanish-style church perched on the edge of a cliff at the far end of the main square; its crumbling glory looking out over the rocking waves of the ocean.




"What happened here?"




He shrugs; "Governments change, people change; people move on." He nods somberly as we stand on the church steps, looking out over the ancient ruins of his youth; "I moved on long before the rest of them did, but you sort of always think someone will be there with the lights on when you come back someday."




"Why'd you show me this?"




He chuckles; "I thought you needed a change of scenery from just the ceiling above the bed back at the hotel."




I stick my tongue out at him and punch him playfully in the arm; "Dick."




"Oh, tired of that already?"




Uh, no.




All this charm and this sarcasm is just a covering though; I know that. I can see that it's the armor he wears to protect himself, to always stay aloof and one step ahead of whatever fate he thinks he's shackled to, or whatever demons from his past are still chasing him.




"You know, you can drop it around me."




He arches a brow at me; "What?"




"The whole bad-boy thing."




He grins as he grabs my hand and brings it to the front of his pants, making me grin as I feel him; "You think I'm a little boy, princess?"




I blush and roll my eyes; "Hardly. C’mon, you know what I mean."




"I know what you mean." He says quietly, dropping the cockiness as he moves closer to me, kissing my cheek and making me close my eyes and lean into him.




"What are we doing?" I whisper quietly into his ear as his lips move to my neck and nibble at the skin there.




"I have no idea, beautiful, but I don't care." He husks back, kissing my ear.




"Well- I mean what happens next?"




He pulls back and shrugs as he meets my eye; "Why worry about it when we have right now?"




"Because you need to think about the future, Jav-"




He silences me with a soft, perfect kiss on my lips, and I melt.




"Sometimes it's best just to live in the now, Chelsea," He says gently as he pulls back from my lips; "And the now, here with you, is the only place I ever want to exist.”




*****




We sit on the crumbling alter steps inside the church later, watching the sun set over the ocean through the missing back wall of the building. With how nature is slowly reclaiming the place, it's almost like being in a cave, with the moss creeping up the sides and the tropical birds quietly chirping in the rafters.




We're sipping on rioja and munching on the cheese and crackers that Javier surprised me with as I let myself lean back into him.




“You know I talked to Koufax yesterday.” I almost want to swallow the words back up the second they leave my lips. Somehow it seems even worse saying them here in this perfect setting, even if they are inevitable.




“I know, and I figured the clock was ticking.”




“I don’t want it to.”




“Death and taxes, princess,” He chuckles behind me, “The only two certainties in this life.”




“There are others, you know,” I say quietly, slipping my fingers into his; “Certainties, that is.”




Javier growls and rolls me over on top of him, my legs around his waist and his hands on my hips; “Oh, I can definitely think of some other certainties, beautiful.” He leans up to gently bite my earlobe, making me groan against him; “Certainties, like me making you come like you’ve never come before.”




He starts to slip his fingers into the waist of my shorts, and my eyes go wide as I stare down at him; “What, here?” I say, biting my lip and darting my eyes around the space where we are. I’m hardly the most religious person in the world, but it seems like sacrilege somehow, to do that here.




Javier laughs; “What, never had sex in a church before?”




“No!” I say, blushing before I look at him; “Wait, have you?”




Javier makes an exaggerated face like he really has to think about it, and I punch him in the arm before he starts laughing and leans up to kiss my pouting face; “I’m kidding, Chelsea. No, I’ve never done that.” His fingers grip my skin harder, and I can feel his cock pressing hot and hard against me through far too many layers of clothes; “Too much?” He says, nodding at the church around us.




I shake my head, trying not to moan as he grinds his hardness into my mound. 




“Good,” He growls, fire sparking in his dark eyes as he starts to push my shorts off  the curve of my ass; “Because I’m going to make you see God, princess.”




He rolls us over as he pulls my shorts off my legs and runs his fingers over the damp gusset of my panties. He’s pushing my tank top up over my body, his lips hungrily moving to my sensitive nipples as they’re freed to the air. I gasp as his tongue flicks across one and then the other, sending bolts of electric desire buzzing through me as his fingers begin to move in circles around my pussy through my panties.




His mouth trails down my body, biting and licking and dragging his tongue down my skin until he gets to the waist of my panties. He growls like an animal as he strips them off of me, and I gasp as his tongue finds me dripping wet and ready for him. He’s slow and teasing with his mouth, despite the fierce look in his eyes, and he’s got me riding that wave higher and higher as he slowly guides me towards my release with his tongue working magic across my clit. When I come, it’s his name I’m crying out, raking my nails across his scalp and shoulders as he licks me all the way through my orgasm.




“Get up here,” I gasp, dragging him up my body and mashing my lips against his. I’ve never tasted myself before, but I find my body reacting with even deeper arousal and need for him as I taste my sweetness across his lips.




I’m spreading my legs wide for him as he yanks his shirt and shorts off, revealing that chiseled, hardened body that has me question my very sanity. Because whatever happens next - whatever happens later - we’ve got right here and right now. And as crazy as it sounds, and is, I just want to exist right here with this man that has me looking at the world in entirely different ways.




He reaches for the pocket of his shorts, but I grab his wrist; “Wait, no.” He turns, a questioning look on his face; “Leave it,” I say quietly.




Javier’s eyes blaze as a grin begins to spread over his face; “You got me, princess. Never in a church, and never without-”




“Me neither.”




He grins; “Church or condom?”




“Neither,” I say, rolling my eyes and reaching down between us to wrap my fingers around his impressive girth; “Now are you going to give me this gorgeous cock or what?”




“You’re the boss, agent,” He growls. I yelp as his hands grab my thighs and spreads them wide as he eases the head of his cock inside of me. We both cry out and he slides through my wetness deeper and deeper; raw and bare as he sheaths himself inside of me.




“Oh my God-“ I moan, throwing my head back and moaning before looking up into the eyes of this man who’s somehow gotten under my skin, into my head, and into my heart in ways I never saw coming. It’s just him and I, with nothing between us as he begins to rock in and out of me. His hands move to circle around me and cradle my body to him as I wrap my legs around his muscled torso. We move as one, rocking harder and rhythmically, building slowly until our tempo begins to move faster. I can feel every beat of his heart through his skin and through his thickness filling me so perfectly. We move faster and faster, and as I start to fall and let myself go completely I know that I’m lost in such a perfect way; in a place where I never want to be found again.




My body convulses as the burning,throbbing, rippling sensation begins to spread out from my core; his body grinding against my clit and making me shudder as his cock throbs deep inside of me. 




“Chelsea, I’m going to-”




“Fill me, please.” I moan out. And as he roars out his climax, I can feel the heat of his release inside of me, and it’s more than I can possible withstand. I cry out as my orgasm tears through me like a roaring blaze, erupting out of every pore of my body as we come together, crashing against the other like waves on a shore.




Later, I’m pulling my panties back up and slipping his shirt over my head as I curl against him, letting myself drift into him as his arms move around me and draw me close. There are words I so desperately want to say, but I don’t since that would be absolutely crazy, given the whirlwind of the last few days.




I almost want to chastise myself for even thinking them, but I shake my head slowly, grinning to myself.




‘What’s wrong with me?’ Absolutely nothing. 




I can hear Javier’s breathing begin to even into a steady pace and I start to close my eyes. There’s absolutely nothing wrong about any of this; because this is perfect.




Until, of course, it isn’t.
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Perfection.




When I slowly wake to the melodic sounds of the birds and the slow crash of the waves with Chelsea in my arms, I know it’s the only word for it.




It's perfect.




I've got the freedom, and more importantly, I've got the girl. And for the first time in years there's actually a silence inside my head that I almost don't know what to do with. Is this what peace feels like? I feel like I've been at war of some kind or another for longer than I can even remember, to the point that I don't even know what to do with the sounds of silence.




I pull her closer to me, inhaling the scent of her hair and the warmth of her skin as she snuggles back against me. I'm not an idiot; I know the peace and the perfection and the freedom are temporary while we sit here in the eye of the storm waiting for the hammer to fall.




The freedom, the peace, and the girl.




Two of those things most definitely have an unavoidable expiration date in the near future. It's the third one I'm trying to figure out how to hold on to. Because after a lifetime of temporary friends, of fleeting familiarities, of burned bridges and torched relationships, I realize that for the first time ever, I'm with a person I simply can't imagine being away from.




And that scares the shit out of me.




But at the same time, when I allow myself to really think about it, there's another altogether new feeling spreading through me. Because really, I can't imagine letting her out of my arms. I mean, we could just stay here; right here in the stillness of the eye of the storm. Shit, we could stay right here in this village and raise chickens or something quaint and ridiculous like that. The bottom line though is, we could leave it all behind. I could leave all my bullshit behind once and for all, and for the first time since ever, I could just be happy.




Because with that life and this girl, I don't know how I couldn't be.




We'll just stay right here, and exist in this moment of peace for as long as we fucking want to.




I close my eyes and nuzzle back into her, and I must doze off for a second, because I don't hear a thing before it happens. I don't hear them, I don't see them, and I don't even know that our little sanctuary has been intruded upon until I feel the cold metal of a gun press into my temple.




Yeah, then I'm wide fucking awake.




"Rise and shine, sweetheart." Benson grins savagely as he leans over me; "Miss me, baby?"




Chelsea screams as she wakes to hands grabbing us. I roar and strain at the three men holding me down, fighting with every single ounce of my being as they tear her away from me. 




This isn't supposed to happen like this.




The peace and the silence and the perfection isn't supposed to end here; not like this, and not yet.




