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    Dear Reader,

    After writing The Princess’s Secret Scandal for the CAPTURING THE CROWN series, I knew there were stories yet untold. Most of the other authors felt the same way, so we got together and proposed another series, MISSION: IMPASSIONED.

    Bulletproof Marriage is my contribution. Marriage is complicated and wonderful, dangerous and safe, passionate and serene. Because my own marriage is so awesome, I know that love truly can carry on despite bad times and troubles. When Sean McGregor told me his story and how much he loved his wife, I knew I’d found my story. I sympathised with both Sean and Natalie, and longed to help them find each other again.

    I hope you enjoy sharing danger and love with these two superspies! I sure did.

    Sincerely,

    
      Karen Whiddon
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        Chapter 1
      
    

    If reinforcements didn’t show up soon, Natalie Major thought grimly, she might as well paint a target on her chest and leap into the open. The unknown assassin—or assassins—were that close. The decaying concrete warehouse she’d holed up in only had two ways out—and one of them had been blown to rubble.

    She needed help. Corbett Lazlo, her father’s oldest friend and owner of one of the top private investigative agencies in the world, had promised to send someone. She’d asked for the best.

    Now she wished she’d asked for the most prompt.

    Gallows humor. She’d never been particularly good at it before, though she’d grown more proficient.

    Her husband wouldn’t even recognize her now if he were still alive. Once, he’d been Lazlo’s top agent. She’d married a Lazlo Group spook, just like her own father had been. Retired now, and in a wheelchair, her father lived in relative seclusion. Her beloved husband, Sean, hadn’t been so lucky. He’d been killed two years ago this week. Lazlo’s group seemed to be the ruin of everyone she loved, so in honor of her dead husband and disabled father, and in defiance of the Lazlo legacy she could easily have embraced, she’d worked her way to the top of SIS, the British Secret Intelligence Service. There was no job too difficult, no task too dangerous for Sean McGregor’s widow.

    Until now.

    She scouted the area. Trapped inside the abandoned warehouse, she was fast running out of options. The concrete walls made a good shield against bullets, but she needed to see her enemies. Right now, she could only hear them. And it was hard to fight when you had no idea who the enemy might be. Or where they were hiding.

    Plus, cement was cold and hard and reminded her too damn much of a tomb.

    The shooters fired off another round of shots. AK-47s. Random bullets ricocheted crazily and dangerously off the cement walls and floors. She couldn’t even dodge them, having no idea where they’d go.

    She’d found the abandoned warehouse two days ago. A concrete bunker in a run-down area of Glasgow had seemed relatively safe. Not wanting to endanger others by staying at a B and B or hotel, she’d used the concrete warehouse as her base, returning to sleep and regroup while attempting to gather information on whoever had sold out her team. Since Millaflora—a low-down, no-good mole operating as a double agent inside the SIS—had already been caught, she had no idea who she was looking for.

    Officially, she was on administrative leave, supposedly holed up, incognito in an unknown luxury hotel on the French Riviera. No one in her office knew she’d come to Glasgow, not even her supervisor.

    And though she’d tried to take extraordinary precautions similar to those she used when deep undercover, her enemy had found her.

    Whoever “they” were.

    She supposed the whys and the hows didn’t matter. Not now. All that mattered was that if help didn’t arrive soon, she was dead.

    Her ammo nearly gone, no backup, and no alternative plan—pretty shoddy situation for an undercover agent who’d recently been promoted to team leader.

    It had to have something to do with the code. Natalie was sure of it. She’d been so close to cracking it. She and her team.

    Now they all were dead and she was on the run.

    And she had only herself to rely on. In seven years of service, she’d never had a single casualty. Until now. Now she’d lost her entire team. They’d been eliminated, killed in a way that left no doubt she was next. All the codes they’d been working on had disappeared, at least as far as anyone knew. She’d told no one that she’d made her own private copy.

    Not knowing who was on her side, she hadn’t dared to contact SIS. She’d called her father, knowing he’d contact Corbett, knowing Lazlo would help.

    “Come on, reinforcements,” she muttered. Her father’d told her Corbett had promised to send help. The head of the Lazlo Group never went back on his word.

    A movement across the alley caught her attention. Finally! Someone had arrived to help her out of this hellhole.

    She took another look and blinked, wondering if the stress had finally claimed her mind.

    Out of the mist and smoke, a dead man strode toward her, keeping close to the wall, staying in the shadows, but coming. For her.

    Natalie began to shake.

    Shots rang out. Crouching, the man began to run. More shots. So far, he hadn’t been hit. He’d always been lucky that way.

    At least, until the day he’d died.

    Dead. He was dead and buried.

    Rocking back onto her heels, she rubbed her eyes and took another look.

    She hadn’t been wrong. The man she’d loved more than any other, her soul mate, her husband, the man she’d mourned, the man she’d never thought to see again, kept moving toward her.

    Frozen, she watched as he continued, his low crouch purposeful and unafraid. Or maybe he didn’t care. After all, a man couldn’t die twice, right?

    Her heart drummed in her ears. Sean. Her husband, Sean. This couldn’t be real, couldn’t be happening.

    She wasn’t the type to faint—not anymore. Too many hard lessons learned. Instead, she’d taught herself to push back, to fight.

    But how did one battle a ghost?

    From the smoke and the grave, against the periodic bursts of gunfire, he continued to come toward her. He moved exactly the way she remembered—purposeful and bold, dodging bullets as though he were untouchable. She’d often thought that very arrogance had been what had gotten him killed.

    Killed.

    Yet here he was, ducking under the concrete overhang into her shadowed hiding place, solid and real and alive.

    When he reached her, he stopped, his dark gaze intense. She couldn’t move. He was still beautiful, even in the dust and the dirt and the danger. She caught her breath, unable to speak.

    “I’m here,” he said, his voice husky, as though too long unused, a hint of wariness in his gaze.

    “I …” She moved toward him, inspecting him, still unable to believe what the fates had just returned to her.

    “Get down,” he snarled, yanking her behind the concrete wall with him as the shooters let loose with several rounds of shots.

    “What the—” he cursed, letting her go. “They’ve got AK-47s. You must have royally pissed someone off. Why are they trying to kill you?”

    She still couldn’t find her voice. Unable to help herself, she let her gaze roam hungrily over his muscular body—the way her hands used to.

    “Either I’m dead, dying or you’re not dead,” she said, feeling like an idiot, still not sure what to think.

    “No.” His dark gaze locked with hers, daring her wrath. “I’m not dead.”

    “Sean.” Fierce joy rose in her. Joy and disbelief and … anger. Anger, fury, rage. Hard and hot, pushing away everything else. “I went to your funeral. You died in a car crash on your way to the airport.”

    He dragged his hand through his hair. “It was set up,” he said, unsmiling. “I went into hiding. But your father called Corbett, who told me you were in trouble. I’ve come to help.”

    To help. Not because he loved her or missed her, but because his boss had requested it. Of course. Anyone who’d pretend to die, who’d let his wife grieve and mourn …

    Speechless, all she could do was shake her head. Then suddenly, tears streamed down her cheeks as she began to weep, crying in great big, gasping sobs.

    Another round of shots rang out. They both ignored them.

    “Don’t.” Reaching for her, his expression looked pained, and she remembered how he’d always hated it when she’d cried. He’d welcome a fight, maybe even a discussion, but he’d never been able to deal with a woman’s tears. Or, more specifically, hers.

    Suddenly, she hated him. “Stay away from me.”

    “But I—”

    “No.” Still crying, she felt rage again knife through her, chasing away the pain. Blinding fury, the kind she’d had to draw upon again and again to get through her grief.

    Then, she’d been angry with him for dying. For leaving her. Now, she was enraged to learn he’d lived.

    She looked lovelier than he’d remembered, which shouldn’t be possible. Her face had haunted his dreams each and every night of the two years they’d been apart. He’d kept track of her from a distance, relying on Corbett Lazlo to keep him up to date.

    Now, he stood before the woman he hadn’t seen in two long years, the woman he’d never stopped loving, and prepared to face her wrath. After all, he’d expected it, and God knows he deserved it.

    Another round of gunshots shattered the concrete floor in front of them.

    “This way.” Grabbing her, Sean dove deeper inside the building.

    Because she had no choice, she went with him. “What are you doing? I’ve walked the perimeter—there is no other door. We’ll be trapped.”

    “Yes there is. You must have missed it. I had the satellite check out this place before I got here. There’s another way out, though it’s on the other side of the shipping area. This warehouse has apparently been abandoned for a long time. Vandals have busted out the back loading doors.”

    “How do you know the shooters won’t already be there?” Despite her question, she shook off his grip and pushed ahead of him. When she glanced over her shoulder to make sure he followed, her face was absolutely expressionless. Not the fury he’d expected, not even sorrow. Instead, she had the cold, calculating look of a seasoned undercover agent, one prepared to do what had to be done to make it out alive.

    “I don’t. Where’s your backup?” he asked her.

    “I don’t have any. I’m not supposed to be here.”

    “What?”

    Ignoring him, she kept moving.

    Wary, he stayed close behind her. This was Natalie, and knowing how much his return from the grave must have shocked her he wasn’t sure what to expect.

    More gunfire, closer this time. “They’re moving in,” he said. She didn’t respond.

    He grabbed her arm. “Nat, stop.”

    Her eyes narrowed and he braced himself for the storm.

    Instead, face blank, she looked at him and shook her head, as though she found him wanting. “I would suggest,” she said, her voice deadly calm, “that you let go of me. If you don’t want to go with me, then turn around and go back to whatever rock you crawled out from under.”

    Ah, now this was the Natalie he knew. “Let’s postpone this discussion for after we’ve gotten out of here alive, don’t you think?”

    Immediately she nodded. “Of course. Forgive me. I wasn’t aware there was a code of conduct for how a wife is supposed to act when learning her beloved husband had faked his death and not only lied to her, but voluntarily spent the past two years away from her.”

    He glared back. “There isn’t. But there is a code of conduct for staying alive. Move!”

    “Right.” She lifted her chin and took off.

    More gunshots. “What the hell are they doing, shooting randomly in the dark?” He cursed. “They’ll hit their own men with the ricocheting bullets. Stupid idiots.”

    The blackness had become absolute. And he didn’t dare light a match. Hands out before him, he felt his way, concrete pillar by concrete pillar.

    “I hope you’re right about this exit. If you’re wrong, we’re trapped here.”

    “Satellite photos are pretty accurate. There should be another hallway here to the left.”

    Bumping into something in the dark, she cursed. “I think I found it.”

    “Take my hand.”

    “What?”

    “Team members.” Impatient, he held his arm out blindly. “Come on.”

    A second later, her small hand slipped into his. They kept moving.

    “Is it my imagination, or is it getting a bit lighter in here?”

    “We must be getting close to the loading area. Keep going.”

    More shots.

    “Do those fools not realize bullets ricochet off concrete?” he said again.

    “Apparently not,” Natalie answered, annoyance still evident in her voice.

    “Why didn’t they move in before?”

    She shook her head, making him realize he could see her. “I held them off. But you barely showed up in time—I was running out of ammo. Did you bring more?”

    “You should always be prepared.”

    She flipped him off. “That’s why you’re here. More ammo, another gun. The fact that you knew another way out is a bonus. Corbett did good, sending you.” Tossing her head, she gave him a narrow-eyed, go-to-hell look. “You do have more ammo, don’t you?”

    He laughed, and saw her clench her teeth. A second later, he tossed her a couple of clips. Seething, she slammed one into her pistol. “Ready?”

    He raised a brow. “For?”

    “Moving out. Just in case the shooters have covered the back exit.”

    “You plan on blasting your way out of here?”

    “Yep.”

    Once again she surprised him. The Natalie he’d known before would have wanted to stay hidden, hoping to pick them off one by one.

    “Do you have any idea how many there are?” The cool, professional Sean was back. Astounded he might be, but he hadn’t survived this long in such a dangerous game by letting his personal feelings get in the way of his job.

    She matched her tone to his. “There are at least two out front. One east, one west. Both armed with AK-47s.”

    “Any idea who they are?”

    “Does it matter? They want me dead. That’s all I need to know. Now, how much farther?”

    They both heard the shouts and the sound of boots running on cement toward them.

    “We’re over halfway there. Come on.” He took off. This time, rather than following, she kept pace with him. Side by side.

    Another round of gunfire, closer. Chunks of concrete spewed from the wall to the left of them.

    Close. Too close. They both knew it.

    “Damn it.” Sean drew his weapon. “You go. I’ll hold them off.”

    Ignoring him, she flicked off the safety and raised her gun. Leaning around the pillar, she aimed, waiting. An instant later, she squeezed off a shot.

    Direct hit. The shooter’s body jerked, then nose-dived forward. “Got him. One down, a few more to go.”

    He touched her arm. “They’re shooting blind. No way can they see us back here. Come on.” He took off.

    She didn’t waste time arguing.

    Left, then right, then right again. With each turn, the darkness lightened.

    “Here we are.” Stopping, Sean pointed. “There’s the loading area. See how that one metal door moves in the breeze?”

    “Listen. The shooting’s stopped. I wonder why?”

    “Who cares?” He moved forward. “Let’s get out of here.”

    She climbed onto the cement platform, staying close to the wall. Sean followed right behind her. When they reached the rusted metal door, she lifted one side and pointed toward a narrow alley between two tall brick buildings. “That looks like the only way out.”

    “No. Too constricted.” Out of reflex, he grabbed her arm. “We’d be sitting ducks. There has to be another way.”

    Again, she jerked away. “Don’t touch me.” Breathing hard, she glared at him, putting every ounce of loathing she could into her expression.

    Grimly, he looked around. He lifted his hand to point and as he did, the remaining shooter fired off another round, narrowly missing him. “Damn it.”

    “I don’t think we have a choice.” She jerked her head toward the opening. “Are you ready to make a run for it?”

    He opened his mouth to respond, but a sound—metal striking concrete—grabbed his attention. For half a heartbeat, they both eyed the oblong metal object rolling across the floor toward them.

    “Time-delay grenade!” he shouted, grabbing her and shoving her ahead of him. “Take cover!”

    She needed no second urging. Sprinting for the nearest concrete divider, she dove behind the wall with him right on her heels.

    The grenade exploded. Sean yanked Natalie into his chest, ducking his own head. Fire flashed and roared and the dilapidated building shook.

    Dust and smoke and cement rained down on them.

    Sean’s mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear for the ringing in her ears.

    More gunfire. This, she could hear. The shooter—or shooters—were moving in, hoping the grenade had done the job.

    Natalie looked at Sean. They didn’t need sound to know what the other was thinking.

    “One, two, three … go.” Moving low and fast, they sprinted for the door. As they slipped through the unstable metal, bullets sliced into it where they’d been.

    “Come on.” They took off running, guns at the ready.

    “Something’s wrong.” Natalie didn’t like the way the pounding of their feet echoed off the alley walls.

    “Too quiet.”

    Then, into the silence, they heard another sound. The unmistakable click of the grenade launcher firing.

    “Down,” Sean shouted, in the split second before the grenade hit to the left of them. It exploded on impact.

    Natalie was thrown to the ground. Sean was lost somewhere in the smoke. Damn it, she thought as she struggled to stand up. It would be a crying shame for Sean to come back from the dead only to be killed on his first mission after. If anyone was going to kill him, it was going to be her.

    At the exact instant she stood, squinting in the smoke and fire and dust, head pounding, ears ringing, looking for Sean, the concrete wall above her came tumbling down.

  

    
      
        Chapter 2
      
    

    “Natalie?” Sean couldn’t see. Couldn’t hear. Couldn’t breathe. He inhaled, struggling for air. Concrete dust filled his lungs, making him double over in a racking cough. He should be grateful—at least this proved he was still alive.

    What about Natalie?

    He called her again, his voice barely rising above a croak.

    “Sean?”

    Alive! Muttering a quick prayer to the powers that be, Sean attempted to push himself up. Though he tried to harness the energy of the relief that had flooded through him at the sound of her voice, he couldn’t move. Blinded, disoriented and confused, he wasn’t sure why.

    “Sean?”

    “Over here.”

    A volley of gunshots erupted. Those damned AK-47s, blasting a path toward them. Evidently, their pursuers had garnered reinforcements and were on their way to finish off what the grenades hadn’t.

    He cursed again, struggling to lift himself off the concrete.

    “Sean, come on. We don’t have much time.” Natalie appeared out of the swirling cloud of dust, voice frantic. “Get up. We need to go. Now.”

    “I know.” Struggling to push himself up, Sean frowned. He still couldn’t move. Rubbing his eyes, he tried once more. No luck.

    “What’s wrong?”

    “I can’t—” Heart pumping overtime, he cursed when he saw the problem. The concrete wall had come down on his left foot, pinning him beneath it.

    Funny how wounds don’t hurt until you see them. True to form, the second he noticed, his foot began to throb.

    “I’m trapped.”

    “Oh, God.” Natalie’s eyes widened, but she didn’t waste time on small talk. “If I lift, can you try to wiggle out?”

    He clenched his teeth. “No way you can lift this. Even if you could, my foot’s probably broken. I couldn’t go far.”

    She shook her head. “No is not an option. I want you to try.”

    Team-leader words. He pondered this for half a second before giving her a cursory nod. “Go for it. If you can manage to lift the pillar, I can certainly manage to move.”

    Straining, she grabbed the concrete and gave it her best shot.

    Nothing. Not even a minute bit of movement.

    “Damn it all to hell.”

    Natalie continued to strain, pushing at the concrete. “Stop,” he ordered. “You need to go. Save yourself.”

    “I’m not leaving you.” Her fierceness surprised him. Where was the timid mouse he remembered?

    “You have to. If you stay, they’ll kill us both.”

    “If I go, they’ll kill you. That’s not acceptable.”

    He put all his frustration into the look he gave her. “Listen to me—”

    “No!” She threw herself against the concrete again. This time, he could swear the damn thing moved, even if only a fraction of an inch.

    “Nat—”

    “You’ve got to help me!” Eyes bright, she shoved again. Another infinitesimal movement.

    Not enough.

    “I can’t.”

    “Do you want to die for real?” She shoved her face close to his, nose to nose. “Is that it?”

    “No.” He ground out the word, surprised to realize he spoke the truth. Even the dark secret he’d been carrying since before he’d met her wasn’t enough to make him want to give up his life. Especially not since they were together again.

    “Then help me!”

    Pushing himself to a sitting position, he tried. Bracing his arms against the cement, he used every bit of his strength.

    “Bingo.”

    The gunfire came again, louder. Closer.

    “One more time,” she urged. “You can do it.”

    “Rah, rah, rah,” he muttered. Still, he was willing to try.

    One more shove did the trick. Together, both their efforts succeeded in moving the concrete off his foot.

    “Can you stand?”

    “I don’t know.”

    She held out her hand. “You have to. Come on.”

    Grimacing, he ignored her outstretched fingers and tried to get up on his own.

    Though already swollen, it seemed his foot would support him. For now.

    Standing, he tried to flash a triumphant smile but ruined the effect the moment he attempted to put weight on his injured foot. Staggering, he nearly fell.

    With a loud sigh, she grabbed him. “We don’t have time for this.” Arm around his waist, she half pushed, half lifted, and helped him back to his feet.

    “Come on.” Heading toward what had been the back of the alley, she helped him over chunks of cement, twisted metal and smoldering hot spots.

    Dust choked him—them—but still she pushed on. He found himself admiring her determination.

    “The explosion blew a hole in the backs of both neighboring buildings. The whole area could tumble down like a stack of cards. I’m hoping they don’t know it yet.”

    Jaw clenched, Sean nodded. Sweat ran down his face and his foot hurt so badly he was half-afraid he might pass out.

    Couldn’t do that. Had to keep Natalie safe.

    Or was it the other way around?

    His field of vision narrowed, then went gray. Blinking furiously, he tried to keep his focus, fought to keep putting his uninjured foot in front of the other. He knew his wife’s slender shoulders couldn’t support his full weight.

    The effort had him panting.

    “Easy now.” Nothing but cool satisfaction rang in her voice as she helped him over a large piece of concrete. She didn’t, he noted sourly, even sound winded.

    Away from the alley, the smoke-clouded air felt a fraction better. Cleaner. He tried to take a deep gulp and choked.

    “Hurry,” she whispered, trying to pull him forward. “We’ve got to move faster or they’ll catch us.”

    He was doing the best he could, but she didn’t need to know the extent of his weakness. Pushing himself, he struggled to lengthen his shaky stride and to keep from muttering curses each time he came down on his injured foot.

    Natalie led him down a twisted alley, turning left then right and left again—so many different directions that he lost track of them. Finally, they arrived at the back of a pipe shop housed in an ancient stone building.

    “In here. Auggie’s one of my contacts. He’s also a friend. He’ll help us.”

    Her friend? Since when did contacts become friends? Allowing connections to become personal could be dangerous. That was one of the first things Corbett had taught Sean when he’d begun training many years ago. Natalie should know that—she’d had intensive training when she went to work with SIS.

    Sean had actually opened his mouth to caution her when he realized he had no right. She didn’t even consider him her husband anymore. After all, as far as she knew, he’d been dead for the last two years. By choice.

    The back door was unlocked. Moving carefully, Natalie let herself in.

    Sweating profusely, Sean leaned against the wall, drawing ragged breaths, trying to stay conscious.

    “Are you coming?” she asked. If he detected a trace of impatience in her voice, it vanished when he raised his head and she got a good look at his face.

    He must look even worse than he felt.

    “God, Sean. You need a doctor.” Slipping her arm around him once again, she helped him up the steps and into the back of the shop. Once he was inside, she closed and locked the door behind her.

    “There. We should be safe for a bit.”

    A moment later, a bearded giant of a man came around the corner. He lifted one bushy brow when he saw Sean.

    “Auggie!” Smiling, Natalie hugged him, her arm barely able to circle his neck. “This is Sean. He, uh, does the same line of work I do.”

    For some reason, the fact she didn’t name him as her husband rankled.

    “I’m her husband,” he said, holding out his hand.

    As Auggie’s huge paw engulfed Sean’s, Natalie crossed her arms. “He’s not my husband,” she told the giant man. Then, letting her gaze drift over to Sean, she gave him a hard look. “Not anymore, you’re not. You’re dead.”

    “Come on, Nat. I’m not dead.” His protest sounded weak, he knew, but it was difficult to talk and still try to hold on to consciousness.

    “You are to me,” she said, turning her back and walking away.

    “Sorry, boyo.” Auggie clapped him on the back. Hard.

    Sean winced. Looking about for a place to sit, he hobbled over to a large wooden crate. His vision grayed. Again, he clenched his teeth and rode out the pain and nausea.

    With fumbling fingers, he managed to extract his cell phone from his pocket.

    “No.” Auggie snatched it out of Sean’s hand. “Not unless Natalie says it’s okay.”

    Dumbfounded, Sean could only stare.

    “I heard my name.” Natalie reentered the room. “What’s up?”

    “He was trying to call out.” Tossing her the cell phone, Auggie gave Sean another baleful glare.

    “Who are you calling, Sean?”

    He could barely answer. “Corbett.”

    “Why?”

    “I need to find a doctor.”

    “I know a good one.” Natalie and Auggie exchanged a look. “Why bother Corbett? We don’t work for him.”

    Vision wavering, Sean swallowed. At this point, if Auggie had announced he was a brain surgeon, Sean wouldn’t have cared. “But I do—er, did. Let me call him.”

    “What’s wrong with him?” Auggie spoke to Natalie as if Sean wasn’t there.

    “He hurt his foot. I don’t think it’s broken.”

    “Give. Me. The. Phone.” Sean gritted out the words.

