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CAST OF CHARACTERS


Cash Owens- Owner of Owens Protective Services, sniper, and overall badass.

Eva James- deadly mistress of throwing knives and Cash’s…person

Team 1:

Jerrod Lockhart- Complete hardass, rule follower, and generally the guy considered to always have a stick up his ass.

Juliette Cassinelli- Junk food addict, avid runner, tiny human that can’t reach the top shelf. Oh, also a fabulous model who has stolen the heart of the unmovable Jerrod Lockhart.

Edward “Edu” Markinson- Hater of hospitals, slow drivers, and references to anything in the ’80s.

Brock “Rock” Patton- Wannabe model, obsessed with his looks and constantly combing his hair…A ferocious fighter for a man so obsessed with his looks. Also, as a side note—he can’t act for shit and hates the word ‘loins’.

Wren Crosby- Rich, self-obsessed heiress looking for the man of her dreams…i.e. someone with a lot of money who can take care of her for the rest of her life. Loves to look in the mirror, comb her hair, and obsess over facial products.

Scottie Dog Thacker- Tactical vomit expert, hater of flying planes, and always up for a good time. If you’re with him, have a barf bag in hand. Has never had even a sip of alcohol in his life.

Quinn Lake- Awesome geologist who is terrible at telling people no. She’s a runner—running from situations so she doesn’t have to grow a spine and deal with confrontation. Awesome at Battleship and Twister.

Team 2:

Marcus “IRIS” Slater- His name stands for I Require Intense Supervision. EOD expert that has taken up a new love…blowing up shit.

Jane Layne- IRIS’s sidekick in real life and in her mystery novels. Also known as Shayla Jacque. Absolutely despises technology, and goes so far as to use a typewriter to avoid it.

Mick “Slider” Jeffries- Not Slider from Top Gun. Sorry, ladies, I know he was gorgeous, but it’s not the same hottie.

Tate “Thumper” Parsons- No, not named for the adorable furry rabbit. Thumper got his nickname after losing a foot to an IED. Now using a robotic foot, he is probably the fastest person on the team.

Bree Wilton- Financial guru, killer of the boardroom, and newly appointed partner in her firm. Wilts under the sun. Hates hiking, dirt, bunnies, and generally all things that don’t come with a luxury sticker.

Team 3: Now known as The Ditty Boppers

Eli Brant- Fierce team leader, but will put you in your place with a good practical joke when necessary.

Sarah Williams- Pickpocket, crazy lady that reacts inappropriately in tense situations.

Red Warren- Funny, meat-eating, California-hating, rifle owner. Proud to take out the bad guys in any way possible.

Zoe Thacker- Screenwriting badass that hates guns, refuses to eat meat, but loves a good gunfight.

Bradford Kavanaugh- Son of a senator, terrified of mummies, scarabs, and basically anything from ancient Egypt. Loves practical jokes, except when they’re about him.

IT Department:

Rae Dennon- Sarcastic, witty, badass woman. Terrified of nothing, will take down any man with little effort, and has an intense feud with Dash.

Duke Mason- The mechanic. Sexy, dirty, and the man every woman wants. His hands alone could have a story written about them and all the things they can do. Not afraid to have his ass kicked by Rae.

Dash- Awesome with computers and a skilled fighter. Constantly being compared to Rae, the sexier version of him. Still trying to convince Fox he’s just as awesome.

Laura Woods- Hot teacher with a thing for Dash. But waiting in the wings is the sexy roughneck Andrew. He’s just as lethal as a mechanic. But who will she choose?

Black Ops Team: Also known as The Three Js

Jack Cox- Team leader who loves aviator sunglasses as much as a good gunfight. Willing to take one for the team as long as the mission is long and hard…just like his johnson.

Skylar West: Neighbor to the grouchy Jack McClain. Mother to Parker, the son of notorious arms dealer...the son of a notorious arms dealer: Rico Gelbero. Desperate to break free from the confines of her little house, she’s willing to do anything to leave Texas in the dust.

Johnny Wood- Dangerous cowboy, loyal to Rafe—a man that would kill his own mother if it finished the job. Respects a man willing to get the job done.

Tahlia James- Mad scientist…well, coroner. Desperate for the truth and willing to do anything to get those answers, as long as it doesn’t include enclosed spaces. Not afraid of Johnny and his sexy body.

Jason Long- Number 3 of the baddies. Dangerous and dark, always full of threatening wisdom. Stay out of his way.

The Odd Squad:

New Guy- Also known as FNG- Doesn’t have a death wish, but firmly believes he can never be killed. Willing to take horrible risks to prove he’s unstoppable. Medic and smart as a whip, but also one of the most ridiculous men you’ve ever met.

Honey- Wife of FNG. Named for her honey scent and the way she sticks with FNG. Oh, also the daughter of a dangerous cartel leader.

Fox- Works in training, has an undeniable fascination with throwing knives, and loves singing show tunes…sometimes a little too much!

Anna- Gorgeous Hollywood star who has captured Fox’s twisted heart. Her looks aren’t nearly as deadly as her right hook.

Max Huxley: Former military. Licensed pilot. Rivals Scottie Dog’s amazing flight skills. Has a bit of a drinking problem and loves his pink Hawaiian shirts and straw hat. Don’t even think of taking his cigar from him.

Christa Corvin- The preacher’s daughter who is looking to break out into the world as something other than the good girl in church. Enter Max with his constant drunken state, filthy cigars, and dirty mouth. What could possibly go wrong?

The Other Guys:

Jones- Spotter for Cash during their military days, with a bad attitude since losing the use of his leg. Like you really need one of those.

Rafe- Evildoer posing as the good guy. Or is it the other way around? Dangerous antihero with not a single redeeming quality who stays hidden in the shadows. Unknown relationship to Cash.

Liberty- Pretty ballerina with hidden talents. Obsessed with Rafe and willing to sacrifice anything to be with him. Or is she???

Nicholas Tate: Former SEAL who worked with Fox. Still a mystery, but currently works at OPS, though he can’t seem to find his place. Must be crazy to be friends with Fox.

Raven: Cat burglar with a slight case of OCD. Kicks ass, beautiful, and witty—this is one woman you don’t want to meet on a dark rooftop!

IKE- Roguishly handsome with a penchant for cigarettes, action, and a writer lady named Jane. He moves in the shadows, taking only the dangerous jobs. He’s the man nobody wants to be compared to. Well, him and a mechanic.

The Young Squad:

Asher White: This suit-wearing enigma has a thing for dangerous jobs, fast women, and…trains. Yes, you heard that right! Don’t come between a man and his love of locomotives.

Jade Buchanan- The wife of the elusive Asher. Forced into an arranged marriage by her power-hungry father, she suffers from terrible nightmares, longing to leave this horrible life behind. Died when she crashed a minivan into a tree.

Chase Carter: Tattooed badass with a bullring in his nose. His wacky personality is nearly as irritating as his love of playing Monopoly.

Mercy Monroe- Awesome doctor with a sarcastic sense of humor and fierce will to live life to the fullest. As with the other women of OPS, nothing can keep her down.

Patrick Cook: This is no ordinary gigolo. Hang onto your hats ladies! You’re not just getting a striptease with this stud!


IRON RATIONS MEANING


Iron Rations Origins:

The name 'Iron Ration' came from the tinned, boiled beef to distinguish the emergency supplies from fresh rations.

OPS Meaning:

The strength of a man in desperate times.
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RAFE


“Move into position,” I said through comms.

“On the way,” Libby replied.

I’d become used to working alongside her. We moved as one, always knowing what the other would do in any situation. It wasn’t the same as working with Johnny, Jack, and Jason. While it was ideal to go out on missions with them, they had settled down and switched their priorities.

Although, I guess I technically set that in motion when I cut them loose.

The only thing I had to worry about with Libby was if she went off the rails and did something crazy, which I had a bad feeling was about to happen.

“Stick to the plan.”

“What else would I do?” she huffed as I watched through my binoculars as she made her way into the high-rise.

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

“Since when are you worried about anything?”

Since time was running out. But I couldn’t tell her that. I knew this would all come crashing down soon. I had tried to find a way in—to come up with some solution that would get me what I needed—but we were at the tipping point where I would no longer be able to put off the inevitable. I knew what I had to do, and when that time came, I wouldn’t be able to tell Libby a single part of my plan. She would try to stop me, and I would rather die than let this go on a minute longer than I had to.

Of course, I would get my wish in the end. It was all part of the bigger plan.

“Do you still have eyes on Raven?”

I swung my gaze over to where Raven was perched on the opposite rooftop. She was watching the target while Libby moved in for the kill.

“Roger that. She’s in position.”

“I’m heading up now.”

I heard the ding of the elevator as she got on, then everything went quiet. My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it, concentrating on the job at hand. But when it didn’t stop, I pulled it out. It was the clinic.

“Yeah?”

“Rafe, we have a problem.”

I hated those words. “What happened?”

“The body…it’s gone.”

“What do you mean it’s gone? A body doesn’t just get up and walk away.”

Silence met me on the other end of the line. “She woke up.”

I stood, grabbing my bag. “When?”

“This morning. We weren’t sure…it was only briefly. I was going to call you if she woke again.”

“Lock down the facility. No one moves until I get there.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And I want the security feed ready for me. If I find out anyone’s tampered with it, they’ll have to deal with me.”

“Of course.”

I ended the call and switched back to comms. “Abort mission.”

“What? I’m about to go in,” Libby hissed.

“Negative. We’ve got a problem.”
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NICHOLAS


“Tate! Hey, Tate!” Fox shouted behind me. He’d been chasing me around the OPS building for the past two weeks, trying to get me to go on a double date with him.

I ignored him and kept walking. The last thing I wanted was to be set up with anyone. I rounded the corner and ran for the end of the hallway, hoping I could lose him in the tunnels. The underground building was filled with passages that would confuse the hell out even the people who built this silo.

I was just about to round another corner when he popped out in front of me with a grin on his face. “Gotcha! Man, it was like you were trying to lose me.”

“Yeah, how about that,” I muttered.

“But you can’t. I know this place like the back of my hand.”

“That’s a shame.”

“No, it’s really not,” he said, acting like he was confused. 

He couldn’t pull this shit with me. I worked with him long enough to know that he liked it when people thought he was stupid. It fed into his persona.

“I have someplace to be.”

“Yeah, the garage. I heard you telling Cash, but you’re going the wrong way.”

“I was taking the long way.”

He tossed his head back and laughed. “Man, you crack me up.”

There was absolutely nothing funny about what I said, but this was typical Fox. I thought after I was discharged from the military that I could live a normal life. I had a good job and only talked to him when I absolutely had to. And then he changed my world with one phone call. The darkness he fed off had seeped into me on a daily basis since my return. I tried to ignore it, but he pulled it out of me no matter how hard I tried to resist.

I shoved past him and kept walking, hearing his footsteps slap the concrete behind me. “Fox, I can go to the garage on my own.”

“Oh, I know. I’m just waiting for you to say yes to the blind date I have set up.”

“No.”

“Why not? She’s great.”

“You actually know her?”

“Yes.”

“Fox, give me one good reason I would want to go out with this woman.”

“Well, she’s depressing as hell. She thinks the world is going to end at any moment. Although, I have to agree with some of the things she says.”

I stopped and spun around. “Lee? The woman Brock was sleeping with?”

“How did you know?” he grinned.

“Not happening.”

“Why not?”

“Because she likes to tie up her men. I’m not into that.”

“Have you ever tried it?”

“No, and I’m not going to. I like to be in charge in the bedroom.”

He scoffed at my dismissal as I continued to the elevator. Now that he was following me and I couldn’t shake him, there was no point in taking the long way out of the building.

“I wish you would have an open mind about this. She’s really hot.”

“Don’t let Anna hear you say that.”

“No, hot for you. I’m married. I don’t look at another woman twice.”

The elevator dinged and I stepped off on the ground level, ignoring the smirk Cash shot me as I walked past his office. He probably sent Fox after me just to piss me off.

“So, I made reservations at the Italian place in town.”

“You don’t need reservations to get in there.”

“No, but it’s harder for you to back out if there’s a reservation,” he grinned.

“Well, you can cancel it. I won’t be there.”

I noticed he was paying close attention to my arms, and then he started swinging them in time with mine. 

“What are you doing?”

“What are you talking about?” he asked, his eyes never leaving my arms.

“You’re mimicking the swing of my arms.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Why are you doing it?”

“Because I want to walk like you.”

“Why would you want to walk like me?”

“You have a strut about you. I like it.”

I wasn’t buying it. He was doing something else and I needed to find out what that was. I stopped and faced him. “What the fuck are you really doing?”

He rolled his eyes, heaving a big sigh. “If you must know, I’m learning your tells and the way you walk.”

“Why?”

“Because I like you?”

“Why are you really doing it?”

“In case you ever disappear,” he said immediately. “I need to be able to mimic you at a moment’s notice.”

“Why would I disappear?”

“It happens all the time. You know, even The Kamau isn’t immune to the underdealings of our world.”

“That’s not a word.”

“I just made it one.”

“Fox, I need you to listen to me.”

“Oh, gotcha,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest as he stared at me intently. 

“I’m not going to disappear.”

“Right, but if you did⁠—”

“I’m not.”

“But if you did⁠—”

“I’m not,” I snapped, getting more pissed off by the second. I watched as he struggled not to repeat himself again. It was eating him up inside to not say the words. His face turned red and his foot started tapping incessantly. “Just fucking say it!”

“But if you did…” He stopped and waited for me to interrupt him again, which I didn’t. It was better just to let him get this out. “I might need to become you for a short period of time, you know, to fool whoever might still be after you.”

“Why would someone still be after me?”

He shrugged. “It happened with Cash.”

“Yes, but Cash has an evil twin. We look nothing alike.”

“Which is why I’m studying you. I’ve already got a wig and a special mask made up with your face on it.”

“You…You made a mask of my face?”

“Yeah, it was a little difficult. Did you know you turn a lot in your sleep? It was hard to get the biometrics just right, but I think I did a pretty damn good job,” he beamed.

“Fox, you can’t take biometrics of my face without me giving you permission.”

“Why not? Cash does it.”

“For work purposes only,” I retorted.

“This is for work purposes too. Like I said, your enemies might come after you. Your life could hang in the balance with only me to save you.”

“I’ll take my chances,” I said, turning on my heel to walk away.

“Don’t you even want to see the mask?”

“Not in the least.”

“But it’s a great likeness. I’ve even started chewing like you do!”

I shouldn’t be surprised. This wasn’t nearly as weird as when he videotaped me sleeping in case he ever had to fill in for me. You know, in case I slipped off the base and needed him to pretend to be me. When I saw the video, I hadn’t known him that long. It took me a good three months to finally let it go. I had been worn down by him constantly giving me scenarios in which I would need to sneak away. The least crazy being that I had murdered someone and needed time to get away.

“Hey, what’s that?” Fox asked, snatching the chain from around my neck.

I grabbed it before he could pull it off me and glared at him. “Not that. You don’t ever touch that.”

His eyes widened and he slowly backed away. “Is it sacred?”

“About as sacred as you can get. My grandma gave it to me.”

He didn’t say a word, but his eyes stayed wide and he licked his lips in anticipation. “Can I…”

“Touch it? No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it would condemn me to hell.”

“I don’t think that’s a real thing.”

“It is.”

“I don’t think so.”

“It really is.”

“Not really.”

“Yes, it is,” I snapped. “Let it go.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Can I at least see it?”

“Why?”

He shifted from one foot to the other. “You know, in case you go missing. I can’t afford to screw it up by missing out on this key piece of information that could be the one thing that distinguishes your body from an imposter’s.”

“Like you?”

“That hurts,” he frowned. “I’m just trying to help.”

Sighing, I pulled it out and let it dangle from my fingers as I showed him the one thing I’d managed to keep hidden all these years. I wasn’t ashamed of it or afraid anyone would take it. I just didn’t want to share every aspect of my life with Fox. Which clearly wasn’t going to happen any longer.

“Wow, it’s like…a medal.”

“It’s a St. Christopher medal,” I clarified.

“Cool. Like…it’s blessed by someone holy?”

“He’s the patron saint of travelers. A protector.”

“Righteous,” Fox nodded.

“Not right—never mind,” I grumbled, turning away from him. 

I yanked the door open to the mechanic’s shop and nodded to Duke. When he saw me, he waved and started to head over, but the second he saw Fox, he turned in the other direction.

“Hey, Nick. What can I do for you?” Bowie asked, stepping out of the back room.

“I have a motorcycle I need fixed up. I was hoping you could fit it into your schedule.”

“Yeah, no problem⁠—“

“A real bike,” Fox cut in. “Not one of those mopeds.”

“Yeah, I figured,” Bowie said.

“Right, but I just wanted you to be sure.”

Bowie stared at him, then turned back to me. “Right, so where is it?”

“In my driveway. I need you to tow it.”

“Yeah, sure. No problem.”

“Hey, are you still seeing Carly?” Fox asked.

Bowie frowned. “No, I’m…” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I’m currently in the process of getting a divorce.”

“Oh, from…”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Edith. She kind of had me by the balls.”

“She was much older,” I pointed out.

“But she was great in the sack,” he grinned. Then his smile fell. “And then she just left me one day. I don’t understand it.”

“Did you make her shawarma?” Fox asked.

“No. Why would I make her shawarma?”

Fox scoffed, rolling his eyes at Bowie. “Everyone knows if you want to keep your woman, you have to introduce them to shawarma. It’s a thing.”

“It’s not a thing,” I retorted.

“It’s totally a thing. Have you made shawarma?”

“No.”

He leaned in toward me. “And you’re single.”

“Huh. Maybe you’re onto something,” Bowie frowned. “Maybe I should make shawarma for her.”

“It’s too late,” Fox sighed. “She’s already moved on. You have to do it immediately. If not, you’ve lost your shot.”

“Fox, that’s not even remotely true.”

“It could be. Shawarma is a very powerful thing.”

“It’s food. No one leaves someone else over food.”

“I don’t know how true that is. If Anna told me I could never have Funyuns again, I think it would tear me apart.”

“But Anna wouldn’t leave you. She’s the other half of you,” I pointed out.

“No, she wouldn’t leave me. She’s like…”

“Your soulmate.”

“No, that’s not it. She’s like…”

“Your other half,” I said.

“No, that’s not either. She’s like…”

“Your shoelace,” Bowie jumped in. I glared at him and he shrugged. “I heard it somewhere.”

“She’s…the light to my dark. The Funyun to the lesser chip. The button on my jeans. The record to my record player. The⁠—”

“Fox!” I interrupted. “We get the point!”

He snapped his mouth shut, but just as I turned away, he added, “My heart’s desire.”

Sighing, I turned back to Bowie. “Sorry about the divorce.”

“Yeah, it’s hard.” Fox clapped me on the shoulder. “This guy knows all about that.”

I glared at Fox, wishing he’d keep his mouth shut.

“You know, after his wife left him, he stalked her for like…a year and a half. Then she found out and slapped a restraining order on him.”

“Thanks, Fox. That’s very helpful.”

“Hey, pointers are pointers,” he said. “And the pointer here is…don’t get caught.”

“I only got caught because you showed up,” I said through gritted teeth. “And I wasn’t stalking. I was spying on her.”

“Which is so much better,” Bowie interrupted. “At least, in my opinion.”

“She was cheating on me and she tried to take everything from me. I was doing my research.”

“I could have told you she was cheating. You only had to ask.”

I slowly turned to him, my anger spiking. “And how would I know I needed to ask?”

“Well…I guess you have to have that sixth sense.”

I wasn’t about to ask how he knew my wife was cheating on me. I didn’t care. I’d moved on from her a long time ago. 

“Let me know when the bike will be ready.” I tossed the keys on the counter and nodded to him as I walked out. I was hoping Fox would leave me alone, but I wasn’t that lucky.

“So, do you want to mimic my walk?”
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“Anyone have eyes on the target?” Chase asked from the car along the curb twenty-five stories below.

“Negative,” I said through comms. 

Our target was the one and only Hugo. That was the only name we knew him by. We were directed to this house by none other than Rafe—and this fucking job was the last place I wanted to be. I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Everyone else was out of town, aside from FNG’s team, and Cash didn’t think Fox was the right person to send in. 

I had to agree with him there.

Hugo was integral to the smooth running of The Syndicate. He was said to be George Adler’s right-hand man early on in his career. But he dropped off the face of the earth, reappearing years later. Hugo was a fence, helping members of The Syndicate find buyers and secure a safe transaction.

“Someone tell me why we’re doing this,” I said again.

“Because this guy worked with Jade’s father,” Chase said over comms.

“And we all want the chance to take out this fucker,” Patrick chimed in.

“But he wasn’t involved in Jade’s death.”

“It’s personal,” Chase grumbled. “Ambrose Buchanan was one of the worst men I’ve ever met. What that man did to his daughter…”

I’d heard all about Jade’s horrific death. I understood their need for revenge—not just for Jade, but for what Asher was going through, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to be involved in anything to do with The Syndicate. They were too big. How the hell were we supposed to go up against them and win?

“Let’s focus on the job at hand,” Chase said, bringing us back around to the present. “This guy enters his house like clockwork at ten every night. We snatch him and get out of there.”

“Right. We’ll forget his bodyguards, the massive security system, and…what’s that?” Patrick asked. “Oh, right. The gigantic bounty we’ll have on our heads the moment we step foot inside his house.”

“Yes, let’s not forget that,” I mumbled.

“It’ll be fine. Rae’s controlling the system,” Chase snapped. “We’ve been over the plan. Just stick to it and we’ll be fine.”

I rolled my eyes, staying low on my belly as I watched the seconds tick by. We had just a little over a minute before he was supposed to walk through that door. With any luck, we’d get in and out without being seen. His guards were still a problem, but if we didn’t make a sound, they wouldn’t know we’d been there until we were long gone and Hugo was in our control.

“Alright, we move on my mark,” Chase commanded. 

“I’m gonna regret this,” I muttered as I got to my knees. 

I grabbed the crossbow and aimed at the wall just above the window, taking aim.

“Three, two, one…mark!”

I released the arrow. The metal smashed through the brick, the grippers latching onto the wall as I pulled it taut. I quickly secured the line, then attached my carabiner to the trolley and secured it to the harness. 

“Tate, move!” Chase snapped.

“Do you want to do this?” I asked, stepping up onto the ledge. I didn’t look down at the drop below. We were too high for anyone on the street to see us, but there were other issues I was worried about. Like falling to my death. I’d done dangerous stunts before during my time as a SEAL, but I wasn’t in the military anymore. Death-defying stunts weren’t supposed to be part of my everyday life.

I took a breath and grabbed the cable, resting back until my chest was parallel with the cable and I was teetering over the edge. Hand over hand, I pulled myself across the wide expanse, going as fast as I could. I was dragging my ass up one story so we’d have an easier trip on the way back. My muscles strained slightly, mostly because I hadn’t done shit like this in a long time, and I was tense as hell.

“If you go any fucking slower, you’ll get caught,” Chase muttered.

“Yeah, this part of the plan must be hard for you, ya know, sitting in the car and watching me twenty-five stories below.”

“Don’t worry, Tate. I’ve got your back,” Patrick piped in. “I’ve got a net that spring-loaded to shoot out if you fall.”

“Did Fox give you that?” I grunted.

“Yeah. Why?”

“I think I’ll take my chances with the fall.”

“You’d definitely die.”

I chuckled to myself. “Don’t worry. You’ll see my face again soon.”

“I don’t think I want to know what you’re talking about,” he muttered.

He definitely didn’t. Knowing Fox, he purposely gave Patrick a faulty net just so he could try out his new face mask of me.

I reached the window and spun, pressing the tips of my toes on the window ledge. I pulled out my knife, ready to break in. “Are you sure Rae shut down the system?”

“I guess we’ll find out.”

“Fuck, I hate my job.” 

“Hugo’s about to enter his apartment. You have to get the window open at the same time he walks in so it doesn’t trip any alarms.”

“Right, easy peasy since I can see him walk through the fucking door.”

Even though Rae had control of the system, she could only get access to certain aspects of the security system without signaling someone that the security had been reset.

I got to work, jamming my knife under the frame. I only had five minutes to get in and out, and I wasn’t sure this plan of Chase’s was going to work.

“Get the window open,” Chase demanded.

“I’m working on it. Would you give me a fucking minute?”

“My grandmother could do this faster.”

“Your grandmother probably eats Wheaties for breakfast every morning,” I grunted, finally getting the window to open a scant inch. I slipped the tool inside, working it up the inside of the window until I could flip the lock. Just as it clicked open, the door to the bedroom opened and a man walked through.

“Fuck. We’ve got a situation.”

“What’s that?”

“Hugo’s here.”

“He’s early,” Chase said.

“No shit.” I retracted the tool and shoved it in my belt, then flung the window open and slid inside, releasing the carabiner and hooking it to the curtain hook inside.

Hugo spun around, grabbing a gun out of the nightstand. I pulled my own gun, firing off a single dart, lodging it in his neck. He started to collapse and I leapt over the bed, catching him before he could thud to the ground and alert his security team.

“That didn’t exactly go as planned,” I breathed heavily.

“You’re lucky we have Tahlia on our side,” Patrick chuckled.

I rolled over and pulled his body upright. “I’m not sure Johnny sees it the same way.”

I pulled out the second harness and attached it to Hugo’s large frame. Dragging him over to the window wasn’t quite as easy as I imagined, but I got him there and attached the carabiner to his harness. “Patrick, unloading in three, two, one…” I hoisted his body up, but he got caught on the window and I couldn’t get him through.

“Hurry up!” Patrick snapped. “Your time is almost up.”

“He’s stuck!”

“Push him out!”

I did my best, but he started to move away with only his shoe caught on the window ledge. I threw his foot over just as the alarm sounded, signaling the guards would be in at any moment. Hugo’s body went sailing down one story to the rooftop across from us. I reached for the second carabiner, but it was missing from my belt. 

“Shit!”

I spun around to look for it, but was out of time. I heard the footsteps on the stairs and made a final decision, kicking the curtain hook from the wall. Snatching it off the floor, I hooked it over the cable and said my final goodbyes.

“I hope I see you on the other side,” I muttered just as I pushed off the ledge and was flung down into the night.

I screamed in my head as the hook slid down the cable, taking me to the other rooftop. My glove started to slip, but what worried me most was how slow Patrick was moving Hugo out of the way.

“Move your ass! I don’t have a line!”

He looked up at me with wide eyes as I came crashing into Hugo. I jerked to a stop and that’s when I lost my hold. My hands slipped and I teetered backward, my foot slipping from the ledge. Patrick reached out and grabbed the front of my vest, yanking me back toward him. I fell on top of him on the roof, breathing hard as terror washed over me. He rolled me off him, but I could barely move, still reliving my most recent encounter with death.

“Nick! Get off your ass and help me.”

I struggled to my knees and grabbed Hugo just as he fell when Patrick released the carabiner.

“Yeah, it’s me that’s not pulling his weight.”

“Complain about it later. We have work to do.”

I hauled him over to the rolling luggage and stuffed him inside, hoping I wasn’t squishing him too badly. Not that I cared all that much. He was a bad guy. I was just zipping it closed when I heard a thunk behind me and spun around. 

A figure dressed in all black had taken out Patrick from behind. I pulled my gun, but it was kicked out of my hand. The figure spun in this wild maneuver before a foot connected with my chest. I stumbled back, tripping over the luggage and falling to the ground. I jumped to my feet, tackling the guy just as he was reaching into the luggage. I tackled him from behind, but was surprised when I felt breasts.

“You’re a woman?” 

She heaved, kicking me off her, using my surprise against me. I stumbled over Patrick just as he was getting to his feet. The woman pulled out a gun, firing at me just as I dove, taking Patrick with me. The bullet skimmed my arm, taking a small piece of skin with it. I hissed, rolling off Patrick as I jumped to my feet and ran hard at the woman, yanking the mask from her face.

Green eyes stared back at me, tempting me with intrigue and deception. I was so focused on those beautiful orbs that I forgot for just a second that I was supposed to be stopping her. She kneed me in the balls, making me gasp, bending over in shock.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I wheezed.

“You were stopping me.”

“Ever heard of asking politely?” I cringed.

She bent over, placing her lips right next to my ear just as I heard the snap of metal around my wrist. “Please, stay here.” Then she licked the shell of my ear and was gone. I stood but realized all too late that she’d locked me to a metal pipe attached to the wall. I jerked my hand as she opened the luggage and rifled through the man’s suit. 

After pulling out what looked like a business card, she straightened the man’s shirt, then fixed his tie, spending an inordinate amount of time making sure it was perfectly straight. Then she pulled his suit jacket closed and buttoned it up. 

With a grin, she looked back at me, winking as she turned and ran for the rooftop access. Her dark ponytail swung behind her as she disappeared through the door.

“What the hell is going on up there?” Chase shouted.

I glanced over at Patrick laying on his back. “Man down.”
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Racing down the steps of the building, I headed to the back exit and shot out into the alley. With my heels clicking against the pavement, I made it a few streets over before I heard the sound of sirens. It shouldn’t have taken that long for Hugo’s security team to call the police.

I wondered briefly if the men snatching him had made it out, and if it weren’t for my deadline, I might have gone back to help them. But that wasn’t the job. I turned down a second alley, stopping by the dumpster where I had stashed my bag. I gently pulled off my black shirt, folding it with great precision before tucking it into the bag. The sparkly purple top I brought wasn’t at all my style, but it worked for a disguise. However, the black leather jacket was all mine. 

After taking great care with my favorite knee-length boots, I put them in the bag, sighing because I knew what was about to happen to them. The feel of the wet ground beneath my feet was enough to make me gag, but I pushed on, shimmying out of my pants and pulling on a tight skirt. After folding the jeans neatly, I layered them in the bag and pulled out my heels, slipping them on after brushing the dirt off my feet.

I pulled my hair out of the ponytail and let the waves of my hair cascade over my shoulders. It wasn’t much of a disguise, but a small change was all I needed. I sighed as I took a final look at my boots. I really loved those shoes, but it all had to go. I tossed the bag into the dumpster and grabbed the can of gasoline I’d hidden behind it. I doused everything inside, making sure my bag couldn’t be singled out as the target. With a strike of the match, the whole dumpster went up in flames.

I applied a fresh coat of lipstick and headed down the street to the bar on the corner. In this neighborhood, not many people would take a chance and call in a dumpster fire. There were too many well-connected men who didn’t mind making an example of people who shoved their noses where they didn’t belong.

I pushed the door open, heading to the back of the bar where I was supposed to meet my client. It was dark back here. The owner purposely kept the lights low for unsavory characters who wanted a safe place to do business. Sliding into the booth across from him, I waited for him to show his face.

He leaned forward, his face still partially darkened by the hat on his head. “Do you have it?”

“I want my money.” I eyed the salt and pepper shakers, itching to reach over and straighten them, but I refrained.

“Show it to me.”

I pulled the keycard from my pocket and flashed it for him. “Now the money.”

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a wad of cash, all of them hundreds. After he fanned it out for me to see, I slid the keycard across the table.

“Nice doing business with you,” I said, shoving out of the seat before I could change my mind about the salt and pepper. His hand shot out and latched onto my wrist. I slowly turned and faced him. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll remove your hand.”

“I didn’t say we were done.”

I waited for him to release his grip, then took my seat again. “I never said I was doing more than one job.”

He held up the keycard. “I didn’t think you’d actually be able to get it.”

“And why’s that?”

In the faint light, I saw the growing smirk on his face. “I only know of one woman capable of pulling off that stunt.”

“So, why didn’t you send her in?”

“She was otherwise preoccupied.”

“With what?”

His eyes dilated slightly. “Another job.”

“What exactly do you need me for?”

“The job isn’t over. Not by a long shot.”

“You already mentioned that. How much does it pay?”

He slid a folder across the table to me. I picked it up, flipping it open. My eyes widened in shock when I saw my brother’s file staring back at me. It was a very detailed outline of his life. He hadn’t lived a life on the straight and narrow. He was more of a winding roads kind of guy, and he ended up in a lot of trouble. I was able to stay out of the limelight for most of my career, but Kevin had run with the wrong crowd and got thrown in prison on his last job.

“What about him?”

“I can get him out.”

It was tempting, but what kind of life would he lead after that? “You want to break him out so he can live in hiding the rest of his life? That doesn’t sound very good to me.”

His lips twitched in amusement. “I wouldn’t be breaking him out. I have acquaintances who can secure his release. Legally.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Who are you?”

“Don’t you think you should have asked that before?”

“I didn’t care before. A job is a job until you start dragging my family into the equation.”

He leaned forward again, the dim light from the bulb detailing his handsome features. He was good-looking enough, but not someone I would want to get into bed with—literally or figuratively. There was an underlying threat in his expression—something I only saw with the most dangerous of men. It sent chills down my spine and warning bells went off in my head that I should walk away.

“You can call me Rafe.”

“Is that what all your friends call you?”

“I wouldn’t know. That would require me to have some.”

I could walk away right now and forget I ever knew him, but somehow, I knew this man wouldn’t stop just because I said no. Apparently, I had done my job a little too well, and now he was willing to call in favors to keep me on his payroll. It was tempting.

“What kind of man has acquaintances who have the leverage to do something like this?” I asked, holding up my brother’s folder. “He’s in for twenty years.”

“A man who used to be one of them.”

I barked out a laugh. “You were a G man?”

“A Fed. I was maybe a little too good at my job.”

“So, they fired you?” I asked, my hand sliding over to the end of the table. I quickly reorganized the salt and pepper, making sure the salt was on the left side. Then, I moved on to the condiments tray, making sure all the labels were facing forward.

“No, I went out on my own. Pesky things like laws kept getting in my way. Are we through with the questions?”

“Not even a little.”

“I’m not answering any more.”

“Then I guess our business is complete.”

I went to stand when his hand shot out again and squeezed harder this time. “When was the last time you saw your brother?”

My breath hitched as I remembered his final court appearance. “The day they sentenced him.”

“Then you must not realize what life is like for him inside. Perhaps you want to think about that.”

“Rafe…” I said, letting the name sink in. “I don’t want my brother to suffer in prison, but if you’re not willing to tell me a little bit about what I’m getting into, I’m not willing to risk my neck or my brother’s. So, are you going to tell me or am I walking?”

The way he stared at me, I wasn’t sure he was going to answer my questions, but then he leaned back in his seat. “What do you want to know?”

“You used to be a Fed. How do I know you’re not setting me up?”

“Because what I’m doing isn’t legal. If I was really a Fed, I wouldn’t be allowed to put you in the situation to do something illegal. It would be entrapment.”

“There are ways around that.”

“You’re right. And when I was a Fed, I had no problem bending the rules to suit me.”

He could be telling the truth. Honestly, I believed him, but getting involved with a Fed—former or otherwise—just wasn’t a smart decision. “You know, I think I believe you.”

“Then we have a deal.”

“No. Sorry, but I’m not interested in getting involved.”

I started to walk away when he called out over his shoulder. “You’re already involved. And believe me, you’d rather be on my side than theirs.”

I wanted to keep going. Everything in me screamed to move my feet and get the hell out of there, but if I didn’t know who would come after me, how would I ever stay alive? I didn’t know what I had taken, other than the fact that it was a keycard. It could belong to anything.

Turning, I walked back to the table and slid into the booth, ready to wipe the smirk off his face. He was so damn smug. “So, I’m assuming this means that you have some proof that I was involved.”

“Something like that.”

“And you planned to use it to lure me into another job.”

“Now you see where I was going with this,” he grinned. “Drink?”

I sighed, getting comfortable. “Yeah, might as well.”

He raised a hand, signaling two drinks to the bartender. Only after the drinks were delivered did he continue. “I’m trying to save my family, just as I’d like to help with your brother.”

“What does your family have to do with this?” I quickly grabbed a napkin and shoved it under my glass, catching the condensation dribbling down the side.

His eyes caught the movement and he frowned slightly before continuing. “There’s a crime syndicate…I’m sure you’ve never heard of it. Most haven’t. It controls all the major illegal operations that happen around the world. There are smaller versions, of course, but none of them hold as much power. I’ve been working to dismantle them for years, and I’m getting close.”

“And the keycard has something to do with that.”

“Yes.”

“What do you need now?”

“I need a team that can move in and recover the items hidden in the storage unit. That keycard unlocks access to the facility.”

“What’s the catch?”

“It’s only available for a twenty-four-hour window.”

“And after that?”

“The owner relinquishes all ownership of anything left behind.”

“So, you want me to break in and steal it.”

“No. I want you at another location.”

“Doing what?”

“Stealing something else.” His eyes twinkled with mirth as he took a sip of his drink.

“And why would I do that?”

“To distract the fence. The last thing I need is him paying any attention to the product I want to steal.”

“And what will I do with whatever I steal?”

He shrugged. “I think you can find something to do with it.”

“And the profit?”

“All yours.”

It was tempting. It sounded like an easy job, but that didn’t mean I was getting the full scope of the details. Still, the thought of getting my brother out of prison was tempting. 

“If you screw me over on this, I won’t hesitate to kill you.”

“If this goes as I plan, the only thing you’ll be getting is a lot of money and your brother back.”
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“What the hell happened?” Chase asked, rushing over to Patrick’s side.

“A woman attacked us.”

Chase looked up at me with a frown. “Like…a little old woman with an umbrella?”

“Jesus, there was no umbrella!” I snapped, finally picking the lock and getting my cuff off. “We need to move. The alarm triggered a few minutes ago. I’m surprised we’re not surrounded right now.”

“Rae answered the call.”

“To the police?” I asked.

He nodded as he slapped Patrick across the face. He jolted upright and stared at me with wide eyes. “Ninja!”

“Not a ninja,” I corrected, hoisting him up. “We need to move.”

He stumbled, pressing his hand to the back of his head. “She fucking hit me with a pipe.”

“I bet that hurt.”

“Not as badly as my pride. I can’t believe a woman took me down.”

I shoved him onto the luggage cart next to the suitcase. I could move faster if I didn’t have to drag his ass around. “It’s been known to happen. Get the door,” I said to Chase.

We were through the door and headed to the elevator in just seconds. The ride down to the basement was filled with irritation and resentment for being dragged into this mess. The bell chimed and we stepped into the parking garage, wheeling the luggage cart over to the minivan. Chase popped the trunk and I hauled the luggage inside while Patrick stumbled to his seat.

We were on the road in less than two minutes, driving away from the clusterfuck that had just occurred.

“Tell me what the fuck that was,” Chase snapped.

“This woman attacked us,” I explained. “She was…fucking gorgeous. Green eyes, dark hair⁠—”

“I don’t need to know what she looked like,” he cut in. “I want to know how the hell she kicked your ass when there were two of you.”

“She took us by surprise,” Patrick frowned.

“But she shouldn’t have. You were on a roof!”

“Right, which is why she took us by surprise,” he countered. “Do you know many hot women who hang out on a roof?”

“Okay, forget that she’s hot. Why did she attack you?”

I remembered the click of the cuffs around my wrist and the way her wet tongue trailed over my ear. I cleared my throat, remembering that I was a professional and I would not be swayed by a beautiful woman. “She wanted something from inside his suit. It looked about the size of a card.”

“Great, so she was stalking you as we were stalking him. That’s fucking perfect. Did you get any evidence of who she was?”

“Oh, yeah. When she cuffed me to the pipe, I took the opportunity to steal her wallet.”

“Really?” he said in surprise.

“No, not really,” I snapped. “She was licking my ear. The last thing I was thinking about was finding out who she was.”

“I would have done that,” Patrick remarked. “You know, if I had been conscious.”

“She got the drop on you,” Chase said in amazement.

“Well, she also shot me. Just in case you were wondering.”

“Are you dead?”

“Clearly, I’m not since I’m talking to you.”

“Then stop whining. Geez, Brock was shot in the chest and he didn’t whine this much.”

“He also had a really hot woman looking after him,” I grumbled. “Just saying, no one even asked to look at my wound.”

Chase stared at me in the rearview mirror. “You know, you’re starting to sound an awful lot like Fox.”

“Hey, I didn’t want to come out here. He basically made it so no place would hire me. Don’t blame me.”

“So, this woman—the one who shot you and⁠—”

“And kneed me in the balls,” I added.

His eyebrows shot up. “And you still think she’s hot?”

“She’s dangerous,” I responded. There was really nothing else to say. It was hot when a woman could take me out. Not that I wanted to make a habit of it, but the fact that she didn’t cower in front of me was fucking sexy as hell.

“Anyway,” he continued, “This woman now has a vital piece of information that we need.”

“We don’t know that for sure. She might have taken something that has nothing to do with why we need Hugo.”

“Right,” Chase snorted. “She took something from a fence and it won’t have anything to do with why we snatched him.”

He was most likely right, but that didn’t mean I had to buy into it. “What’s our ETA?”

“Five minutes. Fox is geared up and waiting for us.”

“I’m sure he is,” I sighed. “I sort of miss the mellow version of Fox.”

“I don’t,” Patrick muttered. “If I had to go to one more meditation seminar naked⁠—”

“You did what?” I asked, trying not to laugh at him.

He flushed bright red and frowned. “What?”

“You went naked?”

“He told me I had too. He didn’t do the same to you?”

“Yeah, he did. And I told him to fuck off.”

“You really went naked?” Chase asked. “Where was I?”

“Getting your head fixed,” Patrick grumbled. “It’s all your fault. You left me alone and I had to deal with the outcasts.”

“Hey, I’m not an outcast,” I said, slightly offended by the way he shoved me in a box with FNG, Max, and Fox.

“You’re not even on a team yet,” he retorted.

“I’m on your team.”

“Sure, but you’re new to it. You’re like…a puppy.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Excuse me?”

“You know, in the beginning, you really have to watch a puppy and decide if you can keep him around or if he’s gonna piss all over the house.”

“You think I’m gonna piss on the furniture?” I asked incredulously.

“Well, no. It was a metaphor. The piss is you screwing up a job. The furniture is the team. I didn’t think I had to explain that.”

“You didn’t. I was using the same metaphor.”

“Oh. Well…head injury.”

“Whatever,” I muttered, looking out the window.

As we pulled down the long driveway, I tried not to think about the woman with the green eyes, but something was keeping me from moving on from her. Maybe I knew her from somewhere.

“Or maybe you’ve met your match,” I muttered to myself.

“Who’s your match?” Patrick asked.

“Nobody,” I shook my head, pulling open the door. “Not a single fucking person.”

I couldn’t allow Fox to find out about the woman. He would go crazy looking for her, and that was something I didn’t need.

Chase popped the trunk and I headed around to the back, hauling the suitcase out. I struggled at first, getting it snagged on nearly every damn part of the van, until finally, it thunked to the ground. Patrick stood there, watching me with a grin on his face.

“Thanks for the help.”

He pointed to his head. “Head injury.”

“Yeah, I’m about to give you a real one,” I grunted, dragging the suitcase behind me. Chase picked up the slack, grabbing another handle to help me drag it. The door swung open and Fox’s beaming face stared at us.

“Hey, guys! Heard you brought me a present.” He shoved a yellow bag in our faces. “Funyun?”

“Fox, can we come in?” I grumbled.

“Well, sure, but I offered a Funyun. It’s really best if you take some. Well…one. They’re still mine. You know how I get about the tasty treat.”

“We don’t want Funyuns. We want to get this guy inside.”

“Oh, right. Say the password,” he chuckled. When we just stood there, he tossed his head back in laughter. “I’m just teasing. You guys know you don’t need a password! It’s Funyuns, by the way. Here, let me help you.” He practically shoved the yellow bag in my face, then grabbed the suitcase and hauled it inside by himself. “Heavy guy,” he said over his shoulder.

I sighed heavily, shaking my head at Chase. “Who invited him?”

“Cash sent him. We need answers.”

“Yeah, but we could have done that.”

“Yes, but none of us has quite as much fun with torture as Fox does.”

I followed him inside and took a seat at the kitchen table. I heard Fox’s laughter carry through the house as he shoved the suitcase down the stairs into the basement. I actually felt bad for what that guy was about to go through. I took a Funyun and held it up to Chase.

“Let the torture begin.”
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The door swung open and Cash strolled through, eyeing me carefully. It was two days later and I was still sitting at the damn kitchen table, trying to drown out the sound of Fox singing show tunes as he tortured the poor bastard downstairs. After hearing Fox from behind the door, I was ready to kill myself. I could only imagine what that guy was feeling.

“Any news yet?” Cash asked, swiping a beer from the fridge.

I was surprised he was here, but even more than that, I was shocked that he was drinking. Cash never drank while we were working.

“Not that we know of, but Fox hasn’t exactly come up for air.”

Cash glanced at his watch. “How many hours are we going on?”

I looked to Chance, frowning slightly. “Since we last checked in.”

He nodded, downing his beer. He didn’t say anything else, which was suspicious. But when he grabbed the file on the table and started rifling through it, I was confused as hell. He knew that thing front and back. Hell, he didn’t even open the file when he was telling us about this asshole. Now he needed assistance?

“Did Eva come with you?”

“Nah. She had shit to do.”

“Like what?” Chase asked.

Cash slowly looked up and narrowed his eyes at Chase. “Did I miss the part where you question me?”

“No, but you forgot to mention that you’d be stopping by on this trip.”

Cash shrugged. “I wasn’t aware I needed to inform you when I decided to show up to a job that my company is running.”

Fox’s voice echoed up the stairs, making me wince at the scratchy sound. He’d been singing for way too long. Cash set the empty beer bottle down with a thud and stormed to the basement door. “Enough is enough. We need answers.”

He flung the door open and marched down the stairs, immediately shouting at Fox.

I turned to Chase with a questioning look. “Is it just me or does Cash have a stick up his ass today?”

He pulled out his phone and dialed a number, grinning when he looked up at me. “Yeah, boss. Just checking in. Thought you might like to know your brother is here.”

I laughed when Chase pulled the phone from his ear and Cash’s voice carried through the room. Whatever that slimy fucker was up to, it was about to come to an end.

Chase hung up the phone and nodded.

“What? What did he say?”

“He’s on his way.”

“From Kansas?”

“He’s here.”

“He didn’t trust us?” I said, baffled by the announcement.

“Not us. Fox. Apparently, he’s still worried about…you know, a relapse.”

“Then why did he let him come?”

Chase shrugged, getting up to swipe a beer from the fridge.

“Since when do you drink on the job?”

“Since Cash is coming and Rafe’s in the basement. It seems appropriate.”

I glanced at the door, then turned back to Chase. I wasn’t one for gossip, but I had to know what I was getting into here. “I heard uh…that Rafe allowed Eva to…do something he shouldn’t have.”

“I heard the same.”

“So, what’s the plan?”

“For what?”

“To keep them from killing each other,” I snapped.

“Oh,” he nodded. “I figure we don’t need to do anything. Fox is here. He’ll just kill Rafe if he gets out of control.”

I shot him a dirty look.

“What? There’s already a vat of acid downstairs. Let the man have some fun. He went without for way too long.”

The back door flew open, crashing against the wall. We knew he was here. It showed up on the monitor on the TV screen in the corner. But what were we going to do? Frankly, I was on Cash’s side. If his brother bit the dust, he only had himself to blame.

“Where is he?”

I jerked my head toward the door. “In the basement.”

He stormed over to it, but before he could open the door, Rafe did it for him. “What the fuck are you doing?” Cash spat. I shoved my chair back as I saw the hit coming. Cash’s fist flew into Rafe’s face, sending him crashing down the stairs.

“Uh—”

“Give him a minute,” Chase said, completely unaffected by what was happening.

I moved to the doorway and watched as Cash stomped down the stairs, picking up Rafe by the shirt and tossing him against the wall.

“Haven’t you done enough? Stop fucking with my business!”

“I would think you’d want me to stop fucking with your wife,” Rafe grinned, earning him another shot to the jaw.

Rafe stumbled back against the wall, holding his jaw as Cash moved in, unleashing his anger on him.

“It’s never enough for you! You just keep pushing! First, my family, and now my business! Just get the fuck out!”

“Two minutes,” Rafe said. “That’s all I need.”

I winced as Cash hit him again. “Man, he must be really pissed.”

Chase snorted. “If my brother pulled that shit, I’d probably just put a bullet in his head.”

“Still…shouldn’t we…”

“Watch?” Chase said from behind me, peering down the stairs. “Maybe we should film it.”

“For what?”

He shrugged. “Money. You know everyone else will want to see this.”

Fox came running around the corner, grinning as he ran up the stairs.

“Move!” I shouted. “I can’t see!”