Chelsea is screaming my name, shoving fists and heels and elbows at the men holding her. I'm lunging for her, but the men holding me back shove me to the ground and start to cuff my hands behind my back. It's the single worst feeling I've ever felt, watching them drag her away and knowing there's nothing I can do.




The feeling is helplessness, and it's almost overwhelming in its power over me.




I'm yelling; roaring like a wild fucking animal with every ounce of my soul as the one thing I've ever cared about - the one girl in the world I've ever love-




Chelsea.




Arms haul me up, and I'm still roaring when Benson steps in front of me and grins; "Sleep tight, sweetheart." He brings the butt of his gun down on me, and the whole world goes dark.




*****




"You’ve been a bad, bad boy Toro."




Jesus, I’m getting tired of hearing that one.




I slowly open my eyes, wincing at the pain in the side of my head and the blinding overhead light lancing through my vision. I'm in a cement room, with a mirror on the wall in front of me and a window on another. I blink and turn to look through the window at an open warehouse of some kind, cement and windowless, with walls of electronics to one side, racks of weapons on another, and tables full of sleazy, roughneck guys playing cards or just shooting the shit.




Oh, right, I remember this life. Welcome home, asshole.




I realize I'm cuffed to a chair, and as I glance wildly around, ignoring the pain in my head, the voice comes from behind me; "Whose side are you on, Javier?"




Benson.




"Fuck you."




My former peer, my former comrade in arms walks around my chair until he's standing by my side. He grins darkly through his piggy face, his arms crossed over his chest as he leans against the cement wall behind him. 




"You're a brother, you know. You're a Blackriver brother; part of the family."




I snort and look away; "The hell I am."




Benson shakes his head and pantomimes clutching at his chest; "Oh, it hurts, Javier! Baby don't say those things!"




"I've stopped all that."




"You never do, Toro. No one just leaves the family."




I can feel the rage building inside of me as I flex my muscles and grit my teeth; glaring daggers at this man who I'd kill with my own bare hands right now if I could; "You left me to die, pendejo; I think that voids our contract."




Benson's lips curl into sneering smile; "Nah, we still own your ass."




“What the fuck do you want, Benson?”




I was terrible in Blackriver. I was a drunk, a gambler, disorderly, and had a major problem with authority. I also probably spent more time at boxing matches and whore-houses than I did actually shooting anything. They can't possibly want me back-




Fuck.




And then, like a curtain being lifted on a magician’s stage, I know exactly what's going on here. They don't want me at all. After all, what good is a disobedient, washed up criminal?




They want her.




Benson is a snake, and he sees the lights go on behind my eyes and chuckles; "Smart boy, Toro." He winks at me before going over to the mirror in front of us and knocking on the glass twice. The reflection turns to see-through glass as the lights come on in the room behind it, and I'm instantly growling and straining at my cuffs.




It's Chelsea, sitting in a metal chair similar to mine. Her wrists are cuffed to the arms, there’s a blindfold across her face, and big aviation headphones clamped around her ears.




Jesus Christ, she must be fucking terrified.




I'm straining and raging against my restraints before I even know what I'm doing; screaming her name and slamming the chair against the ground as I see red flood across my eyes. This scene is horribly familiar, and that's what cuts the deepest about it. Because a year ago, the man chuckling in front of me was me, the man in this chair was Logan Dempsey, and the girl across from me was Chelsea's fucking sister.




Benson just laughs; "Cool it, Toro; she can't hear you acting like a little bitch anyways."




I'll kill him. I swear to God I'll kill him.




"What do you want with her," I snarl through clenched teeth; "Money?"




Benson roars out a laugh, his whole body shaking as if it’s the funniest fucking thing he's ever heard; "Money?" He rolls his eyes and takes a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket. I spit when he offers me one, and he shrugs and sticks one in his mouth; "No, not money, Javier. You realize we're still one of the top contracts for the U.S. Government, right?" He chuckles as he flicks a zippo and brings the flame to the end of his cigarette. It glows red as he sucks in the acrid smoke before letting it stream back out through his nostrils.




"You have any idea how much money the Defense Department pays other people to fight their wars for them? You know what my fuckin stock would be worth if we went public?" He shakes his head, inhaling tobacco smoke; "No, Toro, she's not for money; she's a bargaining chip."




"For?"




He grins at me; "I think you know what for."




I frown; it's not me they want, not money, not-




"I think you'll find that we're on the same team here, Toro."




Fuck.




And then I know exactly what he wants; he wants the soldiers. They want William's boys - Logan, Bryce, and Hudson - the ones that got away. The ones that managed to leave Blackriver outside of a body-bag. They want the men who saw the shit we pulled working for these assholes, and they want to tie those loose ends up.




And they’re going to use the sister of the women they love and the daughter of the man who was a father to them all to get it.




The door behind me opens, and another man steps into my vision. He's wearing the look of a politician, with the expensive-looking suit, his hair slicked back, and even a little American flag pin on his lapel. Who the fuck is this guy?




Benson shakes his hand before turning back to me with a shark-grin on his face; "I guess you two have never actually met, but Javier, I'd like you to meet Agent Koufax of the C.I.A.”




Oh, fuck. Agent Koufax; the Agent Koufax, the man Chelsea's been in contact with. The man pulling the strings the entire fucking time. My heart starts to drop in my chest then, my guts twisting as the reality of the situation sinks in like hot lead on my skin. They've stacked the deck on this one; this is a losing fight.




"So, I'm going to ask you one more time, Toro," Benson leans close, tosses the cigarette away and lets the smoke stream past his lips as his eyes narrow at me; "Whose side are you on?"
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The lights are harsh and bright when they take the blindfold and the headphones away from me, and I blink and shiver at the sudden flood of senses hitting me again. I'm also cold, which is a feeling I've sort of forgotten after four days of paradise beach weather.




Slowly, my eyes adjust to the bright lights, and its then that I gasp and recoil suddenly as the whole nightmarish reality comes rushing back to me.




There are five of them in the room; men with guns in hands and cruel, stoic looks on their faces. I'm still blinking as my eyes dart wildly around the room as the door opens and a man I vaguely recognize walks in. 




“Afternoon, Agent.” He grins an evil smile as the look of shock spreads over my face; "Oh, please; don't insult me. Of course I know who you are, Chelsea." He smirks and pulls a nickel-plated gun from the holster on his hip, running his hands over it while his eyes bore into mine; "Your pals at the C.I.A. aren't nearly as sneaky with secrets as they'd like to think they are." 




I say nothing as I swallow the lump in my throat and try and stop the slow rush of adrenaline threatening to tear through my system. 




You've been trained for this, I tell myself, stealing my body and my mind to stay calm and level-headed; It's all meant to throw you off and scare you. Remember your training.




"My name is Benson," He says, pulling a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and sticking one between his lips; "Oh, we've met, Ms. Archer." He winks at me as he flicks a lighter and brings it up to his mouth. Smoke curls from the cup of his hands before he puffs on the cigarette between his lips and turns his eyes back on me; "I believe you shot at me, back in Aruba."




The man behind the bar, the night I saved Javier.




He grins as the recognition spreads over my face; "Do you know why you're here, Agent?" Benson arches a brow at me, the cigarette dangling from his lips as smoke curls around the wicked gleam in his eyes.




"Money?"




He snorts and starts to chuckle; "Jesus, you two are something else." He shakes his head; "No, Agent Archer, I'm not after money, but we'll get to that." His mouth curls into an wicked smile as he nods slowly at me; "You still have no idea how you wound up here, do you?"




I refuse to answer his questions or play his stupid mind games, so I pinch my lips shut and meet his eyes with my own look of resolve. I've had the training, and though this might be the first time out of a classroom that I've had to use it, I'll be damned if a man like this asshole is going to break me.




"I want to thank you by the way, for re-introducing me to my old pal Javier."




I stiffen then, the iron grip I'm trying to keep on my emotions beginning to shatter as I imagine whatever horrible things they've done or are even currently doing to him. I clench my jaw as I try not to think about what a man like Benson does to men who leave his services in the manner in which Javier probably did.




This is part of it, I know that. He's trying to get me to crack in some way by hanging Javier over my head, and I'm sure they're going to do the same thing with him using me. 




Remember the training and push it from your mind. Eyes on the goal, agent.




"Yes, me and your little boyfriend Toro have a lot of catching up to do." Benson starts to chuckle, shaking his head as he slowly puffs on his cigarette; "Hey, Toro!" He turns and knocks on the mirror behind him; "Why don't we all say hello!"




A light goes on, and suddenly the mirror fades to glass, and my eyes lock onto Javier.




But he's not tied down, or being tortured, or fighting to break free, like I'd imagined.




Not in the slightest.




He's standing right on the other side of the glass, un-cuffed, unrestrained, and his face blank as he meets my eyes, saying and doing nothing.




Do something! I want to scream; Fight!




But he does nothing except stare at me.




Benson chuckles again; "You know, we really couldn't have done it without him."




The words hit me like a slap in the face; like ice water rippling through my veins.




Javier.




The room starts to spin as Benson's words start to burn their way into my head, and I can feel my lungs squeezing out my breath as I stare at the man I thought I knew through the glass.




Fuck him. Fuck that fucking asshole.




I almost can't believe it, just because I don't want to believe it. But as the roaring in my ears erupts into a scream inside my head, I know its the truth.




He was in on it. He was the bait, and I was the mark this entire time. All of it - the escape, the thrill of the chase, the hiding-




Letting myself fall for him.




All of it was part of the plan, and I walked right fucking into it. I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to stop the spinning as the truth sears itself into my heart. The whole thing was a trap; set, lured, and sprung by Javier. 




And he even got to get a little taste of what he couldn’t have along the way.




