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Foreword

Trigger Warnings: Language (fuck yes), spicy content, non-consensual restraint, kidnapping situations, and torture at the hands of bad guys. Read responsibly! <3


One

Azura

[image: ]

Ihad to chase down a crime syndicate of lumberjacks.

If I’d been able to confirm with some accuracy that the lumberjacks were the beefy, attractive variety, I might have been more enthused. But as it was, I had a docket of information about their Colorado-based business propped up on the treadmill in front of me, and the burning in my thighs had nothing on what this document was doing to my brain.

I punched the down arrow on the treadmill and slowed to a cooldown walk, my eyes scanning the tiny, ten-point font on the paper. My intent had been to dig up information on a smarmy couple who deserved to be put behind bars for what they’d done to my brother’s girlfriend, but what I’d found was something a whole lot more complicated.

The TV screens mounted along the wall in front of the gym’s treadmills suddenly flashed a candid picture of me, startling me. It was a picture of me with my mouth open and a fork hovering near my lips, a huge chunk of apple pie dangling on the tines. I looked super pissy in the picture, which was the most annoying part about it. I’d actually been enjoying myself at the time, but it wasn’t hard to catch someone looking bitchy if they were midbite. Anger lanced through me, and I smacked the red “stop” button on the machine, panting and leaning my weight on the sides of the treadmill as the newscaster laughed with her colleagues about the meme that had been circulating with my picture.

They meant it as a fluff piece to ease watchers into the early morning, but it didn’t matter if they were chuckling and joking about how I was “a whole mood” or that I managed to look pissed off even when eating apple pie. The joke was at my expense, and it never got easier swallow.

“You have to admit,” the female newscaster chuckled, “she did wipe the floor with Triden v. Kapowski. I’ve never seen something more entertaining in a courtroom.”

“I’ve never seen a lawyer look that good in a white skirt, either,” the male reporter quipped.

I rolled my eyes and took a drink from my water bottle. And they called me a shark. If I got so much as a paper cut, the media would circle me and start chomping away at limbs. I loved working with high-profile clients, and I even loved the accolades that came from being in the public eye, but I wasn’t a fan of seeing my face pop up in random places. It made me jumpy.

A call came through on my phone, ringing in my wireless earbuds and pausing the “focus” music playlist I’d been listening to. I hit a button on my right earbud. “Hello?”

“Azura, hi,” a familiar voice said. Remington Cade had a smooth, low voice that, like his brother, gave me the instant impression that I could trust him. And I did, because he’d been the cyber muscle behind my plans to nail Meg and Archer Holmeyer to a lengthy jail sentence. They were the couple who had attacked my brother’s girlfriend, June, and they deserved a whole lot worse than jail, but it was the best I could do with my legal skillset. I wasn’t Batman.

“Hey, Remington,” I said, my voice gusting out as I stepped off the treadmill. “What do you have for me?”

“Nothing useful,” he admitted. “That routing number I tracked to Nexxt Logging is gone. It doesn’t exist anymore.” That had been the surprise I’d uncovered when Remington had hacked his way into Meg’s personal finances. She had hundreds of thousands of dollars that had just disappeared overnight. It looked like a deposit to a bizarre routing number, but she’d reported it as stolen.

“Figures,” I panted. “But you’re sure the address you got before they wiped it is correct?”

“Pretty damn sure,” he said. “I traced it to that logging company, and then they shut me out.”

“I guess I could go there and ask some questions. Maybe I’ll find a smelly hacker sitting in a shed,” I said, grinning slightly.

“You could,” Remington replied slowly. “Just be careful. I don’t like how slick that proxy was when I traced the routing number. It’s a little too clever for a random person in a shed.”

“Says the random dad in Idaho at his kitchen island,” I pointed out. My eyes strayed to the docket still propped up on the treadmill. It contained the information Remington had managed to rustle up on Nexxt Logging, and it was just confusing enough to make any auditor put a permanent hiatus on untangling their accounts. What logging company needed subsidiary companies with complicated tax statuses? It was bizarre.

Remington made a low sound of agreement. “You got me there. Speaking of which, it’s Pancakes with Parents Day at the school, so I have to run. I’ll keep working on it when I can.”

“Thanks, Remington. I’ll fill in Amos when I get the chance.” I hung up, grabbed the spiral-bound packet off the treadmill, and headed for the disinfectant spray bottles at the back of the mostly abandoned apartment building gym.

While I sprayed down my equipment, I mulled over what I wanted to do about my situation. This was not my area of expertise. I was a family case lawyer—more accurately, I handled high-profile divorce cases among America’s upper echelons, and I’d done it squarely in the public eye, lately. A few videos from the publicly broadcast Triden vs. Kapowski case had gone viral last year, and I’d been mobbed by journalists and photographers ever since.

I did not do corporate espionage. Or hacking. Or cybercrime. Whatever this Meg Holmeyer had gotten herself into, it was way over my head.

But then again, I owed it to Amos to help him. He’d been there for me when no one else had a few years back, and he almost never asked for anything in return. His girlfriend, June, had been attacked by the psycho couple only a few months before, and while the husband, Archer, was in jail awaiting his trial, Amos worried that they would carry on with their twisted proclivities once Archer was inevitably released.

He was right to be worried, so I’d do a little more digging into Meg and her unusual logging company transaction.

I tossed the damp gym rag into a basket by the front door and headed back to my apartment to shower. Maybe I’d get an epiphany while I got ready for the day. Probably not. My brain was so crammed with my case load and now this weird vendetta thing I was doing for Amos, it was a wonder I managed to wear matching shoes.

I took the elevators up to my penthouse, glad that my apartment had its own gym and private elevators because the last thing I needed was a picture of my sweaty face circulating social media. God only knew what people would come up with if they got a hold of that.

I tapped in the code to my front door, and as soon as I entered my apartment, my favorite, citrus-heavy scent surrounded me along with a cloud of warm air. I had finally turned on the heaters yesterday. In mid-October, it had grown a little cooler in the mornings, and it was hard enough to wake up at five-thirty to work out without freezing temperatures to tempt me into staying under the blankets.

There wasn’t anything remarkable about my penthouse. It was on the smaller side for a high-rise apartment, but I lived alone, and any more square footage was just more I had to clean and dust. And I definitely preferred living alone. I was in a long-term relationship with my vibrator, and that was just fine with me. It didn’t make promises it intended to break… or talk at all. And it never let me down. I didn’t see a downside. There were absolute downsides to real relationships, and I’d fallen off the steep cliff of them one too many times in the past. No, thank you.

I read through the docket one more time while I took a cab to the office, but honestly, Nexxt made no sense to me. I wasn’t an accountant, and family law hadn’t given me much experience with corporate law, but from what I could tell, they looked fishy. Maybe. It was hard to say for sure. I would need to go there and see the site for myself. The only real obstacle was convincing my overbearing younger brother, Zev, that it was worth our time.

He was one step ahead of me, though. He pounced on me the moment the elevator doors to our law firm opened on the thirty-third floor. He rarely showed up before I did, depending on the intensity of his partying the night before, so I had no way to prepare for the hulking mass of muscles and very male Brady that waited for me with arms crossed.

Zev was the pretty boy out of the three of us. Amos did alright, but Zev was… oof. Even I could admit that he was striking. He’d inherited our father’s blue eyes and our mother’s dark coloring, and every inch of him was well-groomed, well-toned, and intentionally attractive. He got all the best female clients.

“Azura,” he said, pronouncing my name like a slow warning.

The four colleagues in the elevator behind me scurried out like startled cockroaches. I gave him an unimpressed glance before returning my gaze to the documents. “What?”

“What’s this thing you’re doing for Amos now? Civet just called and informed me that you pushed his meeting back a full week.”

“I told you,” I said briskly, walking past him, “Amos asked me to look into the Holmeyers.”

“As a favor,” he replied, following me closely and assaulting me with the scent of his expensive cologne. “But you’re letting it distract you from paying cases, Az.”

“Zev, when is the last time I took a vacation?” I asked, snapping my fingers to get my assistant’s attention as he sat chatting with a receptionist at the front desk. He hurried to join us as we walked through the minimalistic, modern foyer area and to the offices in the back.

“I don’t know,” Zev said, like it was an irrelevant question.

“Four years ago,” I replied, shooting him a pointed look over my shoulder as I kept up my unrelenting pace. In heels, mind you. “That’s the last time I took a two-day vacation. So, you’re going to begrudge me a couple of extra hours spent helping our brother?”

“If it gets in the way of billionaire Fletcher Civet, yes,” Zev insisted.

West, my assistant, hurried after me, handing me a stack of files I’d asked for by text before I’d gotten in. I took the files, glancing at them as I came to a stop outside my office. “I guess it’s good I made partner, then.”

Zev halted a foot from me, towering over me with his hands on his hips. Not that it had an effect on me. I knew that he ground his teeth at night and read romance novels. He looked big and bad, but Zev would always be a thirteen-year-old boy with acne and a squeaky voice to me. “Why is that?” he asked sourly.

I looked up from the files and opened the door. Backing against it to leverage it open, I gave him the middle finger. “So I can do that.”

He rolled his eyes, scratching his perfectly faded, short-cut beard. “Twerp.”

“Toad,” I shot back, swiveling my way into my office.

West managed to wedge his way in before the door clicked shut. He adjusted his octagonal-rim glasses and pulled his phone out of the back pocket of his corduroy pants. “So, you asked about cabins near San Isabel?”

“Yep, what’d you find?”

“Not much,” he admitted. “Most of them are closed for the season. October first seems to be the general cut-off point.”

I slid him an annoyed glance as I perched on the edge of my desk, thumbing through the four files to make sure I had everything I needed. “You’re telling me no one wants to be in the Colorado mountains in the winter?”

He shrugged helplessly. West looked like he belonged in a pottery studio, not a top-notch law firm. His blond hair had been buzzed around the bottom and kept long on top in a man-bun. He had a penchant for suspenders, and if it wasn’t for his nearly photographic memory, I suspected he wouldn’t have made it as far as he had. He had a general air of “What the hell am I doing here?” about him. He’d only been an assistant intern for a month, so I knew I should have cut him some slack.

But no one had ever cut me any slack. And I wouldn’t put him at a disadvantage by treating him any differently. If West wanted to succeed, then he had to fight for it, or he’d end up weak in the legal ring with untested muscles. I gave West a one-brow quirk. “You said, ‘not much,’ so why don’t you get to the point and tell me what hellhole you booked me so we can move on with our lives?”

West’s face turned red. “It’s really small,” he said, handing me the phone.

The cabin was small. And ugly. But I just needed somewhere to stay that would make it believable for a lawyer to wander around the wilderness and just so happen to find her way into a logging company. I handed him the phone. “D minus for effort.” I pushed off the desk, files in hand, and opened my office door. “Water in Zev’s office. I need to run this by him.”

“Okay,” West mumbled, ducking out of the door and heading for the break room.

A prematurely balding paralegal passing by gave me one of those looks. His limpid, brown eyes gave away his thoughts loud and clear. Bitch.

As I turned to walk down the hallway, a whisper followed. “She could at least say please,” a researcher muttered to the paralegal as they walked the opposite way.

I ignored them. It wasn’t that they were wrong—of course I could say “please.” But Amos never said “please” when he asked for a surgical instrument. Zev never said “please” when he asked for a handful of copies. But I was the only one who had been chided about the P-word in our law firm. If I started to say it now, it would only undo the gains I’d made to garner respect amongst the legal community. Sure, I would appear friendlier, but it felt like losing.

Zev had the whole “I’ll snap your neck with my eyeballs” thing going for him, and the employees took that at face value. The fact that I was willing to metaphorically rip out someone’s carotid to get what I wanted was somehow much more jarring.

Because it made me a bitch. Naturally.

I rolled my shoulders back, working out a knot in my neck and clacked down the wall of windows to Zev’s office. I didn’t bother knocking, and as I barged in, Zev didn’t bother looking away from his computer screen. I closed the door with my red high heel. “I’m going to San Isabel to snoop around some lumberjack criminals,” I announced.

Zev finally rotated a half-lidded glare my way, his chin on his fingers as he turned his office chair. “You’re what?”

“Do you remember how I mentioned Amos’ friend, Remington?”

Zev mimed typing on a keyboard. “Yeah, the magic fingers hacker dude.”

“He traced a routing number to Nexxt Logging in San Isabel. I think there’s something funny about them, so I want to go see if they’re legit or not,” I explained. I placed Meg’s file on the desk. “Meg Holmeyer’s money was mysteriously ‘stolen’ and deposited into that account. She claims it was a cybercrime.”

Zev looked so bored, his eyes glazed over for a second. He inhaled, as if forcing himself to pay attention. “Okay, and what the fuck do we care?”

I placed three files on his desk in succession. “Because Fletcher Civet, Harrison Sinclair, and Cynthia Kensington all reported stolen funds in a similar fashion.”

Zev perked up. Those three were our clients, and they were high dollar ones. “Wait, what?”

I pointed to Fletcher’s file. “He thinks his ex-wife stole sixty million dollars.” My finger landed on Harrison Sinclair’s file. “He thinks the CIA is part of a conspiracy and stole his twenty million dollars. And she,” I said, tapping Cynthia’s file last, “is convinced a rival company went after an entire year of her profits.”

Zev frowned, his eyes dancing over all the files. “Okay. Yes, that is weird. But first of all,” he said, holding up a square finger, “how does this help Amos? It sounds like Meg had her money stolen. Doesn’t he want to put her behind bars?”

“Yes,” I replied slowly, “and Meg was convicted of embezzling three times already. You don’t think that’s a little weird?”

Zev shrugged, and the corner of his mouth turned down. “Maybe. But secondly,” he said, holding up another finger. “How do you know any of these are connected?”

“Because it’s too weird not to be,” I insisted. “Listen, you trust my intuition, don’t you?”

Reluctantly, and squinting one eye, my brother admitted, “Yeah.”

“Well, my gut is telling me there’s something going on here. And if I figure it out,” I said, going in for the kill, “it’ll give Fletcher Civet a guaranteed win in his divorce case.”

Zev’s dark brown eyes got a greedy glint to them. He knew I was right. Fletcher had hired us to keep his ex-wife from getting half his assets. If we could prove his funds were stolen—by anyone, but especially if they were stolen by the ex-wife in some way—we could win him millions. And, by extension, give ourselves a hefty payday.

Zev inhaled slowly through his nose, his eyes playing over the files as he thought. “Alright,” he said finally. “I cave. Go take a look and see if you find anything fishy. I’ll get my researchers on the connection between these cases while you’re gone.”

“Perfect,” I grinned, stacking up my files again. “I’ll see you in a week.”

“A week?” he echoed incredulously.

“Consider it my vacation,” I waved as I tucked myself back out of his office.

“Work isn’t a vacation,” Zev shouted after me.

There was no point in convincing me of that. I didn’t know what a break felt like, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. I had momentum. I’d had it for two years now, and I feared that if I stopped, I’d never start again.

If I stopped, I would think. If I stopped, I would digest and feel, and there was no room in my life for that. Not if I wanted to stay on top. They called me a shark because I had no compunction about sensing weakness and going in for the kill. That made me a predator, and predators stayed on top no matter the cost.


Two

Wolf
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Wolf, what’s your twenty?” my Visual Observer asked.

“Comm,” I said into my helmet. The comm feature blinked to life, and I responded to my VO, “P.U.M.A. is RTH.” I stood, stretching my legs.

“Copy. VLOS is a negative,” VO said, confirming that he no longer had a visual on my drone. It was his job to keep an eye on my drone with another, less expensive, unmanned aircraft to ensure that we had eyes on the high-tech investment at all times.

As his line went dead, I rotated my head in a circle and kept an eye on my drone’s automated return-to-home flight. P.U.M.A.—Precision Unmanned Monitoring Aircraft—while the smallest drone I had ever flown professionally, was also chock full of slick tech that probably put the military to shame. Not that I’d know, but I could guess. Automated return-to-home features were pretty standard in most unmanned aircraft systems, but P.U.M.A. had advanced obstacle avoidance systems that allowed her to fly low through heavily wooded areas without pilot guidance.

I itched to start the hike back to my cabin, but I had to wait for P to make it back to my hands before I could even entertain that idea. My full-face helmet gave me a 180-degree view of what P saw as she flew, and when I was in control, I didn’t pilot her with a remote. The wireless ocular helmet emitted long-range frequencies and used eye-controlled assistive technology. In other words, I controlled her with my sight. Where my eyes went, she went. I had haptic feedback systems in my gloves that helped me move her forward and back, and the gloves also added several hands-on features that worked with the helmet.

Which was why I got sore more often than not. One wrong move on my part would send her veering off in the wrong direction, so I stayed crouched or standing in one place while I piloted her. She’d cost a fortune to make, and although I’d been her engineer, it would be a nightmare to fix her out in the field without my full lab.

I crouched back down against the rocky cliff face behind me and watched P navigate the San Isabel National Forest with quick efficiency, while I kept an eye on the metrics displayed in the top right corner of my virtual display.

My stomach grumbled, and I sighed into the helmet. The system misinterpreted the motion and sent me a puff of oxygen. I rolled my eyes. I didn’t need oxygen; I needed dinner. I usually spent a full ten hours a day piloting P in the seemingly endless green and brown landscape of our fifty-mile target area. My directives didn’t allow me to take off my helmet outside of my cabin in order to protect my identity. I could loosen it, and I drank plenty of water from a backpack-style hydration pack with a long nozzle, but that was as far as I could remove it. Because of that, I generally ate twice a day—once before I left and once when I got back.

A red dot blipped in my left-hand periphery, and I looked at it in alarm. P dropped to the ground suddenly, her engine dying and her lights blinking off. The alert read, “Visual Avoidance Maneuvers Activated.”

Cursing, I stood from my crouched position and took off running. “Comm continuous VO. Hey VO, do you copy?”

Static hissed before my VO, whose name I didn’t know and whose face I’d likely never see, said, “Yeah, I copy. What’s up, Wolf?”

“Visual Avoidance Maneuvers activated. I have a location on P. Did you detect targets in our field?”

“No, all monitored targets are all accounted for,” he said. I heard the worry in his voice. I shared that sentiment. We had careful protocols while observing our targets, and their whereabouts were always accounted for. I scrambled down the steep slope leading to the thick forest below.

“Probably a hiker,” I panted. My W.O.L.F. helmet blasted me with another cool puff of oxygen. “Stop with the oxygen,” I told my helmet in irritation. A little red “no” circle blinked on over the O2 icon.

“Copy.” VO said. “Sending auxiliary UAF to recon.”

Suddenly, P rose into the air and the alert died. On her screen, the dimly lit woods sped past as she continued her previous trajectory. I stopped running. “Hey, VO, never mind. She must have seen wildlife.”

His voice sounded uncertain as he asked, “Confirm that command, Wolf? Cancel aux?”

“Confirm. Cancel the aux. She’s at a mile and closing in.”

“Copy. Comm out.”

“Comm out.” I paced, suddenly restless to grab P and get the hell home. It had been a long week. With two pilots working this assignment, we traded off four-day shifts and three-day shifts each week. I was on day two of a four-day week, and honestly, our targets had been exhaustingly bizarre. All their usual patterns, all their ordinary, day-to-day operations, had been upended by something. The best I could pick up with P, they had a secondary location that had been hacked by someone. Which, if that was true, was impressive. The Nexusum syndicate didn’t fuck around with their firewalls. If they had weaker ones, I wouldn’t be on the job.

Nexxt might look like a profitable logging operation to outsiders, but we knew them as a front for Nexusum. No, they hadn’t been terribly clever with their names. I didn’t think they cared much. They flew under the radar… and above it, and shook their dicks in front of it when they felt like it. USCYBERCOM had managed to protect the United States’ main interests, but beyond that, they didn’t deploy their resources to combat people like Nexusum if they could help it.

Which was where my team came in. This hadn’t been my first choice of a career—I’d gotten into engineering because I enjoyed it. Math soothed me. Tinkering and building brought me a sense of accomplishment. I’d never dreamed that my work with Valehart Industries would evolve into covert drone piloting in the middle of a national forest. But I was the best man for the job, and I couldn’t afford to fail.