“I need my Funyuns!” Fox shouted.

I pressed myself against the wall as he rushed through. He was covered in blood, and most of it was dry. I wasn’t sure how he managed to stay covered in that shit for so long without feeling disgusting.

“So, what did I miss?” he asked, coming up behind me as he shoved Funyuns in his mouth.

I grimaced as his blood-soaked hand reached into the bag. He caught the look on my face and frowned.

“Oh, sorry. Did you want some?”

“Your hand is coated in blood,” I pointed out.

He pulled his hand out and looked at it, then wiped it on his shirt. “So, what did Rafe say?”

“Uh…that he needed to talk.”

“Man!” Fox laughed. “That’s a good one. What did Cash say?”

“He punched him in the face.”

Fox tossed his head back and laughed. “That guy, I tell ya, he’s a real character.”

I looked at Chase in confusion, but he just shrugged. “You know him best. Should we stop him?”

“Has he taken Betty out of his pocket?”

“No.”

“Then we’re good.”

I half-turned to face Fox, needing more to go on, but I still wanted to see the fight. “What does Betty coming out of his pocket mean?”

“That he’s about to lose his shit,” Fox grinned.

“But why? I don’t get the significance.”

“Well, if we were at home, he would put Betty on a box. She’s his good luck charm, so if he takes her out, it means he doesn’t want to worry about losing her.”

“But…couldn’t it be argued that if he takes her out of his pocket, he’s destroying his chances for good luck?”

Fox stared at me blankly. “I don’t follow.”

“Well, let’s say he goes out on a mission and removes Betty from his pocket because he’s going crazy. Wouldn’t he basically be taking all his good luck for the mission and throwing it out the window? Wouldn’t it be better to have it on him in case something goes wrong?”

Fox stared at me, his lower lip trembling before he shoved the bag into my chest. “Boss! Don’t take out Betty! Boss!”

“Great,” Chase muttered. “You’ll give him nightmares for a week.”

“I was just pointing out the obvious.”

“He’s not worth it!” Fox shouted, almost sobbing. “Don’t do it, boss!”

“Should we intervene now?” I asked Chase.

“I’d give it another minute. What’s the worst that could happen?”
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Cash sat on the other side of the table with a piece of gauze shoved up his nose. Rafe sat next to him with gauze stuffed up both nostrils, his mouth hanging open, and half his face covered in blooming bruises.

And then there were the matching wounds they were sporting on their left shoulders, thanks to Fox.

“What’s the worst that could happen, huh?”

Chase glared at me. “How was I supposed to know he would take out his throwing knives?”

“It’s Fox. When does he not use his throwing knives?”

Fox was pacing behind me, muttering to himself. He finally stopped and faced his boss. “Look, I know this looks bad, but boss, you gotta believe me. I thought you were Rafe.”

“And when you found out you hit the wrong man, you decided to do it again,” Rafe retorted. “Are you sure he should be back at work?” Rafe asked Cash.

“You look exactly alike! How was I supposed to know I was throwing a knife at the wrong twin?”

“We don’t look alike,” Cash muttered.

“You totally do. You’re even missing the same chunk of ear. It’s unbelievable!”

“Look on the bright side,” I said, trying to help Fox out. “At least the wounds weren’t life-threatening.”

“No,” Cash nodded. “You’re right. I just have a hole in my body where there wasn’t one five minutes ago.”

“Fifteen minutes,” Fox said, not so helpfully. Cash slowly turned and glared at Fox. “Well, you know, I threw the knife. Then I realized it was the wrong man. I pulled out the knife from your shoulder and turned to throw it at Rafe. Then you yelled at me. Then he yelled at me. Then we came up here and got you gauze for your nose. By the way, a tampon would have worked so much better. Then we sat here watching you watch us for at least ten minutes. Maybe seven. I would have to check the monitors to be sure. So…yeah. Fifteen minutes.”

Silence descended in the room and I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. The seconds ticked by as I waited for my boss to say something. Anything. It was killing me to stand in the room just waiting for the yelling to begin. It reminded me of being married to my first wife.

Then I heard a crunch.

We all slowly turned and watched as Fox dug into his bag and pulled out another Funyun, slowly munching on them as if not to make too much noise. The way this man functioned was beyond belief. I didn’t know how he was still alive after all this time with Cash.

“Look, I don’t have the time to sit around here while we wait for you to get in a better mood,” Rafe finally spoke. “And we both know that’s not going to happen. I need your help.”

Cash scoffed beside him.

“I’m serious. I’m getting close and if I don’t⁠—”

“Yeah, we’ve heard that before,” Cash retorted. “It’s always something with you. You used FNG. You nearly got him killed and didn’t even have the courtesy to tell us what happened. What else are you hiding from us?”

Rafe rolled his eyes. “You always were a drama queen. It’s one job.”

“No,” Cash snapped.

“You’re not even listening⁠—”

“Because I don’t have to listen. How many times are you going to come into my life and fuck it up?”

“Not much more. When this is over, I’ll be gone.”

I frowned at that. It had a cryptic feel to it, but Cash blew right past it.

“Thank God for that. Do me a favor and make it happen sooner rather than later.”

“I’ve been disrupting the flow of the drugs coming into the country. So far, I’ve stolen five loads of drugs. Huge loads.”

“Nobody cares,” Cash snapped. “We’re done helping you.”

“I already have everything I need to get this next load. Zavala is getting pissed.”

“Still don’t care,” Cash said.

“Who’s Zavala?” I questioned, feeling very out of the loop.

“Drug cartel numero uno,” Rafe answered. “He’s part of The Syndicate, but he also supplies drugs to the traffickers to keep the merchandise under control.”

That made my stomach roll. “What happens if you steal this shipment?”

“We’re one step closer to tearing down the organization.”

“He’s always one step closer,” Cash pointed out.

“He’s getting angry because his shipments keep going missing,” Rafe continued. “I need to make him so angry that he makes a mistake. I need him to come off his island.”

“He lives on an island?”

“The very one FNG tried to get to.”

“And he’s still alive?” I grinned. “Pretty impressive.”

“What’s so special about this island?” Chase asked.

“Nothing,” Rafe said, his eyes flicking to Chase. “It’s not about the island. It’s about getting to him. We need to cut the head off the snake.”

“You do that, another one pops up,” I said. “Look at Ambrose Buchanan. Jade’s father. Asher killed him and someone is already stepping into his shoes.”

“So, that’s your plan, right? Bad shit happens and you turn your head and pretend it’s not happening,” Rafe sneered.

“What would you have me do? Devote my life to taking out these guys, only to watch as more men move in? That’s why we need governments⁠—”

“To stand around and do nothing?” Rafe snapped. “I worked for them. I watched as they did nothing. Have you ever seen the women they steal and sell? How about the children? Or what happens to the people in the US who are unlucky enough to get their hands on the product these guys sell? The Syndicate functions so well because these men all know they have something to lose. They all help each other, and if that help runs out—if we can keep putting a chink in the chain, eventually, it crumbles. Yes, someone will rebuild, but there are thousands of people dying every day because of these people. Someone has to stop them.”

That was a very impassioned speech. I never knew Rafe was so emphatic about ending this, and based on the look on Cash’s face, he wasn’t expecting that speech either.

“What do you need?” he finally asked.

“I need a team for tomorrow night. I can’t go in. If I’m seen, they’ll know I’m behind it.”

“Won’t they already suspect you?” Cash asked.

“They won’t move just because they suspect me. They’ve already been digging into my movements. I’m trying to keep them from tracking me.”

“Why?” Cash asked.

“I have another job I need to do when I get closer. It has to be me.”

“What’s the job?”

Rafe looked up at me and then Chase before settling on Fox. “I’ll let you know when the time comes. Until then, I need to keep pushing forward. It’s a simple in and out. The drugs are being held in Hugo’s storage center.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a keycard. “This gets you through the gate.”

“That’s from Hugo’s pocket,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. “The woman…”

“She was working for me.”

“Christ,” Cash sighed. “Why can’t you just come to me like a normal person and ask for help? That woman gave Patrick a concussion.”

Rafe smirked at him. “Once you’re through the gate, you find the shipping container and unlock it with this key,” he said, sliding a key into the center of the table. “After that, it’s as simple as taking apart the container and finding the drugs.”

“As simple as that, huh?” Cash snorted.

“Hugo supplies shipping containers that have built-in walls. They beat the X-ray machines and pass inspection. Inside the containers are cheap knockoffs from China. Nothing of value and nothing customs will look at twice. He has this all worked out for his clients, but since I’ve figured it out, I can slip in and steal his product.”

“Won’t he know that you’ll be there since you’ve stolen from him before?” I asked.

“This is the first time Zavala is using this method of transport.”

“What about Hugo?” Cash asked. “What do we do with him?”

“Release him. He can’t touch you. In the eyes of the cartel, he fucked up and lost the shipment. He’ll run, but he’ll be dead within six months.”

“And another player is out,” I surmised.

“Cash,” Rafe said, turning to his brother. “We’re getting closer. We’ve already taken out a few leaders. This is one more. The Syndicate is crumbling.”

“If we do this, what do we do with the drugs afterward?”

“Turn it over to the Feds,” he shrugged.

Cash sighed, standing and pacing the room. “This is illegal.”

“So is what they’re doing. We’re just trying to stop them.”

He picked up the keycard and stared at it. “How sure are you that we’ll get in and out without anyone finding us?”

A slow smile spread across Rafe’s face. “Hugo’s downstairs. There’s no one else who knows we have the keycard or that we know the shipment is coming in. You’re safe.”

Cash’s eyes swiveled to meet ours. “Are you in?”

I looked to Chase, who nodded. “For Asher.”

I sighed and nodded. “For Asher.”
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I walked through the museum, intently studying the paintings. This was one of my favorite parts of the job. Being surrounded by all this priceless art was an incredible feeling. And to think, in just a few hours, one of these amazing pieces would be all mine. I just hadn’t decided which one yet.

I cocked my head to the side as I studied the painting in front of me. It was slightly crooked. Most people wouldn’t even notice, but the longer I stared at it, the more it bothered me. I was itching to cross the rope barrier and fix it.

“Do you like Cézanne?”

I turned, staring into the gorgeous blue eyes of the man who had been following me around the museum. Though, he thought I didn’t notice him.

“I do.”

Dressed in a tailored suit with dark, slicked-back hair, he was as smooth as butter. His tie alone had to have cost at least five hundred dollars. And his shoes, I nearly cringed when I saw them. Yes, they were designer and nice, but they weren’t at all my style, and sadly, he wouldn’t be able to take them to prison with him.

“What’s your favorite piece?”

“Actually, I don’t have one. I prefer another artist, but you don’t carry his work here.”

He grinned at me. “You caught me. I’m the owner of the gallery.”

“I know.” I held out my hand, waiting for him to take it. “Paul O’Ryan. I’ve heard of you before.”

“Really? Does my reputation precede me?” he grinned. His white teeth sparkled in the bright room. As he wrapped his hand around mine, I got the distinct feeling that he did this more times than not.

“Only for the gallery. I heard it’s the best in the city.”

“I try to find the best pieces while keeping the collection small enough for a person to enjoy in one day, but still want to come back to look again.”

I smiled bashfully at him, letting my curls fall in front of my shoulders, hiding my face. This guy was such an easy target. I did my research on him over the past day. He liked his women leggy, in tight pencil skirts and revealing blouses. And the heels…always red. I gave him exactly what he wanted, and that’s all it took to draw his attention.

Oh, and one other detail.

I wore his favorite perfume.

“I was here yesterday,” I said, smiling at him. “You’re right. The pieces are amazing. I had to come back to see them again.”

“So, who’s your favorite artist?”

I smiled coyly at him. “I’ll tell you over a drink.”

“I don’t even know your name.”

“That’s because you never asked.”

His lips split into a wide grin as he glanced at the floor. “Would you tell me your name?”

I pretended to think about it before answering. “Penelope. But my closest friends call me Penny.”

“That’s a beautiful name. It matches the woman it belongs to.”

This man was a smooth talker. If I wasn’t about to rob him, I might actually be interested in him for a fun time before I moved on to my next job.

“So, about that drink…”

“How about tomorrow night?”

“I would, but it would have to be halfway around the country. I’m leaving tomorrow morning on a business trip.”

“That’s a shame. I have a meeting tonight.”

I sighed heavily, knowing this was my chance to get him. “Well, it was nice to meet you.” I stepped up to him, pressing my hand lightly against his chest as I leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to the corner of his lips. Then I hovered for just a second. “Maybe some other time.”

I stepped back and turned to walk away, not sparing him a second glance. A smile quirked my lips as I counted down in my head. And right on cue…

“Penny!” I stopped but didn’t turn around. “I could probably move that meeting.”

I slowly turned and grinned at him. “What time do you get off?”

He chuckled, shaking his head slightly.

“I’ll be back at closing.”

With a wink, I headed for the door. But my mind was still on that crooked piece of art.

I spent the next few hours preparing for the job. I needed to grab a few things from my stash back at the motel. Then I packed a bag with a change of clothes and the gear I needed. Laying all the tools out on my bed, I made sure each one was polished thoroughly before packing it.

I glanced at the clock, watching the minutes tick down until it was time to go. I was supposed to meet Paul at the museum, and when I arrived, he was just walking outside.

I flirted and did the whole kissing cheeks thing, even though I wanted to wipe my lips afterward. He told stories that were supposed to make me laugh, but failed. I pretended he was the funniest man I knew and played along accordingly. All I needed was his keycard to get back in the museum.

Just as we headed down the sidewalk, he slid the keycard clip off his lapel and slid it into his right-hand pocket. We walked for about two blocks, and slowly, I made my way closer to him. My hand tangled with his, and at the same time, he tried to raise his arm.

I laughed as I slid my arm through Paul’s. My fingers brushed against the pocket where I saw him slide his keycard earlier. I gently slid two fingers inside his pocket, lifting the badge with ease.

“Oh, no!” I laughed, stepping away from him. “I think I stepped in dog poop,” I said, contorting my body to look at the bottom of my heels. I slipped the badge into my pocket as he bent over and looked for me.

“I don’t see anything. False alarm,” he grinned as he stood up.

“Thank goodness. Should we stop at this cafe?”

“I thought you wanted a drink.”

“Yes, but I didn’t specify which kind,” I chuckled.

The man was smitten with me. Of course, he was this smooth with all the ladies. I’d seen it when I walked through the doors of his gallery. He just happened to focus on me.

We walked into the cafe, sitting at a corner table. I did the whole flirtatious song and dance, trying my best not to rearrange everything in the cafe. It was chaos. One of the employees was walking around, wiping down tables. When she finished, everything was thrown back on the table in the most haphazard manner.

I forced myself to focus on the main objective, which was to distract this man until I could make my move. We drank coffee and ate scones. The crumbs drove me crazy, but again, I did my best to ignore them.

Thankfully, just as I was about to fake a phone call, he received one. It sounded urgent, and I was worried he would head back to the museum, but when he got off the phone, he said he had to go to his sister’s.

“Oh, that’s too bad. Well, it was nice of you to show me a good time.”

He hesitated as he was about to walk out the door, but finally left. I followed him out, watching as he went in the opposite direction. When I was sure he was really gone, I headed back to the museum. Night was starting to fall and I still had a few hours until I had to go back. I changed in my car and waited a few blocks away, only leaving when I hit the designated time Rafe had mentioned.

Grabbing my tools, I headed for the back entrance. Dressed in head-to-toe black, no one would be able to tell who I was. I pulled out my portable device and clipped into the security box. In just a few seconds, I had the system offline. Of course, it would trigger the alarm, but that’s what I was supposed to do. The response time was five minutes, so I hustled inside, heading to the main gallery where one of the world’s rarest diamonds was on display from an Indian dynasty. I broke the glass and snatched the diamond, shoving it into the protective pouch I hid in my pants.

I rushed to the front, stopping only in front of the Cézanne, straightening it about five times before it was perfect. Satisfied, I headed for the back door, then pulled off my gloves and casually walked away. Two minutes later, I heard the sirens in the distance. But by then, I was already walking into a bar.
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Darkness filled the room with only the slightest light filtering in through the window where the curtain wasn’t quite closed. A heavy smell of dust coated the walls and the beds, and the underlying scent of smoke still lingered in the air. I sat in the chair in the corner of the room, waiting for my target to return. One day later and I would have missed him.

I could hear their voices as they approached outside the door. I shifted my gun, resting it on my knee in a casually threatening manner. The key slid smoothly into the lock and then the door slid open easily. Their shadows loomed in the doorway for a moment, signaling that they saw me in the corner. As soon as the door swung shut, the lights flickered on and a gun was pointed at me.

Rafe glared at me, never lowering his weapon. “What are you doing in my room?”

“It’s nice to see you too.”

“I didn’t invite you here.”

“Yet, here I am.”

Libby shoved her way out from behind Rafe and walked over to the bed, flopping down. “Just tell us what you want.”

“I want a name.”

“Is that all?” he asked.

“The woman on the roof. Who is she?”

“Why do you want to know?”

I didn’t answer. I didn’t know why I needed her name. I just knew I couldn’t stop thinking about those green eyes staring at me. I had to know her secrets, who she was and where she was going. It was driving me insane not to have even the slightest information about her.

Rafe slowly lowered his weapon, his eyes never leaving the one on my leg. “I don’t know where she is.”

“But you know how to contact her.”

“I have my ways. She’s not easy to reach. Why?”

“Maybe I have a job for her,” I answered casually.

He huffed out a laugh, shaking his head at me. “You don’t need her for anything. You either like her or want to kill her. I’m not interested in getting involved with either.”

“I think you will,” I said, cocking my head at him. I didn’t know Rafe well, but I had an idea that something else was going on with him, something he didn’t want Cash to know about. And all I had to do was press on that issue until he gave in.

“Yeah? What makes you think so?”

“You have a secret.”

He didn’t move. His eyes didn’t even shift slightly as he stared at me.

“And that secret, if it got out, would ruin the plans you have moving forward.” Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Libby’s brows pull down in a frown. She was curious. “Not even Libby knows.”

Rafe gave only the slightest hint that I was onto something. His jaw tensed, but only for a second. If I kept going, he would likely give away another piece of the puzzle. But I could also push too hard and ruin any chance of getting the information I needed.

“Rafe, what’s he talking about?”

“No idea,” he said, his eyes never leaving mine.

Yes, Rafe was definitely hiding something. There were only two people Rafe truly could rely on. One of them was Libby. She was always by his side, but she had an agenda too. And then there was Cash. His twin and the one man he would do anything to protect. When the chips were down, he could count on Cash to help him out. Not that he would ask.

I pushed out of my chair, holstering my weapon as I walked to the door. “You know where to find me,” I said in a low voice, keeping my words from Libby.

I walked out, letting the door close behind me. It wouldn’t take long for Rafe to come after me. He needed enough time to convince Libby he didn’t know what I was talking about. After that, he would find me. I didn’t know how he did these things, but the man had connections all over the world.

I headed to the bar across the street and took a seat in the back, keeping away from prying eyes. I ordered a beer and waited for him to arrive. It was only a half hour later that he strolled into the bar, heading right back to where I was seated. He slid into the booth, his face never betraying the anger I knew was simmering under a thinly veiled mask of indifference.

“What do you want?”

“Her name. Where I can find her.”

“For what?”

“So I can find her.”

His lips twitched slightly. “So you can stalk her like you did your ex-wife?”

“That wasn’t stalking. That was gathering intel for my divorce.”

“You were already divorced.”

“What’s your point?”

A glass of scotch was placed on the table and the bartender walked away. “Why are you so interested in this woman?”

“Do you really care?”

“Not in the least.”

I took another sip of my beer. “What did you tell Libby?”

“That I had no idea what you were talking about, but I was going to talk to you and find out your agenda.”

“And?”

“I don’t care what your agenda is.”

“But you care about your secrets getting out,” I said pointedly.

“You don’t know anything,” he chuckled. “You took a shot in the dark and bet that I would fold. But it’s not gonna happen.”

“And yet, here you are. Which tells me that not only do you have a secret about what’s coming, but you really don’t want Libby or Cash to find out about it. You made a comment to Cash that’s been gnawing at me. You said you had a job coming up and you would tell Cash about it closer to the time. That’s what this is about.”

“So?”

“And the island. You don’t care about getting Zavala off the island. You sent FNG in for a reason, and it failed. You want something that’s on the island. Or someone.”

“Yes, and that someone is Zavala.”

“No,” I shook my head. “Zavala is just a cartel leader. He hides on his island to stay untouchable, but there are plenty of ways you could take him out that don’t involve getting him off the island. Hell, you could have had FNG fly over the island and drop a bomb.”

“It’s a no-fly zone. He never would have made it,” Rafe retorted.

“Yes, but he could have dropped the bomb before he was killed. See, I’ve heard about you, Rafe. You’re willing to sacrifice anyone—even Libby—to get what you want. You’ll do anything to accomplish the mission. But you didn’t sacrifice FNG, which means you didn’t want to kill Zavala. At least, you didn’t want to bomb his precious island.”

He continued to stare at me, his eyes growing darker by the second. I hit on something big, but he wouldn’t actually tell me. He wouldn’t give up his plans like that.

“Her name is Raven.”

“Last name?”

“No last name,” he smirked. “That’s what she goes by. Good luck finding her.” He slid out of the booth and tossed down some money. “And Tate, if you ever threaten me or Libby again, I’ll make sure that not even Fox can recognize you.”

I gave him a two-finger salute as he walked out the door. It wasn’t a lot to go on, but it was enough to give to Rae. I knew she’d find what I needed.
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“Are you sure about this?” Cash asked, looking at the map.

“Absolutely. He wouldn’t have met with me if he wasn’t hiding something from you.”

“Or Libby,” he sighed. “FNG flew over this island,” he pointed at the map. “And that’s where Zavala is staying.”

“I did some research. There’s no easy way in. He wants Zavala gone because when he leaves the island—which is rare—he takes a shit ton of his guards with him. The man is well-protected off the island.”

“What could this man be hiding that Rafe needs so badly?” Cash murmured.

“Or who.”

His eyes met mine in confusion.

“When I said he needed to get to someone on the island, Rafe didn’t correct me.”

“Maybe he didn’t want to. If you’re looking for someone, you might miss what’s really there.”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. It’s a hunch, but my gut is telling me I’m right about this.”

The door opened and FNG walked in. When he saw me, his steps faltered. “Boss. You needed me?”

“Yeah. Come look at this map.”

FNG walked over, studying the map for only a few seconds before looking up at Cash. “You’re looking into Rafe?”

“More importantly, where he sent you. What can you tell me about the island?”

“Anything you want to know.”

“How do you get on it?”

“Not easily. It’s protected in all aspects. The water has a five-mile perimeter going around. If you break that barrier, they fire on you. Same in the skies.”

“You made it on the island,” I pointed out.

“Barely. And I failed in my task.”

“Which was?”

He winced. “To save a bunch of women and children who were being held captive. Honestly, I’m not even sure why he sent me. It was a suicide mission. There was no way on or off the island that would actually work.”

“If you had to guess?” Cash asked.

FNG thought about it a moment. “I would say it was more of a scouting mission. I think Rafe wanted to see if I would make it onto the island and what I could find out.”

“Did he ever ask you about it?”

He shook his head. “Nope. But you should have seen the equipment Rafe had. All high-tech shit. He was watching me the whole time. Everything I saw, he saw also.”

Cash nodded slightly. “So, if there was something he needed to see⁠—”

“I was his eyes. I just didn’t realize it at the time.”

I wasn’t sure FNG could help us in any way. “Even if we could figure out what Rafe is after, we still don’t know the when or how.”

“You know…Rafe said something about a woman on the island…” FNG said thoughtfully. “Something about how she knew all the inside information into his organization, and without her, the whole mission would fail.”

“Why not just take Zavala?” I questioned. “He would know the operations better than a woman who was staying there.”

“He didn’t say. But it had that ominous feeling to it, you know? This woman is the key, but I have no idea who she is or how Rafe planned to turn her. And that was the only time he spoke of her.”

Cash sighed. “Short of being inside Rafe’s mind, I don’t know how we’d find out who’s on the private island.”

“We don’t.”

“Libby might know,” FNG said.

“No, when I said to Rafe that I had information about his endgame, Libby didn’t know what he was talking about. She’s in the dark as much as you are, Cash.”

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered. “We’re not doing this. If he doesn’t want help, there’s nothing I can do,” he said, rolling up the map.

“He’s planning something,” I argued.

“He’s always planning something,” Cash spat. “He always has his own agenda, and he never tells anyone. I can’t do anything about that.”

I was getting way too wrapped up in this shit. He was right. I passed on the information I had, but there was nothing more he or I could do. “You’re right. Enough said.”

“Let’s just get back to work. Nick, you’re off for the next week. Go home and pretend you never heard any of this.”

I fully intended to take the next week off, and I wouldn’t think about Rafe or his mission at all. I had someone else I was much more interested in. “See you in a week.”

I headed out of the office and down the hall to the elevator. I already asked Rae to look into Raven. With any luck, she had some intel for me. As I strolled into the IT room, I saw an image of Raven pulled up on the screen. It was a grainy shot, but I’d recognize her anywhere.

“You found her.”

“Of course I did,” she snorted. “Who do you think I am? Dash?”

“Hey,” he swiveled in his chair to face her. “I could have found her if I’d been asked.

“But he didn’t ask you because he wanted the best. You would have been ten minutes too late and five steps behind.”

“I guess we’ll never know,” Dash said, narrowing his eyes at Rae.

“So, what did you find?”

“She’s a ghost.”

“Sorry?”

Rae’s grin widened. “Your girl is slippery. She hides well. She knows where the cameras are. She pays in cash all the time. Even her apartment isn’t in her name.”

“How can you be sure? Raven’s probably an alias.”

“Oh, it definitely is. But she’s staying in a place that’s leased under the name Nolan Walker. She doesn’t look like a man to me.”

She turned to the screen and pulled up everything she had on Raven, which wasn’t much. “She lives in Wisconsin,” I murmured to myself. That didn’t seem right at all, but then again, I didn’t know the woman.

“What name does she go by?”

“Haven’t figured that one out yet. You’d have to go for a visit and check it out.”

Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. “Well, it was worth a shot.”

“That’s it? After all my research, you’re walking away?”

“You found her.” I shrugged as if this wasn’t bugging the hell out of me. “What more did you want?”

“I’ve spent the last day digging into this woman, and I’m more curious about her now than I was when I started. You can’t really be giving up.”

“Not giving up. I know everything I need to.”

I turned for the door, not giving her a chance to look at me any closer. She’d see the curiosity in my eyes, the desperate need to find this woman. None of it made sense. I hadn’t felt this way since…since Hannah. And look how that turned out. She was screwing another guy behind my back.

I flung the door open and walked out, determined to keep walking. I would not go back for the address. I would not beg Rae to keep digging. I was through with this woman. She helped Rafe out. That was the end of it.

“Hey!” FNG shouted, running over to me. “Hey, I was thinking…this woman who helped Rafe out…if she was crazy enough to help that asshole, maybe she has a lead or something.”

“What?”

“I know it’s a long shot, but maybe she knows something. Or overheard something. We should check it out.”

She might know something. She could be the key to whatever Rafe was up to. The investigator inside me flared to life. The obsessive asshole was still in the driver’s seat, though.

“So, what do you think?”

“Huh?” I looked at FNG’s eager face and realized he was still rambling.

“Should we check it out?”

I clapped him on the shoulder. “Dead end, man. I already had Rae look into it.”

His shoulder slumped in disappointment. “That sucks. I really thought we’d have a lead.”

“You can’t win ‘em all,” I said as I walked to the elevator. As I headed out of the building, I told myself I wouldn’t do it. These compulsions were gone. Fox did not have this much control over me. I would not give in.

And then I went home and packed a bag.
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Rubbing my eyes, I walked out of my room and down the floating stairs of the luxury house my ex lived in. I tiptoed across the chilly floor, wishing I had put on socks before I came downstairs. Frankly, I should have put on more than the T-shirt I had slept in.

Nolan wasn’t exactly over me, and I knew I was leading him on by wearing so little in front of him. On the other hand, his infatuation with me kept a roof over my head, even if we weren’t sleeping together.

“Hey.” He shot me a lazy grin as he plated the eggs he’d just cooked. A decadent display was laid out in front of me, filled with fresh fruit, eggs, bacon, sausage, pancakes, and scones. But the first thing I went for was coffee. I couldn’t even think about anything else until I had my morning coffee.

“Morning,” I said as sweetly as possible. I stood on tiptoes, reaching for the mug, but he came up behind me, pressing his body to mine as he grabbed a mug.

“Let me get that for you.”

I rolled my eyes. I was perfectly capable of getting a mug down on my own, but I wouldn’t argue with him. I wanted to keep my accommodations a little longer. I turned to him with a sweet smile. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. The coffee’s ready, just as you like it.”

“You’re too good to me.”

He wrapped his arm around my waist and bent down, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “I could be even better to you if you’d let me.”

I laughed as I internally grimaced. “Nolan, we’ve already talked about this.”

Groaning, he stepped back. “Yeah, I know. So, what’s on the agenda today? Are you off on another job?”

“Nope. I thought I would stay in today.”

His eyes lit up. “I could stay with you.”

“I’ll just be sleeping. That last job really took it out of me.”

“Yeah? How’s the breaking and entering business?”

“Slow,” I said, narrowing my eyes at him. “I need another big score.”

“I could find you one. I know lots of rich people.”

“It’s not just about the money. It’s the challenge. Most of the people you know keep their valuables on display. I need a real challenge.”

I carried my mug into the living room and sat down on the couch, pulling a blanket over my legs. It was cool outside and the fall air was permeating the walls. I loved it and hated it at the same time.

“So, tell me about the last job,” Nolan said, sitting down beside me.

“It was nothing special.”

“Who was he?”

“He was a former FBI agent,” I said, sticking to the truth as much as possible.

“Former FBI?” he asked, his eyebrows shooting up. “Did he need you to break into an office or something?”

“Nothing like that. I was the diversion while he pulled another job.” I wasn’t about to go into detail about the job. That’s how people got in trouble.

“So, when’s your next job?”

“I don’t have one lined up yet.”

I glanced at the table, noticing the magazines spread haphazardly across the surface. I tried to ignore it.

“Then I have you to myself for a while.”

Nolan struck it big a few years ago with the invention of the ass wiper. That wasn’t really what it was called. He came up with the name The Toilet Assistant. He wanted to name it something fancier than that, but studies showed that keeping the name simple was better. Apparently, not many people knew what a lavatory was.

He had them installed in every bathroom in his house, except for the one I used. I couldn’t handle a mechanical arm holding out a wipe and then cleaning my ass. But apparently, he had a huge market with the germaphobes.

“Anything new on the horizon with your business?”

He leaned back with a smile. If there was one thing Nolan loved, it was to talk about himself. I met him when I needed a plus one for a gallery opening. He was my alibi—not that he knew that at the time. But he was such a good date and so much fun that I decided to stick around. Here we were one year later, and I still couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye.

My eyes shot to the table again. I rubbed my hand on my thigh, trying to distract myself from the chaos on the table. I turned back to him, trying to pay attention to what he was saying, but those magazines were driving me crazy.

“Oh, and I had this idea for a robotic bathroom scrubber. I’m still working out the kinks, but it would work like a robot vacuum cleaner but in your shower. The uh…the last one got away from me. It sort of attacked my technician. It should be ready later this year.” He crossed his fingers. “Lawsuit pending.”

“Always inventing something new,” I laughed. “Tell me, when are you going to invent a robot that can cook my meals for me?”

“That’s what you have me for. If I invented something like that, I’d never see you again.”

I took a sip of my coffee as he got up and headed to the kitchen. I leaned forward and quickly straightened the magazines, making sure they aligned perfectly with the edges of the table and each other.

I sat back just as Nolan was bringing me a tray. He really was a great guy. He made the most amazing breakfast, he was a genius, and he was handsome and rich. Basically, he was a great catch. But there was nothing between us in the bedroom. I guess he thought that was something we could work on, but I wasn’t interested in working on sex. It should come naturally.

He chuckled as he glanced at the table. “You don’t have to hide your quirks from me. I already know you like things a certain way.”

“I wasn’t hiding them.”

“Then why did you wait until I left the room.”

I narrowed my eyes at him playfully. “Because I was trying not to do it.”

“I know,” he laughed. “I saw you look at the magazines several times.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you left them that way on purpose.”

“If by on purpose you mean I set them down and walked away, then you would be right. It’s not that big of a deal.”

Not to him. I couldn’t let it go. I didn’t know why and I didn’t really care why. I just liked things to line up and be even. Was that really too much to ask?

“So, now that you’re home, I was thinking, maybe you would come to this event I have next week.”

“What kind of event?”

“The kind where you wear something gorgeous and hang on my arm all night.”

“You need some arm candy? Since when?”

“I’m trying to pull in some investors. I don’t know what it is, but you have this way with people. You know how to tell them exactly what they want to hear.”

“You make me sound like a scam artist.”

“Isn’t that what you do best? It worked on me,” he smiled.

“Yes, but I didn’t talk you into doing anything you didn’t want to do. What are you really after? Who’s your target?”

“His name is Carl. He’s a potential investor, but there’s something about him. I’m not sure he’s a good fit.”

“And you want me to see what I can find out.”

“If you don’t mind.”

“You know, you could have just asked me.”

“I didn’t know how busy your schedule was. Besides, I didn’t want you to think I was keeping you around for your skills.”

“Why? I keep you around for your cooking,” I grinned.

“I know that’s not the only reason. We’re good together. One of these days, you’ll stop running from me and see what’s right in front of you.”

My smile dimmed as he got up from his seat and headed into the kitchen. It was clear my time was running out with Nolan. He was so great, but I couldn’t continue to fight off his remarks of how he thought we were going to get back together. Our romance had been short-lived, and we both knew it wouldn’t work. But at some point, he’d convinced himself that all I needed was a little time. If only he remembered what it was like with us.

“Okay, I have to run into the office for a little while. Will I see you for dinner?”

“Of course,” I replied, but I was already feeling the need to run.
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I took in a deep breath of fresh air as I stretched. It had been too long since I’d been on a run, and I loved taking advantage of the country roads. With Nolan living in the middle of nowhere, I could think without noises from the city bothering me.

I took off at a steady pace, really not feeling it until I hit my stride at about a quarter mile. My lungs filled with fresh air as I hit the dirt road leading away from Nolan’s house. It didn’t take long for me to feel a sense of peace wash over me. Sometimes, I thought I could stay out here forever, just enjoying the peace of nature, but I knew that wouldn’t last long.

The urge to get back to work would soon take over. I’d see something in the news or hear about a job and that would be it. I’d be packed and on the road in no time at all. I took a dirt trail, pushing hard with the sharp incline. My legs burned, but it felt wonderful compared to running on a sidewalk. Trees bit at my skin as I raced through the countryside, but I didn’t care. It felt amazing to be out here again.

I had learned a long time ago that clearing my head on a run helped me from becoming overwhelmed with the need to organize and fix everything in my life. Perhaps that was because in nature, you couldn’t fix anything. Trees grew haphazardly, stones didn’t line a path perfectly, and grass grew at all kinds of lengths. At first, it drove me insane, but over time, I came to appreciate what I couldn’t control. It was the only place where I let my quirks go and went with the flow of things.

About two miles in, I stopped and took a breather, bending over and stretching out my calves a little more. The snap of a twig drew my attention, but I didn’t make any sudden movements. If someone was following me, I would only alert them that I was onto them. If it was just an animal, there was nothing to worry about.

I took my time, twisting my body as I stretched, scanning the area for anyone who might be following me. And then I saw him. It was just a glimpse, and he was well hidden, but the light peeking through the trees reflected off something on his clothes.

I continued stretching, making my movements a little more obscene. I wasn’t sure why I was putting on a show for him. He was following me. But things like this gave me a thrill. When I was ready to go again, I decided a little game of cat and mouse was in order. I took off at a fast pace, weaving in and out of the trees. I didn’t dare look over my shoulder, knowing even one look would give away the game.

Now that I knew he was back there, I tuned in to the noises around me. The snap of a branch, the rustle of leaves, his footsteps on the soft forest floor. He wasn’t dressed properly for a run, and that gave me the advantage.

I put on a burst of speed and pushed harder than I had the entire run. I wove in and out of the trees until I was sure I had lost him. Of course, if he was any good, he’d track my footprints. There was a tree up ahead that would be perfect as a lookout. My feet hit the bark and I catapulted myself up to a low-hanging branch, then hoisted myself higher until I was hidden by the branches and leaves.

My breathing came out harsh and uneven from the run, but I was high enough up that he wouldn’t hear me. A few seconds later, he stopped jogging right in front of the tree, studying the landscape as he searched for me. I held my breath, wondering if he would see me hiding up here. The seconds ticked by as he bent over and looked at my footprints.

The dark stranger had me intrigued. His black hair was slicked back and sharp angles cut across the side of his face. But it was his muscular form that really had me drooling. I needed to know more about him. Why was he following me? And what would he do if I dropped out of the tree right now?

His head tilted back and I nearly gasped at the sight of his face. It was the man from the rooftop. The same man I’d fought and handcuffed to the roof. He was here, following me on a run. Was this because I’d bested him? Or was it revenge? Either way, this wasn’t good. I’d never allowed my work to follow me to Nolan’s place. I’d have to leave and make sure I led him far away from this place.

I thought I saw him grin right before he took off ahead of me. Once he was out of sight, I shimmied down the tree and took off for home. I’d have to get packed up immediately and get the hell out of here. I wouldn’t be able to wait for Nolan to get back. There was no time for goodbyes.

I pushed even harder, desperate to get to the house and grab my things. I needed a shower, but there was no time for that. I had no idea what his intentions were, and I couldn’t allow him to hang around Nolan’s house. I’d get a head start and lead him away, then lose him on the road.

I was panting hard by the time I reached Nolan’s house. I ran up the stairs and flung the door open, making sure to set the alarm as soon as I stepped through the door. If he was still watching me, he’d take note of how I was acting. I had to pretend everything was fine.

I took my time at the fridge, grabbing a water as I studied the security feed on the monitor. He was outside, hiding in the trees. And he wasn’t alone.
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Her long, slender legs ate up the ground like she was a professional runner. I’d never been particularly fascinated with legs before. I preferred a woman’s breasts to any other part of her body, but something about this woman’s legs really did it for me.

I watched through my binoculars as she ran back up the steps to the house and let herself inside. She glanced around outside once as if she felt me watching her.

“That’s right. I’m here,” I chuckled to myself.

“Yeah, that’s not creepy.”

I jolted at the voice beside me, spinning around and throwing a punch that missed as Rae ducked and put up her guard. I let out a deep sigh, pissed that she’d snuck up on me and I hadn’t noticed. “What are you doing here?”

“I knew you’d come out here and I was interested.”

“Why?”

“Because there’s so much I don’t know about her. It’s not very often that I can’t dig up information on someone. I don’t like it.”

“So, you followed me out here?”

“Well, it was either that or stay home. This sounded so much better. Besides, Cash said you have a week off. That’s not a lot of time to dig up information on this woman. So, what are we looking at?”

“We aren’t looking at anything. She’s not a job.”

“No, she’s better than that,” she grinned, getting down on her belly to lay beside me. “She’s a fascination. Or an obsession.” She snagged my binoculars and stared through the windows at the woman inside. “Ooh, nice. Very nice.”

“What’s nice?” I asked in irritation.

“Oh…Is that a tattoo? I guess you’d have to see up close.”

“Is she naked?”

“Now she is. Damn, I can appreciate a nice body. Very toned. I see why she’s living with this guy. He must get a lot of⁠—”

I snagged the binoculars from her hands, earning me a glare. “We’re not stalking her.”

“You’re right. You’re just laying outside the house she’s staying in, all for the purpose of discovering more about her. It’s intel gathering.”

“Precisely,” I said, lifting the binoculars to my face. She was drinking a bottle of water and she was fully dressed in her workout clothes. Rae was trying to rile me up.

Rae chuckled in my ear. “Gotcha.”

I lowered the binoculars again and glared at her. “You didn’t get me because I wasn’t looking for anything.”

“Right. I said all that stuff about the tattoos and how she was naked. You weren’t curious at all.”

“Is there some point in you being here?”

“I already told you, I’m bored.”

“Go be bored somewhere else,” I muttered, getting back to the view inside the house. She walked up the stairs, pulling her top over her head. I instantly went hard at the sight of her gorgeous body, even from this distance. There was no denying that I was attracted to her. But what was it about her that had me following her all the way to Wisconsin?

There was nothing I could hope to achieve. She was clearly a shady character if she worked with Rafe. I was former military and a former police officer. That had to be against some kind of code. Then again, I was lying on the ground outside her house, watching her like a creep.

“Did you find anything yet?”

I rolled over and spotted FNG rushing toward me with a hiking pack on his back. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

“I came to find out what was going on. Same as you, right?”

I frowned, but nodded. “Right.”

“Yeah. Right,” Rae choked out a laugh.

FNG skidded onto his belly, grabbing the binoculars from my hands. “So, what’s she doing? Oh…holy—” He instantly dropped them, shoving them in my face. “I don’t think I should see that.”

“Why? Afraid Honey will divorce you?”

“Something like that. So, what did you find out so far?”

“Nothing. She’s living here. That’s all I know. I just arrived.”

“If it were me,” Rae said in a bored tone, “I would wire the house. And if you had really good friends, maybe some of them would have brought along the equipment you needed. But that’s just me.”

“I’m not spying on her.”

“Why not?” FNG asked.

“Because she’s a person.”

“Right, but you’re spying on her right now. What’s the difference?”

“The difference is…it’s an invasion of privacy,” I snapped.

“Um…so is looking at her in the shower.”

“She’s in the shower?” I lifted the binoculars and zoomed in, but I couldn’t see anything since she was behind closed doors.

“FNG, you take the back. I’ll take the front,” Rae ordered.

“We’re not doing this,” I argued.

Rae got up, running through the brush. I chased after her and FNG, knowing I had to stop them. This was going too far. A minivan was parked not even a quarter mile from the house.

“You took the company vehicle?”

“My husband does the work on them. Do you know how easy it was to sneak this bad boy out?”

“You got Duke involved?”

She cocked her head at me. “I never said I got him involved.”

“You stole it? Rae⁠—”

“Relax. I thought you stalked people for a living.”

“I don’t stalk people,” I argued as she tossed a pack at me. I caught it, dropping it to the ground. “That was one time. She was my ex-wife!”

“Not according to Fox,” she grinned.

“Oh, we’re listening to Fox now?”

“Hey! I got it!”

I spun around, shaking my head at what I was seeing. Fox was dressed from head to toe in camo, carrying a bag of bright yellow Funyuns. “What are you doing?”

“Stalking your woman. Isn’t that what we’re all doing here?” he asked in confusion.

“No,” I said, stomping forward and snatching the bag out of his hands. “We’re not stalking anyone!”

“Really? But Rae said⁠—”

“Hey, don’t put this on me. I may have mentioned what was going on. That didn’t mean you should all follow me up here.”

Fox shot her a funny look. “You said, Fox, you should come with me. Nick is gonna stalk this lady. And I did.”

I slowly turned and faced Rae. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“Doing what?”

“You know what,” I said angrily.

“Oh! You mean Fox,” she grinned. “Yeah, I thought it would be good for you. A bonding moment. You haven’t really had a chance to get reacquainted since you joined the company.”

“There’s a reason for that,” I muttered.

“Anyway, we came prepared. We’ll know everything about her in a very short time.”

I grabbed the bag she was holding and tossed it on the ground. “I don’t want to find out everything about her. At least, not like this.”

FNG snorted. “Oh, man. He’s in love with her!”

“How can I be in love with her? I don’t know her,” I retorted.

Fox wrapped his arm around my neck, digging his knuckles into my skull. “I just knew it. My little Tatum is all grown up.”

“Tatum?” FNG chuckled.

“Get off me!” I snapped, shoving him away. Straightening my shirt, I stepped away from them. “I don’t need help. I’m not wiring her house and I’m not allowing any of you to spy on her.”

“But…we came all the way up here,” FNG said sadly.

“And you’re going to turn around and go home.”

Rae snorted. “Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.”

She grabbed the bag off the ground and went back to work. FNG joined her, followed by Fox.

“I said, this isn’t happening.”

“Fox, you can get the roof.”

“Yes!” he said, pumping his fist into the air.

“Nobody’s getting the roof.”

“FNG, when we’re all set, you can take first watch.”

“Nobody’s taking first watch,” I snapped. “It’s not happening. This is not how you stalk somebody!”

They all turned and stared at me.

Sighing, I relented. “Look, if I want to keep an eye on her, I’ll do it myself. This is just creepy.”

“You were looking in her shower not five minutes ago,” FNG reminded me.

“Well…that’s over. Seriously, I need you all to go.”

“But—”

“No! Enough is enough. Pack your shit and go home.”

FNG kicked the ground like a kid who just got kicked off the team. “Fine, but if you need us⁠—”

“I know where you are,” I grumbled.

His face lit up as he turned to Fox. “Wanna see if they have any shawarma?”

“Ooh, and maybe some pig’s tail? That was really good.”

They were off without another word, but Rae hung back, watching me in that way that made me uneasy.

“You know they’ll be back tonight.”

“I know,” I sighed.

“Whatever you’re going to do, you’d better do it fast.”

That was the problem. I hadn’t figured anything out yet.

As Rae walked away, I went back to looking through the binoculars, hoping to catch a glimpse of my dark-haired beauty. She wasn’t in the bedroom and the bathroom door was wide open. No sign of her there.

I went room by room, searching for her, but there was no sign of anyone in the house. She’d escaped.

The hunt was on, and I wouldn’t stop until I found her.
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“I had to leave.”

“But you just got back,” Nolan said, his anger shining through in his words. I’d never seen Nolan get angry. He was about the most docile man I’d ever seen. But I knew how he felt about me. I should have ended this sooner.

“Someone followed me to your place. It was safer if I left.”

“You’re just making excuses. You’re running away.”

I was, but not for the reasons he thought. “Nolan, it doesn’t matter if I stay. Things aren’t going to change between us. You need to realize that.”

“You never gave us a chance.”

“I did. We both know there was nothing between us.”

“Then why did you keep coming back?”

“Because I thought we were friends.” That was partially true. I wasn’t lying to him. I did enjoy his company. I just didn’t want anything else from him.

“Fine, leave. Run away. You know you’ll be back.”

“Nolan—“

“I have to go.”

He hung up without allowing me to say anything else. I didn’t want to leave things like that with him, but I wouldn’t change my mind. We would never be more than friends. And somehow, I knew just from my visit from the handsome man that there was a spark of something there. Maybe he followed me for other reasons, but I had a feeling he was hunting me out of some desperate need. I saw it in his eyes.

I got out of my car and headed into the diner, taking a seat by the window. As I ordered my coffee and some lunch, I took the time to organize the condiments just the way I liked. Then I unrolled my silverware and aligned it on the table, starting with my fork and then my knife just to the left of me. I laid the napkin on my lap, making sure the points went out in a diamond formation on my lap.

I watched for any sign of my mystery man and I wasn’t disappointed. Just ten minutes later, tires screeched, then the car jerked to a stop. Disrupting the flow of traffic in this small town, the car pulled into the parking lot, parking right beside my car. I grinned to myself as the man stepped out and headed straight for the diner.

I finally had a chance to take him in. He was tall, probably about six foot two. His frame was muscular, but on the lean side. His clothes did nothing to hide the sheer power in his body. Dark hair hung just around his ears in a shaggy, slicked-back style. And the scruff that dusted his jaw hid his angular jaw, lending an air of danger to him. But the leather jacket he donned finished off the look.

I didn’t bother taking my eyes off him as he entered the diner and sat in the booth directly in front of mine. He slid in, facing me, his eyes never leaving mine. I lifted my cup, taking a sip. He wouldn’t intimidate me with his watchful gaze.

“Here you go,” my waitress said, sliding a plate in front of me.

“Can I have a water also?”

“Sure. I’ll be right back.”

Without taking my eyes off the man’s brown eyes, I picked up my BLT and took a bite. Mayonnaise squeezed out from between the slices, leaving a trail out of the corner of my mouth. My tongue darted out, licking the remnants from my lip. His eyes grew darker as he watched me. A slight smirk tilted the corner of his mouth.

“There you go. Is there anything else?” The woman asked.

“No, thank you,” I smiled, still not taking my eyes off him.

The waitress hurried over to the man. “What can I get for you?”