The thought makes me sick to my stomach as I think of all the ways I gave myself to this man. It's like the twisting of a knife inside my chest as I think about the parts of my body, and the parts of my heart, that I let him have.




This can't be happening.




But there it is, writ large across his face through the glass. His eyes are unblinking, his mouth tight. Not a single word of protest, or one indication that anything I'm hearing isn’t true comes from him.




"Toro! Quit leering like a creep, buddy!"




Buddy.




Benson chuckles and raps on the glass again; "Come on in and say hello to the young lady, Javier."




He backs away from the glass, slowly walking out of the room he's in, before he suddenly appears in the doorway of mine.




Benson slides his arm over his shoulder; “It’s great to have him back. Thank you, agent; really."




He grins and as he turns to leave, he pats Javier on the back in a familiar way that has me dying inside as my heart just starts to shatter like glass.




The other men start to file out of the room, leaving Javier standing in the doorway, his eyes never blinking, his body still as stone; "Chelsea, I-"




"Fuck you." I whisper, shaking my head and willing myself not to cry.




"You don’t-”




I look away from him, my eyes dropping to the ground by my feet; “Please leave.”




"Chelsea-”




"Just, leave." I say quietly, feeling small, and stupid, and like I've just lost it all.




"This isn't over, you know.”




“Yes, it is.”
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I'm still cold later; much later when I'm alone in a new room, this one without mirrors or windows. I'm sitting up on the small cot in the dark, and though part of me just wants to sleep - to close my eyes and dream this all away - I know there's no way sleep is coming tonight.




Because temperature aside, there's a coldness inside of me that I know no sleep or blanket is going to warm.




Fuck him.




I'm angry. I'm angry at my circumstances, and Benson and the rest of Blackwater. And I'm livid at Javier. Javier the con man, the snake in the grass, and the criminal. The Agency always taught me that in the field, danger is always where you least expect it. 




I want to choke on the sour laugh in my throat. What about the danger you see clear as fucking day that you choose to ignore?




I shut my eyes and count backwards from twenty, trying to calm myself down. I can hate Javier, and Benson, and every turn of every event of the last few days that brought me right here to this cell, but I know deep down that none of that is who and what I'm really mad at.




Because the one I'm the most furious at is myself.




I hate that I let myself fall into it all; to be swept up in the bullshit of Javier and this whole adventure. I hate that I forgot who I was, and who my family was, and all the reasons why this man was the worst possible thing that could have happened to me. And I let all that slip away inside because I got so tangled up in his lies. Hook, line, and sinker; I swallowed the whole damn thing, like a stupid little girl.




I hug my knees tighter to my chest, and wonder if the Agency even knows that I'm missing yet.




Even more, I wonder if my family knows.




I squeeze my eyes shut, burrowing my face into my knees as every single regret, and every single pang of guilt I ever had about not telling my sisters about what I did comes rushing back at once. I should have told them. I know it's against the rules, but I don't know how much the rules matter at this point, when I'm locked in a cell.




I should have told you; I'm so sorry.




I wonder what the Agency will tell them, when they eventually realize what's happened; when they realize I'm dead. Protocol is something stupid like a plane crash or an accident of some kind; something cliched that wraps the whole affair up neatly with a sad but final little bow.




And they'll never know. My own sisters will never know what happened to me, and that might be the thought that hurts the most.




I'm scrunching my face up, determined not to cry, when I suddenly hear a shout from outside my door. There's the sound of a scuffle, of muffled yelling, and then a sickening crunch.




I sit bolt upright; my hands gripping the edge of the cot and my face tight as I stare at the door and the silence on the other side.




Something slams against the door, making me jump. The crash comes again; the sound of someone trying to break down the door. I shiver as it hits again, and again, and then a fifth time, before the door suddenly gives way and comes splintering into the room along with the figure crashing through it.




You've got to be kidding me.




Javier stands from the ground, shaking his head and wincing as he looks up suddenly and meets my wide eyes with his own fiery ones; "Let's go."




I stare at him in absolute shock; "Excuse me?"




"I said let's go, princess, now!" He runs to the door and looks quickly around the hallway before he ducks back inside and marches right over to the bed where I still haven't moved.




"We need to go righ-"




"What the fuck are you-“ I start to bat his hands away, shoving away from him. But suddenly he grabs me, and I gasp as he yanks me into his arms and kisses me. He kisses me with a passion I've never felt before, with a hunger and a fervor that I could've never imagined. For a moment, I want to believe it; I want to let myself slip back into this and drown delightfully in the fairytale fantasy.




It's just for a moment though.




I shove myself back from him, and before I can stop myself, my hand is slapping him hard across the mouth; "Fuck you!"




"Chelsea!"




"You- You- you set me up you fucking assh-"




He grabs me and shoves me agains the wall this time as his lips crash into mine again, and this time, I only whimper as I grab his face and kiss him back with every single ounce of my being.




"Koufax," he growls, breaking away from my lips for a moment; "Koufax sold you out. He's here, with Blackwater."




"What?" I stare at the man in front of me; the man that makes me feel things I've never felt, the man that fills me with contradictions and questions I've never had to face or answer.




But he's also the man I never want to stop kissing me; not ever.




"They think I'm back with them, Chelsea; it's why I couldn't say a damn thing earlier." He kisses me again, and I moan into his mouth as his powerful arms draw me tight against him; “Believe me, I wanted to kill them all right there with my bare fucking hands.” He growls, nipping at my lips.




So, what happens now?" I look around the room at the smashed-in door and the guard slumped on the ground; "What are you going to do?"




Javier grins; "I'm a criminal, remember? I’m a thief, and I’m going to do what I do best.” He winks at me; “Take something I want from people who I don't think should have her." He kisses me once more, fiercely, his arms holding me tightly as he sears his lips across my own.




“C’mon spy-girl, we're getting the fuck out of here.”
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The plan is insane. I know that beyond a shred of doubt, but it's not going to stop me from following through.




It's also not going to make me tell Chelsea what's really going on here, because if I did, she'd never go through with it.




But, as someone much wiser than me once said, insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. And you know what? I'm really fucking tired of doing the same thing every time. I'm tired of being the bad guy, I'm tired of forcing myself to be the worst version of myself just to get myself through another day of hating who I am.




And so this time, I'm changing it up. This time, I choose to be the better version of me. It's not like it matters anymore anyways; none of it matters except making this right.




"Where are we going?" Chelsea yells next to me. We're in one of the Blackriver jeeps, the top down and the wind and the road roaring past us as I hurl us towards the airfield as fast as I can. In any other circumstances in the world, a drive through the night with the top down next to this girl would be fucking perfect. I've never actually had a night like that - one of those movie-scene memories with the perfect girl and the perfect night and all that shit. I've actually never had "perfect" at all.




That is, until I met Chelsea Archer.




"I'm making sure y-" I shake my head; not yet; “I’m making sure we get home! We're leaving this fucking country and these Blackwater assholes in the dust."




It's a lie, but only half of one.




"We're going back to the States?"




I stare straight ahead, because I know if I look into those big blue eyes of hers, I'm lost; "Yeah, princess; the States."




I'm thinking back on the first of three phone calls I made from the Blackriver outpost right before I knocked out the guard and ripped her the hell out of there. It's amazing how much change you can make happen with a single phone call sometimes; especially when that phone call is to the head of the C.I.A.




It's a phone call that's also the end of me. I know that, but I'm fine with it. Karma might be a motherfucker, but karma always gets paid.




And I’m way overdue.




We pull off the main road and roar up the dirt one through the trees to my airfield. Esteban's a good man, and sure enough, he's right where I asked him to be with the plane already revved up and ready. He's standing at the gate to meet us, face grim, and he slowly shakes his head at me as we screech to a halt.




I know he's not into the plan, he made that pretty clear over the phone, but I honestly don't care. I could try and explain to my old friend about debts and dues, and how I'm ready to settle up for the horrible shit I've done, but it'd be wasted breath. He doesn't have to agree with me. All he has to do is do me this one, last favor.




I grab Chelsea out of the jeep and we all run towards the plane. I can already see headlights back on the main road, and I swear under my breath as I help her up the steps into the plane. She's buckling her seatbelt, but when she sees Esteban come over to shake my hand and embrace me, her eyes narrow as confusion clouds her face.




"Wait, what are you doing?" She looks wildly at the headlights bouncing up the dirt road through the trees; "Get on the plane!"




But I know what happens if I get on that plane. And it's not jail that I'm worried about either, it’s the trouble and the hell that comes with me. If I get on that plane, she'll never be safe. They'll chase us forever, even if I do get thrown into jail with the key tossed away.




But if I stay here, and I get her the fuck out of here, she’s got a shot, and that’s one chance I'm willing to take. She's protected when she’s home. 




I stay here. I take the heat and whatever hell and damnation comes with it.




Again, I’m way past due on karma.




"You're going to be fine, princess," I say quietly before I press my lips to hers and kiss her fiercely. I kiss her with everything I have left, because Goddamnit, if I'm going to go down, I'm gonna get one more fucking perfect kiss with this perfect girl before I go.




There's so much more to say to her; so much I need to tell her, and so many things I want to explain. But there's just no more time.




"Get on the plane! Javier!!" She's screaming at me as Esteban climbs up into the seat next to her and revs the engine.




"Tell Logan and Quinn I’m sorry, for all of it." She's starting to cry and I grab her face in my hands; "I'm sorry, Chelsea; I'm so sorry." 




"Javier!"




There’s headlights coming towards us, and it'll all be over soon. I kiss her once more; "I love you."




I've literally never said those words to anyone in my life, and the pain is like a bullet through the heart. My face is grim as I nod to Esteban and the plane starts to move as I close the door and move away from the plane.