    Without hesitation, Natalie tossed it to him. “Knock yourself out.”

    He punched in the speed-dial code. A second later, Corbett answered.

    “I need the name of a doctor.”

    “What? Have you found Natalie?”

    Sean answered in the affirmative, filling Corbett in on the details. He ended with his foot injury.

    “Sean, ask Natalie. She’ll probably have the best name. SIS has their own people and she’s been working in that area the last two years.”

    While he’d been sequestered up in the Highlands, playing dead.

    “Point taken.” He sounded churlish, he knew. “At least give me a name.”

    “Very well.” Corbett sighed. “Contact Dr. Pachla.”

    “Thanks.” Sean ended the call and dropped the phone back into his pocket.

    A half smile on her full lips, Natalie watched him. “Let me guess. He told you Dr. Pachla.”

    Reluctantly, Sean nodded. Even that slight movement brought him pain. “Can you contact him? Now?”

    She looked at Auggie.

    Smiling, Auggie nodded. “He’s already on his way.”

    Sean leaned his head back against the wall. He must have passed out, because the next thing he knew, he heard the sound of bells tinkling.

    Natalie and the giant were standing close together, talking in voices too low for Sean to hear.

    “Someone’s here,” Sean muttered. “Maybe the doctor.”

    “Or a customer. Just one moment,” Auggie said, disappearing into the front of the shop.

    When he returned a moment later, a tall, elegantly handsome blond man followed him. Something about him looked familiar, though Sean knew he hadn’t met the man before.

    When the doctor saw Natalie, his aristocratic features lit up. “Nat!”

    “Dennie!” Natalie ran to him and hugged him. An intimate body hug with full frontal contact, Sean noticed, his irritation mounting.

    For his part, Dennie didn’t seem in any hurry to push her away.

    “Ahem.” Sean cleared his throat. “Over here.”

    Immediately, Natalie stepped away from the doctor. “Dennie,” she said. “This is Sean. Can you take a look at his foot?”

    “Of course.” Kneeling beside Sean, Dennie held out his hand. “Dennie Pachla.”

    Sean shook it with as much heartiness as he could muster. “Sean McGregor.”

    Both of Dennie’s blond eyebrows rose. “The Sean McGregor?”

    Sean gave a weary nod.

    Obviously surprised, Dennie glanced at Natalie. “But that would mean—”

    “We were married.” Natalie sounded grim. “Once.”

    “I was going to say that would mean you’re not dead. But I guess ‘we were married’ works.” Dennie continued. “You’re not still?”

    “Yes,” Sean said.

    “No,” Natalie replied at the same time.

    “We were never divorced.” He glared at her.

    “I’d think your death would have dissolved the marriage, don’t you?” She glared back.

    “Whoa.” Dennie held up his hands. “Time out. I’ll just be taking a look at this foot, and then I’ll be on my way.”

    Auggie went up to Natalie and put his arm around her shoulders. “Why dinna you tell me he was back?”

    She shrugged. “I just found out. You know I would have called you.”

    Sean winced. Though he’d always secretly harbored the fear their marriage wouldn’t have survived his secret, watching her prove she’d made it without him hurt more than it should.

    “We’ll need an X-ray,” Dennie said after a brief exam.

    “No time,” Sean responded.

    A quick look at Sean’s face showed Dennie he meant business.

    “I’m thinking your fifth metatarsal might be broken. Depending on how bad the break is, surgery is sometimes necessary.”

    “Not an option.”

    “A cast?” Dennie offered.

    Sean shook his head no.

    “Very well. I’ll run back to my surgery and fetch a walking cast. It’s a heavy boot,” Dennie said as Sean started to protest. “You have to leave it on for six to eight weeks.”

    “Perfect.” Sean held out his hand. “Thanks.”

    After a brief shake, Dennie rose and headed toward the door. Auggie followed. Only Natalie remained.

    “What are you going to do?” she asked quietly. “After he puts that boot on your foot?”

    “I came to protect you,” he drawled. “So I’m thinking I’ll accompany you back to London.”

    “London?” Though she never raised her voice, her anger simmered in her eyes. “I’m not going to London.”

    “That’s the plan.”

    “According to whom?”

    “Corbett. No doubt he’s been talking to your father.”

    Briefly she closed her eyes. When she opened them, he saw determination and resignation in their depths. “I’m not going to London.”

    He sighed. “Fine. Then tell me, what are your plans?”

    “You never answered.” She crossed her arms and stared at him. Daring him to contradict her. “You first.”

    “I said I was going to protect you,” Sean growled. “I’m going after him.”

    “Him?”

    Though she shouldn’t have had to ask, in a perverse way he was glad she had. He wanted to say the name of his enemy out loud. “The Hungarian.”

    “The crime lord?” She looked wary. “Why? Don’t tell me Corbett’s already given you a mission.”

    Sean had to remind himself that he had deliberately protected her from the truth about the Hungarian and the evil he could do. She believed his entire family had died in the same fiery crash that had supposedly killed him. In reality, they’d been slaughtered by the Hungarian’s henchmen.

    The man known as the Hungarian had completely destroyed both of their lives. The crime lord’s vendetta was the reason Sean had pretended to die, so that Natalie’s life might be spared.

    And she knew none of this.

    “No,” he said slowly. “No mission. I’m not working for Corbett at the moment.”

    “Then why?”

    “Because the Hungarian is after you.”

    He could see the stubborn light in her eyes. “The code I was working on before all this started was believed to be his, but what does that have to do with you?”

    “That code may be part of the reason your team is dead, but he’s after you because you’re mine.”

    When she started to argue, he shushed her with a finger to her lips, oddly gratified when she didn’t immediately jerk her head away.

    “Natalie, I need to explain—”

    “No.” Violently shaking her head, she pushed herself away from him. “I’m not interested in your explanations. The past is over with. What’s done is done. Save your story for someone who cares.”

    He ignored the stab of pain her sharp words brought, knowing that, at least in her mind, he deserved them. “What I have to tell you has a bearing on the situation now.”

    “I don’t care. I’ll be fine.”

    Exhaling, he dropped the subject, knowing he’d have to try again later. She had to know the facts so she’d know what kind of monster they were up against. “So will I.”

    “Have you ever worn one of those walking casts? You can’t move the way you’re used to.”

    “Concern? From Super-spy?”

    “Don’t call me that.”

    “Why not?”

    “I don’t like to be mocked.”

    “I’m not mocking you. Isn’t that what you are now?”

    “Look, you’re out of practice, injured and you probably have no idea what’s been going on in the underworld since you’ve been gone.”

    “Your point?”

    “The Hungarian has taken out several of SIS’s best agents. He may be responsible for what happened to my team. If you go after him alone, he’ll kill you.”

    So much for faith in his abilities. If anyone needed protecting, it was she. Sean could take care of himself.

    “I’m already dead, remember?” He gave her his best cold look. “If he kills me, I guarantee I’ll take him down with me. Anyway, I’m not your problem anymore, now am I?”

    Waiting with bated breath for her answer, Sean knew he longed for her to say the impossible. Extremely foolish, considering she’d been absolutely correct. Unless he killed the Hungarian, he didn’t expect to come back except in a body bag.

    Natalie opened her mouth to speak, then shook her head. “No.”

    His stomach clenched.

    “You’re absolutely right,” she said, turning her back to him. “What you do isn’t my concern. But I think you should know we’re bound to cross paths sooner or later.”

    “What do you mean?”

    One swift glance over her shoulder, the directness of her gaze taking his breath away. “If the Hungarian is trying to kill me, then I refuse to sit around and wait for him to come after me. I’m going to him.”

    Stunned, he could only stare. She’d just outlined his worst nightmare. “Why?”

    She lifted her chin. “Among other things, I’m an SIS agent. My mission is clear.”

    Before he could comment, she spun on her heel and walked out of the room. A moment later, he could hear her laughter mingling with Auggie’s.

    Her life no longer included him. He should be used to the pain by now, but he wasn’t. If anything, seeing her again, taking the brunt of her anger and knowing he deserved it had made him hurt even worse.

    How the Hungarian would laugh if he knew. Despite Sean’s sacrifices, the Hungarian had won a different sort of victory. Ironically, he’d succeeded in robbing Sean of the one person he’d loved the most. Natalie.

    A few minutes later, Auggie returned alone.

    Sean glanced up, then down at his hands.

    “I’m worried about her,” Auggie said, dropping onto the couch next to Sean.

    “So am I.”

    “Are you?” The skepticism in the giant’s voice had Sean raising his head. “You sure have a funny way of showing it.”

    Saying nothing, Sean gave the other man a look that plainly said back off.

    Auggie ignored him. “If you want to go with her, all you have to do is make like you’re weak, so she thinks you need her to protect you.”

    “I don’t need anyone to protect me,” Sean snarled. “Go away.”

    The other man didn’t budge. “Swallow your pride, man. Just because you’re a legend in the intelligence community doesn’t mean you can’t eat a little crow to protect the woman you love.”

    Wincing, Sean lifted his head. “Am I so obvious?”

    Auggie chuckled. “Maybe not to her, but the way you feel is plain to see. Every time you look at her, it’s like you found gold at the end of a rainbow. I can read you like a book.”

    “Wonderful,” Sean groaned. “Her knowing how I feel is the last thing I need.”

    “Why? You’re her husband.”

    “I was. Now, she hates me.”

    “Can you blame her?”

    Silence was the only answer Sean needed to give.

    “Look, if you faked your own death, it must have been for a good reason. I would think you can pretend to be an invalid to protect Natalie. What could it hurt, other than your pride?”

    Reluctantly, Sean nodded. “Is she any good?”

    Auggie’s bushy brows flew. “I wouldn’t know. You were the one married to her.”

    He felt his face color. “No, I didn’t mean that. I meant is she any good as an agent?”

    Chuckling at Sean’s discomfort, Auggie shrugged. “She must be. She just got promoted to team leader, right before the tragedy with her team. I imagine she’s finding that hard to live with.”

    As would anyone. But team leader? Sean couldn’t wrap his mind around that. Though Natalie had changed, she’d always been more of a follower than a leader.

    With a sigh, Auggie heaved his bulk to his feet. “Think about it, all right?”

    “I will.” Clumsily Sean stood, too, holding out his hand. After they shook, he met the giant’s eyes. “Why are you doing this? You don’t even know me.”

    “No, but I do know Natalie. I care about her. Nat needs all the help she can get. You know what the Hungarian is capable of.”

    Sean gave the other man a sharp look. “But does Natalie?”

    “She lost her entire team.”

    Exhaling, Sean realized once again he’d need to swallow his pride and pretend to be something he was not.

    But to save Natalie, he’d do anything. Even tell her the truth—that more of their marriage had been a lie than she knew.

  

    
      
        Chapter 3
      
    

    She’d forgotten his stubbornness. Sean was the only other person she knew who came close to being as obstinate as she.

    In the past, they’d struck sparks off each other. Infuriating and exhilarating.

    
      No longer.
    

    Now, being around him made her insides knot.

    The bright sunshine and cloudless autumn sky felt at odds with the turmoil inside her. If the weather were a reflection of her mood, there’d be booming cracks of thunder, lightning sparking among swirling clouds and rain pouring down in sideways sheets.

    She refused to let the cheerful day pull her from her black mood.

    Red wig and sunglasses firmly in place, Natalie power-walked down the boulevard. Past the bakery, where the mouthwatering scent of freshly made bread made her pause, and past the coffee shop, where strong coffee with a dollop of cream waited.

    The October air felt brisk, which she welcomed. Cool air and exercise. Good for the body and the mind. Little by little, she felt her tension ease. She rolled her shoulders, stood in the warm sun and breathed deeply.

    When she’d regained her calm detachment, she headed back, managing to smile and nod at other shoppers.

    Entering Auggie’s store from the front, she greeted Auggie as though she was only a customer and didn’t know him. He responded in kind, asking her if there was anything he could help her find.

    This oft-used code told her they were not alone. She couldn’t go into the back yet to say her goodbyes to Sean.

    Goodbyes? She huffed, pretending to look at an assortment of candy. He didn’t deserve a goodbye, not really, not after what he’d done.

    But this was Sean and she’d loved him for so long. She couldn’t help but feel as though the heavens had given her an added blessing, allowing her to hear his voice one more time.

    If she were honest, something inside her, some small, foolish part, wanted to see his beautiful face one last time. To drown in the warmth of his eyes, touch his skin, breathe his scent. She craved this in much the same way she’d craved sex right after they’d married.

    She’d given up sex. Certainly, she should be able to give up Sean. After all, she’d done so once already, two years ago. She’d gone on with her life and, while she couldn’t unequivocally say she was happy, she’d survived without him.

    Sean. The love of her life. The one man she’d trusted. To learn he’d betrayed her hurt almost as much as his death.

    Yet she couldn’t make herself walk away. Not without knowing why he’d done what he did. She should demand answers; hell, she deserved answers.

    But did she really want to know? Could she really handle the truth, whatever that might be?

    As she strolled nonchalantly around the small shop, she realized two things. One, though she’d never been a coward, she didn’t yet want to know the why of his defection. Someday, maybe. But not just yet.

    And two, she couldn’t leave him. Not now, not until he was healed. And if some tiny, foolish part of her whispered never, she ignored it.

    Finally, the other customer left. Auggie came to her and touched her arm. “Come on.”

    Sean sat slumped over on the cot, his head down. He looked up when they entered, then looked away.

    Natalie crossed the room silently and dropped down beside him. She motioned Auggie to leave, which he did.

    Once the other man was gone, Sean raised his head, but still wouldn’t look at her. “You’re going,” he said. His voice sounded hollow.

    Her throat ached. Wrapping her arms around herself, Natalie came to a decision. “No. I’m not leaving. I need your help,” she said softly. He met her gaze then, his own full of frustration and stubbornness and physical pain.

    Swallowing, he dipped his chin. “I think maybe it’s the other way around.” He dragged a hand through his unruly hair. “I’m the one who needs help.” The soft gravel in his voice told her how much of an effort it cost him to say the words.

    Despite herself, her heart melted. For sanity’s sake, she kept her expression stern. “I’m serious.”

    “So am I.”

    “Help you go after the Hungarian? If so, I’m in. I want the bastard.” Now she had his attention. “I do think he’s responsible for what happened to my team. There are rumors that he’s running a major arms-smuggling operation. The code we were working on could be about that.”

    He gave her a startled look. “Do you have any proof?”

    “Not yet. But we figured out a rudimentary character-exchange system. Signal for phrases, that sort of thing. There was one section no one could crack. I’d planned to take a shot at it. Then my entire team was cut down in cold blood.”

    “How?”

    “Murdered at their desks.”

    “At SIS? With full security on duty?”

    “We worked a lot of nights on rotation. Someone disarmed the alarm and took out two of the guards. Everyone in the office that night died.”

    “Except you?”

    “I wasn’t there.”

    “And the code?”

    After a moment’s hesitation, she nodded. “All traces gone. Except for the copy I’d taken with me.”

    “Do you still have it?”

    “Yes.”

    He swore. “I want that son of a—” Taking a deep breath, he met her gaze. “I want him, you want him and Corbett has offered to help. Don’t you think we have a better chance of taking him down if we work together than if we work separately?”

    “Maybe.” She didn’t dare let her guarded hope show. “Are you proposing we work as a team? If so, then like I said a moment ago, I’m in.”

    He looked down at his leg. “Are you sure?” he asked, quietly. “Before we do this, we both need to be one-hundred-percent certain.”

    Even after two years apart, she realized he knew her too well, knew that she was offering this as a way to protect him.

    “Please,” she added, because she didn’t know what else to say.

    As he opened his mouth to speak, his cell phone rang.

    Watching while he answered, again she was struck by his sheer masculine beauty. Her heart hurt.

    How she’d missed him.

    And, she thought bitterly, how she hated him for what he’d put her through.

    “Here.” He handed her the phone. “It’s Corbett. He wants to talk with you.”

    Gingerly, she took the phone and said hello.

    “Your father’s worried about you,” Corbett said, by way of greeting. “Why haven’t you contacted him?”

    Guilt made her wince. This was the first time in her entire career she’d had to ask her father, a former Lazlo operative, for help.

    “You sent Sean,” she volleyed back. “You knew he wasn’t dead.” She couldn’t believe it. Corbett had known Sean was alive. As a family friend, Corbett had attended the funeral, offered his condolences, watched her suffer when with two simple words—he’s alive—he could have alleviated her agony.

    But he’d never said them.

    Then, when she’d been in the worst trouble of her career, she’d called her father and Corbett had sent Sean back to her. As if she wanted him back.

    A horrible thought struck her. Had her father known, too? Had he withheld the truth, even as he comforted his grieving daughter?

    The depths of such a betrayal would be impossible to fathom. Such a thing would rank right up there with her mother abandoning her when Natalie was six.

    “I sent the best, per Phillip’s instructions.” Corbett’s clipped voice told her the subject wasn’t open for discussion. “Sean got you out, didn’t he?”

    Clenching her teeth to keep from saying things she might regret later, she took a deep breath. “Is that all you wanted?”

    Silence. Stalemate.

    “I need your help,” Corbett finally said. “I’ve got a code for you to crack.” Since the Lazlo Group had their own team of code specialists, this request meant the situation was tense.

    As if he sensed this, Sean made a restless movement, dragging his hand through his thick, dark hair.

    Damn, she wanted him.

    Tearing her gaze away from Sean, Natalie swallowed.

    “Hello?” Corbett’s tone grew even grimmer. “Are you there?”

    “Yes. Sorry.” Taking a deep breath, Natalie forced herself to loosen her death grip on the phone.

    “Will you take a look at the code?”

    She sighed. “I’ll try. But, I’ve got another code to figure out as well.”

    “Another code?”

    “Yes. My team and I were working on it when …” She choked, unable to finish the sentence. Clearing her throat, she continued. “I’m sure my father told you.”

    “He did, but not that you still have any of it.”

    “I do.”

    “Excellent.” He sounded impressed. “I have a feeling you’ll see similarities with the one I’m sending.”

    That got her attention. “Seriously? Where’d you get it and where was it going?”

    “One of my operatives intercepted it from a dead man. We think the missive was headed to the Hungarian.”

    What remained unspoken resonated over the line. This code might be the key to unlocking the secret of the Hungarian’s identity and location. She and her team had been so close. Too close. Instead of them bringing their enemy down, he’d attacked and eliminated them.

    “How quickly can you get it to me?”

    “I’m working on that as we speak. Once you have it, how quickly can you crack it?”

    She eyed Sean, who’d crossed his arms and appeared to be trying to follow the one-sided conversation. “I don’t even have a computer.”

    “I’ll get you a laptop.”

    “Fantastic. But make it ultralight. The last thing I need to be dragging around is a seven-pound computer.”

    “Of course. The Lazlo Group always uses the latest technology.” Corbett sounded distant. “I didn’t plan on sending you a dinosaur.”

    “Good.” Distracted now, her fingers itched to get started. “It will be interesting to see if your code and the one I have are the same.”

    “We have a short time frame.”

    “You’re telling me. It’s difficult enough trying to stay alive and keep Sean from getting killed. Trying to crack a code takes intense concentration. I don’t have that luxury now.”

    “Sean can help you with that. You can rely on him to get you the space and quiet you need.”

    Rely on him? She almost laughed at the irony. “I’ll figure out something.”

    There was a muffled sound, then her father’s voice came on the line. “Are you all right, baby girl?”

    “Papa?” She rubbed her now-aching temple. “Corbett didn’t tell me you were in Paris.” Paris was the home base of the Lazlo Group.

    His deep chuckle didn’t mask the concern in his voice. “I was worried.”

    She had to ask, had to know the truth. “Did you know Sean wasn’t—”

    “Not now.” The stern tone of her father’s voice was tempered by love. “We’ll talk about this later, once you and Sean have worked everything out.”

    She bit her lip. “We won’t—”

    “Natalie, you have no choice. Not now. Maybe once all this is over, but not until then.”

    He was right, damn it. She sucked in her breath. “All right, I’ll do my best.”

    “That’s my girl.” Her father chuckled again, making her wish she could hug him. “Now, here’s Corbett.”

    “How soon can you be ready to do a pickup?”

    “Of the code?”

    “Of course.” Corbett didn’t even pause, and she realized he’d known immediately that she wouldn’t be able to resist such a challenge. Though he had his own code specialist, Natalie had gained a reputation as the best. For good reason. She used to brag there wasn’t a code she couldn’t crack.

    Super-spy, Sean had called her. When it came to breaking tough codes, he hadn’t been too far off the mark.

    “Where and how?”

    “You’ll need to meet one of my agents.” Corbett named a location, an old abbey on the other side of Glasgow, maybe an hour away at the most. “Can you be there at 1600 hours?”

    Auggie came back into the room, looking at Natalie for permission. She nodded and, returning her gaze to Sean, glanced at her watch. “That gives us two and a half hours. We have to rent a car and … yes. We’ll meet your man at 1600 hours.”

    With that, she handed the phone back to Sean. She had nothing further to say to the man she’d once trusted. She’d decipher his code, because more than anything she wanted the Hungarian taken down. After that, they were through. As through as she was with her once-dead husband.

    Understanding without her telling him anything, Auggie moved closer and squeezed her shoulder with his big hand. Grateful, she reached up and covered his hand with hers. Over the past year, they’d become good friends. Auggie, like Dr. Pachla, had hinted he was willing to become more, though she’d been careful not to encourage any closer relationship.

    Sean had been the love of her life. Her marriage to him had ruined her for any other man.

    As she closed his cell phone, Sean met her gaze, his own sable eyes clear. Though she knew he’d heard her tell Corbett about the stolen CD, he didn’t mention it. “We’ll need a car.”

    Auggie removed his hand from Natalie’s shoulder. “There’s a car-rental agency a few miles from here. I can drive you,” Auggie offered.

    “Excellent.” Sean nodded. “I have a new identity.” He gave Natalie another long look. “Corbett created it for me after I ‘died.’”

    She kept her face expressionless. “What name?”

    “Roark McKee.”

    Another pang stabbed her heart. Roark had been the name they’d planned to call their son, whenever she conceived.

    “Can you drive?” Natalie regarded his walking cast with skepticism.

    “It’s my other foot, luv.” The familiar endearment seemed to slip casually from his lips. She stiffened, unwilling to comment, to let him know how much he had hurt her.

    “Fine. You rent the car. No one is looking for you.”

    When they reached the car-rental agency, Natalie waited in the car with Auggie while Sean went in.

    “Take it easy, lass.” Auggie spoke in a soft voice, his burr becoming more pronounced. “You still love him, don’t you?”

    Miserable, Natalie stared at the spot where Sean had disappeared inside the doors. “I don’t know how I feel anymore. Aug, I should just hate him for what he put me through.”

    “But you can’t?”

    Her halfhearted shrug was the best she could do. Her throat was too clogged with emotion to allow her to speak.

    “You’re a damn fine operative, Natalie Major. You’ve moved on with your life. Don’t let this get you down.”

    “You talk as if his returning from the dead is a small thing.”

    “I’d say that depends on your perspective.”

    She crossed her arms. “There’s no excuse for what he did.”

    Auggie shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. You won’t know for sure until you talk to him and find out why.”

    “I’d rather forget him.” Even as she said the words, she knew she was lying. Already, even when separated from Sean by a matter of minutes, she craved him.

    A horn honked. “There he is.” Auggie pointed. “He’s gotten a nice Mini, now hasn’t he?”

    Though she’d seen the tiny cars out and about, Natalie had never wanted to ride in one. They were too small, for one thing, and Natalie was a tall woman. She couldn’t imagine her six-foot-three inch husband crammed into one.