“Same as her.”

His eyebrow lifted in some sort of challenge. He knew who I was, yet he wasn’t coming any closer. I wasn’t sure what his game was yet, but I wouldn’t be the first to back down.

“BLT? What to drink?”

“Coke.”

The waitress didn’t say anything, and I glanced out of the corner of my eye at her. She was watching him watch me, and the look on her face said it all. She could feel the heat sizzling between us. She bent over and kept her voice low, but I could hear her. “Are you sure you don’t want to sit with her?”

“I’m good,” he grinned.

As the waitress walked away, I continued to eat, taking extra care as breadcrumbs fell on my lap. I brushed them off, then rearranged my napkin, but it was all wrinkled now, messing up the formation of it. I crumpled it up and tossed it on the table. Looking around, I searched for silverware on any of the other tables, but there was none. I was about to flag down the waitress when the man walked over to me, holding his roll of silverware out.

I slowly looked up into his eyes, wondering what he was playing at. When he didn’t make a move to leave, I took the silverware, unrolling it from the napkin. Very carefully, I unfolded the napkin and laid it out again. When I looked up, he was back in his seat, watching me carefully.

I nodded my head in thanks, then continued to eat. I felt like I was under the microscope as I finished my meal. He was served not too much later, eating much faster than I had. He also didn’t have a napkin to wipe his face. There was a small drop of mayonnaise at the corner of his mouth. I wondered briefly if he left it there just to annoy me, but that was just ridiculous.

When the check came, I paid but didn’t leave. It only seemed right since he was obviously here for me. When he was finished, I slid from the booth and headed to my car. I didn’t really have a plan in mind for where I was going. My only thought was to get him away from Nolan’s house.

I pulled out a map when I got in my car, finding my next mark. I was a good fourteen hours away and would have to stop overnight. There was no way I’d make the drive through the night. I folded it up and stuffed it in the glove box, then slipped my sunglasses on.

As I got back on the highway, I noted the car following me. Was he going to follow me everywhere I went? Our little dance at the restaurant was cute, but I couldn’t handle him following me for the whole drive. It was just weird.

I hit the gas, speeding down the highway until I reached the interstate. I didn’t use my blinker, just turned at the last minute onto the ramp. But it wasn’t enough. He followed easily, never letting up his pace. Now that I was on the open road, I really sped up, passing the few cars that remained on the road. I was getting further ahead of him, and when I saw the exit for the small town, I got off, taking a quick right and cutting off the semi that was barreling toward me.

The semi’s tires squealed as the driver swerved to avoid hitting me. I grinned as it blocked the off-ramp, making it easy for me to speed off down the road and lose my tail. I took the backroads, going in all directions in case he caught up to me. But by the time an hour passed, there was still no sign of his car in sight.

I got back on the road and didn’t stop until I pulled into a motel later that night. The bed was threadbare and the bathroom wasn’t the nicest I’d ever stayed in, but it was off the grid and I could finally relax without thinking about where this new adversary was.

I slid off the watch that belonged to my father and placed it on the nightstand. My mother’s pendant stayed around my neck. I couldn’t sleep with a watch on, but I would never willingly remove the ruby that laid perfectly hidden between my breasts. With a tired flop onto the bed, I closed my eyes and was asleep in minutes.
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I smirked as she shot past the semi and sped off down the highway. She was smart, but I was smarter. I pulled over at a gas station and filled up my tank. While I was waiting, I opened the app on my phone and watched as she took a right and then zig-zagged around the countryside, probably trying to lose me.

Of course, she didn’t know that I’d slipped multiple trackers on her car at the diner. I’d spied her organizing the condiments at the table, completely ignoring what I was doing in the parking lot. And when I brought the napkin to her table, I slipped another tracker into her purse. There was no way she was losing me.

But I’d let her think she was.

She drove for hours, only stopping once night had fallen. I pulled into the motel about a half hour after the tracker stopped moving. It wasn’t what I would consider a luxury motel, but then again, I had slept in worse places.

Most of the time with Fox.

I sat in the car, waiting for her to turn out the lights. I couldn’t pinpoint what I was so fascinated with. By all accounts, she was a gorgeous woman. Any man would be attracted to her. But how many men would follow her to her home and then chase her across the country?

Not many.

There had to be something wrong with me. It was all because of Fox. I wasn’t normally this guy, but something about being around him set off something inside me. His personality fueled my darker side.

It started with my wife. It was an obsession, really. When she told me she wanted a divorce, I just had to know why. Was it just because she was screwing someone else? Was she really that unhappy with me? I couldn’t rest until I understood the situation. And even then, I couldn’t walk away. I couldn’t stop watching her.

It became like a drug to me. The need to know what she was doing and why was a habit that took me a long time to shake. It was only when I joined the department that I finally cut all ties with her. It wasn’t an easy thing to do, but I couldn’t enforce the law while stalking my ex.

Besides, the man she was screwing behind my back was a lawyer.

The pretentious prick loved to sue people. It was a game to him, and I didn’t want to be caught up in any of his tricks. I forced myself to stay away from her for a week. Every day that passed became a little easier to tolerate until eventually, I didn’t need to see her. I walked away and felt the relief of knowing she was no longer my problem.

And that worked out great for me.

Until I saw those green eyes.

After the light had been out for a half hour, I made my move. The motel had cheap locks and flimsy door frames. I could kick the door in, but that would defeat the purpose of my mission. I quickly picked the lock and gently opened the door a scant inch. As I suspected, she’d put the chain lock on the door. I pulled out a tool I’d crafted a long time ago, slipping it between the door and the frame, up to the chain. When I felt the little hands click around the slider, I pulled the door shut as far as I could, then released the slider from the door.

Gently, I lowered the chain until it dangled silently from the wall. Now that I was in, I stepped through the doorway and silently closed the door, slipping off my gloves. As my eyes adjusted to the dark, I searched the bed for her frame.

There she was, sleeping peacefully in a room that had no business keeping her. I shook off that thought and crept closer for a better look. She laid on her side with one hand tucked under her head. Long eyelashes shifted ever-so-slightly as her eyes moved as she slept.

Part of me hoped she would wake up and show me those beautiful green eyes. Yes, I would be caught, but it would be worth it to see those beauties again. I took a seat at the table by the window, watching her carefully, taking in everything from her long, slender fingers that rested on the bed right in front of her to the curve of her hip.

Sitting back, I shook my head. I was fucking losing it. I’d really followed her all fucking day just to get a glimpse of her. I’d stuck trackers on her car and snuck into her room. I raised my phone, keeping the flash off, and snapped a photo. I sent a message to Fox.

Me: This is what hanging out with you does to me.

His response was immediate.

Fox: You’re with her. That’s awesome.

Me: I’m not with her. She’s in the bed. I’m in a dark room watching her.

Fox: So…you’re with her.

Me: I’m fucking stalking her.

Fox: I knew you had it in you.

I could practically hear the laughter in his voice. He saw this as the inevitable…a chance for me to chase her and fill some deep-seated urge that could only be satiated when I was in her company.

Maybe that was true.

But the point was, I had allowed the darkness to take over and control me. It had to stop. Obsessions like this weren’t healthy. I couldn’t spend the next ten years of my life like Fox—following this woman whenever I felt the urge.

Of course, I wasn’t exactly like Fox. If I stayed away, the feelings would eventually go away. I didn’t have the same darkness as Fox. I didn’t need a woman to bring a sense of calm to my life.

And in some ways, that made this whole thing so much fucking worse.

He had an excuse. He was already fucked in the head. I was just following her out of some twisted desire. I didn’t even have a dark, tragic past. What the hell was wrong with me?

I was about to get up and leave when her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She shifted slightly, but didn’t immediately move. I only had a second to make a decision. I dropped to the ground and rolled under the bed just as I heard her fumble with her phone.

“Yeah?” Her tired voice filled the air, calming something inside me. I closed my eyes, pissed that I allowed myself to get in this position. I had fought these desires for far too long, only to let it all fall apart after having Fox back in my life for a short time.

I heard her shuffle in her bed, then her feet fell to the floor. “Hold on,” she muttered, her voice filled with sleep. Her phone crackled as she put it on speakerphone and yawned loudly. “Who is this?”

“Snatch.”

I was surprised when I heard his voice come over the phone. Why had she put it on speaker?

“What do you want?”

“Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

“It’s the middle of the night,” she grumbled. “And we’re hardly friends.”

“Since when do you go to sleep at eleven o’clock?”

“Since I was driving all day and I was tired,” she mumbled. “Is there a point to this call, or can I go back to sleep?”

“I’ve got a job for you.”

“Why would I want to do another job with you?”

“For old times’ sake.”

I heard a heavy sigh leave her body. “What’s the job?”

“Simple snatch job. Just like me.”

“What’s the take?”

“Fifty million. Half that is yours when the job is over.”

“You mean, when the job is over and we sell the item,” she corrected.

“Of course. It won’t take long. I already have a buyer lined up.”

“And the fence?”

“Curtis.”

There was a pause. “He’s good. What’s his cut?”

“Twenty percent.”

“That’s a little steep.”

“You’ll understand when you see what we’re stealing.”

“Why won’t you tell me?”

“And have you steal it out from under me and keep the profits? No thank you.”

She paused again. “Tell me where.”

“New York.”

“I need two days.”

“I can work with that. But the job has to go down by the end of the week. We don’t have a lot of time to plan.”

“I’ll be there.”

She hung up the phone and yawned loudly. Now that she was off the phone, I zeroed in on her toes. They were long and slender with just the perfect amount of toenail. And she even had them painted.

What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you seriously developing a foot fetish?

She stood from the bed and walked toward the window. My eyes flicked to the door where the chain was dangling off the hook. If she noticed that, I was fucked.

But she turned and headed for the bathroom. As soon as the door shut, I slid out from under her bed and looked at where she slept one last time. I bent over, inhaling her perfect scent, then turned to leave. At the last second, I grabbed the watch from the nightstand and tucked it into my pocket.

After slipping out the door, I used my device to reattach the chain. Just as I was slipping it back into place, I heard the toilet flush. I pulled the door shut, then re-engaged the lock.

Glancing around the darkness, I made my way to my car to sleep off the disturbing thoughts rolling through my head. It didn’t matter if she left while I was asleep. I had the trackers and I knew where she was headed.

There was no way she was losing me.


11

[image: ]
RAVEN


“Where are you?” I snapped, waiting for Snatch at the location he chose this morning.

“Relax, I’ll be there in a minute.”

“I’ve been waiting for half an hour,” I grumbled. “I could have stopped for lunch.”

“I’ll buy you lunch when this is over.”

Sighing, I glanced down at my wrist to check the time, but frowned when I realized it wasn’t on my wrist. That was weird. I thought back to the motel this morning, but couldn’t remember putting it on. The last I remembered…

I’d taken it off at the motel in Ohio. I wracked my brain, trying to remember if I put it on that morning. I’d gotten up early, around five to get on the road. I grabbed my phone, but couldn’t remember seeing my watch on the nightstand. I was so tired after my midnight phone call that I hadn’t really been with it. I hadn’t had any coffee yet, and I never functioned well until I had my morning cup.

I visualized the room, closing my eyes as I went over every inch of it in my mind. The curtains were closed. The door was locked and the chain lock was in place. My bag was on the floor where I left it.

The chair…

The chair at the table was facing the bed. If I had been more awake, I would have noticed it immediately. I would have straightened it, but I was too tired and wasn’t focusing.

But what did it mean?

I didn’t sit in the chair even once that night or in the morning. The only thing I moved was the lamp because it wasn’t sitting perpendicular on the table. But I distinctly remembered taking off my watch and placing it on the nightstand. I did it every night. It was a ritual at this point. How could I forget to put it back on?

The name on the motel sign flashed in my mind and I immediately started searching online for the number. It rang several times before someone at the front desk answered.

“Starlight Motel. How can I help you?” The male’s bored tone nearly made me snap.

“I was there two nights ago and left a watch behind.”

“The motel is not responsible for lost items.”

“I’m not holding you responsible. I was wondering if a maid turned it in.”

“Nothing’s been turned in.”

“You haven’t looked,” I snapped.

“Yes, I did. I just looked.”

“You’re on the phone with me!”

“And I looked. It’s not there.”

“Maybe a maid pocketed it or⁠—”

“Our staff wouldn’t have taken it.”

I was fuming. This asshole wasn’t even bothering to check. “Look, it was important to me. Can you please look in the room? Maybe check on the floor.”

There was silence for a moment. “Sure, I’ll get right on that.” He paused. “It’s not there.”

I was fuming, but there was nothing I could do except drive back and look for myself. But that wouldn’t happen until this job was over. I’d already committed to helping out.

“Thanks for your help.” I hung up the phone and spun, nearly running into Snatch. “Jesus, walk a little louder.”

“You’re distracted. Is there something I need to know about?” he asked, watching me curiously.

Snatch had chin-length greasy hair and desperately needed a shower at all times, but he was one of the best when it came to security. I was able to handle a lot on my own, but for high-profile jobs, there was no one like him.

“Nothing that concerns you. Do you want to tell me why you wanted to meet on the roof?”

“I thought you’d be interested in that,” he grinned. “This is the perfect place to scope out our target.”

He pointed in the distance to a building on the edge of the river. I noticed it when I drove into the mid-sized town because it sat unusually close to the river.

“What is it?”

“It’s the mansion of Sir Henry Allsebrook. He’s a duke or earl. Something like that. Rich British upper class,” he clarified. “And inside is a piece of Russian history.”

“And what is that?”

“A Fabergé egg,” he grinned. “Czar Nicholas II gifted many to his wife and his mother-in-law. There were fifty made in total for the Imperial family. However, after the death of the Romanovs, the palace was raided and the eggs were sent to the Kremlin. Eight of them went missing,” he grinned. “They never arrived at the Kremlin.”

“And you think one of those Fabergé eggs is in that mansion.”

“Not one. Three. It’s the collection of a lifetime. Individually, they’re worth millions, but a collection of them is worth at least fifty million.”

I tore my eyes from his and looked into the distance at the mansion. “How did you find out about this?”

“Whispers over the years,” he shrugged. “It’s something I’ve been following for a long time, but I didn’t have any confirmation they were really there. And then two months ago, I met a woman at a party.”

“What kind of party?”

“The kind you need a fancy invitation to get into,” he winked with a shrug. “I was in the mood for a little hobnobbing.”

“You mean you were looking for your next score.”

“And I happened to overhear this woman talking about these diamond-encrusted eggs that were supposedly famous.”

That didn’t make any sense. “If she knew these were priceless treasures, she wouldn’t have been discussing them.”

“Exactly what I thought! But I was curious. I wooed her and made sure I got an invite back to Château de Allsebrook for a little peek around the house.”

“She just invited you back there,” I said incredulously.

“Well, it took a lot of wooing. And I may have pretended to be a rich duke with castles in Scotland and Ireland.”

“How did you pass for a duke?”

He adjusted his mustard-stained shirt, standing up taller. “I’ll have you know I clean up very nicely. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

It wasn’t, and despite appearances, I knew Snatch was something of a chameleon. “So, what’s the play?”

“Well, there’s no way we’ll get an invite back there for just anything. This woman has gone back to her princes and ivory towers.”

“Wait, you still haven’t said who this woman is.”

“She’s the rich guy’s niece! Yeah, she was here on vacation or something. See the States and what-not.”

“So, we’re going to break in.”

“Nope.”

“If we’re not going to break in, how do you suppose we’ll steal these priceless artifacts?”

“With an invitation to the annual Allsebrook Ball. Pretentious, I know, but we can make it work. I’ve already secured us two invitations.”

“You want us to steal priceless artifacts during a ball? Do you realize how high security will be?”

“Actually, the eggs will be put away in a safe that’s nearly impossible to break into. See, the eggs were stolen, and if they’re ever found, they would be returned to Russia. That’s our in.”

“To break into an uncrackable safe,” I reiterated. “That’s your big plan.”

He grinned widely at me. “And I have the best on my side.”

I knew I was going to regret asking. “What am I up against?”

“Fingerprint scanner, retinal scanner, and um…a drop of blood for identification.”

I huffed out a laugh. This guy had to be crazy. “And you expect us to be able to get all that in the middle of a ball? We can’t exactly knock the guy unconscious and drag him to the safe with all those people around.”

“Not to mention that if you miss even one step, the safe defaults to the original settings. You would need a technician to come in and reset the whole thing, setting our timeline back a few weeks at least.”

“Snatch, there’s no possible way for me to get his retinal scan. I can get the blood and the thumbprint. That’s no problem. I can’t rip out his eyeball.”

“Yeah, but there are other ways around that.”

“I would like to hear you name one.”

“As you know, I have many skills in the tech field. I’ve received accolades for my ingenious work on the Berlin job and then in the⁠—”

“Get to the point.”

“All we need is a code for the scanner to read. It’s just like a fingerprint. Each retinal scan is unique, just like a line of code. Theoretically, if we were to get our hands on the code from the scanner, we could duplicate it with some handy computer work.”

“I have no idea what you just said.”

“That’s okay. It’s an idea I’ve been working on.”

“So, you’ve never tested it.”

“No, but I’m sure it’ll work.”

“That’s not enough for me to go on,” I retorted. “I’m not going to risk everything because you’re sure you can figure it out.”

He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. “I already have the code.”

I stared at him in shock, then snatched the paper from his hand. “How did you get it?”

He rolled his eyes like that was a stupid question. “When the lady let me into the house, I caused a distraction, then hooked into the security system. I was in and out in less than two minutes. Now, I have access to everything.”

“I take it the safe isn’t attached to the security system.”

“Nope. But the retinal scan will be the same.”

“What if he scanned the other eye?”

“Nobody does that. It’s too hard to remember which eye you scanned for everything. No, he’s right-handed, which means he scanned his right eye.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“It totally does. Righties naturally use the right side of their body more. Same thing with thumbprint scanners. You use your dominant hand.”

It sounded legit, but I still wasn’t sure we could actually pull this off. “Before we move on this, I want to know the ins and outs of every aspect of the job.”

“Then let’s get to work.”
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“Did you get your dress?” Snatch asked as I walked into the hotel room.

I held up the bag and grinned. “As requested. It’s perfectly respectable and boring, with one very high slit that will allow me to work.”

He snapped his fingers, jogging over to where his tux was hanging in the garment bag. He unzipped it and pulled it out, holding it in front of him. “What do you think?”

“I think it looks like every other suit I’ve seen.”

He frowned, staring down at it. “No, this is a classic. It’s from Jim’s Formal Wear.”

“And that would be?” I asked, my eyebrow raised in question.

“You know…Jim. Down the street.”

“How much did you pay?”

“A thousand.”

I snorted in amusement. Walking over to the tux, I looked at the label. It was one I’d never heard of. “Looks like you got ripped off.”

“Well…it doesn’t matter. In a few days, I’ll have enough money to buy any tux I want.”

“Buying clothes is not how I’m going to spend my millions.”

I walked over to my bedroom and hung up the dress, letting it out of the bag to hang without wrinkling. It really was gorgeous but understated. I didn’t want to stand out with anything too flashy that would be remembered when Mr. Allsebrook realized he’d been robbed.

“Do you have an appointment at the salon?” Snatch said from my doorway.

“In two hours. Why?” I asked, turning to face him.

“I’m going to do a final sweep of the area. I want to check our exit.”

“From the rooftop?” I asked, wondering why he would need to check it again when we were up on the hotel roof for two hours yesterday scouting the area.

“Like you said, there are a lot of people coming to this thing. If anything goes wrong, we won’t be able to walk out the front door with the eggs. They’ll lock that place down.”

“Our plans are pretty solid. Aside from any complications with the safe, I think we’re good.”

“Alright, I’m heading out. I’ll meet you back here tonight. Don’t forget the necklace.”

I glanced at the dresser where a black box sat. Inside was a sparkling diamond necklace that must have cost a few hundred thousand dollars. It wasn’t at all my style, but my simple ruby necklace wouldn’t cut it for tonight. I needed to fit into the crowd.

After I laid out everything for tonight, I shaved and showered, then headed to the salon. I needed my hair out of my face for tonight, so the ladies were tucking my hair up in some fancy style that I knew I would hate come morning. My head already ached from the number of pins they slid through my hair. I distracted myself as best I could with a magazine, but reading about famous people didn’t interest me unless they had something I wanted.

Sighing, I tossed the magazine aside, ready to close my eyes and feign a nap when movement outside the salon caught my eye. Across the road on a park bench sat a man who looked just like the man who was following me. Dark hair and a black leather jacket…there was no way it could be anyone else. Shivers raced down my spine at the sight of him, but how could that be? I didn’t know the man. Other than sitting across from him at the diner, I knew nothing about him.

And how could he possibly know where I was? I lost him the day I caused the accident. No one had followed me, and I kept my eyes open for days after I lost him. There wasn’t a single car on the road that had followed me. A bus passed and when it cleared the window, the man was gone.

“Did you see that?” I asked without thinking.

“See what?” The woman doing my hair practically dropped everything to look in the same direction.

“Out the window. Did you see a man in a leather jacket on the bench?”

“Honey, I wish I saw a man like that out there. Everyone in this town wears a fancy suit or golf attire. Lord knows we could use a little spice in this town.”

That was so strange. He was right there. I couldn’t have imagined him. But how could he just vanish like that? It wasn’t possible. My mind had to be playing tricks on me. Maybe I was making the whole thing up in my head to alleviate the boredom of the day.

Still, when my hair was done and I was ready to head home, I did a quick sweep of the area. Any traces of him would surely be gone by now. But when I walked over to the bench and sat down, I noticed a chain on the ground at my feet. Bending over, I picked up the chain and examined the medal on the end, dangling and twisting in front of my face.

“A Saint Christopher medal,” I murmured. The worn silver barely reflected any light, but it was beautiful in its tarnished state. I wasn’t sure if it belonged to him. In fact, I wasn’t even sure I saw him, but this necklace could belong to him, and until I was sure he was really gone, I wasn’t letting it go. I slipped it into my purse for safekeeping and closed my eyes, running through what I saw again.

He was sitting across from me. Did he ever look up? I scanned the bench in my mind, focusing on the small details. His eyes shifted to the left. A thick strand of hair fell over his forehead. His eyes slowly blinked as he turned to me just as the bus passed.

He was here. I knew it.

I stood and glanced around, searching for him in every person that passed, but he was long gone. Either that or he was watching me from afar. Shaking my head, I hailed a taxi back to the hotel. I couldn’t think about this now. I had a job to do. When it was all over, I would search for my mystery man.
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She was getting ready for something big, that much was clear. I followed her to the rooftop yesterday and watched as she talked with that scumbag. She was staying with him too, and I was tempted to break into their hotel room and fuck him up just to be sure he couldn’t get it up for her. But then she would know I was following her.

It was a close call outside the salon. She turned to face me just as a bus passed. I got up and ran, making sure she wouldn’t see me. But I still had the issue of figuring out what she was up to. From what I gathered, she was planning something in the area, but without seeing any plans, it was a guess as to what they were casing.

I needed help, and there was one person who was very eager to assist me in any way. Okay, there were three people, but I only needed assistance from one.

Me: Check events in my location for the night.




Rae: I thought you didn’t need any help?




Me: Just do it.




Rae: What are you going to give me?




Me: The knowledge of knowing you got to help out.




The phone went silent as I waited for a response. I picked up the scope and looked into their hotel room from the rooftop across the street. Everything was pretty quiet over there. They were both getting ready for whatever was going down tonight. I zoomed in as I watched her slip into a skintight dress. It was modest by all standards, but fit her beautifully. She shifted the slit in her dress, then raised the fabric to attach a thigh strap. She sheathed a knife on the outside of her thigh, which was just fucking sexy.

My phone pinged with a new message listing all the possible events in the area.

Rae: This doesn’t mean I enjoyed helping you out. I’m curious.




Me: You get a thrill out of this shit.




Rae: I get a thrill out of watching you fall apart over a woman. There are too many mysteries surrounding you.




I said nothing.

Rae: I know what happened while you were a SEAL. Did you really think a classified document would stop me?




Shit. If she went digging through my records, there was a lot she could find. A lot of shit she could use against me. But I wasn’t an idiot. I wasn’t going to give her a thing.

Rae: This explains so much about why you stay away from Fox.




Again, that didn’t prove she knew anything. Everyone knew I tried to stay away from Fox. I distracted myself by scrolling through the list of events this evening. Something about baseball, a gallery opening, some theater shit…a private party. That had to be it. She wouldn’t be dressed as she was for a gallery opening. It had to be the party.

And Rae thought so too. She included the information and…an invitation.

Me: How did you get the invitation?




Rae: I know a guy.




Me: You know lots of guys.




Rae: One of these days, you won’t question my skills. You might even invite me along as a plus one.




I spun, shaking my head as I saw Rae approach wearing a killer dress that should only be worn to a party. I sighed and stood, shoving my hands in my pockets.

“You followed me.”

“Obviously,” she grinned. She held out a garment bag for me. “Are you going to get dressed or should we catch the next party?”

I strode forward and grabbed the bag from her. “How did you even know she would attend this?”

“I have my ways.” She walked around me and grabbed the scope off the ledge of the building, looking into the apartment I had just been spying on. “She looks nice. I hope you remember to compliment her.” She turned and faced me. “So, what’s the plan? Are we breaking them up?”

“They’re here to steal something.”

“Well, clearly,” she deadpanned. “Are we stopping them?”

I headed for the exit, yanking the door open. “Why would we stop them?”

“Because your girlfriend is a thief.”

“I don’t discriminate.”

“She could get in trouble.”

I stayed silent. I wasn’t interested in stopping her from doing anything. I wanted to see her in action. I already knew from our first meeting that she was fully capable of taking care of herself. But I hadn’t seen her in a setting like this. It was intriguing.

“You want her to steal whatever she’s here for,” Rae grinned. “Wow, I didn’t see that coming. I thought a man like you would want to stop her.”

I descended the stairs, making my way to my hotel room. “A man like me?”

“Former Navy SEAL. A lawman. You were a detective. How could you want her to go through with it?”

Again, I stayed quiet. Rae wouldn’t understand. She was all morally upstanding, whereas I…I didn’t mind straying from the law when it suited me. I had lines I wouldn’t cross, but like Fox, there was always a reason to work around the law. I had been on the straight and narrow during my time as a detective. But those days were over. I was trying to find out how I fit in this new life, and now that I met this woman, my mind was all fucked up and my morals were out the window.

I hadn’t even really met her yet.

I didn’t consider her kicking my ass to be a formal meeting.

Nor the time I sat across the diner from her. I gave her my napkin, but again, that didn’t count.

I slid the card through the reader and opened my door. I was able to get a room facing hers, but I didn’t have a direct line of sight into her room. I hung the tux on the door to the bathroom and stepped inside, shucking my clothes.

“Are you going to answer me?”

“Already forgot the question.”

“Why do you want her to go through with it?” she called out. I could hear her wandering around my room. “Is this some weird handcuff fantasy? You want to arrest her and have your way with her?”

I pulled the door open slightly, staring at her grinning face. “No.”

I showered quickly, but that didn’t stop Rae from interrogating me. The door was open and she shouted through it.

“Where do you see this going? Do you think she’s going to give up her ways and go straight for you?”

“I don’t think anything.”

“You have to have a plan,” she chuckled. “Nobody drives across the country to follow another person without a plan. Unless you want to kill her.” The curtain was jerked open slightly and she narrowed her eyes at me. “Is this some weird serial killer thing? Are you following her so you can kill her?”

“I’m taking a shower.”

“Answer the question.”

“I’m naked,” I pointed out. “I doubt Duke would be happy to know that you were standing there staring at me.”

“Like I haven’t seen it before. Are you going to kill her?”

“Why would I kill her?”

“Why would you follow her across the country?”

I stared at her for a moment, then figured out how to get her out of the bathroom. “Your hair is getting frizzy from the steam.”

She pursed her lips, pissed that I was winning. “Fine, but this isn’t over.”

I heard her stomp out of the bathroom, but then I realized she was probably going through my things. I hurried through the rest of my shower and slung a towel around my waist. Jerking the door open, I caught her just as she was about to open the bag.

I stalked up behind her and snatched it out of her hands. I went to the closet and opened the safe, sticking it inside, then spun the dial. It wouldn’t keep her out indefinitely. This was Rae, after all. But it would slow her down slightly.

She smirked at me as I stood there in only my towel, dripping wet and pissed. “So, whatever you don’t want me to see is in that bag.”

“Or maybe I just don’t want you snooping through my shit.”

Neither of us budged as we faced each other down.

“What’s in the bag?”

“Why the fuck are you here?”

“Tell me what’s in the bag and I’ll tell you.”

I clenched my jaw but didn’t say a word. I had no intention of telling her about the bag. I didn’t really care why she was here. Anyway, it was a terrible bargaining chip, considering what was in the bag.

“I’m taking off my towel.”

“Ooh, I’m really scared,” she said mockingly. “Why did you pick such a small room?”

“I’m the only one here.”

“And me. And⁠—”

The door opened and Fox walked in, decked out in a tux, followed by FNG. Rolling my eyes, I turned back to her. “Why did you bring them along?”

She shrugged. “I didn’t. They just followed the scent of desperation.”

“I had no idea you needed adventure so badly.”

“I’m already married. You’re the one stalking a woman. You don’t even know her name.”

“It’s Raven.”

“Ah, yes,” she grinned. “But you haven’t called her that once since I’ve been here. You don’t want to call her that.”

“Probably because he needs to know her real name,” Fox interjected.

“Or maybe I just haven’t said her name,” I argued.

Fox shoved past me, his yellow fingers leaving prints on my freshly washed skin. Grimacing, I stripped my towel off and brushed away the yellow dust.

“Whoa, warn a guy,” FNG said from behind me. “I nearly poked an eye out!”

Grabbing my boxers, I pulled them on and began to dress. The rest of them stood around talking as if this were any other job. I was just buttoning my shirt when Fox turned to me.

“Tate, you gotta settle this for me. In a battle, who would win—me or the Hulk?”

I stopped in my tracks and slowly looked up at him. “The Hulk isn’t real.”

“Right, but if he were. Who do you really think would win?”

He waggled his eyebrows, pointing at himself behind their backs.

“Fox.”

“See? I told you!”

“Why would he win?” FNG asked. “Seriously, The Hulk is indestructible.”

“One, because he eats Funyuns. They’re like his source of power. Two, have you ever seen someone Fox couldn’t defeat? And three, it was the fastest way to end this discussion.”

FNG pointed at me with wide eyes. “You don’t believe he could!”

“I’m not doing this.”

“You just admitted The Hulk was stronger!”

“No, what I said was I didn’t want to discuss this.”

Rae came over and helped me with my tie, fashioning the small thing around my neck until it felt like a choker. I winced as she pulled it just a tad too tight. When she was done, I looked in the mirror. I thought I looked pretty damn good.

“You need gel in your hair.”

“What? I do not.”

“It’s a party. You can’t have it flying all over the place.”

She already had it in her hands and was slicking it through my hair, not even flinching at the deadly glare I shot her way. When I was done, I sighed. I hated wearing a tux.

“Don’t forget the shoes.”

I took them from her outstretched hands, wincing at the Argyle socks she gave me. “They don’t really match.”

“You’re quirky.”

“No, Fox is quirky. I’m just dangerous.”

“I wore them too,” Fox grinned, pulling up his pant leg. “I got red because…you know, murder and torture. I got you green to match your lady’s eyes.”

“Why did you get me blue?” FNG asked excitedly.

“Because you like to swim in the ocean.”

He frowned. “That’s not nearly as exciting.”

“So, the plan is⁠—”

“Wait,” I said, stopping Rae before she could go any further. “There’s no plan. This isn’t a mission. In fact, there’s really no reason for you to be there.”

“But…we got the tuxes,” Fox frowned, holding out one side of his jacket.

“Yeah, and I actually did my hair,” FNG added.

“You didn’t do your hair. You hardly have any hair to do,” I snapped. “And this is not about you. This is about⁠—”

“Your lady love,” Fox grinned. “The team is back together. Just me and The Termin-tator!”

“Termin-tator?” FNG asked. “Why not Termi-tator?”

“Because that’s not what I call him,” Fox bit out.

“Yeah, but the second T takes the place of the n in Terminator. Having the N and the T is pointless. It’s like…doubling up on letters just for the sake of doing it.”

“I’ve always called him that⁠—”

“No, he hasn’t,” I corrected.

“—and I’m not going to stop just because you think I should call him something different.”

“Well, I’m calling him the Termi-tator, and you can’t stop me.”

“They’re both ridiculous names!” I snapped, getting pissed off more and more with every second that passed.

“Clearly, you don’t understand the beauty of the name,” Fox grinned.

“Obviously, he does. That’s why he’s pissed.”

“Are we really going to do this again?” Fox asked. “You know, I searched for you. I was the only one who didn’t think you were dead, and this is how you repay me?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose as the arguing continued. The number of clearly and obviously sentences thrown out was too much to take. I slipped into my shoes, tying them in record time, then grabbed my wallet and shoved it in my pocket. Rae handed me my gun and holster, and they were still arguing.

“Should we just leave?”

Rae nodded. “This could go on for another hour.”

“Clearly, you’ve never spent a whole day with them in the ocean.”


13

[image: ]
RAVEN


“Are you ready for this?” Snatch asked as we walked up the steps to the mansion. “You’ve got everything?”

“This isn’t my first job,” I said through a smile. I nodded at the host, shaking his hand lightly as his eyes roamed over my chest even with his wife standing right beside him.

“I don’t believe I caught your name,” he grinned.

“Penny.”

“Penny. What a beautiful name.”

My eyes flicked to his wife. She flushed bright red, obviously uncomfortable, yet he didn’t seem to notice. I pried my hand from his grip, brushing his touch from my skin.

“I’m Sir Henry Allsebrook, and this is my wife, Eleanor.”

“It’s very nice to meet you.” I smiled as politely as possible in front of her scumbag husband. “You have a very nice home.”

“It’s been in the family for two generations,” Henry beamed. “My father bought it years ago.”

I tuned him out as Snatch held out his hand to Eleanor. “David Clark,” he introduced himself.

I wasn’t sure if that was his real name or not. I’d only ever known him as Snatch. “It was very nice to meet you,” I said, shoving Snatch through the doorway to allow others in as well.

“Did you see the way that guy was eyeing you?” Snatch whispered.

“See it? I can still feel the slime on my skin.”

“He’s going to be a problem. We’re going to have to take him out.”

I pulled him aside, keeping my voice low. “We’re not taking anyone out. That wasn’t part of the plan.”

“I’m making it part of the plan. His eyes haven’t left you since we entered the house. I wouldn’t be surprised if he follows you around, which will make it pretty damn hard to do the job.”

I smiled as a couple walked past, then glared at Snatch. “I’ll get rid of him. He won’t be a problem.”

“He’d better not be.”

He strode off without another word. I followed him into the ballroom and took a champagne glass from one of the waiters. Walking around the room, I nearly choked on the elegance and sheer wealth staring at me. Every wall was covered in portraits gilded with gold frames. A tapestry hung on the far wall, and the staircase…I hadn’t seen anything like it since I watched Gone With The Wind as a kid.

I was dying to explore the rest of the house, but if I left too soon and someone followed me, it wouldn’t be so easy to slip away a second time.

“Remember the plan,” Snatch said, sneaking up behind me. “You’ll leave during dinner, and I’ll follow after a few minutes to make sure no one gets in the way.”

“And the security system?”

“I’ve already got it on a loop.” He pulled out his phone and showed me what the cameras were currently seeing. I glanced over at the base of the stairs where a couple was standing, but on the video, no one was there. “The cameras down here are the only ones that show what’s actually going on.”

“Are you sure you should have put it on a loop so soon? That could be a problem.”

“There was no other time to do it. I guess we’ll find out if it’s a problem soon enough.”

He grabbed me by the elbow and led me across the room. We made small talk with other couples, trying our best to fit in. It wasn’t too difficult. As long as you pretended you had money, no one really knew the difference.

Music played in the background, but most everyone ignored it, choosing to stand around talking instead. I was getting bored and my feet hurt from the uncomfortable shoes. I needed to move around and give my legs a break from the monotony of standing still.

“I’ll be right back. I’m going to powder my nose,” I said to Snatch. He looked at me funny, obviously not understanding the meaning. I leaned in and whispered, “Bathroom.”

He nodded and turned away, dismissing me instantly. I walked away, nearly making it halfway across the room when someone gripped onto my arm and spun me around. My chest was pressed against a hard, unyielding body. The scent of danger and spice permeated my senses as I took in the dark rogue just inches from my face. His eyes searched mine, promising a night of lust and need.

His hand slid up my back, pressing me even closer. He took a step forward, forcing me to move with him. I hadn’t even lifted my arms yet, but he was guiding me around the room swiftly, maneuvering me wherever he wanted me to go. I didn’t even realize I was holding my breath until his eyes widened and he leaned in closer, his breath whispering over my ear.

“Breathe.”

As if my body only worked upon his order, I released a breath, finally lifting my hand to rest on his arm. A small smirk played at his lips as he spun me around the room. There were other people in the room, hushed whispers filling my ear as I swayed with him, yet somehow, they all seemed to be blocked out.

“You again,” I murmured.

“Did you really think you lost me?”

“I tried.”

“Not hard enough,” he said, his voice gruff and low.

My eyes raked over the scruff on his jaw, along his perfect pale pink lips. His hair looked darker than usual, but I quickly realized that was because he wore gel in his hair. He looked good in a tux, but I liked the rugged, dangerous look a hell of a lot better.

“Are you going to tell me your name?”

He cocked his head to the side in consideration. I thought for a moment he wouldn’t tell me. But then he pulled me closer and slowed his steps. My eyes fluttered shut as his lips skimmed along my jaw, brushing against my earlobe before his teeth clamped down on my skin. A shudder of need rushed through my body, straight to my core.

If I had an orgasm in front of everyone around here, there was no way I’d be able to do the job. A low chuckle left his lips, vibrating through my body as he continued to dance with me.

“Nicholas,” he answered finally. “You look every bit the beautiful Raven tonight.”

I jerked back slightly, staring at him suspiciously. “How did you know my name?”

“It wasn’t that hard to find out.”

“It’s not something I pass around.”

“Actually, your real name isn’t something you pass around. Raven happens to be very well known. I especially liked your work in Barcelona.”

“I never worked in Barcelona,” I challenged.

“My apologies,” he grinned. “Whoever pulled that job did excellent work.”

My cheeks heated at the praise. I wasn’t used to a man being so seductive, nor was I used to being quite so infatuated with any man. Nolan was the only man I even bothered with, and there was nowhere near the same level of heat with him.

“You followed me here.”

“Not exactly. You lost me, remember?”

“How did you keep track of me?”

“I stuck a tracker on your car at the diner.”

I cursed under my breath. “I should have known. I’ll be sure to remove it.”

“Then you’d better remove the one I slipped in your purse as well.”

The grin he shot me made it impossible to be mad at him. I didn’t know this man, yet I wasn’t upset at all that he had stuck a tracker on me. In fact, if anything, it made me want him a little more. Maybe it was because of my profession, but good guys just didn’t really do it for me.

“So, why did you follow me?”

“To ask what you were doing on that rooftop.”

“Oh. Is that all?”

“No. That’s just what I tell myself so it seems a little less disturbing that I followed you across the country.”

I slid my hand over his broad shoulder and down his arm. I could feel his muscles shifting as we moved across the ballroom. Even though he looked amazing in his tux, I was more interested in what he looked like out of it.

“I’m sure you could come up with a reason.”

“I already have,” he murmured in my ear. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

His warm breath sent shivers down my spine. This man knew how to sway me, even when I was supposed to be thinking about other things. How was it possible to be so attracted to a man I barely knew? Shouldn’t I be creeped out that he followed me…put a tracker on me?

Yet, the only thing I wanted was to invite him to my hotel room.

“It’s the eyes,” he continued. “From the moment I saw them, I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

His hand trailed down my back, resting just above my ass. I gasped when I felt his teeth nip at my neck, his tongue slid over my skin, leaving little wet trails I would be thinking about all night. My thighs clenched together as I tried to gain just a modicum of control. But when his lips pressed against mine, I threw control out the window and opened up to him.

His tongue slipped inside my mouth, caressing and dancing with me. My heart pounded in my chest as he kissed me with a degree of passion I’d never felt before. And as his fingers tangled in my hair, all I could think about was tearing off his tie and ripping open his shirt.

I was jerked away from him almost as soon as the kiss started. I stumbled back, nearly tripping over my heels as the grip on my arm tightened. I knew it was Snatch, but I couldn’t take my eyes off Nicholas. His eyes burned with an intensity that I could feel deep in my gut. His eyes were locked on the tight grip Snatch had on my arm. I could swear I heard a growl low in his throat as he took a step toward me.

“Penny, I was wondering where you’d run off to,” Snatch hissed, trying to keep his voice level.

Reality smacked me in the head. I was in the middle of a job, yet I’d lost control and started making out with a man I barely knew on the dance floor, completely blowing my cover. What had I been thinking?

Oh, that’s right. I wasn’t thinking. I was too busy enjoying Nicholas’s hands on me.

I cleared my throat, my face burning as I looked around and noticed all the people trying and failing not to stare at the scene we were making. I turned to Snatch with a smile.

“You remember Nicholas, right?”

His answering snarl told me all I needed to know. I’d fucked up, and he wouldn’t be forgetting anytime soon. This time, I really did need to powder my nose.

“If you’ll excuse me, I need to use the ladies’ room.”

I made a swift exit, my heels clicking on the tile as I walked down the hall, being directed by the staff along the way. Once inside, I locked the door and stared in horror at my face in the mirror. My lips were red and swollen, the lipstick smeared at the corners of my lips. My hair…there was no saving it. I started pulling the pins from my hair, letting the strands fall around my shoulders. Luckily, it fell in curls that could almost pass as classy. It wasn’t perfect, but at least I didn’t look like I’d just gone ten rounds with someone’s ex-girlfriend.

I adjusted my dress, trying to put everything back in place. I knew his hands were running over my body, but I was so lost in his touch, he could have fucked me on the dance floor and I wouldn’t have realized we had an audience.

I washed my hands and grabbed a paper towel, immediately straightening the stack. After wiping the droplets of water from the sink, I tossed the paper towel in the garbage and looked at myself one last time. I took a deep breath and reminded myself what I was here for. Nicholas was a distraction.

A very dangerous distraction.

I couldn’t allow myself to be swayed by him when I had bigger things to consider. I headed for the door, yanking it open, only to have Snatch grab me by the hand and guide me further down the hall.

“What are you doing?” he hissed.

“Blending in.”

“That wasn’t blending in. You were practically fucking him on the dance floor. Everyone was staring!”

“It’ll be fine. I’m sure they’ve seen worse.”

“They’ll all remember you now,” he pointed out. “The whole idea was that we wouldn’t be memorable.”

“Like I said, it’ll be fine.”

He sighed heavily. “I got what we needed while you were distracted.” He reached into his pocket and grabbed a small slide. “This should work for the fingerprint scanner.”

“Should?”

“It would have been better to use a glove, but I didn’t have time for that.”

“If this doesn’t work⁠—”

“We walk out and come up with a new plan. We still need a drop of blood.”

“I’ll take care of that.”

The gong chimed for dinner and the butler announced we were headed to the dining room.

“Are you sure you can handle this?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. I hated to be challenged. “You hold up your end and I’ll take care of mine.”

I maneuvered my way through the crowd until I bumped accidentally into our host. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

“Not at all,” he smiled at me. “I uh…saw your little show earlier.”

I flushed bright red, pressing my hand to my forehead in mortification. “I’m so embarrassed.”

“Don’t be,” he chuckled. He glanced around, then leaned in closer. “I admire a woman with such passion.”

“I don’t know what came over me.”

He clutched my hand, giving me the perfect opportunity to inflict some pain. I squeezed his hand in return, eliciting a yelp from him. He released my hand and stared at his hand. A small drop of blood appeared on his finger.

“Oh, I’m so sorry. That must be because of my ring. The setting is damaged. I’ve been meaning to take it in,” I rambled as I pulled a small handkerchief from my bag. I pressed it to his hand, batting my eyelashes at him. “I don’t normally draw blood.”

He watched me with wide eyes, then burst out laughing. “You are a wild thing,” he said slowly, stepping into my space.

Luckily, his wife walked up at that moment and slipped her hand through her husband’s arm. “Henry. Our other guests are waiting.” The look she shot me could have pierced my heart.

“Yes, darling.” He turned back to me with a wink. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

I smiled at him, ignoring the daggers his wife shot me. I couldn’t blame her. If a woman was hitting on my husband right in front of me, I would be tempted to do a lot more than shoot a scathing look.

As I made my way into the dining room, I worried my little performance with Nicholas would still have guests talking. Luckily, as I took my seat, no one paid me any attention. My infamy was short-lived. I smiled and chatted politely as we were served the first course. I went through the appropriate motions of nodding and smiling, but that did nothing to distract me from the fact that the man to my right had his napkin placed haphazardly on his lap.

I did my best to ignore him, adjusting my own napkin so the corners formed a diamond as I liked. My fork was slightly askew and I quickly adjusted it, all the while nodding as the man beside me spoke.

While the second course was served, I excused myself, grabbing my clutch as I headed down the hall. With a glance behind me, I made sure it was clear before I made a beeline for the stairs. The coast was clear and I hurried down the hall to the room Snatch had indicated.

After shutting the door, I walked over to the painting that hid the safe. I pulled on a pair of thin gloves I kept in my clutch, then removed the painting from the wall. A grin split my lips as I stared at the magnificent safe in front of me. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

The first step was the retinal scanner. I couldn’t do that without Snatch. “Come on,” I murmured as I waited for him to join me. The door opened seconds later and Snatch entered, hurrying over to me.

“Sorry. Some duchess wouldn’t stop talking to me.” He pulled out his phone and held it up to the scanner. Blowing out a deep breath, he nodded. “Are you ready?”

“As ever.”

He took a minute, hooking up to the safe through a hidden panel I hadn’t seen. Within seconds, he grinned at me, showing that his phone was now connected to the computer within the safe.

“I told you it would work.”

He was about to lift his phone when I placed a hand on his arm. “What happens if the scanner doesn’t work?”

“Alarms will go off and we’ll be discovered.”

“Right, so no pressure.”

“Relax, I’ve got this.”

He wiped the sweat beading on his forehead and raised the phone again to the scanner. The blue lines turned on the screen, measuring the retina on his phone. One by one, lines clicked into place until finally, the light turned green.

“Step one done,” he shrugged.

The screen indicated the fingerprint scanner was next. I pulled out the slide and held it to the screen. Snatch was doing something on his phone, and then he showed it to me. He was manipulating the data somehow. I was in awe of his skills, but didn’t have time to stare in wonder. We had to finish the job.

The light turned green again, and this time, a small tray popped out.

“You’re up,” he said. “Last one.”

I adjusted the ring on my finger, turning it around so I could open the casing and let the small drop of blood flow onto the tray. There was hardly enough blood to fill it, but luckily, the light turned green and the safe popped open.

Sitting inside were the most gorgeous eggs I’d ever seen. Adorned in rubies and diamonds, I could see now why they were treasured by the Imperial Russian Family.

Very carefully, I reached into the safe and grabbed the first one, holding it gently in my hands. It was absolutely brilliant. Even in the dim lighting, the jewels sparkled.

“What did I tell you?” Snatch laughed, grabbing his own.

“It makes you want to keep it, right?”

“No, I still want the money,” he chuckled. “Come on, let’s get out of here. We can look at them later.” He grabbed the third egg and pulled out three padded pouches, tucking them inside each one. Then, we placed the three pouches in one larger bag. “Now we just walk out the front door.”

I shut the safe, replacing the picture. It wasn’t quite straight, and much to Snatch’s chagrin, I took my time making sure it was level. But as soon as we took a step toward the door, alarms sounded throughout the building. Snatch turned to me, shaking his head slightly.

“Rooftop,” we both said at the same time.

We took off for the door, but as I passed a table with small figurines, I couldn’t help but stop and reorganize them. They were sitting all chaotic on the table, so I lined them up from smallest to tallest—two inches from the edge of the table.

“Raven!”

Snatch shot me an irritated look and I abandoned the table to follow him. We ran down the hall to the attic access. Snatch yanked the door open, stepping aside as I raced past him, hiking my skirt up so I didn’t trip on the fabric. I heard the door shut behind me as I reached the top, then ran to the far door, jerking it open as I raced out onto the rooftop. We reached the edge just a minute after the alarm sounded.