The engine is roaring as they start to taxi down the runways, and Chelsea's screaming something as she pounds on the window. I'm about three seconds away from falling apart right there, when she mouths words that I want to believe are something I hope they are, but they can’t be, because that's a wasted wish to think she feels the same after all the shit I've pulled.




The plane skims down the runways, bounces once, and then they're up.




And she’s gone.




I turn towards the sounds of jeeps crashing through the driveway gate, of yelling voices, of lights in my eyes, and calmly put my hands behind my head.




Now it's time to pay the reaper.
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"You're to be commended, Agent."




The Director's office is as cold and sterile as the rest of the building; all metal and glass and blank surfaces devoid of emotion. Because that's what the job is; a lack of emotion and a lack of empathy in order to get done what needs to be done.




Except a "lack of emotion" is basically the exact opposite of anything at all that happened on my first field mission. The Director doesn't know that, of course, but it's still making me feel impossibly small and unrewarding of any sort of "commending".




"Thank you, sir."




"You kept your head, you kept cool,and you followed your instincts."




No, I didn't.




My instincts were to get as far away from that man as possible, and telling my instincts to fuck off was the best thing I’ve ever done.




"I didn't-" I shake my head; "I didn't complete the mission, sir."




The Director snorts a laugh and stands from him chair. He walks over to the dry bar in the corner of his office and holds an empty glass towards me; "Drink, Agent?"




How about tequila with a side of waves and a dash of sunset.




"No thank you, sir."




He nods before turning and pouring himself a splash of scotch; "I'm not worried about the original mission, Agent Archer; we did one better. Javier Toro was a nuisance; a pain in my ass and a thorn in the Agency’s side. With all due respect to what happened to you with your mission, it was a gopher mission; basic retrieval for an asset I'd rather just have disappear off the face of the Earth than actually have to deal with."




My hands clench into fists and I force myself to breath as I close my eyes and count backwards from twenty.




"I have no idea how you managed to persuade him to make that phone call, Agent, but Javier gave us everything; Koufax, Blackriver, all of it." He sits back at his desk and frowns; "They're denying it, of course; saying this Benson character was a 'rogue operative' or whatever. It's all bullshit, obviously, but we'll have a hell of a time proving that."




"What happens now?”




"With Koufax?" The Director's lips turn into a smile; “Columbian border control caught him coming through Cali and our teams there took over.” The Director smiles thinly; “Koufax disappears; end of discussion. I've got him on collusion, espionage, and treason. He's gone; he's a Goddamn ghost." He sips his scotch and nods slowly at me; "Toro's phone call solved a lot of stuff, Archer. I'm glad you got out when you did, but you should know we were going to come for you no matter what."




Of course you were, I think, mentally rolling my eyes.




"We leave no one behind, Agent."




Except we did.




We left the man I love.
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“She’ll be back.” Logan’s face is grim, and he’s not looking at me as the door to Hudson’s penthouse slams shut with my sister’s exit.




My whole family is here for my “ripping the band-aid” moment of spilling my guts about the last few days, about Javier, and about, well, everything else they don’t know about me. Hudson sits quietly on his couch next to Reagan with my little niece Christine burbling quietly between them, pleasantly innocent of the drama brewing around her. 




“Logan, I-”




“I don’t really need to know the details of you and that fucking piece of shit, OK Chels?”




He’s still avoiding my eyes, looking at a blank spot on the wall opposite from where he stands with his arms crossed and his face grim. His sister Peyton shoots me a quick sympathetic look before she resumes playing the “everyone not looking at Chelsea” game while she rubs his back.




“Logan will you look at me please?” Logan’s gaze steels itself, unwavering from it’s piercing stare at the wall. The air is thick with tension with me sitting by myself in the middle of it feeling like I failed them all.




“So how long were you planning on having us think you were actually getting a masters in international economics?” Hudson isn’t overtly smiling, but I know that glint of humor in his eyes when I see it, and it gives me a sliver of confidence that my family will ever speak to me again.




“I-”




“School was part of her cover, Hudson.” Major Lawson has been quiet the whole time so far, standing by the window and looking out over Manhattan. My secret life has been cleared with my family as of one hour ago; all his doing. He turns, leveling his gaze at the three men in the room, one by one; “I’m sure you can all appreciate needing to hide a facet of yourself from even those love you.” Hudson grins, and even somber and quiet Bryce off by himself in the corner cracks a hint of a smile.




Logan maintains his steely-eyed gaze, unwavering.




“He’s not a bad guy, Logan.”




“Yes, he is, Chelsea.”




“OK, maybe he was a-” 




“Agreed.”




Reagan puts Christine in Hudson’s lap before she comes over and gives me a hug, and I all but lose it right there; “I’m mad at you, you know,” She says, mashing her face into my shoulder as she squeezes me tightly to her; “But I understand, and I love you.”




I raise my eyes to Logan as Reagan pulls away from me; “He saved my life, you know.”




“It’s a start.”




“Jesus Christ, Dempsey, how long are you going to hang onto this?” Bryce growls from across the room. He shakes his head at Hudson and Logan; “Are the two of you assholes seriously going to hold falling for someone you shouldn’t over her fucking head?”




My face burns red and I raise my eyes to Bryce; ‘Thank you’, I mouth to him, and he winks at me.




Hudson breaks first; “Damnit,” He huffs, standing and passing my niece to his wife before he comes over and scoops me into a big bear hug; “I guess I owe you for helping me sway this one.” He says grinning, jerking his head towards Reagan. “I don’t like him, you should know that; but I’m not going to get between two people who are going to crash into each other anyways.” I sniff back a tear as I smile at him, and he ruffles my hair like the kid-sister I am to him; “I’m just glad you’re ok, Chels.”




Peyton prods Logan in the arm, but he brushes her off, and then growls as she rolls her eyes and comes over to hug me as well.




Major Lawson clears his throat, and everyone - even stone-cold Logan, turns; “When I told William I’d watch his daughters,” The older man smiles and shakes his head; “Well, the job has certainly given me a bigger run for my money than I ever expected.”




I can feel Reagan move behind me and squeeze my shoulder, and I look up at her and grin; “Major, I hope you know that we-”




“I made a promise to your father, and I stand by that vow; no matter what.” He takes a deep breath, nodding as if choosing his words carefully; “Your father saw things in people. He saw the good and the worth in them when other’s didn’t.” Logan scowls and starts to turn away when the Major looks at him sharply; “Like, for instance, your adoptive brothers, Chelsea. Just like Hudson, and Bryce,” He looks at each of the men in turn; “Just like Logan. The three of them were,” He chuckles; “Well, I think we can agree that they were all works in progress when your father found them and when I first met them.”




Hudson and Bryce share a look and shrug as they grin at each other.




“But your father saw promise in them; the promise of the men they could be.”




“He didn’t see it in Javier,” Logan mumbles.




Major Lawson shoots him a look; “But Chelsea did.” He turns to me; “There’s a lot of William in you, my dear. Your sister of course as well, but you,” He nods; “You took a lot of him.”




I lean into Reagan’s embrace as she hugs me again.




“So, Javier.” The Major looks pointedly at me, and I blush, embarrassed and ashamed, and I hate that I’m ashamed of my feelings.




“Javier-”




“Is a good man, at heart, I’m willing to believe. Probably better than anyone’s ever given him credit for. He sacrificed himself to save you, which counts for a lot in my book.”




I sniff, and the tears I’ve been desperately and furiously holding back begin to trickle from my eyes.




“It means something in my book and I know it meant something in your father’s.”




The front door to Hudson’s place bangs open again, and a tear-eyed Quinn storms in. She’s crying as she quickly crosses the room and throws her arms around me, and it’s then that I just go to pieces. 




“Don’t ever go and get kidnapped again, OK?” She sniffs into my shoulder, making us both choke out laughs through our tears. 




“He’s still there, with Blackriver,” I say quietly, wrapping my arms around her.




Quinn looks up at Major Lawson; “Javier; he saved her, didn’t he?” The silver-haired man nods, and she turns to Logan; “We’re not leaving him there to die then.” Logan’s jaw tightens, but I know I’m watching the facade crumble. She looks back at Major Lawson; “We can’t leave him there.”




“No, we certainly can’t.”




I look up sharply, but I’m not the only one. Reagan, Quinn, Peyton, Hudson, Bryce, and even Logan are also jerking their heads up to look at the Major.




“What?”




The Major grins; “I said we certainly can’t.”




“Logan,” Quinn says pointedly; “What if it was me? What if they’d been after me and he stepped in?”




Logan glares at my sister; “But it wasn’t-” 




“It might have well been, man.” Hudson says sharply; “They were after her to get to us. It could have been Reagan, and it could have been Quinn, and the only reason she’s not hurt,” He nods at me; “Well, Javier Toro is the only reason.”




Logan closes his eyes, shaking his head for a moment before he opens them; “He called me, you know.”




I jerk my head up and stare at him; “What!? When?” 




From before he broke you out, when you were there with Benson and Blackriver.” Logan nods slowly; “He called my old second line and just said that he was settling up with karma, and that he was sorry.”




My heart almost breaks right there, and I find myself clinging to Quinn as if I might shatter and scatter to the winds if I don’t. 




Logan turns, and when he does, I can see him drop the rest of whatever he’s holding onto. He looks pointedly at the Major; “How soon could we do this?”




Major Lawson grins and cocks an eyebrow, looking almost excited; “Well the three of you are military trained, you all own planes, and I’ve got a SEAL team on speed dial and pretty much a blank check on matters I deem of interest to national security.”