People’s lives depended on me.

My screen blinked with a proximity alert, and I set my sights on P’s visuals. When my own body came into view, wearing all black and standing with my thumbs hooked in my vest, I reached out a hand. P landed lightly on my palm, her silent engine dying down with only a receding vibration as indication. I hooked her to the side of my vest and started the six-mile hike back to my cabin.

If anyone did happen to stumble upon me in the high-altitude national forest, they’d be met with a jarring image that didn’t fit with the serene, mountainous region on the cusp of autumn. Namely, the fact that I looked like some kind of steampunk cosplayer would give them reason to pause. My helmet looked alarming enough with its sleek, curved design and black, carbon fiber construction. But I also dressed in black from boots to neck with a lightweight, armored shirt and pants and a black tactical vest over top that let me carry the veritable litany of gear necessary to pilot P and keep myself safe in the process.

The distance I hiked each day depended entirely on which area our field range had been assigned to for the day. It was different each time, random, and impossible for anyone to track, even if they did know we were here. Which they didn’t. Yet.

I always enjoyed the hike after sitting still during the day, and it gave me a chance to unwind. It wasn’t swimming like I’d been used to, but it was something, at least. This assignment had been higher stress than I’d anticipated. I’d been an engineer by trade, but after six months of training, I felt more like a military operative. There were so many strict protocols, so many systems and check-ins and maneuvers, that my ADHD brain suffered on the regular. The hike let me decompress each day. It let my mind wander the way it needed to.

By the time I reached my cabin, the sun had dipped behind the jagged pine tree line, and I made a mental note to check the batteries in my flashlights. Somehow, the oppressive heat had shifted to cooler nights and frosty mornings, and I felt the season teetering on the edge of change. Doing this job in the snow was going to be a bitch, but first, I’d have to figure out the best way to complete my assignments with early darkness setting in over rough terrain. Or, better yet, finish the damn thing and move on with my life.

I reached the front door and took a set of ordinary keys out of one of my vest pockets. It would be too obvious if my two-story, vacation-home cabin had more sophisticated-looking security, so the house had been equipped with a normal key lock at the front door and coded keypads on the doors around the back and in the interior. The dime-sized cameras in every crevice and line of sight around the property added to the security with overkill efficacy.

As I entered the house, I wearily rasped out, “Security, summary.”

The screen on my visor read, “Perimeter: Neg. Exterior: Neg. Interior Main: Neg. Interior Lab: Neg.”

Protocols followed, I clicked the button on the rubber neck gaiter that secured my helmet in place, and then I lifted the helmet off with a grateful sigh. I wiped my face with my forearm, scrubbing every itch I’d had to ignore all day. I had to keep my gear in the basement lab to keep up the vacation cabin appearances, but, frankly, I was feeling lazy. I hadn’t had a single hiker, curious tourist, or living thing bigger than a raccoon turn up within a three-mile radius of my cabin for two months, anyway.

I dumped my gear on the dated oak dining table catty-corner to the generous kitchen and went straight for food. I ate an apple while I gathered ingredients, and then while I pan-seared the chicken I’d left to marinate, I stuck a stalk of celery in my mouth. I let it hang out of the corner of my mouth and chewed it slowly while I cut vegetables for the quinoa and chicken dish. Cooking was another thing my ADHD brain liked. There were lots of steps, but they went by fast. And if I forgot one, I could usually just improvise.

While I ate dinner, I typed out my report, filling in the other pilot—I just knew him as Eagle—on the particulars of what my VO and I had observed that day. As I ate and typed, I glanced around the underground lab and noted that I needed to clean up.

The small lab, which was really more of a basement workshop, housed my computer desk with its three monitors and custom-built computer I’d insisted on making myself for the assignment. And because I had practically built P with my own two hands, I had a worktable adjacent to the computer desk to calibrate and repair her as needed. On both desks, I’d left wrappers, coffee mugs, and printed reports scattered haphazardly over the space. Behind me, the filing cabinet and secondary desk were piled high with daily reports I hadn’t bothered to file yet.

It was hard to stay tidy when I didn’t give a fuck. I’d been on this assignment two months, and the only contact I’d had with human beings was through a helmet. I touched base with my sister, Isla, now and then. She thought I was on an engineering assignment in Alaska. My uncle couldn’t care less. I had friends back in Seattle, but the only one who cared to really check in was my old roommate, Sterling.

It wasn’t that I minded the solitude. Actually, it had been nice. Before I’d put myself on this assignment, I’d kept running into old girlfriends who still occupied the same friend circles in our city, and it had been getting exhausting. Especially because they kept asking to hookup repeatedly. And then I made it more tiring because I’d obliged. Not to mention the fact that every eye in the world turned to me from time to time. I hadn’t earned my fame on my own, and that made it ten times worse. So, really, the isolation wasn’t too bad, but it also brought out the worst in my ADHD and general laziness when it came to protocols and paperwork.

Letting my head fall back, I spun in my leather office chair. I had two more days, and then I could decompress for the weekend. I forced myself out of my chair, empty plate in hand, and trudged back up the steps to grab my gear and put it away. But after washing my plate, I stared at my gear on the table, glanced at the lab door, which was still ajar, and then swung my gaze to the overstuffed couch in the mundane but appropriately middle-class living room. Exhaustion won out.

I passed out on the couch. The odds were good that no one would come looking around my cabin at any point during my assignment. My gear was safe in the camera-heavy cabin, and my lab would alert me if anyone crossed the threshold. If there were any intruders looking to snoop in my house, well, I’d just give them a personal welcome.
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The store attendant held out a princess-cut, knee-length dress. She smiled brightly, shaking it on the hanger to show me how lightweight and stylish it was. “Isn’t that neat?” she asked. “I never would have thought to hike in a dress, but it’s all the rage right now, and from what I hear, it’s absolutely freeing!”

The dress was cute, with bright, swirling patterns that looked like the rainbow refraction on a puddle of black oil. And I had to admit, the idea appealed to me. I’d recently read an autobiography by a woman named Vali who had written about the freedom of womanhood. After moving to Venezuela, she had learned to hike naked and embrace her femininity. I wasn’t going to do anything naked, but a dress was a baby step, right? “I’ll take it,” I smiled.

“Great!” the attendant smiled. “And it has pockets. Can’t go wrong there, right?”

“True,” I agreed with mock gravity.

She rung up my selections, which included bright pink hiking shoes, way too many clothes even for me, and a hiking backpack I’d stuffed full with random junk from the outdoor supply store that I felt a “hiker” might carry. Even if I didn’t do a lot of hiking, if I wanted to snoop on Nexxt, then I needed to have my cover story straight.

The only hiccup I foresaw was my face. Not because it was necessarily ugly—although I had visible acne scarring from my adolescence, and my nose was a little on the long side—but because my face had been on television and all over the internet lately. A lot. If anyone recognized me, then they’d know I was a lawyer. But there wasn’t much I could do about that. Hopefully, lumberjacks didn’t pay attention to the news.

I thanked the store attendant and lugged my bags out to my rental SUV… whatever it was. I’d asked for a nice one and it was some kind of luxury, zippy little thing. I had an hour-long drive from Aurora to the cabin in San Isabel, and I’d already loaded the back of the SUV with groceries for a couple weeks, and now, hiking gear. As I got in the car, I tapped the icon on my list app to check off “buy hiking shit,” and felt a familiar sense of contentedness at completing the checklist. I liked lists. They made me happy.

A call came through from Amos, and I answered by tapping the screen on the car’s middle console. “Amos,” I said by way of greeting.

“Azura,” he returned, but my name on his lips sounded like a reprimand already.

I snorted. “Well, hi to you, too.”

“Turn around and go back home. This is not what I asked you to do,” he demanded, his grumpy voice at odds with the peppy music playing in the background of his call.

“Where are you?” I asked, clicking my seatbelt into place.

“The arcade. Now, go back home.”

“Arcade?” I asked incredulously. “Amos, I’ve known you for like thirty years. What the hell are you doing in an arcade?”

“June’s idea,” he muttered. “But that’s beside the point. Please do not go chasing after lumberjack criminals on my behalf. June keeps insisting that she’s moved on, and she’s just happy things turned out for the better. I hate to admit it, but she might be right.”

That was another thing I never thought I would hear Amos say. “I can’t believe you just admitted you might have been wrong,” I grinned.

“Shove that thought right back where it came from,” he growled.

“Amos,” I soothed, rolling my eyes. “I’m fine. I could use a little time in the woods. It might relax me or whatever.”

He sighed, and I heard June exclaim loudly in triumph over whatever game she must have been playing beside him. “Just… check in, then. Send me the address and don’t do anything rash.”

“Amos, it’s me,” I said, putting the car into drive. “You know I plan everything meticulously. Relax.”

“Just text me,” he bit out before hanging up. Well, that was another thing I might as well have checked off my list. I’d handled both the overbearing younger brother and the overbearing older brother.

The drive to San Isabel wove through two lane highways bracketed by thick forest that climbed steadily into the mountains. Behind me, the Rockies rose like ancient, snow-capped monoliths. Once the road climbed in altitude, the trees grew thicker, and like the mountain was closing its arms around me, I found myself surrounded in tall, drought-resistant pine trees and colorful, autumnal, deciduous trees. The scattered clusters of yellow and orange looked like flares that lit up the dark green forest. My GPS said the cabin was up a packed dirt road, and I lifted my sunglasses onto my head as the shady forest towered over me. The cabin came into view, and I found my face scrunching with distaste.

It looked pretty beat. One of the two shutters had listed off to the side, the front porch hadn’t been painted in years, and it looked maybe a fourth of the size of my apartment in the city. A rusted firepit occupied the front yard space, and a kayak had been propped against the side of the dark log exterior. What the hell had I been thinking? Camping was so not my thing.

I had two contradictions to my bitch persona. One, I liked nerdy things like comic books, action movies, and video games. If I had free time, I’d give it to my geek hobbies and Zelda games. Two, I had rose-colored glasses. I gave everything the benefit of the doubt, and I tended to assume things would turn out optimistically in my favor. Call it arrogance, call it naivety, but whatever it was, it had bitten me in the ass again. This cabin was not going to be fun. It was going to be Hell, and I had only myself to blame for it.

I sent off a text to Amos with my coordinates and told him I hadn’t been attacked by axe-wielding brawny men yet, and then I got to work unloading my shit.

Inside, it wasn’t much better, but at least it was cleaner than I had expected. One bedroom off to the left held a decent, queen-size bed and a dresser, and it had been decorated with hand-woven rugs and bee-themed furnishings.

I unloaded my bags, snipped the tags off my hiking clothing, and unpacked my toiletries in the bathroom. When I had finished putting the food in the fridge and cupboards, I stood in the middle of the cabin living room with my hands on my hips and looked around.

Well, now what?

I didn’t know how to start a fire, so the beautiful stone fireplace would go to waste. I had no interest in “lounging” on the faded, log-style couches that sat around the tiny TV. I sighed, tapping my manicured finger against my spandex leggings. I really hadn’t thought this through. I hadn’t even brought my handheld video game console because I’d been trying to give myself “wilderness time.” Stupid.

I pulled my phone out of my leggings pocket along my thigh and checked the time. 1:38 PM. I had time for a hike, right? Yeah, I thought, gathering my enthusiasm, get right to it, Azura. Explore the wilderness. Be free and shit.

I could work on investigating Nexxt tomorrow. Today, it was all about acclimating to my new surroundings. That decided, I packed the hiking bag with random stuff—some granola bars, my water bottle, a compass that I had no idea how to use, rope… hikers carried rope, right? And then I pulled the hiking dress out of the closet, running a hand down its breathable fabric. After pulling it on, I paused in front of my underwear drawer. I mean… I was in the woods, wasn’t I? I didn’t have to wear underwear.

Feeling a buzz from putting a hairline fracture in my usual norms, I left my ass commando under the dress and laced up my hiking shoes. Vali would be proud. Probably. I also took a moment to pull my lightly curled, thick hair into a ponytail, and gave my appearance a once-over. Not that the wolves would care what I looked like, but fuck, I liked the way I looked. Was it wrong to admire that? Out of my three siblings, I looked the most noticeably Israeli with my thick, straight eyebrows, big, brown eyes framed by long lashes, and full, black hair. It had taken me a long time to love myself, but in my profession, it seemed like I was the only one willing to, anyway.

I found the hiking trail easily, and its well-worn path led me up a steep incline and then through thick forest until I came upon a ridge that fell away sharply. Panting slightly, I paused to take a drink and look down over the vista. It really was breathtaking. Red rock and sandy outcroppings broke through rolling, green hills of pine trees. The deciduous trees quivered with fading leaves, already lighting the forest with fiery colors as the night temperatures fell faster at the higher altitude. For the first time in my life, I understood why hikers were so obnoxiously enthused about their hobby. It had an appeal.

Going commando, however, did not have the appeal I had assumed it would. Things rubbed against other things unpleasantly, and whether I was wearing panties or not, I had sweat everywhere. I decided to turn around and grab a shower. I had done the hiking thing. Mission accomplished. I pulled out my phone to snap a selfie with the sprawling vista behind me, but the corner of my square case got caught on the stretchy dress fabric, and I fumbled it.

With a gasp of horror, I juggled the phone comically, my fingers slipping over the surface and ultimately bouncing it further away from my grasp before it crashed down the steep slope below me. With hands futilely scrabbling through the air to catch it, I realized I’d made a terrible error. I’d thrown my body after my phone. I had a split second to curse my stupidity before I tumbled.

My elbow hit the rocks first, followed by my hip, and then in a heart-stopping whirl of colors, my body free-fell out of control. My mind went blank with panic and my limbs tangled and crashed as I rolled down the slope. Whether it was luck or divine intervention, I came to a stop about twenty feet below where I’d been standing, and I landed safely on my side.

Panting and shaking, I took stock of my body as I lay looking up through the trees. I was definitely sore—the bruising would be epic—but I wiggled my fingers and toes, and it seemed like my ankles were intact. I sat up gingerly, groaning. Behind me, the outcropping rose like a stone titan. Below me, the moss-covered rocks blanketed with pine needles and fallen leaves gently sloped to relatively flat ground.

I tried looking for my phone, but with my torso throbbing and my head pounding, I couldn’t seem to focus well enough to really search for it. I decided it would be smarter to go down, curve around the outcropping, and make my way back up the slope toward the path so I could find my way to the cabin. I also knew, in that moment, the remainder of my research into Nexxt would be done behind a computer screen, and I never wanted to see this fucking place again.

I hurt all over, and my elbow smarted when I tried to straighten it, so cradling my arm awkwardly, I stumbled over loose rocks and through thick undergrowth around the cliff. As I staggered forward, following the cliff and looking for a feasible path back up the ridge, I seethed at my own stupidity. It would serve me right if a wolf ate me. I deserved it.

I also wished I’d worn a watch. I didn’t like them—they made my wrists itchy, and I didn’t see the point in a smart watch when I used my phone for everything, anyway. However, in this instance, telling the time might have been helpful. I watched as the sun listed slowly toward the mountain peaks to my right. To my left, the ridge didn’t break. It went on and on, and I realized my hiking path must have been purposefully forged to overlook the vista the whole way.

Goddamn hikers and their stupid views. I hated hiking. Hated it. My body hurt. My lungs hurt from running forward at a desperate pace. My feet ached in my new shoes, and my bare vagina didn’t help my mood. So fucking stupid, I fumed. Freedom, my ass. This isn’t freedom. It’s uncomfortable and damn awkward. What if I die out here? The only thing they’ll be able to focus on is, “What happened to her panties?”

As I staggered forward, the sun dipped lower, and my anger faded to cold fear like a falling red line on a thermometer. I wrapped my arms around myself as the temperature plummeted with every step. Wait, this is serious, I thought nervously. This is really, really bad. I could die out here. I could freeze to death or get mauled. Shivering in earnest, I veered away from the rock wall to find an opening in the thick forest cover. Maybe I could find a service road or another hiking path.

As I walked, the trees thinned, and a carpet of fallen leaves swept out between them like a trail. I ran forward, and elation catapulted my heart into my throat. A trail. I’d found a trail. It wasn’t very well-worn, and it looked recent, but someone or something had definitely walked through here. I followed it, my arms trembling as I clutched my elbow. The sun had fallen behind the mountain range to my right, and it cast long shadows between tree trunks that plunged my fear into an icy bath of terror.

As the forest thinned, the trees broke into a clearing, and I nearly shouted in relief. I could see a cabin. Not just any cabin… a nice cabin. Two stories tall, relatively new, and rimmed with a wraparound, covered porch, it beckoned to me with its tidy lawn and manicured bushes.

Or, I considered suddenly as I neared it, it could be the house of a serial killer.

I hesitated at the base of the steep stone steps that led to the cabin, which was built on a gentle hill. What if there were crazy people in there? I peered around the side of the cabin where the gravel road led to a detached garage. No car. No tire tracks. It seemed like a summer cabin, and it was already well into October. Maybe the people who owned it only visited during the warmer months.

I had to try knocking, at least. It was better than wandering around the forest on my own. I ran up the stone steps and then to the wood plank staircase that brought me under the shelter of the covered porch. A porch swing bobbed as a cold wind filtered through the trees at my back. Suppressing another shiver over my bare arms, I knocked hard on the solid wood door.

No answer. I tried again, peering around like I might find Jason in a hockey mask around the corner. No answer. I tried the door handle, but it was locked.

Okay, so it is a summer home. But I’m stranded in the damn woods. If ever there was a time to break and enter, this has to be it. Maybe I can pay them once I find a phone or something. Does anyone even have landlines anymore? Fuck. What if I get stuck here?

I banished that last thought and peered at the door handle. It wasn’t anything heavy duty. Just a normal brass doorknob with a key lock. I ran around the side of the house to the garage and found an ax leaning against a generous pile of cut wood. Where had this cabin been on the rental app? It looked downright cozy, and whoever owned it clearly cared more about visitors than my cabin’s owners. Guess they didn’t want to share.

Too bad I was going to vandalize it. I took the ax back to the front door, and with what little strength my pathetic arms had, I smashed the butt of the ax down on the doorknob. It broke easily, and like the house had invited me in, the door swung open with an eerie creak. Breathing heavily, I dropped the ax on the porch and crept inside.

With the waning light behind me and streaming through the wide windows, the inside remained shadowed in blue tones. I shucked off my backpack and left it by the front door while I surveyed the interior.

It looked nice enough—open-concept first floor with a generous kitchen and cute dining nook to my right. The living room area had a fireplace and wall-mounted TV bracketed by a surround-sound speaker system. A straight staircase in the middle of the first floor led up to the second floor, and to the right of it, another door hinted at either a closet or a staircase going down to a basement. The door had been left ajar, despite having a keypad lock system, and I crept my way to it to peer inside. Yep, basement.

I wandered around the abandoned cabin, noting that the kitchen looked well-used, but everything else seemed overly tidy, as if the inhabitants often cooked and then left. There were no landlines like I’d hoped, and the TV wasn’t a smart TV with access to any helpful apps. My weary body practically begged me to plop down on the sage green, well-stuffed sofas and pilfer the owners’ DVD collection, but I wanted to finish looking for a way to communicate to the outside world, first.

A suspicious beep sounded from the basement. I twirled around from my position by the kitchen island. Beep, it went again. Frowning, I took quiet steps back to the basement door and peeked down again. Beep. Lights. There were lights down there.

With hope pricking at my thoughts, I went down the staircase and found… a nerd den? I wasn’t sure what it was. I felt around and located a light switch on the wall by the staircase. It illuminated a sophisticated computer setup with three monitors, a worktable with miniature tools like something a watchmaker might use, and a messy desk littered with papers. I took in the scattered food containers and wrappers, the empty soda cans, and the bowls with a dry film of milk along the bottom like someone had eaten cereal and left them there.

Then my heart sprinted with fear. Someone lived here. I’d broken into someone’s house where they were actually living. But wait, why would anyone have keypad locks inside but the old school lock on the outside? Curiosity wrapped its fingers around my fear and squeezed, silencing my trepidation in a choke hold.