“We need to—” I barely saw Snatch’s fist coming at me as I turned. But the metal object in his hands…that I got a close-up view of just before it smashed into my head. I dropped instantly, the light fading from my eyes. The last thing I saw was Snatch standing over me with a blank expression as I faded.
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I sliced into my Beef Wellington, taking a small bite as I watched Raven from across the room. She was absolutely stunning, smiling at all the appropriate times as she delicately cut her meat. I had to admit, she was a pro. She had everyone in the room fooled as to who she was and why she was here.

I ignored Fox as he rambled on about how much better shawarma was than the Beef Wellington. Nothing could distract me from the beauty at the other end of the table. When she stood, I scooted back my chair, following her out of the room.

“What are we doing?” Fox asked excitedly.

I eyed her curiously as she hurried up the stairs after checking to make sure it was clear.

“Ooh, are we following her? Is it going down now?”

“Fox, go back to dinner.”

“Nah, this is so much more fun.”

I started running up the stairs, afraid I would miss her in action. I saw her run into a room, quickly closing the door behind her. After checking down the hall, I quietly opened the door, slipping inside behind her. Fox held up a finger to his lips as he shut the door, then followed me over to a darkened corner of the room easily concealed by a large wingback chair.

I crouched down, jabbing Fox with my elbow as he started to chuckle. Just seconds later, the door opened and her companion came into the room. Within minutes, they were in the safe, taking the treasured eggs. I watched the whole thing in awe. But when the alarms sounded, she bolted from the room.

“Is that our cue?” Fox asked.

“Cue for what?”

“To take down the baddies!” he said excitedly.

I was out the door and racing down the hall, trying to catch up. The man with her saw me, then grinned before slamming the door shut. I twisted the knob, but he’d locked it.

“Better luck next time,” Fox laughed.

I rammed my shoulder into the door, breaking it down.

“Or we can break down the door and go after her,” he shouted as I climbed over the broken door.

I ran up the stairs and across the roof just as the man swung something at her head, knocking her out. My feet ate up the asphalt on the roof as I rushed to help her. But the man had already lifted her in the air, looking back at me just as he flung her over the side of the building. I didn’t think twice as I leapt over the side after her, falling to the water below.

“I’m coming too, Tate!” I heard Fox yell.

My arms cut through the water as I fought to reach the surface and find Raven. I gasped for air as I broke the surface, then spun around searching for her. There was no sign of her. I dove underwater, searching through the darkness for her. But it was impossible to see anything in the inky darkness of the water. I pulled out my flashlight, shining it through the depths below.

In just seconds, I caught sight of her hand floating in the water. I swam further, not stopping until I had her in my grasp. Then, with all the force I could muster, I kicked us to the surface, breaching just as I felt like I would pass out from lack of oxygen.

“We did it!” Fox laughed, splashing in the water. “Man, he thought he had us, but we showed him!”

“Fox, why didn’t you get him?”

He looked at me funny. “Because I had to rescue you. And good thing I did. You nearly drowned down there. I thought you were a SEAL.”

“I didn’t almost drown,” I retorted, dragging Raven behind me as I swam with one arm through the water. Fox floated beside me, slowly moving himself toward the shore with ease.

“Really?” he scoffed. “Then why did I have to pull you to the surface?”

“You didn’t. I was swimming.”

“Well…I had a hand on you.”

“That’s not the same as saving me,” I snapped. “Her partner tried to kill her. What the fuck were you thinking?”

“Uh…that my bestie was about to die and I needed to save him. There’s always another shot to catch a killer, my little Tater Tot. But if you died, I would never forgive myself.”

I finally reached the shore and struggled to pull Raven out as my muscles burned from the exertion. Fox, on the other hand, pulled himself easily from the water and took the time to wring out his clothes.

“I always did like a midnight swim,” he chuckled. “Man, that was refreshing.”

I laid Raven on her back, and the jolt of landing on the ground must have jerked her awake. She coughed up water, rolling to the side. I patted her back, hoping she was okay. Her head was bleeding, but it was a good sign that she was awake.

Groaning, she rolled to her back. “Fuck, what the hell happened?”

“Are you alright?”

She jerked upright, wincing as she stared at me. “What…”

“Your partner threw you off the roof.”

“Yeah, and this guy jumped in after you. Man, what a guy,” Fox beamed.

Shouting sounded from inside the mansion. I jumped to my feet and grabbed her hand, hauling her upright. “Time to go.”

We ran across the grounds with Fox making commentary along the way.

“Good luck, governor. You’ll never find the jewels,” he said in a British accent.

“Fox, would you shut the fuck up?”

“Who is that guy?”

“I’m his bestie. Well, I’m also besties with The Kamau, but a person can have multiple besties.”

“No, you can’t,” Raven retorted. “You can only have one best friend. The next person is just your…friend.”

I grabbed her hand and pulled her behind me, feeling her stumble slightly as we ran. I caught a flash of headlights in the distance and figured it was Rae or FNG. Either way, that was our ticket out of here.

“Wait, you’re telling me you’ve never once had two people you considered your best friends?” Fox said incredulously. “That’s like asking me to choose between Funyuns and shawarma!”

“They’re two totally different foods,” Raven snapped.

“But equally delicious.”

“Shut up!” I shouted over my shoulder. We crested a rolling hill on the property, leading us to a copse of trees. I tugged Raven’s hand to move faster as tree branches scraped at us. She never complained, not even when she stumbled and fell to the ground, falling in a heap of leaves and twigs.

I bent over to help her up, but she shoved me away, getting back to her feet and swaying slightly. “I’m okay,” she said breathlessly.

I didn’t believe her, but we had to get out of there before the police arrived, which would be any minute now. I grabbed her arm, tucking her against my side as we ran the rest of the way.

“You know, I haven’t seen him like this since his last wife,” Fox commented.

“Fox, shut it.”

“Of course, she was cheating on him,” he continued.

“Fox!”

“I helped him stalk her too. You’re lucky. You’re part of the club now. You can join my wife.”

I shot him a look over her shoulder, promising retribution. “Know when to stop talking.”

“Oh, because she might not like that you’ve been stalking her,” he winked. “Gotcha. It’s on the DL.”

“You already told her!”

“Like I hadn’t figured it out already?” Raven huffed. “I saw you on the bench.”

“You weren’t supposed to,” I muttered, ushering her to the clearing.

“Maybe you should be a little less obvious next time.”

“It’s true. You’re not supposed to be seen when stalking,” Fox continued. “I know I taught you better.”

“Fox, just shut the fuck up!”

As expected, Rae was waiting with a bored expression. “I could have made it in half the time.”

“Rae, you know Raven.”

Rae nodded. “How unlucky of you to get stuck with both of them. At least FNG wasn’t with you.”

“Where is he?” I asked, looking in the back of the car.

“He said something about causing a distraction.”

“Wasn’t the alarm enough of a distraction?” I asked.

In the distance, I heard a shout, followed by a figure running in the dark.

“I think that’s our cue,” Fox said, rubbing his hands together. “Shall we?”

“To the car,” I turned and shouted, but was instantly blinded by the headlights as the car spun, nearly driving straight into me. I briefly saw those beautiful green eyes staring at me before a grin split her lips and she drove off with our only source of getting away.

“Did she just steal our car?” Rae shouted.

“Dude, I think she likes you,” Fox chuckled.

“She stole our car!” Rae yelled. She stormed over to me and started smacking me. “Why would you let her steal our car?”

“I didn’t let her! You’re the one who left the keys in the ignition.”

“Because I thought you were rescuing her,” Rae retorted.

Fox laughed, running his hand along his jaw. “She’s feisty. I like it.”

“What the fuck are we going to do now?” Rae snapped.

“Fuck, I don’t⁠—”

“Hands up!”

I sighed as I heard the men approach. We were so screwed. Slowly, I raised my hands, turning to face the men who held their guns on us. “You didn’t hear them coming?” I muttered to Rae.

“I was too busy watching my car disappear with your girlfriend.”

“She’s not my girlfriend.”

“Sorry, the woman you’re obsessing over.”

“Stop talking!” one of the men shouted. We were surrounded by five men, all of them pointing guns at us.

Fox turned to me, his eyes going dark as a grin spread over his lips. “I’ve got this.”

There was about to be bloodshed, and it wouldn’t be so easy to clean up with half the county at the house. I had to move fast.

“We’re a security firm,” I said quickly before Fox could make his move. “We were following the suspect onto the property.”

He looked at me strangely. “Suspect?”

“I believe something very valuable was stolen from the house tonight.”

His eyes went wide as he pulled out his walkie-talkie. “I’ve got three men in custody. Uh…scratch that. Two men and a lady. They say something was stolen tonight. We’re at the southeast corner of the property, just beyond the woods.”

“What are you doing?” Rae asked out of the corner of her mouth.

“Improvising.”

“You’re going to turn her in?”

“No, I’m just buying us time.”

FNG came running up behind the man, shouting and waving his hands and practically out of breath. “Hey! I…got it…I think…we’re clear.”

“FNG, I was just telling this man that there’s been a robbery tonight.”

“A what?”

“A robbery.”

“From your girl?”

“You know the woman who tried to steal something?” the man asked.

“Tried?” FNG snorted. “Succeeded.”

“What he means is, we were tracking her, but she had an accomplice. He turned on her and before we could recover the stolen property, he threw her off the side of the building.”

“So, she’s not your girl?” FNG asked. “I just jumped into the lake. A little heads-up would have been nice.”

The man narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re not going anywhere.”

I nodded. “I’m aware of that.”
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“She took off in your car,” FNG said in astonishment.

“I know,” I bit out.

My phone was in the car,” Rae grumbled.

“You dove off a roof to save her life,” FNG continued.

“I’m aware.”

“And I jumped in to save you,” Fox scoffed. “How ungrateful.”

I slowly turned to him. “If you had stayed with her partner, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“I beg to differ. If I had stayed with him, I would have had to kill him. I’d have to dump the body into the lake, and when he floated to the surface, he would have been identified. Eventually, he would have been linked to Raven, and then she would have been linked to you. If you think about it, I really saved you a ton of extra work.”

“Not to mention how Cash would have reacted,” FNG added.

I sighed as we were guided into an office on the first floor. The door was shut behind us, and we were left to wait for Sir Henry Allsebrook to come in. I walked over to a leather armchair and sat down, slumping back in the luxurious seat.

“Is this real crystal?” FNG asked, picking up a decanter.

“If it is, it’s worth more than your life,” Rae retorted.

“Yeah, like that’s true,” he snorted. He poured himself a glass and took a sip. “Damn, that’s smooth.” He turned to face me. “Do you think she planned it?”

“Planned to get hit over the head and thrown off a roof, you mean?”

“Well, when you put it like that…”

“I like it,” Fox grinned. “She’s got style.”

“She took our ride and left us to face the heat,” Rae pointed out.

“Ruthless, right? He knows,” Fox pointed at me. “He likes it.”

I didn’t answer. My glare was enough to tell him to shut up. But he wasn’t wrong. The fact that she stole the car and left us behind was deceptive, evil, and fucking hot. Instead of staying with us out of some sense of obligation, she took off and left us to clean up her mess.

“You seriously like her?” Rae laughed. “After she made a fool of you, you still think she’s the one?”

“I never said she was the one. Obsession doesn’t mean I want her.”

“He’s right,” Fox pointed at me. “Obsession is nine-tenths of the law.”

“That’s possession.”

“Either way.”

“Not either way,” I snapped. “Just because I want to find out what makes her tick doesn’t mean I want to own her. I’m not a cattle rancher.”

“But how cool would that be? I could be your hand.”

“My what?”

“You know…a cattle hand or whatever they’re called.”

I narrowed my eyes at Fox. He was losing it. “We’re not getting a ranch together.”

“Are you sure?” he grinned.

“Pretty fucking sure.”

“But not sure enough to totally count it out.”

“It’s out. Believe me.”

He stared at me a moment, then tossed his head back in laughter. “Man, you almost got me. I’ll start researching ranches right away.”

“I’m not going in on a ranch with you.”

“If you don’t, where will you hide out while I’m pretending to be you?”

“Why would you pretend to be him?” Rae asked curiously.

“You know, when he disappears like Cash did. Someone has to be him while we discover what happened to him.”

“Why wouldn’t we just look for him? Why does he need someone to play his part?”

Fox rolled his eyes, scoffing at the apparent stupidity of the question. “Duh, because if they know he’s missing, then it would be pretty fucking hard to rescue him from the baddies.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, drowning out the insanity of the conversation.

“Are you sure you want a cattle ranch?”

“What?”

“Think about it,” Fox said thoughtfully. “What if we raised guinea pigs?”

“Guinea pigs,” I repeated.

“Yep, you know, for bacon.”

“Guinea pigs are small.”

“Yeah, but maybe it’s like deer. You know, a different flavor.”

“Isn’t a guinea pig like a giant hamster?” FNG asked.

“I’m not raising Guinea Pigs.”

“Alright, then chickens. Ooh, and roosters! I’ve always wanted a cock to crow at dawn.”

“Why?” FNG asked stupidly.

“The cock crows at dawn and then my cock crows at dawn,” Fox grinned. “Did you see what I did there?”

“Fox, we all saw what you did there,” I sighed.

“Because the cock is the rooster. And my cock would be my penis.”

“Yeah, we got it,” I snapped.

“I was just explaining. FNG didn’t seem to get it.”

“I got it. I was just sorry I asked.”

The door swung open and Henry waltzed in, glancing at all of us curiously. This would really be the best time to let him know I wasn’t with Fox. He was bound to screw this up before I had a chance to get us out of the clusterfuck we were in.

And it was all thanks to Raven.

“Gentlemen,” Henry nodded, then turned to Rae. “Ma’am.”

She hid a laugh behind a cough. “You can call me Rae.”

“Yes,” Henry said, almost in disgust. “Well, I would love to hear about how you knew I was going to be robbed and failed to mention it to my security team.”

“We weren’t sure it was going to happen. We suspected,” I hedged.

“And you said nothing.”

“We didn’t have a name,” I continued. “And we didn’t know the target. There were rumors that someone would try to steal something, but we really had no intel.”

“And yet, as I already pointed out, you said nothing.”

Yeah, this was going to take a little finagling. “Sir, if we had come to you and said we suspected someone was going to rob you, but we didn’t know who it would be, what they were stealing, or if it would even happen tonight, what would your reaction have been?”

He stared at me for a moment before a slight huff of laughter slipped from his lips. “True, true,” he said, taking a seat behind his desk. “So, you know the woman in question.”

“Yes, but she had an accomplice.”

“And you didn’t apprehend either of them,” he said. I could hear the disrespect in his tone. He couldn’t believe we hadn’t caught either of them.

“The accomplice turned on the woman and threw her from your roof into the lake. I had a split-second decision to make. I went after the woman.”

“You saved a woman who stole from me and let priceless artifacts be stolen.”

I was about to argue about how saving a woman’s life was worth more than some jewels, but Rae intervened.

“She has the buyer information. It will be very difficult for the accomplice to move the items on his own. This way, she’ll track him down and lead us right to the stolen eggs.”

“But if you had gone for the eggs, we wouldn’t be in this position. I don’t think I have to tell you how much those are worth.”

“They’re also stolen property,” I pointed out. I wasn’t entirely certain about that, but why else would he keep them in a safe out of view? He could easily keep them in a bulletproof case with all the security measures in the world. He could afford that. Which meant that they had to be stolen.

When Henry didn’t answer right away, I knew I was right.

“The fact is, you need these eggs retrieved with as little noise as possible. If anyone found out that you had stolen Russian Imperial Family treasure, you’d have the entire weight of the Russian government bearing down on you.”

“What do you propose?”

“We will retrieve the eggs for you.”

“I don’t know anything about you.”

Rae handed over a card. “It’s sort of what we do.”

Allsebrook took the card and read it. “You work for a security firm. That’s hardly treasure retrieval.”

“The men you’re dealing with aren’t afraid to kill. As I explained, the man involved threw the woman off the roof. Do you really want to send amateurs after your priceless treasure?”

He considered this for a moment. “Fine.”

“Great,” I said, shoving my hand in my pocket. “I’ll be in contact with my boss. He’ll send over the contract for you.”

“What time frame are we looking at?”

“That depends on how long it takes us to find the woman, which shouldn’t take too long.”

After Allsebrook mentioned a few more times how precious the eggs were, reminding us to take the utmost care with them, we headed out the front door—this time not escorted by guards.

“That was close,” FNG muttered.

“It’s fine,” I grunted. “All we have to do is retrieve the eggs.”

“Yes, track down the eggs, steal them back from the psycho who pushed your girlfriend off a roof, and return them to a thief,” Rae surmised. “This sounds like exactly the type of job Cash would want us to take. Oh, and while we’re at it, we’ll ruin any chance you have of winning Raven back.”

“On the bright side,” Fox said, slinging his arm around my neck. “When this is all over, you and I will be proud new owners of a cattle ranch.”

I shrugged him off.

“Chicken farm?”

I kept walking.

“Alright, vegetable farm! Last chance. I won’t make another offer!”

I flipped him the bird.

“Chickens it is!”
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I stared into the darkness of the hotel room, waiting for my chance for revenge. My head still throbbed and the cut on my head hadn’t been stitched yet, but that was the least of my problems.

Snatch had gotten away with fifty million dollars, and he used me to do it. Not only that, he messed up my manicure. I didn’t get them very often, so it really pissed me off that he ruined the last one I’d had in the past year.

I pressed the ice pack to my head, reveling in the cold spreading through me. If I managed to survive the next forty-eight hours, I would do everything in my power to ensure Snatch had a very painful—very slow death.

The door clicked open and he walked through, whistling as he flipped on the hall light. Dressed in his classic leather jacket and torn jeans, you wouldn’t think to look for him at a hotel this swanky. That’s precisely why I started at all the most expensive hotels.

Finding out what name he was staying under was another problem. I started with the name he’d given to Allsebrook at the party. David Clark. He would never be stupid enough to use the name. That’s when I remembered a name he’d used on a previous job we’d worked together. It was from years ago, just as he was getting into the business. He was young and green, and it was very likely his real name. He didn’t have the sense back then to use an alias.

That’s what brought me to this hotel. Daniel Williams. I would only ever know him as Snatch, but knowing his given name was power. If I wanted to, I could call the police and have him arrested, but that went against all of my personal codes of conduct. It was just bad luck to rat out a fellow thief—even if he did try to kill me.

He walked further into the room, still whistling as he tossed his key on the table. Walking over to the bar, he poured himself a glass of scotch and came into the living room, grabbing the remote off the coffee table. His gaze momentarily flicked over the magazines I’d neatly arranged on the table and the hotel binder that sat perpendicular to the corner. It was only when he sat down that he finally saw me sitting in an armchair in the dark.

“Shit!” he gasped, holding his glass to his chest.

I flicked the switch on the lamp, smirking at the horror on his face. “Miss me?”

“Raven…” He swallowed hard. I could see the wheels turning in his head. How had I survived? I should be dead. How did I know where to find him? Had he left something behind? Would others be looking for him?

I shoved to my feet and slowly walked around to sit across from him. The panic on his face gave me a sense of satisfaction I didn’t know was missing from my life. I couldn’t remember another time I had ever felt this much joy just from the way someone looked at me.

“So, I see you made it off the property in one piece. I did as well, in case you were wondering.”

“How—” He swallowed hard, then lifted the glass to his lips and downed the contents.

“How did I survive?”

He nodded slowly.

“Nicholas jumped in the water after me. Very gallant of him.”

He looked around the room expectantly, but no one else came out. I was all alone.

“I know you’re wondering where he is. You’re wondering if you’re safe, if you should run. I wouldn’t try that if I were you.”

“Are you going to kill me?” he finally asked.

I quirked my lips to the side in thought. “You know, I haven’t figured that out yet. Turnabout is fair play. But I wasn’t planning on working any more jobs with you where I could use you and then stab you in the back. Or throw you off a roof.”

“So…you’re not going to kill me?”

“What do you think is fair?”

His eyes widened as he stared at me. “Like…you want an answer?”

“Sure. What would you do if someone did that to you?”

“I would forgive them. We all make mistakes,” he said weakly.

“Murder isn’t something I can forgive easily.” I pushed to my feet and smiled at him. “Lucky for you, I don’t want to kill you. I want something much worse than that. I want you to suffer.”

His Adam’s apple bobbed in anticipation. Small beads of sweat formed on his brow, dripping down the tip of his nose. “How…how will you make me suffer?”

I stepped between his legs and bent over until my mouth was right by his ear. “By taking away the one thing you desperately wanted.”

When I stepped away, I saw the fear in his eyes. “You…you can’t.”

“I already did. You should have hidden them better.”

He pushed to his feet, but I was faster, moving away from him before he could do anything. I pulled the gun from the holster at my back and held it steady on him.

“I was wondering why someone like you would ask me to do a job and then try to kill me for my cut. You would have had more money than you could ever spend, yet you felt it was necessary to get rid of me. So, I did some digging. It looks like somebody’s been a naughty boy.”

“Raven, they’ll kill me.”

“Yes, they will. But that’s not my problem.”

He rushed me, but stopped when I gripped the gun with both hands, showing him how serious I was. I would shoot him right where he stood if he even thought of trying to come at me again.

“Raven…” He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans, struggling to think of some way to negotiate with me. It wasn’t going to happen. “It’s the Russian mob.”

“I know,” I grinned. “And I hear they’re in town. When are you supposed to meet them?”

“Tonight.”

“Well, I’d better be on my way. I wouldn’t want to interfere with your meeting.”

“I’ll tell them you have it!” he shouted as I turned to go.

I slowly turned and faced him. “Go for it. They’ll never find me.”

“You don’t know them like I do. Once I give them your name, they’ll never stop hunting you. They want those pieces.”

I raised one eye in challenge. “Then tell them where to find me. You’re good at betraying your friends.”

“We were never friends.”

“You’re right. But I’ll give you something to consider as you wait for your meeting. If you had just come to me and explained what happened, I would have done the job for free. We both know it’s the thrill of the job more than the money involved.”

The blood drained from his face as he realized his error. I almost felt sorry for him. I nearly stopped and told him I would give him the eggs, but he betrayed me, and I wouldn’t let him walk away this time.

I backed up until I reached the door, then stepped out and ran down the hall. The eggs were already hidden at another location. Now, I just had to get out of town before his meeting. He would give me up to save his life, and then I’d have the Russian mob coming after me. If I had any way to contact them, I might consider just handing them over to save my skin. But there was no way to know for certain that they wouldn’t get rid of all loose ends.

As soon as I hit the lobby, I ran for the back exit. It was already too late to wipe the cameras, and that wasn’t my specialty anyway. I shoved the back door open, but as soon as I stepped through it, I knew I was in trouble. Nicholas stood there, a smoldering grin on his face as he leaned against my car.

“Going somewhere?”

“You have to let me go.”

“I don’t have to do anything.”

“You sort of do, unless you want to deal with some very unhappy Russians.”

“Now, why does that not surprise me?” he asked, a smile gracing his lips.

“Look, I’m sorry about the car. And leaving you behind. But I’m serious, you do not want to be involved in this.”

“Involved in what?”

I spun at the sound of the second voice. It was FNG. Stepping out of the light, I caught the smirk on his face as he closed in on me.

“After we came to her rescue,” a female voice said from the other side of me.

Rae.

“And I didn’t even get my farm yet.”

The door slammed behind me as Fox walked out. He must have been in the lobby waiting for me.

Indecision warred inside me. I needed to get out of here fast. There was no reason to drag them into this mess, and the more of them following me, the worse it would be.

“I really don’t want to shoot you,” I told Nicholas. “You saved my life, after all.”

“If you shoot me, you’ll be dead in less than a second. And I still haven’t quite figured you out, so I’d like to keep you alive a little longer.”

“Nick, this is serious. The Russian⁠—”

Shots fired before I could finish my sentence. I squealed, ducking for cover as bullets pinged over my head against the brick wall. I wasn’t skittish when it came to a gunfight, but this was the freaking Russian mob. I’d heard stories. That was enough to scare me away from them.

Luckily, these crazy people didn’t seem at all concerned that they were being shot at. They all took cover, immediately pulling their own weapons. I considered running to my car and escaping during the mayhem, but I’d already done that once to them. That had to be some kind of bad juju to pull it a second time.

Ducking down behind a dumpster with Fox, I waited for him to take cover before popping up and firing off a few shots. From what I counted, there were two vehicles. One was blocking the mouth of the alley, and the second had blocked me in from the back.

I took cover again, noticing how the dumpster was at an odd angle. “Help me move this!” I said to Fox, moving to the other side. He followed me, bracing his back against it. “Ready? Go!” We moved it a few feet before it was where it needed to be. “Stop!”

Bullets pinged off the dumpster above our heads and Fox ran to the other side. “You opened us up to more gunfire! I thought you had a plan!”

“It wasn’t straight!”

“What?”

“The dumpster! It wasn’t parallel with the wall!”

He rolled his eyes, clearly not understanding my dilemma. “Cover me!” Fox shouted.

I didn’t ask questions, just fired off several shots as he ran along the length of the hotel, away from the action. So much for working with these guys. He just ran away. But I was joined seconds later by FNG. His back slammed against the dumpster as he leapt over to me, grinning like a madman.

“Don’t you just love this stuff?” he shouted.

“I prefer the part where I get in and out without the gunfire!”

“That’s no fun! Cover me!”

“Cover you? You just got here!”

“I’m going in!”

“That’s what Fox said, but he left,” I snapped.

“Yeah, but I’m not going around. See, I figure I’ll be harder to see if I go straight at them.”

“You’re fucking crazy! They’ll hit you right away.”

“Nah. I can’t die. It’s sort of a specialty of mine.”

I grabbed him by the collar as he was about to jump out. “Everyone can die.”

“Not me,” he grinned, then ripped his shirt out of my hands and took off. I turned and fired off the rest of the bullets in my magazine as he raced straight at them, screaming like a banshee. I wasn’t sure how that was going to help him. He was signaling exactly where he was.

I quickly reloaded my weapon, firing again as everyone else did the same. I only had a few bullets left and I moved around the dumpster for a better position. I had one man in my sights and was just about to fire when FNG leapt over the car, firing at the man behind it.

Stunned, I didn’t immediately move, which was a problem when I was grabbed from behind and a knife was thrust against my neck.

“Where are they?” The voice was thickly accented, and I had no doubt Snatch called the mob as soon as I left and told them where to find me.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The eggs. Where are they?”

If I gave the man the eggs, I would probably be dead before they finished examining them. They were my only bargaining chip.

“They’re not here.”

“Then you’re going to take me to them.”

He spun me around, the knife digging into my neck as he did so. It nicked me slightly, but not enough to really injure me. The problem was, when he spun me around, Nicholas was there waiting for him.

“Let her go,” Nicholas commanded.

I could practically hear the laughter in the man’s voice behind me. “I think you’ve miscalculated. See this knife? I will plunge it in her neck if you try to stop me. She’ll be dead before you can reach her.”

“Not if I kill you first.”

He burst out laughing, his hot breath hitting the side of my face. And then suddenly, the laughter stopped. I didn’t hear the bullet leave the gun, but I saw the muzzle flash. It was so fast that I didn’t have time to react. One minute, the man was behind me, laughing and threatening my life. The next…

I turned and stared at the man on the ground. He had a hole in the center of his forehead and a smile permanently etched on his face. He probably never saw it coming.

I was yanked around and Nicholas’s lips descended on mine in a brutal kiss that took me by surprise. His gun pressed into my back as he pulled me to him. Maybe I should have been slightly upset by what just happened, but instead, all I could think about was his lips on mine and how much I wanted to take this further.

But there were men after us. Gunfire still erupted in the background and rain had started to fall, but none of that really seemed to matter as Nicholas had his way with me.

“Yeah, yeah,” Rae said, ripping us apart. “He likes you, you like him. It’s a lovely story, but we’ve got bigger problems.”

Nicholas’s eyes drifted to my neck for only a second before he turned, grabbing my hand as he tugged me across the parking lot. I briefly caught sight of Fox singing as he threw something across the lot. The man fell, but it was too dark to make out what Fox had been holding.

“I’m driving!” Rae snapped, getting into the front seat.

“It’s my car.”

“I’m commandeering it.”

She slammed the door just as Nicholas opened the back door and practically tossed me in. He slid in behind me as FNG got in the front.

“Hold on,” Rae said, turning in her seat as she hit the gas and rammed the car behind us. Fox yelped as the bumper caught his leg. I swung the door open as Rae shouted, “Get in!”

“But I was just getting started!”

She glared at him and he bent over, tearing a knife from a body before wiping it off and shoving it in his belt. Someone was still shooting at him, and without even looking, he pulled his gun and fired a single shot in the direction of the gunfire.

He slid smoothly into the backseat and nodded. “So, where are we going?”
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“The Russian mob?” Nicholas said as he paced the motel room.

I rolled my head back with a sigh. He’d said that at least ten times already. I was tired of hearing it. “Can we get to the point?”

“The point?” he snapped. “The point is that we don’t have enough firepower to fight the mob.”

“I didn’t ask you to.”

“Too damn bad. We’re in this fight whether you like it or not.”

“Says who?”

He clenched his jaw in irritation, turning away from me.

“What he’s trying and failing to say is that when you ran with our car,” Rae spoke up, “we had to come up with a reason we were there. He said we were there because we suspected there would be a break-in. Now, we’re recovering the stolen items to return to the owner.”

“That might be a problem.”

“Why?” Nicholas asked, turning sharply to me.

I hadn’t exactly told him why the Russian mob was shooting at me. Only that it was them.

“Well…Snatch was supposed to steal the eggs as payment for services rendered.”

“And you still took them knowing the Russian mob would be coming for you?” he shouted.

“He tried to kill me. He threw me off a building!”

“Call them!” he shouted. “Return the eggs and walk away!”

“I can’t do that!”

“Why?”

“Because at this point, they probably think I’m the enemy. As soon as Snatch called them, any chance I had at making things right went out the window. As soon as they get their hands on the eggs, I’m dead.”

Silence fell over the room until Fox spoke.

“I bet that chicken farm is looking pretty good right about now.”

“Shut up,” Nicholas grumbled.

“Hey, I’m just saying, a chicken farm would be a great place to hide out. And there would be plenty of space to bury bodies. Besides, think of all the eggs we’d have on hand.”

“You realize it takes like six months for a chick to lay eggs, right?” FNG said.

“Six months? That can’t be right.”

“And it’s sporadic at best until they’re a little older.”

Fox’s frown deepened. “But…that wasn’t in the plan. Maybe we need to rethink this whole chicken thing. Maybe we should go for cattle. Think of all the shawarma we could make.”

“I’m sorry,” I cut in. “What is it with you and this farm?”

“Well—”

“No,” Nicholas cut in. “We’re not doing this. We have bigger things to think about than farming.”

“Yeah, like how we’re going to keep the Russians off our back and keep our promise to the owner. It’s officially a job now. We can’t brush it off.”

“Ooh!” Fox piped up. “You know what we should do⁠—”

“We’re not watching a musical,” Rae said blankly.

“Hey, Oklahoma is full of great ideas. They sang a song and killed the bad guy just minutes later.”

“It’s a movie,” Nicholas snapped. “It’s hardly the same thing.”

“So, we steal three more eggs and then everybody wins,” I suggested. “It would be easier than trying to keep everyone off our backs.”

FNG grinned. “I like the way she thinks.”

“You want to solve this by stealing from someone else? That’s sort of how you got in trouble in the first place,” Nicholas retorted.

“You know, I liked you at first, but you’re kind of killing the whole dangerous vibe I had going in my mind.”

“Same here,” he muttered.

“What?” Fox said, walking around to step in front of me. “You can’t give up on each other that quickly. You’re like Maria and the Captain.”

“What?” I was completely perplexed by what he was saying.

“You know, Maria and Captain Von Trapp. They were totally attracted to each other but had harsh opinions about each other. It wasn’t until they had this moment that it all finally came together. You just need that moment.”

“There’s no moment,” I told him. “We’re too different.”

“Yeah, she’s a thief and I’m not.”

“Hey, you stalked me. That’s not much better.”

“I wasn’t stalking you to hurt you. I was just curious.”

“You put trackers on my car and in my purse!”

“And because of me, you ended up safe.”

I laughed at that. “Hardly.”

“You were thrown off a roof. If I’d lost you, you’d be a floater right now.”

“Ooh, good point,” FNG nodded.

“Or maybe, I wouldn’t have been distracted by you and I would have noticed Snatch had something else going on.”

“Another fair point.”

“You couldn’t have known he was going to double-cross you. It didn’t happen until you were on the roof. I saw what happened.”

“You know, he’s right,” Fox cut in. “I saw it too. I jumped also, in case you were wondering.”

“I wasn’t,” I retorted. “And if you weren’t there, he wouldn’t have been so pissed. Maybe he would have told me what was going on, but when he saw I wasn’t taking the job seriously, he decided to cut his losses.

“Yeah, that’s true,” Fox sighed.

“Alright, instead of arguing about who was right⁠—”

“It was me,” I cut in.

“Let’s figure out how to solve the problem,” Rae continued. “What you need is something to get the mob off your back. You can’t hand over the eggs. It’s not enough.”

“I don’t have anything on the mob. I’m not in the business of collecting information.”

“Then let’s find something we can use. That happens to be my specialty.”

“And we need to find out if Snatch is still alive. If not, we might be able to use him,” Nicholas pointed out.

“Ooh, we could hang him mafia style,” FNG grinned. “You know, have some bait to⁠—”

“We’re not killing Snatch or offering him to the mafia,” I said.

“Why not?” Nicholas asked, narrowing his eyes at me. “Do you have a thing for him?”

“Ooh,” Fox said in a low voice.

“I don’t have a thing for him. I just don’t believe in killing people.”

“You were shooting at the Russians just fine.”

“They were shooting at me. There’s a difference.”

“Well, it’s nice to see where your priorities lie,” he bit out. “You’re fine with stealing, but you draw the line at killing.”

“Uh, yeah,” I said incredulously. “One is worse than the other.”

“Enough!” Rae snapped. “Geez, I already regret coming out here. It’s like wrangling cats.”

“She started it,” Nicholas muttered.

I glared at him but wasn’t about to stoop to his level of catty remarks.

“Everyone get some sleep. I’ll see what I can find out about the Russians. There has to be something we can use to get the upper hand.”

I pushed out of my chair and headed for the door, stopping to fix the drapes. I was just opening the door when I felt it ripped open by Nicholas. Instead of giving him the satisfaction of responding, I walked out of the room, opening my own motel room. But before I could slam the door in his face, he pushed it open all the way and backed me up against the table.

“What do you think you’re doing?”

“This,” he said, slamming his lips down on mine.


16

[image: ]
NICHOLAS


My cock had been hard since the moment I saw her at the hotel. Russian mobs were hardly a deterrent when it came to her. Yeah, I was pissed that she wasn’t willing to hand over the eggs, but her defiance only increased my appetite for her. When she stood to leave, I had no choice but to follow.

“You’re so fucking stubborn,” I hissed, grinding my body against hers.

She hiked her leg around my waist, dragging me closer. Her nails scratched against my neck, drawing blood. I sucked in a breath, inhaling her intoxicating scent. I spun her around, knocking a lamp to the ground. It shattered at our feet, but neither of us stopped kissing to look at the mess. I dropped her on the bed, falling on top of her. Her fingers slid through my hair, tugging me to where she wanted me.

I sucked at her neck, earning me a moan of pleasure as my hand slid down her body, cupping her breast in my hand. My cock grew harder at the feel of her body against mine. I couldn’t hold back. I couldn’t wait. I yanked myself free of her clutches and tore her pants from her legs, taking her shoes with them. She laid on the bed, nearly bare for me. But it wasn’t enough.

She sat up as if reading my mind, tearing her shirt over her head. Her breasts bounced in her thin bra, her nipples pressing against the fabric. I was on her seconds later, hoisting her as I spun and sat down, straddling her across my lap. I latched onto her nipple, biting it through the fabric.

“Nick—” she moaned, tugging at my hair.

Pain lanced through my skull, but I didn’t complain. I liked her taking out her pleasures on my body, and I had a feeling I was in for more. She rocked against me, her pussy begging to feel my hard length on her bare skin. I jerked my hips, sliding my mouth over to her other breast.

“Fuck, I need you,” I grumbled, reaching around to flick her bra open. Her breasts spilled out for the taking. I tore her bra down her arms and tossed it across the room and my mouth went straight for her breasts again. I could spend hours sucking on these beautiful tits, but my cock had other plans. I was barely able to stay contained in the confines of my jeans with her rubbing her pussy against me.

“I need you,” I panted. She slid off my lap, shooting me a sexy smirk as she lowered herself in front of me. My eyes widened as she reached forward and undid my pants. I hadn’t planned on letting her mouth anywhere near my cock. I wanted it—probably more than I would let myself admit, but if she wrapped her lips around me, I might lose it and fuck her mouth until her jaw broke.

But as she slid my pants down my legs, I realized I was helpless to stop her. Just one look from her and I’d let her do damn near anything to me. I sucked in a ragged breath as her hand wrapped around my length. Slowly, she stroked me, looking up at me from beneath her lashes. Those emerald eyes were all I could focus on as she bent forward and licked the tip, teasing and tempting me.

A low rumble rippled from my chest as she licked a long path from the base of my cock to the tip. “Fucking do it,” I snapped.

She chuckled low before slowly taking me in her mouth. I couldn’t help it. I thrust deep in her mouth, unable to stop myself. I hissed out a curse as my cock bottomed out in her throat.

“Fuck!” I shouted, pulling out and slamming inside her once more. She tried to pull back, but I grabbed her by the hair, forcing her to stay on my dick. I heard a chuckle come from her lips, vibrating over my skin as she toyed with me.

Standing, I took her with me, narrowing my eyes at her as she challenged me with those green orbs. Something inside me snapped and I lost control. My hips thrust against her mouth, fucking her so hard that I had to be hurting her, but I couldn’t control myself.

Her hands gripped my hips, her nails digging into me as I used her mouth. Nothing could stop me right now, not even if she commanded me. Tears slid down her cheeks, and I still didn’t stop. I knew I was smothering her with my cock, but her tongue laved at me with every stroke. An indecent moan slid over my dick, making me lose it.

My balls tightened and my spine tingled. I felt the orgasm rush through me and didn’t have time to tell her as I shot my load in her mouth. Cum dripped from the sides of her mouth as I spilled myself inside her. Mascara ran down the sides of her face as it mingled with her tears, but she never looked more beautiful.

Slowly, I slid my cock from her mouth, feeling depleted and satisfied. I flopped back on the bed, needing a moment to recover. I never lost it like that, but there was something about her that drove me insane. I felt her crawl up over me, her hair tingling my skin as it brushed over my chest. That was all it took to bring me back to life. One look in her eyes and I was back under her spell.

I flipped her over, spreading her legs as I dove in to get a taste. She cried out as I latched onto her pussy and sucked hard, slipping a finger inside her. Wetness coated my finger in an instant, leaving me aching to feel her pussy wrapped around my cock. But I wouldn’t enter her until I made her come.

I lowered my lips back to her pussy and flicked my tongue over her clit. Her body jerked and her legs tightened around my head. I knew I had her on the edge, but I wanted to draw it out, to torture her the way she did me. I slowly slid my tongue in circles around her clit, never touching it. She squirmed in my arms, trying to break free of me, but she wasn’t going anywhere. I grabbed her hand, holding her to the bed as she cried out.

“That’s it, baby,” I coaxed her. “Come all over my face.”

I sloppily kissed her, coating myself in her juices, finally biting down on her clit, making her scream as she squeezed my head between her legs. Her juices flooded my mouth as she cursed me and tried to break free. But still, I held her down and tortured her as her orgasm went on and on.

“Please!” she cried out. Sobs wracked her body as I tormented her over and over again. Minutes ticked by as her body shook uncontrollably from my relentless punishment.

Finally, her legs fell to the side and sporadically jerked. She was done. I licked her clean and climbed over her, brushing my nose against her. Her eyes drifted closed as a smile brushed her lips. Bracing my arms on either side of her head, I pressed my lips to hers in a gentle kiss.

Exhausted, I rolled off her and stared up at the ceiling. With my head cleared, I could finally think again without needing to fuck her. But now I had a bigger problem.

Now that I had her, I knew once would never be enough.
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“No, that’s not right.”

I squinted into the bright light, trying to focus on my surroundings. Sunlight streamed in through the windows, but it felt like I’d only gotten an hour of sleep. I rolled over and looked at my watch I’d taken off in the middle of the night. It was fucking seven-thirty in the morning.

Groaning, I rolled back and watched as Raven took a picture off the wall, then pulled the nail out of the drywall with a Leatherman tool. It was fascinating watching her measure the distance between one end of the wall and the other using only her shoes. Her eyes moved from side to side as she did the math in her head, working out how far apart the pictures should be spaced. When she was through, she pounded the nail into the wall and rehung the photo.

I huffed out a laugh and she spun, her face flushing. “Did I wake you?”

“Not really.”

“I did,” she sighed. “Sorry. It’s been bothering me all night. I had to fix it.”

“Come back to bed,” I said, holding out my hand.

“Actually, I still have a few things⁠—”

“Now,” I commanded, not letting her move another inch from me.

She bit her lip as she came closer, but I saw as she looked out of the corner of her eyes, trying desperately to ignore whatever else in the room needed to be fixed. I snatched her hand and tugged her to me, pressing my lips to her.

She yelped as I smacked her ass and rolled her over, but quickly melted from my touch. It didn’t take long for the flag to fly high. I was ready to be inside her right this minute.

Pounding on the wall almost made the picture over the bed fall on our heads. “Hey! You were fucking all night! Give it a rest!”

I ignored FNG and slid between her legs. My cock was nestled right between her thighs when the door opened and Fox walked in carrying a tray of coffee.

“The fun has arrived!”

I turned and threw a pillow at him. “Get the fuck out!”

He ducked, just narrowly avoiding a pillow to the face. He watched as it fell to the ground, then scoffed at me. “Harsh, man. I brought you the most delicious coffee in the world, and that’s the thanks I get?”

“I’m in the middle of something,” I growled.

“I’ll take one,” Raven piped up, sitting up in the bed, the sheet just barely covering her tits. I grabbed another blanket and pulled it up, wrapping it around her. She shot me an irritated look, but said nothing as she took the proffered cup from Fox.

“And for you,” he grinned. “Chai latte, just the way you like.”

I glared at him. “I don’t like chai.”

“Sure you do. Every time we go to a coffee house, you always order chai.”

“No, I don’t,” I snapped.

He rolled his eyes, not catching the look on my face. “Remember, we had that whole argument about how chai wasn’t really coffee. And then you told me that’s because it wasn’t coffee, it was tea. And then I argued that you don’t go to a coffee house and order tea. It’s just not right. And then⁠—”

“Alright!” I snapped. “I think we all get the point.”

Raven chuckled beside me. “You’re a little touchy about people knowing you like chai lattes.”

“I’m not touchy about it. It’s a secret for a reason.”

“And why’s that? You don’t want people to know you like your tea sweet?”

“No.” I said the first thing that came to mind. “I drink it because it’s more masculine.”

She pulled her lips between her teeth, trying not to laugh at me. “Okay, I can go with that.”

“It is. If you think about it, only a true man would drink something like this. It’s like a man who’s confident enough to wear women’s underwear.”

“And are you confident enough to try on a pair of my panties?”

I walked right into that one. “I’m not wearing a pair of your used underwear.”

“I have clean ones in my bag. Fox, would you?”

“Uh…no, that’s not happening.”

“Why not?” she huffed out a laugh. “They’re just underwear.”

“Yeah, but…it’s your bag. You should really do it.”

“Oh my god, this is ridiculous! It’s material just like what you’re wearing.”

“Oh, it’s not the underwear,” he clarified. “I just can’t go in your bag.”

She stared at him for a moment while I silently agreed. “Because I might have cooties?”

His eyes widened as if he was seriously considering this. “No, but…you don’t, right?”

“Just reach inside and grab them.”

“No.” He took a step back, shaking his head.

“Why are you being such a weenie about this?”

“A weenie? Is that really an insult?” he asked, trying to deflect.

“Yes, you’re a big weenie. Get me the bag.”

He bent over, barely touching the strap as he tossed it on the bed. She rolled her eyes at him, reaching inside for the panties. She held up her hand in triumph, gripping the underwear. “See? I totally survived.”

“Yeah, but it’s your purse. Of course, you survived.”

“And you would have too.”

I scoffed at that. I couldn’t let her go on thinking this was okay. No man should ever have to stick his hand in a woman’s bag.

“You agree with him?” she said, her head swiveling to look at me.

“Completely.”

“It’s just a bag.”

“It’s a danger zone.”

“There are no bombs in there. I have no weapons.” Her lips twitched as she looked at me. “You removed those last night.”

My cock twitched at the memory of ripping off her clothes, but I didn’t say anything. Come to think of it, I didn’t remember actually seeing any weapons. They were probably scattered around the floor.

I cleared my throat, getting back to the subject at hand. “The point is, men don’t ever go in a woman’s purse. That’s a space that’s reserved for you and only you.”

“I don’t have any tampons in there.”

I slapped my hands over my ears, not wanting to hear what she had to say. But instead of talking, she upended the whole purse, dumping the contents on the bed. Fox and I stared at the mess in horror.

“Look, I have my wallet, some change…oh, these are my earbuds. A rock from the last state park I went to.”

“That’s illegal,” Fox pointed out.

“Some gum. Breath mints…Oh, my birth control.”

“What…” I grimaced as I looked closer at the thing in the container. “What is that?”

“This?” she picked it up, smirking at me. “This is the tooth of the last man I killed.”

“You kept his tooth?”

She rolled her eyes at me. “It’s a tooth from when I was a kid. The tooth fairy never showed up.”

“So, you kept it for all these years?”

“Well, I didn’t find a good place to dispose of it.”

“How about the garbage?” I muttered.

She gasped, looking at me in shock. “You would have me throw this away?”

“What do you think other people do?”

“Put them in a scrapbook?”

“I’m pretty sure my parents don’t have a scrapbook of my teeth.”

“Have you ever asked them?”

I thought about it, then shook my head slowly. “Surprisingly, that’s not something I ever thought about.”

“It’s a good idea, though,” Fox nodded. “You know what it would be great for?”

“Fox, I’m not giving you a copy of my dentals.”

His shoulders slumped as he sank into a chair. “You know, you’re making this whole process very difficult. I guess if you ever get kidnapped, I’ll just have to track you down, pull your teeth, and then make a mold for myself.”

“Or you could rescue me.”

He rolled his eyes. “Sure, if you think that would be better.”

I’d had enough of this morning bullshit. I hadn’t been inside Raven in two hours, and not even coffee would sustain me. “Are we done here?”

“Done with what?” he asked, his face showing not even a hint of understanding. I had to hand it to him, he was good. Fox had the special talent of making everyone think he had no clue what was going on when it served his purpose. And right now, he was fucking with my head.

“Get the fuck out.”

“Nick!” Raven gasped. “Don’t be so rude.”

“I’m not being rude. He’s purposely cock blocking me.”

“Why would he do that?”

“Because he likes to fuck with me. He does it to everyone.”

Raven turned to Fox with a questioning look. “You wouldn’t do that.”

“I would,” he grinned.

“We’re going to take a shower.”

“Be my guest,” he grinned, waving his hand toward the bathroom.

“Fox.”

“Oh, shit,” he laughed. “Gotcha.” He covered his eyes with his hand, refusing to leave.

I threw off the covers, knowing that was the best I could hope for. But when Raven got up, I covered her with a blanket. Married or not, I still didn’t trust the fucker. As soon as we were in the bathroom, I tossed the blanket into the hall and pressed her up against the wall.

“Now, where were we?”

“You want to have sex with him out there?” she laughed.

“As long as he doesn’t see you, I don’t give a shit.” I kissed her hard, pressing my body to hers. Fuck, I needed her.

“Shower,” she panted as I trailed kisses down her neck.

I groaned but relented, turning the shower on. As soon as I had her inside, I was devouring her again. Her hand slid down my stomach, trailing over the V of my abs before she grabbed my cock in a firm grasp. My eyes snapped shut as I struggled for control. Fuck, she was my undoing. I would fucking throw myself on a grenade for her. I knew deep in my gut that those green eyes would be the death of me.

And I was okay with that.

I heard the door swing open and almost cursed Fox.