    This would make the term close quarters no exaggeration.

    Both Auggie and she exited his car at the same time, walking over to the Mini. Auggie circled the blue vehicle, a gleam of admiration in his eyes.

    Sean rolled down the driver’s-side window. “Best I could do,” he said, before she could even comment. “We didn’t have reservations and they’re a bit low on cars.”

    Auggie chuckled as he walked up beside her. “One thing about it, no one will suspect you’re a spy in this tin can.”

    Natalie glared at him.

    “You’d better get in,” Sean said, not smiling. “Before someone recognizes you.”

    He was right, damn it. She gave Auggie a quick hug, then yanked open the passenger door and wedged herself into the seat.

    “See, it’s not so bad.” Reassuring? Sean? She wondered what else had changed about him in the two years he’d been dead.

    He handed her a well-creased map, then started to pull away from the curb. “I’ve marked the location of the abbey where we’re to meet Corbett’s man.”

    Not sure how she felt about his automatic assumption that he would be leader, she opened her mouth to dispute him.

    The back window shattered.

    “What the—?”

    “Get down,” Sean yanked the wheel to the right, heading into a narrow alley between buildings. “Someone’s shooting at us.”

    She was already down, head on her knees, or as best as she could in the tiny car. “They must have identified me.”

    “How?”

    “I don’t know.”

    He took another sharp turn and they shot out into the street. Horns blared and a lorry narrowly missed smashing into their side.

    “We’re going to have to ditch this car.”

    “Not now. We’ve got to meet our contact in—” she glanced at her watch “—forty-five minutes.”

    “I don’t care. If they keep shooting, we’ll have no choice.”

    “Yes, we will.” Natalie sat up straight, smoothing down her hair. “You’re not in charge here, you know.”

    The narrow-eyed look he shot her would have lit a cigarette. “Don’t start this. Not now.”

    After a moment of surprise, Natalie threw back her head and laughed. “We already sound like an old married couple, bickering.”

    “We are an old married couple.” His expression softened. “Last month was our sixth anniversary.”

    “Would have been,” she corrected, her chest aching. “If you hadn’t died.”

    The tightening of his jaw was his only response.

    As they entered downtown Glasgow, traffic increased.

    They were sitting ducks at a complete stop, especially if a shooter had a high-powered rifle.

    But no gunshots shattered any windows, and they reached the other side of town without incident.

    “Too weird,” Natalie said.

    “I agree. There’s no reason why they’d simply give up. Unless …”

    “They knew where we’re going.”

    “Impossible.”

    Natalie shook her head. “Is it? You and I both know better.”

    “So we’ll be extra careful.” The tight set of his mouth told her he wasn’t happy with the situation. “Get in, meet Corbett’s man, grab the code, and get out.”

    When they arrived at the abbey, the parking lot was curiously devoid of the normal crowd of tourists’ vehicles. Only one other car had been parked in one of the marked spaces.

    “They’re closed on Thursday,” Sean told her. He chose a spot on the other side of the lot, as far from the lone car as he could get.

    Natalie understood his reasoning. One never knew where a car bomb might be planted.

    Silent, they got out of the car.

    The weather had changed and a light mist still fell, shrouding the air in a blanket of damp. The slate-colored sky exactly matched the weathered stone of the ancient building. As abbeys went, this particular one wasn’t much to look at. Part of the exterior had crumbled, and it was more of a ruin now than an actual building.

    But the sense of age …

    Natalie wasn’t a mystical-minded person, not in the slightest. But the energy of this place, the eerie invocation of timeless power, made her hesitate. She felt as though she were actually intruding, as though her very practical feet should not tread on this hallowed ground.

    If Sean sensed the same, he gave no sign.

    Keeping close to the crumbling wall, they moved toward the old cemetery on the hill. They were to meet their contact near an ancient crypt hidden behind several immense oaks.

    A tingle on her left hand had her glancing down. The wedding ring Sean had given her—the woven band of silver she’d never taken off or switched to her right hand as widows were supposed to do—had grown hot. The ring was old; it had once belonged to Sean’s grandmother. Sean had always called the Celtic design “fairy metal.” He’d teased Natalie, telling her his grandmother claimed to have found the ring in an enchanted circle, left for her by her fey lover.

    The way it responded to this place, Natalie could actually believe the story.

    “You never took it off.” Sean’s quiet voice, raspy with pain, broke into her musings.

    “No.” For a sharp instant, she was glad the sight of her wedding ring had hurt him. He had no idea how much she’d suffered, believing him dead. Or how much she continued to suffer, now that she knew the truth.

    But then, he apparently had never realized how much she’d loved him.

    He’d stopped moving forward. Though he still hugged the wall, he watched her, waiting for her to tell him more.

    Instead of answering, she brushed past him, taking the lead.

    The open space between the end of the building and the beginning of the cemetery would be where they were most exposed. Crouching low, Natalie ran. After a muffled curse, Sean followed, awkward in his heavy cast.

    Several large trees by the wrought-iron gate provided a shelter of sorts. Natalie slipped behind one and Sean took another. Though there was no breeze, the gate was open, as if their contact had left it so when he’d passed there before them.

    “Ready?” Low-voiced, Sean stood poised to move.

    With a jerky nod, Natalie answered. She’d let him take the lead again—for now. At least this way she could cover his back if need be.

    The old stone crypt was in the farthest corner of the ancient graveyard. They kept as close as they could to the larger monuments and statues, using them as granite shields.

    When they were halfway across the cemetery, the crypt exploded.

  

    
      
        Chapter 4
      
    

    Natalie jumped on Sean, pushing him to the ground.

    “Stay down,” she growled.

    Though he narrowed his eyes, he did as she asked. In the past, he’d led and she’d always followed. No more. Still, with his muscular body pinned beneath her, she was suddenly hyperconscious of their positions.

    Thoughts like that in times like this would get them both killed.

    “Come on.” She yanked his arm. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

    “Get off me so I can move.” His voice sounded strangled. Whether from arousal or from annoyance that she’d taken the lead, she couldn’t tell.

    She scooted down the length of him, purely for revenge, then got to her knees. “We’d better stay low. Come on.”

    Making sure he was following her, she crawled to the nearest section of iron fence. “Corbett’s man is dead.”

    “We’ll mourn him later.” He paused, catching his breath. “I’m thinking he took the code with him.”

    “Lost in the explosion, no doubt. But they’ll check to make sure.” She glanced over her shoulder. “We’re going to make a run for the car.”

    “Right.” His tone was dry.

    Too late, she remembered his walking cast. “Can you do it with that thing on?”

    “Yes.” Again, her assuming the leadership position seemed to bother him. But, unlike the Sean she’d once known, this Sean clenched his jaw and said nothing else.

    She didn’t have time to reflect on what that meant.

    “You go first.”

    He shot her a go-to-hell look. “Why?”

    “In case you can’t get over the fence on your own. I can help you.”

    Without another word he got to his feet and hobbled to the next statue. At this rate, they’d be there all day.

    Somehow, Sean managed to climb over the fence unassisted and without getting shot. Natalie could only hope their luck would hold.

    In the meantime, she needed to take steps to make sure she wasn’t recognized again.

    When they reached the car, she went to the passenger side. She’d let him drive. She’d learned a long time ago how to pick her battles.

    Natalie kept a sharp lookout for any hint they might be being followed, but not a single car made the same turns.

    “Are they playing with us?” she wondered out loud.

    “Could be. They have to know their rigged explosion was a failure. We’re not dead. Maybe they want us alive.”

    “For what reason?”

    “The code. Could it be possible that damn code is more important than any of us realizes?” Intent on the road, his expression gave away none of his thoughts.

    “Surely they know their own code.” She heaved a sigh, wishing she could still rest her head on his shoulder as she’d done in the old days.

    “Unless it’s not theirs.”

    Natalie stared. “What do you mean?”

    “Think about it. Why would the Hungarian be so eager to get some old, coded message away from you? Whatever information it contained, he could simply change.”

    “But if it belonged to someone else—”

    “Like one of his enemies.”

    “Who would be foolish enough to go up against someone so powerful?”

    Sean smiled wryly. “The Hungarian has a lot of enemies. Maybe a bunch of them got together to plan something.”

    “Wouldn’t we know? I mean, both SIS and the Lazlo Group have undercover operatives in place. We would have heard something by now.”

    But they both knew that wasn’t necessarily true. Huge secrets had been kept before, men killed, wars fought, with no one in the intelligence community the wiser until it was all over.

    This time, when their gazes met, for the space of a heartbeat, she couldn’t look away.

    Taking a deep breath, she bit back questions she didn’t want answers to and instead pointed out a sign on the corner ahead, advertising a discount drugstore.

    “I need to stop at that store.”

    Sean shot her a look that plainly said he thought she’d lost it. “I know you like to shop, but your timing sucks.”

    She nearly smiled. Nearly. “Trust me, this is a necessity. But it doesn’t have to be that one,” she said as they drove past. “Any chemist’s shop will be fine.”

    A quick stop at the first druggist on the way out of town, and she had what she needed. Climbing back into the midget-size car, she buckled up and dropped her small bag on the floor. “I’m good.”

    The stark expression on Sean’s face made her catch her breath. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

    “I just got off the phone with Corbett. He already knew he’d lost a man.”

    Natalie bowed her head. In the undercover community, the death of a fellow operative was treated the same way it was by firefighters and policemen when one of their own died—with respect and sorrow.

    “Did you convey to him my condolences?”

    “Yes. He was on his way to talk to the family.”

    She winced. “That’s one duty I wouldn’t want.”

    “No one would. But as head of the agency, Corbett takes his responsibilities seriously.”

    As if she didn’t know. Her own father couldn’t speak highly enough of the man. When her father had lost his legs in an explosion while working undercover, Corbett had helped him find the best surgeons, paid for a wheelchair and paid to renovate his home, even knowing he’d have to retire. The two men still talked regularly. Their stories about the life of a secret agent were why she’d gotten into the business in the first place, though in her bid for some sort of independence, she’d chosen to work for the government rather than the Lazlo Group.

    “I’m assuming Corbett had his own copy of the code.”

    “Of course. He’s working on another way to get it to us, along with a computer.”

    She nodded. “Perfect.”

    “Yeah. But still, we need some help. What about your resources? Can you access any of them?”

    She stared. “Resources? You mean like SIS?”

    “Exactly.”

    “No.” She hoped the single word would shut him down. “I’m on leave. Administrative, due to the trauma of losing my entire team. As far as they know, I’m recuperating on the French Riviera.”

    She waited for his questions, but apparently he had none. The sky had grown darker and it wouldn’t be long before the inky night became complete. Suddenly exhausted, she yawned.

    Noticing that in the dim light from the dashboard, Sean smiled. Again, she felt the beauty of that smile like a punch in the stomach. “Stop it,” she said crossly. “It’s been a long day.”

    “We’ll find a place to stop for the night.”

    “Great.”

    Parking in the back drive of the first B and B they came to, Sean went inside and secured them a room. When he emerged, he looked grim.

    “I rented one room.”

    “Why?”

    “Security reasons.”

    Too tired to argue, Natalie simply nodded.

    Opening her door for her, he helped her out. Natalie allowed this, telling herself his touch didn’t feel good, not at all. The shiver that ran down her spine was due to the chilly air, nothing more.

    “Wait.” She dug into her knapsack and retrieved the bandana Auggie had given her. This she placed over her head, tying it under her chin. “Camouflage,” she said. “Best I can do at the moment.”

    Sean raised a brow but didn’t comment.

    They walked into the brightly lit sitting room, neither of them speaking, staring straight ahead. The tension between them seemed palpable—almost unbearable, like the electricity in the air right before a thunderstorm. Natalie had to grit her teeth to keep herself pleasantly smiling.

    Their hostess, a plump, bespectacled woman with a shock of bright orange hair, led them to the rear of the house. “You two even have your own bath,” she exclaimed. “All of the rooms upstairs have to share the big one at the end of the hall.”

    Once they reached the room, she handed them a folded paper listing breakfast options and left them alone.

    Natalie eyed the double bed with dismay. “I’m guessing she didn’t have a room with a king? Or even a queen-size bed?”

    “I’m sorry,” Sean said, sounding anything but. “I can sleep in the chair if you’d like.”

    Eyeing his walking cast, Natalie tried not to think about how badly she wanted to touch him, to run her hands over his once-beloved skin while breathing in his never-forgotten scent, to feel him move inside her again. “I’ll sleep in the chair. Since you’re driving, you’ll need your rest more than I.”

    He narrowed his eyes. Once, he’d been able to read her thoughts, her desires. Or at least it had seemed that way to her. Once. No longer.

    They’d been so happy. Or, she amended, she had. Obviously, Sean had felt differently. She’d never understand how he could do such a thing to the woman he supposedly loved.

    “I’ll sleep in the chair,” she repeated, in case he wanted to argue. “But first, I need your help with this.” Opening the paper bag from the drugstore, she removed her purchases. “I’m going to cut and color my hair.”

    For a moment, he froze, reminding her how he loved her hair, short or long. After lovemaking he’d always run his fingers through it.

    Ruthlessly, she shut down the memories. “I know it’s short, but I’ve got to make it shorter. I can’t be recognized again. It’s compromising our mission.”

    A trained spy, Sean understood. She could tell from the set of his chin that he didn’t like it, but he knew the reasons why changing her appearance was necessary.

    The way he studied her sent shivers down her spine. Finally, he nodded. “Unfortunately, you’re right. What do I need to do?”

    “Let me wet my head in the lavatory sink.” As soon as she’d accomplished that, she combed through her already short locks and returned to the bedroom. “Now I’m ready.”

    “I’m not.” He didn’t sound as if he were joking.

    Ignoring him, she dug out her newly purchased scissors, holding them out, along with the comb. “Will you do the honors? I could do the sides, but I’m afraid I’d make a hopeless mess of the back.”

    Accepting the scissors, he moved the desk chair over by the bed. “Sit here in front of me.”

    One deep breath for strength, and she did as he asked. The mattress springs creaked as he took a seat on the bed directly behind her. “How short?”

    Did his voice tremble?

    “Chin length.” Her hair touched her collarbone now, which meant he’d be removing two to three inches.

    As he combed through her hair, she sighed and closed her eyes. When they’d first met, he’d loved her long hair, insisting on brushing it every night. Sometimes those sessions had turned heated, and they’d made fierce and passionate love. Her entire body warmed just thinking of it.

    She could tell from the catch in Sean’s breathing that he hadn’t forgotten either.

    The first time he skimmed the comb through her hair, a chill skittered along her spine. How she wanted to turn her head and press a kiss into the palm of his hand, the way she used to. Instead she held herself perfectly still, trying to relax.

    Impossible.

    His breath tickled her ear, her throat. Any moment now … She braced herself for his whisper-soft kiss, so familiar she ached for it, so alien she dreaded it.

    When it never came, she reminded herself to breathe. Too much time and deception had passed between them. They each had a job to do, for their country, their agencies and their own personal satisfaction.

    Giving in to old memories, old lusts, would accomplish nothing.

    “It’s done.” His voice sounded husky. When he ruffled her newly shorn locks, she couldn’t suppress a shiver.

    To keep from doing something foolish, she jumped to her feet and went to the mirror over the desk.

    She looked … different. The choppy haircut brought out the hollows of her high cheekbones, but it was more than that. Life had returned to her face. Her eyes were no longer a muddy brown, but the amber color they’d once been, the color Sean had always teased her about by saying they glowed with passion.

    Passion. No matter how she might try to hide this, even from herself, passion burned in her and her body knew. Each moment she spent with Sean, hearing his voice, longing to feel his touch, marked her.

    Natalie was no longer Natalie Major, the efficient Super-spy, the woman made of ice. Despite her best intentions, she resembled Natalie McGregor, the woman hopelessly in love with her mate.

    From behind her, Sean made a strangled sound. In the mirror, she saw him standing on the other side of the bed. His dark eyes glowed, full of such heat she nearly gasped. Their gazes locked and held.

    Slowly, she turned, her pulse beating erratically.

    When he came to her, gathering her in his arms, the scent of him, the feel of his muscular body against her, was almost unbearably painful.

    Still, she hungered.

    His touch as intimate as the old days, he trailed his hands over her skin and caressed the small of her back.

    Ah … this. Arching against him, she lifted her face for his kiss, starving. He met her halfway, crushing her mouth beneath his. His lips devoured hers, demanding, hard and punishing, making her whimper a weak protest at first. But as he deepened the kiss, she welcomed his mouth as though two years had been erased.

    Finally, her world was … full.

    Stupid. With a hiss, she jerked away. Though she immediately felt bereft, she hid it with a scowl. “Don’t do that.”

    The lazy look he gave her had amusement mingled with the desire. “You’re mine,” he stated, with all the confidence of a lion surveying his pride.

    “Not anymore.”

    “Always.” His voice dared her to disagree.

    Though she could have argued, Natalie chose not to dispute his words. He’d always been able to tell when she was lying.

    Instead, she grabbed his head and pulled his mouth down for another kiss. Impatient now, anger blazing into desire and need, grief becoming longing and the shame of his betrayal subjugated into want, she used her tongue the way he’d always found unbearably arousing, stroking the inside of his mouth, suckling his tongue. Reckless, abandoned, she tore at his clothing, craving him naked, hard and deep inside her.

    His breathing came harsh, unsteady.

    “Natalie?”

    “Don’t talk,” she growled. “Not now.”

    Grabbing her hands to hold them still, he held her away. The question she saw in his eyes felt like a dash of ice water down her back.

    What had she almost done?

    “I—” Hand to mouth, she backed away, as far as the small room would allow. Still, her body throbbed, wanting him.

    “Shhh,” he told her, not coming after her. Was that grief she saw flash across his rugged face, or merely thwarted desire? No matter.

    He’d saved her. She owed him that. She’d nearly made another huge mistake to add to her already huge list of them.

    Even now, trying to clear her head, one look at the front of him, at his blatant arousal, and she nearly said to hell with it and went to him.

    Closing her eyes, she drew one ragged breath, then another. How well she remembered the fit of him, tightly sheathed inside her. Their lovemaking had been explosive, intense and fulfilling, something she’d known no other man could measure up to.

    “I’m sorry,” she told him, absurdly on the verge of tears.

    “I understand,” he said, though she knew he didn’t. Aching, she wanted to weep.

    “I’m …” She couldn’t find the words, though she knew she should be asking questions. Ask, hell, anyone else would demand an explanation. As if anything he could say would explain his betrayal.

    When her mother had left, Natalie was six, but she well remembered her questions, and the way her father had had no answers. Finally, he’d told her she was better off not knowing.

    Now she understood what he’d meant. Sometimes knowing the truth could hurt more than whatever the mind could imagine. She’d been an adolescent when she’d finally figured out her mother hadn’t wanted her, didn’t love her, and had left of her own free will. Up until that point, Natalie had convinced herself the woman had been abducted, forcibly dragged away from the daughter she adored and the husband she loved.

    No longer a child, nor a teen with easily bruised emotions, Natalie knew she should demand answers. Should, but wouldn’t. She didn’t really want to know.

    Instead, she brushed past Sean, grabbed the box of hair coloring off the table and went into the toilet, closing and locking the door behind her. She needed to walk, needed it the way a smoker craves a cigarette. A breath of fresh air and a brisk, two- or three-mile walk would clear her head and help her regain her shredded composure.

    The crack of gunfire woke him.

    Sean jerked up, years of training enabling him to snap instantly awake. Since he was still fully clothed, including his damned uncomfortable cast, he shoved himself to his feet and did a quick survey of the room.

    Natalie was missing.

    Moving as fast as the boot would allow, he grabbed his gun and yanked open the door, then moved down the hall to the front door. He opened it and cautiously stepped onto the porch, closing the door behind him.

    Another round of gunfire had him dropping to the ground.

    Where the hell was Natalie? Combined with the streetlights, the full moon provided ample light, but he couldn’t see her anywhere. Maybe she’d taken cover. Maybe she wasn’t there. So where the hell was she?

    He had to assume she was safe so he could concentrate on taking out the shooter.

    Keeping close to the brick building, he moved in the direction of the gunshots. He heard sirens, which meant someone had called the police. This could be good—or bad. It might stop the shooter, but there was no way he or Natalie could talk to local law enforcement.

    The shooting stopped—Sean could only guess the gunman had heard the sirens, too, and was calculating how long he had before he needed to escape.

    More confident now, Sean moved closer. He’d fitted his Glock with a silencer, which would do the job nicely if he had to take out an enemy. Though he’d rather capture the guy and question him. With the police on their way, that might not be possible.

    Right now what mattered was keeping Natalie safe.

    Rounding the corner, Sean stopped. A long, open stretch lay between his building and the next. No way was he going out there blind, making himself a perfect target.

    The wail of the sirens grew louder.

    A shadow moved.

    Sean raised his gun.

    Natalie jumped up and began running toward him.

    His heart stopped.

    Then, knowing he had no choice, he jumped out into the open, both to cover her and, he hoped, distract the shooter.

    When she reached him, she knocked him back around the side of the building. “What do you think you’re doing?”

    “Shhh.” Listening for more shots, he heard only the rapidly approaching sirens. “He’s gone. We’ve got to get back to our room.”

    Though her gaze shot daggers, she didn’t argue. Together, they ran, keeping close to the wall.

    Another shadow.

    “Get down,” he shouted, just before the shooter again opened fire.

    She dropped like a rock. Sean felt a searing heat right above his cast. “Damn it,” he cursed.

    Rat-ta-tat-tat. And again. The sirens were closer still. Again the shooting stopped.

    “What’s wrong?” Natalie asked, her eyes and gun trained in the direction of the gunman.

    “I’m hit.”

    “Where?”

    “The leg.”

    Natalie was beside him. “Cover me.” Then she was tearing her shirt to make a tourniquet on his leg. A rapidly spreading crimson stain showed the wound right above his walking cast, as he’d suspected.

    “You’re determined to lose that leg, aren’t you?” she muttered. “Come on. We’ve got to get out of here.”

    “Can’t.” Perspiration ran from his forehead into his eyes.

    She muttered a string of curse words strong enough to make a sailor blush.

    “What the hell were you doing out here anyway?” he asked.

    “I needed a walk,” she growled, her expression daring him to say anything.

    “A walk.” He stared, wondering if he’d ever really known her. The Natalie he’d known and loved wouldn’t have left him to go for a walk.

    “We’ve got to go. Now.” She grabbed his arm.

    “No.” He jerked away. “I’ll do it on my own. You’re not strong enough.”

    “Been there, done that. I got you out from under a ton of concrete, didn’t I?”

    “Blind luck.”

    Another round of gunfire. More smoke. He swore.

    Who was this psycho? They didn’t know and had no time to find out. Again he cursed his clumsiness.

    “Blind luck, my ass. Try blind skill.” This time, when she grabbed him, he didn’t resist. Half tugging, half shoving, she got him moved to the limited shelter provided by a Dumpster trash bin. His eyes drifted closed. Shaking his head, he tried to keep them open. “Let’s go.”

    “Stay conscious. Sean, you’ve got to stay with me.”

    “Why?”

    The question appeared to blindside her. “Because,” she told him fiercely. “This isn’t the way you want to go out.”

    “True. But it’s taking all I have to stay conscious. So tell me, Super-spy. Now what?”

    “Usually I have backup or radios or one of a hundred tricks a well-equipped spy has at her disposal.” She snorted. “I’m guessing there’s no use looking toward the sky for a James Bond-style helicopter to magically appear and rescue us, right?”

    The fact that she could joke in such a tense situation made him attempt a smile. “Let’s move.”

    They made it to the next building without incident, huddling under the small portico over a back door, protected a bit by metal trash cans.