Logan nods quietly, before he turns and shoots me a hard look; “Let’s go get our man.”
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When I was younger, I used to have a lot more machismo, and a lot more bullshit swagger than I do now. When you’re young, and poor, and scrounging from the street, you talk a whole lot of bullshit to get you through each day. I can distinctly remember a gang of us, poking around the shadows of the market looking for pick-pocketing marks and bragging about how we didn’t care about death or dying; like that was some kind of badge of honor to not give a fuck. We’d make jokes about the devil telling us when and how so that we could pull all the shit we wanted to pull before he took us. 




We weren’t fearless, we were just fucking idiots. 




Because I can say now that knowing when, and how you’re going to die is…well, it doesn’t feel like I ever expected it to feel. I’m not standing there with arms wide open like the jackass kid version of myself who used to brag about it before stealing pocket change from old ladies. I’m not raging, or laughing in the face of it either.




I mean I’m pissed about it, because if this is my time to go, I’d just want one more day with her; one more perfect day with that angel. But I guess we’ll always want one more something when our time comes; one more day, one more drink with friends, one more time with a lover. But fuck it, if the last few days of this fucked up and broken life were the cards I got dealt, then I can call that a good run.




A very good run.




I can see the sun starting to peak over the treetops, through the bared window of the cell I’m in.




One more sunrise.




They’re going to kill me today. Well, Benson’s been promising that for four days now, but there was something about the finality in him saying it last night that got me. And maybe it was that he’s just gotten tired of having me beaten, or electrocuted, or denied sleep, and wants to be done with me; not altogether different than most people I’ve known in my life. At some point, they just get tired of me and my bullshit. 




Except for her.




I grit my teeth when I think of her; my one regret and the one thing I’m angry about having to leave. But I know she got out OK, and that’s all that matters. She’s safe, and if I’ve gotta take the hit for that, so fucking be it.




There’s the sound of yelling from outside the door to my cell, and I steel myself; fuck it, let’s get this over with.




But the sounds of yelling are quickly drowned out by gunshots, a crashing sound, and something that sounds like an explosion in the distance.




What the fuck?




I’m wide awake then; well, as wide awake as I can be considering I’ve been tortured, beaten, and deprived of sleep for four days. But my eyes are glued to the door as I hear someone banging on the other side of it. The sound goes silent for a second, but suddenly there’s a horrible sound of wrenching metal as the door explodes inwards, rupturing in two in a cloud of black smoke.




And then suddenly Logan Goddamn Dempsey is standing in front of me, and it all makes sense.




I’m already dead. This is, in fact, death, and this is my afterlife. This is my judgment standing right in front of me, and when he pulls out a large, wicked looking knife, I find myself nodding and setting my jaw; “Let’s do this, devil,” I mutter, my vision swimming in and out of darkness; “Let the purgatory begin, demon!”




The Logan Archangel in front of me frowns and rolls his eyes before hauling back and slapping me hard across the face. The hit jolts me back into the now, and I blink; holy shit, it’s actually Logan.




“You’re not dead, Toro,” He shakes his head as he slips the blade through the ropes tying me to the chair and cuts me loose; “Not yet at least.” He yanks me roughly to my feet, and I groan at the the pain lancing through me from the beatings and from the burn marks of the electric nodes.




“Look, shithead,” Logan growls, hauling me upright, his eyes piercing mine; “I haven’t decided that I like you, or if I forgive you.” I swallow, eyeing the knife in his hands. He nods at me; “But you saved her life, and you showed honor; more than I’d have given you credit for.”




I nod my head, wincing when he yanks me closer; “If you fuckin hurt her, I’ll bury you. You know that, right?”




I grin, raising my hand to clap him on the back; “Irish, if I ever hurt that girl, I’ll dig the hole myself, comprende?




Logan’s face splits into a grin right back at me. He’s nodding as the rest of them come crashing into the room; Bryce and Hudson, and some older guy holding a Goddamn revolver, and-




-And her.




I let myself drop into her as Chelsea shoves Logan out of the way and wraps her arms around me; “I love you.” She whispers, hugging me fiercely and crying into my neck; “You never let me say that at the airfield.”




“I love you too,” I say, for the second time ever, feeling like the world is somehow aligning right; like somehow God and fate and karma are giving me a second shot.




“Ready to get out of here, princess?”




“You gonna steal me if I say no, criminal?”




I grin at her; “Definitely.” 
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Change is a funny thing, and it comes in ways and shapes you’ll never see coming.




As it turns out, Javier was a wealth of information on illicit activities in the Americas; in particular, the drugs and weapons traffic routes through the Caribbean and Florida. So much so, in fact, that the State Department was willing to forgo all pending charges in order to put him on task forces with the D.E.A.




Yeah, bad-ass, criminal, smuggler, thief, extortionist Javier Toro is working for the good guys now; who would’ve thought?




“Informant? Fuck that,” He declared during the initial sit-down meeting with D.E.A. Commissioner on the offer; “Informant sounds like a fucking weasel.” 




Yep, that’s the man I love; pushing buttons and trying to get cute at a meeting that literally determines his fate for the next twenty-five years to life. But I’ve gotta say, the man knows what he wants, and he won’t stop until he gets it. 




And he does, of course. In the end, he even got them to officially grant his title as “Master of Secrets”; I swear I could not make this stuff up if I tried.




Family is family, and after they forgave me for all the secrets surrounding my job stuff, they slowly started to get on board with the Javier thing as well. My sisters - well, I mean come on; those two really don’t have a rock to stand on when it comes to getting involved with men they shouldn’t. It’s worth pointing out that things worked out just fine in those circumstances too, and I think once they realized I knew exactly what I was doing, they took it just fine.




“Will it be hilarious or awful if I get him a neck warmer for Christmas?” Quinn says with wicked grin. Yeah, we’re going to be just fine on that front.




Bryce oddly enough ended up being the first of the guys to warm up to Javier. Apparently, a mutual love of the Barcelona soccer club has a way of mending fences in ways I couldn’t - and honestly still don’t - understand. Hudson moved from standoffish to indifferent, and then eventually to casually friendly with him; Reagan’s helping me out there.




Logan we’re still working on. Life isn’t a cutesy movie ending, and saying that everyone just decided to be best friends after everything that’s happened would be a lie. Logan and Javier have some serious history to work through, though they’re trying. They’re apparently going to start boxing together, which should be, well, interesting.




Thanksgiving is right around the corner too, and we’re actually going to have all of us together under one roof for the first time ever. The mercenaries, the soldiers, the politician, the mother, the doctor, the spy, the philanthropist, the recovering alcoholic, the ex-addict, the long lost sister, the princess, and the criminal. Because sometimes family is who we choose it to be, and I couldn’t have picked a better one.




And Javier and I? There’s supposed to be this big happy sappy ending where we get married and live happily ever after, right? Except that would be this big dumb cliche, right?




Well, then deal with it, because that’s exactly what’s happening. The spy and the criminal who stole her heart; how’s that for a happy ending?




The wedding itself isn’t until spring, but the happy-ever-after part we’ve already started on. I might add that we’re amassing a very colorful collection of straps, handcuffs, ties, and restraints in our bedroom as well.




We’re all capable of change, if we want it bad enough. We just have to try, because if you don’t try, what’s the point? For every shadow, there’s a light somewhere, and for every lost, there’s a found. And none of us is lost, as long as we can hang on to what’s good in this world.




Even if you have to steal it.
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Five years ago, that cocky, egotistical a**hole played me like a fool and broke my heart.




Hudson Banks; the dominant, tattooed, womanizing, ex-Marine-turned-billionaire who runs God-knows-what at my late father’s company.




Oh, and he’s sexy as all f**k, and he damn well knows it.




He’s like a gasoline fire; a scorchingly hot disaster, and if I’m not careful, I’m going to get burned. 




I’m on track to be the youngest New York State Senator ever elected; the bright, gutsy, good-girl media darling. Except my campaign funding just went dry, and it looks like the only solution is coming from the last person on Earth I’d ever want to take anything from. Oh, and it turns out bad-boy, tough-guy Hudson will be shadowing me 24/7 after he makes it clear that he’s in charge of “protecting the investment.”




Yeah, just perfect; a reckless, irresistible d*ck like Hudson Banks is the last person I need being “in charge” of anything to do with me. 




Especially when I still can’t forget the taste of his lips or  the feeling of that massive hardness I know he’s packing between his legs. It’s not fair that he’s even hotter now than he was back then. It’s not fair that those smoldering, arrogant eyes and that cocky, panty-melting grin still make me warm in places they shouldn’t. And it’s definitely not fair that five years later, I still can’t get him out of my head.




So it looks like I’ve got two races on my hands: the one for election, and the one against the burning heat threatening to tear us both apart. But on the sprint to the finish line, what happens when the man who has everything comes up against the one thing he can’t have? 







*****
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“They’re fucking what?!” I almost drop the glass of champagne in my hand as I feel the floor practically drop out from beneath my feet. My campaign manager Donald’s face is impassive and steely - pretty much like it always is even in crisis meltdown situations like this - with his bushy grey eyebrows furrowing slightly like they do when he’s got news for me neither of us want to hear.




“They’re pulling out, Reagan; entirely.” I see him reach out of habit for the phantom pack of cigarettes in his shirt pocket that hasn’t been there for five years; the frown in his eyebrows deepening.




“All of it?”




He sticks a pen between his lips instead of his old vice and glowers at me; “Every damn penny.”




I swear fiercely under my breath, clenching my hand tight and digging my nails into my palm as the reality of the situation hits me like a wet blanket; “How fucked are we?”