“We have a problem,” Rae said.

“Not now!” I barked.

“It’s a real problem.”

“Tell me later,” I murmured against Raven’s lips. She jerked me harder, not caring that Rae was in the bathroom with us. I spun her, unable to control myself. Her back hit the wall as I grabbed her leg and wrapped it around my waist, notching my cock at her entrance.

“It’s not just the Russian mob,” Rae continued. “The Kremlin found out about the eggs. They tasked the mob with retrieving the eggs! Do you understand what this means?”

Sighing, I rested my head against Raven’s. “It means you really don’t want me to get laid this morning.”

“It means we don’t have the resources to fight off the mob when they’re backed by the Russian government.” Rae jerked the curtain back and narrowed her eyes at me. “This is serious.”

I nodded slightly. “So is this. Do you mind giving me five fucking minutes?”

She rolled her eyes but jerked the curtain closed. “You have ten and then I’m coming back in.”

I heard the door slam and tried to get back in the mood, but being interrupted twice this morning was hell on my cock. Just as I thought I wouldn’t get anywhere, Raven gripped me again, stroking me back to full length. The knowing look on her face had me kissing the shit out of her. Heat flared around us as I devoured her, soaking in every inch of her soft skin and that fucking intoxicating scent…the beach. It was like I was at the ocean with her, rubbing lotion on her sun-kissed skin.

The door slammed open, banging against the wall. This time it was me who jerked the curtain open. Glaring at FNG, I pointed toward the motel room door. “Out.”

“But—”

“I don’t give a fuck what it is. The world could be ending and I’d still tell you to get the fuck out.”

“It’s funny you should⁠—”

Gunfire tore through the walls of the motel room. Glass shattered, and even from the bathroom, I could hear the destruction being caused on the other side of the wall. A bullet tore through the mirror above the sink, lodging in the opposite wall. My eyes widened as I grabbed Raven and shoved her to the floor of the tub.

“Down!” I shouted at FNG.

It all happened in slow motion. Machine gun fire ripped the room apart. I could faintly hear Rae and Fox yelling somewhere, but I had no idea where they were over the repeated rat-tat-tat of the guns. I yanked the curtain from the hooks, wrapping it around Raven.

“Really?” she glared at me.

“There’s no way he’s seeing your pussy!”

FNG was already crawling into the other room. I quickly followed, unable to believe the destruction when I saw it. Pieces of fabric and bedding floated around the room as the assault continued. Splinters of wood flew through the air and the door fell off the hinges as the large holes eventually left little to hold it up with.

“Stay there!” I ordered Raven.

I grabbed her bag and my jeans, hoping to get out of here alive. A bullet skimmed over my shoulder and I dropped to the ground, avoiding any further injury.

“I got this!” FNG said maniacally.

“Stop!”

“Don’t worry! I can’t die!”

I watched as he crawled to the front door, then jumped to his feet and ran straight at the men in tanks.

Fucking tanks.

I army crawled back to the bathroom, tossing Raven her bag. She caught it and quickly pulled on a shirt and pair of jeans. As fast as possible, I dressed and popped open the window above the toilet.

“Let’s move!”

“You’ll never fit through that,” she snapped.

I grabbed her by the arm and hoisted her up, forcing her to go through the window. Once she dropped down to the other side, I quickly moved back into the room. The gunfire had spread to other parts of the motel. Grabbing my gun, I headed for what was left of the door and peeked outside. FNG was sneaking up on them from behind. How he got there, I didn’t know. I methodically started taking out targets one by one.

“Nick?” Rae shouted. “Is that you?”

“Yeah. How many are there?”

“Hard to say. At least twenty.”

I swore under my breath. We needed a fucking plan. “Where’s Fox?”

“Where do you think?”

I scanned the battlefield that was the parking lot. He was dancing across the parking lot, ducking behind cars as he threw his knives. A knife flew through the air, lodging in the throat of the man on the guns. I watched as he fell to the side of the hatch, then was pulled inside. I took the opportunity to dash across the parking lot, joining FNG as he fired off several rounds as he jumped on top of a car.

The machine gun on one of the tanks turned to face Rae. Without thinking, I jumped onto the tank and opened the hatch, firing inside until my magazine was empty. I ejected the empty and slid another in place, but I wasn’t fast enough. One of the men inside grabbed me by the shirt, dragging me inside. I yelped as I fell to the floor. A gun was shoved in my face as he shouted in Russian.

I had no fucking clue what he was saying. I slammed my foot into his leg, catching him off guard. As he wobbled, I grabbed a gun lying just feet from me on the floor and fired three shots into him. He collapsed against the side of the tank with blood oozing from his chest.

Jumping to my feet, I climbed back through the hatch and got on the machine guns, spinning to face the wave of men running toward the motel from the road. I unleashed the power of the weapon on them, my body vibrating as the gun fired repeatedly.

A single shot was fired and then it fell silent. I slowly turned, coughing as I waved smoke from my face. Rae stepped out of the motel room, her weapon still firm in her grip. FNG popped up from the other tank and Fox flipped a knife in his hand as he waited for someone else to come at him.

Rae glared at me as she walked up to the tank. “Do you think maybe you should have let me interrupt your shower?”

The motel creaked just before the roof caved in and the entire building collapsed behind her. A giant plume of smoke and dust rose in the air, and then the motel manager stepped out of the office and shouted across the lot.

“Who the fuck are you guys?”
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I landed on both feet, then snatched the bag off the pile of leaves that had built up along the motel. When Nicholas didn’t immediately follow me out the window, I slung my bag over my shoulder and took off through the woods behind the motel. I could still hear the heavy gunfire as I raced through the trees and underbrush.

Branches scratched at my face and tore at my clothes, but I kept going. I didn’t particularly like the idea of leaving Nicholas behind, but I didn’t really know him. Sleeping with him didn’t tell me a whole lot. Besides, he wanted me to return the eggs. That would be a death sentence for me.

I ran for what felt like hours, but was really just minutes. Blood coated my skin from the multiple scratches and my thighs burned from running so hard. I glanced back to see if I was followed, and that’s when it happened. I tripped over a root sticking out of the ground and fell forward, right down the slope of a ravine. I tumbled head over heels the whole way down, unable to slow my descent. The eggs dug into my back as I rolled over them.

If they were damaged, they would be useless in any sort of trade.

I finally skidded to a stop, landing on my chest with my face in a pile of dried-up leaves. Blowing out a harsh breath, I rolled over and stared up at the sky through the thick branches overhead. A crunch sounded to my right and I jerked my head just as a gun appeared in my face.

A man in all black stood just a few feet from me, but it was the gun in my face that I was most worried about. “On your feet.”

His accent was thick, but it was the menacing scowl and the Eastern European features that gave him away. I knew better than to argue with a man holding a gun. Slowly, I rolled to my knees and got to my feet, holding my hands out the whole time.

A quick headcount showed three men spread out within a few feet of me. I had no idea where they came from or if there were more, but one thing was for sure. If I went with them, I’d never see the light of day again.

I had the upper hand, though. All men considered women weaker. Even Nicholas thought that when I first met him. He couldn’t even fight because he was so shocked a woman was taking him down.

“Don’t shoot,” I whimpered.

“Give us what we want and we will consider sparing your life,” one of them chuckled.

I let my chin wobble and fell back on my days of playing the helpless victim. Tears filled my eyes and with a shaky hand, I removed the strap from my shoulder. “Please…”

The man walked forward, chuckling as he grabbed the bag. “Maybe I have other use for you.” His hand brushed down my cheek as he leered at me.

I waited for my moment, waited for him to get really close. My eyes flicked to the man to my right and a twitch crossed my lips just as I slammed my knee up into his groin, grabbing the gun still in his hand and firing at the man to my right. I swung him around, using his body as a shield as I ended the man to my left.

Slamming my elbow back into the man’s face, I removed the gun from his grip as he fell to his knees before me. Blood oozed from his nose and his eyes welled with tears. He was about to make a move when I pressed the barrel of the gun to his forehead and smiled down at him.

“What were you saying about having another use for me?”

His eyes widened just before I pulled the trigger. I didn’t like to kill people, but I would never back down when someone was trying to take me out. I shoved the gun into the back of my pants and bent over, rifling through the man’s clothes. I came up with a money clip filled with hundreds, a pack of gum, and car keys.

Grinning, I kept the money and the car keys, then grabbed my bag and raced up the other side of the ravine. I ducked down, hiding in the trees as I scoped out the area. There was a single car parked alongside the road with no other men in sight. I raced toward it and got inside, slamming the door.

I didn’t know where I was going, but far away from here was an excellent idea. I took off down the road and drove for hours, hoping I was far enough away from the chaos when I finally pulled over. I needed to get these eggs as far away from me as possible. It wouldn’t necessarily take the target off my back, but I had no other solutions at the moment.

I ran down my list of known fences, trying one after another. When I got to Rooster, I prayed he would take them.

“Yo, this is Rooster.”

“Rooster! It’s Raven.”

“Hey, girl. Whatcha got for me? Something good, I hope.”

“Oh, it’s good. Worth fifty million.”

“You know I’m in. What’s the score?”

“Three Fabergé eggs from the Imperial Royal Family.”

A restrained laugh fell from his lips. “That was you?”

“And Snatch, but he turned on me.”

“Raven, you know I’d love to help⁠—”

“I’ll split the profit with you. And you can keep your usual fee.”

He was silent for a moment and I thought I had him. “Still…those are too hot right now. No one’s going to touch them.”

“You can line up a buyer,” I said, a touch of pleading in my voice. “Rooster, I’ve never known you to not be able to sell anything.”

“Raven…” He sighed heavily. “Everyone knows the mob is after those. The Russians. Do you know what they do to people who cross them?”

I had personally seen it. “Yes, I’m aware.”

“Then why would you even do it?”

“Because I didn’t know at the time. Snatch hid a lot from me.”

“Girl, I don’t how to tell you this, but…Snatch is dead. I saw pictures of his body and it wasn’t pretty. That’s how you’ll end up if you don’t hand them over.”

“I can’t hand them over. I’ve already had a few run-ins with the mob.”

“How did that go?”

“I’m still talking to you, aren’t I?

“And then you called me? Are you trying to get me killed too?”

“They’re not after you!”

“But they will be when they see you contacted me. What the fuck have you done?”

He hung up without another word. He was my last contact, the last person who could help me fence the eggs, and I didn’t know anyone else who had the connections to move something so valuable on short notice. What other options did I have?

With no other options and exhausted from the day, I pulled into a hotel and checked in using one of my aliases. It was one that I’d never used, so I was hoping I would fly under the radar. When sirens didn’t immediately blare and no one jumped out to shoot me, I breathed a sigh of relief and headed to my room. I opened the door and walked inside, flicking on the light, and stopped dead in my tracks.

There was a man sitting in my room with a smile on his face. And I had the feeling he wasn’t here for a friendly chat.
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I woke to a massive headache and blurred vision. What the hell had I done? The last thing I remembered was my conversation with Rooster. The one where he told me he couldn’t help. The eggs were too hot to sell at the moment. That wouldn’t help me in the least. I needed to get rid of these fast.

But I had a bigger issue at the moment. And that was the fact that I was tied to a chair. And there was a massive plastic sheet underneath me. I was good, but I wasn’t sure I could work my way out of this one.

“Ah, she is awake.”

The thick Russian accent had me groaning. Why did it always have to be the Russians? I could deal with a lot, but constantly being chased by the mob was wearing on me.

The man walked to a table in front of me and sat down, carefully pulling the eggs out of the protective wrapping. One by one, he set the sparkling eggs on the table. Diamonds and rubies glittered in front of me. All the hard work I’d done to snatch those eggs, and everything I’d put up with since…and it all went up in a ball of smoke with the flick of his wrist.

The man leaned back in his chair, stroking his gray beard as a grin spread across his lips. “It is a great find, wouldn’t you agree?”

I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen yet, and I wasn’t going to open my mouth and make it worse. Sure, the plastic on the ground wasn’t a great sign, but there might still be a way out of this for me.

“Let me ask you, how did you get them?”

I still didn’t answer.

“Come, come. We are all in the same profession. You steal things. I kill people. It is all fair in thieving and killing.”

“I’m not sure that’s a phrase I would use.”

“It is phrase I would use,” he said with a shrug. “Please, tell me, where did you find these magnificent pieces?”

“What is it you want?”

“The eggs, of course,” he chuckled. “These belong to no man. Yet…I cannot help myself. Is too good to walk away from. Yes?”

“Yes,” I agreed.

“See? We have something in common already. Now, you tell me where you find these beautiful eggs and I will make your death slightly less painful.”

I glanced around the room, hoping for a way out. Yes, it was a wide open space, but there was nothing around I could reach to help free myself. But maybe…if I talked long enough, maybe I could buy myself some time.

“It wasn’t my job,” I started. “My friend…” I huffed out a laugh for dramatics. “Snatch. He found the job. I was just supposed to help him steal the eggs.”

“This man…his name is Snatch?” he looked at me quizzically.

“Yes. It’s his work name.”

“I see. I know another man with very peculiar name. Is American thing?”

“I suppose.”

“So, this Snatch. He ask you to work with him. Where is he?”

“Dead.”

He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table as a glint in his eyes shown through the dim light. “You kill this man and steal the treasure.”

“No. He actually tried to kill me. There was a man…another man.”

“Ah, another man. This man, you love him?”

I had to snort in amusement at that. “Love? No. I mean, he stalked me and followed me across the country. I doubt this will ever lead to love.”

“A man’s heart can lead him to do strange and terrible things. In Mother Russia, To love is nothing. To be loved is something. But to love and be loved is everything.”

“Um…what’s your point?”

“My point is that it is everything to have and give love. For a man, he will protect his family. He will die for his family. Is the way it always is.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s not what this is,” I huffed out a laugh. “It’s more of an obsession.”

“Ah, but all love is obsession. A woman, she can twist the mind and make thinking nearly impossible.”

I gave him a tight smile. I wasn’t sure why he was trying to twist my words. He was going to kill me, after all. What did it matter to him if Nicholas loved me or not?

“Anyway,” I continued. “When Snatch turned on me, Nicholas saved my life.”

“Ah! You see? It is love.”

“No, he’s a protector. He would have done it for anyone.”

“Yes, but it was for you.”

“And it could have been anyone else,” I argued.

“But it wasn’t,” he grinned. “Is true love.”

I nearly rolled my eyes, but remembered that I was about to have my head chopped off. If he wanted to think Nicholas loved me, who was I to disabuse him from the notion?

“You’re right.”

“I am always right,” the Russian grinned.

“So…he saved my life and then the Russian mob came for us.”

“Ah, yes. It is not good to be on bad side of Russians.”

“Maybe you could talk to them,” I said hopefully.

“Is no good. I am not friends with them.”

My jaw nearly dropped at the confession. “Wait, you’re not part of the mob?”

“No. I am…how you say…interested party.”

How unlucky was that? I had the Russian mob after me and another Russian—who wasn’t associated with them—coming after me also. That had to be some kind of bad karma.

“And what is it you’re interested in?”

“Why, the eggs, of course.”

“Get in line,” I muttered under my breath.

“What is it you say?”

“Everyone wants them. I wouldn’t even have them, except for the fact that I can’t give them away. They’re too hot to sell.”

“It is good thing I am not buyer.” He shoved up from his chair, looking even more menacing than when I first saw him.

I started rambling, hoping I could delay the inevitable. “Like I said, we were surrounded by Russians. Just his friends Rae and Fox. I knew the mob would move in on us…” I swallowed hard as he started circling me. “Anyway, I took off with their car. I didn’t think I’d ever see them again. But…but they caught up to me at the same time the mob did. Just when I got the eggs back. Snatch made some horrible deal with them, trying to save his own ass. He might have mentioned that before he got me involved.”

“Yes,” he murmured, leaning over behind me. “It is terrible thing when friends do not include you in plans. I dealt with this myself not long ago. Only, it was me who betrayed my friend.”

“So…you know what I’m talking about,” I said hurriedly.

He wrapped his hands around my neck, applying just enough pressure to scare the shit out of me. “Yes, it is no good.”

“Right…that’s what I thought,” I rambled. “But Rae and Fox and Nicholas and FNG…they saved my life and⁠—”

“What?” the Russian asked, taking a step back and releasing my neck. He stalked around in front of me and narrowed his eyes. “What did you say?”

“Uh…I said that…” What was I saying? Fuck, I couldn’t remember. He was about to kill me.

“You said someone saved your life. Of whom do you speak?”

“Rae and Fox and Nicholas and F⁠—”

“NG,” he finished. His eyes sparkled in delight as he clapped his hands together and barked out a loud laugh. “This is wonderful!”

“Uh…what is?”

“You know FNG!”

“I…I do.”

“I know FNG. He is man who can’t die!”

That sounded vaguely familiar, and then I remembered when he jumped out from behind the dumpster and ran straight toward the men firing their weapons at us. “Yes! The man who can’t die!” I laughed.

“Is good. I know this man. He is good man.” He chuckled, bending over as if he were going to tell me a secret. “He was my butler for short time.”

“Your…your butler?” I said in surprise.”

“Yes! My companion. He was great friend, but I had to betray him and fake my death. He was most upset when he found out.”

“Yes, I can imagine. But you seem like such a nice man. I doubt he held it against you.”

“I would like to make it water over bridge, but is not easy.”

“Water under the bridge,” I corrected.

He waved me off. “Yes, yes. But FNG. I must speak with him.”

“Um…I don’t have his number.”

“Is no problem. Do not go anywhere,” he said, stalking out of the room. The door slammed shut behind him and I sat in silence, pondering the new turn of events.
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I hopped down from the tank, laughing at how easily we took them down. Well, it wasn’t entirely easy, but it could have been worse. Fox walked over to me, slapping me on the back.

“And all that without your umbrella.”

“I know. I thought for a minute we weren’t going to make it. I really started to think we were going to lose.”

“That’s how I feel about my knives,” he said, pulling them out.

They were covered in blood, and as he stuffed them away, he didn’t bother to wipe them off.

“You might need some alcohol.”

“For what?”

“To clean the blades.”

“Nah, not necessary my unkillable padre.”

“Padre?”

“Friend,” he clarified.

“Uh…that’s amigo.”

“Whatever. The point is, they didn’t get us today, and I will not wipe the stain of victory from my blades!”

He clapped me on the back and walked away, kicking his feet up and tapping his heels together before continuing on.

“Raven!” Nicholas shouted. He’d been doing that for the last five minutes.

“Dude, you gotta stop yelling. I think we drew enough attention with the building collapsing and the tanks sitting in the parking lot.”

“Raven’s nowhere in sight.”

“Well, she probably ran. You know, women can be weird about gunfire. I remember this one time when I was missing⁠—”

“FNG, now is not the time to talk about your adventures on the run.”

Ouch. Okay, that stung a little, but I was a big boy. I could take it. “My point is, maybe she just figured the best thing to do was get as far away as possible.”

“You might be right. I mean, she ran when we got out of the mansion.”

“See? You just have to track her down. Easy peasy.”

He slowly turned and faced me, narrowing his eyes at me. “Easy peasy?”

“Well, yeah. I mean, she’s a woman. How hard can she be to track?”

He shook his head and walked away. It was like he was angry with me, but I couldn’t figure out why. We’d taken out the bad guys. It wasn’t like she was in danger.

Heading over to Rae, who was arguing with the manager, I listened as he complained about the destruction to his property.

“—it’s in little pieces! What am I supposed to do now?”

“Uh, excuse me,” I cut in. “It’s not technically in tiny pieces. That would be true if it looked like gravel or small stones, but there are some fairly large chunks around here.”

“And that makes it okay?” the man turned to me with a scathing reply.

“Well…it’s easier to rebuild if you⁠—”

Rae elbowed me in the ribs, making me wince. I shut my mouth instantly.

“Sir, I’ve already contacted my boss. He’ll be in touch with you soon.”

The man scowled at me and turned away. “You talked to Cash already?”

“Nope. I was just trying to get him off our backs.”

“When are you going to call him?”

She turned to me, holding out her phone. “I’m not. You’re going to do it.”

“Me? But…I can’t do it.”

“Why not?”

“He likes you better,” I said, shoving her hand away.

“Yes, but you can’t die.”

That was a low blow. Still, she had a point. I grabbed the phone out of her hands and made the call.

“Rae, please tell me you’ve ended this mess.”

“Hey!” I said jovially. “It’s the bossman!”

“FNG, why the fuck am I talking to you instead of Rae?”

“Uh…do you want the real reason or a made-up reason?”

“FNG,” he growled.

“She said it’s because I can’t die.”

“Yes, you can.”

“I really can’t.”

“FNG, when I find you—and I will—I’ll wrap my hands around your neck and strangle you myself. Am I clear?”

I held back as long as I could…maybe five seconds, and then I blurted out, “But I still won’t die. You’ve seen it, boss. It’s impossible.”

His irritated sigh flowed through the line. “What happened?”

“Well, see, it’s actually kind of funny. We were just having our morning coffee—actually, Nicholas was getting some in the shower—and these tanks rolled up outside the motel. They just started shooting at us. Crazy, right?”

When he didn’t answer, I continued.

“Anyway, we took control of the situation, defeated the bad guys, and now it’s all over. Oh, and the motel sort of fell down.”

“What do you mean it sort of fell down?” he bit out slowly.

“Well, it started with the roof and then just sort of collapsed. Yeah, the owner isn’t too happy about it. Rae said you would call them.”

Rae punched me in the arm, eliciting a gasp from me. I glared at her as I rubbed my abused arm.

“I would call them? Since when is it my job to call them?”

“Well, you are the boss,” I hedged.

“Yes, and this is your mess. Clean it up.”

I frowned. “Like…you want us to get some construction equipment and start rebuilding?”

“I don’t care what you do. I don’t care if you rebuild it brick by brick. You will take care of this situation and I won’t hear another word about it. Am I clear?”

“Sure, but…you know, the building wasn’t made of bricks.”

“FNG!”

“Sorry, boss. Yes, I’ll take care of it.”

“Put Rae on the phone.”

“Gladly.”

I shoved the phone in her direction and moved on. I didn’t want to stick around in case he had more to yell at me about. I only came to help, and look at where that got me.

I strolled around the building, kicking a few chunks of concrete out of the way as I looked for Nick. He was curiously absent, but then I remembered his lady was missing. What would I do?

I headed around back and looked all over for him. Then I heard a distant shout and turned to the woods.

“Awe, crap. I really didn’t want to go for a hike today.”

“It’s a beautiful day for it,” Fox said, coming out of nowhere.

“Of course you would say that. You love going on the hunt.”

“Who doesn’t? It’s the best thing in the world. Of course, I don’t think Nick would be too happy if I did what I normally do at the end of a hunt.”

“Probably not.”

“It’s a shame. She’s kind of pissing me off the way she keeps escaping.”

“I think that’s why he keeps chasing her.”

Fox grinned. “Well, he always did want the unattainable. Shall we go?”

“What about Rae?”

“She’s dealing with the manager. She’ll find us.”

I really didn’t want to, but I followed Fox into the forest, getting scratched by branches and eaten by bugs. Of all the ways to escape, I knew exactly why she took this route. No one in their right mind would want to follow her. I kept swatting at the mosquitos and cringed a few times when I walked through spiderwebs. This just wasn’t cool.

“You know what this reminds me of?”

“Some musical?” I muttered.

“No, silly. Not everything is about musicals.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“No, it reminds me of the day I got my Mojo back. Do you remember that?”

“You mean the day you brutally murdered a rapist? Yes, I remember.”

“Those were good times,” he sighed. “Hey, what do you think the chances are that I’ll get to do that again?”

“Kill a rapist? I’m sure it’ll happen at some point in your life.”

“Man, if only that would happen right now. I could use a little torture in my life.”

“You could always use torture in your life,” I reminded him.

Thankfully, after that, he started singing show tunes as we walked through the forest. We finally came upon Nicholas standing over three dead bodies. The blood was already congealed. He hadn’t been the one to take these lives.

“Raven?”

“By the looks of it,” he muttered.

“Which leaves us where?”

“At a dead end.”

“Well, she probably kept going that way.”

“I already looked. There was probably a car parked there, but no other clues.”

“Hey, you found her last time. It’ll be okay.”

He spun on me, anger flashing in his eyes. “Okay? She’s got a price on her head just for holding onto those eggs. If she turns them over, she’s dead. If she doesn’t, she’ll be on the run until the mob catches up with her. What part of this is okay?”

I shifted awkwardly. “Uh…I was just trying to cheer you up. Did you want actual answers?”

He shoved past me, ramming his shoulder into mine.

“Geez, everyone’s touchy.”
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Hours passed with only ramblings from Nicholas about how he should have been watching her more carefully.

“You’ve got to chill out,” Rae said, having had enough. “She’s resourceful. You’re acting like she won’t make it out of this alive.”

“She might not,” he cursed. “This is the Russians.”

“I happen to know a Russian,” I grinned.

Nicholas turned and glared at me. “Yeah? And can you reach him?”

“Sadly, no. He never gave me his number. I’m actually kind of disappointed by that. You think you know a guy.”

“Then how is that helpful?”

“Well…maybe it’s not.”

“No,” he snapped. “I didn’t think so.”

I rolled my eyes at his dramatics. Some people weren’t good under pressure. Being a former SEAL, you’d think he could handle a little thing like the love of his life going missing.

“I just need to get to my computer,” Rae said. “If it hadn’t been demolished in the firefight, I would be on it right now.”

“You could call Dash,” Fox pointed out.

“And have him say that he could take care of it faster than me?” Rae seethed. “I don’t think so.”

My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out, not recognizing the number. “Hello?”

“Ah! It is FNG, my old friend!”

My eyes widened in surprise at the sound of his voice. “Ivan! I was just talking about you!”

“Really? I was just talking about you!”

I laughed hilariously at that. “No way.”

“Way, it is too good. Let me guess, you are wondering about a certain brunette with green eyes.”

“How did you know?” I asked in awe.

“Because she is here. I was just about to kill her when she mentioned your name!”

“No kidding! She talked about me?”

“I know. What are the chances? Just think, if I had started squeezing, she would be dead right now.”

“Right now!” I joined in the laughter. “That’s too funny.”

“Yes, it is. Tell me, should I keep her alive?”

“Hold on, let me ask.” I covered the mouthpiece and turned to Nicholas. “Hey, Nick. It’s my friend Ivan. He has Raven and wants to know if he should keep her alive.”

Nicholas narrowed his eyes at me. I swallowed hard and took a step back. “Uh…yeah, I think he wants her alive.”

He sighed heavily. “Is too bad. I was so close to walking away with eggs from Mother Russia.”

“Yeah,” I grimaced. “That really sucks.”

“But for you, my friend, I will keep her breathing for a little longer.”

“Hey, I really appreciate this, Ivan. You really came through for me.”

“Oh, my friend, is all because of Raven. If she no speak your name, I kill her and end my dry spell.”

“How long has it been this time?”

“Two long weeks. It has been terrible.”

“Yeah, that really sucks.”

“But is okay because I see you again.”

“Well, you’d get to see me more often if you’d give me your number!”

He burst out laughing. “You are funny man, FNG. I send you my location.”

“Thanks, man. I’ll see you soon.”

I hung up and turned back to Rae, Fox, and Nicholas. “How weird is that? He found Raven and was just about to kill her when she said my name. I mean, he had his hands wrapped around her throat and everything. Talk about good timing. Just a few seconds longer and she’d be dead.”

As amusing as this whole thing was to me, Nick just didn’t seem to enjoy the same hilarity that I did. In fact, he looked downright pissed at me for some reason.

“Was it something I said?”

But he didn’t answer. He just glared at me. Sheesh, talk about a rough crowd.

“Just give us the address so we can get on the road,” Rae said.

My phone chimed with the location and I handed it over. I took a few steps away from Nick, hoping he wouldn’t act on the venomous look he was shooting my way.

Fox, on the other hand, seemed quite cheerful. “Ivan the Slayer. It’s gonna be epic.”

“Yes,” Rae responded drolly, handing over my phone. “And while we all wish we could kill like him, we have bigger problems at the moment.”

“Right, the Russian mob. I totally hear you,” Fox agreed. “But Ivan’s got our back. What could go wrong?”

All three of us turned and glared at Fox. You never ever said what could go wrong? It was just asking for trouble.

“Well, I guess we’re all fucked now,” I sighed. “I mean, aside from me. I can’t die. Best wishes to all of you.”

You know, sometimes, I just didn’t know when to keep my mouth shut.
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The Russian chuckled as he walked back into the room and took a seat across from me. “It seems today luck is on your side.”

“Really,” I deadpanned, looking down at my bindings. “Forgive me if I don’t see things the same way as you.”

He eyed the bindings then huffed out a laugh. “My apologies. Forgive an old man for forgetting.” He stood and walked over to me, flipping open a pocketknife as he approached me from behind.

I tensed as he pressed the blade near my wrists. Old man or not, he didn’t forget anything. As the sharp metal cut through the bindings, I was finally free. I rubbed my wrists, watching him warily as he moved to my feet. I was free.

But I knew I wasn’t really free.

“What’s the catch?”

“Catch?” He shook his head as he walked back to his desk. “There is no catch. My good friend FNG is a friend of yours. Come, come. We drink.”

He placed a glass on the opposite side of the table and took out a bottle of vodka, setting it on the table between us as he waited for me to make up my mind. Vodka really wasn’t my drink of choice, but who was I to say no to this man? I was free, but only for as long as I was in his good graces.

I stood and walked over to the table, watching as he poured, but I didn’t drink. What if he poisoned the glass? He downed his drink and grinned at me, waiting for me to take mine. Still, I didn’t move.

“Ah, I see. You do not trust me.” He shrugged again. “I can see how this would be problem for you. I would not trust me either.” He snatched the glass and drank the whole thing. “See? I am not dead.”

Satisfied, when he poured another glass, I took it and swallowed the contents. After the day I had, I needed all the alcohol I could get. But I had to keep my head about me. There was still a chance he would turn on me.

I reached forward and spun the bottle until the label perfectly faced me, then made the glasses parallel with one another. He chuckled but didn’t say anything.

I sat back in my seat and eyed him as he poured another. “So, do I continue to call you The Russian, or is there another name you go by?”

His deep, throaty chuckle shook his whole body. “My friends called me Ivan, but when I first started my work, I was called Ivan the Slayer.”

He said that with pride, but if he was expecting me to be impressed, he would be sorely mistaken. I had no idea who he was.

“It sounds much more terrifying in Russian.”

“I’m sure it does. So, you slay people?”

“Bad people. Very bad people. But I give that up for other more…lucrative work.”

“What’s more lucrative than killing people?”

“I am KGB. Was. Sadly, my time in Russian government is over. It is very sad thing when the government you know falls. And what is left for man like me?”

“And how is it you know FNG?”

He leaned forward. “The question is, how do you know FNG?”

“Shouldn’t you have asked me that before you let me loose and told me who you are?”

“It makes no difference. If you do not mean anything to FNG, I will simply kill you.”

“You already untied me,” I pointed out.

“I am old, but still carry my knives.”

I snorted at that. “You sound like Fox.”

“Who is this Fox you speak of?”

“He works with FNG. Kind of crazy looking. Likes to sing show tunes.”

“Ah, yes! We met briefly when I last saw FNG. He is very unique.”

“You could say that again.”

“So,” he grinned, leaning forward, “tell me how you know FNG.”

There was no point in hiding anything from him. He would either kill me or let me go with FNG. And since I preferred to stay alive a little longer, I would humor him.

“I met Nicholas—one of his teammates—on a job. Then FNG showed up and we’re sort of in the same mess together.”

“A job. And what job is this?”

I pointed to the eggs sitting in the corner of the room.

“He worked that job?” Ivan seemed almost shocked by that.

“No, he wasn’t working the job. I was and Nicholas followed me. FNG followed Nicholas.”

“So, he was not involved in stealing these fine treasures.”

“No.”

“Is good. I would hate to kill such a good friend.”

With friends like him, who needed enemies. That was the first time I realized how realistically that phrase could be applied to real life.

“What’s so special about those eggs?”

His eyes bugged out as he watched me. “You steal such valuable treasure, yet you do not know their history?”

“I know about them. I just don’t understand why they’re so special.”

“My dear, these eggs were made especially for Tsar Nicholas II, the last Emperor of Russia, and the Tsarina, Empress Alexandra. At just the age of sixteen, Nicholas knew Alexandra was the woman for him. They carved their names in a windowpane. It was…a love match, and a very sad ending to their lives.”

“Wasn’t it their poor leadership that lead to their downfall?”

I shouldn’t have said anything. The scathing glare shut me up fast.

“The eggs were commissioned for Empress Alexandra and the Dowager Empress Maria. It is said that not even the emperor knew what form they would take.”

“Aren’t they just eggs?”

“Not at all, my dear. They are works of art, each designed for something special. There is even one of the Kremlin. There was only one requirement,” Ivan continued secretively, “each was to contain a surprise.”

“What kind of surprise?” I asked, a little more curious.

He sat back and shrugged. “It is not known. This—” he pointed to the corner, “—is the first I have ever laid eyes on the eggs.”

“So…let’s pop one open.”

“Pop—” He sat up straight, and for a moment, I thought he would pull his knife and slit my throat. “They are not just eggs. It is some of last remaining treasure from the reign of Nicholas and Alexandra. It is not just a symbol of our country, but a reminder that Russia will always be a good and true leader in the world.”

Well, we’d agree to disagree on that one, but who was I to judge? I wasn’t from Russia and I didn’t work for the government, but I could appreciate that these eggs held special meaning to him.

“So, I take it there are no pictures of these eggs?”

“They are out there, but not of all of them. And the missing ones…they should never been in the hands of that filthy Englishman.”

“Yeah, I don’t like the English either. It’s the accents. They always sound so much more sophisticated than we Americans. Stupid foreigners.” Realizing my mistake, I laughed it off.

Luckily, he laughed alongside me.

“I like you...”

“Raven,” I said helpfully.

“You are a raven. I see it in your eyes. So, this Nicholas, you have fallen for this man.”

We already discussed this. I wasn’t going down this road anymore. “So, tell me about you.”

“Tell me about this Nicholas.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Because you don’t want to admit how much you love him.”

I couldn’t help but snort in amusement. “I barely know him. I mean, he’s great in bed.”

“Ah,” he laughed. “To possess a woman in bed is like…holding your hand to flame. It burns and yet, the need to possess the flame is so strong.”

This Russian had a lot of weird sayings that I didn’t understand. “Uh…sure.”

“This passion—this fire—it is what drives him to stand by you, to protect you.”

“Maybe someone should tell him that I can protect myself.”

He smiled at me. I knew I was in for it. Another story or life lesson.

“Let me tell you story⁠—”

Man, I called it.

“When I was young KGB agent, I fell in love with woman so beautiful, I could not resist the temptation to possess her. She was…my Fabergé egg. So beautiful, so delicate and intricate, so…exquisite. But it was not to be.”

“Why not?”

“It would have been treason to even look at her. But even so, we were at a ball one night and there she was in this beautiful gown. She sparkled in the candlelight. I will never forget the way she looked when her eyes met mine. It was…electric.”

Candlelight? How old was this guy?

“Our love was not to be. For a beautiful moment, I held her in my arms and made love to her.”

Ew, gross. I didn’t want to think about this man having sex.

“And when we were caught, she pleaded for my life.”

“What happened?”

“She stabbed herself in the heart and died instantly,” he said without even a hint of remorse.

“Oh…that’s terrible.”

“It was for best.” His shoulders shook with laughter. “She was spy! Her husband was so grateful, he shook my hand.”

“Um…” I wasn’t sure where to go with this. What was the moral of the story? “That…is terrible?”

“It was good. I was so in love with her, I might have revealed secrets.”

“But I thought you loved her.”

“We cannot help who we fall in love with. Even for short time, she was mine. And then she was burned, and I was reassigned. Is good.”

“And the point of telling me was…”

“You are the spy.”

“Huh?”

“My Katerina!”

“You think I’m a spy?” I asked incredulously.

“I know you are not spy. Is metaphor. You are woman with golden dagger.”

Now there was a golden dagger? I was getting so confused, and I doubted it had much to do with the liquor. No amount of drinking could help make any of this make more or less sense.

“You will see. In time, you will see.”
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I glanced in the back seat, narrowing my eyes at FNG. Not even the swollen lip he was sporting made me feel better. Punching him wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy my taste for blood, but it would have to do. Unfortunately, I needed him alive. If this Ivan guy found out I killed FNG, he would kill Raven. And that would totally defeat the purpose of what we were trying to do.

But I really wanted to end his life right now.

“He wasn’t actually going to kill her,” FNG tried again.

I turned around again. “You said he was about to strangle her when she said your name.”

I wasn’t sure what I was most upset about—that Ivan was about to strangle Raven to death and she would slip through my fingers, or that it was FNG’s name that saved her life.

Maybe that shouldn’t upset me. After all, she was alive and well, but the fact that another man’s name saved her life really grated on my nerves. If anyone should be saving her life, it should be me. Not that Raven needed saving. She was strong and fully capable.

Aside from the time that her partner hit her over the head and threw her off a roof.

And when she needed to be saved from Ivan, but this was a different circumstance. It wasn’t every day someone needed to be saved from a former KGB operative. Hell, it could have happened to any one of us, and we would be in the same position as her.

“We’re here,” Rae announced, pulling down a long driveway. We were out in the middle of nowhere. I sure hoped FNG trusted this guy. If it was a setup, we could all end up dead and no one would know a thing. Hell, he could bury our bodies out here. It would take bloodhounds to find us.

There were no lights on to guide us through the darkness. By all accounts, this house looked abandoned. The windows were broken downstairs and the door was hanging from the hinges. It was the perfect place for an ex-KGB agent to lay a trap for his so-called friends.

“I don’t like this,” I muttered as Rae pulled to a stop.

“I think it’s awesome,” Fox grinned. “Like something out of a Halloween movie. Ooh, maybe we could get Cash to host a party here. I call dibs on Aladdin.”

“Aladdin?” FNG asked.

“Yeah, I always wanted to wear that little cap on my head. And how cool would it be to have a monkey for a sidekick?”

“I’ll get you one when this is over,” Rae retorted.

“Seriously? I’ll have to stock up on bananas.”

“If you get to be Aladdin, then I want to be⁠—”

“Hey!” I snapped. “Priorities.”

They both looked at me sheepishly. I shoved the door open, but didn’t miss FNG saying, “I call Ron Weasley.”

I rolled my eyes and pulled my gun, walking carefully toward the door. Old guy or not, I wasn’t taking any chances.

“Do you want me to shoot them now?” Rae whispered. “We could make it look like an accident.”

“We need FNG.”

“So, just Fox, then. I can live with that.”

I proceeded to the door and gently turned the knob. Stepping into the darkness, I carefully walked through the abandoned house. There was no sign that anyone was here. I pulled my small flashlight and shone it on the floor. There weren’t even any footprints in the dust. As I trailed the light around the room, tiny specks of dust floated through the air, clouding my lungs with every breath I took. It was nearly impossible not to sneeze in here.

“Ahchoo!”

I spun, ready to shoot FNG in the face. He held his nose, not moving a muscle. “Sorry,” he hissed. “It’s dusty.”

The lights came on and the Russian stepped out, chuckling as he walked toward us. “There is no need for the secrecy. It is only me and your Raven.”

“Then why did you have all the lights off?”

He held his arms wide, turning in a circle. “It is not my house. I did not want to draw attention. Come. She is downstairs.”

“Already have her chained up?” I asked as FNG pushed past me.

“Ivan!”

“FNG, my good friend. Is good to see you.”

FNG rushed forward, wrapping his arms around the Russian. I still couldn’t believe this guy was real. Nobody believed a thing about his travels, but if this guy really was a former KGB operative, he could be a lot of use to us.

If we could trust him.

“So, she’s all good?”

“I keep her safe as a teeny tiny rabbit.”

They both burst out laughing. I glanced at Rae, who shrugged, not sure what to make of it either.

“Come, come. I show you to the little Raven. I promise you, she is unharmed. Perhaps a little drunk.” He descended the stairs with a heavy gait, completely unafraid of the gun at his back.

I followed him warily, and as much as I didn’t want to admit it, my heart beat heavily in my chest as I considered what I might find when I got to the bottom of the stairs. What I didn’t expect was to see Raven sitting in a chair, her leg kicked up on the table as she drank a glass of vodka.

“See? She is still living,” Ivan grinned. “As promised.”

I needed to see Raven, to make sure she was okay, but I still didn’t trust Ivan. I looked to Rae, who nodded in acknowledgment. I holstered my gun and rushed over to Raven, gripping her face as I forced her to look at me.

“Are you okay?”

Her eyes were slightly unfocused, but when she realized who I was, a wide grin split her lips. “Nicholas!” She tossed her head back and laughed. “I just put it together! You’re like the Tsar!”

“What?”

The laughter faded and her smile dropped. “Don’t cause a revolution.”

“A what?”

“Power isn’t worth it.”

“What are you talking about?”

“And I promise not to spy. On anyone.”

I turned to Ivan, trying to make some sense of what she was saying. “Is any of this making sense to you?”

He shrugged. “We talked. Is good.”

“See?” FNG walked up behind me. “I told you she would be alive.”

“She’s drunk,” I said, getting to my feet.

“Yes, but she is not dead,” Ivan pointed out.

“You got her drunk!”

He frowned. “Is Russia. We toast to health.”

“This is not Russia!”

He chuckled, stepping closer. “My friend, where I go, Russia goes. Come, we drink.”

Fox pushed past me and took a seat, eagerly awaiting any tidbits the Russian would throw his way.

“At least if we’re drinking, we’re not dead,” Rae said.

“If we’re drinking, it’ll make it easier for him to kill us.”

FNG laughed. “Do you really think the Slayer needs you to be drunk to kill you?” He slapped me on the back and pulled up a chair of his own. “To Russia!” he shouted, grabbing his own drink.

“Na zdoróv’je!”

“Na zdoróv’je!” FNG and Fox shouted.

I rolled my eyes as Raven lifted her own glass and downed the contents in one swallow. This was not what I expected when I arrived.
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I spent the entire night keeping watch as everyone else got wasted. For some reason, they didn’t seem all that distrusting about Ivan. Even Rae eventually gave in to his charms. I found an empty room on the second floor that didn’t have busted-out windows and chose that for our sleeping arrangements for the night.

I was dead tired and in desperate need of some coffee, but there was no way I was leaving anyone here with Ivan the Slayer. Raven groaned beside me, rolling to her side before spitting dust out of her mouth.

She sat up, brushing it from her face as she looked around the room and grimaced. “This is not the Four Seasons.”

“This is barely a house,” I commented.

She jerked around and finally saw me leaning against the wall. “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your life.”

“From who?”

“Ivan.”

She looked confused for a moment, pressing her hand to her head. “How much did I drink last night?”

“Before or after I arrived?”

She groaned, flopping back down on the ground. “Just kill me.”

“I didn’t sit through the whole night with you so you could give up now.”

“How can my stomach hurt this much? Did I eat an entire cow?”

“No, but there was a lot of vodka involved.”

“Vodka…Ivan.”

“I already said that.”

“I know, but now I remember it. This is so bad.” She sat up suddenly and I thought she was going to be sick. “Nicholas—” She squeezed my arm. “He wants the eggs.”

“He already has them. I got a history lesson last night about them.”

“Yes, about the last Emperor and something about…something hidden inside!”

“Yeah, I heard that too.”

“No, but don’t you see? If he takes the eggs, I’ll still have the mafia after me!”

Man, she was really slow this morning. “Yes, I realize that.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I’m working on it.”

“Working on it?” she jumped to her feet, nearly falling sideways as she swayed. “I can’t afford to wait for you to work on it. What if he’s working with the mob? Or the government? Did you know he used to be a KGB agent?”

“Yes, I heard all about that last night too.”

“If he takes them, I’m dead.”

“Do you really think I would track you here and then let him leave with the eggs? Maybe it’s about time you start trusting me.”

“I don’t know you,” she snapped.

I snagged her around the waist and pulled her against me. “Then it’s about fucking time you started.”

I pressed a bruising kiss to her lips, refusing to give in even when she pushed at my shoulders. I was tired of chasing this woman, only for her to leave me in the dust. I would prove to her I was here for her even if it killed me.

“Nicholas—” she panted. Her shoves turned into twisting my shirt in her fingers. I grabbed her hands, trying to stop her as she pulled at the hem of my shirt, but she yanked back and landed a bruising slap across my face.

My head snapped to the side with the force of her hit. Slowly, I turned back to her, the anger and need raging inside me. Grabbing her by the arms, I tossed her up against the wall and pressed my body to hers.

“Don’t fight me.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.”

She tried to shove me off her and I grabbed her wrists, slamming them against the wall above her head. Defiance flared in her eyes, but her body was begging me for more. Clasping her wrists in one hand, I slid my other hand down her waist, flicking the button on her pants.

“Be a good girl and stay still.”

“I was never very good at listening.”

But when I slid my hand inside her pants and brushed her clit with the tips of my fingers, she stilled, needing my touch more than she needed to prove she could stand on her own.

Hot, wet heat flooded my fingers as I swirled her tight bud. She panted with need, her fists clenching with the need to break free, but that wasn’t happening. Running my nose along the length of hers, I slid my lips over hers, devouring her and taking what was mine. My teeth clamped down on the delicate lobe of her ear, not releasing her until she hissed in pain.

“Tell me you need me.”

Her trembling breath almost had me believing she could hold out. But her pussy wouldn’t be denied. She craved this as much as I craved the chase—the need to know where she was and protect her from any threats. She may not need my protection, but that wouldn’t stop me from intervening and making sure no harm came to her.

“Tell me,” I repeated, pinching her clit just a little too forcefully.

She gasped, her head slamming back against the wall as she fought the waves of pleasure I forced through her body.

“Say it.”

“No!” she gasped.

“It’s not that fucking hard,” I snapped, getting really pissed now. “I’m a man. I protect you.”

“I take care of myself.”

“And I’m there for backup,” I demanded. “You can’t always be alone.”

Her gaze snapped to mine and fire lit her eyes. “I’m always alone.”

“Not anymore.”

If she didn’t believe me now, she never would. And I couldn’t blame her. I stalked her. I fucked her. But I didn’t really know her. That was all about to change.

In a matter of seconds, we were both naked from the waist down. I guided my cock to her entrance and slammed inside, taking what I desperately needed. I hadn’t even realized I’d released her wrists until she wrapped them around my neck and pulled me closer. Her nails scraped against my skin as I thrust inside her, driving home the point that this was not over.

“I hate you.”

“I need you,” I panted.

“You shouldn’t have come,” she cried out as I gripped her thigh, hiking her higher.

“Fuck! What are you doing to me?”

Animalistic urges swarmed my mind. I pictured her on the ground in the middle of the woods as I fucked her into the dirt. Or swaying in my hammock as I fucked her in my back yard. A thousand other scenarios floated through my mind as I exploded inside her, filling her with my cum.

Exhausted, I rested my head against hers, my body the only thing holding her against the wall as she lazily trailed a hand up and down my back. A drop of sweat slid down her nose and I quickly moved to lap it up, grinning as she frowned in disgust.

“Get used to it.”

“I’ll never get used to that.”

Pounding rattled the floor from below us.

“Are you done yet? We’re covered in dust down here!”

Raven bit her lip, making me chuckle. She definitely wasn’t like other women. “Should we give them round two?”

“I don’t think they can handle it.”
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My heels clacked on the stairs as Nicholas and I made our way to the first floor. Ivan was waiting for me, and I got the distinct feeling he was trying to throw me off and make me feel self-conscious, but it wasn’t going to work. I didn’t care if they heard us.

He handed over the eggs, which wasn’t at all what I was expecting. “You’re giving these to me?”

“They will kill you if you don’t give them back.”

“I’m dead either way,” I pointed out.

“Can’t you do something?” FNG asked. “You must still have connections.”

Ivan shrugged. “I have many connections inside the Kremlin. What I use them for is different story.”

I knew he wouldn’t help me. Just because he didn’t slit my throat or strangle me didn’t mean he would willingly stick his neck out for me.

“What about anything you might have on them?” Rae asked. “Is there anything we might be able to use to get them to back off?”

Ivan chuckled. “Is Russian government. They don’t back off. They simply kill you and bury body in unmarked grave.”

“Ooh, I have an idea,” Fox said excitedly, bouncing from one foot to another. “It’s mad, but totally awesome.”

“No,” Nicholas immediately said.