    “Listen,” Sean said. They both heard the sharp click as the shooter reloaded. Any second now, he’d squeeze off another volley of shots.

    Heart in his throat, Sean tensed. He’d been away from this game far too long.

    “Is he following us?” Natalie whispered.

    “You broke protocol,” Sean suddenly told her, fiercely. “I thought you were a professional.”

    “I am. I—”

    “Professionals don’t leave without telling their partner. You could have gotten us both killed.”

    “Stop, Sean.” She glared at him. “I screwed up, true. I’m sorry. But this shooter was obviously heading for our B and B. I surprised him out in the open, before he was ready. He could have cut us down in our sleep. So part of this worked out for the good.”

    Attempting a nod, he sucked in his breath instead. He didn’t know how much farther he could go. His strength ebbed out of him with every breath.

    “How—” He couldn’t finish.

    “How did he find us? I don’t know. Maybe we need to do a sweep for bugs.”

    Another series of shots. Several rounds cut a wide swath through the metal trash bins.

    “Too close. Run,” he gasped. “Go. Save yourself.”

    “No.” She prodded him forward.

    Assess. The. Situation. She wouldn’t leave him. Nor he her, he knew. Never. His life wouldn’t be worth living if he lost her again. Result. He had to save himself, and, in doing so, save her.

    The sirens were nearly upon them. Somehow, he had to get them to safety. No way could they attempt to explain to local authorities what had happened here.

    “Come on.” He made his voice harsh. Strong. Commanding. “Let me lean on you.”

    Without hesitation, she moved her shoulder under his arm. Taking a deep breath, he lurched forward.

  

    
      
        Chapter 5
      
    

    Somehow they made it out from the porch and across the alley, moving through the neighboring yards, backtracking to their B and B.

    The tourniquet held and he left no trail of blood to betray them.

    Leaning on her heavily, Sean forced himself to shuffle his feet, step after step after painful, labored step. Grunting from the strain, Natalie kept her shoulder under him, staggering at times in her attempt to keep them moving.

    Luckily, their room had French doors that led out to a small terrace. Privacy was always a good thing.

    “Get me in that way. We need to avoid any questions from our hostess.”

    “My thoughts exactly,” she huffed.

    Shouts from the porch they’d recently vacated told them the police had arrived. Sweat rolling down his brow, Sean struggled futilely to increase his pace.

    “Come on,” she urged. Together they shuffled forward as fast as they could. Sean kept his teeth clenched against the pain, forcing himself to move without uttering a sound of complaint.

    Finally, they slipped through the metal garden gate. Natalie pulled it closed behind them, then quickly picked the lock on the French doors.

    Pushing Sean inside, she slammed the door closed and drew the curtain shut. He staggered to the bed and dropped down on the mattress, breathing heavily.

    They were safe. For the time being.

    “What now?” he panted.

    Licking her lips, she swallowed. “I have to see about getting that bullet out of your leg.” She rummaged around in the knapsack she’d carried with her all day, finally pulling out a small box. Then she grabbed the pillowcase off one of the pillows and tore it into strips, and some of the strips into pieces.

    “No way.” He tried to rise, but couldn’t. Fighting against nausea and unconsciousness, he couldn’t even lift his leg to move it. “Damn thing burns like hell.”

    “Hold still.” Her voice, still harsh and sounding completely unlike her, stopped him cold.

    Through a haze of pain, he eyed her. “Like I can move,” he ground out, wondering if she’d ever been shot. He had, almost more times than he could count, though never seriously. No major organs or arteries. This was one aspect of his job he hadn’t missed over the last two years.

    “You might be wanting to move in a minute.” Was that a warning? Without waiting for his response, she pushed him back and began unwrapping the makeshift tourniquet that had kept him from bleeding to death.

    Each pass of the material hurt like hell.

    Gritting his teeth, he bit back a few choice curse words. Instead, he managed to keep his voice relatively level. “What do you think you’re doing?”

    “I’ve got to get the bullet out. And it’ll be painful.”

    Her matter-of-fact tone told him she was cutting him no slack. Still, he’d done fieldwork for too long to argue with truth.

    “How about whiskey? Do you have any?”

    She barely even glanced at him. “No, of course not. Do you?”

    He shook his head, wincing as a piece of fabric caught on the edge of his raw wound. The sharp bite of pain made everything spin, and he sucked in air, trying to stay conscious.

    Wouldn’t do to show weakness before the woman he was supposed to protect. He bit back a groan.

    “I’ll be as gentle as possible.” Was that a hint of concern in her voice? She began rummaging in the plastic box.

    “I appreciate that,” he managed, the pain overwhelming. Worse, she hadn’t even started searching for the bullet. “Let’s get this over with.” He grabbed a piece of cloth from the small stack she had in front of her, twisted it and shoved it in his mouth.

    “Wait a second.” She continued rummaging. “I think I saw some pain pills in here. Aha!” She held up a small, brown plastic bottle. “These might work.”

    He took two and swallowed them dry.

    “Ready?”

    He nodded.

    She gave him a sympathetic smile. “Go ahead and pass out if that will help.”

    Pass out? Who did she think he was? “Hell no,” he growled, mumbling around the cloth. Finally, he yanked it out and glared at her. “I’ve had bullets removed in the field before. I want to make sure you do this right.”

    In the act of disinfecting her hands with waterless cleanser, she paused. “I’m sure I can handle it.”

    “Have you ever done this before?”

    “No.”

    At least she was honest. Still, her answer didn’t give him the confidence in her ability he’d hoped for.

    “Have you?” she asked.

    He jerked his chin in a brief nod. “Of course. Make sure you sterilize whatever you use to get the bullet out.”

    Intent on separating the rest of the blood-soaked material from his skin, she didn’t respond. When she had the area clear, she sucked in her breath with an audible hiss.

    The sound had him raising his head. “Are you gonna be okay doing this?”

    Instead of answering, she bent over him and, setting her jaw in that intent way she had, picked up a pair of tweezers, coated them with waterless cleanser and held a match to them. “Sterilized,” she said, still focused on the bloody mess the bullet had made of his leg.

    An instant later she began poking with her tweezers.

    Shoving his temporary gag back in place, Sean felt as if she was stabbing him with a fiery torch. Damn, that hurt. He tried to force himself to breathe deeply and evenly, fighting to maintain consciousness.

    Struggling not to cry out, he broke out in a sweat. Hot and cold, dizziness and nausea, then, despite his best intentions, everything faded to gray and he passed out.

    By the time she located the bullet, Natalie’s shirt clung to her back, drenched in perspiration. She dropped the bloody piece of metal onto the plastic lid and picked up her small bottle of rubbing alcohol. One thing she’d learned early on in her career—when doing fieldwork, always have a rudimentary first aid kit handy. Luckily, she hadn’t lost hers in the gun battle.

    Bracing herself, she dumped half the bottle into Sean’s open wound.

    “Aaaah!” Sitting bolt upright, Sean cursed. Then, mercifully for both of them, his eyes glazed over and he went back to unconsciousness.

    “Good,” she muttered. Snatching up a needle and thread, she lit another match and sterilized the needle. Then, praying Sean stayed unaware, she began stitching up the wound.

    Later, with the wound dressed and wrapped, Natalie made herself a cup of tea with the tiny electric kettle the B and B provided. Taking a seat in the chair at the side of the bed, she watched her husband sleep, wishing she could sort out her chaotic emotions.

    Previously an optimist, she’d learned the hard way that clouds didn’t always have silver linings. People died, friends lost touch, and previously warm and sunny days were prone to become gray with a simple change in the direction of the wind.

    Life wasn’t fair and if you didn’t like that, there wasn’t a damn thing you could do about it.

    Her rose-colored glasses forever broken, she’d grieved heavily over the loss of Sean. Her friends and coworkers had worried about her, finally contacting her father to help them pull her out of the deep, dark depression.

    And she’d realized she had to go on without Sean. Somehow. Burying the ever-present sorrow deep inside her, she’d set about redefining her life, vowing she would live on her own terms now.

    Though she’d always enjoyed her job, she hadn’t become fiercely intent on it until after Sean died. She’d made SIS her entire focus.

    This showed in her work. In the two years she’d lived alone, she’d been promoted twice. Headquarters had even offered her a desk job, a plum most agents would have snatched eagerly.

    Not her. She’d refused, preferring fieldwork. Every new assignment had brought her a fierce kind of happiness—the only happiness she knew these days. She lived for the excitement, the adrenaline rush. After all, danger and her emerging talent for cracking codes had been a working distraction from her pain.

    She’d solved a few solid cases, one of them huge. Her father had been proud of her and Corbett Lazlo had even offered her a job working for him at the elite Lazlo Group. She’d said no, her loyalty to SIS strong. Her anger at Lazlo for the role he’d played in her life was still there, even if she knew it was unreasonable. Then her entire team had been killed and she’d become a target. And once again, the fates had intervened. Emerging from the grave, Sean had reappeared to claim her. Not dead. Not even hurt.

    All along, she’d been living a lie. Her entire life—before and after his so-called death—had been false.

    The turmoil this knowledge caused her felt overwhelming.

    She had no time to deal with it. The mysterious and evil Hungarian they hunted seemed involved with it all—the SIS, the Lazlo Group, destroying her life and her team—and Sean’s, too, if she were honest.

    Sean’s voice startled her.

    “Could I have some water?” He licked his lips, his dark gaze as powerful as always.

    Nodding, she rose and went to the tap, half filling a glass and carrying it to him. She moved the other pillow behind him and helped him sit up before handing him the glass.

    He drank eagerly, gulping so quickly he spilled most of the water on the sheets. When he’d finished, she took it from him and placed it on the nightstand.

    “You’re going to be all right,” she said.

    Though he nodded, something in his gaze as he searched her face made her feel as if he knew what she’d been thinking. Hell, maybe he did. They’d used to joke about being able to read each other’s minds.

    She’d once found this immensely satisfying, proof they were totally compatible. Now, she found it unsettling.

    “What?” she asked, hating the defensive tone to her voice.

    “Do you want to explain to me why you felt the need to go for a walk in the middle of the night, endangering our mission and our lives?”

    A flash of anger warred with guilt. “Only when you feel like explaining to me how your entire family and you died in the same accident. In a car you weren’t even supposed to be in. And since you haven’t mentioned them, I’m going to assume your family really is dead.” She knew her voice was laced with pain and anger, and chose to focus on the anger. “I’ve long known someone had to be responsible, though no one—not Corbett, not my superiors at SIS—claimed to know who. You know, don’t you?”

    For the space of two heartbeats, he simply stared. Finally, he gave a slow nod. “I do.”

    Though she was skirting the edge and moving closer to dangerous territory, she realized she wanted to know, at least this. “Tell me.”

    He breathed a sigh. “The Hungarian.”

    “That’s what I thought. Especially when you said he might be after me because of you. Why?”

    When he looked away, the stab of grief felt fierce.

    “It’s a long story,” he said. “And while you might be ready to hear it, I’m not sure I can tell it.”

    “Don’t you think it’s time I knew the truth?”

    Dragging a hand through his hair, he looked down, up, anywhere but directly at her. “Yes. But you deserve to know everything, all at once, and what I’ve done might make you hate me even worse.”

    About to tell him she could never hate him, she bit back the words. Her chest ached. “After all this, you’re still hiding something from me?”

    “No more than you’re hiding from me.”

    “Quit trying to change the subject.” She shook her head. “I’m not hiding anything. This isn’t about me, it’s about you.”

    His smile mocked her. “See? You can’t go on feeling responsible and guilty.”

    “Easy for you to say. My entire team died. I didn’t. I’ve got to figure out what the hell I know that the Hungarian wants to keep silent or that he wants to discover.”

    “Natalie, listen to me. You need to stop feeling responsible and trying to fix this. It might not all be you.”

    She stared at him, heart in her throat.

    “Some of what’s happened—hell, most of what’s happened—might be because of me.”

    “You keep saying that. But I don’t understand. Tell me.”

    Though he looked reluctant, this time he held her gaze. That was Sean, never one to back down from bad news. “They might have gotten word that I wasn’t really dead. The Hungarian knows if that were true, you would be the one person who could bring me back to life.”

    “The Hungarian used me to get to you? That makes no sense.”

    “You asked about my accident, my family’s accident? There was no car crash, no accident.”

    Bewildered, she put her hand to her throat. “If you’re telling the truth, there was one hell of a massive cover-up. Even SIS has the car crash in their files.”

    “No car. No crash.”

    Briefly, she closed her eyes. “Why? Why would anyone go to such lengths?”

    “To protect you from the Hungarian. He’s sworn a vendetta on me.”

    The old-fashioned word seemed out of place, wrong. “A vendetta?”

    “Blood feud. That’s why he slaughtered my family.”

    “Slaughtered?” Closing her mouth, she squared her shoulders. “Is that what really happened, Sean? Your mother, father, sister—he killed them? All of them?”

    “Yes.” He inhaled, the sound loud in the quiet room. “He murdered my entire family for revenge.”

    “Why? Because of Kitya Renkiewicz, his mistress?”

    He shook his head. “I killed Kitya, but I had no choice. If I hadn’t shot her when I did, she would have killed me. But the Hungarian didn’t give a rat’s ass about her. My problems with him started long before Kitya.”

    “That doesn’t explain why you faked your own death.”

    “You were next. The only way I could stop him from coming after you was for him to believe I was dead.”

    “You couldn’t come to me, tell me what was going on? Instead, you engineered a massive cover-up and faked your own death?”

    He nodded.

    In disbelief, she stared. Her pain felt ten times stronger faced with the unbelievable extent of his lies.

    “This is all you can come up with?” She wanted to hit him. “I was your wife, the one person you could trust. You let me believe you were dead, ripped my heart out, and this is your explanation? Sean, I grieved for two years. Your death,” she spat the word, “changed my life.”

    “It changed mine, too.”

    She wanted to weep. “It’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever—”

    “It worked.”

    “No. It didn’t. You’re here now. I’m getting shot at. Nothing worked.” Raising her gaze to his, she let him see the depths of her bitterness.

    “Nat, I—”

    “No.” She lifted her hand, managed a careless wave. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

    “You don’t understand.”

    “Ah, but I do.” The rancor seeped through to her voice, and she let it. “That’s why you need to drop it, Sean.”

    “But—”

    “If you want to work with me, don’t say another word.”

    Turning her back, she blinked back tears. Their marriage had seemed so different, so real. Based on mutual respect and trust and love, or so she’d believed.

    That only proved what a gullible fool she’d been.

    No more.

    “Go to sleep, Sean.” Without waiting for an answer, she got up, turned off the light and sat in the chair by the window.

    “What about you?” His voice, combined with the room’s darkness, made her ache again.

    “I’m going to sit here awhile.” She kept her tone curt. “I’ve got a lot to think about.”

    Sean dreamed. For the past two years, he’d been unable to forget Natalie’s kiss. Or the feel of her body, supple and welcoming, wrapped around him while they made love.

    Now, in his dream, he kissed her again, with all the ferocious passion pent up inside.

    Instead of kissing him back, in his dream she froze, her huge amber eyes wide open.

    He tried to deepen the kiss.

    She made a sound of denial against his mouth.

    Stunned, he backed away. What the hell was this? He knew she was angry with him. He didn’t blame her. But he’d been certain her fury would melt the instant his mouth touched hers. Always, always, always, the touch of his lips had made Natalie melt.

    Not this time.

    Made of ice, she hadn’t softened as he moved his mouth over hers. Hell, she hadn’t even parted her lips.

    Had she really gotten over him so completely?

    In his dream, sorrow engulfed him as he realized she had.

    Worse, she didn’t understand why he’d done what he did. If she couldn’t handle that, how would she deal with the rest of his past?

    He’d given her up to save her life. During the two years away from her, he’d almost managed to convince himself that he had no regrets.

    He’d been lying.

    The intensity of his pain woke him. Fully awake, he punched his pillow.

    “Does your leg hurt?” Natalie’s voice, from across the room.

    “Like hell.” Nearly as much as his heart. He pushed himself to a sitting position and clicked on the lamp, looking for her.

    With her legs curled under her, she occupied the room’s single armchair. He couldn’t help but remember how she used to sit, head tilted just so, lost in the pages of a good book. This time, she’d been sitting in the dark, as lost in her thoughts as he’d been in his dream.

    “Are you okay?”

    “I’m fine.” Blinking, she stared at him. The hostility in her voice dropped the temperature in the room ten degrees.

    “You’re in no condition to go after anyone. I’m going to ask Corbett to get you out.”

    He tried to move, to push himself out of the bed, but couldn’t make his leg go anywhere. “Don’t even think about it.”

    “Sean, I’m perfectly capable of taking the Hungarian down alone. As it is now, you’ve become more of a liability than an asset.”

    Stung, he bit back a sharp retort. “You’re using my leg as an excuse.”

    Her reply was short and sweet. “Sorry. Sue me.”

    He couldn’t believe the sweet irony of their situation. “Look. You can’t just dump me. You wanted to tag along with me to protect me, and the entire reason I wanted you nearby was to protect you.” He laughed, a tired, bitter sound, even to his own ears. “Admit it. And I’m not done protecting you yet.”

    “I don’t need your protection.”

    “Nor I yours.” He wished he could kiss her, hard and quick, like he had in the old days.

    But he couldn’t, so he wouldn’t.

    “How about a truce?” Her quiet question surprised him.

    “I didn’t know we were at war.”

    She shook her head, her short spiky hair making her look as if she’d just climbed from his bed. She was almost unbearably sexy.

    Damn and double damn.

    Swallowing, he collected his thoughts and tried again. “Look, we both want the same thing, right?”

    She nodded. “I want to find him.”

    “And learn who he is and why he—”

    “Did what he did.”

    “Yes.”

    He held out his hand, bracing himself for the cool slide of her fingers into his.

    “Let’s work together.”

    “We’ve already tried that.” She didn’t take his hand. “You’re wounded. You need to go home. Once you’re healed, you can rejoin me.”

    “I doubt you’d be alive.”

    The statement didn’t appear to faze her.

    “Such confidence you have in me,” she drawled. “Why don’t you let me worry about that, and you go back to doing what you do best—protecting your own ass.”

    The barbs were getting sharper. He elected to opt out rather than continue slinging words.

    “You know me. A little thing like this leg won’t get me down. We make a good team, Nat. Always have, always will.”

    “Our marriage is over.”

    He swallowed. Though she hadn’t meant it to be, that sentence was the most hurtful of all. “I’m not talking about our marriage. We are a working team, colleagues. You know that neither of us can get to the Hungarian alone. And to try to do so is suicide. Quit being so stubborn and admit it. Before you get yourself killed.”

    Tilting her head, she considered his words, forced by their vehemence to put aside her personal feelings. “You may be right.”

    “You know I am.”

    Ignoring this, she continued. “If we’re going to be a real team, we need to lay down some ground rules.”

    This should be interesting. “Like?”

    “I’m in charge.” She said it so smoothly he wasn’t certain he’d heard correctly.

    “Uh, no.”

    She cocked her head, crossed her arms, and merely looked at him.

    Still sexy as hell. But ten times more infuriating.

    “Natalie, sweetheart—”

    “I’m not your sweetheart.”

    He tried again. “I’ve been doing this sort of thing far longer. I’m a trained assassin, for pity’s sake. I’m older, stronger and male.”

    “So? Men lead and women follow, is that it?”

    Since she had it pretty much in a nutshell, he didn’t see the need to elaborate. “You’ve got it.”

    He waited for the explosion.

    Instead, she threw back her head and laughed.

    It was a truly amused, gut-rolling, belly-shaking laugh. The sort of laugh a confident woman had, a woman who knew what she was and where she was going.

    Natalie had never, in the entire time he’d known her, laughed like that.

    He stared at the beautiful woman who’d been his wife and finally acknowledged the truth. She’d become a stranger. Two years had passed, an eternity of living separately, time enough for both of them to change.

    Though he might long for things to be as they’d been, too much water under the bridge ensured that could never happen.

    Yet he couldn’t stop wanting her.

    Despite the desire coiled in his gut, Sean had to sleep. Though his restless mind and tumbling thoughts tried to pump him full of adrenaline, his exhaustion was so complete that he found himself nodding off in the middle of Natalie’s next question.

    “What?” he repeated, groggy and slow and wishing he could simply wrap himself around her and drift off to sleep.

    “Get in the bed,” she repeated. “You look like you might pass out at any moment.”

    Grateful, he crawled for the pillow, barely registering her touch as she tugged the blanket over him.

    Outside, the rain beat steady and heavy, drowning out the noise of the traffic and the city. Sean’s last thought as he drifted off to sleep was how he’d give anything to wake up with Natalie warm and willing in his arms.

  

    
      
        Chapter 6
      
    

    “Sean, I need the truth.”

    He started, yanked up out of a light doze. The soft question came out of nowhere, the dark room amplifying the sensual sound of her breathing, of her silky voice. “I gave you the truth.” Blinking, he cleared his throat. “Honestly, I told you what really happened.”

    “No. You told me pieces.” Her tone made it clear she thought there was more. “You left part of the puzzle out. The biggest piece. What’s the real reason the Hungarian wants to destroy you?”

    His heart thudding dully in his chest, he swallowed. She’d asked the one question he’d dreaded for so many years. The one question that, if he answered, might completely and utterly destroy whatever speck of love remained in her heart for him.

    Propped into the corner of the high-backed chair, her elegant neck looking impossibly long, her short, copper-colored hair sticking up in wanton disarray and her half-lidded amber gaze appearing sultry, she made him want her all over again.

    He couldn’t help but wonder if she knew her beauty struck him dumb. Fervently, he hoped she didn’t.

    While he stared, she stared back. Finally, she narrowed her eyes, the dim light from the lamp making them appear to glow golden. “Are you even awake enough to talk?”

    He could have taken the coward’s way out—told her he wanted to go back to sleep and they’d talk about this in the morning. But he was tired of running, tired of hiding. And, even though he’d given her a partial truth, he was damn sick and tired of having her think he’d disappeared because he didn’t care.

    “I’m waking up.” Sean couldn’t help but wonder if she remembered the way he always woke around her—aroused and ready. She used to love teasing him, until they both were panting and breathless.

    Damn. Remembering didn’t help his current situation at all. Pushing himself up, he plumped up the pillow and propped it against the headboard. He was careful to keep the blankets piled on top of his lap.

    “At the time, I believed I had no choice.” It was the closest he could bring himself to admit he might have, in the awful grief and rage, made an error in judgment.

    “I thought our marriage was based upon trust. Love. Respect. You’ve proved me wrong with your lies. You weren’t the man I thought you were, Sean.” Her voice broke. “The man I loved.”

    He opened his mouth, closed it and swallowed. In this, with secret upon secret upon secret, he wasn’t even certain where to begin. There were some things he’d believed he would never have to tell her.

    Now, he knew he had no choice. If they were ever to have a second chance together, Natalie had to know everything.

    She misread his hesitation as refusal. “Cut the crap. Tell me everything.”

    Everything. He closed his eyes and sighed. The rest of what he had to tell her tasted like bile, though he knew someday she’d have to know the truth.

    
      All of the truth, no matter how much it hurt.
    

    “Start at the beginning, so I can keep this straight.” Her clothes rustled as she moved. “Begin with the family reunion.”

    Though his feud with the Hungarian went back much further than that, the family reunion was a good place to start. Natalie had been scheduled to arrive close to the same time as his parents. A missed flight had saved her life.

    Clearing his throat, he began. “What the Hungarian did to my family earned him a special niche in hell.

    “I arrived on the island early, planning to surprise my folks and you. I’ll never forget jumping out of the rented boat and jogging toward the main house, full of excitement.