Donald tenses his face; he hates when I swear, especially in public and especially in public when there are cameras everywhere. “Lower your voice, Reagan” He mutters through the pen in his teeth, looking at me like I’m an ill-behaved child in that way that drives me crazy. In the movie version of my life, Donald is the kind and sagely grandfatherly type who guides me along a path of adorable metaphors and teary-eyed life lessons to victory. In reality, he’s cold, calculating, and robotically efficient at keeping me in line with his battle plans. But then again, kindly grandfatherly types doling out anachronisms like they were candy don’t win elections; robots do.




“They were forty percent of our campaign.”




I can feel the breath leave my lungs as the room spins around me; my lips moving soundlessly as my brain searches for the words to possible use here. This simply can’t be happening; not after we’ve worked so freaking hard to get to where we are.




Donald glares at me as he furiously chews on his poor pen; “Maybe next time, you’ll stay on the damn speech I give you instead of going off on one of your ‘save the world’ tangents, Reagan. You know they’re going to jump down you throat for that kind of things because-” His phone beeps and he frowns, trailing off as he shakes his head and mutters at whatever’s just popped up, but I can pretty much take my pick of what he was going to say anyways: ‘Because I’m a girl,’ or ‘Because I’m the youngest person to ever run for the State Senate of New York,’ or my favorite, ‘Because I’m the daughter of the late William Archer; billionaire philanthropist-slash-arms-dealer, depending on who’s opinion you ask.’ To most people, I’m either the next great American Dream for politics, or a nut-job, which plays nicely to the split media opinion of eager-eyed media darling or poor little rich girl, depending on which new station you like to watch. I hang my head; running was one thing, but dropping out like this is going to be a news anchor joke for years.




“So this is it then? We’re done, just like that?” I can hear my voice from outside my body, my ears ringing and my jaw clenching in that way Donald always tells me not to do in front of cameras because it makes me look aggressive. I look down at the trembling glass of champagne in my hand, suddenly wishing it was the size of a movie-theater cup.




“What?” My campaign manager takes the mangled pen from his mouth and briefly wrinkles his face at it, as if just noticing how gross a habit it is. He looks up at me, a stony look on his face; “No of course not,” He snaps, a bit more condescendingly than I need right now; “We’ve been approached by another new donor who sees a lot of promise in our campaign.”




I feel myself exhale for the first time in what seems like an hour and start to shake my head; “Well Jesus, Donald, you scared the living-“




“Now, you aren’t going to like it, of course, but try to let go of personal baggage for once,” He interrupts me, his voice low as he glares at me; “Try to remember that this is about more than just you?”




Instantly, I narrow my eyes as suddenly every one of my gut instincts start to tingle at the look on his face and the tone in his voice; “Donald-” I start to shake my head, my jaw clenching as I feel the anger and the heat rising in my cheeks; “No, absolutely not! It’s not even an option!”




Even though we’re off in the corner of the big open gallery of the museum where we’ve been throwing the now seemingly-useless campaign fundraiser, people around us turn to stare at my outburst. Donald shushes me again as if I’m some child acting out; “It’s our only option, Reagan.” He huffs, “Look, we all get that you don’t want your Father’s company’s money, but it is the only move here.” Donald’s rolling his eyes at me in the obnoxiously patronizing way that makes my blood boil, and for the eight-hundredth time, I have to remind myself that he’s really good at this job, otherwise I’d have blown up in his face and told him where to stick it a month ago. 




“Now, there’s a man here from Archer Holdings to meet with you, and he’d like to talk with you-”




“Ms. Archer, they need some shots with some of the museum trustees.” I’m still shaking my head furiously, my mouth open and closing like a fish out of water, when one of my staffers scurries over and starts to tug me by the arm; yanking me away from Donald before I can even come up with anything to say. I turn back to over my shoulder to yell something like ‘We’re not done talking about this,’ but they’re already pushing me in front of the wall of flashing lights and clicking cameras and back into the spotlight where I can’t look like I want so break something.




*****




By the time they’re done, my face is feeling sore from all the fake smiles, and my palms are slick from other people’s sweaty handshakes; the hazards of the campaign trail they never tell you about. I’m extricating myself from the stuffy museum board of directors and scanning the room for another glass of champagne when I hear it - his voice; the voice from my past and the voice I haven’t heard in five years; “Hey, Princess.”




I turn and he’s just there, standing in the flesh right in front of me. I feel my breath catch in my throat as I suddenly look up into the bluest, most piercing eyes I’ve ever seen, and then I feel my pulse actually skip a beat as I fully grasp the man they’re attached to. He’s even more gorgeous than he was back then, in that unbelievable, magazine-model way. His dark hair is slicked back to one side, and beneath those stunning eyes is a cocky grin stretched across a strong, chiseled jaw, marked on one side by just the faintest white line of a scar across his clean-shaved chin. He’s the same infuriatingly hot dichotomy he was five years ago; the perfectly tailored tuxedo and gleaming silver watch on his wrist screaming money, but the teasing glimpses of tattoo ink creeping out from beneath his French cuff sleeves or the neck of his linen shirt. His lips part as he grins at me; I know those lips. 




Suddenly Donald is there, beaming at this stunningly good looking man as if he’s the one running for a Senate seat instead of me; “Ahh, good, you’ve met!” 




I’d almost want to laugh if my body wasn’t suddenly froze in time where I stand. Yeah, we’ve met. I complete tune Donald out as I lock eyes with the brooding and handsome man grinning that goddamn smug smile at me that hasn’t changed a bit in five fucking years. He might be a little bit older and a little bit more polished looking now, but suddenly my body is remembering exactly how I know Hudson Banks. I  know how his body feels pressed against mine, how his hands feel on the skin at the small of my back, and how his lips taste. This time, we’re sipping champagne at a $5,000 a ticket political fundraising event, instead of moaning into each other’s mouths as he grinds that hardness into my thigh, making my whole body melt for him.




It’s been five years since that night; five years since I was at my lowest - drunk, confused, and grieving. Five years since I completely embarrassed myself  by dragging this man away from the crowds at my father’s wake and attacking him like some sort of hot mess, and five years since he pushed me away from him and suddenly walked out, leaving me utterly mortified and even worse than I was before.




And in five Goddamn years, I haven’t been able to get him out of my head.




Donald is smiling benignly at me as he fawns over the smugly handsome man grinning that cocky smirk at me; “As I was saying, Mr. Banks, as you may know, works for your father’s comp-“




“We’ve met” I say it with an icy tone, trying to look everywhere else in the room but Hudson’s eyes; “And this isn’t happening, Donald.” I shake my head, my jaw set as I grind my teeth together. I’m furious, and of course embarrassed like I was that night all over again, and all I want to do is walk away from this entire horrible exchange right now.




“It is happening, Reagan.” Donald’s voice is firm and he shoots me a warning look; “This is happening or there is no campaign-“




“Then fine, there’s no campaign. It’s been a pleasure working with you, Donald.” I spit out.




“Well, nice to see you haven’t changed at all, Ray.” He says with a chuckle. He’s got that fucking smirk on his face, that cocky grin that I once found unbelievably attractive, and then I feel my face burn red as I realize I still do. He’s even more attractive now than he was back then; healthier, his eyes even sharper, those broad shoulders even stronger looking as they stretch the tuxedo just enough to show off. I’m remembering those shoulders now, and the way my hand felt hot against that hard, chiseled chest; his hands on my skin as I breathed and whimpered into his mouth. 




My hand is shaking, and I grip the champagne flute tighter, willing it to stop. I do not get this way over guys, especially a prick who tried to take advantage of my grief; winding me up around his finger before shoving me away, quite literally. Hudson Banks is a fucking head-case; some ex-military jock who somehow found his way into my Father’s good graces and wound up running a whole division of his company. I shake my head again, suddenly realizing I actually would rather there not be a campaign than take my father’s money; especially if its coming from Hudson fucking Banks, however stupidly good looking and sexy he looks in that damn tuxedo with those piercing blue eyes the color of a stormy sea.




I’m dimly aware of Donald hissing at me as I shove the champagne flute into his hands and walk away, ignoring the cameras, the stuffy museum trustees, my campaign aides, and especially the hot asshole in the tuxedo, as I march right out through the museum foyer and out the door.
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She storms out of the foyer and through the double glass doors into the museum courtyard, and I’m shaking my head and following her. Of course I’m following; like I’ve been following her for longer than she’s ever known and in spite of how damn bratty she gets. It’s cold out here in the open-air courtyard, and the city lights and sounds are only slightly muffled by the four walls of the museum around us.




She whirls on me with a look of fury on her face, her mouth open ready to spit fire and brimstone and vitriol at me like I know she is, when suddenly she’s slipping on the ice under her heeled feet. I move faster than my brain even knows how to; years of training and reflex just making the body move on its own accord I guess, and I’m catching her before my head even totally registers that she’s falling.




Fuck, she feels amazing in my arms. She’s come out here without a coat on in that classic hot-headed Reagan way, and as my arms go around her, I can feel the heat from her skin against my palms through the low-cut open part at the back of her dress. Her hands clutch at my jacket lapels, one seizing my arm as she gasp and tumbles right into my chest. I close my eyes for the briefest moments, smelling her perfume or shampoo, or whatever voodoo magic she’s using to bring my head completely to a stop as I just hold for a frozen moment in time.




You know, smelling her, like a totally normal person.




“Put me down,” Her voice is high and whispered, but she’s not fighting or struggling against me. I’m still frozen, feeling her hand against my chest and my shoulder like that; her hair in my face and her scent just enslaving me.




“Hudson!” She sounds more insistent this time, and now she’s pushing at my chest; “The last thing I need is some photographer snapping pictures of me canoodling with some hot prick in a tuxedo.”