I shuffled to the side, my eyes on the computer first, and then bouncing over the paperwork that had been thrown on the desk in no apparent order.

The Nexxt symbol on one of the papers caught my attention. I knew that paper. I had a similar one back in my cabin. Suspicion trickled down my spine like melting ice. A nice cabin only miles from a suspicious organization…

“Hands on your head,” a low, mic-amplified voice commanded.

I gasped, turning around.

I noticed the gun first. Pointed straight at me and gripped by leather-clad fingers, it sharpened my panic like a whetting stone. Then I took in its owner, and I let out a terrified cry, stumbling back into the desk.

He was tall, for one thing. There was no doubt that he was male with his wide shoulders and tapered, flat waist. But he was lean and toned with a body like a swimmer, and his rigid frame held the gun with two hands in a practiced stance. Even more alarmingly, he was dressed head-to-toe in tactical black and wore a sleek, reflective helmet that left no sliver of skin uncovered. It reminded me of a motorcycle helmet, but it was less bulky, fitted close to his hidden face and ending on a point where his chin should have been.

He gestured with the gun in an upward motion. “Hands on your head,” he said again. His voice spoke through a microphone in the helmet, still soft and low, but clearly amplified so it wouldn’t be muffled.

I did as he asked slowly, my dress rising to my upper thighs and my battered joints screaming in protest. “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I got lost and…”

“Save it. Turn around.”

I gaped at him, this stranger who looked like he’d come from a sci-fi LARP camp. “Sir, I’m trying to tell you, this is a mistake.”

He took one long step forward, and with punishing strength, grabbed my bruised arm and twisted me around so I faced the desk. I cried out in pain, bending to the side as he sent lancets of pain along my injured elbow. His grip slacked slightly, but he shoved me against the desk. “Don’t move.”

My heart pumped painfully fast against my ribs.

“Spread your legs,” he ordered.

My mouth hinged open, and I looked at him over my shoulder. “Excuse me?”

“Do it, or I’ll do it for you,” he clipped.

Swallowing my dread, I did as he asked and planted my feet shoulder-width apart. He nudged my foot with his boot, forcing it further out, and then I heard him click his gun into a holster before his hands were on my wrists. He pulled them behind my lower back and the sharp ratchet of a zip tie preceded the tight pull against my skin as he secured my wrists together. Panic clawed at my logic. “You can’t—you can’t just illegally detain me,” I squeezed out around a tight breath. I had meant it to sound authoritative, but I couldn’t seem to talk normally.

He didn’t say anything as he bent over, and then starting at my ankles, began a pat-down procedure. I gasped again, trying to pull away from him, but he took hold of my ankle and planted my foot down as he skimmed his hand up the inside of my leg.

Oh my god, I thought. My instincts were right. I found a Nexxt employee and now he’s going to know I’m a commando hiker, and then he’s going to kill me.

He patted me down with brisk efficiency, skimming up the insides of my legs over the fabric of my dress, thankfully, then over my hips and along my torso. I screwed my eyes shut, fighting a wave of nausea as the stranger touched my trembling body with gentle squeezes. Finally, he turned me back around and folded his arms. “What are you doing here?” he asked.

He had on a vest that looked like it held an entire army surplus store’s worth of shit, and a little blue line of dots swept across the top of his helmet over and over like a loading bar. My mouth had gone impossibly dry. “I got lost,” I rasped.

“Bullshit,” he countered, not moving from his intimidating pose as he stood over me.

“I did,” I insisted. “I thought… this cabin looked abandoned, and I thought there might be a phone in here.”

His helmet tilted infinitesimally as he appeared to look me over. “Where’s your phone?”

“I dropped it,” I said honestly. “And I fell down a cliff.” The fact that he’d been so professional with his pat-down, and the fact that he’d holstered his gun, imbued me with a little courage. “Look at me,” I insisted. “I look like shit. Do I look like I’m interested in burglarizing your…” I looked around uncertainly. “Man cave?”

“Why did you back away when you saw what was on my desk?” he asked.

Gulp. He’d seen that, had he? My lawyer brain fired to life like a pull-cord, gas-powered lawn mower. “I realized someone was staying here. It looks abandoned up there,” I said, lifting my eyes to the ceiling. “But then down here, it looks like you’ve been in a five-day WoW marathon, so,” I shrugged. “I was going to leave.”

“What made you think it was abandoned in the first place?” he pressed.

“No car.”

“There’s a garage,” he pointed out, arms still crossed like a fucking genie.

Oh, yeah. “I’m scared,” I said honestly. “I thought I was going to get eaten by something out there.”

“And why were you out there in the first place?” he probed. I didn’t have a great answer for that. The hesitation must have shown on my face because he said, “Tell me what you’re doing here, or I’m going to tie you to that chair,” he motioned toward the white plastic chair in front of the worktable, “until you say something that makes sense.”

“You can’t tie me to a chair,” I bristled. “Call the police if you’re that mad about it. I’ll take responsibility.” I gave him a once-over. “Why are you dressed like that, anyway? Are you some kind of competitive gamer kid or something?”

“Do I look like a kid to you?” he asked, unamused.

No. He did not. He looked like a very muscular, possibly swoon-worthy man. Not that I was going to hang around to see if his face matched his body. “Regardless of your age,” I went on, “you can’t hold me like this. That’s called kidnapping,” I explained slowly, just in case he really was a freak fifteen-year-old on steroids, “and unlawful restraint. Those are federal offenses.”

“You seem really smart,” he said, tilting his head. “So, what part of me screams, ‘operates above the law?’ Or does the limit of your intelligence stop at SVU reruns?”

My words turned to ash in my mouth. “Uh, you—wait, what?”

He turned away from me, arms still folded, and although it looked like he might be talking, I suddenly couldn’t hear his voice. That was incredibly disconcerting considering he had basically told me he knew he was breaking the law, and he didn’t care. He lifted his head like he was surprised, and his stance stiffened even more, if that were possible. He’d probably break a masseuse’s fingers if they tried to loosen his muscles.

Finally, he turned back to me, and taking a step forward that put him in my “too close for comfort” zone, he squeezed my jaw with his large hand until my teeth cut into my inner cheeks. “Okay, Smart Mouth. Let’s chat.”


Four

Wolf
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The girl’s pupils dilated to dimes as my threat settled in her brain. And she had a quick brain, I’d noticed. I hadn’t been joking when I’d said she seemed intelligent. But she also seemed spoiled and entitled, and if that was true, then she was in for a nasty shock with me. This wasn’t some frat boy party cabin she had stumbled on—in no scenario here could I let her walk through that front door and return to wherever she had come from.

Looking at her bruises and cuts, I believed that she might have fallen down a hill or something. “Cliff” was a bit dramatic. She didn’t appear to have any broken limbs, and her injuries were minor. But, regardless, there were very few reasons anyone would be all the way up here where my safe house had been built. The vacation cabins were further east along the trail loops. If she’d gotten lost, then she either had the worst sense of direction ever, or she was up to no good.

I wasn’t thrilled about either option. And neither was my MO—my Mission Operator. She’d contacted me as soon as the security alert had gone through on her end, and I’d filled her in on the presence of an intruder. I hadn’t left out that the woman had backed away in fear as soon as she’d seen Nexxt’s logo on my table. This girl could protest innocence all she wanted, but she knew something about that logging company that had caused her fear.

Unfortunately for her, I’d received training for this. Engineer I might have been, but I was also an asset to Valehart. I had been given a full six-month combat and operative training course before being plopped on location, and the protocols were clear. My MO had confirmed them.

Use any means I deemed necessary to keep my identity hidden and hold the hostage in the secure room until my assignment was completed and I could relocate. I couldn’t let her go until we gathered the intel we needed. I also needed to find out who she was, and that would require some interrogation on my part.

That said, I wasn’t keen on scaring her any more than I had to. Not when she seemed so fragile and… okay, so she was beautiful. Gorgeous, in fact. I couldn’t imagine harming this woman with her enormous doe eyes and dusky rose lips. Something about her felt vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place why. A singer, maybe? Either way, I wasn’t going to really hurt her.

But she didn’t have to know that.

I shifted my grip to her throat, squeezing just hard enough to scare the shit out of her. I also tried to slide my fingers under the thick tendrils of dark hair that had escaped her ponytail so I didn’t yank her hair out by the roots. She seized up in fear, and I guided her across the small space to the white plastic chair in front of my workspace. I kicked the chair out with my boot and shoved her into it roughly.

She winced, and then an angry fire lit in her autumn russet eyes. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

Oh, yeah. Definitely spoiled. I crouched in front of her, silently daring her to try and run. She stared at me with equal parts fury and panic. I pulled out a pair of zip ties from my back pocket, and without another word, I pinned her right ankle to the chair leg, looped the zip tie around it, and zipped it shut. Realizing what I planned to do, she crossed her left ankle over the right. “Just… just tie them together like this.”

So she could use the leverage to break the ties? No. I grasped her left leg above the knee in a vice grip that caused her to gasp, and slowly, I shifted her knee to the other side of the chair. She groaned, screwing her eyes tight in… embarrassment. Not fear? What, was she afraid I would see her underwe—

Ohh. I rotated a shocked look up to her, but even if her eyes had been open, she wouldn’t have seen it through my helmet. She didn’t have any underwear on. Not even a damn thong. With her legs spread, I’d gotten a perfect eyeful of her bare pussy.

I rolled my lips in, smiling to myself. That was a good way to get ticks. What kind of girl wore a dress and no underwear in the woods? I knew the answer immediately. Someone who’s not a hiker. She wasn’t helping her case.

I looped the second zip tie around her other ankle, but she’d thrown me off kilter. I needed to intimidate her into telling the truth about who she was, but no matter how many times I blinked, I couldn’t seem to get the image of her bare pussy out of my head. Focus, Wolf. Life or death shit right here.

I steeled myself, still crouching in front of her. The more uncomfortable she felt, the better. So, I stayed down low where she didn’t want me. I grasped her leg above the knee again, this time pressing on a fresh cut that was still bleeding. “The faster you tell the truth, the easier this will be for you.”

Her chest rose and fell rapidly, and little dots of sweat had gathered along her temples where wisps of wavy, dark hair clung to her face and neck. She gave me a truly fearful look. “I… I’m telling you the truth. I’m staying in a cabin. Near Hillside.”

Those cabins were four miles from my cabin. But that didn’t tell me if she’d found me by accident or on purpose. I squeezed a little harder until she curled in, and she involuntarily tried to jerk away from my grip. “Why are you up here?” I asked.

“I’m… I’m on vacation,” she said unconvincingly.

I stood suddenly, grabbing her jaw in my hand, and forced her to look up at me. “Try again.” With her neck strained, she swallowed thinly and panted through parted lips. Suddenly, recognition sparked in my brain. I cocked my head. “I know you.”

Her features twisted as she squeezed her eyes shut, like if she messed up her face, I might not recognize her.

I kept my mic on for her benefit. I could turn it off by deliberately blinking my right eye, but I wanted her to know that I knew who she was. “Search engine, celebrity divorce lawyer.” She strained against my hold, but I kept her jaw firmly between my fingers. The screen before my eyes brought up news articles about the beauty tied to my basement chair. Azura Brady.

Fuck, her brothers were big if the images that popped up were accurate. Mess with little lawyer lady at your own risk. All the more reason to make sure my identity stayed hidden. I bent down close, so she had to stare at her own terrified reflection in my visor. “Azura. What is a pretty city princess doing in the Rockies? Hm?”

She gritted her teeth, and her almond eyes suddenly filmed over with a layer of furious tears. She looked ready to bite my dick off. “I’m. On. Vacation,” she hissed.

I let her go. Pressure, release. Pressure, release. It was in the silences and gaps between crowding her personal space that she would really get nervous. I walked around behind her and put my tools away from the last time I’d recalibrated P’s gimbals. She didn’t need to know what I planned on doing with the tiny, sharp instruments. I let her imagination do its thing.

Only the sound of my tools clinking and her harsh breathing filled the space. Finally, she asked with a shaking voice, “What do you want from me? I didn’t see your face. I don’t care who you are. Just let me go.”

I didn’t answer, but I did empty the chamber of my semi-automatic and lay it on the table. I would have bet my shiny five-seven millimeter that she wasn’t familiar with guns and didn’t know I’d just emptied the chamber, but the loud sound would unnerve her.

“Fuck you,” she muttered. Her back went straight, and with her hands bound behind her back, it pushed her tits out.

I resisted the urge to snort. She was lucky I wasn’t really someone from Nexusum. Those bastards were ruthless. Although, truth be told, I was downright annoyed with this pert little lawyer who had crept into my cabin. What a fucking inconvenience. All I wanted was to peel off my uniform and make dinner, but instead, I had to stand down here with this smartass and interrogate her until she cracked.

What had I planned for dinner, anyway? I think I set aside fish, didn’t I? Wait, shit, I’m spacing out again. I shook away my ADHD fog and forced myself back to the present.

Azura’s body started to do what I hoped it would. It relaxed. Her shoulders fell visibly, and she tried to lean back in the chair. After holstering my gun again, I came to stand right behind her and laid my hands on her shoulders. She jumped. “What’s got you jumpy about Nexxt?” I asked. “You backed away from the papers on my desk.”

“I told you,” she said waspishly, “I realized you were—”

I slid my hands down her arms slowly, and her lie died on her lips. This was about to get mean, but nothing ice and an aspirin couldn’t cure. I pressed my thumb onto the swollen bruise on her elbow.

She yelped, lurching forward against her restraints. “Stop! Stop, stop, stop, I’ll be honest, please.”

“Lie again, and I’m giving you a new bruise,” I threatened.

“Alright,” she said, and her voice broke a little.

I ignored the twinge in my heart at the sound. She could be Nexusum. Keep it together.

“I’m following a lead,” she said miserably.

I eased up, hovering my thumb just over the bruise. “What lead?”

“My clients,” she ground out. “They had a weird… connection to Nexxt Logging. I was just curious about it.”

“Be specific,” I said, stroking my thumb over her bruise. I definitely wasn’t doing that because I felt bad.

“They, God,” she let her head fall. “I can’t tell you.”

“Why?”

“I just can’t,” she snapped.

“Is it worth your life?” I asked seriously. I meant it, too. She shouldn’t have been following leads with these people if it was for a damn family law firm.

She gusted out a frustrated breath. “No. But how do I know you’re not… I mean if I tell you and you’re from…” she struggled with her words.

I picked up on it, though. She thought I was with Nexxt. I stood away from her, walked around her chair, and crouched in front of her again. This time I laid my palms on her thighs in an unthreatening gesture. “I’m not with Nexxt,” I said. “If that helps.”

Tears had escaped her eyelids, but she maintained a staunchly fierce expression. “If you are with Nexxt, then I didn’t see anything. I’ll leave and not say a word.”

I didn’t believe her one bit, and I wasn’t even part of the syndicate. Azura had a public reputation for being a piranha in the lawyer pool. If she got out of here, she’d blow the whistle so hard, she’d make the journalists’ ears bleed. But she had me convinced that she was looking for the same thing I was, at least. Proof that Nexxt was dirty.

Well, that wasn’t entirely true. I knew they were dirty, and we had plenty of proof. But the federal bureaus weren’t equipped to do anything about it. My assignment was a little more vigilante than exploratory, and rather than looking for proof that Nexxt was connected to known crimes, I needed to put a stop to it. Prosecution Barbie had gotten in way over her head.

I closed my right eye and the mic symbol to my left got a red line through it. “Comm, MO,” I said.

My MO crackled on the line in my ear, her voice ridged with age. “What’s the status, Wolf?”

“She’s a lawyer,” I said, standing with my back to her and my thumbs slung through my vest. “She’s following her own lead on Nexxt. They probably stole money from one of her clients and she managed to trace it here.”

“How?” she asked incredulously.

Good question. Attorneys weren’t known for their offshore account tracking skills. “I can ask. But she doesn’t seem to be a threat to the operation directly.”

“Fuck,” she muttered. I heard her take a drag of her cigarette and blow out a stream of smoke. “She doesn’t have family, does she?”

“She’s Azura Brady,” I said wryly.

“Fuck,” she groaned again. “The Azura Brady?”

“Yeah.”

“I need a drink,” the old lady groused. None of us were allowed to drink while on assignment. I echoed her feelings, though. My MO had been doing this forever as far as I could tell. When Valehart had hired her, she’d already had decades of hacking experience under her belt, and as far as tech geniuses went, she was number one, no question. Not some young crackpot in a basement—Beverly Chambers, the three-pack-a-day, NASA-reject boomer who gave the world both her middle fingers. And she would gladly stick them up our asses if we pushed her.

“I can keep her in the secure room, but people will come looking for her,” I said.

“I’ll find a way around that. Give me a couple hours,” she grated out.

“And in the meantime?”

“Put me on with her.”

I closed my right eye, then my left, turning my mic back on and allowing the comm channel to broadcast through my helmet. I turned to the tired woman in the chair. “My mission operator wants a word with you.” She gave me a distrustful look. Ignoring her, I said, “MO, you’re on.”

“Azura,” Beverly crackled through my comm.

Azura straightened. “Hello? Who’s there? Who is this? If this is a milita—”

“Shut the fuck up and listen,” Beverly snapped.

Azura’s already huge, Jasmine-the-Princess eyes went comically wide.

“This is not the military. This is not the law. We are our own operation, and we do what the fuck we want, when the fuck we want to. My agent here will make your life a world of pain if you resist, run, or retaliate.”

Azura looked like she might cry again, but something about her facial features seemed unable to make it happen. She trembled, and tears gathered along the outer corners of her eyes, but her expression remained hard. “Who are you?” she asked.

“None of your business,” Beverly barked. “You do what my agent says, or he has my permission to do what it takes to shut you up and protect his mission. Is that clear?”

Azura didn’t respond, but her expression spoke for her. Fuck you guys.

“The outcome of this situation depends entirely on your compliance, Azura Brady,” Beverly added. “If my agent says to dance the Macarena with spaghetti and meatballs in your hair, then you’d better get cooking. Comm out.”

My MO’s comm icon blinked out, and I cocked my head. “That clear enough for you?”

Azura licked her lips, and her stare promised a whole lot of Karma I wasn’t sure I wanted. “Yeah. Clear.”

“Good.” I turned to head up the stairs and, hopefully, remove my helmet for thirty seconds. This entire shit show had given me a headache. “I’ll be back for you when I feel like it.”

“Hey,” Azura snapped. “Are you going to untie me, or what?”

I rotated a slow look over my shoulder at her. The balls on this princess. I’d just threatened her life several times. “Or what,” I said simply. Then I left her sitting there and went back upstairs. I heard her curse, loudly and fluidly, as I closed the basement door and let it lock.

My own laziness had been part of the reason I was in this mess. If I’d locked the damn basement door, she wouldn’t have realized this cabin was more than it seemed. The code wasn’t even that long. I was just that fed up with the assignment.

I pressed the button on my neck, releasing the seal, and pulled off my helmet with a grateful sigh. God, that little nosy pest. Now, I had to wear my uniform twice as much as usual, at least. It was the best way to keep her from getting any read on my features. She had info on my build—nothing I could do about that. But I’d be damned if she got an ID on me. If she thought her face was a giveaway, then she was in for a shock if she saw mine.

I set my helmet down on the table and ripped at the Velcro on my vest. As I slid it over my shoulders, the unfamiliar sound of tires on gravel crunched up my steep driveway. I ducked to the side to get a look. Nondescript black SUV. “Shit,” I hissed. I grabbed my gear, sprinted up the stairs, and dumped it all on my bed, ripping off my gloves and then unlacing my boots. Wasn’t that just the way of it? One thing goes wrong and then everything tumbles down a hill like a commando want-to-be hiker down a “cliff.”

I had to look like a dude on vacation in like twenty seconds. I took off my mesh, armored shirt, grabbed a pair of athletic shorts from the top drawer of my dresser, and as the knock sounded on the door, I jammed my pants down my legs and hopped into the stretchy, silver shorts. I looked down at my torso. Yeah, a douchebag bro would definitely answer the door shirtless.