    “The pool of blood on the front porch was my first clue something was wrong.”

    He tasted bile and swallowed, forcing himself to continue. “Bloody footprints in the foyer had me running for the den. My family was there—or what was left of them. The killers had dragged them into the center of the room and tossed them in a horrible, bloody heap.”

    Eyes wide, she watched him. “Dead?”

    “Oh yes. They were all dead. Brutally murdered. Missing limbs, or eyes or heads. From the expression on their faces, they’d suffered horribly before they died.”

    The blood leached from her face. “I’m so sorry.”

    Ignoring her, he continued. “Frantic, my first thought was for you, my wife. I couldn’t find you. Your body wasn’t in the bloody carnage of all that remained of my family. I searched every inch of that doomed vacation house. Nothing. Nada. Zip.

    “As if losing my parents and brother and sister weren’t enough.” Again he swallowed, blinking back tears. “I couldn’t bear losing the woman I loved more than life itself, too. But I couldn’t find you.”

    “I wasn’t there,” she reminded him, softly.

    Ignoring her, he went on. “For one terrible moment, I believed you’d been taken hostage by him, a man who had no problem ordering the brutal torture and slaying of innocent people. But when I turned on my cell phone to call the police, I found the message you’d left while I was in flight. I played it back. Your cheerful voice seemed out of place as I stood in the middle of the bloodstained room and played it, again and again and again.”

    “The message I left telling you my flight had been cancelled.” Her whisper was hoarse, the pain in her voice as raw as his own.

    “Yes.” He didn’t tell her that right then he’d fallen on his knees and thanked God she was alive. Natalie was alive. As long as she lived, the Hungarian hadn’t won. She’d been spared the sight of the carnage, of the message written in blood on the living room floor.

    
      This is only the beginning. We’re not done.
    

    He’d known then. The Hungarian had done this to make him pay.

    The blame for all these deaths could be laid squarely at his feet. The murders were his fault. Repercussions always had a way of catching up with you. He should have known that.

    But even then, even grieving and hurting and furious, he’d tried to figure out a way to save Natalie. Because he’d known the Hungarian wouldn’t rest until she’d died a horribly slow death, just to punish him. Sean had wanted to spare her that fate. So he’d died instead.

    Now, once again, he faced the consequences of his actions. Proving no one ever got off scot-free.

    “Sean?” Her voice brought him back from the horrific memories. “Why didn’t you contact me, tell me what was going on?”

    “I couldn’t risk it. If anything had happened to you …”

    “I’m a trained SIS agent.” She sounded impatient. “I can protect myself.”

    “I wasn’t thinking clearly. I’d just lost my entire family.” It was the first time he’d admitted it, even to himself.

    He cleared his throat. “Nat, if I hadn’t died, the Hungarian would have killed you. You wouldn’t have seen it coming. Then he would have put a price on my head.”

    “What did you do to make him hate you so much?”

    Ah, the six-million-dollar question.

    He took a deep breath, both dreading what he had to say, and relieved that he could finally say it, struggling to find the right words. Awash in pain he hadn’t allowed himself to feel in twenty-four months, two weeks and three days, he knew he couldn’t break down in front of her. Not now, when every word he said could impact his future.

    Their future, if he dared to dream of such a thing.

    “Years ago, before I met you …” Despite his resolve, he choked up.

    Restless, he almost got up from the bed. But she hadn’t moved from her chair. Who knew—maybe all that psychology crap was right and allowing her to be in a seated position, and thus dominant, while he reclined on the bed, would make her feel better. And maybe, just maybe, help her understand. There was so much more he needed to say.

    Yet once again, the words stuck in his throat.

    The tears shimmering in her eyes nearly undid him. “It’s really awful, isn’t it?” she whispered.

    He nodded, the truth catching in his throat, choking him. The most horrible lie of all.

    But before he could think about how or even whether to begin, she got up and sat beside him. She placed her hand on his arm, sending shock waves through him. For a moment he simply existed, breathing her scent, feeling her touch, and felt he’d finally been allowed a glimpse of heaven.

    “I—” he tried to begin.

    Her voice as soft as her touch, she asked, “Instead of going into hiding, why didn’t you go after him and kill him? Make him pay for what he’s done? You were—are—an assassin. Some say the best. If anyone could bring the Hungarian down, it would be you. How could you allow a bastard like that to live?”

    Wincing, he looked away. “That’s the same question that’s haunted many sleepless nights.” His insides churned. “I wanted to. God, how I wanted to. But I knew it would take time to find him. Your life was at stake. I couldn’t keep you with me always, and I couldn’t use you as bait—too much risk. Yes, I wanted him to pay, but I wanted you to live more. I made a snap decision, dazed by grief, full of rage.”

    “So you faked your death.”

    Put that way, his choice sounded cowardly. In truth, leaving her, making her a widow, had been the most difficult thing he’d ever done. Bar none.

    “I had no choice.”

    She shook her head. The grief in her expressive eyes mirrored that in his heart. “That’s where you’re wrong. You did, Sean. You did. I would have helped you hunt him down and kill him. Back then, we made a hell of a better team than we do now.”

    Shoulders shaking, she got up and walked away, to the only place she could go, the small lavatory, leaving the rest of what he had to tell her trapped on his tongue.

    Staring after her, he wondered if she’d ever understand. Or if she’d ever forgive.

    And she didn’t even know the worst of it.

    It took half an hour, but Natalie was reasonably certain she’d managed to hide all signs of her bout of weeping. Except for the red eyes, and she was banking on the dim lighting to hide that.

    She’d halfheartedly hoped Sean had fallen asleep while she’d hidden in the bathroom, but when she opened the door he still waited, sitting on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands.

    Despite herself, her best intentions flew out the window. “Are you all right?”

    “Fine.” Straightening, he looked away. “Remember, there’s more I’ve got to tell you.”

    The bed dipped as she sat down beside him. “You can do that later. I think I’ve had enough for one day.”

    “But—”

    “Seriously. Unless what you want to tell me will endanger my life if I don’t learn it, let it be for one more day. I can’t take any more today, okay?”

    Finally, he nodded. The stark relief that flashed across his handsome face was painful to see. Especially since she felt the same—as if she’d dodged a bullet.

    “Then let’s talk about something else.”

    “What?”

    “Anything,” she said. “You choose.”

    “Tell me why you’re here, hiding from your own agency. Why you called Corbett and not SIS for help.”

    “My entire team was slaughtered in SIS headquarters. Cut down in cold blood, without warning. Since SIS was breached once, I have no doubt it could be breached again. I don’t trust anyone there at the moment.”

    “Breached?”

    “We had a mole. Roland Millaflora. You might have heard of him.”

    “But he was captured, right?”

    “Yes. But I don’t know who he was working for, or worse, if he had help inside. So I’ve cut myself off from headquarters. As far as they know, I’m on the French Riviera.”

    She yawned, then stood up and started to move away. “Let’s get some sleep. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”

    “Not yet.” His gaze darkened. “Come here, Nat.”

    She opened her mouth and closed it. “Why?”

    “Just come here.”

    Suspicion had her frozen before she remembered he was a wounded man. Moving to his side, she reached for the water glass to refill it. “Do you want more water?”

    He grabbed her arm, tugging her toward the bed. “No. I want you.”

    Shocked, she stumbled and nearly fell. Righting herself, she perched on the edge of the bed, empty water glass still in hand. “You’re … you’re hurt, in pain.”

    “So distract me.” Waiting, he watched her. “Come here.”

    Trying to pretend the husky timbre of his voice didn’t affect her, she shook her head. If she moved, even one-tenth of an inch, she’d be all over him. Devouring him, as she’d wanted to do ever since he’d come back from the dead.

    Not good.

    Mouth dry, she tried to concentrate on something else. Like how badly she needed to file her nails. Or brush her hair. Except she couldn’t. Such a routine grooming shouldn’t become sensual, but with Sean in the room, even breathing aroused her.

    So she kept still, unwilling to move and let him know how he affected her.

    “Stop.” Pleased with her brisk tone, she shook her finger at him. “It’s almost morning. You need to try to rest. Thinking about sex won’t help you go to sleep.”

    “I haven’t been with anyone else.”

    Her heart skipped a beat. “What?”

    “You heard me.”

    Why he felt compelled to share this information, she didn’t know. Unless he thought telling her would make her give in. She was glad he didn’t know how badly she wanted to give in. She supposed she ought to consider herself lucky he was injured.

    “Your faithfulness—or lack of—doesn’t matter.”

    “Yes, it does.” He sounded firm. “I took a vow, in a church. I swore before God and this green earth that there’d be only you.”

    Impatient now, afraid to think about what his confession meant, she shifted on the bed. “You don’t have to lie. I know you. You’re a very sensual man. There’s no way you went so long without any … feminine attention.”

    He didn’t answer, drawing her gaze to him as he’d no doubt known his silence would.

    Despite the hell he’d just gone through, he looked damn good. The devil himself couldn’t have looked better. His rugged features had gone serious, watching her in that intense way he had, his eyes dark and full of secrets. His black hair gleamed in the artificial light, one lock falling forward onto his brow. In times past, she’d always brushed that wayward strand back, and he’d grabbed her wrist and kissed her hand.

    She shivered, telling herself to look away yet totally unable to.

    Sean.

    He waited, powerful arms relaxed, his hands dark against the pale blanket, and let her look at him. No doubt, she thought with irritation, he wanted her to remember the sensual pleasures they’d once shared. He wanted to tempt her with more than an apple, even knowing that if she touched him now, she’d be giving up what was left of her soul.

    She couldn’t, wouldn’t let that happen. No matter how badly she wanted him, this dark, fallen angel who’d once belonged to her.

    The woman who’d loved him had died when she’d thought he’d died. Just because he’d come back to life didn’t mean she could.

    “Two years, Sean. It’s been two years. You pretended to be dead, for heaven’s sake! Don’t you dare try to seduce me now.”

    “Natalie, I—”

    “No.” She shifted uncomfortably. “And you shouldn’t even be thinking that way. You’re wounded.”

    “Only my leg and foot. The rest of me is fine.”

    His quip elicited no smile from her. “Stop.”

    “Please,” he said. That one word nearly undid her, because the Sean McGregor she’d known had never had to ask her for anything. She’d given of herself freely and with pleasure, always happy to put her love for him in physical terms.

    “You’re killing me,” she managed, clearing her throat to try to force out coherent words. “Quit. Just quit.”

    Another man might have laughed or attempted to defend himself by pointing out that he’d done nothing, made no move.

    Not Sean. He understood, as she’d known he would. Their relationship had always been both cerebral and physical.

    Her sigh was full of regret. “Working with you is more difficult than I thought it would be.”

    “You’re telling me.” He gave her a rueful smile, finally letting her see the pain in his eyes. “I’d leave, but moving would be rather painful right now, in more ways than one.”

    Closing her eyes, she inhaled sharply, unable to prevent herself from remembering what he’d been like when fully aroused.

    “I’ll go.” She pushed herself to her feet, moving unsteadily toward the bathroom.

    Closing the door, she turned on the tap and splashed water on her face. Cold water. Eyeing her dripping face in the mirror, she hated the lingering desire she saw there. She’d had two years to lose every hint of weakness inside her. Evidently she hadn’t been successful. One look from Sean had her wanting to melt.

    Taking a deep breath, she emerged from the lavatory.

    Sean had fallen asleep. Good.

    Without changing her clothes, she climbed into the bed next to him, sliding under the covers. They both needed their rest. Tomorrow promised to be a long day.

    Tonight promised to be an even longer night.

    The chime of her cell phone woke her. Groggy, she flipped open the casing and muttered a hello.

    “Natalie?” Not only did her father sound wide awake, but unnaturally cheery. “Are you all right?”

    “Yes.” She shot Sean a quick glance. The phone and her voice had awakened him, too. He lay on his side and watched her, eyes gleaming in the dim light. “We were still asleep. Late night.”

    “Did you learn anything relevant?”

    “Only that someone really wants me dead. Some shooter with an AK-47 came after me. Sean was hit.”

    The sharp sound of her father inhaling told her he was stunned. He’d always liked Sean. “How badly is he hurt?”

    “Not life-threatening. I got the bullet out, but combined with his broken foot, he’s in no shape for a manhunt.”

    “I see. I don’t suppose there’s a chance you could talk him into going back to the Highlands to heal?”

    The Highlands. She felt a sharp stab of pain. “Is that where he’s been all this time?”

    “Hasn’t he told you anything?”

    “No.” Unable to keep the bitterness from her voice, Natalie sighed, aware of Sean listening. “Sean has said precious little about what he’s been doing since he ‘died.’”

    Silence fell while her father digested this. “I’m sorry,” he finally said. “I promise you, if I’d known, I would have moved heaven and hell to get you to him.”

    “I know.” Tiredly, Natalie bit back a sharp retort, concentrating on sounding calm, cool and collected, as an expert field operative should. “I’m surprised Corbett didn’t tell you.”

    Her father’s deep chuckle reassured her. “You know how he is. He only reveals what he wants, when he wants. I’m sure he believed this was in your best interest.”

    “Maybe. But I would have liked a say in deciding that.”

    “I know. But you’ve got to move forward, Natalie. Whatever you decide about Sean, you’ve got to go on with your life.”

    Easy for him to say. But he was right, as usual.

    Blinking back tears and swallowing against the hot ache in her throat, Natalie realized her hand was beginning to go numb from her white-knuckled grip on the phone. She relaxed her fingers and straightened her shoulders.

    “I’m trying, Papa,” she whispered.

    “Good.” After exchanging a few more pleasantries, her father rang off. Natalie closed the phone and looked up to find Sean watching her.

    “Papa said you’ve been living in the Highlands.”

    Expression shuttered, he nodded. “Yes.”

    She’d only been there once, and he’d taken her. Her first impression had been of chilly damp mystery—the land shrouded itself in mist, hiding its secrets.

    “If I remember correctly, you didn’t see much of the scenery when we were there,” he drawled.

    Her cheeks warmed. “True.” They’d been newly married and had spent the entire time in bed. From the way Sean’s eyes darkened, she knew he remembered, too.

    “I never forgot,” he said. “As I matter of fact, I bought a cottage in a glen near where we stayed.”

    Helpless to move, she could only stare. “Why, Sean? Why?”

    “It’s beautiful there. Peaceful. No bloodshed or gunshots or murder. Just sheep and goats and the occasional bark of a collie.”

    “You sound as though you made a home there.”

    “In a way. But my cottage always missed something.”

    She didn’t want to ask—but she had to. “What? What were you missing there?”

    “You.”

    For the space of several heartbeats they stared at each other, his gaze full of longing, making her wonder if the same need showed in her eyes.

    Once, they wouldn’t have hesitated. Sex had been a balm on anything, a mind-blotting sort of plaster they’d used to fill the cracks in their relationship. And there had been fractures, she realized now. She’d been too blind to see them or, if she’d noticed at all, she’d believed herself too happy to care.

    But what about Sean? Had these small fissures become a huge crevice to him? Had this been why he hadn’t trusted her enough, why he’d felt he had to do something as drastic as fake his own death?

    Second chances were hard to come by, and she refused to begin even the possibility of healing by using sex as a balm. Not this time. Not ever again.

    Tossing her cell phone to Sean, she climbed out of bed. “I’ve got the first shower. If Corbett calls back, talk to him.”

  

    
      
        Chapter 7
      
    

    As the door closed behind Natalie, Sean sighed. He felt like an idiot, mooning after her when she continued to make it clear she wanted nothing to do with him.

    Yet he’d seen her when she didn’t know he was watching, when she let her guard down.

    She wanted him as badly as he craved her.

    This, and only this, kept his hope alive. Sex between them had always been out of this world.

    The shower started and he allowed himself the fantasy of joining her. Once, they’d taken turns surprising the other, slipping in the tub and playing with the soap. He grew hard just thinking about it. If he kept this up, he’d have to make his shower an icy-cold one.

    Natalie’s cell phone rang, distracting him. For half a second, he debated ignoring it and letting her return the call, but he snatched it up and said hello.

    Corbett’s clipped British accent boomed through the earpiece. While Sean spoke with him, he heard Natalie turn off the shower. A mental image of drying her with a fluffy white towel had to be pushed away as Sean tried to concentrate on listening to his former boss.

    Corbett rang off and Sean closed the phone as Natalie emerged from the bathroom, finger-brushing her damp hair. She glanced at him, noticed him holding her phone, and froze. “Did he call?”

    “Yeah, that was Corbett. He’s arranged a drop-off for us.”

    She visibly relaxed. “I hope he’s providing more weapons.”

    “Yes, and other supplies. He specifically mentioned a laptop.”

    Her smile made him ache. “Wow, that was fast. Where’s he leaving it?”

    “Bus station, downtown. In about forty-five minutes.”

    “That’s so clichéd it works.” She laughed, then bent over to shake out her short locks. When she straightened, her hair stood out from her head in wanton disarray.

    He couldn’t stop staring at her. She looked like a beautiful, exotic stranger.

    “What?” She lifted a brow. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

    “I can’t get used to you with red hair.”

    Her smile faded. He could have sworn she looked wounded for half a second, before she lifted one shoulder in what might have passed for a carefree shrug if he hadn’t known her. “I know I look better as a blonde, but my hair color doesn’t matter right now.”

    Ah, but it did. Only he couldn’t tell her. He’d learned to paint, alone in his remote crofter’s cottage. Amateurish, true, but every canvas had come alive with her face, her eyes, her smile. And her silky hair the bright color of sunshine. He’d painted the true her, letting the images serve as a reminder of the short time in his life when he’d been the happiest.

    He’d loved her more than he’d ever loved anything, before and since.

    But she knew none of this and never would. He forced his own face into a nonchalant expression. “Give me five minutes in the bathroom and I’ll be ready, too.”

    When she didn’t answer, he hobbled to the bathroom door, feeling like a lovesick fool.

    The area around the bus station smelled of diesel. They parked two blocks away and Natalie got out. She walked on the opposite side of the street while Sean parked since he couldn’t walk. Pretending only a cursory look at Sean, Natalie gave him a quick nod as he went in, limping in his cast. Natalie waited, counted to ten, then crossed the street with a crowd, her bulky sweater and sturdy boots nondescript, her dark-red hair making her blend in with everyone else. She kept one hand in her pocket, where she’d stuck her pistol. Just in case.

    While Sean was inside the bus station, Natalie remained outside, scanning the inevitable group of vagrants and panhandlers hanging around the front. Assassins could easily hide among them, and no one would notice. Well—she wrinkled her nose—except for the smell.

    She kept her back to the brick as a safety precaution. Casually, pretending to be taking in the scenery, she watched people hurrying past. In reality she was searching for anything or anyone the slightest bit out of place. She felt horribly exposed. A shooter could appear from any direction, under the cover of the crowd and the noise, and begin firing. Innocent people would be hurt.

    She breathed a sigh of relief when, a few minutes later, Sean emerged, carrying a large black duffel bag. He hobbled down the street without even glancing at her.

    Again, Natalie counted to ten and then sauntered off as though she wasn’t following him or even heading any place in particular. She stopped to peer in shop windows and lifted her chin to breathe in the scent of fresh-made scones from a bakery. Just an everyday citizen, out for a stroll on a chilly autumn day.

    No one shot at her. Must be her lucky day.

    When she reached the car, Sean already had it running. Slipping into the passenger seat, she secured her seat belt and locked her door as they took off. He drove slowly, not wanting to attract attention.

    “Corbett came through. Though I wasn’t able to spend much time checking out the contents of the bag, Corbett’s pretty thorough. I’m sure we’ve got what we need. Money, weapons, food.”

    “Don’t forget my computer.” Leaning her head back, she closed her eyes.

    “Our computer.”

    Opening her eyes and staring at him, she crossed her arms. “What do you mean? Corbett wants me to work on deciphering some code.”

    “You aren’t the only one he’s asked to do something.” He grimaced. “I may not be an active employee, but Corbett Lazlo is still the best in the business. When he suggests I do something, I tend to listen.”

    She sighed. “All right, I’ll ask since you apparently aren’t going to volunteer. What are you going to do with the laptop?”

    “Corbett wants me to try to hack into the SIS system.”

    This destroyed any sense of relaxation she might have harbored. Appalled, she shook her head. “It’s impossible.”

    “So they tell you. But it has been done and I’m pretty good. I’ve had two years of nothing but practice.”

    “Pretty good?” She snorted. “Hackers have been trying for years. Whatever kind of firewall SIS has in place is top-notch.”

    With a grin, he shrugged. “I’m not trying to get into the supersecured area, just far enough to wreak a little havoc. All I can do is try.”

    “True. Say you do succeed. What then?”

    “Corbett thinks we should set a trap. It’s highly likely the mole’s still got people there.” Steering around a sharp curve, he shot her a look. “What about you? What’s this code Corbett wants you to crack?”

    Reaching into her backpack, she withdrew a small plastic case. “Corbett wants me to compare his code to this one.”

    She opened the case to show him the tiny flash drive. “It’s the code I was working on at headquarters, the one I’d brought home with me the night my team was slaughtered. As you probably know, we’re forbidden to take anything out of the lab. So no one at SIS knows I have it.”

    “That’s not like you. Or,” he amended, “at least not the way I remember you. That’s a safety precaution.”

    “Yes, but not following that particular rule just might save my life if I can finish decoding this. Someone sent assassins to kill us all. And to destroy the code.”

    Traffic had slowed, the car was inching along in a line of others. “It was my time off. I decided to take a spontaneous trip to Glasgow. I saw no need to explain my whereabouts. So the assassins didn’t know where to find me.”

    “You’ve changed.”

    The blunt assessment should have wounded her. Once, maybe. Not now. “I know. But after you … died, I decided I no longer wanted to color inside the lines.” She shot him a grin, her best imitation of his own cocky one. “It worked. My success rate went way up. I’ve been promoted twice, most recently to team leader. So, if I’ve changed, I think it’s for the better.”

    He went silent, considering. To her disgust she found herself hoping he’d agree.

    Instead, he asked another question. “How do you know they even looked for you?”

    “They destroyed my flat. I’d taken the code with me, so I don’t think they’re aware I have it.”

    One corner of Sean’s mouth quirked up in a half smile. “I’m glad they didn’t get you.”

    “Yeah. That way you didn’t have to fake your death for nothing.” Bitterness again leaked through her voice. While she wished she could have sounded impersonal, she couldn’t help it. This was Sean. He should understand how she felt.

    Once, he would have. Back when they’d allowed emotion and hot, wild sex to be the basis for their marriage. She hadn’t even known she’d wanted more, until now.

    He took her hand, covering it with his. Staring down at their intertwined fingers, she tried to regain her equilibrium. She’d always loved his hands—masculine and callused. The roughness of his skin gave her a sense of protection, or had, once.

    Now, his touch only made her hurt and angry.

    She pulled her hand away and took a deep breath. “Are you sure Corbett was able to send us a laptop?”

    “Yep.” He jerked his thumb toward the duffel bag in the backseat. “The laptop’s in there—I checked.”

    “What about an Internet connection?” Keeping focused on business would be the only thing that could keep her from crying.

    Sean seemed to understand. “Corbett said it would have wireless. All I have to do is find a hot spot, and I can work.”

    Of course he’d go first. His job involved a bait-and-wait situation, while hers would be time-consuming and tricky.

    Not to mention the fact that deciphering code required intense concentration. She found it far too difficult to concentrate with him around.

    Still, she hadn’t gotten to be a team leader without understanding how to work well on a team.

    “While you’re trying to hack into my employer’s database, what should I do?”

    The grateful look he sent her wasn’t lost on her. She was astonished to realize he’d thought she would argue.