I pull my face back to grin into hers; “So, five years later and you’re still thinking about my hot prick, huh?” I smirk at her, still relishing the feel of her in my arms, and doing everything I can, even if it’s obnoxious, to keep her there even a moment longer.




Reagan rolls her eyes; “Emphasis prick,” she huffs out, squirming out of my arms and stepping way from me.




“Hey, your words not mine, sweet stuff.” I wince inside, regretting saying it even before it leaves my mouth. Why the fuck can’t I just be normal around her? There’s something about the way she talks to me - the way she’s always talked to me - that brings out the fighter in me when all I want to do is be normal around her. Well, that’s of course not the only thing I want to do with her when I’m around her, but I let that thought simmer away for the time being. It doesn’t help that she’s sexy as hell standing here in the freezing cold with her red hair looking wild and fierce and wearing that ridiculously hot black dress with her nipples poking through. I can feel my cock stir in my pants, and I shake my head, trying to tear my eyes away from her perfect tits in that perfect dress with her perfect nipp-




“In your dreams, asshole.”




You have no fucking idea, babe I think inside, gritting my teeth and trying to will my erection to go away. Instead, like I always do with her, the snark comes out instead; “You know honey, Donald’s right about you.” I can see her bristling at the word honey and add that one to the list of probably slightly offensive names she clearly hates.




“What?”




“You do have a hell of a mouth on you.”




She smirks at me, all sass and sexiness; “Oh, honey, you have no idea.”




I groan inside, feeling my cock go rock-hard inside my tuxedo pants. I don’t know if she means for it to come out as innuendo-laden as it does, but before I can even think about it too hard, she whirls to march away from me and suddenly she’s slipping on the ice all over again. I lunge again, catching her once more before she falls.




“Stop touching me, Hudson!”




“Well stop fucking falling then!”




We glare at each other for a second, and it’s taking everything I have to meet her eyes and not to stare at her trembling lower lip, or further down to where I can clearly see her nipples poking out of her sheer gown. Somehow, somehow, chivalry wins out over my dick, and I let her go, putting her back on her feet. She shivers, and before I know it I’m shrugging my tux jacket off and pushing it towards her.




“Stop it, I don’t want that.” Her eyes flare defiantly, all the while rubbing her arms with her chilling looking hands.




“It’s freezing out here”




“Well I’m fine!”




I grit my teeth and roll my eyes; “Have you seriously always this fucking obstinate?”




“It’s my ‘political edge’,” she sneers out.




“Well, that’s one word for bitchy.” I cringe again inside, wondering how the hell I can go about murdering the voice inside my head that keeps insisting on letting everything out.




She frowns at me, reaching up to push a loose lock of hair behind her ear and just looking so damn cute standing there shivering; “Is there a fucking point to all this?”




Ugh, yes, if I could just stop acting like an asshole and ruining it.




I clear my throat; “Yes, actually. Archer Holdings believes in your campaign.” Christ I sound like I’m giving a board meeting address.




She purses her lips and clenches her jaw at the name; “Fantastic, well tell them to vote however their little hearts desire in the election. I’ll have my people send over some lawn signs and buttons if they’d like.”




“Cute” I mutter, seeing her frowning mouth turn up slightly at the corners.




“So, what, is my Dad trying to buy my love from beyond the grave or something?”




I grimace, feeling my muscles tense and hands clench, before I have to remind myself that she never knew William Archer like I did; like we did.




When he found me, I had nothing; less than nothing really. None of us did back then, until he dragged us back from the brinks of our own personal hells. And when I say ‘Nothing,’ I don’t just mean in the material possessions sense of the word either. When a man is broken inside as I was - like all three us were - there's almost no coming back from it. In the very bottom depths of my own nightmare, with the shit I'd seen and the even worse shit I'd done, I'd given up on myself; almost.




"When a man gives up on himself, that's when he's truly gone" He'd said to me that first night, sitting in that shit-ass bar as he’d pulled the bottle away from my shaky hand when I'd reached for another drink; "And you don't seem like you're gone; not yet."




'But Goddamn close to it' is what I would've said, looking at me that night.




I asked him later what he saw in any of us when he found us in that shithole of a slum-bar on the outskirts of Kinshasa, in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. I was curious about me when I asked him, but Bryce had been way worse than even I was back then with his addictions. William’s only response had been a single word: "Promise."




'Promise' is what turned three shell-shocked, burned-out, drugged out soldiers for hire to the worst dictators on Earth into the disciplined new men of means we were today. We'd never be the man who saved us, but we'd pledged our lives to getting a close as possible. And a promise - not just any promise but THE promise - is what brings me out here in the freezing cold, looking at Reagan Archer and wondering how in the world a guy who'd lived through the shit I'd lived through is having the hardest time in the world trying to figure out what the hell to say to her.







Click here to read the rest of Heat: A Soldiers of Fortune Romance!


Excerpt from Burn, Book Two in the Soldiers of Fortune Series.
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Tempting and volatile; he’s the hottest thing that never should have happened to me.




It was supposed to be a one-time thing; my one one-night stand. He's the tattooed, bareknuckle fighter with a body built for sin who I found beaten and bloodied in my elevator that night. He's the one I patched up, the one I took care of, and the one I apparently couldn’t say no to when his mouth touched mine…




A one night stand. Just one night, right?




Yeah, wrong, because I just found out my “mysterious stranger” is actually going to be my brother-in-law in half an hour.




Logan f**king Dempsey. The arrogant, panty-melting, rude and crude Marine-turned-billionaire who runs my late father’s company. He’s my new boss. He’s the best man in this wedding. He’s everywhere, and I can’t escape him.




No matter how wrong it might be…




*****




Holy f*ck. Of all the girls in all the world, she has to be the random chick who found me that night and saved my f*cking life?




She looked strangely familiar that night. Now that I know who she is, it’s like original sin staring me in the face.




Good-girl doctor, totally off-limits Quinn Archer is literally the last girl on the whole damn planet a screwed-up guy like me should have anything to do with. I know this, I swear I do.




There’s playing with fire, and then there’s sticking your hand in the flames. If I keep ignoring the rules, we’re both going to get burned. It’s just…




Yeah, f*ck the rules; she’s gonna be mine.







*****
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What a fucking week.




I toss back a hefty gulp of the champagne I swiped from the catering tent, wrinkling my face at the fizzy bubbles tickling my nose.




Flats; I definitely should have worn flats, I grumble to myself and hike up my bridesmaids dress with one hand as I stalk my way high-heeled through the rose garden.




Ok, I'm well aware that sneaking off to the greenhouse in the back gardens of my father's estate to slam down stolen champagne probably isn't what I should be doing thirty minutes before my sister's wedding. But with the week I've had, I'm basically categorizing the bubbly in my hand as medicine, and my normally quite sensible sensibilities can go ahead and deal with it.




An "amazing opportunity," my youngest sister Chelsea had called it after hearing about the job offer at our late father's company.




Yeah, well, the real 'amazing opportunity' - the one that I wanted - was the team leader position in the research group I was in back at the hospital; the one I was pretty much "guaranteed" by the Administrative Director. 




Of course when that Director is kind of maybe your sort-of boyfriend, and you walk in on him getting blown by some slutty young med student, it's amazing how quickly your guaranteed position turns into her actual position. 




And no, that's not a euphemism; he actually gave her the job he'd promised me. 




Ok fine, the job at Archer Holdings is a great job, but that doesn't mean that coming to work for my father's company doesn't feel like moving back in with your parents after failing out in the real world. I mean, it's not like being a Doctor by twenty-seven is exactly slacking, but I can't help but feel like a washout coming back to work for "Dad's" company.




I'm taking another swig of champagne as I shove open the door to the greenhouse, and I guess that's the reason I don't realize I'm not alone until he speaks.




"Looks like I'm not the only one that couldn't wait until after the ceremony for the champagne toast."




I actually spit champagne out as I whirl at the uncomfortably familiar man's voice behind me, and when my eye land on him, my jaw about hits the floor under my feet.




No fucking way.




This isn't happening; this seriously can't be happening. It can't be him; there's just no possible way this is real.




But his dark greenish brown eyes lock onto mine as the recognition dawns there, and just the faintest shadow of a grin teases at the corners of his mouth; “You?”




I know the criminally good looking man in the tux standing right in front of me, even though I'm not supposed to. I shouldn't know about the body built for sin underneath that tux; shouldn't know about the tattoos covering his chest and the coiled muscles of his biceps, or those abs carved out of marble. I shouldn't know how the muscles on the side of his hips groove down like pure sex, and I certainly shouldn't be able to exactly picture the thick- well, what I know he's got between his legs.




He's shaved his beard off, and the bruises around his face from the last time - from seeing him slumped in the elevator that night barely a week ago - seemed to be healing. I briefly wonder about the shallow stab wound in his side and how the bruised rib is doing. 




And how is it that I know these things I shouldn't? Because one week ago, I saw those bruises; I sewed up that wound. 




My one one night stand, the one man I never expected to see again even if I haven't been able to get him out of my head for the last eight days, is standing in a tuxedo, right in front of me, at my sister's wedding.




What the hell is going on here?




My brain is still trying to get my mouth to work and say something to the grinning, criminally good looking man standing in front of me, when the door to greenhouse bangs open.




"There you ar- Oh, hey!"




Hudson, my very soon-to-be-brother-in-law, smiles at me, “Good, looks like you two found each other."




Huh?




"I mean, wow, how long's it been since you guys even last saw each other?"