I ambled down the stairs like I’d been woken from a nap and answered the door slowly. I opened it wide like I didn’t have a care in the world and found a man and a woman standing side by side. The middle-aged man wore a faded Metallica T-shirt over his soft, thin body, and he’d styled his thinning, brown hair to look kind of eighties punk with a curly mohawk. The woman, about the same age, had short, thin hair the color of suburban boredom, and she wore a three-piece department store set I was pretty sure every middle school teacher owned. The woman waved, smiling. “Hi, there.”

I leaned against the door jam, sliding my hands in the pockets of my shorts and affecting sleepiness. “Hey?”

“Sorry to bother you, young man,” Gen X guy said. “We just wanted to check on the young woman we saw running along our path.” He pointed behind him, down the hill and to the south. I’d vetted every single cabin occupant in this area. These two were not known owners of any cabins. But they’d seen Azura, somehow.

“Oh, my girlfriend,” I smiled. “Pretty girl? Wearing a dress?”

“Yes,” the woman gusted. “Oh, we were worried. She looked so frightened.”

How the fuck did you get noticed in a handful of hours, Azura, when I’ve gone undetected for weeks? Of all the luck. Nexxt is going to be breathing down my neck, now. “She got lost,” I said honestly. “But she found her way back, thankfully. Thanks for caring. You are…?” I asked with a frown.

“Janet,” the PTO president lady said, holding out her hand. “Janet Jenkins.”

That’s definitely a real name, I thought sardonically. “Nice to meet you,” I said, not shaking her hand. Aloof, asshole bro. That was the cover.

“John,” the guy said. “John Jenkins.”

Jingleheimer Schmidt, I sang to myself. These Nexusum people need a better name… namer. I gave them a lazy lift of my hand. “Well… thanks.” I paused, as if wondering what manners were. “Do you guys want a beer, or…?”

“No, no,” Janet said, waving a hand. “God, no. But you enjoy one for me.”

“Grill something while you drink that,” Dad-Bod said with a wink.

“Sure,” I smiled awkwardly.

“We’re just down the hill,” Janet reminded me. “If you need anything.”

“Appreciate it,” I said with a tight smile.

“Have a good night,” they both said, and then they were gone. I closed the door and leaned my head against it.

Well, fuck.


Five

Azura
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He left, and I heard absolutely nothing. Only the tortured gasp on each inhale of my breathing and the low hum of the computer behind me reminded me that I really was alive, and this wasn’t a dream. Or a nightmare. My elbow smarted, banging against my bone with every quickened pulse of my blood through my tired body. Panic had caused my breathing to go haywire after he left.

Whoever this guy was, he wasn’t fucking around. Maybe. I didn’t know. It was so hard to tell with the mask over his face. He’d hurt me, and it had terrified me. But then he’d smoothed his thumb over the bruise afterward, and the way he’d put his palms on my thighs had been… gentle?

And when he’d been between my legs? Oh my God. I think I’m broken. I have daddy issues and the idea of that muscled, mysterious man looking straight at my pussy had been… I don’t even know. What even was that reaction?

It was news to me that fear and desire could swirl with such dangerous miscibility. I doubted he felt anything for me but contempt, so I didn’t know what the hell my body was doing. I was some subspecies of human; in the face of danger, I bypassed fight, flight, or freeze and went straight for fuck. It had to be hysteria.

Rein it in, Az, I thought in consternation. You have to get out of here before he decides to kill you and bury you in the national park where no one will ever find your body. But even as I had that thought, I knew it was dramatic. This guy wasn’t interested in killing me. Whoever that MO had been seemed worse than he had, honestly.

So far, he hadn’t struck me as someone overly interested in maiming me for funsies. Still. I didn’t want to stick around to find out if my conjecture was right.

I wiggled my ankles in the restraints. He’d tightened the zip ties alarmingly tight, and I looked over to find them cutting into my skin. But he hadn’t secured my arms to the chair. I pointed my toes to lift the legs off the floor, and I found that I could scoot the chair back. The chair made a loud thump every time I shoved it, but whatever he was doing upstairs, it had him distracted for now. I tried to angle my chair around to get closer to the worktable.

He’d put most of the tools away, but I didn’t need anything crazy. Just something to get some leverage over the zip tie behind me. TikTok had shown me how to get out of this, not that I had ever expected to need it. I just needed something relatively straight and hard to twist over the tie. And wouldn’t you know it—he’d left a screwdriver. It was just the right size, too.

I twisted in my chair, and my bruises screeched for mercy, but I managed to lean forward, extend my hands behind me, and after several frustrating failures, grabbed the screwdriver. I tucked it between the heels of my palms, wedged it against the plastic, and then with careful movements, used my fingers to twist it. Pain burned as I twisted, and I bit my tongue to keep from screaming.

Twist, twist, twist, twist… snap.

I brought my hands forward with a harsh gust of triumph. Eat that, you cyberpunk fucktwat. I did the same thing with my ankles, which was easier because I could really twist fast and mitigate the pain of the tightening bands before they snapped. I leaped up from the chair and crept up the stairs with my heart in my throat.

Plan this out, Az, I thought with elation and pure hysteria bubbling in my blood. You’ve got a good fifteen feet between this door and the front door. You left your bag by the front door. If he hasn’t moved it, you grab it. The door should still be broken. It’ll open easily, and then you run and holler for all your lungs are worth.

Wait… he has a gun. Maybe this is a bad plan.

I stood in front of the door with my blood hammering against every pulse point on my body. I rested my hand on the handle and drew in a breath. I could do this. If he wasn’t expecting it, then I might get enough of a head start to outrun him. I just had to catch someone’s attention.

In the middle of the woods.

Suddenly, the lock chirped with a happy, “you’re fucked” tone. I inhaled sharply, taking a step back. My heel landed half off the step, and as the door opened, I let out a high-pitched squeak I didn’t ever think would ever leave my body. But, honestly, what else could I do when I felt my body falling backwards with nothing to grab to save myself? Maintain my bitchy composure?

A black-gloved hand shot out, and my captor grabbed my forearm. He pulled me away from the step and wrenched me through the doorway. His grip dug into my bruised arm, and I let out another agonized sound as my knees buckled.

“How the fuck…?” his distorted, low voice asked through his helmet.

I tried to bite his hand, but he spun me so my back slammed into his hard body. Jesus, I’d hugged punching bags cuddlier than this guy. He retained his grip on my forearm, pinning me to him with both arms. I let out coughing gasp and tried to remember all my self-defense courses I’d taken two summers before.

I couldn’t remember anything. Not one goddamn thing. Something about smashing his nose? I made a mental note to email the instructor with a curt, But what if they’re dressed like a Tron character?

“How did you get out?” he asked with mild amusement.

I tried for his toes, but as soon as I brought my heel down on his boot, I regretted it. Pain lanced up my heel to my calf. “Shit,” I hissed, and I took the weight off the throbbing leg.

“You done?” he asked, slightly bemused.

Panting, I slumped in his bear hug. “Fuck you.”

“You’re not very polite,” he pointed out. I didn’t dare say anything to piss him off more. He’d taken off his vest, but he still had his gun on his hip, I’d noticed. “And here, I was coming to help you.”

“If you hurt me,” I threatened, “my brothers will find you.”

“Azura,” he cupped my jaw and squeezed, forcing me to look sideways over my shoulder at his masked face. The round, onyx black dome on his helmet glinted as he tilted his head in question. “Who will they look for? Hm?”

“They’ll find you,” I gritted out.

He patted my cheek. “Okay, Princess.”

I tore my face from his hold, but he lifted me off the ground and dragged me to the staircase. “Where are we going?” I asked as a renewed surge of fear pumped through my veins. I hooked my foot around one of the railing posts.

He jerked me away, and finally, he made a frustrated, slightly breathless sound. He spun me back around and shoved me onto one of the steps. Then he leaned over me, his hands on the stair and framing my butt. His chest rose and fell a little faster as he said, “Stop. I’m trying to help you.” I kicked at him, but he caught my ankle and shoved it back down. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

I regarded him warily, hating that whenever I tried to look at him, all I saw was my own disheveled reflection. “How do you expect me to believe that?”

“Because if I’d wanted to kill you, I would have done it.”

I swallowed hard. I’d already thought that—I’d already surmised that he was more interested in getting rid of me than getting rid of me. But the idea that he could have shot me the second he’d seen me somehow made me feel so much worse.

He yanked my ankle, and I fell down a step with a yelp. Then he brought up his other hand to cup the back of my neck so I couldn’t look away from the tilt of his visor. “But keep testing me, and I’ll make you wish I’d pulled the trigger.”

I bunched my fingers into fists. Sure, I could be compliant. I could be good. And I could lull him into a false sense of security before I tripped him up, bent him over, and shoved that shiny handgun up his ass.

His voice crackled low and dangerous through his mic. “Get upstairs. Now.”

My traitorous body seized with terror, and reacting viscerally to his words, I backed up a step before turning and climbing the light oak stairway. It took me to a landing that turned left, and I had nowhere else to go but the one door at the top. I paused in front of it, my hands opening and closing nervously.

“Open it,” he ordered.

I closed my eyes briefly, praying to whatever God gave a fuck about me that I wouldn’t end up a Netflix special, and then hinged open the keypad-locked door. It made the same obnoxiously chipper bleep, blippity, bloop sound as the basement door, and I gave him a suspicious look. “Why isn’t it locked?”

“It is from the inside,” he said.

I was afraid of that, I thought. I gathered my courage and walked into what looked like the master bedroom.

The first thing that struck me was how enormous it was. It made sense, considering that this was the only bedroom, and it had been built to mirror the majority of the square footage below it. The second thing I noticed was that I… loved it. Dark, masculine touches made for a moody, modern bedroom still filled with plenty of light from the A-frame window wall at the end of the long, rectangular shape.

But as I moved past my initial scan of the dark, king-size bed, walnut bedside tables, and gray-tone rug between the door and bed, I realized this wasn’t just an ordinary bedroom. There were no other walls. The bathroom had been built at the very end of the room in front of the steepled window, and there were no partitions. A round, natural stone tub took up the majority of the bathroom space, and an open, river-rock shower had been built into the corner right up against the window. Even the toilet had been placed in the open next to the double-sink vanity along the left wall.

As my captor pushed me into the room, I noticed the plexiglass closet. Or, it looked like it was a closet, but a heavy-duty lock had been fitted to its transparent door, and golf ball-sized holes had been carved out along the top edge. Actually, it looked a lot like a…

I balked, backing up a step. I met hard muscle, and his hands clamped onto my upper arms as he forced me forward. My desire to appear compliant immediately cowered under my intense need to not be kept in a plexiglass cage. “Wait, wait,” I blurted out. “You said you’re not going to kill me. So, let’s talk about this.”

“On the bed,” he ordered.

I went stiffer than the plexiglass. “Are you crazy?”

“I’m pissed, I’m hungry, and I’m massively inconvenienced by your general existence, Princess. Get on the bed or I’m tying you to it.”

I shot him a glare over my shoulder, but then I shook my arms loose from him and walked across the gray-tinted hardwood floors, over the chenille rug, and sat on the edge of the white bedspread. With the rest of the room behind me and the door in front of me, I had another neurotic inclination to dash past him as far as my legs would carry me. I bunched the soft cotton bedspread in my hands instead.

My captor kept walking past me, and I twisted my body as I watched him go to the panic room slash closet, punched in a code—that he covered with his hand, the bastard—and wrenched open the door.

I looked up at the ceiling as he rifled through a drawer. Under normal circumstances, I would have truly marveled at the architecture here. Cathedral ceilings lined with treated pine slats had been framed with black metal, and twinkling chandelier-type light fixtures hung at even intervals across the vast space. As it was, I didn’t want to marvel. I wanted to bolt.

Movement in my peripheral vision wrenched my attention back to Speed Racer as he walked around the bed with a black toolbox embossed with a red cross on top. A first aid kit? I squeezed my knees together. What was this, good cop/bad cop but with the same guy?

Pretty sure this entire operation isn’t law enforcement, I thought dryly.

He put the first aid kit on the bed next to me, and then he crouched in front of me as I sat there, silently willing his helmet to short circuit and fry his brain. “Show me which ones hurt the most,” he said, looking at me. I reached for the first-aid kit, but he jerked my hand away from it. “Nice try. You don’t get to play with the sharp objects.”

Shrewd, I thought with annoyance. “You’re not very polite,” I threw back at him.

He laughed softly, and it sounded like the Mandalorian. Honestly, I wasn’t mad about it. He pulled the first-aid kit off the bed, set it next to his boot, and kneeling on one knee, he opened the metal box.

As he sifted through contents, I asked, “What am I supposed to call you? I need to know whose name to write in blood after you murder me.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” he reminded me. “And you can call me Wolf.”

The Princess and the Wolf… isn’t that some kind of cheesy romance novel? Too bad my version is a murder mystery. I gave him a nose scrunch. “That’s not your real name.”

“No, it’s not,” he agreed. He glanced at his hand for a second, and then as if making a decision, he removed the glove on his right hand. Pale and definitively Caucasian skin. I made a note of that as he removed the other glove before ripping open an alcohol cleansing pad.

I reached forward and grabbed his hand without thinking. “Whoa, whoa, Daft Punk, just a second. You’re not putting that on my cuts, are you?”

He removed my hand with unnerving ease. “Will it clean the bacteria?” he asked coldly.

“Yes, but it’s going to st—” I inhaled a sharp breath as he swiped the alcohol wipe over a large, bleeding scratch on the inside of my left knee. “Mother fucker,” I hissed.

Wolf dropped the wipe onto the discarded wrapper and ripped open an antibacterial ointment packet. He spread it over the scrape with some measure of gentleness, but it still stung like hell.

I pushed him away again. “Stop. I’ll live.”

He pressed my hands into the mattress. “I told you I’m not going to kill you. And I’ll do you one better—I have to keep you alive. If you’re good and cooperate, I can let you go. But if you get an infection, I have to take you to a hospital, and my entire operation here gets blown.”

I blinked at him. “Are you serious?”

Wolf ripped open another alcohol pad. “Yes. So shut up and do as you’re told in the meantime.”

“You can go screw yourself if you think I’m just going to lay down and—fuck me, Mary. That hurts, you dick!”

He’d swiped the alcohol pad over another cut on my shin. “Aw,” he said dispassionately. “Sorry, Princess.”

“Stop calling me that,” I gritted out.

“No,” Wolf replied, his mic crackling slightly like he’d puffed a laugh into it. He repeated the procedure over and over, cleaning my cuts with burning alcohol and then swiping ointment over them like he was mudding drywall.

He cracked an ice pack to life and pressed it to my elbow. “Anywhere else?” he asked.

“Abso-fucking-lutely not,” I growled. I held the ice in place. It was the only part of his “tender, loving care” that hadn’t stung like crazy. “I’m fantastic.” Truth be told, I had a really nasty scratch on my hip that burned like acid, but I wasn’t going to tell Florence Nightingale over there.

Wolf gathered up the discarded wrappers from the used supplies, and then pressed a small packet of painkillers in my hand. “Take those and don’t move. I’ll be right back.”

My mouth felt like I’d swallowed a dry puff of cotton buds. I had needed a drink for a while, but I certainly wasn’t going to ask my “host” for any. I’d wait until he left and use the damn sink.

Wolf went to the plexiglass safe room, but instead of putting the first aid kit back, he began taking things out of it. I stood, backing away from the bed towards the door and dropping the ice pack. He didn’t have to explain what he was doing—he was clearing a space for me. In a cage.

“Shit,” I muttered, looking around for a weapon or a means of escape. This lunatic was going to put me in his plastic closet for God only knew how long. He’d said he would let me go “if I was good,” but who knew what that meant. My back hit the door, and I looked to my right to see a thin, modern dresser that had random vases and dishes full of “nature balls” I’d never understood the point of. I inched over, reaching for the small vase.

What are you going to do with that, Azura? I thought to myself. Smash his head? He’s wearing a full helmet.

I put it back and looked for something else. But there wasn’t anything useful in the room whatsoever. There were a couple lamps, some soap and toiletries in the bathroom area… rugs.

Wolf stopped emptying the contents of the closet onto his bed, which contained two first aid kits, a gun case and gun locks, a plastic file holder, and some small cardboard boxes. He looked my way with his hands on his hips. I pressed myself into the door like I could force my body to sink into the thick wood and come out the other side.

Wolf walked around to the other side of the bed, casually swiped up the ice pack, and made his way over to me. “The alternative is handcuffing you to something,” he said. “Not my first choice.”

“How considerate,” I said acidly.

He reached me and stopped a foot from my shrinking frame. “If I have to put you over my shoulder, your ass is going to hang out of that dress,” he pointed out, his mic-amplified voice low and deceptively calming.

I glanced down at my dress. “How about… you don’t manhandle me? Or lock me up?”

He lifted a hand like he wanted to put it to his face, hesitated, and looked at it like the appendage had wronged him. Then he lowered it and turned his attention back to me. “Trust me. I don’t want to do this any more than you do. But I’m undercover, and you can’t go anywhere. It’s the safest thing for us both.”

I glanced at the plexiglass closet. It had clothing and shoes still hanging from hangers, and his shoes had been lined up neatly under the shirts. There were things I could work with in there. I looked at Wolf, ran my eyes over his lithe muscles and tall frame, and made the only logical conclusion I could make: I had to go into the cage.

I folded my arms, ignoring the scream of pain in my elbow. “I have stipulations.”

His chest lifted as he sighed, and he mirrored my pose by folding his arms. “Let’s hear them, counsel.”

My lips twitched at his use of courtroom jargon. Very funny, Mr. Captor. I ticked things off on my fingers. “Water, food, a bed, private use of toiletries, and a laptop.”

He laughed, and it tickled across my breastbone like finger taps. “I’ll throw you a water bottle, and you can eat when I do. Anything else?”

“If it pleases the court, I request that you stick your dick in a meat grinder and set the power to—”

“Okay,” he drawled, and I could practically hear him rolling his eyes as he reached out and took my uninjured upper arm. “Let’s go, Princess. In the closet.”

“Karma is going to serve your ground-up dick back to you in a quarter-pounder patty, you asshole,” I muttered.

“You’re a violent little thing,” he replied. But he said it so mildly, I almost thought it amused him. He led me across the room toward the closet, and with a perfunctory shove, pushed me into it before closing the door.

The door made that obnoxious beeping, happy sound, and I turned to face Wolf through the thick glass door. “How long are you going to keep me in here?” I demanded.

“As long as I feel like it,” he challenged, dipping his head down like he was leveling a look my way. “So don’t piss me off.” Then he turned and left, walking toward the door as he pressed a flat button on the rubber ring around his neck that I assumed would release his helmet. He flicked off the light as he exited, leaving the room in darkness.

I looked around the closet. It seemed to be about six feet by four or so, and he had jackets and shirts hung on metal rods forming an “L.” Below the shirts and jackets, sneakers, dress shoes, and casual slip-ons had been lined up neatly. There were cubbies along the back wall that had held the contents he’d removed. There was also a large metal safe on the floor, and I sat on it with a sigh. My breath carried through the small space with a disconcerting echo.

Leaning my head back against one of the empty cubbies, I watched the last of the light beyond the wall of windows disappear behind the mountains. It had already been close to dark when I’d found the cabin, but the fact that the sun had nearly gone left me strangely cold inside. The entire situation did, actually.

I’d been looking for a logging company and found a Watchmen wannabe instead.

I’d been looking for information to catch criminals, and I’d been caught by one instead.

I’d been hoping for relaxation, and I’d found adrenaline-fueled fear instead.

I closed my eyes as tears threatened to escape my eyelids. I hadn’t cried this much since my age had ended in the word “teen.” Crushing helplessness overwhelmed me, and I screwed my eyes shut against it.

Come on, Az, I thought desperately, searching through empty mental drawers and crumpled emotional boxes for my bitchy resolve. Think. You can get out of this. You always find a way out.

Except for the time I hadn’t.

You made me do this, a voice taunted. Just remember that.

If you hadn’t been such a bitch.

Such a bitch.