“But you haven’t even heard my idea!”

“Does it involve singing?”

“Not exactly.”

“Does it involve dancing?”

Fox frowned, kicking at the ground with his toe. “Maybe.”

“Then we’re not doing it.”

“Okay, Plan B⁠—”

“No,” Nicholas said more forcefully.

“Okay, this is just insulting. You haven’t even listened to me this time.”

“Does it involve Funyuns?”

His eyes widened. “No, but that would be so awesome!”

“What is Funyuns?” Ivan asked.

Before any of us could answer, Fox went into a whole tirade about them. “They’re this delicious onion snack. Like little onion rings. They’re so good.”

“You eat snack made of onions?”

“Onion flavoring,” FNG cut in. “It’s all carbs and⁠—”

“Awesome goodness,” Fox finished. “You know you love them.”

“I prefer the blood of my enemies.”

I snorted. I actually found that answer more in line with my thinking.

“Seriously, it’s an awesome plan. We draw them out, kill them all, and then Bob’s your uncle!”

We all stared at him incredulously. “What? It’s a foolproof plan. It literally cannot fail!”

Rae shook her head in astonishment. “Or…we could set up a meet. Maybe at an OPS location. If we bring in enough of our guys, we might have a chance of walking out of this alive.”

“IRIS,” FNG said excitedly. “We definitely need IRIS.”

“Agreed. We need all the explosions we can get,” Nicholas added.

“And maybe IKE. How cool would it be to see him again?” FNG grinned. “Man, that guy is a snappy dresser.”

“Yes, we usually base our plans around what the friendlies will be wearing,” Rae retorted.

“I know I do,” he huffed out a laugh. “You know what they say, dress for success.”

“Yes, but in our case, you might want to wear something bulletproof,” I suggested.

“Oh, I bet he wears something bulletproof under that fancy vest.”

“Your company shouldn’t be in danger because of what I’ve done,” I argued. “Someone could get killed.”

They all were silent for a moment, then started laughing. Even Nicholas seemed amused at the idea.

“I’m serious. This is the mob. Backed by the Russian government. They won’t go easily.”

“And neither will we. Besides, what fun is it to win a fight if it’s not challenging?” Rae asked.

I felt Nicholas’s hand trail up my back and then squeeze my neck gently. “We’ve got this.”

That wasn’t the point. They were putting their lives on the line for a thief.

“I’ll call Cash and handle logistics,” Rae said.

“Ooh, I’ll handle weapons,” FNG added.

“I’ll call my team in.” Nicholas already had his phone out and was calling someone.

“So…that’s it?” I questioned. “We’re just calling everyone in and blowing a bunch of people up? I thought you were the good guys.”

“Uh, they’re Russian mafia,” FNG snorted, then turned to Ivan. “No offense.”

I nodded. I guess I didn’t really understand how this whole good guy thing worked.

A few minutes later, Rae was off the phone. “Cash is getting everyone in place. Now, all we have to do is schedule a meet with the Russians and Bob’s your uncle.”

“That’s my phrase,” Fox grumbled.

“Yes, but it’s so much more effective when I say it.”

“There is just one thing you are forgetting,” Ivan said.

I had completely forgotten he was even here. After he said he wouldn’t help, I blocked him out. “And what’s that?”

“We are Russians. There is no way they will meet you at a location of your choosing without being prepared. All this planning and explosions…” He chuckled as he covered his mouth. “Is funny. You think they are unprepared for this?”

“Then what would you suggest we do?” Rae asked. “We’ll be prepared for every scenario.”

“Except, you underestimate the Russian. We never go down without a fight. And trust me, it is one you are unprepared for.”

His thick accent sent shivers down my spine, and at that moment, I seriously considered running with the eggs again. He was right. These were the Russians! Their voices alone were terrifying. I once sat in a bar with a group of them at a table. Everyone saw them dressed all in black and fled. That was the kind of power they held.

“It looks as if my services are required after all,” Ivan said, his face pulling down in a frown.

“I thought you didn’t want to help.”

“I also don’t want to see my good friend FNG slaughtered. I have idea. Is very good idea. But it will cost you.”

Nicholas pulled me aside, his face angry. “No, we don’t make deals with him. There’s no way we can trust that he won’t turn on us.”

“There’s also a better chance of winning if we have him on our side. He can broker the exchange. It’s the only way we can ensure we’ll get a meet on our terms.”

“Raven—”

“No!” I said forcefully. “I’m allowing you to help, but you are not taking over and demanding how I handle this. It has to be my decision. I’m the one who got us into this mess.”

Though he was clearly pissed at me, he didn’t fight me any longer. I turned back to Ivan and nodded. “I agree to your terms.”

“Wonderful. I will broker a meet. Who wants breakfast?”

Fox raised his hand, shouting out, “I want shawarma!”
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“Room for one.”

“Two,” Nicholas said, stepping up beside me.

Clenching my jaw, I smiled at the front desk clerk. “Just one bed.”

“That’s fine. It’s not like I’ll be sleeping in a separate bed from you.”

“Yes, you will,” I snapped, turning to face him. “I would like my privacy.”

“And I want you under me all night long. Would you like me to describe in vivid detail all the things I’m going to do to you?”

“Uh…maybe I should let you sort this out,” the clerk said, attempting to walk away.

“No need. We’ll be sharing a room.”

I could smack him for his brazen tone. Who did he think he was? We weren’t a couple, and even if we were, I wasn’t about to let him stay with me everywhere I went. A girl needed her space.

“Actually, we will take one room. But we’ll only need one card.” I gave a tight smile, refusing to look at Nicholas any longer.

He slid his arms around my waist, his hands trailing down my front to some very inappropriate places. “Nice try. I know what you’re doing.”

“Really? And what’s that?”

“You think you can lock me out? Not gonna happen.”

“The only way you’re getting me in bed is if you handcuff me and drag me there.”

“That can be arranged.”

The clerk turned bright red as she studiously avoided our gazes, paying attention only to the computer and getting us checked in as quickly as possible. I couldn’t blame her. I wanted us away from her too. I wanted Nicholas in my bed and pinning me to the mattress, but he was too intense, too smothering. The last thing I needed was for him to turn into another Nolan, infatuated with me and unable to live life if I wasn’t right beside him.

“Here you go. Room for two. One card.”

“We’ll need a second,” Nicholas grinned.

Her eyes flicked to mine, but only for a second. She slid the keycard into the machine and quickly handed it over.

“What about payment?” I asked.

She flushed a deeper red, shaking her head. “Right, I’m sorry. I was⁠—”

“Distracted by hotel guests saying inappropriate things in front of you?” I asked.

That only made things worse. She hurried through the process of getting my card on file, printed out my reservation, and quickly looked behind me for the next in line.

As I turned to leave, Ivan raised his eyebrows at me. And I could have sworn he mouthed the name Katerina. I was not his ex. I wasn’t using Nicholas like that woman used him. But as I walked away and Nicholas slid his arm around my waist, I wondered if that was entirely true.

Yes, I had tried to push this man away, but he just wouldn’t give up. There had to be some kind of barrier I could put up that would keep him from burrowing so deep inside my soul.

The elevator dinged and we stepped inside. As the doors closed, it felt like some kind of death sentence—that there was no going back from here. How could that be? I hadn’t signed up for any of this. Hell, we would have never met if I hadn’t taken that job for Rafe. This was all his fault, and I was going to make him pay the next time I saw him.

“I’ll take that,” Nicholas whispered, plucking the card out of my hand.

I hadn’t even realized I’d spaced out until he opened the door and practically shoved me inside. My bag was tossed haphazardly on the luggage rack and he was backing me up to the bed. This had to stop.

“Don’t you think we should talk first?”

“Talking’s overrated,” he murmured against my lips.

He towered over me, bending me backward until I fell onto the bed and he flopped on top of me, but not landing on me. I was boxed in with nowhere to go. If I let him do this again, there would be no way out. Damnit, this was not supposed to happen! Yes, he was sexy and amazing in bed, but that did not mean I could let a man like him take over my life without my approval!

“I have my period,” I tried.

“I don’t give a fuck.”

His hands pulled at my clothes, making it impossible for me to think clearly.

“Did I tell you I’m a lesbian?”

He chuckled, not stopping. My shirt was off first, and then he was working on my pants. “Maybe we’ll invite one in some time.”

Dammit, men were turned on by two women making out. There had to be something—anything to get him to stop! Granny panties, toenail fungus, hemorrhoids⁠—

And then I got it. “I would love to meet your mother.” He stopped instantly, his lips hovering just inches from my pussy.

“What?”

“You’re such a gentle lover. Men who love their mothers usually are.”

He rolled his eyes with a groan and flopped on the bed beside me. “I can’t believe you went there.”

“I did what I had to do.”

Sighing, he rolled to his side, propping his head up on his elbow. “So, you want to talk?”

“Not really.”

“Then what was this all about?”

“This was about stopping you from getting your way.”

“Because you don’t want me to bury my face in your pussy?”

“No,” I smirked. “Because you seem to think that you can get your way no matter what.”

“I can. All I have to do is⁠—”

I stopped his hand as he attempted to work his way back into my good graces. “Not gonna happen.” I sat up and took the pillows off one side of the bed, throwing them on the floor for him. Then I pulled a blanket off and tossed it on the floor. “I’m sure you’ll be comfortable down there.”

“I’m not sleeping on the floor.”

Walking over to my bag, I picked it up and grinned at him over my shoulder. “Yes, you are.”

Then I shut myself in the bathroom and took my time getting ready for bed. I didn’t ever spend too much time in the bathroom. I wasn’t one of those women who stared at my pores or examined blemishes on my face. I wasn’t particularly interested in my nails unless it was for a job. I pulled my hair up in bun for the night and slid a T-shirt on, then brushed and flossed like always.

Nodding to myself in the mirror, I glanced down at the sink, straightening the soap dish and making sure everything was in alignment before turning off the light and heading back into the room. As I suspected, Nicholas had made his way back into the bed.

I walked around the room, straightening things here and there, taking extra care to ensure everything was as it should be. I hated to get in bed and then realize I had to get up to fix something.

“What are you doing?” Nicholas asked as I scooted the TV over a half inch.

“Just fixing it.” I stood back and smiled to myself. That should do it.

“Are you coming to bed?”

“Not if you’re in there.”

“What’s with you?”

I spun and faced him. “What’s with me is that you keep worming your way into my life. I don’t know what possessed you to stalk me, but it’s time we put up some boundaries.”

“And how would you suggest we do that?”

“For starters, you can get out of my bed.”

He complied much more easily than I expected, tossing his pillow back on the floor. As he got out from under the covers, I tried to ignore the flex of his muscles and his sculpted abs. And the very sexy V that disappeared under his boxers. Even that thin trail of dark hair leading from his navel down to his cock drove me insane. It wasn’t right for a man to be as good-looking as him.

“You could have any woman you want. Why me?” I snapped after I realized just how much I was ogling him.

“Why not you?” He bent over, spreading his blanket out on the ground. And when he looked over his shoulder, his eyes laughed at the way I was staring at his backside.

“I know I’m pretty.”

“Beautiful,” he corrected.

“And I’m not trying to fish for compliments. But you’ve been following me around the country like a hound dog. I’d like to know why.”

“Because you intrigue me.”

“You mean, I kicked your ass and now you’re obsessed with me.”

A devilish grin tilted his lips. “Something like that.”

“Well, you can get over it. It’s not like this is going anywhere. We’re too different.”

“In what way?”

“Um…I’m a thief and you’re a protection agent.” A very sexy protection agent with defined muscles, a sexy body, and a killer smile.

He stared at me like he didn’t understand where I was going with this.

“I steal things and you’re a do-gooder. What part of that would ever work?”

He shrugged. “So, go straight.”

“I don’t want to go straight. I happen to like what I do.”

“Why?”

“Because I like the challenge.”

“And what if I told you there’s always room for someone like you on the good side?”

I couldn’t help the laugh that burst from my lips. Was he insane? He wanted me to switch sides and work for the good guys? There was no way that was happening.

He sauntered over to me, his body moving and flexing in all the right ways. It was hard to ignore him and his inky black hair. Fuck, I really should have gotten myself off in the bathroom. Maybe I would have had a better chance of resisting him.

I backed up a step, trying my best not to swoon from the way his eyes followed my every movement. I wasn’t that girl. I loved temptation as much as the next woman, but I’d never had a man stalk me or look at me like he wanted to devour me every second of the day. Yes, men were playthings to me. That’s all this was supposed to be. We were both supposed to lose interest and move on.

Except, he was breaking the rules I hadn’t told him about.

“Why are you trying so hard to be bad?” he murmured, boxing me against the bed.

“Because I like being bad. I’m good at it.”

His lips twitched. “And yet, right now, you’re doing everything possible to push me away instead of doing what you love.”

I gasped as his fingers trailed down the backs of my thighs, then up to the hem of my shirt. His pressed open-mouth kisses to my shoulder, his tongue trailing over my skin in the most indecent way. I tried to resist him, but it was nearly impossible. My eyes fluttered shut as the whole world seemed to stop. I couldn’t even tell if I was still breathing.

“There’s my bad girl,” he murmured in my ear as he dragged the hem of my shirt over my head.

I finally gave in. “Fuck it.”
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The elevator doors opened, and a woman stepped on. She eyed me up and down, giving me an appreciative look. She had a nice body, but it was nothing compared to the woman beside me.

Raven slipped her hand into mine, claiming me as hers. I knew it was all for show. She didn’t actually want to hold my hand, but if all it took was the green-headed monster to rear its ugly head, I’d take it.

The bell dinged and the woman stepped off, shooting a flirty look my way. I bit back a chuckle as I followed her off, glancing over at Raven.

“Shut up,” she murmured as I squeezed her hand in response.

“We’re meeting a party here,” I said to the host at the restaurant. “Dennon.”

“Right this way, sir.”

I didn’t like the formality at eight o’clock in the morning, but we were staying in a fancy hotel, courtesy of Ivan, and formality was required. We followed him through the restaurant, sitting at the rounded corner booth. I waited for Raven to slide in, but she was waiting for me to do the same.

She laughed slightly. “You expect me to get in first?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I looked at Fox, then back to her. “Because I’m not sitting next to another guy.”

She made a cute pouty face at me. “Aww, is your masculinity threatened by sitting next to another man?”

“No, but I don’t need to hear show tunes at breakfast. Besides, if we’re in danger, I need to be on the outside.”

She looked around the restaurant and then back to me. “In danger. At eight o’clock in the morning. In this restaurant.”

I knew it sounded ridiculous, but we could never be too careful.

She crossed her arms over her chest, narrowing her eyes at me. “Rae is sitting on the outside.”

“That’s because they’re all afraid of Rae.”

“Not me,” Ivan said, smoking a cigar right in the middle of the fucking restaurant. “I just prefer the feel of a woman next to me. This seemed like good way to make it happen.”

“I can still kill you,” Rae threatened.

“You could try.”

“She would succeed,” Fox laughed.

“How about we just pull up another chair,” Raven suggested. “Then your delicate male sensibilities won’t be hurt.”

“I don’t have any male sensibilities, but I do need the outside.”

The host turned to me in irritation. “Perhaps you’d like to see a different table.”

“Yes, maybe one with two end seats,” Raven smirked. “That way you won’t feel threatened.”

“I never feel threatened.”

“Not even when I kicked your ass on the rooftop?”

“Oh, this is good,” Ivan chuckled.

“Sir, there’s no smoking in here,” the host complained.

Ivan whipped out a knife and slammed it into the table blade first. “I had no idea it was problem.”

The host swallowed harshly. “No, it—it’s not a problem. Everything’s fine. I’ll bring you an ashtray.”

“Good man.”

He hurried off while Raven and I continued our standoff. I could see there was no way she was backing down, and even though it made my neck itch to take the inside seat, I decided to be the bigger man.

“Fine.”

I slid in beside Fox and plucked up my menu, opening it to avoid shooting glares at Raven. She was punishing me for last night. She didn’t win, so I supposed I had to give her this one.

“So, how was your night?” FNG chuckled, still looking at his menu.

“What?”

He lowered his menu slightly, then asked again. “How was your night?” This time, he gave an exaggerated wink.

“What are you doing?”

He frowned, winking again. “How was your night?”

“Do you have something in your eye?”

“No,” he sighed. “I meant…because I was next door to you.”

“And?” I played dumb.

“And I could hear a lot.”

Narrowing my eyes at him, I leaned across Fox. “Were you spying on me?”

He reared back in surprise. “What?”

“Do you think that’s funny?”

“No, I—wait⁠—”

“I just meant that it sounded like…”

“Like what?”

“Like you two were…”

“Were what?”

He rolled his eyes. “Enjoying each other.”

My stare was unrelenting. I didn’t break eye contact with him for an entire minute, and the whole time, he squirmed in his seat, wondering what to do.

“You know what? I didn’t hear a thing.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“I did,” Fox laughed, his gaze never leaving the menu. “Let me tell you, it would have gone a lot better if you had listened to a little Kiss Me, Kate.”

“Fox…”

“Yeah?”

“Shut the fuck up.”

“Yeah, what do I know? I only stalked my wife, got her to fall for me, and marry me. And I’m the psycho that listens to show tunes and dances while I kill people. But yeah, you’re right. Don’t listen to me.”

He closed his menu and shot me a wide grin.

“You’re a sick fuck.”

“And you’re still my friend. I think that says more about you than me.”

I went back to reading my menu, ignoring the rest of them. But underneath the table, my hand was snaking up Raven’s leg. She batted me away, but that didn’t stop me. She might have won this round, but I always came out on top.

“Did you get the meeting set?” I asked Ivan after we ordered breakfast.

“It took a little…finessing, but meeting is set.”

“What about location?”

“Cash changed that on us,” Rae shook her head. “He couldn’t secure the original location in time. We should be ready by the time you make the second call,” she told Ivan.

“How are we on weapons?”

“Well, Cash is insisting on bringing an arsenal, but we need to be prepared ahead of time. I’m meeting with a dealer later today,” FNG announced.

“Reputable?”

“Of course. Cash would kill me if I went outside any of his contacts.”

“There will be much resistance by mafia,” Ivan mused. “They said they will bring ten men. You should assume they will all show up.”

“Wheels?”

“Ooh, I’ve got that one,” Fox grinned. “I found the perfect vehicles for us to arrive in. Totally unsuspecting.”

Great, I couldn’t wait to see what he found for us.

“As for⁠—”

“You bastard!” Shots fired from the center of the restaurant and screams echoed around the room. We all glanced up, taking in the scene as a woman stood over her presumed husband, pointing a gun at him. It looked like he was bleeding, but probably not too seriously based on the size of the pool of blood.

“Are they gonna bring out the coffee?” I asked, looking around the room.

“Nicholas!” Raven said, smacking me on the arm. “A woman just shot a man in the middle of a restaurant!”

“I know. I saw.”

“Aren’t you supposed to…do something about that?”

“No, that’s the police,” FNG answered for me. “If we intervene, we’d be breaking laws and interfering in a police investigation.”

“The investigation doesn’t happen until after the crime,” Raven pointed out.

“Right,” he nodded. “What’s your point?”

“My point is, there’s a very nervous woman with a gun over there. Maybe you should stop her.”

He looked at the woman, then back to Raven. “Yeah, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Well…women tend to fall for me. Or try to kill me. I’m already married and I don’t particularly want to go through the whole almost dying thing at this moment. I haven’t even had my breakfast yet.”

Raven was getting all worked up beside me, but I wasn’t sure why. She was a thief. It wasn’t like she was on the side of good. “Fox, what about you?”

“And miss my morning waffles? I don’t know…I mean…she’s not actually going to kill him. Maybe shoot him in the balls. My guess is he was sleeping with his secretary.”

“I’ll take that bet,” Rae said, slapping fifty down on the table. “But not the secretary. It was the maid.”

“The maid?” Fox snorted. “What makes you think that?”

“I agree,” Ivan nodded. “It was the maid.”

“What? No way. Give me one good reason why.”

Rae looked at the man on the ground and smirked. “His tie is all wrinkled.”

“Well, yeah. He’s laying on the ground!” Fox pointed out.

“Yes, but his tie was wrinkled when we came in here.”

“Maybe they don’t have a maid,” I added. Not that I really cared one way or another. “Maybe the wife does the laundry. Maybe she got tired of hearing him complain about his wrinkled ties.”

“Did you see his cufflinks? Besides, his suit and shoes are designer. So are his glasses. And they arrived in a chauffeured car. They have a maid.”

“You can’t possibly know all that from his tie,” Raven countered.

“Fine, you want to know? All bets on the table right now.”

I didn’t really want to go against Rae on this, but I had put up a whole argument against her. I couldn’t turn back now. I slapped fifty down, along with the rest. She got up from her seat and walked over to the woman still holding the gun on the man.

The rest of the patrons were huddled down in their seats. I assumed someone had called the police by now.

“Caught him cheating, huh?” Rae asked the woman.

She flinched, not realizing anyone was there. Her gun immediately swung in Rae’s direction. “Stay where you are!”

“It was the maid, right?”

“What?”

“The maid,” Rae repeated. “We all know it was the maid. It’s always the maid.”

“Not always,” Fox snapped, jumping up and climbing over the table to get out. The condiments and silverware skittered everywhere and Raven quickly tried to correct it all. He saw the waiter across the room and snapped his fingers. “Hey, can we get our breakfast? I’m starving.”

“Stay where you are!” the woman screamed, pointing the gun at Fox.

“It could have been the secretary. He looks like the douchey type.”

“Help,” the man wheezed.

“I’m just saying, he has all the markings of a man sleeping with his secretary.” Fox bent over and looked the man in the eyes. “What do you do?”

“Lawyer,” the man bit out, looking at Fox like he was crazy.

“Yeah, I saw that coming a mile away.” He turned and faced us. “Care to change your wager?”

I was already on his side, but I could tell Ivan was considering his answer.

“Look, I don’t—I don’t know who you are, but just stay back!” the woman said, losing it just a little.

“You know,” I leaned in and whispered to Raven, “if you had let me sit on the outside, I might have tried to intervene. But you did insist that nothing would happen at a restaurant.”

“Really? You want to do this now?”

“I’m just saying, this could have all been avoided.”

“Fine, next time, I’ll let you take the outside.”

“It’s too late now. That poor schmuck is gonna have to deal with Fox. Can’t say he doesn’t deserve it.”

“We’re not trying to intervene,” Rae said casually. “But my friends and I have a wager. I’m guessing he cheated on you with the maid. But this guy,” she jerked her thumb at Fox, who waved cheerily, “thinks it was the secretary. Personally, I would be offended for every woman on earth if you were that cliché,” she said to the man. “So, if you could let us know, we’ll settle our bets.”

The woman looked like she was about to lose it. “Are you serious? You’re betting on me?”

“Well, in all fairness, you did pull a gun on your husband in the middle of a restaurant. Now, had you done this in the privacy of your own home, we wouldn’t have done this unless we were called in to the crime scene,” Rae explained.

“You’re mocking me?” the woman sneered.

“No, in fact, we’re on your side.”

“Yeah, we don’t really deal with douchebags,” Fox said, narrowing his eyes at the man on the floor. “I bet you never sang her a show tune.”

“Just get back!” the woman shouted, tears streaming down her face.

I sighed, tossing down my napkin. “Excuse me, but I think it’s time for me to intervene before they push her over the edge.”

“You think?” Raven retorted.

I couldn’t believe I had to deal with this when I hadn’t even had a cup of coffee yet. Still, if I let these two handle things, the woman would end up killing more than her husband.

“Ma’am, I’m a former police officer. I need you to put down your gun.”

She scoffed at me, swiping at the tears running down her face with her free hand. “Why? So you can arrest me? So you can send me to jail? What are you doing?” she shrieked, turning her weapon on her husband.

Actually, it was on Raven, who was now crouched down in front of him. She held up her hand slowly, staring into the woman’s crazy eyes.

“I don’t have a weapon.”

“Don’t you dare help him,” the woman bit out.

“I’m not. I promise you.”

She slowly lowered her hand until she reached the man’s throat.

“Please help me,” he whimpered.

“I’m going to. Just hold still.” She slid her hand up his suit until she reached his tie. Slowly, she tightened it and put it back to center, then smoothed the length of it straight and reattached the tie to the pin. “There.”

“I thought you were going to help me!”

“What? No, I promised I wouldn’t, but your tie was crooked. It’s kind of a thing with me.”

“Lady, I’m bleeding out!”

“You’re not, but your tie was definitely about to drape over your body into the blood. That stain never would have come out.”

“You’re insane! You’re all insane. You belong in prison.”

I would strongly disagree with that.

The wife gestured at him with her gun. “He’s the one who deserves to be behind bars!”

“I’m sure he does. And everyone here is very interested in your problems, but this isn’t the place to shoot your husband.”

“Yeah, you should always have a plan to get rid of the body,” Fox said.

I turned to him slightly, shaking my head. “Actually, I was referring to the fact that she shouldn’t pull a gun in a crowded room.”

“Right, because now there are witnesses,” he said, a smile twisting his lips.

“No,” I gritted out. “Because she could hurt someone.”

“Right, and then there would be witnesses,” Fox said slowly.

“We’re trying to de-escalate the situation,” I hissed.

“Why? I say, more power to her. Obviously, this guy did her wrong. It’s like a bad country song. Seriously, when are guys gonna learn to just sing a song when they feel the pain coming on? That’s what I do.”

“Yeah, while you’re torturing people. I hardly think if he had sung her a show tune, it would have solved all their problems.”

“You don’t know that. Singing saves lives!”

“Only in your world!”

“Not true. In my world, it helps me take lives!” Fox shouted.

“And how is that helpful right now?”

“It won’t help her, but maybe someone else in the room right now is thinking about murdering someone. Don’t you think sharing my wisdom would help?”

“Your wisdom doesn’t help anyone. Nobody even understands you. You walk around singing show tunes and throwing knives and eating Funyuns! That doesn’t apply to a single person on this earth.”

“Uh…it applies to me!” Fox snapped. “And maybe if more people ate Funyuns and carried throwing knives and sang show tunes, they’d be happier people. Did you ever think of that?”

“Sure, it ranks up there with my daily thoughts on your obsession with pickled pigs’ feet!”

“Hey, those are good!” he jabbed a finger at me.

I grabbed and twisted his finger, bringing him to his knees. He was pissing me off so much right now, and if it weren’t for all the people watching us, I might actually lose my shit and kill him. But I was too calm for that. I would not go crazy. I would not let this man affect my life.

Taking a deep breath, I released him and lowered my voice. “There are people watching. How about we conduct ourselves the way we should and put a stop to the madness?”

He grumbled as he got off his knee. “Fine, but only because I really want my waffles.”

“Thank you.”

I turned back to the woman, but she was no longer there. Paramedics were loading the man onto a stretcher and the police had the woman cuffed in the corner. In fact, there wasn’t a single person paying attention to us.

Rae appeared behind us, slinging her arms around our shoulders. “While you ladies were bickering, the woman simply gave up and handed herself over to the police. I think she was tired of hearing you argue.”

She clapped us both on the back and walked back to the booth. Looking around the room, I scratched my jaw in confusion.

“You know,” Fox whispered, “she gave up because of our…unique method of distraction. Honestly, we disarmed her quietly and effectively.”

“Exactly,” I huffed. “Good work.”

He held out his hand and grinned. “To a job well done.”

I shook his hand and returned to the table, sliding in when Raven stood.

Taking a sip of my coffee, I nodded to Fox.

“So, is that how you handled things when you were a police officer?” Raven whispered. “Very effective. You were playing the part so well, you didn’t even see FNG sneak up on her from behind.”

My head whipped in her direction. “What?”

She smiled at me. “But I’m sure your bickering caused the distraction he needed to take her down.” She patted my arm. “You’re an unsung hero.”
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“Maybe I should go in with you,” Nicholas said for the tenth time.

Rolling my eyes, I shoved my knife in the strap at my boot. “If you went in with me, it would defeat the purpose of the meet. It’s supposed to look like I came alone, with only Ivan as my intermediary.”

“I don’t like the idea of you being alone.”

“Nicholas, your entire team is going to have my back. That’s why we agreed to meet at this location.”

I started to walk away, but he grabbed me by the arm, swinging me back to face him. “This is serious. These are Russians. They could kill you as soon as you walk through the door, then bury your body where no one would ever find you.”

“But you’ll be there in the shadows and you won’t let that happen,” I said slowly. “Besides, there’s no point in dragging anyone else into this. The plan is solid. It’ll work.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“It will,” I said, placing my hand on his cheek to soothe him. I ran my fingertips over the scruff lining his jaw. His eyes slid closed, but the tension in his body was still strung tight.

“It fucking better work.”

His lips met mine in a flurry of passion and need for just a moment. Then he turned on his heel and stormed away, slamming the door behind him.

I watched the door for a moment, still lost in the kiss. What would happen when this was over? Would we go our separate ways and never see each other again? Or would we find a way to make this work?

“He is in love with you.”

I nearly gasped at the deep sound of Ivan’s voice. I didn’t know he’d walked into the room or that he had been listening. Turning, I pretended not to be affected at all by Nicholas or his kiss.

“He’s worried about the job. That’s it.” I grabbed the bag and made sure the eggs were secured inside.

“He is worried about you.” Ivan walked around the table, picking up a glass and the bottle of scotch. “Is good thing to have a man like him.”

Ignoring him, I continued to get ready for the job. My outfit was all black, tight and concealing multiple weapons. With my hair down, I had a more innocent appearance, though I doubted it would fool them. And even though I hated carrying a gun, I slid one into the holster at the small of my back and pulled on my leather jacket to cover it.

“He will not stop, Raven.”

“Won’t stop what?” I asked, playing stupid.

“He will not stop running to you. A man like him, you could shoot him in the chest and he would still fight for you.”

Somehow, his thick Russian accent made that sound so much more…heartwarming than if an American had said it. Maybe it was because of the perceived notion that Russians loved harder, but I actually believed it when he said it.

“I guess we’ll find out when this is over.” Turning to him, I put on my game face. “Are you ready?”

“I am always ready.”

We drove to the meet, and even though I knew I had OPS at my back and even Ivan, I couldn’t help the feeling of apprehension that washed over me. This could be it. I might never have another stolen kiss with Nicholas or feel his skin under my fingertips again. I tried so hard to keep him at a distance that I hadn’t considered what would happen if he was taken away.

And yet, I couldn’t regret how I got here.

I loved my work. I loved the thrill of figuring out how to pull the next job. Death had never been a part of it before, though I knew deep down that the consequences for getting caught could be deadly. Still, most of my concerns centered around silencing the alarms or breaking into a safe. And the really fun jobs were in more high-security areas like museums.

I knew that if we pulled this off, it would be damn hard to walk away from my life. And that’s why I shoved everything aside to think about later. It didn’t matter what would happen. I had to wait for the outcome, only then would it even be worth considering the multiple possibilities of my future. Until then, it was just idle speculation.

“They are early,” Ivan said, his eyes slowly meeting mine.

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“That depends if you trust the Russians.”

“Do you?”

He chuckled lightly. “I never trust anyone, especially my own kinsman.”

Well, that made me feel better. Getting out, I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked with confidence into the abandoned building. The broken out windows and dilapidated roof only added to the feel of ambivalence toward the situation.

“Why is it you guys always meet in abandoned buildings and warehouses?”

“I should think the answer is fairly clear,” Ivan retorted.

It was. I just didn’t like it. Easier to make a mess, easier to get away with murder…easier for no one to know you were ever there.

“You know, at least in my line of work there’s an element of sophistication.”

“Yes, I imagine when your partner tried to kill you, he was thinking that very thing.”

He shoved the door open and walked through, leading the charge as he approached his fellow countrymen. There were four of them, all as formidable as the next. Words flowed from his tongue in a language I had never bothered to learn. Aside from having no interest in ever visiting Russia, the language was extremely complicated.

I watched intently as he exchanged what I thought were pleasantries. The other men seemed to know him and like him, but still showed no signs of ease. It made me wonder what their demeanor would have been if I had shown up alone. I’d probably be laying on the ground with a bullet in the center of my forehead. Then again, that seemed almost too nice for men like this. Perhaps some torture would have been in the works first for killing some of their men.

“Raven, you have the pieces,” Ivan said, motioning me forward.

I took a few hesitant steps when the man across from me moved his hand toward the gun at his hip. Dressed impeccably in black suits, you would never know they were killers if you met them on the streets.

Then one of them grinned at me, his smile promising pain if only he could get his hands on me. Okay, maybe anyone with a brain could see just how dangerous these men were.

I unzipped the bag and pulled out one of the eggs from the wrappings, holding it up for them to see.

“Hand it over,” the man ordered.

“No.”

“Raven—” Ivan started.

“What assurances do I have that when I hand these over, you’ll let me walk away?”

“You’ll just have to trust us,” the man grinned.

“Not good enough.”

His smile faded and Ivan shifted closer. “This is not part of the plan.”

“Excuse me if I don’t trust my life to you. I don’t even know you.”

“If you don’t give us the eggs, we’ll just shoot you and take them from you,” the man offered. “It makes no difference to me.”

A door to the side opened and everyone turned, drawing their guns as a man moved out of the shadows, followed by three other men. When he stepped into the light, I gasped.

Henry Allsebrook

“Yes, shoot her,” he laughed.

“Who are you?” the Russian asked.

“I’m the owner of those artifacts, and I insist you return them.”

“Thief!” the Russian yelled. “Those were gifts to the Imperial family of Russia. They do not belong to English scum like you!”

“I bought them, as did other men over the last hundred years.”

“Yes, but these were stolen. These are three of the eight that were lost⁠—”

“Yes, when your own country turned on their leader and had him slaughtered,” Henry smiled. “They didn’t even have a proper burial. Thrown in some pit, only to be dug up fifty-some years later. I can see why you would hold these eggs in such high regard,” he said sarcastically.

The Russians tensed and I knew things were about to get bad. I took a hesitant step forward, hoping to get them both to back down. “But technically, the English and the Russians are related.”

“We are not,” the Russian scoffed, spitting on the ground.

“Uh…yes, you are,” I said quickly, hoping I was remembering my history as well as I thought. “Queen Victoria had children and grandchildren married off all across Europe. In fact, King George was cousins with the Emperor, wasn’t he?”

“And where was King George when the Emperor needed his help?” the Russian spat. “He abandoned him! He is no family. No Englishman will ever be friend or family.”

“He wouldn’t have needed saving if he hadn’t destroyed his own country!” Allsebrook shouted.

Well, it looked like pointing out the familial ties wasn’t the way to go. If anything, I probably made it worse.

“Maybe you should keep your mouth shut,” Ivan suggested quietly.

I nodded. “Good idea.”

“Gentlemen,” Ivan stepped forward. “It appears we have a bit of a situation on our hands.” He turned to Allsebrook. “I can understand that you want the eggs. They are yours, after all.”

The Russians yelled something at Ivan and the temperature in the room kicked up ten degrees.

Ivan held up his hand to silence them. “However, it would only be fair that whoever offers the best price will receive the eggs.”

What? That was not part of the deal. It was supposed to be the eggs in exchange for my life. Now he was going to allow them to bid on the eggs? Where did that leave me? If Allsebrook outbid the Russians, there would be no way the price on my head would disappear. I would be as good as dead.

Suddenly, aligning myself with Ivan didn’t look like it was going to pan out so well for me.

“We had a deal,” the Russian spat.

“Ah, but that is life, my friend.”

“I’ll give you ten million,” Allsebrook announced.

“You know they’re worth more than that.”

“Yes, I do. She stole them from me, after all.”

I felt like the bidding was on my head as the Russians countered. Allsebrook didn’t give in, tossing out escalating numbers every time the Russians raised the bid. I let my eyes roam over the room, even though I was supposed to be solely focused on the bidding. I couldn’t help but wonder where OPS was, if they were listening, and if they had a way out of this for me.

“Enough!” the Russian shouted, drawing a second gun and pointing it right at Ivan. “I will shoot you right now and take what is mine!”

“That would not be wise,” Ivan said, all traces of humor gone from his expression.

“And why not?”

I gasped when I saw the dot on the Russian’s chest. That wasn’t part of the plan either. There weren’t supposed to be any snipers in any part of this scenario. Yes, OPS was there for the grand finale, but we never discussed having an all-out war!

The Russian looked down and brushed at the red dot on his chest. His eyes scanned the building, finally settling on the northwest corner. I followed his line of sight, surprised when someone stepped out of the shadows from the second floor landing. I had no idea who he was, but Ivan laughed as if the whole thing was hilarious.

“Who are you?” the Russian asked.

The man slowly walked down the wooden stairs, his eyes never leaving the Russians. “I am Peter….the direct descendant of Peter Carl Fabergé. These eggs…they belong to me.”

Talk about mind blown. I wasn’t sure what I was more surprised about—that this man had somehow found us, or that he was French.

“They do not belong to you, French Swine!” the Russian shouted.

“Man, these guys really don’t like each other,” I muttered to Ivan.

He chuckled, rocking back on his heels. “Yes, I thought this might be good touch.”

I shook my head in confusion. “You thought what would be a good touch?”

“My dear, I orchestrated this whole…thing. I call Allsebrook and the Frenchman.”

Now, I was really fucking confused. “Why would you call all of them? You’re going to start a war!”

“It is point,” he shrugged. “Watch and learn.”

“Ivan—” I hissed, but he was already walking into the fray.

“Gentleman, there are three eggs. I’m sure we can come to some kind of arrangement.”

“Yes, you hand them over as promised,” the Russian hissed.

“They belong to me!” Allsebrook shouted.

“My family created the eggs. They should be returned to us!”

They all converged on each other, yelling and screaming as they waved their weapons in the air. I backed up a step, only to feel something hard pressed into my back. Slowly, I turned and saw Allesbrook’s men nudging me forward. There was nowhere for me to go. I had no way out, and this was all Ivan’s doing. Some sick game that he liked to play because he hadn’t had enough fun lately. What had he said? It had been two weeks since he killed anyone. And now he planned on getting us all shot.

“I’ll take that,” one of the men said, reaching for the bag.

I jerked it out of his grasp, only to have another hand grab the strap. I found myself being torn between the three interested parties, all of them clawing to get their hands on the bag. And the whole time, Ivan laughed as he watched chaos unfold.

“Ivan!” I shouted. But it didn’t matter what the plan was. That had gone out the window a long time ago. I only had one course of action, and that was to set the real plan in motion. I slid my hand into my pocket and fumbled for the receiver as I swung the bag and clocked one of the men in the jaw.

I hit the button and ducked just as an explosion rocked the building. The men around me scattered, all of them taking cover as shrapnel flew through the air and the building started to crumble just twenty yards from me. That was perhaps a little too close, but there was no other way. I took the bag and ran, only to be tackled from behind. I hit the ground hard, my chin snapping against the floor painfully. I felt blood ooze from my chin, but fought off the wave of nausea and rolled over, kicking the man in the chest who was trying to pry the bag from my fingers.

He fell backward just as another man approached. I was quickly running out of time and space to fight this battle. I pulled a knife from my boot and flung it at the next man who approached, hitting him in the shoulder as I hoped. I rolled and grabbed my weapon from my holster, but never got a chance to fire. A bullet pierced my shoulder just as I spun. The force of the bullet knocked me back a step and I lost my grip on my gun. It clattered to the ground, right at the feet of the Russian who was about to attack me.

I took a deep breath, hoping this all went off without a hitch. I pulled my left arm back and swung the bag with all my might. The man snatched the bag before I could release it, and then kicked me in the chest, sending me spiraling backward. The force of the blow knocked the wind from my lungs, leaving me gasping for air.

I rolled to the side just in time to watch the man open the bag and release the second egg. The world exploded again, only this time, I never saw the aftermath.
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“We have to move!” I shouted, already running for the building.

I could feel Fox on my six, running just as hard as I was. The first explosion was our signal, and it worried me more than I wanted to let on. The plan was risky at best, but I knew there was no talking Raven out of it. We were too far away to get to her. I had to trust that Ivan had her covered until we could get there.

From what I heard, she walked into more than she bargained for. Cash was trying to hold me back, to let it all play out and not lose our one chance of ending this. There’s no way he would have allowed Eva to go through with such a risky plan when baddies showed up out of the blue, threatening the entire plan.

The sound of gunfire wrenched through the air, but I didn’t slow. I didn’t care if it was directed at me or the men behind me. I had to get to Raven. There was no other option.

I was just about to the door when a second explosion rocked the building, followed quickly by a larger, more devastating one that I hadn’t been expecting. I was thrown backward from the blast, knocked into Fox as flames licked the building.

I jerked upright, staring in horror at the wreckage inside. “No!” I shouted, jumping to my feet.

I tried to run inside but Fox grabbed me from behind, wrapping his arms around me and preventing me from rushing in there. I fought him tooth and nail, tearing his hands from me just as another set of arms wrapped around me and dragged me further away.

“Raven!” I shouted, my throat raw from the fury in my shouts. With every set of hands that held me down, I fought even harder to break free. There was still a chance I could get to her. She might not be dead yet, but she would be if I didn’t get to her soon.

With one final scream, I ripped my body from the claws holding me back and ran flat out for the door. I almost made it, too. But something hard came down on my head.

The world spun.

The skies turned dark.

Then everything went quiet.
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Coughing so much my chest throbbed, Ivan propped me up on his shoulder as he helped me out of the burning building. I was barely standing on two feet anymore, and as I fell to my knees and coughed up a lung, I wondered if anyone else got out alive.

“What the hell was that?” I turned a scathing glare on Ivan.

He chuckled like always. “It was necessary. The only way to win is total destruction.”

I shoved to my feet, swaying slightly as my head spun. “I wasn’t on board with killing all those people.”

“I told you, I do things my way. The only way to ensure your freedom was to kill them and you.”

My body stilled at his words. “Kill me?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Raven. The men who came here today from the mob are only a small faction. There are others waiting to learn of your demise.” He pulled a knife from his belt and slowly walked toward me. “I think it is time we give them what we need.”

“Ivan…” I took a step back, my heart thumping hard in my chest as I stared at the knife. Long and wicked looking, that thing would slice me in two. But I had no way out. There was nowhere for me to run that he wouldn’t find me. “Just think about this.”

“I have, my dear. You are a casualty of war.”

“We had a deal,” I reminded him.

“And I will collect. As soon as I am finished with you.” He grinned wildly at me and lifted his hand above his head.

I gasped, holding my breath as I prepared to take on this man and fight to the end. He was older, but that didn’t mean much. He was a former KGB agent. He probably knew more ways to kill a person than I had even heard of.

“Dasvidaniya, my little kitten.”

“Ivan!” The shout startled both of us, and as he turned around, I prayed a reprieve was in my future. But when the figure stepped away from the building, my heart sank.

The Russian.

Yet another man with a heavy accent for me to compete with. Was I ever going to catch a break? He stumbled over to us, coughing hard as he approached. The look on his face was downright lethal, but as he saw the blade in Ivan’s hand, he grinned.

“So, she lives.”

“I was just about to see to her end.”

“Not yet.” The Russian looked at me, his eyes trailing over me before he grinned. “She still has something I need.”

“And what is that?”

I’d like to know the same thing.

“The eggs⁠—”

“They’re gone,” I said quickly. “You saw it with your own eyes.”

“Yes, about that…you are a tricky little thief. You give your word for a meeting, but then a Frenchman and your Allsebrook show up to ruin the deal. I never trust a thief.”

“That wasn’t me,” I argued. “I don’t know how they found us!” Not entirely true. I knew Ivan was the one who told them where we’d be, but I wasn’t willing to turn him over to The Russian. Despite Ivan trying to kill me, he was still closer to an ally than this man. I had to let this play out.

He walked closer, then his hand struck out, grabbing me by the hair and yanking me toward him. “We shall see.” His eyes twinkled as he laughed in my face.

I briefly saw Ivan move behind him, but if I was hoping he would knock the Russian out or help in any way, I was sorely mistaken.

“My friend, I feel it is only right I help you with this task.” He turned and faced the building. “As you can see, our location is no longer safe. We must move somewhere else.”

“I will take her home to New York.”

Ivan shook his head. “Is too far. I have someplace closer that will…be more discreet. And there is added benefit of easy disposal.”

They both tossed back their heads and laughed at me. I couldn’t believe it. After everything that had happened with Ivan, he was not only turning his back on me, but he was going to allow this man to torture me for information. So much for doing a favor for FNG. He should have just killed me and put me out of my misery a long time ago.

The Russian jerked me by the hair, tossing me over to Ivan, who caught me and spun me around, gripping my chin in his hand.

“This will be fun. It has been too long since I got to use my knives. You will allow me the honors, no?”

The Russian looked at Ivan with menace in his eyes, but nodded slightly. “For you, I will allow.”

“Good. You will follow me to location. This is going to be fun.”

Ivan spun me around harshly, leading me away from The Russian while holding onto me with a tight grip on my arm. Nerves fluttered through me as I tried to find a way out of this. Ivan planned to torture me for information.

Information about him.

I was so confused as to what was going on here. I stumbled along beside him, trying to come up with a plan. I could jump out of the car as we were driving down the road. Granted, I would probably die of my injuries if we were driving too fast, but it was better than being interrogated by Ivan.

“Just go with me and everything will be fine.”

“Really?” I huffed. “You certainly looked like you wanted to kill me before he came along. Why should I believe anything you say?”

“It was all for show,” Ivan mused. “I would not actually have killed you.”

“Well, that’s good to know. Just a little mutilation to make it believable?”

He shot me a frown. “Mutilation? No. I only needed sample of your blood to fake your death properly. There are certain things needed to get a death certificate. I could have easily produced woman with burned off face in no time. It would have satisfied the Russians, but I did not expect Yuri to live.”

“Yuri?”

“Our Russian friend who wants to interrogate you. Is good. I will fix everything.” He pulled out his phone and dialed. “Ah, FNG, I am in need of your services. We are about to give performance of lifetime…You do? Is good. Send me address and prepare for me. We will need torture devices…” He chuckled into the phone. “I will be waiting.”

He turned to me with a grin.

“You take way too much pleasure in this.”

“Is what I am good at. Come, we must prepare you to die.” He popped the trunk on the car and motioned for me to get in. “It won’t hurt. Much.”

I rolled my eyes and let him toss me inside. As the trunk closed on me, I had one final hope.

That I wasn’t willingly going to my death.


26

[image: ]
NICHOLAS


My head lolled to the side just before I jerked awake. I blinked rapidly, trying to adjust my eyes and make out my surroundings, but everything was blurry. Had I been drugged?

After multiple attempts trying to lift my hand to wipe my eyes, I realized I was tied to a chair. Jerking my hands over and over, the ropes dug into my wrists with every move. I soon came to find that my legs were similarly tied.

No matter how I tried, I couldn’t focus enough to figure out where the hell I was or how I got here. The last thing I remembered was…the explosion.

Raven.

My heart rate kicked up as I thought of the fire burning through the building, and Raven was still in there. Had she gotten out? Had she been burned alive? I couldn’t think about that now. I had to find a way out of here. Only then would my questions be answered.

“He’s awake.”

I’d recognize that thick Russian accent anywhere. Ivan stepped out of the shadows, a look on his face I knew all too well. It was one that screamed danger and threats. He wasn’t here to help me. No, this was his plan, and he reveled in the idea that he had me where he wanted me.

“What do you want?”

“Is not what I want. No, there is someone in need of answers. I thought…” He shrugged, his face hiding a smirk, “what better way to get one of you to talk than to have you here to witness such…tragic events.”

“What are you talking about?”

He walked over to a table and picked up a blade, running his hand along the edge. “My friend Yuri has some questions. It would be good if those answers came sooner rather than later.”

He stepped aside, gesturing in the distance. A light flickered overhead, illuminating a woman in a chair. Her head hung low and her hair covered her face, but I didn’t need to see it to know it was Raven. She was strapped much the way I was, tied to a chair with no way out.

As Ivan took his first step in her direction, I jerked at my bonds, trying to release myself, but it was no use. I wouldn’t get out of here tied up like this.

“Ivan, don’t!”

He turned to me with a chuckle, mocking my words, “Ivan, don’t!” he shrieked like a girl.

Another man stepped out. I assumed this was Yuri, but what connection he had to this, I didn’t know. Ivan was supposed to be on our side. He was FNG’s friend and he was supposed to be helping me save Raven’s life. Instead, she was now at his mercy, and I had played right into his hand.

“Yuri, my friend. We are ready to begin.”

He jerked his head at me. “What about him?”