    “Play lookout, of course. Stop the bad guys before they get to me. Once I get inside the system, I can’t be interrupted.”

    He spoke like it was a done deal. “Pretty confident, aren’t you?”

    “I told you, I’m pretty good.” He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Let’s just say I’ve perfected my computer skills over the last two years.”

    Like an arrow straight to her heart. Another reminder that he’d lived an entire life without her, while she’d dedicated herself to her job and had barely lived at all.

    Correction, she thought grimly. She’d learned to live for her work and nothing else.

    A honking horn brought her out of her reverie.

    “Do you think there’s been an accident?”

    He checked his watch. “No. Just normal rush-hour traffic. Help me look for a hot spot or a place that advertises an Internet connection.”

    “There.” She pointed. Someone had converted an old church into a trendy coffee shop. Sean swung out of the traffic and into a small lot across the street from the stone building. He found a spot and parked, leaving the engine idling while he leaned over the seat and rummaged in the duffel bag.

    “Here we go.” He pulled out a smallish laptop. “State-of-the-art. That’s good.”

    Her fingers itched to examine the machine, but she wisely held her tongue. “Good luck. What kind of time are you going to get once you’re in?”

    “Pretty confident of my abilities, aren’t you?”

    Throwing her own words right back at her. She couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe your self-assurance is contagious. How about an answer? Once you get into the SIS system, what then? What kind of a trap?”

    “I’ll figure that out once I’m in the system. Until I see what’s involved, I have no idea.” He got out of the car. “Wait here.”

    As he’d no doubt known she would, she bristled. “I’d rather go in.”

    “You’d be a better lookout in the car.”

    “And you’d be trapped inside, alone. A sitting duck.”

    “Better one than both of us.”

    She pushed open her door. “Don’t start that.”

    “Start what?”

    “Trying to protect me.”

    He glared at her as she brushed past him. “I don’t like this,” he growled, catching up and taking her arm.

    Shaking free, she gave him her sweetest, most fake, smile. “Then why don’t we both just sit in the car? You’d have more privacy.”

    “And we’d also be a helluva lot more noticeable.” He held open the café’s door for her to pass through. “Plus, I happen to have a craving for a strong cup of coffee.”

    The robust aroma inside tickled her nose. She licked her lips. She’d always loved the scent of fresh coffee. “I could go for a café mocha.”

    He flashed her the grin that had always made her knees go weak. “I’ll buy you one when I’ve finished.”

    “I’ll buy my own, thank you.”

    He shot her a look full of amusement. “Then buy me one, too, sweetheart.”

    She bit her tongue to keep from telling him not to call her sweetheart. No doubt he knew and was doing it deliberately to bait her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of rising to the bait.

    Stalking to the counter, she ordered two large mochas. Sean claimed a table near the front, taking a seat with his back to the wall, protecting his computer screen from curious eyes as well as enabling him to watch the door. Exactly where she would have sat, had she been the one working on the laptop.

    Once the drinks were ready, she carried them to the table and read the newspaper while he worked. She pretended to be intent on the articles, but continually scanned the door and watched out the window for anything out of the ordinary.

    “Bingo,” he said softly. Barely twenty minutes had passed. “I’m in.”

    “No way.”

    With a quick glance at her over the top of the screen, he grinned. “I told you I was good.”

    Pretending to scan her newspaper, pretending her heart hadn’t skipped a beat at the pure masculinity of his grin, she lazily turned a page before peering at him. “Now you set a trap. In code?”

    “In code,” he confirmed. “Once it’s set, all we can do is wait.”

    “Good.” Folding the paper neatly, she placed it on the table and took a long drink of her coffee. “I can’t wait to get started on my work.”

    “Not here.”

    “Of course not.” But his words made her want to snatch the computer away from him and start working immediately.

    Natalie sighed. She had to do something about this crazy urge to do the exact opposite of everything Sean said. Not only was it childish, it wasn’t safe for either of them.

    She drew a deep breath. She also needed to do something about this sexual tension. Constant arousal and unrequited need didn’t do much for a girl’s mood.

    If only she could stop wanting him.

    She almost laughed. Almost. She knew all she had to do was initiate lovemaking and Sean would do the rest. Such a solution might help one problem, but would only exacerbate another.

    Making love would only pretend to strengthen ties that had become nearly nonexistent. And her feelings for her husband were about much more than lust and desire.

    If only she could stop loving him.

    Grabbing her half-finished coffee, she followed him out the door.

    They found a quiet inn a few miles from downtown, in a nontourist part of town.

    Sean called Corbett while Natalie was in the bathroom. Quickly, he brought the older man up to speed. “I’ll check the system frequently to see if he takes my bait.”

    “Excellent.” Corbett sounded stressed—unusual for him. “How is everything else going with you two?”

    Though he knew the other man meant relationship-wise, Sean pretended not to understand. “Never a dull moment, that’s for sure. This is getting ridiculous, since we can’t even seem to get a handle on who the Hungarian is using to take us out. I almost feel like he put up reward money and every Tom, Dick and Harry is taking potshots at us.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “Let’s see.” Sean ticked the items off on his fingers. “We’ve been shot at, had grenades lobbed at us, buildings blown up, associates murdered and we have no more information than we did when we started.”

    “Information about …”

    “About anything.” Sean clenched his teeth, holding back though he wanted to explode. “If this was a regular mission, with a team and a well-thought-out plan, that would be one thing. But there’s just the two of us, wandering around with blindfolds on. Sure, me hacking into the SIS system was a good plan, and Natalie is trying to decipher that code, but we need to get our act together before someone gets killed.”

    “I understand.”

    “No, Corbett. I don’t think you do.” Sean’s temper flared. “Natalie has been through enough.”

    “As have you.” The other man’s voice was serious and quiet. “Get a grip. I want the man responsible just as much as you do.”

    Corbett sighed. “Someone is trying to undermine the Lazlo Group, Sean. I’ve got all kinds of operations going wrong and operatives going dead. Between the mole in the SIS and the mole at Lazlo everything is being disrupted. Maybe it’s the work of the Hungarian, maybe it’s not. But we won’t know that until we find him, and stop him.”

    “Why?” Sean had been wanting to ask this question ever since he’d first come to work for the Lazlo Group. “What did you do to the Hungarian to make him hate you so much?”

    “Natalie asked me the same thing.”

    “Did you answer her?”

    “No.”

    “Are you going to answer me?”

    “I doubt it. That’s a long story and things are too crazy here to go into it now. Remember, I’ve lost people too.” A hint of anger colored Corbett’s cultured voice.

    Sean apologized. “I’m sorry. There’s a lot of tension between Natalie and me. This is hell for both of us. I don’t know why you thought we could work together.”

    “She needed help and asked for the best. You’re the best.”

    “Once, maybe. Not now.”

    Corbett ignored him. “Plus I’ve gotten tired of you pining away for her up there in that godforsaken cottage you call home.”

    Sean knew better than to argue. What Corbett said was the indisputable truth. “True, I missed her. But I didn’t realize she’d hate me when she saw me again.”

    “Does she, Sean? There’s a fine line between love and hate.”

    “Spare me the platitudes. I’ve seen how she is when she loves. Trust me, this is hate.”

    “She’s hurting.”

    Like they both weren’t? “Defending her?”

    With a sigh, Corbett conceded the point. “You know Nat’s like a daughter to me.” Which was why Corbett had asked Sean to help protect her to begin with.

    About to respond, Sean winced when the smoke alarm went off. The high-pitched wailing made hearing anything else impossible.

    “I’ve got to go.” Sean disconnected the call. He didn’t smell smoke, but that didn’t mean a hell of a lot. With the constant attacks on them—and their enemies’ disconcerting way of tracking them down—he wouldn’t be surprised to learn the building was on fire.

    The bathroom door opened. With no makeup on, Natalie looked impossibly young.

    “What’s going on?” she yelled. “Where’s the fire?”

    He could tell she’d changed hastily since her top was inside out. He grabbed the laptop then her arm and led the way to the door. “I don’t know, but we’d better get out.”

    She balked. “What if it’s a trap?”

    “What if it’s not?”

    Outside, the air was bracingly chilly. The wind coming out of the north felt like ice. They kept close to the building, looking for smoke.

    Other people poured from the building and stood around in clusters, some looking confused, others angry or bemused. All of them looked cold.

    Fire engines pulled up in front of the inn.

    “There’s no smoke,” someone said.

    “I don’t see anything.” Sean squinted into the early-afternoon glare. The bright sunlight seemed at odds with the bitter cold. “No smoke. No fire.”

    “False alarm.” One of the bellmen came outside and shouted. “Once the fire department gives the okay, everyone can return to their rooms. It should be just a few minutes.”

    “Good.” Wrapping her arms around herself, Natalie shivered. “Damn. I wish I’d grabbed my coat.”

    He pulled her into his arms. “Come here.” When she hesitated, he shook his head. “No funny business, Nat. Shared body heat is better. You’ll be warmer this way.”

    She relaxed against him, but only slightly. “Have you checked out the parking lot?”

    “We’re on the north side of the building. All the cars are parked on the south. Whoever pulled the fire alarm wanted us out of the building, but why?”

    “The code!” The bellman indicated they could return to their rooms and she ran for the entrance. “Maybe they think I left it in the room.”

    He limped after her, struggling to keep up. “Did you?”

    “Of course not,” she scoffed. “It’s with me. I never let it out of my sight. And Corbett’s info is on the laptop.”

    “How would they know you have either of them?”

    “That’s what I’d like to know.” Shooting him an exasperated look, she yanked open the side door and quickly entered the registration area.

    “Nat, wait for me. We’re a team, remember? For now, you’re supposed to work with me, to trust me.” The instant he spoke he knew he’d made a major mistake.

    “Been there, done that. No thanks.” She stopped a moment and looked at him, her face unreadable, her mouth set in a grim line that was totally unlike the Natalie he knew and loved.

    “Nat, wait …”

    Ignoring him, she kept going.

    Since he had no choice, he followed, grabbing her arm. “You can’t just walk away from me if we’re going to work together …”

    “Work?” She spun to face him and he was startled to see tears in her caramel eyes. “This has nothing to do with work.”

    Sean took a deep breath. “Look, Nat, I know you’ll never forgive me for what I did two years ago. I can explain my reasons until I’m blue in the face, and you won’t understand.”

    “I swear if you say it’s time to put the past behind us and move forward, I’m going to puke all over you.”

    Since that was exactly what he’d been planning to say, he said nothing. Instead, he kept his mouth shut and stared at her.

    She stared back, the coldness of her expression at war with the pain in her eyes.

    “You’ve gone on with your life, have you?” he finally asked.

    “As best I could.”

    “You’ve found someone else then?”

    For the space of one heartbeat, two, she said nothing. Finally, she made an odd little sound and shook her head. “You don’t know how badly I’d like to lie and tell you yes, I’ve found someone else.”

    “Like Dennie Pachla, the doctor?” he suggested, hating himself for asking but wanting, needing to know.

    “He’s a friend.” Her voice was tired. “Like Auggie. I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but there’s been no one else.”

    Some devil urged him on. “Why not?” he pushed. “Two years is plenty of time for a griefstricken widow to move on with her life.”

    She looked down, twisting her hands together. When she finally raised her head, the anguished look on her face made him feel as if he’d twisted the knife.

    “Do you know what it’s like to love someone so much that every beat of your heart echoes theirs?” Her voice broke, but she didn’t cry.

    Before he could answer, she continued.

    “Do you have any idea, any idea at all, what it’s like to love someone that much and then have them ripped out of your arms?”

    “Yes,” he said quietly. “I do.”

    “I don’t think so.” She held up her hand when he would have argued. “Because honestly, Sean, if you had, you would have known I nearly followed you to the grave.”

    Shocked, stunned, he shook his head. “You mean you …? Corbett never told me.”

    “Corbett doesn’t know. Would it have made a difference, Sean? Would you have shown up at my funeral?”

    “How can you ask such a thing?” Now, when he’d thought he had nothing left unbroken, the last bit of his heart shattered. “I can’t believe you tried to—”

    She shrugged. “It wasn’t intentional, Sean. I was hurting and my doctor had prescribed pills. I suppose I knew I shouldn’t mix antidepressants and alcohol, but I only intended to have one drink.” She took a deep breath. “Next thing I knew, I woke up in a hospital.”

    This he couldn’t wrap his mind around. “I had no idea.”

    “How could you? You were dead.”

    The repercussions of his lie had been worse and had spread wider than he’d ever imagined. “I couldn’t have lived with myself if you’d died,” he said.

    “How do you think I felt?” The sheer anguish in her voice struck him raw. And as she turned away, he wanted only to wrap her tight in his arms and tell her he’d never let her go again.

  

    
      
        Chapter 8
      
    

    Moving with the others down the long hallway, Natalie knew when she saw the partially opened door of their room that they had been right.

    Whoever had pulled the alarm had been in their room. Had trashed it.

    “The only other person I’ve told about the code is Corbett. This must be the work of the Lazlo Group mole.”

    “That’s possible.” Standing in the doorway, Sean nodded. “What about your friend Auggie?”

    “Auggie’s a good guy. He wouldn’t do this.”

    Sean shook his head, as though he didn’t completely agree. “What a frigging mess.”

    The room looked like a jacked-up demon on meth had torn through it. Natalie couldn’t even begin to envision explaining this to the inn management. Hopefully, they would just assume it was a break-in and since their room was near the exit, it had been the easiest to target.

    “I know.” Pacing from one end of the room to the other, Natalie looked for any sign to indicate who the culprit was. “They must have been pretty pissed off when they didn’t find it.”

    “Obviously.”

    She fingered the tiny flash drive. “Of course they didn’t realize this baby stays with me everywhere I go.”

    The next morning, Natalie tried to avoid looking at Sean, as though he could read in her eyes the dreams that had tormented her in the darkest part of the night. Pleasant dreams, indeed.

    She’d known she wanted him, of course. But she wasn’t in the habit of lying to herself, and what she hadn’t realized was exactly how much she wanted him. Like a craving, an addiction, her desire for him never left her.

    Worse, she knew why. Making love was exactly that to her—two people, madly in love, celebrating with their bodies. Sean had been her one and only and she’d come to him untouched, a virgin.

    She was still untouched, by choice. If she couldn’t love someone else as much as she’d loved Sean, she didn’t think she would ever know another’s body either.

    Sex to her was not a recreational pastime, a fleeting pleasure. Sex to her was akin to the deepest baring of the soul.

    In the harsh light of the morning, she had to look herself in the mirror and ask herself a question. Did she want to go the rest of her life knowing Sean was alive, out there in the world without her, and imagine him wrapped in another woman’s arms?

    She’d been given a second chance, another opportunity to be with the only man she had ever loved.

    But could she ever forget and forgive him for what he’d done?

    She didn’t think she could.

    Waking up and seeing Natalie in the morning was another form of torture for Sean. He couldn’t tear his gaze away from her. With her short, tousled hair and heavy-lidded eyes, she looked as though her dreams had been similar to his.

    Sex and more sex.

    Shaking his head, he flipped open his cell phone.

    “Who are you calling?” her sleep-groggy voice asked.

    “Corbett. I want to get some answers. We need to find out where that leak is. Find out if someone knows about your bootlegged code and how they’re keeping tabs on us.”

    Four rings, five, then the call went to voice mail. Sean hung up without leaving a message.

    Natalie grimaced, got out of bed and took out her own cell phone. “I’m going to make a few calls of my own. I’m just as tired of this as you are.”

    But she had no better luck. Sean listened as she left two separate messages. “Who’d you call?”

    “Auggie and Dennie. Auggie’s one of the best undercover ops SIS has.”

    He’d suspected as much. But the handsome doctor? “What about Dennie?” He tried to keep the jealousy from his voice.

    “He does occasional work for us. For the Lazlo Group, too.” She shot him a wry look. “You’d know that if you hadn’t been gone so long.”

    Sean bit back a retort. “How close are the two of you?”

    Shaking her head, Natalie walked to the window. “You don’t have a right to ask that question.”

    “Maybe not, but I’m asking anyway.”

    She sighed. “Drop it, okay?”

    Her nonanswer told him she had something to hide.

    “Have you and the doctor …?” Swallowing, he tried to find the right words without being crude.

    “Sean, I said drop it.” Her cutting tone told him she was furious. “My private life is none of your business. You died, remember?”

    He swallowed his own anger, not wanting the conversation to degenerate into an out-and-out fight.

    His hopes and dreams—all but vanished—came back to him in startling clarity. He’d had a future, once. He’d envisioned bright-haired children, laughing and playing. A white picket fence. The way Natalie’s eyes glowed amber when she was happy. Laughter instead of tears. Joy instead of grief. Love instead of pain.

    So much had been lost, taken from him because of a youthful error in judgment.

    How did one right such a wrong? Could he even go back, make another grab for that elusive brass ring?

    Did they even have a chance?

    “Fine. My apologies.” He dipped his chin. “We’ll keep it strictly business. Tell me what you think Auggie and Dennie can find out that we or Corbett can’t?”

    “You never know.” A tinge of relief colored her voice, which only irritated him further as she continued. “Auggie’s good—he keeps his ear to the ground. And Dennie—he’s everywhere. He’s one of the few doctors still willing to do house calls.”

    “Is he part of your intelligence network?”

    “No, though he’s a trusted contact. And,” she shot him a meaningful look, “a good friend. I’ve even heard it rumored he’s getting set up to do some doctoring among the Hungarian’s people.”

    Despite himself, Sean was impressed. “That would be quite a coup for your intelligence network.”

    “Yeah, it would.” Her smile looked tentative, but at least it was a smile. “Auggie and I are both very proud of him.”

    Auggie and Nat. Geez, he had it bad. Just thinking about the two of them together rankled. Oblivious, Natalie continued. “Once Auggie calls back, we might have a bit more information to go on. I’m getting tired of running around in circles.”

    She had a point. “True,” he conceded as he got out of bed and gathered his clothes. “Let’s see what they are able to find out. But for now, I’m going to grab a shower. Then we should get some breakfast and you can keep working on those codes.”

    “Sounds like a plan,” she said and smiled at him a bit sadly, as she lightly touched the antique armoire and ran her fingers along the curved wooden back of a Queen Anne replica chair.

    He instantly thought of the home they’d once shared, and how she’d loved to antique-shop, filling their rooms with cherished finds. He’d come to appreciate the eclectic mix as well, loving the variety, seeing it as an extension of her complex personality.

    How much he’d loved her. How much they’d loved each other. Did she really believe such a love could ever die?

    Before he said or did something he’d later regret, he headed for the attached bathroom and a nice, long shower.

    Turning the water up as hot as he could stand, Sean took his time, standing under the pulsing stream. Each swipe of the soapy washcloth reminded him of Natalie’s hands, soft and silky on his rough skin. By the time he’d finished cleaning, his arousal was nearly unbearable in its intensity.

    He had two choices—turn the faucet to cold or take matters into his own hands.

    Stubborn and hurting, he refused to do either. Instead, he forced his mind onto other matters and finished his shower. By the time he turned off the water, he’d nearly returned to normal.

    Until he opened the shower curtain, reached for his towel and saw her.

    She’d undressed in the steamy bathroom, and her pale skin glistened with the damp heat. Unclothed, she let him look at her, no false modesty between them, her breasts high and firm over her narrow waist and the curve of her hips, her chin lifted proudly. No guilt or remorse darkened her expression.

    She’d come for him. Why now? Yet she had, and whatever her reasons, he would take her any way he could get her. He’d worry about the why later.

    “Natalie?” Her name rolled off his tongue like a prayer. She nearly overwhelmed him, there so close, naked, looking better than she had the thousand times he’d dreamed of her. Her scent, musky and full of desire, made him feel as if he was drowning. The look in her eyes, hot and sensual, reflected his own emotions—so much more than simple need or lust or desire—and he couldn’t be sure he wasn’t imagining this.

    Natalie wanted him. Finally he could join his body to hers once again.

    For two long years he’d thought of little else. Natalie, his Natalie. The woman he’d been willing to die for.

    His breath caught in his throat. Somehow, he choked out her name again.

    She held out her arms. Without hesitation, he went to her, crushing her to his chest so she could feel the rapid thud of his heartbeat, moving them both out of the bathroom, toward the bed. His body primed, he tried to hold away from her, not wanting to frighten her with the strength of his arousal.

    He should have known better. This Natalie, the adventurous Super-spy, wasn’t afraid of anything.

    Both hands on his backside, she pulled him to her. Together, they tumbled backward onto the bed.

    Their mouths touched. Locked. Greedy, he tried to rein in his passion, but two years of dreaming and longing and missing her had taken their toll.

    He didn’t think he’d ever been so aroused. So ready. Fleetingly, he wondered how he’d lived without her. Then she took him in her hands and he lost all capacity for rational thought.

    Just as he pushed her away, unable to bear any more without exploding, her cell phone rang.

    “Ignore it,” she murmured, shimmying into position over him, poised to take him deep inside her. “They’ll call back.”

    “Good advice,” he muttered. One thrust and he’d be in, yet for some reason, he hesitated.

    As soon as her cell quit ringing, his began.

    Reluctantly, he glanced at it. “It must be important,” he growled. Body throbbing, he cursed once more before snatching the phone and flipping it open. “Hello?”

    “Sean, I have some bad news,” Corbett’s voice came over the line. “Phillip’s missing.”

    “Missing?”

    “Who?” Natalie mouthed, suddenly alert.

    “Your father.”

    All the blood drained from her face.

    Gripping the phone, Sean swallowed. “What do you mean, missing? He’s in a wheelchair and when he goes out he’s driven by one of your men. You should know where he is at all times.”

    “His van and my man are missing also.” Corbett sounded weary and furious, all at the same time.

    “What?” None of this made sense. “Why?”

    “I don’t know. I’ve got people working on finding that out.”

    Sean raised his head to find Natalie watching him, an expression of concern on her lovely face. His gut clenched as he remembered his own family and how he’d tried to shield her from the terrible truth.

    He could not shield her from this.

    “Let me talk to Natalie,” Corbett said.

    “Not now.” Sean took a deep breath. “We’ll call you back.” Without giving Corbett a chance to disagree, he disconnected the call.

    “What happened to my father?”

    He told her all he knew, holding her tightly.

    In shock, she let him. When she raised her head, the blank look she gave him clawed at his heart. “Is there something else you haven’t told me?”

    “No.”

    Her frown made it plain she didn’t believe him. “No ransom note?”

    “Corbett’s looking into it. You know how close the two of them are.”

    With a sound of pain, she twisted out of his arms, got off the bed and grabbed her clothes.

    “I want to talk to Corbett.” Opening her own phone, she punched in the number.

    Corbett must have been waiting by the phone for her call. Sean watched while Natalie listened, the anguished expression on her face making him ache.

    “Wait a minute, Corbett,” she said, clutching the phone so tightly her knuckles showed white. “Let me put you on speaker so Sean can hear, too.” She pressed a button. “All right. Go ahead.”

    “I’ve got two people working full-time on finding him.”

    “Who?” Sean asked.

    “Martin Routh and Catherine Cordasic.”

    Sean started. “One of the Cordasics?” Widely known in the international espionage community, the Cordasics were a highly respected family of spies whose lineage dated back to the eighteenth century.

    “Yes. She’s working as an independent contractor, at my request.”

    Sean whistled. “You must have pulled a few strings.”

    Natalie cleared her throat. “Famous spies mean nothing to me unless they find my father. Tell me the truth, Corbett. You and my father didn’t have a clandestine conversation about the need for him to go into hiding, did you?”

    “Of course not.” Corbett’s icy voice turned positively glacial. “I’m afraid your father’s disappearance might be tied up with the Hungarian.”