Bitch.


Six

Wolf
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Tell me how to get out of this bullshit,” I growled into the headset as I sat in front of my computer. Four squares on our video call showed closed cameras that protected our identities.

My MO, whose box was purple, immediately released a staccato laugh. “Fat chance.”

“You left your door unlocked, didn’t you?” My visual observer asked, his blue box lighting up as he spoke.

I swiped a hand over my eyes. “No… yes. The front door was locked but I forgot to close the basement door.”

The VO and the other pilot, Eagle, laughed like that was the funniest thing they’d ever heard.

Beverly groaned. “You’re a fucking idiot, Wolf.”

“Thank you,” I drawled.

“Control is so pissed,” Eagle said, his British accent lilting with laughter. “She wants to take you off the project.”

I didn’t know Control personally, but she had certainly struck me as a hard-ass, so that didn’t surprise me. “Fine,” I snapped. “I hope she does. I’ve got a lawyer in a goddamn box. I don’t see a way out of this right now.”

“Relax,” Beverly intoned, lighting up her purple box. “We’ve got it figured out.” Eagle and VO kept laughing, so Beverly barked, “Shut it, you two.”

“Is she pretty?” Eagle asked cheekily.

Silence slammed down on the call. I cleared my throat. “Yeah.”

“I knew it,” VO cackled.

“Lucky bastard,” Eagle laughed.

“Will you two button it?” Beverly asked with her smoker-heavy voice. “Listen, Wolf. You’ve got an opportunity here. It speeds up our timeline, but we can use Azura to our benefit.”

I wasn’t sure how ethical that was, but I wasn’t in a place to argue much.

“The first thing you need to do is get Ms. Brady to cooperate with our operation. It shouldn’t be too difficult. For one thing, our interests appear to be aligned if what she said was true,” Bev explained. She took a long draw of her cigarette before blowing out. “And when in doubt, use leverage.”

“What kind of leverage?” I asked suspiciously.

“I sent her bank account information your way,” she said, like she’d Googled a recipe.

“Is she rich?” Eagle wanted to know.

“Who cares?” VO countered. “She’s hot.”

“I will mute you both,” Beverly ground out. “If she doesn’t care about money—and there’s some evidence to indicate she might not—then you’ll have to use information from her past.”

I leaned my head back against my chair, swinging softly from side-to-side. “What information?”

“It’s a pretty low blow,” she admitted, clearing her gravelly voice. “But if nothing else convinces her, she invested a significant amount of money in an ex-boyfriend’s business… which turned out to be a scam.”

I stiffened, surprised. “Oh, boy.”

“Ho, shit,” Eagle added unhelpfully.

“The media doesn’t know about it, but if they did, it would be an enormous embarrassment to her firm and her career,” Beverly said. “Last resort threat. Things didn’t end well for them, it looks like. Might make her more mad than anything else.”

Last resort, my ass. Out of the two options, that one had the biggest chance of being effective. “What about my identity?”

“Keep it hidden for now,” she replied tersely. “You aren’t exactly a forgettable face.”

“Will you quit teasing us with that?” VO asked, but he didn’t sound the least bit annoyed. He sounded entertained. I couldn’t blame him—nothing had happened in the two months we’d all been on this assignment. “I’m going to start making guesses.”

“Jason Momoa,” Eagle guessed.

“Tom Brady,” VO snickered.

“You got me. I’m a pro athlete who got bored,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “Alright, I’ve got leverage. What do you want me to have her do?”

“Date you,” Beverly said simply.

Eagle and VO howled with laughter. I sighed into my gaming headset mic. “MO, what the fuck are you talking about?”

“You told the Nexxt goons who came snooping that she was your girlfriend. Have her keep up that cover and you might get through this assignment as planned. If you can’t fool them, then you’re done. You’re out.”

I groaned, and my faceless partners filled my headphones with their hoots of amusement. I tapped my fork on my empty plate angrily. I’d already brought Azura her dinner and water, and I’d downed my dinner so fast, I’d nearly choked on it. “Are you for real right now?”

“It’s our best chance,” the purple box said. “In the meantime, I’ll look into why your city celebrity was up here in the first place, but I suspect she was telling the truth. I’m sure there are several wealthy clients who’ve had their money drained by Nexusum.”

“What if she refuses to cooperate?” I asked, dreading the answer.

“I could try to persuade her,” Eagle offered, his British accent suggestive.

I opened my mouth to shut him up, but Bev beat me to it. “Fuck her, and I’m pulling you,” she said vehemently. “I mean it. Don’t blur the lines.”

“Aw,” VO and Eagle whined, like they were missing out on the hostage situation or something.

“Copy that,” I muttered. “Not a problem.” I’d dated enough spoiled socialites to know that they weren’t my taste. Pass.

“If she doesn’t cooperate,” my MO added. “Then you’ll just have to hold her until our assignment is done. Which, based on the rate you’re screwing it up, shouldn’t be very long.”

“Dammit, Wolf,” Eagle growled, suddenly less amused at the idea that our entire operation might get blown to pieces. “We were literally days away from finding their servers, you lazy prick.”

He wasn’t wrong. Our job was to find a way to tap into their private servers, and our “ground man,” Ghost, was on standby for just that reason. We nearly had all the information we needed to clear the way for him safely. Our only hangup was that they’d moved the servers to a secondary location, and they’d been flawlessly secretive about it.

“I’ll handle her,” I promised. I had to.

No choice but to get Azura Brady to cooperate.

I wrapped up my meeting with my team, but I didn’t feel any better after it had ended. It didn’t change my situation at all. I had a snarling little shark in a tank in my bedroom, and I doubted she was interested in playing nice.

An image of her terrified face as she’d pressed her slight body against the bedroom door flashed before my eyes, and I groaned, leaning forward in my chair. Fuck. This was way too complicated for an engineer. She wasn’t a piece of machinery I could fix. She was a person. A whole-ass person trapped in a cabin with someone she didn’t know and likely would never trust.

I had to find a way, though.

Wearily, I stood from my chair, taking my plate with me, and trudged back up the stairs. Bone-deep exhaustion split like lightning in every movement I made. And I had another day of scouting ahead of me. I needed to level with my lawyer so I could get some sleep.

I washed my plate, grabbed my helmet off the dining room table, and didn’t bother to put it back on. The room would be dark enough that I could hide my features from her, at least. When I entered the bedroom, I peeked through the door and closed it quickly behind me to keep any light from illuminating my face. The chirp of the lock broke through the heavy silence. Was she sleeping? I couldn’t blame her if she was. She’d probably had one hell of a day.

Cautiously, I approached the plexiglass closet from an angle so she couldn’t get a good look at me. “Azura?”

“What?” she croaked back.

“Still alive, huh?” I joked.

“Disappointed?” She sounded downright surly. Again… couldn’t blame her much. I could blame her for messing up two months of work, though. As I approached, she got up from the back corner of the closet and came to stand in front of the glass wall. I could just make out the milky blue whites of her eyes in the moonlight, and the soft curves of her body shone silver against the shadows.

I sat on the bedside table, angled into the shadows but close enough that we could talk comfortably. “Are you going to stab me with that fork if I come get your plate?”

“Yes,” she said honestly.

“Thought so. Keep it. But you’re going to have to trust me at some point.”

She let out a humorless laugh. “And why should I do that?”

“I’ll get to that in a second. First, I’m leaving tomorrow. I have a job to do, and I can’t put it on pause just because you stumbled into my cabin. But if you can convince me that you’re not out to kill me, then I can at least let you hang out in the bedroom instead of in a closet.”

“So convincing,” she mocked. “You’ll let me be locked up in your bedroom? The beneficence.”

“That’s not a word,” I muttered, looking up in thought.

“Yes, it is, meathead.”

I gave her a glower she wouldn’t see. “Anyway, I need you to behave. Seriously. I’m not running around in a helmet and suit for fun. I’m a drone pilot trying to gather intel on Nexxt. If you blow my cover, a lot of people are going to suffer.”

“Aw,” she said, drawing out the word the way I had to her earlier. “Poor Wolfie.”

Hilarious, I thought with reluctant amusement. “Alright,” I said, standing with a groan. “I’m too tired for this shit. Stay in the cage for all I care. I’ll try again tomorrow.”

“Do that,” she snarled, and her form retreated back into the shadows of the closet. I’d given her blankets and pillows, but she sat on the safe instead. “I love our chats. They illustrate the massive gap in our intelligences. It makes me feel all warm and fuzzy.”

The scary part was, she was probably right. She hadn’t catapulted herself to the top of the lawyer food chain without good reason. But I ignored her barb and went to my dresser out of her line of sight to get into something more comfortable. I had to get up in six hours to trek through the forest with my drone.

And it wasn’t the stuff out there that scared me.

It was what would be waiting for me at home.

* * *

I left Azura with water and granola bars in the safe room. I gave her a couple books, and then I made sure she had clean blankets and pillows. And I’d taken away her fork and plate so she couldn’t make a shiv while I was away. I’d done everything I could to make sure she was contained and comfortable, but it didn’t make it any easier for me to focus on my work.

Half my brain was on my captive the entire day. I couldn’t stop imagining what she would do if she got out. What if something happened to her while I was gone? What if she tried to hurt herself? What if she was an escape artist and got to my computer?

“Wolf?” VO asked. “You copy?”

I shook my head to clear it, and P swerved left and then right precariously. I blinked hard and used my haptic gloves to push her forward at a faster pace. “I copy,” I said.

“Distracted?” VO asked knowingly.

“Wouldn’t you be?” I countered. I lowered P closer to the ground as Nexxt’s south border came into view. This portion of the Nexxt operation had stacks of untreated lumber piled high in tidy rows, and we could usually manage to get a few good images in this area. I pressed my pinky to my thumb to take a picture with P’s camera.

“I wouldn’t be out at all,” VO admitted. “What if she does something stupid?”

Exactly, I thought grimly. I suspected MO felt the same because she’d only stationed me a mile away from the cabin and had ordered me to do a half shift instead of a full one. P’s camera picked up on some movement, and I dropped her fast, hiding her behind a stack of logs. I turned up her mic, listening.

“… send the trucks through this way,” someone was saying.

VO and I both went dead silent. We hadn’t gotten any chatter in a few days.

“They finish the road, yet?” a woman asked.

“Almost. Two days, and then we give them the map. You see that opening?”

“I see it,” the second voice said.

“Through there. Any other entrance, and we blow our cover.”

“Got it,” she said.

“Bring the trucks around here. Park them southwest,” the first voice said. I recognized it. We couldn’t be sure, but we thought he was in charge. P couldn’t get a good picture while hidden, but MO had told me that Control had an ID on him.

They retreated again, and I blew out a breath. I’d nearly gotten caught because I was thinking about Azura. VO’s mic tapped on. “You recorded all that?”

“Yeah. Got it.” I used my left hand’s haptics to grab the file and sent it to Control. “Hopefully Eagle can confirm vehicle relocation. We need to find that road.”

“Copy,” VO agreed. “VLOS is a negative, but I’ve got your location.”

“Movement?”

“Bodies are a negative,” VO said. His drone usually flew far above mine, keeping an eye on P.U.M.A. and general movement, but his cameras were limited at that altitude.

P didn’t pick up on any more movement, so I lifted her and pulled her out of Nexxt. We spent the next four hours trying to find where the hell this road they’d been talking about was, but the forest looked unbroken. Wherever it was, they’d hidden it well.

Eventually, my anxiety over what Azura might be doing took over my focus, and I commanded P to start her RTH—return to home—function. While I waited, I tapped into the security cameras at the house. I didn’t have any in my bedroom, but I could at least make sure she hadn’t found a way to escape into the cabin. The perimeter hadn’t been breached. No bodies outside or inside. Nothing that would make me think she had escaped.

With a sigh of relief, I returned my attention to P’s camera as she traversed the short distance back to me. I hadn’t felt this uneasy since the summer I’d dated the president’s daughter.

Yes. The president. And the anxiety hadn’t been worth it.

I had yet to decide if keeping Azura in my cabin was worth it either. I had half a mind to find a way to return her to her home—it not being safe for her here among the many reasons. Nexxt had already seen her and sent scouts to my cabin. If they confirmed their suspicions and discovered what we were doing, then Azura would be in true danger.

Not that she hadn’t been in danger in the first place. If what she’d said was true, then she’d been about to walk right into a den of vipers. And in all reality, she wasn’t much safer on her own, either. In fact, she might be worse off. No, I needed to convince her to stay with me until we could be sure that she was either in the clear, or we’d neutralized the threat.

Then again, I also couldn’t ignore the fact that despite my annoyance with her sudden appearance, I’d had certain… reactions to her nearness.

Dangerous ones.

I blew out a breath into my helmet, buzzing my lips as I did. My helmet gusted me with a puff of oxygen. I rolled my eyes.

Suddenly, a message came through on my comm unit, and I stared at it in surprise.

C: Heard about the lawyer. If you’re fucking this up tell me now. I swear to God I will pull the plug.

Gritting my teeth, I ignored it. I couldn’t understand his aversion to this plan. It was risky, yes, but if we didn’t do something about Nexusum now, then what was to stop them from stealing from us again? He of all people should have been more on board with the operation, but he’d threatened to shut me down more than once.

C: Do I need to send someone to handle her?

T: No. I got it.

My heart hammered, and I prayed that he trusted me enough to not handle Azura in his own way. I didn’t think he would do anything unsavory, but I didn’t trust Azura anywhere but where my two eyes could see her.

C: Don’t fail.

I drew a long breath in through my nose and swiped the messages away. Goddamn, this was a mess. P’s proximity alert dinged in my field of vision, and I held out a hand for her. I watched my body on the camera, and I realized how intimidating I must have looked to Azura.

Maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. She needed to follow directions, or her life was going to get a hell of a lot worse. I clicked P to my vest, turned around, and headed back to the cabin.

I made short work of the hike, both because of my need to get out some pent-up energy and because of the apprehension I felt over Azura sitting alone in a box in my bedroom. I shouldn’t have cared. It shouldn’t have mattered. But something about it had me feeling like I’d left a puppy in the rain.

I ran my perimeter checks as I fast-hiked up the hill to my cabin, checking security cameras and ensuring that everything was where it belonged. No breach. No escaped lawyer. I unlocked the front door, confirmed what my cameras had told me about the cabin being empty, and didn’t even pause before running up the stairs to the bedroom. It was only one in the afternoon because of the half shift I’d run, so plenty of light streamed through the window at the top of the landing.

I opened the bedroom door, turning my head toward the closet expectantly. The closet door was open.

But I didn’t have time to react to that because black suddenly shrouded my vision, something tight cinched around my torso, pinning my arms to my sides, and a leg swept behind mine and threw me off balance.

I landed hard on my side with a grunt. “What the—?” A foot smashed down on my crotch and pain erupted from my balls to my teeth. I coughed, curling in on myself, but I heard Azura’s feet slam as she ran for the door.

I flexed hard, breaking through whatever she had bound me with, and shot out a hand. As I’d hoped, I found her ankle, and before she could get away, I yanked her down. I pulled the blanket off my head—clever touch, that—and pulled until Azura had no choice but to tumble on top of me. In one swift move, I had her pinned on the ground underneath me.

It had all happened so fast, I hadn’t been able to think beyond making sure she didn’t get away. I had her trapped under me with my right leg thrown over both of hers and my arms caged over her. The blanket had tangled under us, and a piece of broken ceramic clattered to the ground as I grabbed her wrists.

I stared at the shard, and then at Azura’s face. “Were you going to stab me?” I asked incredulously.

She breathed hard through parted lips, her dark, straight brows drawn tightly together. “If I had to.”

“Mother of God,” I muttered. I looked her over—she didn’t seem hurt. I didn’t have the slightest idea how she had gotten out of the safe box, but at least she hadn’t injured herself in the process. She did look royally pissed, though. “Look,” I said, out of breath and tensing against wave after wave of debilitating pain that went from my groin to my knees. “I should have talked to you yesterday. I’m sorry.”

She glared.

“I’m going to let you up,” I said cautiously, watching her face closely for any indication that she might throw hands again. “Be chill.”

I released her, standing away quickly. The door had closed during our scuffle, so there wasn’t any danger of her getting out. I picked up the ceramic shiv. She’d broken the vase to make that. Vicious little thing.

Azura scrambled to her feet. Her huge, uptilted eyes ran over me and she stood defensively, like I might attack her. I folded my arms. “Excuse me, but I haven’t done anything to hurt you,” I pointed out. “Stop acting like I’m going to go Dahmer on you.”

“You tied me to a chair and threw me in a cage,” she retorted.

“Did that hurt you?” I shot back, arms still folded. “No. I explained the situation to you yesterday. You can’t leave.”

“No, you didn’t,” she threw back. “You didn’t explain why at all.”

A fair point. “I will,” I promised. “But you need to put the claws away. I need you to relax.”

She folded her arms, glaring ceramic shivs and doing the opposite of what I’d suggested.

Message received. I backed away cautiously, looking around for any other weapons she might have made, but all I found was a broken vase near the closet and a long wire arm made out of twisted hangers. She’d fed it through one of the air holes at the top of the safe box, and, I assumed, hit the keypad with it.

I glanced at her in disbelief. “How did you know the code?”

“I memorized the tune,” she admitted, arms still folded tightly. “You shouldn’t use keypads that sing.” She’d jammed herself in the corner near the bedroom door and gave me a mutinous glower.

Jesus, she’s smart, I thought with unabashed awe. I never would have thought to do that. Clearly, a cage was not the answer to keeping Azura here. I should have used the leverage my MO had given me earlier.

I cleaned up the broken vase, keeping one eye on Azura as I did. She didn’t move from her spot in the corner, but if her looks could have killed me, I’d have been six feet under a nameless gravestone.

She hadn’t gotten into the first aid kits, but I did notice that she’d opened the empty gun case. Yikes. That could have been a lot worse if I hadn’t had my firearm on me already. New plan. New plan definitely needed.

After I’d gotten everything cleaned up, and I’d replaced all the safe box contents—because clearly Azura did not belong in there—I sat in a chair by the rug. It faced her directly as she pressed herself into the corner by the front door. I stretched my arms out along the back of the chair and I sank back against it, my legs open and relaxed. I regarded her silently from behind my visor.

Azura tensed, her full lips tightening. Ready for battle as ever, apparently. I rolled my head back and forth, trying to loosen some of the tension in my neck. “Alright, Princess,” I sighed. “Here’s the deal. My superiors seem to think you can help our mission here.”

She released a derisive cough of a laugh. “Do they?”

“They do,” I replied placidly. “And you’re going to help us because there are people’s lives depending on what we do here.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “What lives?”

“Innocent ones,” I said meaningfully. “Do you know who Nexxt is?”

“They’re a logging company,” she replied easily.

Please tell me she’s playing dumb, I thought with a pang of fear on her behalf. “They’re an enormous crime network,” I corrected. “Called Nexusum. They’re dangerous. Really dangerous. And the people I work for are closing in on one of their smaller rings that stole a lot of money and hurt a lot of people. But if you go charging out there, they’re going to chase you down. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

She didn’t buy it. “Seems like a likely story.”

“Why would I lie?” I asked, raising my hands.

“I don’t know, but I don’t believe you. You’re lying.”

My brain hurt already, and I hadn’t even started a real argument with her. Arguing against one of the country’s best lawyers probably wasn’t going to end well for me. Stop being nice and rope her in, I thought in consternation. Come on, Tristan. Tie her down and you can deal with the consequences later. I expelled a harsh breath. “Fine. Believe me or don’t believe me. But you’re going to cooperate either way.”

Her cola brown eyes shone with challenge. “Oh yeah?”

I stood from the chair and took slow steps her way. “Should I read off your savings account number to you?”

Outrage pulled her expression taut. “Excuse me?”

I took my time closing the distance between us. “Or should I tell you the exact amount I’ll siphon from the account?”

Her nostrils flared gently as she inhaled with her lips pressed together. She bit out, “You wouldn’t dare.”