Warning bells start to sound inside my head, slowly at first and then building louder and louder, until there's an audible ringing in my ears. Hudson opens his mouth again, and the words that tumble out have my heart jumping up into my throat as the floor practically drops out beneath my feet; "Quinn, you know Logan, right?"




Oh God; oh holy fucking shit-balls. No-no-no-no-no...




The words are screaming through my head as I whirl around almost in slow motion to lock eyes on him. I can see the same horrible shock mirrored across his face as his eyes go wide as the recognition dawns on him too.




"You know Logan, right?" 




God, do I know 'know' him? 




I know how his lips taste. I know how his tongue feels buried between my legs. And I know how his cock feels as he grabs my hips and slides deep inside of me. Yeah, I think it's safe to say I know Logan Dempsey. 




Except, I sure didn't know who he was then; not that night.




Of all the men in all the world, it had to be him. The one night stand that never should have happened; and in half an hour my sister is going to marry his brother, which basically means we're family. 




I'm barely breathing as his eyes lock in on mine. And it's almost still in slow motion when he grins and sticks a hand out; "Great to see you again, Doc."  




Oh, fuck.
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Oh fuck me fucking sideways. 




You know that dream you have where you go to school with no pants on or some shit? Yeah, well that's what this feels like. Except this isn't a dream and the reality is staring me in the face with wide, accusatory bright blue eyes. The girl from that night barely a week ago; the girl who patched me up and probably saved my ass. 




The girl who stayed in my bed afterwords and fell asleep on my chest. 




Oh, and the girl who later slid down my cock and rode me like a woman possessed until we were both screaming for air. Fuck, she looked strangely familiar before, but she looks like original sin staring me in the face now. 




Quinn Archer; William Archer's daughter. I slept with the daughter of the man who brought me up in the world from nothing, gave me the gilded life out a fucking book, and taught me to be a man. 




And I fucked his daughter. Oh, and her sister is basically my future sister-in-law; future as in thirty minutes from now. I'm suddenly horrified at the shit I gave Hudson when I first heard about him and Reagan, William's second daughter. I mean what are the fucking odds?! They're actually too much to even comprehend, and I know odds. I mean of all the girls in all the world, THIS has to be the random chick who found me that night? I can still remember her hands - so firm and so unflinching as she sewed and patched me up. And then her lips; yeah, I can definitely remember those lips. They're the same pouty lips parted in shock and probably the same jolt of fear I'm feeling right now as she stares at me, but damn do I remember how they felt crushed against my own as she moaned into my mouth. 




Fuck. This is literally the last girl on the whole fucking planet I should have anything to do with besides a friendly nod or a boring conversation about work at the odd Christmas party. 




Protect them. William's words reverberate through my head, filling the deafening silence between my ears. The Old Man's dying words were to make sure his daughters were safe and protected. I'm fairly confident that grabbing Quinn's hips and pulling her back against me as I bury my cock inside of her doesn't count much in that department. 




"Wow how longs it been since you guys have seen each other?" Hudson's words cut through the hanging silence, and the cheer in his voice is so amazingly out of place given the situation, even if he doesn't realize it that I cringe; "Probably not since the wake or-" 




"Yeah it's been a very long time." Quinn's words are sharp and quick, and her eyes darken as she stares daggers at me. 




Yeah, she's pissed. I suddenly realize I'm still staring at her like a complete asshole with my mouth hanging open, and so I force myself to smile. Great, now I'm grinning like a douchebag at a girl who very clearly wants to either drop through a hole in the ground or push me into one; possibly both, and I can't say I really blame her. 




"Uh, hey, Quinn." I cough uncomfortably. She's wearing this incredible navy blue bridesmaids dress that brings out the storm in her eyes and shows every single one of her curves and-




- And wow, I'm having thoughts about her wardrobe bringing out the 'storm in her eyes'; what the fuck is wrong with me? 




"Hey Logan." She spits out my name like its a bad taste in her mouth before she turns to Hudson and plasters a smile on her face; "Well, I need to go make sure we're all set up with the caterers. You ready for this, big guy?" Hudson grins and all I can think is how envious I am of how cool and collected he is right now. As opposed to, you know, me, who's tongue-tied and sweating bullets. Fuck, isn't that his job today? 




Quinn turns back and gives me one last quick and withering glance before she turns on her heeled foot and storms out of the greenhouse.




Well, that went well. 







*****




"Quinn, hang on!" The sprawling rose bush and hedge gardens of the Archer estate are a great place to have a wedding, but they're also a great place to lose this girl if she won't slow the fuck down for one Goddamn second.  




My mind spins as I stalk after her. OK, so we're two people who slept together, who definitely shouldn't have ever slept together; definitely. But shit, like that's the first time something like that has ever happened between two consenting adults? We're both grown ups here, and so we saw each other naked; big deal, right? I mean, it's funny, right? We're going to just laugh about this, right? 




I finally catch up with her and grab her by the arm, but she whirls and shakes loose of my touch. There's a fury on her face as she looks at me with this wild mix of hurt and fierceness, only made more-so by the auburn hair framing her face and the ice-blue of her eyes as she glares at me; "Did you know?!"  




Yeah, no, we're definitely not going to be laughing about this.




I've cornered her behind one of the hedge-rows in the back gardens, but the way she whirls towards me has me suddenly feeling like the cornered one. I clear my throat; "What?" 




She huffs and crosses her arms across her chest and stares at me with fire in her eyes, and she'd almost look adorable if I wasn't at least half sure she was maybe about to stab me; "Did you know who I was that-" She closes her mouth quickly and looks around before she glares at me again; "that night?" She hisses out. 




There's something about her tone that digs under my skin, as if she's accusing me of wronging her honor or some bullshit; as if she wasn't a completely willing participant in everything that happened that night a week before. 




...A very willing participant, I might add. 




"You mean when we fucked?" I'm crass on purpose, trying to dig into her right back, and I grin when I see that it works as she blushes bright scarlet and rolls her eyes as groans loudly in disgust. 




"Yes, Logan, when we-" She shakes her head and looks away again. 




"No, Quinn, I didn't." 




"No?" She's got that fucking accusatory tone in her voice that's getting under my skin like a splinter. 




"No, Jesus, of course not." I say it way too fast and with way too much force.




Her eyes narrow at me; "Well what the fuck is that supposed to mean?" 




"I mean I'd never have done that if I knew it was you."  




Oh, yeah, much smoother; asshole.




Quinn clearly has the same opinion of my answer as she snarls at me; "You lost the beard."  




"Yeah, I-" She's still frowning at me, but hey, it sounds like at least a half concession towards mutual fault here. I mean shit, it's not like I purposefully showed up beaten to fucking pulp at her apartment that night. 




I clear my throat, trying to salvage this in some impossible way; "Your hair looks, uh, different than than before." She looks like she's almost about to concede - almost - but then I of course open my mouth again; "And I mean, you look a lot older now than back at your Dad's wake- " Fuck. I wince as she shakes her head at me and I bring my hand up to push it though my hair; "I'm fucking this up pretty badly aren't I." 




"With flying fucking colors, yeah." 




I mean it's true; I hadn't seen her since her father's funeral like five fucking years ago. But shit, looking at her now, would I have even said no to a girl like this even if I knew? I mean she's a knockout to begin with, but it doesn't help that while that bridesmaids dress teases at what's beneath, I actually know what she looks like naked. And the thought of her naked is making me harder than it should right now, given the situation.  She brings a hand up and pinches the bridge of her nose as she takes a deep breath; like this whole thing is some sort of headache she just has to deal with; "Look, lets just get through this thing." 




"And a cheers to the happy couple!" I grin, trying to lighten the mood. She smirks, but then that flush comes back into her cheeks and she shakes her head again. 




"Look-" She stabs a finger towards me, still keeping her distance with her back up against the hedge behind her; "Not a word, to anyone about-" 




"Quinn, I'm not going to-" 




"To anyone, Logan." She almost looks scared, like I'm some dirty little secret that might come tumbling out, and I can't tell if that amuses or pissed me off more. 




"Look I fucking get it, ok?" 




"Good." 




"Fine."




Ah yes, this is progressing just like an adult conversation should. 




"Look, I have too much going on up here in my head to even think about this right now, OK?" She squeezes her eyes shut and shakes her head; "I'm about to stand up with my sister while she gets married and I have an insanely busy first day at a new position tomorrow." Her arms are still crossed over her perfect chest, and she's still glaring at me like I'm some sort of bad guy; "At my Dad's-" She stops and frowns; "At your fucking company, actually." 




I'm about to open my mouth when she shakes her head, cutting me off; "You know what, it's like you said; let's just get through this, ok? Cause after this, I don't have to see you, and you don't have to see me until at least Thanksgiving or some other family gathering." 




Ah, fuck; she doesn't know.




I almost want to laugh, except I think I might be too surprised to.




Quinn shakes her head; "And until then, we can drift back off to being strangers, OK?" 




Well, this is about to get even better. 




She knows that her new job is with Archer Holdings in the company's new humanitarian healthcare outreach program. What she doesn't know is that it's my program, and what's quickly dawning on me is that as of tomorrow, I'll be working side-by-side with this girl for the next three months. 




She stops as she notices my silence and narrows her eyes at me; "Oh, what is it, Logan?" 




Oh yeah, this little meltdown is about to go fucking nuclear.







Click here to read the rest of Burn: A Soldiers of Fortune Romance!
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Aubrey Irons enjoys writing about bold, sassy, and intelligent women and the dominant, cocky, and quite typically forbidden alpha males who love and lust for them; gripping stories, happy endings, and enough heat to keep things extra steamy! In the real world, Aubrey is kept plenty entertained by her own tattooed Marine husband, their precocious and adorable three year old, and one very ill-behaved puppy.
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