“He is here for our pleasure,” Ivan laughed, clapping Yuri on the shoulder. “Her screams will drive him insane. Is my favorite form of torture.”

Yuri picked up a blade from the table and nodded. “I go first.”

“Ah! No, is no good. You do not build suspense by starting with blades. Come, come. You take first hit.”

Ivan led Yuri over to Raven with his arm around his shoulder, then stepped back, waiting for him to begin.

“Ivan, we had a deal!” I shouted.

He turned, raising an eyebrow at me. “Now I make new deal.”

“You son-of-a-bitch!” I shouted, thrashing in my chair. “I trusted you!”

“Is never good idea to trust Russian.” His deep laugh echoed around the room, sending chills down my spine. Where was FNG? What about Cash and the rest of OPS? They had to know what was happening. They weren’t that far away. Fox was right by me during the explosion. There’s no way he just left.

But then, where was he?

“Go, go,” Ivan insisted. “You first.”

I thrashed in my chair, trying to break free as I heard the first smack of Yuri’s fist against Raven’s face. Her answering groan twisted my heart in an inexplicable way.

“Ivan!” I shouted, trying to draw their attention. “I have what you want!”

“You have nothing,” he chuckled, barely paying attention.

Yuri pulled back and hit Raven again. Her head snapped to the side and blood flew from her mouth. Rage filled me to an insurmountable degree. I was writhing so much that I knocked my chair over in my attempts to get to her. The chair clattered as it hit the floor, but I hardly noticed as Yuri’s fist slammed into her again.

“Ivan! I’m gonna kill you!”

He threw his head back and laughed at me. It was almost more than I could take. He patted Yuri on the shoulder as he walked back over to me, bending down to look at me.

“Is good.”

“You son-of-a-bitch! How could you turn on us like that?”

Cocking his head to the side, he stared at me for a moment before righting my chair. His hand slapped my face a few times. “I was right about you. I told her…I said, that man is in love with you.”

I spit in his face, disgusted that he would put on such a performance with us, leading us to believe he was on our side, only to use it against us when a better offer came along.

But as he wiped his face, another booming laugh broke free. Then he leaned down and whispered. “This will be good. I promise you.”

As he walked away, I tried to find any way to read into what he was saying. Nothing made sense. I couldn’t justify his actions in any way. He had Raven strapped to a chair and was allowing her to be used as a punching bag. He stopped at the table with all his weapons and looked back at me as he picked up a machete. I didn’t want to think about what he was about to do. It was too horrifying to even consider.

“My turn,” he said to Yuri as he walked over to her.

I was too far away to see the look in her eyes, but the whimpers and pleas for mercy were clear as day. Wet tendrils of hair hung in her face as she pleaded with him not to kill her.

I wanted to call out to her, to tell her I was here, but what would that do? She would know I was watching but just as useless. In the end, it would do nothing for her.

“Tell me what I want to know,” Ivan boomed.

“I don’t know anything. Please.”

The whimpers that left her mouth tore my heart out. I twisted in my ropes, trying desperately to free one hand. Burns scorched my skin as my wrists rubbed against the rope. But it was no use. They were too tight, and I didn’t have anything to cut through the strands.

“Does anyone else want the eggs?” Ivan asked.

“No, I swear!”

“Is not good enough!” Ivan swore.

He shifted to the side of the chair and just as quickly, raised the machete above his head and brought it down in one swift motion.

“No!” I cried out just as the blade sliced through her hand at the wrist.

The screams that echoed around the room were deafening. Blood flowed from her body, dripping on the ground in a pool of crimson. I turned to the side, vomiting all over the floor as sweat poured from my body. Tears coated my eyelashes as I watched Raven be mutilated by a madman.

Her screams slowly died down as Ivan turned Yuri with a grin. “Satisfied?”

“Almost.”

Yuri drew a gun from the back of his pants and pointed it at Raven.

“What are you doing?” Ivan asked.

“Finishing the job.”

Ivan stepped in front of him, his hands held up to stop him. “You take fun away from me.”

“I’m just making sure it ends.”

Ivan nodded. “Do me favor. Put bullet in her chest. I have no desire to clean her brains off the floor.”

Yuri nodded as Ivan stepped out of the way. I saw the pleading on her face as she turned to Ivan.

“Ivan!” I shouted, but he didn’t turn to face me.

“Please—”

She never got to finish her thought. Three bullets fired in succession into her body, flinging her back in the chair. She gasped one last time, and then she went silent, her head falling to the side.

I sat there, stunned and unable to believe what I had just seen. She was dead right before my very eyes. I was supposed to protect her. I swore I wouldn’t let anything happen, yet she was dead with blood pooled all around her from the brutality Ivan inflicted on her.

Yuri shoved the gun in his pants and nodded to Ivan. As he walked to the door, all I could do was stare at Raven and replay all the ways I had let her down. I remembered that first night I met her, how she had been so full of life and sass. She licked my ear. And I had liked it.

Yet now, that woman was gone. The life had drained from her body and all that was left was a shell of the woman she used to be. I hung my head, unable to look at her any longer. Ivan could do whatever he wanted with me. There was no way I could ever go back to the life I once led. Not when I knew I was no longer worthy to do the job.

Ivan’s footsteps echoed through the warehouse as he walked over to me. He stood just feet from me, his arms crossed over his chest as he stared down at me.

“You did good.”

A loud bell rang and a voice echoed over a loudspeaker. “That’s a wrap!”

Men and women swarmed around the room, bustling about as they started grabbing weapons and carrying them away. Furniture was moved around and lights were lowered from the ceiling. Someone carrying a camera walked out and winked at me.

“Nice performance.”

“What?”

Cash came jogging over to me, a grin on his face. “That was some great shit. Seriously.”

“Great—”

Movement caught my eye as Raven sat up, groaning as she rubbed her chest. “Man, did you have to shoot me three times, Ivan?”

“It was Yuri!”

A little brunette spitfire came running over, practically throwing herself in Cash’s arms. “Thank you so much! That was perfect!”

I shook my head as I finally put the pieces together. I hadn’t spent a lot of time with OPS and their families, but this woman… “Zoe?”

She turned to me with wide eyes. “Oh my gosh. Amazing performance. Seriously, I believed it was real.”

“It…this was for show?” I exclaimed, nearly tearing out of my bindings.

“Yeah, for my new movie. FNG called and said he needed use of my set and—wait, you didn’t know?”

“Know that you were fake killing my girlfriend?” I snapped.

Her face paled as she took a step back. Then she spun on Cash. “You didn’t tell him? I thought he was just faking it!”

“I—”

“You big jerk!” She punched him in the arm. “I can’t believe he didn’t know that was a setup!”

“It had to be authentic!” he shouted as she ran away. He turned to me with a sigh. “Thanks for getting me in trouble.”

“Yeah, I can see how this is all my fault,” I snapped. “How the fuck could you do this to me? I thought she was actually dying! I had no way to save her!”

“Right, but if I had told you it wasn’t real, there’s no way you would have gone along with the plan. I sort of needed you there for it to work.”

“For what to work? For you to put her in the line of fire? Do you have any idea how badly that could have gone?”

He nodded. “See, this is why I didn’t tell you.”

“He fucking shot her!”

“She was wearing a bullet-proof vest.”

“And bullets can still pierce those. He was right the fuck in front of her!” I shouted.

“She agreed to it!”

I clenched my jaw as anger tore through me. “And what if he’d decided to go for the headshot instead?”

“Yeah, I’m not gonna lie. That was a possibility. But Ivan talked him out of it.”

I stared at him for a moment before my voice came out in a low rumble I didn’t recognize. “It was a possibility?”

“Well, in our defense, it was a zero-sum game.”

“That doesn’t give you the right to play with her life like that!”

“She knew the stakes. It was worth the risk. If we didn’t go through with it, the mob would have hunted her down. Men died because of her actions.”

“There were other ways⁠—”

“Yuri wasn’t supposed to live,” Cash snapped. “He was supposed to die in that fire. But he walked out of that church. We only had a hot minute to devise a new plan.”

“Yeah? And the third explosion? Whose idea was that?”

Crickets could have been heard chirping outside for how silent he went. “I didn’t know about that,” he admitted. “It was all Ivan. He convinced IRIS to⁠—”

“Where is the son-of-a-bitch?”

“Ivan?”

“IRIS,” I grumbled.

“Uh…”

“Cash, let me at him. That explosion could have killed her.”

“It was supposed to kill everyone aside from her,” he explained. “Listen, Ivan knew the only way the mob would back off was if they thought she was dead. He knew we wouldn’t go along with murdering all those people, so he went behind our backs to IRIS and⁠—”

“Why the fuck am I still tied up?”

He raised his eyebrows at me. “I think you know the answer to that question.”

“Untie me now.”

“If you’d just take a minute⁠—”

“You killed off my girlfriend without consulting me.”

“If you ask her, she’s not⁠—”

“I don’t give a fuck what she says. We’re together. You don’t get to make decisions like this behind my back.”

“Technically, you were passed⁠—”

“Don’t even try to make excuses for what you did,” I spat.

He rubbed his brow with a sigh. “Are you ever going to let me finish a sentence?”

“Sure. I look forward to ramming the words down your throat.”

“You make a terrible Rochefort.”

I had no fucking clue what he was talking about, and I didn’t give a shit at this moment. “Untie me.”

“Are you going to behave?”

“Cash…”

“Yeah?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

He cocked his head to the side. “Maybe another half hour.”
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“Great work,” another guy said as he passed.

I nodded, glad that it was over. While I didn’t mind putting on a show, I found it hilarious that everyone here, aside from Zoe, thought it was all an amazing performance. Only she knew that Yuri was actually a Russian mobster. It worked perfectly for her film, which was why she so willingly let us use her set—with the agreement that we would perform in two more scenes for her.

I had no idea where those scenes would fit in, but apparently, it was perfectly normal to shoot out of order. And though I hadn’t seen an actual script, I wasn’t exactly thrilled to know the part I would be playing. What had this woman done in the film to get herself killed?

“They’re not going to credit me in the role, are they?” I asked Red as I walked over to the refreshments table. Grabbing a bottle, I chugged the whole thing. After being stuffed in a car and dragged onto the set, I was dying of thirst. It was only by sheer luck that Ivan was able to distract Yuri long enough for FNG to fit me with a fake hand and bag of blood that would dribble out from underneath my jacket. At the last minute, he fit me with a bulletproof vest, something I was very thankful for at the moment.

Ivan’s plan only included roughing me up and a missing hand. Killing me hadn’t been in the cards, but Yuri had a different idea in mind. While I was bruised up, at least I wasn’t six feet under or swimming with the fishes.

Red smirked as he looked up from his script. “Not if you don’t want them to.”

“We were lucky her set was so close to us. That had to be sheer luck.”

“Or divine intervention.”

“I can’t believe your wife likes doing this stuff.”

“It wasn’t her idea. She just wanted to write scripts. Somehow, it morphed into us making films for her. Even with kids at home, she’d rather be doing this than being a housewife.”

“Can you blame her? All those snotty noses and the boredom of sitting around the house all day? I can’t imagine it.”

“And stealing is so much better?” he laughed.

“Well, it was definitely more exciting. Although, this job took it a little far.”

“Almost being burned to death will have that effect on most people.”

I fiddled with my bottle, waiting in uncomfortable silence next to a man I barely knew. My alternative was to face the music with Nicholas, which wasn’t something I was looking forward to.

“You know, he’s going to be even more pissed if you stay over here talking to me.”

“Yes, but he can’t kill me if I’m standing by you.”

“Wanna bet?”

“You wouldn’t let him kill me.”

“No, but he’s not looking to kill you. Maybe maim you in the bedroom,” he chuckled. “Good luck with that.”

“Thanks for the chivalry,” I shouted as he walked away.

He held up a thumb. Yeah, like that really made me feel better. Turning to face my executioner, I took a deep breath and decided there was no time like the present. Well, I would take any other time, but running from him would only make the situation worse, as I already knew.

I approached with great caution, smiling hesitantly. “So…what did you think of my performance?”

Still tied up in the chair, he growled at me, his eyes turning almost feral.

“Not a fan, I see.” I nodded just to have something to do. I couldn’t look at him, not when he so clearly wanted my head on a platter. “You were great. I mean, that whole torn-up look on your face was…top notch. I almost believed you actually cared,” I joked.

It was the wrong thing to do. He tried to leap from his chair, but couldn’t move with the restraints holding him down.

“Now, just think about this a moment. You’re not really angry with me,” I tried. “What you’re really upset about is that…that…you couldn’t get to me.”

“You think so, huh?” he snarled.

“Yes,” I said shakily. “It was a shock to see me in that chair when you woke up. But given some time, you’ll realize that I had to go along with the plan. It was the only way to ensure my survival.”

“And you didn’t think I could help you?”

“I—” I fumbled through my thoughts, trying to find the right words, but they wouldn’t come. I focused on his shirt. The neck was pulled to the side from all his struggling. I reached forward without thought and pulled his T-shirt straight.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he growled.

“Your shirt was crooked,” I informed him. “And…and I needed to straighten it.”

“You left me in the dark,” he said, his voice low and threatening. “You didn’t even give me the opportunity to help you.”

“It wasn’t my choice. I was in the trunk of a car. I had to trust Ivan completely.”

“You could have trusted me!”

“You were unconscious. How was I supposed to fill you in on any of this?”

His answering growl had me taking a step back. “Clearly, you’re not in the right frame of mind to talk about this.”

“Get back here,” he snapped.

“I think you need some time to cool down.”

“Raven,” he snarled, “if you run, I won’t stop until I find you.”

I knew that. And maybe that’s why I did what I did. He would come for me, and that sent shivers of excitement down my spine. I grabbed the keys sitting on a nearby table and took another step toward the door.

“You’ll feel better about this whole thing once you clear your head.”

“I’ll feel better about this when I bend you over my knee!”

I smirked at him. “Promises, promises.”

And then I took off toward the door. I passed Cash on the way and shouted, “I need two hours!”

He looked at me in confusion, but then a smile tilted his lips and he saluted as I rushed on. I had no idea whose keys I’d stolen, but I thanked them for being so careless. As I ran around the building, I spotted the cars all hidden in the trees and hit the key fob. Lights flashed at me and I ran toward them at breakneck speed before anyone could stop me.

I flung the door open and got in, slamming the door as I started the engine. As I reversed out of the spot, I saw Cash running out the door, yelling at me. I rolled down the window just enough to hear, “That’s my car!”

I waved at him jauntily and hit the gas, tearing down the dirt road as I headed toward my last days of freedom. It wouldn’t be long before Nicholas caught up, and then I’d have to pay for my sins.
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“Raven!” I shouted as she ran for the door. “Get your ass back here!” She ran right past Cash and I saw how he winked at her. “Cash!”

He spared only a single look for me before walking my way. That bastard.

“What’s the matter? Did you lose something?”

“You let her walk away!” I snapped. “I’ll fucking kill you!”

He tossed his head back in laughter. “Not when you’re all tied up.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “She took your keys.”

His laughter died on his lips as he spun around in search of his keys. With a panicked glance at me, he took off for the door. There was no way he’d catch her now.

“Nice acting, man,” Fox said, hopping up on the table across from me as he stuffed his face with something questionable in a jar.

“What are you eating?”

“Chocolate-covered worms. They’re quite tasty,” he grinned, his teeth outlined in chocolate.

“Why the fuck are you sitting there eating worms while I’m tied up?”

He cocked his head at me. “You didn’t want to be this way?”

“No.”

He pointed his fork at me. “So, the whole tied up thingy…that wasn’t at your request?”

“Why would I request to have myself tied up?”

“That’s a good question,” he answered thoughtfully. “Then again, I can think of a few people around here who would be more than willing to switch spots with you.”

“I don’t give a fuck about their kinks!” I shouted. “The only thing I’m interested in right now is wrapping my hands around Raven’s throat and squeezing the life out of her!”

“Yeesh. Maybe dial it down a notch. I’m the crazy one. If you start acting like this, what will people think?”

“That a woman is driving me fucking insane.”

“Right, but I’m more concerned about what they’ll think of me. I can’t lose the title. I did that for a few months and I gotta tell ya, I didn’t like the way people looked at me.”

“Since when do you care what people think of you?”

“You have a point. Still, I think it’s important we keep boundaries between us. A basic set of ground rules, if you will. For instance, I’ll give up some of my psycho time if and when the mood strikes for you, if you supply me with endless amounts of Funyuns.”

“No.”

“See, I don’t think you really thought this through. It’s a great deal for you. Just think of all the times I’ll have to step aside to make room for you. I mean, maybe I should give you a few pointers first. If you’re going to do it, you should do it right.”

“Not interested.”

“I see what you’re saying. You don’t think you can handle that much freedom.” He sighed heavily. “I have to be honest with you, it’s a heavy burden to bear. So much to consider, not the least, how your woman will handle it.”

“She’ll handle it however I tell her to.”

He winced. “See, I don’t think you’re getting the right end of the stick here. Your woman shouldn’t be the reason you go insane. I mean, I suppose if it’s insane jealousy…yeah, I could see that. But it should never be directed at her.”

“Fox.”

“Yeah?”

“Shut the fuck up and get me out of here.”

“Ooh, sorry. I can’t do that. I’d love to help you out and all, but I sort of have a deal with IRIS.”

Fuck, what was it going to take to get me out of these damn ropes? “And what’s your deal with IRIS?”

“Oh, it’s totally about you. See, he feels slightly bad about setting that third charge off so soon and nearly killing your lady love. He really wishes it hadn’t gone down like that, but what are you gonna do?”

“Not set off the explosives early,” I deadpanned.

“Right,” he snapped his fingers at me. “That’s a definite possibility, but what are some other ways we can avoid all this extra rigamarole?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, clearly, you’re going to kill IRIS. Now, as much as I love a good beatdown, I can’t allow you to kill the man. He has a woman to think about.”

“So do I,” I bit out. “Yet, I’m still tied to a fucking chair!”

“So, you see my predicament.”

“What I see is our friendship quickly dissolving.”

He laughed at that. “Wow, you almost had me there. Close to being convincing, but if you want some good pointers, you should go to the Kamau. He’s great at coming up with evil looks and comebacks that set my skin on fire.”

“Do I look like I want to talk to the Kamau?”

“Well, I can see where you’d be jealous. He’s a hard act to follow.”

“I’m not trying to follow him.”

His eyes went wide as he swung his legs lazily. “You want to surpass him? Not sure that can happen, or that I would ever allow it. Frankly, I just don’t think you have it in you.”

“I have plenty in me.”

“Yeah, but you’re just not the Kamau. I’m sorry, but it’s not going to happen. You’re like…the medium light to his darkness or the medium darkness to my light. See what I’m saying?”

I didn’t, and I wasn’t about to continue debating with him about this. “I don’t give a shit what the Kamau is like. All I care about is getting out of these damn ropes and getting to Raven before she does something stupid!”

“She took my damn car!” Cash shouted as he ran up to me. “Why the fuck would she take my car?”

“Because you were the one stupid enough to leave your keys on the table,” I pointed out.

“Still, after I helped her out, she could have taken someone else’s car.”

“If you untie me, I’ll go after her and make sure she pays.”

His eyes flicked my way and a smile lit his face. “Nice try. As much as I’d love to let you go after her, I promised her a two-hour head start.”

“But she stole your car!”

“Yeah. It reminds me of something Eva would do.”

“So, that’s it? You’re just going to leave me tied to a chair?”

“It sucks, I know, but it’s for the best.”

“Makes the chase better,” Fox grinned, holding out the jar to him. “Worm?”

“No thanks.”

“They’re surprisingly good.”

“I’m sure they are,” Cash said, hopping up on the table beside Fox. “So, what should we talk about as we wait?”

I glared at the man. “I thought you didn’t like it when people brought their personal problems to work.”

“Very true, but I’ve found that I have a talent for getting involved and putting my own twist on things to help the men I employ to find their way out of the hole in the ground.”

“I don’t have my head in the ground. I’m the one chasing her,” I snapped.

“He’s right,” Fox nodded. “He’s been chasing her this whole time.”

“Yes, but when he catches her this time around, think of how much better it will be.”

I couldn’t believe this. The man who was supposed to be the level-headed leader of OPS was plotting with the resident psycho on how to get two people together.

“When I get out of here, the first thing I’m doing is knocking you both out.”

Cash laughed, shoving his hand in the jar and pulling out a worm, popping it in his mouth.

“Hey! A little manners,” Fox snapped. “Use a fucking fork.”

“Fox, we’re eating chocolate-covered worms. Do you really think my germs are the problem?”

“It’s not about germs. It’s about common decency. You don’t see me grabbing food off your plate and eating it.”

“You offered!”

“Yes, but use a fucking fork! It’s not that hard to behave like a fucking gentleman.”

“He’s right,” I grumbled, hating that I was agreeing with the man. “The least you could do is use a fork.”

“You know, I might leave you tied up longer than two hours.”

“And I might tell Eva that you ate worms.”

He barked out a laugh, clearly not threatened by me at all. “All I have to do is tell her Fox was involved.”

Fox shot me a toothy grin. “Me and Eva are like this,” he said, crossing his fingers. “She likes watching Oklahoma with me.”
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I was slightly disappointed that I hadn’t run into Nicholas yet. When I stopped for dinner, I half expected him to walk through the doors of the diner and sit across from me. Yet, that never happened. And when I stopped for a bathroom break just two hours later—wishing he had caught up to me—I was disappointed yet again.

Maybe he wasn’t really coming for me. Maybe he’d decided he had enough. Not that I could blame him. What we did to him was wrong. If the shoe had been on the other foot, I would have been pissed as hell at him. Not that it was my fault. I didn’t have a say in the matter. If anyone was to blame, it was Cash. He purposely kept Nicholas in the dark.

But somehow, I still felt guilty about the whole thing. Deep down, I knew my life had depended on things looking realistic. Still, it hurt like hell the way he fought to get to me, knowing he was tied up so tight, there was no way he was breaking loose.

Shoving my key into the reader, I stepped into my dark hotel room and sighed. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. Maybe a man sitting in the corner of the room, waiting for me just as Ivan had. Only this time, it would be Nicholas and he would be grinning at me like the devilish man he was with promises of torturing me all night with sex and maybe that spanking he promised me.

But when I flicked on the light, I was sorely mistaken.

I tossed my bag in the corner and stripped off my shirt, neatly folding it and making a pile for all my clothes. With every layer I took off, my body ached in ways I had ignored for most of the day. I hated to see what my face looked like. Ivan had let Yuri get in quite a few punches before stopping him.

The burns around my wrists from the rope only reminded me of Nicholas, so I shoved those thoughts aside and went into the bathroom for a shower. The hot water washing over me soothed my battered body, but nothing could ease the ache I felt in my chest. I knew I was wrong, and yet I ran anyway.

I jumped as warm hands slid over my back, wrapping around me and cupping my breasts. I’d recognize that touch anywhere, but what I didn’t understand was why he was being so gentle with me.

“I was going to wait,” Nicholas murmured, brushing his lips over my skin. “But when you stripped, I lost all willpower.”

Frowning, I looked over my shoulder, catching only the sight of his dark hair. “You were in the room?”

“I’m always watching.”

That was vague as hell. He wasn’t in the room. He couldn’t have been. I would have seen him. And still, he was here with me. I slowly turned in his arms, wrapping my own around his neck.

“I didn’t think you were coming.”

His dark eyes skimmed over my face, settling on the bruising along my jaw and eye. I could hardly see through the puffiness, but it was enough to see the hard lines of his beautiful face.

His fingers brushed over my battered skin, and I hissed when his fingers probed the cut on my lip. “You shouldn’t have gone along with it.”

“It was the only choice I had,” I whispered.

“You could have told me.”

His strong hand cupped my face, forcing me to look up into his eyes. The storm clouds brewing had me choosing my words carefully.

“If you had known, you would have stopped me.”

“You’re damn right I would have. There’s no way in hell I would have allowed you to place yourself in danger like that.”

“I willingly put myself there. I knew it was dangerous, but that’s what happens in matter of life and death situations.”

“That’s unacceptable. As long as you’re my woman⁠—”

“Your woman?” I said angrily.

His grip tightened on me. There was no place for me to go as the water sluiced over my skin, making it impossible to run unless I wanted to end up on my ass.

“That’s right, kitten. You’re my woman, and you fucking know it.”

I opened my mouth to give him a piece of my mind, but his bruising kiss made it difficult to reprimand him. His tongue slid inside my mouth, caressing me and luring me into a false sense of hope that we could move past this. I knew it was a trap, but my body betrayed me, refusing to let me walk away.

He shoved me against the shower wall, gentle in his rough demeanor. As he pressed his thigh between my legs, I dropped my gaze to his thick cock jutting out, waiting for a taste of my pussy. He’d only been in the shower with me for mere minutes, but my body responded to him instantly. I spread my legs, welcoming him in.

His resounding chuckle had me narrowing my eyes at him. “Don’t tease me.”

One thick finger slid through my wetness before sliding inside me. “You mean, don’t fuck with you?”

My eyes slid closed as he slowly pumped in and out of me.

“You don’t want me to promise you something and then take it away?”

I peeled my eyes open and stared at the menace etched on his face. “That’s not⁠—”

“You made me promises. You told me⁠—”

“I promised you nothing,” I reminded him. “I told you I would be fine.”

“You forced me to stay on the outside,” he grumbled. “You went in alone with that Russian while I watched from the sidelines. I fucking trusted you!”

“Nicholas—”

“Don’t even try to make excuses for what happened.”

Though he was angry at me, he didn’t stop thrusting his finger into me. In fact, as he grew angrier, he slid a second finger inside me, increasing the pressure.

“You fucking knew I wanted to be with you. I fucking told you I didn’t trust him.”

“He saved my life,” I argued.

“He tied you to a fucking chair and let Yuri hit you!” he shouted, his face mottled with rage. But under all that, there was a spark of something else.

Fear.

I pressed my hand to his cheek, hoping I could soothe him. Slowly, his jaw unclenched and his fingers slowed as his thumb touched my clit, circling slowly and drawing out my pleasure.

“I never meant to scare you. It wasn’t in the plans, but we didn’t have a choice.” As his body tightened, I rushed on. “I swear to you, if I had any other options, I would have taken them. But Yuri was there just as Ivan pulled me out of that building. It was either go along with Ivan’s plans or let Yuri shoot me. I swear, I had nothing to do with when Cash decided to fill you in on the details. I didn’t see any of them until FNG snuck over to me and fitted me with a fake hand.”

If I was supposed to be soothing him, I was failing miserably. At the mention of the fake hand, his body stiffened again.

“That was fucking stupid. He might have realized it was all fake and cut off your other hand in a fit of rage.”

“But he didn’t,” I reassured him. “It could have all gone wrong and I might be dead, but the plan worked.”

He nodded slightly, his hand sliding up my belly and over my breast until he skimmed my neck. “Yes, it might have all gone wrong.” His grip suddenly tightened around my neck. “And then you fucking ran from me.”

In a flash, I was spun around and thrust up against the wall. He yanked my arm behind me and held me in place as he kicked my legs apart with his foot. I slid on the slick floor, nearly falling if he hadn’t been holding me up.

“Nicholas—”

A hard smack landed on my ass and I jerked, trying to get away from him. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

“I was thinking I was trying to avoid this!”

He slammed his hand down on my ass again and I choked out a scream. He was unrelenting in his power and need to punish me. I squirmed in his hold, trying to get out of his arms, but he just held me tighter, refusing to let me go. My skin burned as the hot water rushed over it, scalding the very place he was abusing. I cried out his name, begged him to stop, but he was too angry with me.

Finally, as tears streamed down my face, he released me, stepping away. As I turned around, he stared at my body one last time before jerking the shower curtain back and stepping out. The door closed seconds later and I was left alone in the shower. Sinking to the floor, I took a deep breath and swiped at the tears on my face.

I wasn’t hurt. I was angry at myself. I had hurt him, and I knew now it was going to take a lot more than an apology to make up for what he just went through. I shut off the water and wrapped a towel around my body, prepared to plead with him to forgive me if that’s what it took. But when I stepped into the room, he was gone.
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I signaled the bartender for another round. After I smacked the hell out of Raven’s ass, I had to get out of there. I was never brutal with anyone before. I may have wanted to kill my ex-wife, but I never did it. But Raven…she made me do things I never imagined out of pure jealousy and rage.

And fear.

She got that one right. When I saw her tied to that chair, I knew in my soul I would never see her again. And there was nothing I could do about it. So, to find out the whole thing was a sham—a joke that felt like it was being played on me as some punishment for falling for the woman…I didn’t know how to handle that.

The bartender slid the glass in front of me, immediately turning to another patron. I was glad that he wasn’t trying to get me to spill my guts to him. The last thing I wanted was someone trying to make me feel better.

“Coke on the rocks.”

I rolled my eyes as Cash took a seat beside me. I didn’t need to turn to know it was him. I recognized his voice instantly.

“So, you came here to drink away your cares instead of spending the night with your woman.”

I brought the glass to my lips and took a healthy swallow.

“You know, it wasn’t her fault.”

I sighed. I really didn’t want to talk to him.

“She didn’t go along with the plan for any reason other than she did what she had to do.”

I picked up the glass and downed the rest of it. Turning to him, I kept my voice low and even. The last thing I wanted was to draw attention to myself. “Let’s get one thing clear right now. My relationship with Raven is none of your business.”

“She didn’t screw with you for the fun of it.”

“No, that was your doing.”

“I did it because it needed to be realistic.”

“Bullshit,” I spat. “You did it to teach me some lesson. Just like you sent Max and Christa off to get married, but neglected to tell them they didn’t actually go through with it.”

“That was different,” he said, his body stiffening.

“Yeah? It was different because it was for their own good, or because it was your idea and you liked fucking with their lives?”

“Believe what you want. Maybe I did fuck with Max, but this was all about keeping Raven alive.”

“And you didn’t think I could play the part, or you didn’t think I would like the choices you had made?”

His jaw clenched in anger. “We were all there. We never would have let anything happen to her.”

“Well…good for you that you knew it was fake.”

“We didn’t do this to piss you off or teach you a lesson,” he shouted as I stood to walk away. “We only had a small amount of time to get things in place. I knew if I told you, it would blow the operation. You weren’t prepared to handle something like that, and having a discussion about it wasn’t an option. It had to happen whether you like it or not.”

I heard what he was saying, and part of me actually believed the bullshit spewing from his lips. But I was too angry to deal with it right now. Whether it had to happen or not, they allowed me to believe that I had failed Raven—that she had been killed right in front of me. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw those three bullets hitting her chest. I saw her fall back and her body go limp.

Yeah, she was a fucking great actress, and she had to be, but I couldn’t reconcile what they were telling me with the images in my head. And until I got past it, I couldn’t be around any of them. I couldn’t risk losing my shit like I had on Raven earlier.

I walked out of the bar and headed for my truck, but I didn’t get far. Something hard hit me on the back of the head and I fell to my knees. Dazed, my head lolled to the side as I was hoisted up by my arms and hauled across the parking lot. My toes dragged along the asphalt, bumping on cracks and potholes. I knew I needed to fight back, but as my head spun, I couldn’t find the energy as the blackness slowly crept in.

I heard a door open and then I was tossed in the back of a van. My body jolted at the impact, and when I rolled to the side, I caught sight of a metal object just before something pinched the skin at the back of my neck. I fought the ripples of darkness threatening to take over.

For a brief moment, I considered that this was some sick joke by Cash, trying to prove a point. But he would never inject me with something to do that. The light faded around me until I had no choice but to fade with it. I would know soon enough who was behind the attack.
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This was the second time I had woken up tied to a chair in the last day. Though the accommodations were better, I had a feeling the situation was more dire. That is, until Cash turned around and narrowed his eyes at me.

“Fuck,” I grumbled. “Seriously? Can’t you just give me a fucking minute to adjust to the fact that my woman is alive?”

“Not sure what you’re talking about,” he said, tilting his head to the side.

“Look, I get it. You think I’m being unfair to her. But it’s not up to you to decide how I handle this shit. And you definitely didn’t need to stick a fucking needle in my neck.”

“You didn’t go down when I knocked you out,” he said, shrugging slightly. “I did what I had to do.”

“Bullshit. None of this would have happened if it weren’t for you.”

“I seem to get a lot of the blame these days.”

“Since you’re the one who set up the whole fucking thing, I’d say my anger is warranted.”

He shoved to his feet, strolling over to me. “Though I’m sure I’m to blame for many things, whatever happened with Raven is not one of them.”

“How can you say that? You’re the one who decided to fake her death.”

A smirk crossed his face as he cocked his head at me. “I see my brother is still pretending he’s blameless.”

“Your—” Groaning, I let my head roll back. “You’re Rafe.”

“That would be correct.”

“Seems a little strange that you would call Cash out for his actions when you’re just as bad.”

He walked over to the couch and sat down, running his hand along his jaw. “The difference is, I never claimed to be the good brother. Now, what’s all this about Raven being killed?” he asked, using air quotes as he spoke.

“Why should I tell you?”

“Because someone is after Raven, and I’m trying to save her ass before they get to her. It would be in your best interest as well to help me.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because you were part of the job that’s coming back to bite me in the ass.”

Understanding dawned as I studied the man who could easily pass as Cash. Of course, they were twins. It was nearly impossible to tell them apart. That is, unless you went by their actions, though those were sometimes difficult to distinguish as well.

“The shipment for Zavala. He knows.”

He nodded slightly. “I underestimated Hugo. It seems he ran straight to Zavala and was able to strike a bargain with him.”

“Christ, you told us Hugo would end up dead.”

“He should be. Apparently, my efforts to upend Zavala’s work are more of a nuisance than I hoped. It seems that Zavala is willing to work with Hugo and keep him alive as long as he can deliver whoever was involved in the theft.”

“And your hands are fucking clean,” I hissed. “You had everyone else do the dirty work, and now they’re after us.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

He was here, not that his actions made up for the fact that he landed us in a pile of dog shit. “And what about Raven?”

“You were easy to find. I just followed my brother. Raven…I don’t know where she is. She fell off the grid.”

“That’s because we just got her out of one mess.”

“Do you know where the fuck she is or not?” Rafe snapped.

“Yeah, I know where she is.”

“We need to get to her now before it’s too late. Zavala won’t go easy on her if he finds her.”

“Then fucking untie me so I can get to her.”

He stood there for a moment, unflinching. Why the fuck wasn’t he moving?

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“All of OPS is being watched. They already know of my connection to Cash.”

“He was at the bar with me,” I said, shaking my head. “Christ, are you telling me you left him at the bar without warning him?”

“Not exactly. I called in a favor.”

“From who?”

“That’s not important right now. You need to know that if you go with me, you can’t go back to OPS. You’ll lead Zavala right to them. There’s still enough of a protective barrier between OPS and the outside world, but⁠—”

“If I go with you and then go home, I’ll lead them right to your brother.”

“And everyone else at OPS.”

It sucked, but there was no way around it. Even if I was pissed at Raven, there was no way I’d leave her to the fate of Zavala. She meant too much to me, and leaving OPS behind was a small price to pay to get her back.

“Untie me so we can get to work.”

“You can’t⁠—”

“I fucking know!” I snapped.

“I had to be sure.”

“Are you sure you’re Rafe?”

“Why would you ask?”

“Because you’re not quite the asshole I thought you were.”

He walked over and cut the ropes around my wrists. “Just don’t tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold.”

As soon as the ropes were gone, I was on my feet and moving to the door. I had no idea where we were, but I knew exactly where to find Raven. I just hoped I got there before Zavala’s men. I had already let her down once. I wouldn’t let her down again.
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I watched Nick walk out of the bar and turned back to the bartender, raising two fingers for another glass. He immediately set a lowball down in front of me and filled it with whiskey. As I took a drink, I knew I would respond the same way if it were Eva in that situation.

I wasn’t lying to him when I told him it was the only way. With such a short amount of time to fix the problem, I did what I had to do. And I was fucking right to leave him out of the decision-making process. He would have fucked it up for all of us. Sure, the added bonus of having good content for Zoe was a win, but the goal was to keep Raven alive. He’d see that before too long.

“Is there a reason you’re sitting at the bar all alone?”

I turned, surprised to see Jack’s face beside me. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

“An old friend called in a favor.”

“And that would be?” I picked up my drink to take another swig when his words stopped me in my tracks.

“To get your ass out of here alive at all costs.”

I slowly turned to him, only then noticing that Johnny had taken up a post across the bar. Glancing behind me, I saw Jason not far away, his eyes roaming the room.

“What’s going on?”

“Rafe is what’s going on.”

“Fuck,” I hissed. “The Zavala job?”

He nodded. “It would seem that Zavala’s found you and Nicholas. He grabbed Nick on the way out. They have another job to take care of, but you’re the prize.”

“In what way?”

“You’re not stupid, Cash. You run OPS, and it won’t be long until Zavala finds out. If he finds out you’re Rafe’s twin, you’re fucked. With Zavala hanging around, it won’t take long.”

I shoved to my feet immediately. “I have to get to Eva.”

He grabbed my arm before I could leave and tightened his grip. “If you go to Eva, you’re killing everyone there,” he hissed. “We’ve already alerted everyone at OPS. They know to be on high alert. Everyone’s at the silo and on lockdown. But if you go there, you’ll lead them straight to our families. The best thing you can do is lay low and follow our orders.”

I smirked at him. “I think you’re forgetting that you work for me.”

“I do, but I also know how Rafe’s mind works. Trust me when I tell you that if you get in his way, he’ll abandon all his plans to keep you safe.”

My brother keeping me safe. That was a new one. “That’ll be the day.”

“I’m serious,” Jack said, his face showing just how sure he was about this. “Trust me when I tell you that something is going on that we don’t know about. Whatever that is, Rafe isn’t willing to fill us in.”

“He never is.”

“This is different. Whatever he’s up to, you’ll fuck it up if you go your own way, and get everyone killed.”

I wasn’t sure I believed for a minute that Rafe was trying to keep me safe. The only thing Rafe ever cared about was the bigger picture, and damn anyone who got in his way. Still, Jack was certain about this and I had to trust him, even if he hadn’t worked with Rafe in a very long time.

“Alright, so what’s your plan?”

“First, we need to get the hell out of here.”

My eyes flicked to the door. “You’re kidding me.”

“Afraid not,” he said, a slight grin pulling at his lips.

“What are you thinking?”

His gaze slid over my shoulder to Jason. “Maybe a can opener.”

“We don’t have everyone for that.”

“We have enough. Besides, what’s a few casualties between friends?”

He was right. If they were waiting for us outside, there was no way we were walking away without casualties. “Fine, but I get the roof.”

“Sally is waiting for you in the back.” He handed me an earpiece and headed for the front. Johnny followed me to the back.

“You probably thought you wouldn’t have any fun on this trip,” he chuckled.

“Since when are you excited to get involved in this shit?”

“Since things have been a little dull lately.”

“I thought that was what you wanted,” I said over my shoulder as I headed to the kitchen.

Johnny nodded to the cook, who reached below the counter and supplied my rifle. I didn’t know how Rafe got his hands on Sally, and I had a feeling I didn’t really want to know. Where Rafe went, there was always trouble.

“Tahlia is more than enough to keep my life exciting, but she’s thrown herself into work.”

Now it all made sense. “Then let’s make sure this adventure is enough to keep you entertained for the foreseeable future.”

He grinned at me, tipping his hat as we went out the back and immediately climbed the metal ladder to the roof. Keeping as low as I could, I followed Johnny’s hand signals to the northwest corner of the building, overlooking the parking lot. The streets were busy tonight with cars lining the streets. Having a shootout at this hour was dangerous at best, but there was no other way to go.

“Three o’clock,” Johnny said as I set up Sally.

I got on my belly and swung the scope to three o’clock. Leaning against a car was a man smoking a cigarette. By all standards, he didn’t appear to be a threat, but the way his eyes kept flicking around the parking lot was the first clue that he wasn’t just having a smoke.

Suddenly, he stiffened, his gaze locking on something in the distance. I swung my scope around, catching sight of Jason and Jack stumbling out of the bar, laughing as they went.

“He’s on the move.”

“I see him,” I said, locking my sights on him. I slowed my breathing and gauged the wind as he maneuvered between the cars. With only so many routes to take, I chose the most likely scenario and took one final steadying breath. Pulling the trigger, I hit the target in the chest. He crumpled to the ground, and as expected, chaos erupted.

“Nine o’clock!” Johnny signaled.

I moved quickly as he called out the targets. One, I barely missed in the chaos of the men and women running. The target grabbed a woman, thrusting a knife to her neck as he backed away from the building. He didn’t know where I was, but he was smart enough to realize that he was trapped with no way out.

“Jason, we have a target at⁠—”

“I’ve got him.” I pulled the trigger, placing a bullet right between his eyes. The knife slipped from the woman’s throat and she ran screaming from the scene. As the sirens sounded in the distance, I scanned the area one last time for any tangos, but the police scared them away as planned. I packed up my rifle and slung it over my shoulder, running flat out for the ladder with Johnny hot on my heels. We made it to the ground in mere seconds, just in time as Jack pulled up with a pickup truck, skidding to a stop beside us. I got in the back, tucking my rifle under the seat as he hit the gas and took an alley away from the bar.

We were only three streets over when headlights appeared behind us. “We haven’t lost them yet!”

“I’m on it,” Jack said, hitting the gas as he pulled out onto a busy street, running a red light.

The vehicle behind us didn’t slow, not even when sirens appeared behind him. We were going to have a hell of a fight on our hands.

“Out of the city. We can’t afford any civilian casualties,” I ordered.

“Not gonna happen,” Jack said, taking us down another road. “There’s no time to get out.”

“There’s always time,” I snapped. “Get us the hell out of here!”

But he ignored me and took a sharp right into a parking garage. As the truck roared up the incline, I knew there was only one way this would end. I just hoped it wasn’t us that went flying off the tenth floor.

The truck was going too fast as we rounded one level to the next. We nearly side-swiped a car, narrowly avoiding hitting it. Now that I could see the vehicle behind us, I cursed under my breath. It was a fucking sports car, so much more capable of taking tight corners than the large truck we were in.

“Any brilliant ideas?” I asked Jack.

“Yeah, don’t get dead.”

“Nice plan,” I retorted.

“It’s my favorite kind. See, all of you have these crazy ideas for missions,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at me.

“Watch the road!”

“But the way I see it, if your plan is always not to die, you can’t lose.”

“Unless you die!” I shouted.

He took the next turn harder than the last and sent the truck on two wheels as we rounded the corner. A car was backing out and Jack rammed into it from behind, saving the owner’s life. If he had pulled out after us, he would have been killed for sure.

Metal scraped along the pavement as we hit the next incline. The car was gaining on us, pushing us to the limits. At the last second, Jack jerked the truck to the left, cutting through the center section of the parking garage. He drove into the oncoming traffic, pushing the truck even harder as we went full speed at the wall ahead of us.

The car came around the corner just as Jack slammed on the gas, ramming him into the wire barrier. The cables snapped as Jack pushed the car over the edge, hitting the brakes at the last second. But there was too much momentum and the truck started to go over.

“Ditch!” Jack shouted.

I didn’t waste a second throwing open the door and leaping from the truck, just barely grabbing onto the wires. I yelled in pain as the wire cut into my hands, but didn’t let go. The explosion down below sent flames soaring into the sky. Jack chuckled as he held onto the wires below me, then started pulling himself up.

“Fucking ridiculous,” I muttered, hauling myself back into the parking garage. Johnny and Jason were already sitting on the pavement and came over to help Jack to his feet as he made the final climb.

Together, we sat on our asses and stared at the destruction below.

“Well, that’s one way to take out the baddies,” Jason laughed.

“My rifle was in that truck,” I muttered.

“Don’t worry about the evidence. I’ve got a cleanup crew,” Jack retorted.

“Of course you do.” But I wasn’t thinking about the evidence. “Sally 2 was a good rifle. We’ve been through a lot together. I’ll never forget her.”

Johnny made the sign of the cross, then glanced my way. “May she rest in peace.”

I climbed to my feet and brushed off. “So, what’s next?”

Jason grinned at me. “We thought you’d never ask.”
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“Another, miss?”

I looked up at the waiter and nodded. I was on my second glass of wine, but what was one more? Sitting alone in the hotel restaurant, I tried to push the anger on Nicholas’s face from my mind. He was so pissed at me and I couldn’t blame him. After everything we’d been through, I should have stuck around. Then he would be across the table from me instead of God knows where.

I thanked the waiter and took another drink of my wine. Seconds later, my meal came out, but despite the delicious smell, my stomach rolled at the thought of eating anything. I grabbed another slice of bread from the basket and tore off a piece, stuffing it in my mouth. Hopefully, the bland flavor would ease the cramping in my stomach.

“Smells delicious.”

I craned my head to look at the stranger beside me. He was tall and handsome, but something about him was off. He had a sinister look in his eyes that I knew all too well from years of wandering the country and encountering the worst of humanity.

“And you are?”

Without waiting for an invitation, he took the seat opposite me and signaled to the waiter.

“Sir?”

“Scotch, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

I wanted to berate the man for taking this stranger’s order without first asking if he was joining me. It looked like I didn’t have a choice in the matter.

The man sitting across from me smiled slightly, crossing one leg over the other as he leaned back in his chair. “So, you are the beautiful Raven.”

I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to encourage conversation. My spine tingled with anticipation as he continued to watch me. I needed to get out of here, but I had no idea how to accomplish that without this man following me.

I quickly glanced at the exits, noticing men standing sentry as if they were guarding someone. My eyes flicked back to the stranger.

“You will not be able to escape.”

“Who said anything about escaping?”

The waiter returned and set the glass on the table. “Will there be anything else, sir?”

“Give me the special for the day.”

“Yes, sir.”

The waiter bowed as if this man were royalty. If he was well known around here, I had certainly never heard of him.

“Is there a reason you’re inviting yourself to my dinner?”

“You looked lonely.”

“I was perfectly fine on my own.”

“No gentleman allows a woman to sit by herself in a restaurant.”

“As I said, I was fine.”

“I’m sure you were.” Again, he sat there and stared at me.

It was unnerving to say the least, but I forced myself to behave normally as if he wasn’t bothering me at all. Picking up my fork, I twirled the pasta around the tines and swallowed down the nausea swirling in my stomach. The flavor soured in my mouth, but I chewed and swallowed, not allowing this man to see the effect he had on me.

“Aren’t you the least bit interested who I am?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me whether I’m interested or not,” I retorted.

He burst out laughing, confusing me even further. “I like you. You’re not at all what I expected.”

“And what’s that?”

Instead of answering, he continued on. “I guess we’ll enjoy our dinner together before I get to why I’m here.”

I twirled some more pasta on my fork and forced down another mouthful, washing it down with some wine. I almost asked the waiter for another glass, but I was already tipsy. The last thing I needed was to be drunk around this man.

We sat in silence until the waiter arrived with his dinner. He dug in ferociously, cutting his bloody steak and savoring every bite. I watched as he mopped up the blood on the plate with bread and nearly vomited. Not much bothered me, but there was something evil about this man, and I knew I wouldn’t be walking away at the end of the night.

I reached forward to distract myself and straightened the bread basket, then centered the flowers on the table. It was just a small vase, but it was off-center and driving me insane.

“Something wrong?”

“Just crooked,” I answered, continuing to fix things. Once everything was parallel to the table and centered as it should be, I felt myself calm just a little.

The man set his cutlery down and wiped at his mouth. “So, now that we’re finished, it’s time I tell you my purpose of being here. I am Ebarardo Zavala. Have you heard of me?”

I shook my head, grabbing my glass of water. “Should I?”

A crooked smile filled his face. “You helped someone steal a shipment from me. It cost me millions of dollars.”

Shipment. I hadn’t done anything like that. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Of course you do. You provided the keycard to the storage unit.”

No matter how hard I tried to keep my face neutral, I failed miserably.

“Ah, I see you remember what I’m talking about. It wasn’t easy to track you down. You’ve been busy.”

My mouth went dry as I realized who I was sitting across from. Although I wasn’t entirely sure who this man was, I knew it had something to do with a powerful crime syndicate Rafe had been trying to take down. And now they knew I was involved. No wonder the waiter didn’t ask him any questions. He commanded power like a Roman God.

Any hope I had of walking out of this restaurant tonight quickly dissipated. In the span of an hour, my night had gone from bad to the verge of death. I couldn’t see any way out of this. I had no information to barter with this man, and I had a feeling all that would do was make my death faster.

“Who are they?”

The question took me by surprise. “Who are…what are you talking about?”