“I would,” I continued, keeping my voice soft as I brought myself toe-to-toe with her. “And I won’t stop there. You think that’s the only thing we were able to find that would make your life difficult, Azura? You might not have made it public, but the evidence of your poor investments can still be found through the right channels.” I towered over her, and I didn’t miss the tremor of hurt that shook through her anger before she slammed down a mask of stony indifference. “My MO can find anything, Princess. Even things the public don’t know about. Do you understand me?”

“Oh, I understand,” she responded, deadly soft.

“I want to hear you say it,” I insisted callously. “What will I do if you don’t cooperate with me?”

Her posture tightened visibly. “You’ll reveal my idiocy to the public, they’ll know I gave my ex-boyfriend five hundred thousand dollars, and that he used it to run away to the Seychelles with his gaggle of strippers. Is that what you’re getting at?” She listed off those offenses matter-of-factly, but I hadn’t known about the boyfriend stealing her money and running away with it. That was some seriously tiny dick energy.

“Right,” I forced out over my writhing conscience. “I asked earlier if infiltrating Nexxt was worth your life. I’ll ask again—is escaping me worth your life?”

Her eyes misted over, but she didn’t drop a single tear. “No,” she admitted with furious reluctance.

“Good. Now, listen very closely. I told some curious Nexxt employees who saw you lost in the woods that you’re my girlfriend. Yes, my girlfriend,” I emphasized after she pulled a disgusted face. “And you’re going to help me keep that pretense. Otherwise, they’ll know what we’re up to, and we’re all fucked.”

“There’s not a chance in hell—” she began.

“Funny you say Chance,” I said, cutting her off. “That was his name, wasn’t it? My MO sent me the details this morning.”

She vibrated with rage.

“Let’s try that again,” I said, and my voice dipped low. “When I tell the next people we come across that we’ve been dating for six months?”

Her jaw worked back and forth before she finally bit out, “I’ll make sure they know how impossibly lucky you are, you twat.”

“Close enough,” I murmured with a touch of amusement. “Now, turn around.”

Azura tensed like she wanted to argue, but fortunately for me, she had a logical mind that probably ran through all the outcomes of refusing. Glaring daggers, she turned to face the corner. I rifled through my drawers until I found an old T-shirt I wasn’t attached to, and as I ripped it, she flinched.

I wasn’t sure what she thought I was doing, but at this point, her fear was keeping her safe. I’d take it. I stepped close behind her and looped the strip of cloth over her eyes.

Azura brought up a startled hand, her fingers caressing the bottom of the black cotton. “What are you doing?”

“I’m compromising,” I said, tying it tightly. “You can sit on that bed over there, I can take off my helmet, and you’re not going to remove this blindfold until I tell you.” I knotted it and put my hands on her shoulders. “Right?”

Her shoulders lifted and fell with a sigh. “I have stipulations.”

A smile ghosted across my lips. “Approach the bench or whatever, Ms. Brady.”

She turned with the blindfold stretched over her eyes. It didn’t stop her from looking right through me. “Go fuck yourself.”


Seven

Azura
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Hell had no fury like a humbled lawyer. I didn’t know why I hadn’t expected him to use leverage like Chance against me, but there it was. Exploitation deployed and target blown to smithereens.

What a prick. He’d known exactly how I would react to hearing that again. What he didn’t know is that the mere mention of that incident caused a lump to form at the base of my throat, and my pulse raced with anxiety whether I wanted it to or not. I usually managed to convince myself that I was past it, but then my body reminded me that I didn’t get to decide when trauma had lost its power over me.

It was so much worse than what they could dig up through bank records and emails. But now wasn’t the time to relive that. I had to focus on getting out of his cabin and going back to my brothers. If I could get a hold of Amos or Zev, they would send in the fucking army if they had to. Fortunately, Wolf had communications galore in this cabin—I just had to get access to them.

The problem was, Wolf wasn’t going anywhere. He’d informed me that he had several days off from this point on, and he wasn’t going to let me out of his sight unless I was properly “secured”—whatever that entailed.

And honestly, I didn’t know what to think of the infuriating man. I knew I hated him. But I also knew that he’d made me lunch and made sure I took painkillers with plenty of water. Once he’d taken off his uniform, his voice had grown relaxed as he sat beside me on the bed and typed away on a laptop.

Then again, he also hadn’t cared that I was slowly dying of boredom just lying there with a blindfold over my eyes. I’d been tempted to talk to him just to pass the time, but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. Eventually, the adrenaline had worn off, and I’d drifted off to sleep.

I woke in the middle of the night with a start. The sound of slow, steady breathing behind me clued me into the fact that Wolf was fast asleep. The urge to take off the blindfold and peek at his face was irresistible.

I mean, it’s not like he’d know I looked, I reasoned. I plucked at the blindfold knot behind my head, suddenly desperate to have it off my skin. It hadn’t been so bad before but sleeping with it most of the night had left my eyes feeling sore and my skin raw. I released it with a sigh. Blinking hard, I looked down to my right.

Wolf slept with his back to me, but even in the nearly pitch darkness, I thought I made out dark hair on his head. He was definitely Caucasian—in fact he was quite pale, and his bare back dipped and curved deliciously with velvet smooth shadows.

Then I realized I really had to pee, and Wolf had the world’s least private bathroom.

“Look away or I’m putting it back on,” Wolf’s sleepy voice grated out.

I rolled my eyes and looked to my left where the bathroom shimmered dully in the crescent moon’s light through the windows. “I wasn’t even looking.”

“Liar. What do you need, Azura?”

“Bathroom,” I muttered.

“Go, but don’t turn on the lights,” he said, yawning.

“I’m not going with you right there. Are you kidding me?” I asked with a whispered shriek.

He made a groggy groaning sound that conjured images of sleepy Sunday morning sex. Wait, sleepy Sunday morning what, now? I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. Why? I groaned internally. Why am I like this?

“Get used to it, Princess,” he said, sighing the words sleepily.

I snapped the covers aside with a glare at his toned back. “Stop calling me that.”

“No,” he murmured, and I heard the smile in his voice. I dragged the blankets and sheets off the bed with me, yanking them off his inert form and swirling them around me as I walked. “The fuck?” he growled.

I glanced over my shoulder to see a heavily shadowed man sit up and look my way. I grinned, knowing full well he couldn’t see it, and dragged myself and all the bed coverings with me to the bathroom. I threw them over me as I sat on the toilet to hide myself and make a less-than-sanitary pop-up latrine.

“You are fucking mental,” he shouted across the room.

I peed, wiped, and then stood, doing my best to make sure the blankets didn’t actually touch the toilet. I lowered the lid and flushed. “I’m a bitch, actually,” I said with drowsy amusement as I washed my hands. I dragged the blankets to a white fur rug that had been laid down on the floor between the bed and the bathroom, fluffed the comforter and sheets like a nest, and curled up in the middle like a cat.

“You are not sleeping in the middle of the floor with my blankets,” he said, his voice waking up with anger.

“Bite me,” I retorted, my voice muffled from my cozy cocoon. My eyes fluttered closed gratefully as warmth and a measure of safety settled over me. This makeshift captive cocoon thing had merit.

The sound of Wolf’s feet slapping against the hardwood sounded through the quiet room, but he walked right past me, muttering under his breath about how his job didn’t pay enough to deal with this shit. I heard him open a cabinet, and then the sound of swishing fabric preceded the squeak of the mattress as he threw himself back onto the bed. I poked my head out of the blankets and saw his prone form under a darker, possibly wool blanket. It was hard to tell in the darkness.

Satisfied, I nestled back down and closed my eyes. Visions of my hand shoving a crow down Wolf’s throat lulled me into vindictive slumber.

* * *

I woke in a groggy confusion, thinking at first that I was in my own bed. But that unsettling awareness that things weren’t quite right hovered just on the edge of my consciousness like a looming specter waiting to pounce on me the moment I actually opened my eyes. I didn’t need to open them, though. The memories of the previous two days fanned out in my mind like a splayed deck of cards. Groaning, I peeled open one eye.

I sat up in surprise as I realized Wolf must have moved me back into the bed at some point. I had a scratchy but warm wool blanket draped over me, and my water bottle sat on the side table. I reached for it, and grateful that he’d refilled it, I drank half of it before taking another breath.

“You’re going to make yourself puke,” Wolf’s mic-amplified voice said.

I turned to find him coming through the door with a plate in his hand. He had dressed in his full-black uniform again, and his glossy helmet blinked with that line of steady blue lights across the top. I glowered at him. “Well, now I might.”

“Aim for the floor,” he said, crossing the room. “You’re filthy enough as it is.”

Self-consciously, I looked down at my disgusting dress. It was covered in dirt and little patches of dried blood. Gross.

Correctly interpreting my glance, Wolf handed me the plate as he said, “You can borrow my clothing, but you’re showering first.”

I glared up at him but took the plate anyway. I was so hungry, I was tempted to eat his leathery fingers. The plate had a cheese omelet and kale salad with feta cheese, nuts, and dried fruit in it. It looked amazing. Five-star hostage service. I noticed that he had given me a spoon instead of a fork, and I picked it up before brandishing it at him. “What the fuck is this?”

“Liability insurance,” Wolf droned before turning away.

“How am I supposed to eat a salad with a spoon?” I asked incredulously.

“You’re a smart lady,” his crackly voice said. He leaned against the wall near the bathroom, folded his arms, and stared at me. “You’ll figure it out.”

“You’re just going to stand there and watch me eat?” I asked with a half-lidded look of annoyance.

“Yep.”

I lifted a kale leaf, long and stringy and dripping with what looked like raspberry vinaigrette, and lowered it into my tipped back mouth like a folding ribbon. I kept my eyes on him, and then chewed with my mouth open. The finger he tapped on his bicep was the only indication that I’d successfully annoyed him.

I wasn’t sure why he felt the need to watch me eat—like I’d have time to file the spoon into a shiv or something—but as soon as I got going, I didn’t have the head space to worry about what he was doing because the food was good. Really, really good. As I chewed eggs mixed with fresh peppers and onions, I looked around the bedroom.

Wolf tilted his head slightly, as if he was following my gaze, like he wanted to know what I was looking at. I snuffled out a laugh through my nose as I chewed. “What?” I asked. “You worried about what I’ll do for my next escape attempt?”

“Not remotely,” he drawled.

I shrugged, scooping up a pile of kale leaves and nuts with the spoon. “You should be. I’m smarter than you are.”

His fingers drummed against his bicep and reminded me of the way a cat twitches its tail when it’s irritated. I took another bite as I gave him my best shit-eating smile. Suddenly, his head cocked to the side like he was listening to something. His mic went silent—I hoped he didn’t realize that from outside his helmet, it made a definite click when he muted it. It helped me to know when he was talking to his remote team.

He gave an almost infinitesimal nod, craned to look out the window, and then nodded again. His mic snapped to life. “Get in the shower,” he ordered.

I gave him a lip curl as I chewed. “No.”

“Get in the shower now,” he reiterated. He crossed the room in long strides and yanked the plate off my lap. “Right now. You have five minutes.”

“Why?” I asked around the food in my mouth, giving him an indignant scowl.

“Because you look like you picked a fight with a dirt pile and the dirt won,” he said. “And I need you to look… not that.”

I swallowed. “Yes, but why?”

He leaned in so close, his visor bumped my nose. “Because if you don’t, I’m starting with step one of ‘Ruin Azura’s Cushy Life’ by draining your savings into mine.”

My lips curled inward as I drew in a furious breath. “You wouldn’t.”

“Try me.”

I stood up, throwing the blanket aside. “Why? So you can watch me shower, too?” I bent down to wrench one hiking shoe off my foot. “You really get off on this whole thing, don’t you? Probably jerk yourself off every time you get to—”

“Azura,” he barked. “You’re wasting time. Get in the shower. You have four minutes and thirty-three seconds left.”

“Fuck you,” I growled, pulling the other shoe and sock off. “You need help. You do. Do you need a therapist? I can give you the names of a few. They treat psychopaths like you.” I reached back for the zipper on my dress. Wolf tilted his head back like I was the most exasperating thing he’d ever had to endure. “You’re still standing there,” I accused.

“Azura, it is not my intention to—”

“Fine,” I snapped, grabbing the hem of my dress and wrenching it up. “I don’t care. Look if you want to, you lonely freak.” My voice sounded muffled as I marched away from him, tugging the dress off as I went. “I spent a week on the Cap d’Agde with a bunch of nudists. You think I care what you see?”

“Azura,” he groaned behind me. “For fuck’s sake—”

“And my body is fantastic, so get your eyeful or whatever.”

He went silent.

Thought so, I thought smugly. Men liked to peek at women when they thought they wouldn’t get caught, but call them out, and they usually balked and slithered away. I unclasped my bra, slid it off my arms, and marched my bare ass across the room toward the open shower. Then I flung the underwear into the void beyond my forced confidence.

“Men think they’re so fucking big making women feel small. Well, he can’t make me feel small,” I ranted to myself, reaching the shower and shoving the shiny shower handle over to the “H” side of the faucet handle. “My ego is ten times bigger than his tiny d—”

My words clogged in my throat as I turned with the shower stream in front of me. Wolf had leaned against the wall in front of the bathtub and stood stone-still with his arms crossed and one ankle hooked over the other. Completely nonchalant, he stared at me.

My mouth slowly opened. I hadn’t expected him to stay. I had expected to shock him, make him angry, embarrass him… maybe frighten him. But he didn’t seem frightened. I didn’t need to see his face to know that he was meeting my challenge tit for… well tits.

And I’ve miscalculated—again, I thought as I stared at him with mounting discomfort. He’s going to watch me the whole time. I forced my mouth to clack shut. Challenging him by narrowing my eyes, I stepped under the water and let my head fall back. Every cut and scrape on my body lit up like Christmas lights on the fritz, but I did my best to ignore the pain. I had bigger problems.

He didn’t move. Didn’t so much as flinch. I smoothed my hands over my wet hair, eying his crotch. Not so much as a bulge. No tenting. Nothing. Fucker, I thought with a scowl. Fine, if you think this is funny, then have your laugh. I turned away from him, found a matte, wheat-colored bottle of shampoo, and squirted some into my palm. I lathered it through my thick hair, and as I did, I looked to my right and stared out of the triangle-shaped wall of windows with a smidge of awe.

Pretty brassy to build an open-air shower right in front of glittering glass panels. Then again, who would see? The pinecones? I looked down at my caramel nipples and shimmering skin. Lucky pinecones… and apparently, lucky Wolf.

I peeked a couple times as I rinsed, but he hadn’t moved. In fact, he seemed bored.

I blew water away from my lips and wiped down my face angrily. “I’d tell you to take a picture, but that would be extortion.”

“Extortion usually implies that I find value in it,” he drawled.

I slammed the shower off and snatched a fluffy, brown towel from the towel rack. Then I winced because my elbow had gone from dull throb to screaming agony, and I suddenly regretted my rash reaction. I’d given him a soapy, wet titty show, and he hadn’t even tipped me.

Wolf still hadn’t moved, but his head followed my progress across the room. “Clothes are on the bed, Smart Mouth.”

Yeah, I did this to myself, I thought with chagrin. My dumb mouth.

“Two minutes and forty-eight—”

“Until what?” I asked in furious exasperation, rounding on him.

“Until we have house guests. You’re greeting them once they get here.” Wolf pushed off from the wall and approached me until he was close enough to tilt up my chin with one pointer finger. “And you’re madly in love with me. Don’t forget that.”

He said it so confidently, I almost believed it for a second. Snapping myself out of it, I ripped my face away from him. “You wish, Rocketeer.”

“I’ll be downstairs. And Azura?”

“What?” I growled as I reached for the clothing he had laid out for me.

“When I come to stand behind you, don’t you dare look at me.” His voice bounced around my stomach and landed in my chest. He sounded so dangerously serious, I wasn’t sure I had the courage to disobey him.
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My dick was going to explode. It hadn’t been my intention to stay in the room while Azura showered, but the fact that she’d assumed I would, had jerked on my asshole chain. If she wanted me to be a monster, then I’d be a monster. And the look on her face when she’d realized I really was in the room had been kind of priceless.

Almost as priceless as her body.

I left the room and leaned against the door with unsteady breaths pulling at my ribs. Fuck me dead, I thought. She’s stunning. I’m never getting that image out of my head. I pressed the button at the side of my neck and wrenched the W.O.L.F. helmet off my head so I could wipe my hand down my damp face. The amount of oxygen my helmet had puffed in my face had been a good indication of how close I’d been to completely losing my cool.

Pulling in deep, cleansing breaths, I tried to get my head back in the game. But how? How was I supposed to pretend like I’d never see her sashay across my bedroom fully naked, her lithe body strung up tight with anger and determined fury? How was I supposed to just forget the image of soap and water sluicing down the valley between her breasts and to the crease of her soft legs?

I’d already begun to admire the hell out of her. She was clever and funny, and I saw in her a ghost of what I’d once been. She had that scarred look to her eyes. The kind where she wore her hurt like badges of honor so no one would see them for what they were—painful.

But now I was physically attracted to Azura like I’d never been to anyone before.

I banged the back of my head against the wall softly. You’re a dumbass, Tristan. You did this to yourself. My only consolation was that my tight, athletic briefs had done a good job of hiding my raging erection. Azura didn’t need to know that I found her tasty. She’d use that against me and stab a spoon handle through my scrotum.

On the other side of the door, she slammed her palm against the door with several impatient slaps, and my heart thudded back to the present. I slid the helmet back over my head and opened the door for her.

Azura came through the doorway and turned enormous, nutmeg brown eyes up to me. Her wet hair had been toweled off and draped over one shoulder, and her thin shoulders barely managed to keep up my smallest long-sleeve Henley. The moss green color brought out the earthy tones in her skin and hair, and she looked like the end of summer. I swallowed hard. Shit.

“Well?” she prompted with a questioning flare of her eyes.

A knock sounded on the door. I blinked rapidly as I forced my thoughts to right their balance. “Those people are from Nexxt,” I said quickly, propelling her reluctant body to the stairwell with a hand under her arm. “They think I’m suspicious—”

“You mean they know you’re suspicious,” she cut in odiously.

“—and we need to convince them we’re not,” I growled over her. “So, you’re going to do a perfect job of showing them how much you love me and this trip we’re taking.”

“I’m not an actress,” she pointed out.

“You’re a lawyer,” I threw back at her. “Close enough.”

“Not that good,” she muttered.

I supported her down the stairs and gave her a little shove toward the door. “Keep them busy until I get there. And remember,” I tapped my helmet and then pointed to her eyes. “No looking.”

She clicked her tongue and rolled her eyes, holding up my sweatpants around her narrow hips with her free hand as she shuffled to the door. At least she looked just-fucked-and-showered. That helped.

I pressed the button on my neck gaiter and cautiously lifted my helmet as I walked up behind her. I darted to the side as she answered the door. Placing my helmet on the ground within reach of the door, I slowly and quietly pulled off my armored shirt. I had worn a T-shirt under it today, anticipating having to change with Azura in my house, now.

“Hello?” Azura asked.

“Well, hey there,” John Jenkins the absolutely-real-vacationer said. “I’m John. John Jenkins.”

As they introduced themselves to Azura, I stood slowly and shifted my position so I could join her in a natural way from the living room area.

“How can I help you?” Azura asked. Her tone sounded standoffish but appropriately polite.

A-plus, Princess.

“Just saying hello,” Janet Jenkins said brightly. “We’re the neighbors down the road over there. We just found out the two of you are vacationing here.”

Azura stood inside the doorway, but unlike me, she’d cracked it open just a smidge. That screamed Attorney Brady to me—no, you may not enter. Stay back, peasant. I came to stand just behind her, molding the front of my body to the back of her short frame. The top of her head barely reached my collar bone. “Hey, what’s up?” I asked.

Azura spared me a half glance, just enough to be natural without actually getting a look at me, and then turned back to Mr. and Mrs. “Jenkins” as they stood on my front porch. “We have neighbors,” she said like she’d discovered a new weed on her lawn.

Mrs. Jenkins smiled tightly, her soft wrinkles folding together. She held out an actual fucking pie. It looked cold—probably something she’d thawed—and had been “baked” into a disposable tin pan. “We just wanted to welcome you to the best vacation spot.”