    Sean choked back a curse. Not again. He didn’t know how he’d live through more senseless slaughter.

    Natalie strode over to the window, gazing out. “What would the Hungarian want with him? Dad’s been retired for years now. He’s not involved in any of this.”

    “No, but you are,” Corbett answered.

    Natalie looked at Sean. The look on her face was so bleak, he knew the words Corbett didn’t speak tasted like ashes in her mouth.

    She swallowed. “You think they took him to get to me. To use him as bait.”

    “Unfortunately, yes.”

    “My father’s the only family I have left in this world, Corbett. You know that.”

    “Of course I do.” The older man’s tone was equally firm. “He’s my good friend as well.”

    “Do you think it’s possible Phillip simply decided to begin his own investigation?” Sean asked.

    No one discounted the idea. Despite his handicap, Natalie’s father was an extremely determined man.

    “Either way, I think they have him. He was mentioned in the e-mail message I intercepted this morning.”

    “From who?” Sean asked.

    “One of my old adversaries in contact with the Hungarian.”

    Sean froze. “What did it say?”

    Corbett cleared his throat. “Something about upping the stakes. The last sentence said, ‘One down, three more to go.’”

    “Three?” Natalie piped up. “There are only two—myself and Sean.”

    “And me,” Corbett said quietly. “I make three.”

    “Damn it. There’s something we’re missing. Some piece to a cryptic jigsaw puzzle.”

    “The code,” Natalie breathed. “I’ve got to decipher this code.”

    Sean knew Natalie had always loved jigsaw puzzles. Growing up, her father had made sure she had a steady supply of them. Sean had continued the tradition. He’d always said her aptitude with puzzles was one of the reasons she was so good at cracking codes.

    “It’s time to tell us everything, Corbett.” Natalie’s quiet voice was edged with steel. “Obviously, something happened in the past to make this guy hate you.”

    Corbett sighed. Sean could picture him running his hand through his perfectly cut hair. “My operations have angered hundreds, maybe thousands of people over the years. Such is the high price of freedom.”

    “If he so much as harms a hair on my father’s head …”

    “Stay calm, Natalie. For now, we can’t assume the worst.”

    “How can I not?” Natalie said, her even tone somehow more horrible than a scream. “My father’s missing. Until he’s found, I have no choice but to assume the worst.”

    Closing the phone, she placed it back on the dresser. When her gaze met Sean’s he saw her eyes had gone blank and guarded. “I don’t believe this.”

    “Unfortunately, I do. The Hungarian will stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

    Expression thoughtful, Natalie prowled around the room like an agitated lioness. “Someone, somewhere has to know the Hungarian’s identity. Someone has to have seen his face.”

    Sean’s heart stopped. He cleared his throat, forcing himself to sound nonchalant. “I have seen his face, and I actually know his first name. But I’ve never been able to learn his surname.”

    “You?” She stared. “You’ve never mentioned this before. When did you see him? Does Corbett know?”

    He struggled to sound indifferent. “I’ve never told him.”

    “Why not?”

    Taking a deep breath, he watched her cross her arms. Carefully—he knew he had to tread carefully.

    “Because there’s a part of my past I didn’t want him to know.”

    “Or me?” She straightened her shoulders.

    “Or you,” he agreed, feeling as if he’d hammered another nail in his own coffin. “I’m sorry, Nat. But there’s something else I have to tell you.”
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    “I’ve had enough of your secrets.” She hadn’t meant to raise her voice, yet here she was, shouting like a fishwife. Still, yelling felt damn good. Maybe it was about time she screamed at him. He’d certainly earned it.

    Despite this, she took a deep breath and deliberately lowered her voice. “You keep pulling them out of your hat like rabbits, one right after the other, until I wonder if you even know where they begin and end.”

    God, she hadn’t thought it would still hurt, hadn’t even thought that she could hurt this much. Yet, watching the wary expression on his face, she wondered if she’d ever even known the real Sean.

    “I told you some of the truth yesterday. And you didn’t want to hear the rest so I held back to protect you.”

    “I’m not a child, Sean.” Her voice rose again. “I’m your wife. Or was your wife. There weren’t supposed to be secrets between us. I can only take so much.”

    She shook her head, the anger leaching out of her as rapidly as it had come, replaced by a deep, deep sadness. “Is there anything you’ve ever told me that wasn’t false?”

    This time when he looked at her, she saw her own sorrow reflected in his eyes. “As I matter of fact, there is. When I said I love you and that everything I did was for you, I told the truth.”

    Though she wanted to run and put some distance between them, she didn’t move, but knew he’d seen the disbelief in her face. “And now?”

    “Are you sure you can handle this?”

    Clenching her teeth, she nodded. “What could be worse than learning your own husband pretended to be dead for two years?”

    Hurt flashed across his face, but he let her barb go.

    “I tried to tell you this before,” he reminded her. “But you said you’d had enough truth for one day.”

    “I’m ready now. I wasn’t then.”

    “There is another reason the Hungarian wants me dead,” Sean said slowly. “You know the story of how Corbett found me?”

    “I swear if you tell me that was a lie, I’ll—”

    “It was partial truth. I had just graduated from university, and I fell in with a bad crowd. I spent a lot of time partying and living in the streets. When I did work, I worked as a dishwasher or a busboy. Corbett used to come into this restaurant all the time. He’d talk to me, ask me questions and listen to me. He made me see I could do better. Finally, he offered me a job.”

    She inhaled. “Yes, I know. That’s the same thing you and Corbett always told me. What part’s untrue?”

    “Corbett did find me, but someone else found me first.”

    Not comprehending, Natalie waited. “Who?”

    “The Hungarian.”

    Despite herself, she took a step back. This was Sean. Sean. Who apparently had always been a master at hiding the truth. Could he have sunk any lower?

    “You’re a double agent? You’re the mole inside the Lazlo Group. Oh my God.” She couldn’t catch her breath. “You not only lied to me, but you lied to Corbett, too? You’ve double-crossed everyone.”

    After a moment of stunned silence, Sean laughed. This shocked her even further, though it was a hollow sound. “Come on, Nat. Be realistic. You know better.”

    “Do I?” She resisted the urge to rub her stinging eyes. “Apparently I don’t know you at all.”

    The guarded expression of mirth that he’d affected vanished. Hurt darkened his eyes. “I know I hurt you, but I did what I thought was best. For you. So you could live. Now, I might have done things differently, but—”

    “The road to hell is paved with good intentions,” she cut him off. “Answer the question, Sean. Are you the mole?”

    “Of course not. I can’t believe you would think such a thing.”

    “Can’t you?” Again her anger, always close to the surface, bubbled up. “Nothing you’ve told me is true. Why should this be any different?”

    He sighed. “I worked for the Hungarian briefly, a long time ago, before I knew any better.”

    She felt as though she’d been zapped by a Taser. “You … worked for him? Then you know who he is.”

    “Not really. I told you—I’ve seen his face. But his real name—no one knows that. We all called him Big V. That was before he became known as the Hungarian.”

    She had to ask. “What did you do for him? What kind of work?” Praying he wouldn’t tell her he’d been the assassin for an organization that bordered on terrorism.

    “I did very little work.” Brows lowered, he looked annoyed. “Like I keep trying to tell you, I didn’t work for him that long. He’s the one who arranged the meeting with Corbett. He was aware Corbett liked that restaurant, so he got me a job there and made sure I got Corbett’s section. I guess he must have known Corbett would be a sucker for someone like me—a young man with a good education but no direction.”

    She gaped at him. “You’re telling me the Hungarian—”

    “Sent me in to take down Corbett. Yes. But I couldn’t. Once I got to know him and saw what he was like …”

    His voice broke. “So I pretended to be waiting for the right opportunity, which of course never came. Eventually, Big V began to question me, and I broke off all contact.”

    Now the vendetta made more sense.

    “You double-crossed the Hungarian? One of the most powerful underworld bosses in the world?”

    He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I barely knew him. I worked for him while I was at university. After I graduated, Corbett took me in, taught me the ropes. Helped me believe in myself. I couldn’t do what I’d been sent to do.”

    “Why’d he want to kill Corbett?”

    “No clue.” Shaking his head, his expression was grim. “But he’s hated him for years. Corbett can tell you the exact number of attempts that have been made to kill him over the years.”

    “And the e-mails? Are they from him, too?”

    “I don’t think so. I’ve tried to trace them, but the trail leads right back to the Lazlo Group’s server.”

    She took a deep breath. “All right, so you never told me. I’ll try to deal with that. But why didn’t you tell Corbett the truth? He was your mentor.”

    “Tell him? How could I?” Expression anguished, he took a step toward her, then stopped. “I was afraid. Afraid he’d stop trusting me. Afraid he’d send me back into the streets where I’d be at the complete mercy of the man I betrayed.” He sighed. “Then I met you and fell in love. I couldn’t go back. I didn’t want to go back.”

    “Didn’t you realize if the Hungarian could hate Corbett for years, he could surely want to make you pay, no matter how long it took?”

    “At first I didn’t. I was young and green. I didn’t fully understand how much power Big V had at his disposal. He gave me no warning, nothing. He simply sent his people in and obliterated my entire family. I knew you were next.”

    “So you ‘died.’” Even remembering hurt.

    “I had to.” The earnestness in his voice made her throat ache. “Don’t you understand? You were next. He means to torture and kill everyone I ever cared about.”

    As if he was the only one who’d suffered.

    “I lost the baby.” She hadn’t meant to say that. Once the words were out, she desperately wanted to call them back. Oddly enough, she felt as though she’d been the one hiding secrets from him.

    He froze. “What baby?”

    Swallowing, she braced herself to say the words. Bringing it up again only served to awaken old grief, old pain.

    “I was pregnant, Sean. With our child.”

    “You didn’t tell me?”

    “I was going to tell you that night, the night you ‘died.’” Her voice broke, but she forced herself to continue. “I had everything planned. I thought we could announce it to your entire family together.”

    The anguish in his face mirrored that in her heart.

    “Sweet Jesus … I didn’t know.”

    “It doesn’t matter now,” she lied. She’d convinced herself she was all right for so long, she didn’t dare fall apart now.

    Now he did come to her, pulling her into his arms. “Did you tell anyone?”

    “Only my father, and I swore him to secrecy.” She held herself stiffly, unwilling to take comfort from Sean now, when it was far too late.

    “I didn’t know,” he murmured again, his voice breaking. “God, Nat. I’m terribly, terribly sorry.”

    “Yeah. Me, too.” Pushing him away before she lost control and started weeping, Natalie tried for stoic and settled on disgust. “I’ve already grieved for him, Sean. Two years ago.”

    He winced. “Our son?” His voice was hoarse. “You’re telling me we would have had a son?”

    Managing a nod, she said nothing. She didn’t trust herself to speak. Not yet.

    He reached for her again. “What you’ve been through …”

    Evading him, she took a step back and shook her head. “I survived. Just like you.” Taking a deep breath, irrationally proud that her voice sounded steady, she met his gaze. “About the Hungarian, Sean. Big V. You need to tell Corbett.”

    “I know.” He began to pace, his agitated movements clearly showing his tension. Finally, he ended up facing her, though the length of the room separated them. “I can’t tell Corbett. Not now.”

    “But—”

    His expression totally shut down, making him appear cold and remote. A stranger.

    “Nat, I’ve lost everything and everyone I’ve ever cared about. My entire family, my friends, you. Can’t you see that Corbett’s all I have left? I don’t want to lose him, too.”

    “He loves you like a son, Sean. You won’t lose him.”

    “No, that’s where you’re wrong. If he were to find out that I once conspired against him, he’d never forgive—or forget. I know him better than you do.”

    “I’ve known Corbett since I was a little girl,” she protested. “He and my father grew up together. You know that.”

    “Maybe he considers you family. But me …” He crossed his arms and shook his head. “He has a strong sense of honor. You’ve never seen him when he feels someone has betrayed him. I have.”

    “Do you really think he’d view this as a betrayal? You did nothing.”

    “No, but I intended to. With him, intent is all that matters.” Hands clenched into fists, he took a step toward her and stopped. The agony in his eyes tore at her heart. “Give me your word, Natalie. Give me your word you won’t tell him.”

    She nearly choked. He knew when she promised something, she meant it. It took every ounce of self-restraint she possessed not to point out he wasn’t in a position to ask favors of her. Instead, she told him the truth, as she always had in the past. “I don’t plan on telling him. That’s something you’ve got to deal with on your own. I won’t make it easy for you.”

    Relief flashed across his handsome face. “Good. Thank you.”

    “Don’t thank me, Sean.” She dug out her phone, turning it over in her hand. “You’re the one who has to live with yourself, not me.”

    Again a shadow filled his eyes and she knew he was remembering. Holding her breath, waiting for something—something intangible, something she couldn’t put a name to if she tried, she ached. Looking at him, she couldn’t help but remember, too.

    How much she’d loved this man. How much he’d loved her—or so she’d once believed. His eyes were dark with pain. Tired eyes. Beloved eyes. Still.

    Ruthlessly, she pushed the thought away and opened her cell phone.

    “Now who are you calling?”

    “Auggie again.” She frowned. “He never called back. I’m a bit worried. I wonder if he’s heard about my father.”

    This time Auggie answered on the fourth ring. “Nat! How good to hear from you. I’m sorry I never returned your call. Things have been a bit crazy. The bad guys are planning something big and I’ve been trying to get information on it.”

    “I know what it is.” She took a deep breath. “Aug, they’ve got my father.”

    He didn’t understand. “What? Who’s got your father?”

    “We think it’s the Hungarian.”

    “The Hungarian?” Auggie’s surprise came clear over the phone. “That doesn’t make sense. Why on earth would the Hungarian want your father?”

    “We think he wants to use Dad as bait.”

    “Bait for what?” Auggie sounded grim. As though he meant to wade into the mess, find the Hungarian, and pull him out by the scruff of his fat neck.

    Natalie sighed. “That stupid code. The one I copied. And Sean. They want Sean.”

    “Why? Sean’s no threat to them, is he? And you never deciphered their code, so it’s worthless.” He paused. “Or did you?”

    “No, I haven’t. Not yet.”

    “Then why would they want it? Especially if it’s their own code?”

    “Maybe it’s not their code.”

    “What?” Auggie asked.

    She looked at Sean, remembering their conversation. “If these two pieces of code do belong to someone else, maybe the Hungarian wants to decipher them before we do.”

    “Let me see if I can find out anything. I’ll call you back.” Auggie hung up.

    Sean looked at her, considering. “Where did you get your code?”

    “One of our agents brought it in. I don’t know where she got it.”

    “Can you ask her? This could be important.”

    “She’s dead. She got assigned to work on my team, which, as you know, was a death sentence.”

    Lightly he touched her shoulder. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Try and think. Maybe she might have talked about something minor, something that could give us a hint how she came by that coded message.”

    Natalie tried to remember if Sonia had mentioned where the code had come from. “Nothing comes to mind.”

    “Maybe it’ll come to you.” When he took his hand from her skin, she felt bereft. “In the meantime, I need to call Corbett and see if he can tell me how he came by his coded message.”

    While Sean talked to Corbett, Natalie wandered the small room, trying to think. So far she hadn’t been successful in deciphering an entire word or phrase—she’d been too busy trying to establish an alphabet.

    Maybe she’d been going about it the wrong way. Perhaps she needed to treat the coded message as if it were a treasure map.

    Wearing circles in the carpet, she paced while she pondered.

    “Nat?” Gradually, she became aware of Sean calling her name. She blinked and turned to face him, keeping her expression neutral.

    “Corbett’s going to research how his man intercepted the code. Unfortunately, that particular agent is also dead, but should have left detailed records. He’ll get back to us as soon as he knows.”

    “Good. In the meantime, I’ve got to break the code.” She grabbed the laptop, opening it and powering it up.

    Dimly conscious of Sean gathering his things and leaving to get some breakfast, she brought up the code file. Soon, she was lost in the lines of text, trying to decipher a pattern.

    Sean brought her food—coffee and muffins in the morning then later fish and chips. Waving her thanks, she ate absentmindedly, tasting little, unable to shake the feeling that she was on the edge of a major breakthrough.

    She worked on the laptop while Sean slept, the tall lamp over the uncomfortable hotel chair her only light. Though urgency drove her, breaking code had always excited her. She suspected this was the reason she was considered one of the best in the world. True, the Lazlo Group had several who were experts, but she’d been at the top of the SIS heap.

    Eventually, the letters swam and she blinked. Time to give her eyes a rest. Ten minutes—no more. Then she’d be back at it, even if she had to work straight through the night.

    She had to break this code. Their lives—and her father’s life—could very well depend on it. Close—she was getting close. She could taste it.

    After sunset, she was still hunched over the computer when Sean’s cell phone rang. He sat bolt upright, reaching for the phone at the same time as she did. Their hands collided and she drew back first, letting him grab his own phone.

    “It’s Corbett.” Instead of answering privately, he punched the speaker button.

    “I’ve learned where the code came from.”

    “Where?”

    “You remember Kitya, the Hungarian’s mistress? Before she died, she stole the Opar diamond from him.”

    Natalie gasped. “The Opar diamond is just a legend.”

    “No, it’s not.” Pacing now, Sean circled the room. “I’d heard the Hungarian had it, but I wasn’t aware the gem had been stolen.”

    “The Hungarian kept that under wraps. He’s been searching for two years. Especially since the stone hasn’t been recovered. The coded messages are from Kitya to her lover.” Corbett cleared his throat. “A man the Hungarian executed shortly after Kitya’s death. The Hungarian believes the messages detail where she hid the diamond.”

    “And he wants it back.”

    “Of course,” Corbett said in a dry tone. “He’ll stop at nothing to get it.”

    “He can have the damn thing for all I care.”

    “Natalie.” Corbett’s voice was harsh, fury barely contained. “You can’t let them win. The code is a bargaining chip. Decipher the message and the value is tripled.”

    “My father—” she swallowed “—could already be dead. You know how this works. What guarantee do we have that he’s still alive?”

    “Phillip—your father—called me a few minutes ago.”

    That stopped her cold.

    “What? How?”

    “He’s safe. He wanted to let me know that.”

    “Why didn’t he call me?”

    “He asked me to let you know. He knew we’ve been in contact. He wasn’t actually kidnapped.”

    “You’re telling me he went willingly?”

    “In a way.”

    This was getting crazy. “You’re not making sense.”

    “Your father decided to take care of the Hungarian on his own. You see, he knows who he is.”

    She let her mouth fall open. “He does?”

    Corbett’s sigh sounded tired. “As do I. There’s additional information I need to tell you.”

    She and Sean exchanged a suspicious glance. “New information?”

    “Not exactly new. I thought Phillip would have told you by now, but he’s a man of his word. He promised me years ago never to reveal what had happened. Some secrets can only be told by the person most affected.”

    Alarm bells went off in her head. “More secrets. Great.”

    Corbett ignored her. “As you know, your father and I share a history.”

    “Boyhood friends, best friends.” She’d heard the stories all her life.

    “Yes. But, when we were growing up, there was another.” He cleared his throat, still sounding coolly collected. “There were three of us.”

    “Three?” She didn’t understand. “All I’ve ever heard about were my dad and you. Corbett and Phillip. Best friends. There were only the two of you.”

    “No. There was another. We swore a vow, your father and I, never to talk of him or to say his name.”

    “But all the photographs I have show only you two.”

    “We destroyed all the others. But now, I’ll break my own vow.” Corbett sounded grim. “The Hungarian was the third. We were inseparable. Phillip, myself and … Viktor.”

    “Viktor?”

    “Yes. Viktor was—is—my cousin.”

    “Are you telling me that my father is safe?”

    “Not exactly.”

    Her temples were starting to ache. “Explain, please.”

    “Phillip went in to try to—as he put it—talk some sense into the Hungarian. He ended up being a prisoner.”

    She could barely contain her impatience. “Is he in real danger or not?”

    “I’m not sure. Viktor has no reason to hate him, unless it’s because he associates him with me. But my cousin’s mental instability is a factor. Either way, before you make plans to try and rescue him, your father thinks he can handle this himself. He says he doesn’t want you going anywhere near him.”

    “Of course he doesn’t!” Natalie exploded. “But you and I both know I’m going anyway once I know where he is. Where is he?”

    “He refused to tell me.”

    Natalie wondered again if Corbett was telling the truth.

    “What are his reasons?” Sean stepped forward, placing a cautionary hand on Natalie’s shoulder.

    Corbett sighed. “He has some crazy idea of trying to talk sense into my cousin. After all, we were all close friends once.”

    “What happened to change that?” Natalie asked.

    “Now is not the time—”

    “Yes, it is. Now more than ever before, we need to lay all our cards on the table.” She shot Sean a meaningful look. Narrowing his eyes, he shook his head.

    Corbett coughed. “I really don’t think—”

    Ruthless, again she cut him off. “Neither do we. Now tell us what happened to make your own cousin hate you so much that he wants to kill you.”

  

    
      
        Chapter 10
      
    

    Silence.

    “A woman?” Sean guessed.

    “Yes.” Corbett’s clipped reply told them he still found the subject unpleasant. Tough. “We all fell in love with the same woman.”

    Incredulous, Natalie met Sean’s gaze. “All three of you?”

    “Unfortunately, yes.”

    “She must have been some woman.”

    “She was.”

    Natalie swallowed as a thought occurred to her. “Please tell me this wasn’t my mother?”

    “No.” Finally, Corbett chuckled. “This happened a year before Phillip met Evelyn. One year, three months, and a few days, to be exact.”

    “You’ve never forgotten her.” Sean made the question a statement. “Even after all this time.”

    “Phillip recovered first. Loving Evelyn helped him.”

    The nonanswer intrigued her. “What about you?”

    “I barely remember her face.”

    Though she suspected Corbett was being less than truthful, she didn’t comment. Instead, she tried to stick to the information related to the topic. “But Viktor still …”

    “Who knows what Viktor thinks?” Corbett’s usually civilized tone was laced with acid bitterness. “Obviously, he still wants revenge.”

    “For what? You still haven’t told us what happened to cause the split between you three.”

    The strangled sound that came over the phone line revealed the depths of Corbett’s pain. “She chose me.”

    “And Viktor didn’t deal with this well?”

    “No. Viktor had a psychotic breakdown. He raped and killed her.”

    Shocked, Natalie and Sean locked gazes. “He what?”

    “He raped and killed her and then blamed me for her death.” Clearing his throat, Corbett made an obvious effort to regain his composure. “I went to the police, but Viktor had disappeared.”

    Natalie wanted to ask how and why, but Sean, apparently reading her mind, shook his head.

    “Now that you know the past,” Corbett continued. “How will that knowledge help with the present? Viktor has your father, my closest friend. And Phillip somehow believes he can talk sense into a madman.”

    Sean’s expression revealed how stunned he was by Corbett’s news, though his steady voice gave away nothing. “Surely you have an operative in place who can help us?”

    “SIS might be a better source.”

    Natalie shook her head. “No. I’m not contacting them. Until the mole is captured, I can’t trust anyone.”

    “I understand. Let me make a few phone calls and see if I can set up a meeting.”

    “Just warn your guy,” Sean spoke up. “Have him take precautions. We don’t want another one of your operatives to wind up dead.”

    Corbett agreed, promising to phone them back once he’d arranged a meeting.

    While they waited for his call, Sean went out for more food while Natalie continued working on the laptop. When he returned a few minutes later with a packet of freshly made roast-beef sandwiches, she put the computer aside. In silence, they devoured the food, washing it all down with warm root beer.

    Corbett called a few minutes after they’d finished.