“The men who broke into my storage unit. You were stealing something at the museum, but you were just a distraction. So, tell me who these other men were and you can walk away.”

Those other men were most likely from OPS. While I didn’t know that for sure, it would make sense that Rafe used them since they had already been involved in getting to Hugo. Still, it wasn’t definitive proof, and it didn’t matter anyway. I wouldn’t turn them over to this bastard, not even to save my own neck.

Besides, if he found out I was involved, it wouldn’t be too much longer before they found OPS on their own. Chances were, they already knew, but were looking for other information from me about them.

“I’m sorry, I can’t help you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Both,” I said, holding my head high. “I only know the part I played. As for who else might have been involved, that wasn’t for me to know.”

“And if you did know?”

“I wouldn’t tell you. I’m not a rat.”

His lips twitched with a smile. “Admirable, but that won’t save your life.”

After everything I had been through, this was the one thing I refused to give. “A friend of mine recently betrayed me. He tried to have me killed, and when that didn’t work, he turned on me and sold me out to the Russian mob. I know firsthand what it means to have loyalty in this business, and I will not be the one to turn on someone else. Do what you want, but I won’t breathe a word.”

Though my words were strong and fearless, I was quaking inside. I had no way out, no one to help me out of this mess. Nicholas was gone and I had no idea if he had any intentions of returning, and if he did, he would only end up on the wrong side of things—just as I had.

Zavala stood, pulling out money from a clip and tossing it on the table. “It’s time to go.”

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

I felt something hard pressed into my side and nearly gasped at the sudden intrusion.

“I wasn’t asking. Get on your feet or I will make sure everyone in this restaurant pays the price. And then I’ll take you anyway.”

I quickly tallied the number of patrons in the restaurant. Even one death on my head was too many, but there were at least twelve people still in the restaurant, and that was just the diners. What about the waiters and cooks and hostess?

I had no choice but to do as he said. If I was lucky, I might find a way to escape, but I couldn’t allow him to kill innocent people because I got wrapped up in the wrong thing. Very carefully, I folded my napkin and placed it on the table, ensuring it was parallel to both sides of the table. I watched as Zavala did the same, probably figuring that if he didn’t do it, I would do it for him.

And as I watched, that’s when I realized that Zavala wore a tie pin and it was emblazoned with the letter Z. I pushed back from the table, glancing over my shoulder at the man who slid my chair back. As Zavala stood in front of me, I took my chance while I could.

Slowly, I reached up to his tie, fixing the slightly crooked state, then ran my hand down the tie, smoothing it before straightening his jacket. His eyes were glued to mine the whole time, but he didn’t try to stop me. Finally, I stepped aside.

“Lead the way.”

The lecherous grin on his face sent shivers down my spine, but I forced myself to stand still. As the men turned, I dropped the tie pin on the napkin and followed Zavala out of the restaurant. I had no clue if Nicholas would come back to find me or if he would see it, but it was the only chance I had.

A black town car was waiting at the curb and the driver opened the door, waiting for me to get inside. I glanced at Zavala, then slid inside. When the door shut behind me, a shiver of cold raced down my spine. I held my breath, wondering what would happen from here.

Zavala grabbed a glass, pouring a small bottle into it. Handing it to me, he grinned. “Drink.”

“No.”

He pulled a gun and pointed it at me. “Drink or I can end this faster.”

I stared at the gun, wondering if I should just allow him to shoot me. The thought of what was to come scared the shit out of me, but ending it all without giving Nicholas the chance to find me was something I couldn’t do.

I grabbed the glass and drank it in one swallow. It didn’t take long for the drugs to kick in and the world to go black.
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“Raven!” I pounded on the door again, but got no answer.

Rafe slid a keycard from his pocket and into the reader.

“Where did you get that?”

“From the cleaning cart. They always leave those things unattended.”

The door opened and I rushed inside, looking all around. It was exactly as I left it earlier in the night. Not a thing was out of place, and I would know if it was because Raven always left her room spotless.

“All of her things are still here. The only thing missing is her purse.”

“Let’s check downstairs. Someone must have seen her,” Rafe suggested.

I was just about to leave when I saw something laying on the table beside her bed. It was my St. Christopher medal. I had dropped it somewhere and couldn’t find it, but she had it all along. Snatching it off the table, I pulled it over my head and followed Rafe out the door. I walked up to the first person at reception, showing them a picture of Raven I had on my phone.

“Have you seen this woman? She’s staying in room 318.”

The woman shook her head. “No, but I just came on shift. Margaret might have seen her.” The woman looked around and then waved her hand. I turned and hurried over to the woman she’d signaled.

“Have you seen this woman?”

She frowned, then nodded. “Yes, she was down here earlier in the restaurant.”

“Do you know where she went when she was done?”

“No, I’m afraid I didn’t see her leave.”

“What about restaurant staff? Is there anyone I can talk to?”

“Um…I think Mike is still here. He would have been one of the servers.”

“Would he have waited on her?”

“I really don’t know. The restaurant isn’t run by the hotel. I only see inside and occasionally get dinner there.”

“Where can I find Mike?”

“If he’s here, he’ll be in the back of the restaurant, but the doors are locked.”

“Then find someone who can open them,” I snapped.

“No need,” I heard Rafe say as he walked over to the doors and kicked them in.

The woman gasped, saying something about calling the police, but I was already running through the doors in search of this guy. When I shoved open the door to the kitchen, the cook shouted at me.

“You can’t be in here.”

“Where’s Mike?”

“Get the hell out of here!”

“Mike, where is he!”

Rafe grabbed a knife laying on the table and stalked toward the man as I rounded the corner on the other side of the counter. The cook looked between the two of us, knowing there was no way out for him.

“Where is Mike?”

“The kid? He went home.”

“When?”

“A few minutes ago. He was⁠—”

The door opened and a kid walked through, maybe nineteen years old by the looks of it. “Hey, Chef, I forgot my—” He looked up and stopped immediately as he took in the scene. “What’s going on?”

“Are you Mike?”

“Yeah.”

“Did you serve this woman earlier tonight?” I held out my phone for him to see.

He squinted, then nodded. “Yeah, she was here.”

“Did you see where she went after dinner?”

“She left with some guy.” He shoved his hand in his pocket and pulled something out. “This was on the table.”

I took it from him and stared at the Z on the tie clip. “Who was with her?”

“Not sure. He was a scary-looking dude.”

I nodded and motioned for Rafe to follow me. Hurrying out of the restaurant, the hotel staff gave us a wide berth as we exited the hotel.

“Zavala,” I hissed as we got in his car. “He’s got her.”

“Then we go after him.”

“How? I doubt he gives his name.”

“He can’t have gone far. Either he’s taken her somewhere else in the city or they’re going back to San Francisco.”

“Great, so they’re either here or not here. That’s fucking clear as mud.”

He pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “Find out if there’s any movement by Zavala’s boat.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “You know where Zavala is docked?”

“He docked in San Francisco two days ago.”

“You fucking knew he was here and didn’t try to warn us?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Too fucking late. He already has her.”

“Do you want to fucking yell at me or find out where he took her?”

There was more going on that I didn’t know about, but in order to find that out, I’d have to go along with whatever Rafe had planned. The only thing that mattered right now was getting Raven back, consequences be damned. If I hadn’t left her earlier, she would still be with me. Maybe we would have evaded Zavala and made it back to OPS.

Then again, it was likely that Zavala came with the intention of taking Raven. If we didn’t get her back, and soon, I didn’t want to think about what would happen to her.

The phone rang just seconds later. “Talk to me.”

I couldn’t hear the other side of the conversation, but I was sure it wasn’t good by the look on Rafe’s face.

“Dammit! If he gets away, it was all for nothing! Stall them. Don’t let them leave!”

He hung up and tossed his phone on the dash. “What’s really going on?”

Rafe shook his head slightly. “We can’t let her get on that boat.”

“I know why I don’t want her on that boat, but what’s your reasoning?”

“Same as you.”

“Bullshit,” I snapped. “You don’t give a shit about anyone. In fact, I’d bet my left nut that you didn’t come here because you were worried about Raven. This has to do with something else and you’re going to fucking tell me what that is.”

His grip tightened on the steering wheel as we raced down the road. “It would be very bad if she got on that boat. It’s a one-way ticket to an island that we would never be able to rescue her from.”

“How do you know this?”

“Because I’ve tried. FNG was sent there. I have no fucking clue how he escaped and lived to tell about it.”

“Why do you want to get on that island so desperately?”

“It’s not about getting on the island. It’s about getting off the island.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means we need to get there before the boat leaves.”

“You’re talking in circles. Whatever this is about, just fucking tell me!”

He looked over at me, his lips pulled tight. “You’ll know soon enough.”
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“Let’s get this bird in the air!” Edu shouted.

“It’s not a fucking helicopter,” Scottie retorted. “And put up my plastic!”

I left Scottie to his devices and stormed to the back of the plane. Lock was loading up the rest of the cargo with Brock, while Patrick and Chase were discussing something with Rafe. Most likely, it was about Asher. I couldn’t blame them for still being pissed about the shit Rafe pulled that got their team broken up, but I had my own shit to worry about at the moment.

“How much more?” I asked Lock.

“This is the last of it. We’re just waiting for Cash to arrive.”

I didn’t want to wait for him, even though it was his plane. I had to get to Raven, and since Zavala already had a head start, we couldn’t afford to allow him any more time. I turned and stormed back to the front of the plane, ready to tell Scottie to put us in the air, when Cash appeared in the doorway.

“About fucking time,” I snapped, unable to help myself. Just looking at him was difficult. He looked just like Rafe, and therefore, pissed me off on principle alone.

“Where is he?”

I jerked my head to the back and he nearly shoved me aside to get to his brother. Jack, Johnny, and Jason stepped onto the plane, each of them looking me over.

I grabbed Jack’s arm and pulled him aside. The other two followed without question. “Tell me what his endgame is.”

Jack shook his head slightly. “I haven’t been in contact with Rafe since⁠—”

“I’m talking about all of this shit. He needs someone to get on that island. He as much as said so. Why?”

“He never told us his plans,” Jack answered slowly. “This is Rafe we’re talking about. Whatever he’s up to, I’m not even sure Libby knows about it.”

I scoffed at the ridiculousness of what he was saying. “How can that be? He worked with you for years. You’re really fucking telling me that not a single person knows what his endgame is?”

“No one wishes they knew what the fuck was going on inside Rafe’s head more than me,” he hissed in a low voice. “After all the shit he’s pulled, I nearly paid with my life. This all centers around taking down the Pike Crime Syndicate. I don’t know what his obsession is with it, and neither does anyone else.”

“So, you were just good soldiers the whole time,” I scoffed.

At my words, he stiffened considerably. “Maybe we were, but that all changed. You can’t trust him, no matter what he tells you. There is always another agenda, and he will always put that agenda before anyone else. Even his own brother.”

His words echoed in my ears as he shoved past me and took a seat. Johnny’s gaze slowly roamed over me before he nodded and took his own seat. It was Jason who stayed behind.

“Isabelle,” he hissed.

“What?”

“Don’t know what it means. But if you can figure that out, you might find out what this whole fucking thing is about.”

I ran the name over and over in my head as he took his seat. It meant nothing to me. I’d never heard it before, and I couldn’t think of a single person with the name. Had Rafe been married before Libby came along?

“Take your seat,” Cash said as Scottie announced we were taking off.

I looked at him a second time, just to make sure it was him. They looked exactly alike. I had to make sure I was speaking to the right brother. I slid into one aisle, not complaining when Cash joined me.

“What did you find out?”

“Not much,” he sighed. “Libby’s in San Francisco, which surprised the hell out of me.”

“Why?”

“Last I heard, she was going undercover.”

“As what?”

He slowly turned to face me. “As a slave at an auction.”

“A what?”

He nodded. “Part of the Syndicate deals in the trade of women. Sex slaves mostly. Although, I hear some of the men want the women for other things.”

“Why would she go undercover—why would he allow that?”

Cash’s lips quirked up at the side. “You’ll learn pretty fucking fast that Libby is just as cunning as Rafe. The two of them were meant for each other. Before they even met, Libby was working her own angles at getting into the Syndicate. I don’t know what the fuck draws them to each other, but they both have just as much at stake in this.”

That was a hell of a lot to unpack, but all I could worry about right now was Raven’s part in all this. “What does it mean that Libby’s in San Francisco?”

“That she’s working with Rafe again. Either she couldn’t work her way into the trade, or he had to pull her out. Whatever the reason, they’re now working together on this.”

“Their objective is the island.”

“Are you sure?”

I nodded. “I asked him why he wanted someone to get on the island. He said it wasn’t getting on the island, but off that was the problem. So, what does Zavala have that Rafe needs to get to the island so badly?”

“You don’t go to the island without an escape route,” Cash said thoughtfully. “If it was just Zavala he wanted, he’s got his chance now.”

“Take down Zavala and another sector of the Syndicate crumbles,” I added. “I thought that was what this was all about.”

“So did I.”

He glanced behind him at Rafe, then back to me. “We need to focus on getting Raven back. Everything else comes secondary. And watch your back with Rafe. He’s a loose cannon.”

“I’ve already figured that out. What’s the plan?”

“Find Zavala, go in guns blazing, rescue Raven…that’s about it. Oh, and don’t get dead.”

“That’s your brilliant plan?”

“That’s all I’ve got. Without any other details, there’s not much we can plan.”

“What about Zavala? Are we taking him alive?”

“I’d like to say yes, but I don’t know if that’s even an option.”

I thought about it a moment, knowing what we were walking into was basically a death trap. “Zavala will have a lot of men with him. He’s going to be prepared.”

“I know.” He glanced behind him. “We’ll have to wait until we land. I have a feeling that Rafe has something else in the works, and we won’t know until it happens.”

“That’s a fucking horrible way to plan a mission.”

“Unfortunately, that’s all we have to go on.”

“And you trust him?” I asked.

“Not really, but through everything, he’s always had our backs in his own way. We’re just going to have to believe that the same is true this time around.”

I didn’t like it, but what choice did I have? I needed Raven back, and this might be our only chance to get her before Zavala disappeared again.

“I guess we’re going in blind.”

“And may we not die in the process.”
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The gentle sway of the bed underneath me left me confused and slightly nauseous. My head pounded from whatever the hell Zavala made me take in the car. But overall, I didn’t feel half bad, considering I could be dead right now. I pushed myself into a sitting position and cursed under my breath. I was on a boat.

“I see you’re finally awake.”

Looking to my right, Zavala sat in a chair, sipping a glass of what looked like whiskey. He fit nicely on the luxurious boat. Dressed in white slacks and a white dress shirt unbuttoned at the top, he looked like he was heading out for a day of sailing. But I supposed that was the point. He didn’t want anyone to know he was a notorious drug lord. That would draw too many questions from authorities.

“Where are we?”

“On my private yacht. I think you’ll find the accommodations more than satisfactory.”

“Are we…”

“At sea? No, but we will be shortly. I hope you don’t get seasick.”

“I’ve never been on a boat.”

He stood, walked over to the bar, and poured a second drink. As he held it out to me, I hesitated. The last time I took a drink from him, I blacked out.

“This one’s not drugged.”

Grudgingly, I took the drink and downed it. My mouth was dry and tasted like cotton, but the scotch didn’t do much to rid my mouth of the foul taste.

“Why did you bring me out here?”

“Because you’re going to help me set a trap, my dear.”

“And why would I do that?”

A sly grin graced his lips. “Because you want to live.”

I did, but not at the expense of others. I may be a thief with few morals, but killing was one thing I didn’t tolerate unless it was a life or death situation. Besides, Rafe had promised to get my brother released from prison. If I turned my back on Rafe now, I might never see my brother again.

“Sorry, but I’m not in the business of getting other people killed.”

“Well, you see, this is why my plan is so perfect. I want the man behind the curtain, and you’re my steppingstone to getting what I want.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

“I’m going to offer him the one thing he really wants.”

“What’s that?”

“A chance to interrupt my supply chain again.”

My heart skipped a beat in my chest. “Why would you do that?”

“Because whoever is behind all of this desperately wants to ruin my operation. I’m going to tempt him with something that he can’t resist. And when he comes, I’ll take him and then have my revenge.”

Rafe would be walking into a trap. I had no way to warn him or stop him from coming. Even if I could get to a phone, I had no way of letting him know what was really going on.

Unless I could contact Nicholas.

But then he would want to be involved and I needed Nicholas as far away from this guy as possible. Just the thought that Zavala would come within a mile of Nicholas made my skin crawl.

“I’m not helping you kill another man.”

He chuckled as he took his seat once again. “Just being here is all the help I need. The damsel in distress that no man can resist helping. All I have to do is send a message and the hard work will be done.”

“You’ll never get away with this,” I hissed.

He cocked his head at me as his lips twisted. With the snap of his fingers, four men stormed down the stairs and entered the room, walking over to me. I backed up, trying to get away from them, but there was nowhere to go. Hands grabbed at me, dragging me through the room. I fought to break free of them, but they were too strong. Despite all my training, this was a losing battle.

I tripped over my feet as I fought them on the stairs. Once we were on the deck, it was clear if I wanted to escape, I would have to do it now. Using the man on either side of me as leverage, I swung my feet up, kicking one man in the chest. He stumbled backward, falling over the side of the yacht. While the other men tightened their grip on me, I didn’t hesitate to use their height against them, letting my body fall to the deck and taking them with me. As they bent over me, I flung my head back, cracking one of them in the skull. As soon as I was free, I took a running leap and jumped off the yacht, splashing hard into the water.

I wasn’t much of a swimmer, but I would rather drown than be used against anyone. I sucked in a mouthful of water as I fought to stay at the surface, then started kicking with all my might, refusing to let the growing panic take me under. I finally got in a rhythm and swam as hard as I could toward another yacht docked not far from me. A man was walking along the deck, smoking a cigar.

“Help!” I shouted, drawing his attention immediately. “Help!”

He snagged a lifebuoy and threw it in the water, holding on to the other end of the rope. I grabbed it and sighed in relief, thankful I didn’t have to worry about drowning any longer.

I glanced over my shoulder at the yacht I had jumped from, watching the men glaring at me. I had narrowly escaped, but that didn’t mean I was home free yet. I still had to find a way to get away from the docks and off their radar. They found me once, and I still didn’t know how.

Several more men appeared on the yacht, pulling me up the side of the boat as I struggled to hang on. By the time I was on deck, I was shivering from the cold water, but my mind was going a hundred miles a minute to figure out my next move.

“Here,” the cigar man said, holding out a blanket for me.

“Thank you.”

“It’s no problem. I’m always here to help a friend.”

I looked up at him sharply, noting the strange tone of voice. His eyes roamed over me as if I were a missing package he’d finally retrieved. I took a step back, but quickly found myself surrounded by the rest of his men. Their arms gripped me tight, refusing to let me move.

“Who are you?”

He laughed uproariously. “I think that’s a question you should have asked before you swam to my yacht.” He waved his hand, acknowledging Zavala on the other boat.

I slowly turned and faced Zavala. He was smirking at me, laughing at how easily I’d been caught. I thought I was escaping him, but instead, I swam right into the arms of someone who was clearly friends with him.

“You work with him?”

“Work? No. I’m what you would call an acquaintance. We have similar interests, and those interests sometimes align to create…opportunities.”

“Do you have any idea what he’s planning?” I hissed.

“Yes,” he said, flicking his cigar. “Why do you think I’m here? I have to say, I didn’t plan on my payment being quite so…feisty.” His eyes roamed over my body and I shivered at the tone in his voice.

The weight of his words descended on me, sending chills through my body. He was going to help Zavala, and in return, he would get me as payment. I wished more now than ever that I had stayed with Nolan in Wisconsin. I never should have taken the job with Snatch.

He suddenly grabbed me by the arms and pulled me against his body, leering at me in such a way that I almost vomited right there. “Put her in the cage.”

My eyes widened at his words as I was jerked from his grasp. “Wait! We can make a deal!”

“There’s no deal you can offer that would be better than the one I have with Zavala.”

“I can get you anything you want! It’s what I do!”

His low chuckle sent shivers of unease through me. It wasn’t only his lack of empathy, but the dead look in his eyes that sent a jolt of fear through me. It didn’t matter what I said or did, this man wouldn’t listen to a word I said. He didn’t care, and more than that, I feared he wanted my pain and suffering for his own enjoyment.

His measured steps ticked like a countdown clock as he approached. He raised his hand, brushing his knuckles down my cheek. “I already have what I want. Soon, you’ll be beyond the reach of anyone you’ve ever loved, and there will be no escape. No hope. Nothing but fear.”

His lips skimmed over mine before he stepped back. “Take her to the cage.”

I was jerked backward and shoved toward the steps leading below. The first step was the hardest as I descended into darkness. My heart hammered in my chest with every step I took, knowing I would never see anyone I knew ever again. This was the end of my previous life, and the beginning of one I knew would only end in torture and pain.

The men shoved me through the cabin until we reached the back of the yacht. Metal bars would soon be all that separated me from the outside world, and once those doors closed, there would be no escaping.

I had one last chance to escape. Spinning, I never even laid a hand on the men as a needle pricked my neck and the world spun. I was shoved backward. Tripping over my own feet, I fell to the ground, hitting the wooden floor hard. The last thing I heard was the metal clank as the door slammed shut and my chance of escape disappeared.
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“I have some news,” Libby said over the phone. “There’s supposed to be a shipment coming in tonight in San Francisco where Zavala is currently docked.”

“Tonight?”

“That’s what I heard.”

“How credible is it?”

“I would say about fifty-fifty.”

There was no way there was another shipment coming in. Zavala was trying to draw me out of hiding. He knew his only way to tempt me was to spread word of another shipment. He thought I would drop everything for the chance to throw another chink in his plans.

He wasn’t entirely wrong. He just didn’t realize my plans far exceeded ruining his business.

“I’ll be there.”

“I don’t think you should go,” Libby said, speaking more forcefully than she usually did. “Rafe, I don’t like the feel of this.”

“Then why did you tell me?”

“Because you know I would never keep anything from you.”

I chuckled at that. She absolutely would. If anything, she was more cunning than I was. It was one of the things I loved most about her. And one of the things I would miss when this all came to a head.

“You would, so why did you tell me?”

She sighed in irritation. “Because whatever your plans are, this might be what you’ve been waiting for.”

“You know all my plans.”

“Don’t think for even a second you can pull the wool over my eyes, Rafe. Ever since I first met you, I knew you were keeping secrets from me. There’s always been something you won’t tell me, and I’ve never asked. But I’m telling you right now that whatever this is about, you won’t win tonight.”

“You have so little faith in me.”

“I have absolute faith in you, but I also know that you would give anything to achieve your goals.”

I could hear the anger and fear in her voice as she chastised me. For once, I stopped and listened, knowing that even though I wouldn’t change my mind, this would be the end. The last time I ever heard her reprimand me. The last time I ever heard the worry in her voice or the slight tremble when she yelled at me.

I didn’t deserve a woman like Libby. I could only hope she would forgive me when this was all over. For me, this was the end, but she had a long life ahead of her, and I would give anything to know that she was safe from the outcome of what I was about to do.

“Rafe, I’m asking you not to do this. For me. Please, walk away.”

“I can’t do that,” I answered quietly.

“For me, Rafe. I’ve never asked you for anything. I’ve stood by…I’ve helped you over the years, making sure you achieve your goals. But please, don’t ask me to watch you do this.”

“You don’t even know what I’m doing,” I chuckled.

“This time is different.”

Her voice was barely a whisper, but I could feel the pain and anguish tearing through her. I wished it could be different, but I didn’t fight for years to achieve my goal only to walk away because a woman asked me to.

Even if that woman was someone I loved more than my own life.

I’d never forget that first day I met her. I thought she was so young and innocent. But under that soft exterior was a warrior that matched my own spirit. She was my equal in every way, and it was only because of her that I was able to keep going even when everything looked like it would fall apart.

And now I was going to have to betray her in every way. Nothing I could say or do would ever make this right in her eyes. She would hate me for the rest of her life, and I was going to have to accept that before I put my final plans into motion. I had to hope that one day she would understand and she would learn to forgive me, even if I could never forgive myself for what I was about to put her through.

“I can feel a change in you.”

“You can’t feel anything. I’m not even with you.”

“When you left me last time…there was something in the way you kissed me. It felt like a goodbye.”

“You got all that from one kiss?” I asked, rubbing the center of my chest where a deep ache had formed.

“Rafe…” I swore I heard a sniffle from her, but that couldn’t be right. Libby wasn’t a crier. She was the strongest woman I knew.

“Libby, this is something I have to do. I need you to trust me that I’m doing this for the right reasons.”

“And what about me?”

That was the hardest part. “I will always love you. I need you to know that I would never willingly leave you unless I had to.”

“And that time is now,” she said solemnly.

“Whatever happens…I need you to know that you made this whole thing so much easier for me to handle. Because of your strength and your love…”

I had to pause and wipe the moisture from my eyes. I wasn’t one for sappy emotions, but this woman had a way of dragging things as silly as love from my soul and making me a believer that all things were possible.

“Libby, when this is over, promise me that you’ll have the kind of life I could never give you.”

“You want me to walk away as if none of this happened?” she asked. I could hear the tears in her voice, choking her up. “Rafe…don’t ask me to do that. Don’t ask me to pretend that none of this was real.”

“I’m not asking you to. Just don’t—” I stopped and took a deep breath, feeling that ache grow into a knot that felt like it would tear through my chest and burn me alive. “We had something amazing, but don’t let this tear you apart. You’re the most crazy and loving woman I’ve ever known and I need to know that you won’t let this kill your spirit.”

She was quiet on the other end, probably cursing me until the day I died because I was putting her in a position that left her with no options. Even if she showed up at the docks, there was no way I was turning back now. I’d fought for years to get this close, and there was no way I was backing down now. Not even for the woman I loved.

“I wish you had told me. I wish…I wish I had known.”

“You would have tried to stop me.”

“I would have hit you over the head and dragged you to the cellar. Then you wouldn’t have a choice in the matter,” she teased.

I cleared my throat, feeling like it was closing in on me. “I left something for you with Cash. He doesn’t know it yet, but when he does, he’ll make sure you get it.”

“That’s it? That’s all I get?”

“That’s all I can give you. It’s why I tried to stay away from you all those years. I knew how this would end, and I didn’t want you dragged into it. But you tore down my walls and refused to let me walk away from you.”

“That’s because I’m just as stubborn as you.”

“I swear, when this is over, you’ll understand why I had to do this and hopefully, you won’t hate me for it.”

“I’ll always hate you for taking away my options in this.”

“Then maybe you’ll still respect me, at least.”

“Rafe, there’s never been a single day that your name and respect went together,” she laughed.

I heard Nicholas call my name and knew I had to stop dragging this out. We had a mission to plan, and once it was in motion, there would be no turning back. It was time to say my final goodbyes and pray that she would still find some way to love me when this was over, and not curse me to hell.

I swallowed my pride and said a quick prayer for her. “I love you, Libby. I will until my dying day.”

I heard a choked sob on the other end of the line and hung up before she could say anything else. As I stared at my phone, I noticed a slight shake in my hand, something that had never happened before. I shoved my phone in my pocket, refusing to let emotions get the best of me. As I turned to the guys waiting at the cars, I shoved all thoughts of Libby aside and got to work.

It was the beginning of the end, and I would bring the fires of hell with me and make Zavala bleed by my hands for every sin he had ever committed.
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“How sure is Libby about the intel?” Cash asked.

“Fifty-fifty.”

“That’s not good enough,” he sighed.

“Neither is forty-sixty, but we’ve gone with those odds before,” FNG noted.

I poured myself another scotch, knowing it was the last time I would get to enjoy a drink such as this. “You don’t have to back me up on this. I know we could be walking into a trap, but this could be the final nail in Zavala’s coffin. He wouldn’t be here unless he was scared.”

“Exactly,” Cash said. “His last shipment was stolen by you. Why would he risk another where he could be caught? From what you’ve told me, he doesn’t do the drops himself.”

“He wants assurances that the shipment will go through. Sometimes, you have to see to things yourself,” I lied.

“I don’t like it.”

Nobody did. I could see the concern on their faces. They all thought this was a trap, and it was. But I needed this to make my plan succeed. It was the only way to convince Zavala that I was the one interrupting his plans and carry out the rest of mine. Without these men backing me up, Zavala would simply shoot me in the head and move on. I needed the leverage on my side.

“We have to take that chance. Zavala has his fingers in every aspect of The Syndicate. If we take him out, another piece of it falls apart.”

“Does it include something blowing up?” IRIS asked.

“It could.”

“What about possible death?” FNG asked.

“I’m sure you’ll find a way to make that happen.”

“I’m in,” Fox grinned. “But you know me, all I require is a good plate of shawarma before battle. I do get to bring my knives, right?”

“Rafe,” Cash said, motioning me to the side.

I followed, knowing I was about to get the brotherly talk. He was concerned about this operation, and it was imperative that I convince him to go through with it.

“Tell me what the real play is.”

My brother, ever astute, wouldn’t let anything slide past him. “The play is getting the drugs.”

“What’s your play? You’re not after the drugs. I know you, and you never come to me for help for the real reason.”

“Name one time,” I countered, knowing he would list at least fifty.

“How about earlier in this operation when you had Raven steal the key card instead of just fucking asking for it? Or how about when you framed Tahlia for murder? Or⁠—”

“All of those times panned out.”

“But you could have just asked me for help,” he snapped. “These are my men’s lives on the line. I won’t let you put them in danger because you aren’t willing to share the details. Either you tell me everything or the operation is off. I’ll find another way to get Raven back.”

I had to give him something. If he called this off, I might miss my opportunity. God knows they didn’t come around often. I sighed heavily, pretending to be really irritated with Cash’s insistence. “I told you, Zavala only comes off the island when absolutely necessary. He runs his operations from there, and it’s nearly impossible to get to him any other way.”

“You want on the island,” he said shrewdly.

“No,” I lied. “Things are coming to a head. Tensions are mounting in The Syndicate. If we take down Zavala, it’s only a matter of days before this all ends. With all the other leaders we’ve taken out, their replacements don’t hold the same values and goals as the original leaders in The Syndicate. Zavala is the last stronghold. Without him, there’s nothing to hold The Syndicate together. I’ve already been in contact with Shadow. He’s let the right people know that it’s almost time to move in. For the first time in years, we have the government on our side, ready to step in as soon as the signal is given. If we don’t move now, it could all fall apart.”

Cash’s brows furrowed as he considered this information. Even after all these years, it never became normal to see my own face staring back at me. And even stranger, that he had the same piece of ear missing as me. Our parents were the only ones who could ever tell us apart. And since our mother passed, our father was the last person on Earth who could truly distinguish between the two of us. Soon, there would be no need for that.

“—go through with this.”

I shook my head slightly, trying to remember what he just said.

“Rafe, are you listening?”

“Sorry,” I apologized for probably the first time in my life, which only made him frown harder at me. “Stop fucking staring at me.”

“Since when do you apologize?”

“Slip of the tongue. Can we get back to work?”

He gripped my shoulder hard, moving in closer and lowering his voice. “If your head isn’t in this, you need to fucking tell me.”

“Why? Worried about your precious men?” I grinned.

“I’m worried about my brother,” he hissed. “This isn’t like you. You’re distracted.”

“I was thinking ten steps ahead.”

“You never lose your concentration. Not in front of me.”

Now would be the time to say my goodbyes, to tell him that this was the last time we would ever have what resembled a heart-to-heart. But none of that could happen. He would block me the moment he found out something else was going on. I had to get my head in order or this whole thing would fall apart. There was no time for sentimentality when I still had a job to do.

I slapped his hand away and threw a punch, catching his lip. Blood smeared across his jaw, and though regrettable, it was necessary to convince him I was fine.

He slowly turned to face me, his jaw hard as he swiped the blood from his lip. “You know, just once you could allow someone to be fucking worried.”

“That’s my wife’s job. Your job is to follow me in there and make sure I get what I need.”

“I don’t follow you anywhere,” he grumbled. “My fucking job is to make sure everyone gets in and out alive.”

“Then stop fucking looking at me like your brother. This is bigger than either of us. If we don’t stop this today, The Syndicate will have time to rebuild their forces and create an even bigger organization that will spiral out of control. No government will have the power to stop them. Is that fucking clear?”

He took a step back, nodding slightly. “Fine. We’ll do this your way.”

“Good. My guess is that there’ll be two yachts docked at the harbor, but they won’t make the trade until they’re out of port.”

“Too many eyes,” Cash agreed.

“If we can get to them before they leave, we can end this.”

“Why would they dock tonight when it would be so easy for a search and seizure?”

“There’s no cause for authorities to board his yacht. And by the time they got a search warrant, he would be long gone and have the shipment offloaded. Besides, Zavala thinks he’s untouchable.”

“We’ll still have his guards to contend with.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem.”

Cash shook his head, clearly uneasy with what we were about to do. “I’m trusting you on this, Rafe. Don’t fuck me over.”

I nodded, but knew I would be breaking that promise. For the first time in my life, I regretted the way things were ending between us. But it would be worth it in the end. Hopefully, he would see that.
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“IRIS, are you set?”

“Thirty seconds.”

I scanned the docks for any sign of movement but saw none. When Rafe informed us there was another shipment coming in, he assured us this was the best way to gain leverage over Zavala and secure Raven’s release. There was no way Zavala would give up all that money over a woman.

But if that were true, where was the other party?

With no sign of any movement on the docks, I ran forward, taking my position behind the gatehouse. It was quiet tonight, with only the sounds of the waves lapping against the docks and the distant sound of the bells ringing. It sent an ominous chill through my body as I waited to take back what was mine.

I felt Chase’s hand on my shoulder, signaling everyone was in position. As one, we moved through the night, making our way onto the dock and closer to Zavala’s yacht. It was all too easy. There was no way he’d leave himself unguarded when he was most vulnerable. I held up my fist, halting everyone as I squatted next to a post.

“Cash, what’s your status?”

“All clear.”

“Fox?”

“Not a soul in sight.”

“This is wrong,” I said into comms. “It’s a trap.”

“We move forward,” Rafe insisted.

“There are no guards out here. Zavala wouldn’t leave himself unprotected like this.”

“So, you want to leave her behind?” Rafe hissed. “Just walk away?”

Cash had warned me that Rafe was up to something else. I knew he wasn’t concerned about Raven’s welfare. He wanted to confront Zavala, but why, I still didn’t know. It might be as simple as we were so close to catching him and Rafe didn’t want to let that opportunity slip away. Still…if anything happened to Raven because we rushed in, I would never forgive myself.

“Say the word and I’ll fire,” IRIS interrupted.

“Not yet,” Rafe said. “Nobody fires on that yacht until we’ve secured the shipment.”

“There’s no movement on the yacht,” Cash confirmed.

“He’s probably below deck,” Rafe urged. “We move now. Jack, your team is on me.”

I saw him move through the darkness without waiting for the rest of us to comply. “Dammit, moving in!”

I motioned Chase and Patrick forward, rushing to the side of the yacht as Rafe boarded from the other side. There was no time to wait when Rafe was taking charge. The three of us hopped over the side silently and followed Rafe and Jack’s team around the yacht, clearing every inch of it. When we cleared the upper portion of the yacht, Rafe motioned us downstairs.

Our footsteps were audible as we descended, but there wasn’t much we could do about that. We didn’t even get all the way to the back of the yacht when the lights flicked on and Zavala stood with a smile on his face. I wanted to charge him, to demand to know where Raven was, but despite how we outnumbered him, he held all the cards.

His eyes scanned all of us before settling on Rafe. “I thought I might find you here. I admit, I thought I killed you a year ago.”

“I’m not that easy to kill,” Rafe retorted.

“Is there something I can help you gentlemen with?”

“You can start by releasing Raven,” I snapped.

“Ah, the thief. Yes, I thought someone might come for her. It’s a shame, you arrived just a few hours too late.”

Panic tore through me at his words, but I forced myself to remain calm. “Where is she?”

“A colleague of mine took a liking to her. He sailed not that long ago,” Zavala smiled. “If you take a boat out, you might catch them before they reach my island. But once she’s inside my borders…” His grin grew as he stared at us. From everything Rafe told us, it was impossible to get to the island. If I couldn’t reach her soon, she would be out of my grasp.

“A trade then,” Rafe spoke up.

“A trade for what?” Zavala asked curiously.

“Me for the girl.”

I did a double take, surprised by his offer. Rafe wasn’t the generous sort, so the fact that he even offered was shocking.

“And why would I want you?” Zavala asked. “I could shoot you where you stand and get rid of you once and for all.”

“Because I know what’s planned for you,” Rafe continued. “You may think this ends with me, but it goes so much deeper.”

Zavala seemed to consider this for a moment, but then shook his head. “I’m afraid a deal is a deal. I couldn’t possibly go back on my word after I handed Raven over as payment.”

“What did he do for you?” I asked.

Surprised, Zavala looked over at me. “He docked his yacht for me. To lure you here, of course. What does she mean to you?”

I kept my mouth shut, unwilling to give him any more information than necessary. If there was a chance of me getting Raven back, I couldn’t give him any leverage against her.

Without warning, Rafe slammed the butt of his gun down on Zavala’s face. He fell to his knees as his guards quickly stepped in to intervene. I didn’t even think as I fired the first shot, taking out a man who was about to shoot Rafe. I felt the cool steel of one of Fox’s knives glide past my face right before it lodged in the throat of one of Zavala’s guards. Chaos erupted as everyone dove for cover, firing off rounds and tearing apart the yacht. I had started a war without intending to, and there was only one man I needed alive.

Grabbing Zavala, I dragged him across the floor, through the splintered wood and shrapnel flying around the space. His body thunked on the stairs as I dragged him up to the deck. Tossing him across the wood floor, I stood over him, ready to put a bullet in his head.

“Tell me where the yacht is.”

He chuckled as he laid there, not caring at all that we had him surrounded. “You’ll never get her back.”

I bent over, pressing my gun against his head. “Who is he?”

The smile suddenly slipped from his face, then returned just as quickly. I spun, but was too late. A wire wrapped around my throat as one of his guards strangled me, tugging me back until I felt my eyes bulging from the pressure being forced into my head. My fingers scrambled for purchase as I tried to put some space between the wire and my neck, but it was too tight.

I choked and gasped for air. I slammed my elbow back into the man behind me, but all that accomplished was using precious oxygen that I couldn’t afford to lose. My strength quickly dwindled as the seconds passed. Zavala stood, watching me intently as I suffocated before him. The curiosity in his eyes was not the last thing I wanted to see before I died.

I fumbled at my thigh, remembering the knife I had tucked in there earlier. My fingers scrambled for the grip, wrapping around it just as I yanked it free and thrust it back into the man strangling the life from me. In seconds, I was free, gasping for air as I tore the wire from around my neck. My knees collapsed from under me and I hit the deck hard. The dark sky swirled above me as black spots filled my vision.

I rolled to my side, refusing to black out. As I stumbled to my feet, Zavala ran to the man on the ground and yanked the knife from his body. Boots pounded on the stairs and I tried to call out, but my throat was useless. Zavala spun at the last second, thrusting the knife into the chest of whoever was behind him. The man fell to his knees, and as Zavala stepped aside, my eyes locked with Rafe’s.

Zavala grabbed him from behind, thrusting the knife against Rafe’s neck as he dragged him to his feet. I struggled to pull my own weapon, still struggling to breathe properly after my neck was nearly torn open.

“Za—” My throat dried up as I tried to speak. I held my weapon on him, focusing as best I could when all I saw was double.

Rafe’s hand was pressed against his body. Blood oozed between his fingers as he struggled to stay upright and not let Zavala nick his neck with the blade.

“Let him go!” I shouted, though it came out hoarse and crackled.

“I walk off this yacht or he dies.” He moved to the side of the yacht, stepping over the side as he dragged Rafe with him.

I didn’t have a shot, and I wasn’t sure I could take it even if I did. Everything was reeling around me, and I was more likely to shoot Rafe than anyone else.

“Zavala!”

Boots pounded up the stairs, but it was too late by the time everyone else arrived. Chance and Patrick rushed over to me as I slumped against the side of the yacht. FNG ran for the side, but it was too late. Zavala was gone.

“Cash, do you copy?” I said, holding down the comms button.

“Copy.”

“Zavala has Rafe. I repeat, Zavala has Rafe.”

“Copy that.”

“What the fuck happened?” Chase asked.

It didn’t take long for them to see the thin line cutting into my skin. My neck was slick with blood, but there were more important things to deal with right now.

“You have to find Rafe,” I coughed out. “Zavala…stabbed him.”

“I’m on it,” Fox said, slipping out of the shadows.

The guys helped me to my feet, but I nearly collapsed. “We have to get Zavala,” I croaked out.

“We have to get you to a hospital,” Patrick retorted. “Unless you want to go out the hard way.”

I gripped him by the shirt and dragged him to me. “Zavala knows where Raven is.”

“We’ll find her,” Patrick said reassuringly. “But you can’t go after her like this. We need intel. We need supplies. And most importantly, we need something to cover that hideous cut on your neck. Seriously, you’re scaring everyone.”

“Fuck off,” I grumbled, pushing him away. “Where the fuck were you?”

“Me? I was digging through the liquor cabinet. That’s how I got this nice slice on my face. Yeah, the bottle slipped as I was chugging the scotch.”

Shoving him away, I stumbled over to the side of the yacht and climbed over as best I could. The dock swayed beneath my feet, but I somehow managed to find my way to the end of the pier. I had no idea where Raven was or how I would find her, but I would.

And when I did, the last thing that asshole would see was the barrel of my gun.
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CASH


This is my rifle. There are many like it, but this one is mine.

My rifle is my best friend. It is my life. I must master it as I must master my life.

My rifle, without me, is useless. Without my rifle, I am useless. I must fire my rifle true. I must shoot straighter than my enemy who is trying to kill me. I must shoot him before he shoots me. I will…

My rifle and myself know that what counts in this war is not the rounds we fire, the noise of our burst, nor the smoke we make. We know that it is the hits that count. We will hit…

-The Creed Of A United States Marine

I took a deep breath as I steadied my rifle. Though she wasn’t Sally, she fit in my hands like a glove. This was my calm place, the only time I ever felt truly in control. She would not fail me.

Yet, as I stared through the scope, I knew the shot was impossible. The distance was too great and Rafe was too close to Zavala to attempt the shot. His body dragged behind Zavala and I begged for him to stumble and give me the shot I needed.

I looked through the scope at my brother’s face in the early morning light. He looked calm, determined…just as he always did. But I couldn’t let him slip through my fingers like this. Not when I could take the shot. Even if I winged him, it would be enough to take Zavala down and give Fox a chance to catch him.

I put my finger on the trigger, ready to take the shot and save my brother. But then I saw him looking at me—as if he could see me from my perch. With a slight shake of his head, I knew he was talking to me. I pulled back, confused by what was happening. I looked back from the scope, but he was no longer looking at me. Zavala dragged him to a car and was about to open the door. This was my last chance. I could lose him forever if he got inside that vehicle.

Yet, even as I put my finger to the trigger again, I couldn’t do it. Something inside me was telling me not to do it. Rafe wanted this. I didn’t know why, and I had no fucking clue what his plans were, but he wanted to be taken.

He wanted to get on that island.

“Goddamnit, Rafe,” I cursed under my breath. I watched as the door opened and Zavala dragged him to it. It was my last chance to kill Zavala. I had him in my sights and Rafe was free and clear. I put pressure on the trigger. I almost did it.

“Fuck!” I shouted, pulling back.

I didn’t need to look to know that Zavala was gone. I didn’t know what would happen to my brother, but I knew one thing. I would regret not taking that shot, even if it was what Rafe wanted.

The one shot that counted, and I didn’t take it. I failed myself today. I didn’t take the shot when I could have, and that would haunt me forever.

I wouldn’t pick up another rifle until I knew I was worthy to hold it in my hands.
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RAVEN


The sway of the boat nearly rocked me back to sleep, but I refused to close my eyes. Being locked in a metal cage was bad enough, but the other women accompanying me reminded me of precisely who I was dealing with. I had to find a way off this yacht before we docked somewhere else and escaping was no longer an option.

The woman beside me looked heavily drugged, barely able to hold up her own head. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the other women on this yacht were being trafficked. And as much as I wanted to help them off this boat, they were in no state of mind to help themselves. The best I could do was escape and send word that these women needed help. Of course, by then, it would probably be too late for them. I had no idea where the yacht was headed, but I had a feeling getting anyone involved in a search party for them wouldn’t be a simple task.

I heard the clank of keys as one of the guards walked my way. It was too early for breakfast. The sun hadn’t even come up yet, which meant whoever was coming this way wasn’t here for a friendly visit.

I slumped against the wall, hoping to look drugged and completely out of it like the other women. If he came into this cell, I would wait for the right moment and then run for my life. I didn’t care if I had to jump overboard. I would do anything to get away from this madman.

His loud footsteps echoed on the floor as he approached the cage. The metal from the key slid into the lock and the cell door creaked open. I cracked one eye open, staring at the man as he approached. Despite being dressed in nice clothes, the slimy look on his face nearly had me vomiting.

“I’m gonna try you out before that asshole gets a turn with you,” he muttered.

I rolled my head to the side, moaning as he yanked at his pants. As soon as they were down around his knees, I grabbed him by the balls and yanked hard, sending him to his knees. He cried out, slamming his fist against my face, knocking me into the wall. I was stunned for a moment, but quickly attacked, flinging him to the floor. As soon as he was on his back, I leapt on top of him and slammed my fist into his face over and over again. When he tried to fight back, I kneed him hard in the goods, rendering him unable to move, let alone breathe properly.

I scrambled off him, grabbing the keys to the cell, and rushed out of there, slamming the door behind me. I was well aware that I was leaving the other women to their fate, but this was my only chance to escape. I had to take it. As quietly as possible, I ascended the stairs. I didn’t see a single person nearby, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t walk around the corner as soon as I hit the deck.

I quickly glanced around, seeing a life jacket just feet from me. With shaky hands, I shoved my hair back from my face, trying to figure out what to do now that I was out of that cell. If I jumped overboard, I might be able to get far enough away that no one noticed I was missing until much later. But a bright red lifejacket would give me away in an instant. Forgoing the life-saving device, I peeked out onto the deck and looked around one last time. I could do this.

I rushed across the deck for the railing and started climbing over.

“Going somewhere?”

Gasping, I spun, nearly falling off the railing as I took in the devilish eyes of the man who purchased me. Looking over into the ocean, I thought about just jumping, but now that he knew I was here and ready to escape, I wouldn’t get very far. Still…

“Go ahead. Jump. See how far you make it before you drown.”

“I would rather drown than go anywhere with you.”

“That can be arranged⁠—”

Something hard hit the yacht and the whole boat jerked from the impact. I grabbed the railing tight, hanging on for dear life as we rocked with the waves around us. My captor fell to his knees, reaching for something to hold onto as we were rammed once again. This time, I fell over the side, my fingers straining to hold onto the railing as my body was flung toward the depths below. Using all my strength, I hoisted myself up until my toes touched a small ledge. I wrapped my elbow around the rail, taking a moment to catch my breath before pulling myself the rest of the way up.

Shouting and gunfire pierced the silence of the ocean. Footsteps pounded all around me, but no one was worried about me. Their only concern was whoever was attacking the yacht. After hauling myself all the way up, I could finally see two speed boats racing toward us on either side. Hope fluttered through me as I saw the men of OPS coming to the rescue. I waved my arms in the air, shouting at them as they approached.

“Raven!”

My heart skipped a beat as I saw Nicholas racing toward me. I never thought I wanted or needed a man in my life, but with only one look at him, I knew he had changed something inside me.

“Nicholas!” I shouted, waving him closer.

He pulled alongside the boat, but the waves rocking us made it impossible for him to get closer.

“I’m coming back around!”

I got back into position on the other side of the rail, ready to jump if I had to. My arms shook from their earlier exertion, but knowing I would be on that speedboat in just a few seconds gave me the burst of energy I needed. I lost sight of the speedboat as it went around the back side.

Just as it shot out on the other side, the boat exploded into a fiery ball of flames. The force of the explosion and the heat reached me in seconds, making me lose my grip on the railing.

Silence surrounded me as I fell to the rocky waves below. Red coated my vision and an ache scorched the right side of my face just before I hit the water and the ocean water cooled the burning on my face. Blue waves lapped over my face as I sank into the water, deeper and deeper until all I saw was the faint outline of the yacht.
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