Azura took the pie. “Thanks. I mean, I don’t eat carbs, but… sweetie?” she asked, swiveling toward me.

I took the pie from her and held it at her eye level, blocking her line of sight. “Love carbs,” I grinned. “You all didn’t have to do this.” I looked around like I was looking for the other half of my brain. “I don’t have anything to give you in return.”

“Oh,” Janet laughed and waved a manicured hand. “No need for that.” She leaned in close to Azura conspiratorially. “And your secret is safe with us.”

Azura cocked her head. “What secret?”

“You know,” John said, his AC/DC T-shirt completely at odds with his golf-buddy persona. He winked at Azura. “Your name. We recognized your boyfriend the second he answered the door yesterday.”

“Did you?” she asked with salient curiosity.

“I’m sure you’ve seen me here before,” I laughed awkwardly. Shut the fuck up, John Doe.

“Right,” he winked. “And I recognize you, too. Azura Brady, right? You were all over the news last year.”

She folded her arms, and I suddenly sensed her discomfort like a force field she’d pushed out around her. “Yeah, well. We come to the woods for a reason, you know?”

“Of course,” Janet gushed. “We understand your need for,” she winked like John had, “privacy.”

Azura leaned back against me, and I looked down at her in surprise. Well, what do you know. Ms. Brady does have a danger meter. I leaned into her, supporting her from behind and telling myself it was for appearances. The fact that her body against mine had the same soothing effect as slipping on a warm T-shirt from the dryer certainly had nothing to do with it.

“Well, thanks so much for the pie,” she said. “I’m sure you understand that we’d like to keep our vacation… er… between the two of us.”

“Of course,” John said, slipping his hands into his khaki pants. Who wore khakis with metal band T-shirts? “No need to worry about that. You come get us if you need anything at all.”

“Anything,” Janet said, laying a hand on Azura’s arm.

I felt her tense against me, and then I got the strangest urge to wrap my arm around her. We were a couple, weren’t we? I indulged in it. Starting with my hand on her shoulder, I smoothed my free hand down her left arm and casually slung it around her waist so I could pull her comfortingly against my body. Janet took the hint and removed her hand.

“Thanks,” Azura said tightly.

“It’s so good to see you with someone new,” she smiled. The pity in her tone made my teeth hurt. “That basketball player last year, whoo,” she pulled a face. “God—men, am I right?”

Azura went stiffer than Janet’s gelled hair. “Yeah.”

“Well, you two have fun,” John said with a wave.

Azura waved back, and then I dragged her inside and shut the door. She leaned her forehead against the door just like I had the day before. “Who the hell was that?”

“Nexxt,” I said, my arm still around her waist. “You did well, though. I don’t know if they’ll buy it, but you were appropriately snotty.”

She rolled her forehead against the door like she was about to look at me but stopped short. “Appropriately?”

“I mean, that’s how I imagined Azura Brady the Attorney Shark would act,” I shrugged.

She tensed, and I felt like I was holding onto a bent ironing board. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Ooh, that upset her, I thought with some interest. Maybe she doesn’t totally love her reputation after all.

“So, who are you?” she asked, straightening but still facing the door. “They recognized you.”

“Not important,” I said, stepping back and releasing her while I balanced the pie in my right hand.

Suddenly, the muscles in her torso twitched, and I could read her intentions clear as day. She spun on her heel, intending to get a full look at my face, so I did the only thing I could think of doing in that moment.

I smashed the pie into her face. Then I pushed her against the wall and mashed it into her screeching mouth. “I told you not to look, Princess.”

She yowled like a panther, clawing at my hand as I smothered her with gooey apple chunks and flaky crust. “Gedoff,” she growled.

Laughing, I let the pie fall to the floor, spun her around, and picked her up so she dangled over my arm. Pie filling plopped from her furious face to the ground, but I kept her firmly folded over me like a damp towel. “I give you like sixty points for keeping your shit together while the HOA did their reconnaissance thing.” I yanked us both to the right where I swiped up my helmet and plunked it on my head. It fired to life with a happy little whir that reminded me of P. I closed my right eye to turn on the mic feature so she could hear me. Even without the neck seal, it would be nearly soundproof if I didn’t.

I hefted her across the floor toward the stairs. “Too bad you disobeyed me at the end, there. That’s a failing grade, Ms. Brady.”

“Get off me, you knuckle-dragging oaf,” she wheezed as I pinched the air from her lungs.

“How old are you, lady?” I teased. “That’s a pretty ancient insult.”

“Older than you, you squalling, infantile gorilla.” She struggled against me as I dragged her back up to my bedroom.

I was pretty sure she wasn’t older than me, but I made a note to look it up. Actually, the comment about the basketball player had gotten me curious, so I turned off my mic while I dragged my kicking damsel over to the bedroom. “Search engine, Azura Brady, basketball player,” I said quietly.

As I hauled her through the bedroom doorway and dumped her on the bed, I found her Wiki. I thought it was impressive in its own right that she had her own Wiki page, but the amount of information in it was truly astounding. We were the same age, so that was surprising. She looked so young to me. With her big brown eyes and diminutive frame, she could have passed for a college kid.

As far as her information went, it mainly detailed the enormous cases she had won. It also talked about the latest one in which she had won over the public with her televised performances. But she also had some dating history.

While Azura lunged for me, I dodged her and scrolled through the story with widening eyes. Oh, Azura, I thought with a reproving groan.

She stood in front of me, wiping pie off her face and glaring straight through my visor. “I am going to claw you a whole new face when I get through that stupid helmet,” she seethed.

I ignored her, too engrossed in the public story that explained a whole lot about her bristly personality. Or, part of it, anyway. I couldn’t blame her for being an ice queen when she’d had a boyfriend like that. Not only had he cheated on her with his daughter’s nanny, but he’d then publicly smeared Azura’s name in the middle of her biggest case of the year, and behind the scenes, knocked up his ex-baby-mama with a third child. Woof.

And that wasn’t the boyfriend who’d run away with her money, either.

Azura, what is it with your taste in men? I wondered. No wonder she acts like she’s constantly on the battlefront. “I’ll give you a consolation prize,” I said, folding my arms. “Take another shower. And I’ll leave you to it, this time.”

“Like I fucking care,” she shot back.

“Sure, you don’t. Look, I’ll be back in half an hour with a snack and a tranquilizer gun, Princess. You need both.”

I turned to leave, but an enormous, wet glob of apple pie slapped onto the back of my neck and up the back of my helmet. I stopped at the doorway and rotated a slow glare her way.

Azura had pie filling on her fingers and slowly pushed them into her mouth. She licked it off with a defiant expression, and her fingers made a pop as she pulled them out.

She probably thought she had infuriated me, but she couldn’t have been more wrong.

I was turned on. Big time.

Shit.
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As soon as Wolf left, I gagged and went to the sink to spit out the apple pie filling. It tasted disgusting. I actually loved apple pie—hence the meme floating around—but that filling had clearly been sitting on their dank counter one too many… weeks. At the reclaimed wood vanity to the left of the toilet, I splashed water on my face and tried to clean off the worst of the pie filling. I got a look at my face in the mirror, and suddenly, the absurdity of that exchange hit me.

A laugh puffed through my lips as I surveyed my wet face. Az, you have issues, babe, I thought with a shake of my head. There was a huge part of me that had been genuinely irate with big, bad ninja boy… and a tiny part that had enjoyed sparring with him. The only reason I’d retaliated and tried to get a look at his face was because I had hated the way I’d felt with his arm around my waist.

It had felt nice. Safe. And that had pissed me right off.

I’d known he would find a way to stop me once I tried to see his face, but the pie had been a surprise. And on the other end of the incident, I had to admit it was kind of funny. I chuckled again and wiped my eyes. “What am I doing?” I groaned.

I looked to my right where a green, coniferous forest curved around the cabin in a circle of safety. That A-frame wall of windows was truly stunning. I grabbed a towel, and as I dried my face, I walked slowly to the windows to get a good look at the view. It looked down the mountain in a colorful sweep of yellow, orange, and red, and the mountain rose above the treetops, punching the sky with cold hues of slate gray and blue. There were countless breathtaking views to be had in the world, but the Rocky Mountains never failed to steal the heat from my anger. There was something about the combination of wide-open skies and towering snowcaps that made me feel both free and safe.

I sighed, half-turning away, and then my eye caught a shape that didn’t belong. I did a double take. Janet. She stood beside their sporty SUV further down our road than where they’d parked originally. I leaned forward, squinting my eyes. What was she doing? The glint of the morning sun on binoculars caused me to gasp and stumble away. What the fuck?

Fear like I’d never known before leaped around in my chest. It battered my heart and stole my breath, and as I backed away, I felt faintly nauseated and woozy.

Wolf had been right. I’d felt uncomfortable with the sudden appearance of the couple, and all my “weirdo” alarms had blooped in my head while I’d been forced to talk to them, but it had been hard to believe that a logging company—even a dirty one—would send actual people to spy on anyone. It was hard to deny the evidence in front of my face, though.

And that meant Wolf had been right. The thought made me uncomfortable and somehow hopeful, like mixing water and oil.

I cradled my sore elbow as I made my way back to the bed and wondered where the hell I should go from here. I had to face a few hard truths.

First of all, I was in danger in this place. Whoever the “Jenkinses” were—what a shitty cover name—they were definitely suspicious. Second, Wolf, while a pain in the ass, had seemed genuinely worried about keeping me safe from them. Points to him, there. Third, Wolf had said he was a drone pilot watching Nexxt. I hated to admit it, on account of the unlawful restraint and everything, but our interests could be aligned. Maybe. It was hard to trust anything he said when he threatened me every time I tried to understand who he was.

Could I honestly look past that long enough to come to an understanding with him? Another giant “maybe.” What I needed was a way to trust him. There had to be some way to find out for sure if our interests were aligned because if not, I would need to renew my efforts to escape. My only consolation was that if I didn’t text Amos soon, he would get suspicious and come looking.

Between Zev and Amos, I had a good chance of being rescued if I couldn’t get away by myself.

Suddenly exhausted to the point of dizziness, I sat on the bed. Wolf had taken the comforter and sheets I’d used as a nest—probably smart considering my filthy clothing and the toilet incident—so I grabbed the wool blanket and curled up under it. Nausea pulled my insides together like a turnkey crank, and I groaned as I tucked my knees up to my chin. I couldn’t tell if it was fear or if maybe Wolf hadn’t washed his kale salad, but if he had given me food poisoning, I would be sure to puke on his helmet first.

I fell into a heavy sleep so suddenly, it alarmed me. My eyes banged shut like a heavy lid, dropping without restraint, and I slumped into darkness with a far-away niggle of worry. This isn’t right, I thought feebly. Something is wrong. Get up. Get up, Azura. You have to wake up.

I forced my eyes back open, and the world spun on its axis like the end of a prom night after party. Or something worse. I knew this feeling.

You made me do this. Just remember that, Chance’s voice echoed.

I knew what it felt like to be drugged, and this had all the familiar qualities I’d experienced before. The dizziness, the stomachache, the confusion—it brought back haunting memories doused in impotency and anxiety.

I staggered out of the bed, careening into the bedside table and adding a new bruise to my hip. The raven lamp tipped over and the bulb exploded with a crash.

I forced myself forward, feeling the whole time like the floor was made of oobleck and the walls had swirled inward like a Tim Burton movie. I found the toilet and puked. I hadn’t managed to eat much anyway, but whatever had been in my stomach, it left with sickening splashes into the water below.

Panting, I fumbled around and found the lever to flush. With a shaking hand, I felt my forehead—my hand came away slick with perspiration. The apple pie was drugged, I thought with shock. And then my next thought surprised me more than an apple pie to the face.

I need Wolf.
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Iplaced my helmet on the computer desk and sighed, leaning back in the cushy chair. Some “day off.” I had a feeling that the concept of “relaxation” had gone out the window as soon as Azura had pranced past my security cameras. Okay, so she hadn’t pranced. I’d gone back this morning and watched the footage, and sure enough, she’d looked scared, desperate, and completely unsure of what the hell she was doing.

At this point, I didn’t distrust her motives, but I had to know who her clients were. Something was funny about her showing up in the first place, and then the Jenkinses coming around with pies and smiles immediately afterwards only added to my discomfort.

I typed my password into the computer and brought up my report to Eagle. As I added new information about the interaction with the Jenkinses, my phone rang. It was Beverly.

“Wolf,” I said, only half listening as I finished my paragraph.

“One of her clients is Fletcher Civet,” she said without preamble.

I stopped typing. “Please tell me I misheard that.”

“It’s the billionaire himself,” she confirmed. “He had money stolen from his account, and somehow, Azura traced that to Nexxt.”

“How, though?” I asked incredulously. “I don’t understand how she could get access to that kind of information. Even you have trouble getting through their channels.”

“Beats me,” she rasped. “But she did come here with every intention of waltzing in there and asking questions that might have gotten her killed.”

“Well, shit,” I muttered.

“It gets worse, actually,” Bev sighed, and I could almost see the plume of smoke that surrounded her leathered face from the cigarette she kept dangled between her fingers.

“What do you mean?” I asked as slithering dread wrapped itself around my suspicions.

“Her entire interest in this is tied to her brother. The doctor, Amos, sent her sniffing around a man named Archer Holmeyer. Apparently, according to news reports, this guy attacked Amos’ girlfriend. To retaliate, Amos sent his sister after him to dig up dirt that would keep him locked away.”

“Is he connected?” I asked.

“It seems that way. Holmeyer’s wife was convicted of embezzling three times, and then mysteriously lost her entire savings account to a Nexusum routing number,” she said. “What I don’t understand is the connection between this couple she wanted to nail and the clients who are missing money.”

I kneaded my forehead. “Me, either. I assumed Nexusum was mostly interested in bigger corporations. Millionaires. Are the Holmeyers millionaires?”

“Barely,” she replied dryly.

I stared at the home screen on my computer, thinking through the problem. “I need to find out how she caught on to Nexxt in the first place.”

“Good place to start,” Bev agreed. “In the meantime, keep Nexxt off your tail. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t do anything stupid. Maybe the other PIC will figure out where that secondary location is that Nexusum has gotten themselves worked up over.”

“Maybe,” I mused, and knowing full well he probably wouldn’t. If I couldn’t find the road yesterday, then what were the odds we would find the secondary location? And now that they suspected me, it would be even harder to go out and look. That was part of what made Nexusum so slippery. It was the whole reason we needed drones in the first place. The only thing they made digital were their bank transactions and private server communication we didn’t have access to. Everything else was done on paper and old school channels that Beverly couldn’t hack. It was genius in its simplicity, really.

“I think you need to talk to your girl,” Beverly said. “The ‘Jenkinses’ showing up right after her is giving me the shits.”

“Gross,” I said, pulling a face.

“We got their faces from the cameras but no ID, yet.”

“They definitely looked the part,” I said. “They brought us a fucking pie. Who does that anymore?”

She laughed, ending it on a wet cough. “Aw, shit, I never did that anyway, even back in the heydays. Make sure you save a sample for the labs.”

“Why?” I asked, turning my attention back to my report. “So they can tell us what store freezer they bought it from?”

“Wolf, you dumbass, you didn’t eat that pie, did you?” Beverly barked.

“No, I hate pie. Why?”

“They probably laced it with something, if I know Nexusum. And trust me, I know Nexusum,” she replied. “They’d try to knock you out stone cold and then hijack your systems while you slept.”

The image of Azura spitting out pie and then licking it off her fingers in my bedroom that was seared into my retinas came rushing up. “Bev, I gotta go.”

“Code names, you dipshit,” she growled before I hung up on her.

What a certifiable idiot, I thought as I grabbed my helmet, jammed it on my head, and let the seal snick shut around it. I ran upstairs with my heart thudding hard in my chest. You shoved it right in her mouth. As I punched in the code to the basement door, I tore through it, only to hear a distinctive crash from upstairs.

I took the stairs three at a time, grateful for my long legs, and banged the master bedroom door open. I got there just in time to see Azura faceplant on the floor after trying to leave the bathroom. “Comm MO,” I breathed into my mic. “MO, this is Wolf, we have a situation, here. Tap into my helmet.” I ran and knelt next to Azura, turning her carefully onto her back so I could give the remote medics a clear view of her face.

She didn’t look completely out, but her face had lost a lot of color, and her eyes rolled as she struggled to open them. I put her arms down at her side and tried to hold her head still in case she’d hit something when she fell.

“You let the lawyer eat the pie?” Beverly yelled.

I winced as her voice reverberated through my helmet shrilly. “I may have smashed it in her face. And she licked a little off her fingers.”

“I told them sending civilians to do this job was a bad idea,” Bev ranted, and I heard her clacking away on her computer. “Useless, every one of you.”

“You’re a civilian,” I pointed out as I put my fingers under Azura’s jaw to find her pulse. The same wiring in my gloves that helped me to guide P would help pick up the pulse and send it to the medics. It popped up on my screen with a little red heart over the numbers. “She’s at seventy beats per minute… is that bad?”

“Do I look like a fucking doctor?” Beverly asked. “You have Snake medic on your line.”

“Wolf, this is Snake,” a female voice said into my helmet. I’d never needed to talk to any of the medics. It felt weird—like my safe bubble had been well and truly popped.

“Snake, tell me what to do,” I responded. Azura let out a little moan, and her head moved from one side to the other. She reached up and tried to push my hand away from her neck. That had to be a good sign, right?

“If you call us in,” Snake reminded me, “then you’re out for good. Copy?”

“I copy, just tell me what to do,” I responded through clenched teeth. This was entirely my fault, and I was feeling a whole world of guilt about it. Scratch that, make it a galaxy. Whirling eons of galactic guilt.

“We’re getting a reading on her vitals. Show me her eyes,” she said. As I did what she asked, she continued, “This is a possible poisoning?”

“I think so,” I said. “Or drugging. Whatever the difference is.”

“Check her airway—obstructions?”

I had no idea what the fuck I was doing. “She’s breathing just fine. Pretty sure she puked, though,” I said.

“Wolf, you’ve got a blood pressure cuff and pulse ox monitor in your first aid kit. We can get those readings if you can get them on her.” I left Azura and got both kits—one was white and the other black. “It’s in the white box,” Snake said.

I opened it and pulled out the blood pressure cuff. “Now what?”

“Put it on,” she replied, like that was obvious.

Which, it was. Shaking my head a little, I ripped open the blood pressure cuff, wrapped it around her arm, and pressed the green “on” button on the digital box. Then I slipped the oximeter on Azura’s finger and sat back.

The blood pressure tightened and then released, and all her vitals popped up in front of my eyes. Not that I knew what they meant, but they all started off gray and then turned green. I took that as another good sign.

“Okay, Wolf, there is a packet of activated charcoal in your black kit. Give her two tablets. It’d be a really good sign if we could get her to sit up and chew them,” Snake said.

I shuffled through the first aid box contents until I found the charcoal tablets. Charcoal felt weirdly medieval, but without knowing exactly what she’d ingested, it made some sense. I ripped it open and then shimmied my arm under Azura to help her sit up. She felt slight and limp under my arm, and I couldn’t help but feel like I had when I’d picked up a newborn kitten as a kid. Like if I squeezed too hard, I’d break her.

She leaned forward as I lifted her, groaning a little and still trying to force her eyes open. She slurred, “You drugged me.”

I couldn’t even argue with her. I kind of had. “Can you chew these?” I asked.

She peered at the tablets. “Will they kill me?”

“No,” I said with a hint of amusement. “They should help.”

She rolled her eyes up to me, unfocused over my visor as always because she wasn’t sure exactly where my eyes were. “I don’ belief’ you,” she scowled.

“For God’s sake,” I muttered. I shoved them in her mouth. “Chew.”

Thankfully, she did. After she’d swallowed, she groaned again. “Call Amos.”

“I am not calling your enormous brother so he can come over here and pummel me to death,” I replied wryly.

“Wolf,” Snake cut in. “Here’s where it’s up to you. On our end, we’ve done what we can. Her vitals are stable, but if you really want her to get a full workup, then she needs to go to the hospital. We can’t even come in to give her an IV without your green light to pull the plug on the assignment.”