    “I’ve got someone working on it,” he said. “My operative is trying to arrange a meeting for you with one of his sources. The guy’s been claiming to know where the Hungarian is holed up. If he talks, he’ll want cash for the information.”

    Cash. The one thing they were short of.

    “We don’t have any—”

    “I do,” Sean interrupted. “How much do you think he’ll want, Corbett?”

    “Depending on who you speak with, it could be anywhere from eight hundred euros to eight thousand.”

    Sean whistled. “High-priced informants you got there, don’t you think?”

    “Not for the kind of information we’re wanting.”

    “Corbett?” Natalie heard the tremble in her voice and realized she was perilously close to tears. “If you hear anything else about my father—or from my father, please let me know.”

    “I will.”

    Natalie disconnected the call and turned away from Sean, not wanting him to see her cry. If she’d ever viewed the world through rose-colored glasses, those had cracked piece by piece, finally shattering with the knowledge that even her own father had lied to her by omission.

    She’d nearly made it to the bathroom when Sean grabbed her and wrapped his arms around her. As she started to fight him, the dam broke. She cried, her sorrow fueled by frustration and rage. She grabbed his shirt with both hands, holding on as though she might be swept away by the flood of her emotions if she were to let go.

    “Damn you all to hell.” And she yanked him to her, pressing her mouth against his.

    Shocked, Sean couldn’t move. Couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. But this was Natalie. Natalie. Kissing him, touching him, of her own free will.

    Shock gave way to disbelief, disbelief to pleasure. He tried to hold back, but the sweet sweep of her tongue inside his mouth made him dizzy and hot.

    But why? Though he wanted to take it further, first he had to know.

    He pulled back, unable to resist rubbing nose to nose with her the way they used to do. “Nat?”

    She understood without him asking, as he’d known she would. She took a deep breath, meeting his gaze, her own dark with passion.

    “I hate you for what you did.”

    Part of him understood. “Only a thin line separates hate from love.”

    “True.” Pressing her lips to his jaw, she touched his shoulders, sliding her hands down his arms. “As it does anger and passion.”

    As badly as he wanted her, he didn’t want it like this. “Not the first time we come together. Not in anger or revenge. I want it to be more.”

    “More?” She shook her head. “I could convince you, you know. I still remember everything you liked.”

    “You could, but you won’t.”

    She went still. “How do you know?”

    “Because I’ve wanted to make love to you since day one. I could have coaxed you into it a hundred times.” His voice deepened as he remembered. “I’ve forgotten nothing, Nat.”

    She started to speak, but he shushed her with a finger against her lips.

    “I’ve missed you so damn much. Even though us being apart was my fault, all my fault, I want you to know that not a day went by without me thinking of you. Missing you. Wanting you.”

    Her chin dipped. When she raised her head, the shimmer of tears mixed with the passion lingering in her eyes. “I’ve missed you, too,” she murmured. Her words, the lush softness of her voice, felt as much like a caress as her soft hands. “When you … died, you left a hole inside me. Everything was off balance, nothing felt right. Even the everyday things, like drinking my morning cup of coffee without you to share it with, were unbearable because they made me think of you.”

    Her voice caught, but she continued. “Your arm around me, your breath against my cheek. The way you liked to sleep, spooning close behind me.”

    Low in his throat, he made a sound, a cross between a groan and a growl. She continued to touch him, tentatively at first, then with growing boldness.

    “Make love to me, Sean.”

    “For old times’ sake?”

    “For that and … for the times yet to come.”

    At those words, she reached up to pull him to her, but he met her halfway. Slanting his mouth over hers, he drank her in deeply, wanting to believe, needing to believe, with his body as much as his soul.

    He hadn’t dared to think of the possibility of a future between them, nor did he dwell on it now. She wanted him, and not out of frustration or anger. Whatever complicated emotions drove her were most likely emotions that he’d felt.

    Mouth to mouth, he tore at her clothes, shuddering as she used her fingers to pluck open his buttons.

    Naked, he pressed his bare skin to hers, wanting all of her, more of her. His arousal pressed against her belly, and she gave him a smile of invitation. Taking his hand, she led him to the bed, sinking down into the soft comforter and holding her arms out in welcome.

    Slowly, slowly. He knew it would take every bit of his self-control not to rush things. Still, he fought against the urge to take her with savagery until they were both mindless with passion.

    If he was lucky, that would come later. For now, he’d go slow and savor her.

    “Please,” she whispered. Odd how one word, uttered so softly, could almost undo him. “Please,” she asked again. And he complied.

    When he entered her, the sense of rightness nearly made him weep. Finally, at long last, he’d come home.

    Forget the cottage in the Highlands with its drafty walls and remote, wild fields of heather.

    This was where he belonged. Inside her, wrapped around her, arms and legs tangled together. Skin to skin, scent to scent.

    One look in her eyes and he knew she realized it, too.

    He wanted to devour her.

    “I want …” Her eyelids drifted closed.

    “This?” He moved inside her, watching her expression go from dreamy to a sort of urgent hungry passion.

    “Yes, this.” Smiling seductively, she clenched her body around him, squeezing him with such exquisite sensation that he gasped.

    “Ah, this.” The internal caresses swept away whatever fragile control he’d been able to maintain. He drove himself into her, deep and hard and furious, straining to possess her, even as he knew she already possessed him.

    Natalie, Natalie, Natalie. His wife, the other half of his soul.

    She cried out, her cry dwindling into a moan. Nearly delirious, he answered her, struggling to keep from finishing too early.

    “Don’t move,” he ground out, and he held her still, groaning when she squirmed against him, finally giving up the fight and letting the barely contained beast inside him free.

    She met him thrust for thrust. As their bodies moved together, more than physical sensation passed between them. Lovemaking had always been like this between them, raw and heady, sensual and cerebral.

    For him, there was no other.

    When he could hold himself back no longer, when he poured his essence into her, he gave her all of himself. Emotion, love—everything she’d been to him, always would be to him—he laid bare before her. His heart on a silver platter. His body, hers to arouse. And his soul, shivering in the palm of her hand, for safekeeping.

    If only she’d realize the truth before it was too late.

    Still holding Natalie, Sean drifted in and out of sleep. His cell rang, instantly bringing them both awake in the early-dawn light.

    Caller ID showed Corbett’s number. Sean answered on speaker.

    “My operative found someone who may be helpful.” As had become his habit lately, the older man didn’t bother with pleasantries. “He’s agreed to meet with you. He claims he has key information for deciphering the code.”

    Sean glanced at Natalie, holding up a finger in warning. “That’s not enough. We need more. Find someone who knows how to get in contact with the Hungarian. I have a message I want to deliver.”

    “A message?” The normally unflappable Corbett sounded surprised. “What kind of message?”

    “That’s between me and him.”

    Corbett cleared his throat. “Come on now, Sean. You’re not about to try something foolish, are you?”

    Before Sean could respond, Natalie spoke up. “What about my father? Have you heard anything else from him?”

    “Nothing.”

    The loud sigh showed Natalie’s feelings. “I’m worried. I don’t like him being involved in this at all. I’d like to get him out of there before the shooting starts.”

    “Shooting?” Sean could picture Corbett’s raised brows. “What are you planning?”

    “Nothing.” Her impatience came through loud and clear. “But you never know. Sometimes a hail of bullets is the only way to get inside. We can never predict what might happen.”

    “I understand.” And Corbett did. He’d done his own share of fieldwork over the years. “But I’m quite certain your father is safe for now. I would have heard if he wasn’t.”

    “You think so?”

    “Definitely. The Hungarian would have wasted no time. He knows how much Phillip means to me.”

    “True,” Sean agreed. “Still, I agree with Natalie. We need him far away from there before we go in. The possibility of him being used against us is too great.”

    “Of course it is.” Again, Corbett sounded weary. “And I assure you I’m working on locating him. In the meantime, what would you like to do?”

    “I want to meet with this informant.” Natalie shot Sean a look daring him to contradict her. “I’m on the edge of cracking this code, which might be a fast line toward finding his location. Whatever information your informant imparts could be the key I need.”

    “Excellent. Do you have a pen?” At Natalie’s affirmative, Corbett listed the details, his voice returning once more to its normal professional crispness. “Phone in once the meeting is finished and let me know the details, will you?”

    “Of course.” She punched the off button, staring down at the phone silently.

    Dragging his fingers through his hair, Sean sighed.

    “What do you think?”

    When she raised her gaze to his, the tortured look in her beautiful eyes made him want to comfort her. Since he knew she wouldn’t welcome this, he refrained.

    “Damn him to hell.” Her low voice sounded fierce. “Going after me is one thing—it comes with the job. But my father? When I find him and get him out, that Hungarian is going to pay, I promise you.”

    Sean didn’t tell her what he privately feared. If their enemy was as ruthless this time as he’d been when he’d cut down Sean’s entire family, her father was already dead.

    He crossed his arms. “Hopefully, this informant won’t get killed.”

    She checked her watch. “We’ve got a little over an hour. How long do you think it will take to get there?”

    “Thirty minutes, tops. Even in traffic.”

    “Then let’s head out. I’d like to be early.”

    Outside, the damp drizzle and slate skies suited his mood. They drove into the city in silence, arriving at the agreed-upon meeting place—a city park—in good time. Parking, Sean took a deep breath, noticing how pale Natalie looked.

    She got out of the car first, waiting for him to lock it and walk over to join her. The air smelled like moist dirt, as though the thirsty ground was absorbing the rain.

    “Are you ready?” Hunching into his coat, Sean stole a glance at Natalie, who remained ominously quiet.

    With a brisk nod, she surged forward, obviously wanting to walk ahead of him.

    “Together,” he cautioned, relieved when she slowed and waited for him to reach her side.

    “You’re right.” She chewed her bottom lip. “I’m sorry. I’m worried about my father.”

    “I hope this guy will have some useful information.” He kept his tone calm and professional.

    “He’s supposed to have a clue on the code. If I can break that, we’ll really have a worthwhile bargaining chip.”

    “If he’s not lying.” He sighed, patting the battered briefcase he carried that held the required money. “Informants do that occasionally, you know.”

    “Of course I know. Especially since this guy knows we’re willing to pay his price. His info had better be good.” Trudging into the rain, Natalie seemed not to notice the chill, or how leaving her head uncovered made her wet hair plaster to her scalp. She looked like a determined, drowning swimmer struggling to stay afloat.

    He could only hope the analogy wasn’t really accurate.

    They slipped through the iron gate and into the deserted park. In the summer, the area would be brimming with tourists, but on a blustery autumn day, not even the locals ventured out.

    If the bad weather was an omen …

    “Not promising,” she muttered. “Open spaces, with lots of trees to hide behind. If there’s a sniper, we’re obvious targets.”

    “This guy’s an informant. He should be used to being careful.”

    “Maybe. But this is too much like the abbey.”

    Damn it, she was right. They could only hope this meeting didn’t mirror the other.

    “There,” she whispered. “Straight ahead.”

    Near the gazebo, a man waited, collar turned up against the rain. He wore a dark slicker and stood, head down, hands crammed into his pockets, pretending not to notice their arrival.

    Not a good strategy for staying alive. Still, Sean cautiously approached, cursing his rapidly increasing sense of apprehension.

    “Are there ducks in the pond?” Sean asked, using the prearranged phrase.

    The man looked up. His eyes were such a bright blue they had to be colored contacts. “Ducks in the pond, ducks in the sky. They even fly in the rain.”

    The right answer. Still, Sean knew better than to relax. The informant, with his bright, darting eyes and facial tic appeared strung-out. His rumpled clothing and mussed hair indicated he hadn’t slept in days. The musty odor emanating from him confirmed it. Meth addict.

    Natalie moved closer to Sean. A reflex action, made without thinking, no doubt, but such a small thing pleased him.

    The informant noticed. “I’ve been down for a while,” he said, scowling. “This job ain’t easy, you know.”

    Being a snitch was a difficult—and messy—way to earn cash. Only desperate men attempted to take on such a job. If word got out, death awaited. If you were lucky, they’d put a bullet in your head and you’d die swiftly. Not so lucky, and who knew what limbs they’d remove? Sean had heard of one informant who’d become an organ donor—while still alive.

    No, being a snitch wasn’t for the faint of heart. Most had a drug habit or some other overwhelming compulsion that needed feeding. From the looks of this guy, it was the same old story.

    “What do you have for us?” Sean didn’t bother to conceal the impatience in his tone. Sometimes junkies looking for their next fix tried to exchange false information or, worse, no information, for cash, then run.

    No way in hell was he letting that happen. The stakes were far too high.

    Perspiring profusely, even though the damp air carried a chill, the man held out his grungy hand. “Money first.”

    Right. “I’m not paying you until I see what you’ve got.”

    “Oh, all right.” Instead of handing over information, the informant took off running.

    Damn it. His gut instincts had been right.

    “Setup!” Sean pushed Natalie to the ground, tensing as he waited for the sound of gunfire or an explosion.

    Instead, there was only the gentle sound of the rain and the distant murmur of traffic.

    “He didn’t have anything.” Sean didn’t bother to hide his disgust. “If he was going to go to all this trouble, I would have thought he’d have had more of a backup plan. Either way, he’s long gone now.”

    Ignoring his outstretched hand, Natalie struggled to her feet on her own. “Look.” She pointed.

    What he saw didn’t really surprise him.

    Their informant stood at the edge of the path, maybe fifty feet away, watching them. When he saw them looking, he crooked his hand, telling them to follow, and proceeded walking, back toward the business area where they’d parked.

    “This guy’s an amateur. He wants us to follow him. To where a trap awaits, no doubt. How much more obvious can he be?”

    “But Sean, if they were going to spring a trap, this would be the perfect place for it.” She waved her hand at the deserted park. “No witnesses, no innocent bystanders to get in the way. Maybe he’s legit.”

    “And pigs can fly. Come on, Nat. You know better.”

    “Look, they have my dad.” She set her chin in that stubborn way of hers that he knew so well. “I’m going to take any chance I can to find him. I’m following the guy.”

    “Fine.” Grudgingly, he conceded. “But we keep a good distance between us and him and bail at the first sight of anything dangerous, agreed?”

    “Agreed.” She moved forward.

    Keeping back fifty feet, they followed.

    When they reached the sidewalk, they saw the man enter a small coffee shop.

    They exchanged a look.

    “What do you think?” Sean asked. “Do we follow him?”

    “We have so far. We should be safe in there. And maybe he does have something useful to tell us.”

    “Somehow I rather doubt it.”

    “Me, too, but you never know.”

    “Let’s go then.” He took her arm and they crossed the street.

    Once inside, they saw he was already seated, sipping from a paper cup of coffee. He motioned them to chairs.

    “We’d rather stand,” Sean told him.

    He shook his head. “Not an option.”

    “Listen here, buddy,” Natalie began furiously.

    The informant opened his coat.

    What they saw made them both freeze.

    The man had been wired with explosives.

    “That’s right.” He smirked, but there was no amusement in his face, only tired resignation. “So I suggest you do as I say.”

    If he triggered the bomb, he’d blow up not only himself and them, but everyone inside the coffee shop.

    Of course, they couldn’t allow this to happen.

    “What do you want?” Sean asked.

    The man looked at Natalie. “The code. Hand it over.”

    Maintaining eye contact, she looked puzzled. “What code?”

    “Don’t play stupid. We know you have it.”

    Just like that, she abandoned the pretense. “There are only three or four people who know about that. How’d you find out?”

    “Looks like you told a snitch,” he sneered. “Someone like me. Maybe you’d better take another look at your friends. Hand it over.”

    She spread her hands. “I don’t have it with me.”

    The man actually snarled. “Then take me to wherever you’ve hidden it.”

    Sean knew that Natalie did have the flash drive in her backpack. And there was no way in hell he was letting her go off alone with this walking bomb.

    “Give it to him,” he told her, earning a sharp look of disgust.

    The man looked from one to the other, finally settling his gaze on Natalie. “Better do as your man says. Unless you want me to blow this place sky-high.”

    Natalie didn’t move. “Go ahead.”

    The man blinked. “What?”

    “I said, go ahead. Detonate your bomb. I don’t care. What I don’t understand is why you didn’t just shoot me and be done with it.”

    Good question. Sean crossed his arms, waiting. He knew there was no way she’d let this man take out so many innocent civilians. For now, he’d follow along with her plan, whatever it might be.

    Goggling at her, the informant shook his head. “Are you crazy or what?”

    “No, I’m not crazy. But I’m not giving you the info. So, either detonate your explosives, or not. I don’t care either way.”

    The lie in her voice was plain to Sean, but the stranger didn’t know her. Beginning to sweat, he looked at Sean.

    “Talk some sense into her, man. You don’t want all these people to die.”

    That remark told Sean that Natalie’s plan would work. The informant didn’t want to be blown to bits either.

    “I’m guessing you don’t want to die either,” he said. “Come on, Natalie. Let’s get out of here.”

    Together, they walked toward the exit. At the door, Natalie turned and faced the still-stunned man. “Tell whoever sent you that I won’t be bullied.”

    The stranger followed them outside to the back alley, muttering under his breath. “Come on, man, they’re going to kill me.”

    Sean shrugged. “Better than killing yourself. Go crawl back into whatever hole you came from.”

    “Wait.” Natalie stepped forward. “Are those even real explosives?”

    The man shrugged. “I don’t know. They gave me six hundred pounds to put this thing on. Promised me another grand if I brought them the info.”

    “Where?” Sean demanded. “When and where were you supposed to meet them?”

    Sweat rolling down his face, the man blurted out an address.

    “I know the area,” Natalie said. “Bad part of town.”

    “Of course.”

    “I don’t get it,” Natalie continued. “They only ask for the coded message. What good will it do them?”

    “Maybe the Hungarian has his own code specialists.”

    Her eyes went wide. “Of course,” she breathed. “That’s why he doesn’t need me. He must have already broken the code.”
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    Stone-faced, the informant said nothing.

    “Tell them this. I know they need whatever part of the message I’ve got. I haven’t cracked the code yet, but I will. And when I do, I’m going after whatever it reveals. If they want it, they’ve got to negotiate a hell of a lot better.”

    The man nodded and took off running.

    Once back in the car, Natalie began to shiver. She didn’t know why—she hadn’t been that cold. But the steady rain had soaked through her coat, granting the chill easy access to her skin.

    “I’ll crank up the heater as soon as the motor warms,” Sean promised. “When we get back to the inn, you need to jump into the shower.”

    “And make it hot.” She shivered again. “As hot as I can stand it.”

    His gaze darkened, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he turned his attention back to the road.

    Once back in their room, she took the first shower, careful to lock the door behind her. Only when she was dressed did she open the door.

    “Your turn,” she told him, toweling her hair. “All that warmth feels wonderful.”

    He nodded. When he entered the lavatory, he left the door ajar. As soon as she heard the shower start up, she gently tugged it closed. She hated that she had to force herself not to glance inside, knowing that the sight of Sean’s naked, water-slicked body would be more than she could resist.

    While Sean was in the shower, she called Auggie. He answered on the first ring, sounding unsurprised to hear from her. “I just got off the phone with Corbett,” he told her.

    “He arranged a meeting for Sean and I with an informant who turned out be working for the other side,” she said to him, relaying the man’s supposed bomb and his demand for the code. “I don’t understand it, Aug. If they were going to go that far, why didn’t they just take me hostage?”

    “Or take you out, entirely.”

    “Exactly. All they would have needed was one man with a high-powered rifle.”

    “Have you told Corbett?”

    “Not yet. Sean will probably call him when he gets out of the shower.”

    “Corbett’s worried.” Auggie coughed. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told him. Lass, you’re in grave danger.”

    She laughed, she couldn’t help it. “No lie. Tell me something I don’t know, Aug. That’s part of the job. You know that.”

    “But this is different,” he insisted. “It’s personal. You need to get out.”

    “I can’t. They have my father. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t back down now.”

    The silence on the other end of the phone stretched on so long she wondered if he’d hung up. “Are you still there?”

    “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “I need to talk to you, then. Privately.”

    “So talk.”

    “Not on the phone. Not about this.”

    It wasn’t like Auggie to be mysterious and secretive. “The line is secure.”

    “Maybe. Maybe not. We need to talk in person,” he insisted. “Our old meeting place.”

    Auggie had helped her keep her sanity after she’d lost Sean. They’d met weekly in an obscure little beer garden frequented mostly by students. As her sorrow grew unmanageable and SIS refused to let her return to work, Auggie had been the recipient of numerous late-night phone calls. He’d also been the shoulder she’d cried on during red-eyed coffee-shop meetings at the crack of dawn.

    Literally, Auggie had become her best friend. She trusted him with her life. They’d continued their meetings, less frequently as time went on, but their beer garden had continued to be their favorite meeting place.

    Until she’d quit drinking. Meeting in a beer garden wasn’t conducive to staying sober.

    If he said they had to meet in person, then they had to meet in person. But the beer garden?

    “Auggie, you know I don’t drink anymore.”

    “You drink hot cider, right?”

    Breathing a sigh of relief, she nodded. Then, realizing he couldn’t see her, she said yes.

    “They serve that. No one knows about this place but us—no one. So we can’t be followed or overheard. Please, meet me there. This is important.”

    “When?”

    “Tonight. And come alone.”

    “What time?”

    “Normal time.”

    He was being careful. Normal time for them had been ten o’clock at night, which might work to her advantage. If she was lucky, Sean would fall asleep early. If not, ditching Sean before then would be damn near impossible.

    “How about an hour later?” she asked, to be on the safe side. “I’m not sure I can make it before then.”

    After he agreed, she disconnected the call. Whatever Auggie had to tell her must be huge.

    That night, after a big meal, Sean reclined in the overstuffed chair and turned on the television. “I don’t want to talk strategy or even think about anything pertaining to the mission tonight,” he warned her. “I need to relax if I’m to be on my game tomorrow.”

    Since that fitted perfectly with her strategy, Natalie agreed.

    He fell asleep before the early news. Watching him, she suppressed the urge to brush a wayward lock of hair from his forehead.

    Praying he didn’t wake for a few hours, she slipped out the door to meet Auggie. Luckily, the inn was only a few blocks from the agreed-upon meeting place.

    Once she reached the beer garden, she saw the proprietors had enclosed the garden for the winter, using clear plastic tarps over a huge, metal frame. Six-foot-tall patio heaters were situated all around the seating area, and several of the college students had removed their coats.

    Taking a deep breath, Natalie stepped inside. The warmth was amazing. Heading across the concrete, she stopped in her tracks. Instead of Auggie, Dennie Pachla waited at the table she and Auggie had always snagged, two foaming mugs of beer in front of him.

    Staring at the alcohol, Natalie nearly turned around and ran, but she trusted Auggie. If he wanted his friend the doctor here, then she would rely on his reasoning.

    She continued forward, pasting a phony smile on her face while her stomach churned.

    Standing as she approached, Dennie crushed her in a bear hug. “Ach, it’s so good to see you, lass.”

    Natalie didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “Where’s Auggie?”

    “He wasn’t feeling well.” He flashed a brilliant smile. “Must be a touch of the flu. He didn’t want to stand you up, so he asked me to meet you, instead.”

    That didn’t sound like the Auggie she’d talked to on the telephone a few hours ago. He hadn’t been sick then. Nor had he acted as though he’d entrust whatever information he had to anyone else.

    Something was up.

    Yet Dennie was on their side.

    Wasn’t he?

    Realizing he’d asked her a question, Natalie nodded. She’d always liked the handsome doctor and he’d made no secret of his attraction to her. Once, she’d found this flattering. Now, with her father in harm’s way and the clock ticking, it was merely annoying.

    “I don’t have a lot of time,” she warned, shifting from foot to foot, unable to hide her unease.
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