I scrunched my eyes shut. “Does she need to go?”

Snake made a noncommittal sound. “If I were a real EMT, I would say yes. But because it’s my job to make sure you succeed, I’d say… no. Her symptoms indicate to us that she ingested a sedative. Records from Nexusum incidents also seem to support our hypothesis that they prefer incapacitation and infiltration. It’s our belief that they wanted you both asleep.”

“How can you find out for sure?” I asked.

“We can’t from here,” she said simply. “But she ingested a small amount, she threw it up, and she’s talking to you. Her vitals are steady, and there’s no indication that she might be suffering from acute poisoning from anything else.”

So, they gave us roofies, I thought.

“Here’s my best advice to you, and thankfully, I can’t be sued for this shit, so here it goes. If you notice anything that might tell you her organs are dying—she turns yellow, her pulse goes too low or too high, trouble breathing, blue lips, excessive swelling, she can’t pee—anything beyond her being a little sleepy and gradually getting better, you call in the cavalry.”

“That’s a fucking long list, doc,” I retorted.

“Anything beyond sleepy and getting better over the next few hours, you call in the whole crew and we’ll life-flight her.”

I sighed into the quiet vacuum of space in my helmet. Azura murmured something unintelligible, and her head rolled across my bicep to rest against my chest. “I need a nap,” she muttered.

I puffed out a laugh. “Ten-four, Snake. I’ll watch her. Over.”

“We’ll standby for further direction. Over.”

Once Snake was gone, Beverly got back on. “You’re an idiot,” she drawled.

“Thank you. I know.”

“We sent Ghost to intercept the ‘Jenkinses,’ so now you’re really in it,” she said. “You’ll know in an hour or two what was in the pie.”

Ghost was on our side, but even I got a thwack of fear to my heart over hearing that he would be just outside my house. “By ‘intercept,’ you mean…?”

“I mean, you’ve put real boots on the ground weeks ahead of schedule, so I hope you’re ready for that. But, for now, you’re both safe. We sent an auxiliary drone to secure your perimeter periodically, but I want you to fly P.U.M.A. every two hours to confirm.”

“Ten-four,” I sighed. Worst day off ever.

After signing out and closing all my communications channels, I lifted Azura off the ground and got her settled against the pillows on the bed. As soon as I did, she pushed me away, rolled onto her belly, and smashed her face into a pillow. Rolling my eyes, I re-adjusted her. “You just had to be dramatic and poison yourself,” I joked.

“You drugged me,” she accused, peeling back bleary eyelids to glare at me. Her black, silky hair had dried a little, falling over her shoulders and around her face in soft waves.

I pushed some of the strands out of her eyes for her. “I did. I’m sorry.”

She blinked, eyes at half-mast, and then an eyebrow shot up. “Wait… d’you jus’ say ‘sorry?’”

“I’ve been known to on occasion,” I smirked.

“No, no,” she gave me a drunken side-look. “Never admit guilt.”

“Spoken like a true shark. Listen, I need you to stay here. Don’t move. Don’t try to get up or something because you’ll conk your head, and knowing my luck, you’ll die and put me on the run for the rest of my life. I’m going to get you some water.”

She sighed, settling back in the pillows. “I like apple pie,” she pouted. “S’not fair.”

I paused mid-stand. “Say that again?”

“Pie?” she asked with exaggerated confusion.

I brought a hand to my head, but it hit my helmet. “Shit.” I closed my right eye to turn off my mic and then said, “Search engine, Azura Brady pie.” A picture of Azura in meme format popped up in front of my eyes. She had a fork laden with pie paused mid-way to her open mouth, and she looked annoyed. All the memes were about women pretending to like food or having secret eating disorders.

Fucking hell, this woman can’t catch a break, I thought. What had started as a wiggle of feeling at the base of my heart now felt like a full clench that stole my breath and made my chest ache. Shitty ex-boyfriends, working herself half to death to succeed, getting accidentally embroiled in a dangerous cybercrime ring, and then she had to deal with nasty public opinions on top of it all? It was a wonder she had any fight left at all.

But even worse than all that, she’d been in danger far longer than I’d first thought. “They were after you,” I said, mostly to myself. “Azura, who did you tell about your clients?”

She frowned. “Jus’ my brother and my hacker and, uh, ass—” she pulled a face like the word was too hard. “My West.”

“Who’s your ‘West?’” I pushed.

“The intern,” she mumbled.

I pulled my gloves off and took her face between them, shaking gently to keep her awake. She felt cold under my touch, and I resisted the strong urge to stroke her cheeks with my thumbs. “How long has West been your intern?”

Azura’s face crumpled together adorably as she thought. “Two months?”

Motherfuckers, I thought. They’ve been watching her. “Azura, you said you have a hacker. Who?”

She shook her head, glaring at me. “No way. I’m not tha’ drunk.”

Puzzle pieces clicked in place. Puzzles, I could do. It was just another form of engineering, and at that moment, all the little bits and pieces of Azura I had collected so far snapped together with magnetic precision. She didn’t want to tell me who her hacker was. And the intern hadn’t been able to figure it out, either.

But Nexxt wanted to know. Badly. I stood, my mind already running away with the information and factoring it into our situation. “Stay here and don’t move. I’ll be back.”

Azura had already relaxed into the pillow hill behind her. “Mm,” she hummed.

I stopped again as I put on my gloves, looking down at her as she lay with her hands folded on her stomach. Her small body drowned in my shirt and sweatpants, and I reached over to grab the gray wool blanket to pull it over her. Some of the color had come back to her cheeks, painting them dusty rose, and she sighed, parting her lips slightly. Damn, she’s cute.

I started, surprised. I dropped the blanket and took a step back. Wait, what did I just think? What am I doing? Why am I still doing it? Stop looking. Stop staring. But I couldn’t stop. The more I looked, the more my eyes took in little details about Azura Brady, like the fact that her eyelashes were long and full and the way her left eyebrow twitched as she fell asleep—like it was one micro-second away from rising in derision.

I stood there with my hands low on my hips and my head tilted, and I let out a short laugh, so soft, I doubted my mic carried it across the speaker. Well, I’ll be damned. Either I am very far off course, or I’ve found my way into dangerous Azura territory, here.

She frowned suddenly, and her lower lip pushed out so subtly, I might not have noticed it if I hadn’t been watching her already. I found my features mirroring hers, and I made a concerted effort to smooth my face. But then she murmured something, and I couldn’t resist the pull of my curiosity. I leaned in closer to her, turning up the amplification feature in my helmet with a quick flick of my eyes.

“… s’illegal,” she mumbled.

I snorted. “Yeah, I know,” I murmured. “Trust me. I know.”

Her beautiful face contorted with hurt, and the next words out of her mouth made my blood turn glacial. “I think he drugged me again.” She rolled over and pulled the pillow against her stomach, clutching it to her like she could keep whatever had tumbled out of her lips from spilling out again. “I thought he was gone,” she groaned, hugging the pillow tighter.

I pulled away, stunned. My chest tightened so hard, I thought my lungs and heart might implode, and then my surprise gave way to white hot fury. I didn’t question where it had come from or why it had invaded my body, but I let it burn through me. Leather creaked as my fists balled up tight at my sides. She had better be talking about me, I thought darkly.
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The veil between reality and dreams went so translucent, I punched straight through it. My nightmares climbed from my mind and onto my skin, jumping and stomping on my joints and scrapes. They taunted me with jeering words I’d forced myself to forget long ago.

You made me do this. Just remember that.

You gave me no choice. If you hadn’t been such a bitch…

Bitch.

Such a bitch.

At least you won’t have to pay taxes, Chance’s voice laughed cruelly.

I’d rather be a bitch than a victim. That was the one thing I could rely on. The one truth that had propelled me through the murky waters of love and hurt—through the epiphany that “loyal” was sometimes just a front for “abused.” My nightmares were chains and spiked drinks, empty promises and poison-tipped threats.

Gradually, my nightmares swooped and slithered back to the recesses of my mind, and the heaviness of reality weighed on my tired eyes and aching limbs. I shifted on a bed of marshmallows, and my empty stomach reached up its starving claws, causing me to bite down on the fluffy, white stuff hungrily. It wasn’t as good as I remembered marshmallows being, though.

“I’m trying to find the stage of poisoning where the patient eats her pillows, but Web MD isn’t being very helpful,” a familiar voice teased.

I groaned, my throat raw, and forced an eyelid open. Bright light speared my eye, and I immediately closed it. I released the pillow and smacked my dry tongue against my mouth. “What’d you do to me, you asshole?” I rasped. He chuckled, and the sound was so surprising, I blinked my eyes open again. Against sharp sunlight, I forced my eyes to adjust.

Wolf sat on the edge of the bed facing the window wall, one forearm leaning on his thigh while he held his right fingers out in front of him. It looked like he was about to snap them. But then he slid his pointer and middle finger against his thumb in a subtle gesture. Without looking my way, he said, “Your water bottle is next to you.”

I blinked rapidly, shifting my face so I could get a better look at the mattress. Sure enough, the white, sports-style water bottle was there, and I reached for it with my right arm. I winced and pulled my arm back.

“What’s wrong?” Wolf asked, but he didn’t move.

“I don’t know,” I mumbled. I tested my arm and found that what had once been an ache in my elbow was now a sharp pain. I couldn’t remember anything past getting slammed in the face with caramel apple filling.

“You probably fell on it,” he said matter-of-factly, his voice distracted.

“Doing what?” I frowned. I lifted my head, but it swam dangerously, and a ringing clanged in my ears like pots and pans. “Oh fuck, what the hell?”

“Give me thirty seconds, and then my drone will be on an automated path home.”

I puckered my brows again, squinting one eye at Wolf. What was with his tone? He sounded kind of… nice? Maybe he had drained my savings into his like he’d threatened to, and it had him in a chipper mood. “All this gear and you just sit there while you pilot?” I mocked.

His head turned to me slightly before he looked forward again. “That was my fault. A dweeb with a remote control didn’t fit my manly persona.”

I picked up my head again, this time ignoring the stabbing pulse in my temple. I looked at him with undisguised confusion. “Did you just… make a joke?”

“I’m not terrible at them,” he admitted, and I heard the smile in his voice. “It’s just that I’ve never had a hostage before, so I didn’t know if you’d appreciate them.”

My jaw fell open. “Oh my God, you are. You’re making jokes.”

“Will the judge give me a lesser sentence for unlawful restraint if he knows I kept you entertained?” Wolf asked, his voice still simmering on the edge of laughter.

I pushed my face back into his crisp, lavender-scented pillows. “Oh, Jesus. I think I forgot to wake up.”

“Relax, Azura.” Wolf straightened and turned to me, suddenly, dropping his other hand to his knee. “I just feel bad. I might have accidentally… drugged you.”

I lifted my head all the way this time, pushing myself up on my elbows. “You what?”

“The apple pie,” he said, and his lack of facial features didn’t mask the guilt I could sense there. “It was drugged by Nexusum employees. When they suspect people of interfering, it’s their pattern to knock out the suspects and confirm their suspicions.”

It all came back to me in a rush. I’d been confusing my past with my present because they’d felt so similar, but I’d been drugged into oblivion for the second time in my life. I closed my eyes against the headache. “So, I got drugged, and you just… kept me here? What if I’d died?”

“You didn’t,” he shrugged.

I gasped, opening my eyes. “You are psychotic. It’s that important to you to keep me here that you’d kill me over it?”

“Azura,” he said, and his voice fell flat with irritation. He reached over and picked up the water bottle. “You were never in danger of dying. I wouldn’t have let that happen.”

“You seem very fucking confident for someone who’s not a doctor,” I growled. I knew he was right, though. I’d been through it once already and the first time I hadn’t had an overbearing, masked person to watch over me.

“Stop talking for two seconds and open your mouth.”

“No, thank you. I’m more interested in finding out what kind of medical care you planned on—” I choked as he squirted water in my open mouth. I coughed, swallowed, and then sat up before Wolf could squirt more water in my mouth. “Give me that. Stop it.” I swiped the water bottle from him with my left hand.

“Drink your water and relax. You’re going to be fine. I kept an eye on you.”

I looked around and realized the light coming through the windows was so bright because it was setting in the west. I’d been asleep all day. I gave him an incredulous nose scrunch. “I’m sorry… did you want me to thank you, or something?”

“We have got to work on your people skills, Princess,” he mused.

“I have a great ‘people skill,’ for you” I said, sitting up all the way and wincing as my head threatened to rip at the seams. “You want to hear it?”

“No,” he muttered, but I heard the laughter in his voice.

“Don’t kidnap people. You learn that in How to People 101.” I tried to scoot away from him, but he suddenly grabbed my ankle, and with one strong arm, he pulled me down the bed on my butt. I was suddenly sitting thigh-to-thigh with him. I stared up at his shielded face in silent surprise.

“Walk out that door, Azura,” he said, his voice dropping with challenge. “Go ahead.”

I wasn’t stupid. I knew who the Jenkinses were, now… and he knew I knew. I swallowed loudly. “That’s not fair, and you know it.”

He crooked one finger and chucked it under my chin. “It’s reality. And the reality is, you’re stuck with me for a little while. You can put your quills down.”

Okay, my tired inner voice sighed. That sounds nice. I blinked against my pounding headache, and then my back stiffened again. “You’re more psychotic than I thought if you think you can Stockholm Syndrome your way out of this.”

He laughed softly, and the timbre of it danced an erotic ballet over my skin and across my nipples. “If you’re using words like ‘Stockholm Syndrome,’ then maybe I’m doing better than I thought.”

My brain, for once, went totally dead. Like a blanket tossed on a flame, the richness of his voice and the confidence in his words doused my crackling thoughts in an instant. I blinked at him. Is that true? Does he have a point? Is he getting in my head?

“Listen,” Wolf went on, ignoring my stunned silence, “I’m willing to level with you if you’ll trust me and do the same. Whatever the circumstances were that brought us together—”

“Kidnapping—”

“—we’re stuck now,” he finished with a note of derision. “We might as well be honest so we can get through this alive.”

I gave him a speculative uptilt of my chin. “Are you going to take the helmet off?”

“Negative.” He shook his head. “If I do, I get fired. How do you feel when you build up an entire case only to lose at the last minute? I’m not doing that.”

“I literally don’t know what that feels like,” I lied.

“You are such a brat,” he said with half a laugh.

I pressed my lips to keep from smiling.

“Anyway, I’ll go first. Hi, I’m Wolf. I’m a UAS pilot, or unmanned aircraft system pilot, and I work for Valehart Industries.”

I perked up at that. “You work for a social media company?”

“They’re a lot more than that, and you know it,” he replied. “But yes, my employer had an enormous sum stolen from them, and Nexusum is the one who took it. They use Nexxt Logging as a front for their operation. Nexusum isn’t an unknown crime syndicate, but the US only cares about threats that directly impact their interests. They don’t care what happens to random wealthy business owners as long as they pay their taxes. The government doesn’t have the resources to deal with it right now.

“Valehart does. It’s been my job to gather intel on the Nexxt front here in the mountains and find out where their private servers are located. If we can tap into those, then we can find the money.”

I rubbed my jaw with the back of my hand, thinking. “So, a private company is taking on an international crime ring so they can get their money back?”

“It’s called protecting your interests. Yes,” he shrugged.

“Must be a lot of money,” I retorted, squinting one eye.

“They may have taken it from the top tier and offended certain people on a personal level,” Wolf admitted.

“Ah, there it is,” I said slowly. “Alright, so you’re a bunch of vigilante drone hobbyists with wealthy patrons. Interesting.”

“Mock me all you want,” he replied coolly, “but Nexusum isn’t just a bunch of nerds behind screens. They’re dangerous, Azura, and you’ve caught their interest. The fact that there’s so much information about you online is even worse—they knew you liked apple pie. They know where you are, they know who your clients are, and they’re not going to let you walk away from this knowing about their operation up here.”

I chewed on my lip as I thought. “So, if you know who my clients are, and Nexxt knows, too—sorry, Nexusum… that’s a terrible name.”

“It’s horrible,” he agreed.

“What do we do, then?” I asked. “If they know I’m here, and they probably didn’t buy the gushy couple bit, then what do we do?”

“For now, we’re safe,” he replied. He leaned over, bracing his weight on his left hand, which he planted on the outside of my thighs. It brought him closer and pinned me between the outside of his thigh and his hand.

I should have hated it. I didn’t. “How do you know for sure?” I asked skeptically.

“We have… a guy. He took care of the ‘Jenkinses,’ and he made sure to confirm that it was sedatives they put in the pie. According to them, they suspected you were interested in them, but they don’t suspect me.”

I stared at him, dumbfounded. “You sent a spy to kill the Jenkinses?”

Wolf tilted his helmet like he was thinking. “I’m not sure he killed them. I don’t know. That’s above my paygrade. Anyway, we changed your online history to reflect that we’ve been dating for six months and that we came up here for a short vacation. They might suspect what you’re up to for work, but our cover isn’t totally blown yet.”

“Jesus,” I muttered. “I could wipe my ass for a month with the list of charges you all are ringing up.”

“That’s what I like about you, Azura,” he sighed, crackling his mic as he straightened away from me. “You’re so refined.”

“Predators aren’t refined,” I said with a toothy smile.

Wolf laughed, a short bark accompanied with a shake of his head. “Princess, you are not a predator.”

“Tell that to the other lawyer in every case I’ve had in the last five years,” I glowered.

“Okay, sure, you’re a predator in the same way a hedgehog is a predator,” he chuckled. “Very ferocious.”

“You wait, Wolf. Your karma is coming.”

“Sure it is,” he drawled, standing. “I have to go get P from outside, but how’s your stomach? You want some soup?”

“You made soup?” I asked, starting to get up.

He leaned over and gave me a healthy shove, so I landed back against the pillows. “Stay. Yes, I made soup. I’ll bring it up.”

“Bring me a laptop while you’re at it,” I grumbled. “I’m way behind with work.”

Wolf seemed to consider it, slinging his thumbs through his tactical vest. “Hmm… no.”

“Jerk,” I muttered. He gave me a little wave, like he fully owned the title, and then left the room. I scratched my cheek with my pointer finger, thinking. “Huh,” I mused out loud. “That was unexpected.”

Despite what he’d ordered, I rose from the bed, wincing at the pain along my right side, and made my way over to the bathroom area. I stopped in front of the mirror and grimaced. Yikes. My thick black hair was on the fritz with knots and strands sticking out everywhere, and I had rug burn on my chin from when I’d fallen.

Fucking apple pie, I thought with a scowl. I tried to comb through my hair with my fingers, but it was pretty much a useless exercise—especially because every time I attempted to lift my right arm to reach the knots, it howled in pain and sent lightning bolts to my fingertips. And anyway, it had puke in it.

Wolf walked in as I had my head bent to the side, attempting to reach the right side of my hair with my left hand. He stopped, bowl in one hand and a can of soda in the other, and tilted his head to the side. “What… are you doing?”

“I’m trying to fix what you monsters are doing to me,” I grumbled, threading my fingers through the tangles.

He looked around the room. “Are you expecting company?”

“That’s the problem with you men,” I said, standing and flipping my hair suddenly. I scowled and then blew a strand of hair away from my eyes. “You think the whole reason we put effort into our appearances is for your benefit. News flash—I admire myself. Normally.” I glanced at myself in the mirror again. “Right now, I don’t think anyone would admire me. Including myself.” I pointed at him. “But that’s not the point. I don’t need anyone’s approval to look one way or the other.”

His helmet twitched up like he was rolling his eyes under there, and he continued his trajectory toward the bedside table. “Make sure you put the soapbox back where you found it, so I don’t trip on it later.”

“Har, har,” I glowered. The savory aroma of fresh soup swirled under my nose, and like my feet had their own intelligence, they carried me across the room toward it.

Wolf set the bowl on the natural wood table along with the soda, but as I homed in on the bowl with my stomach grumbling, he blocked me. With one hand on my left arm, he used the other to cup my cheek and tilt my face up to his. “I didn’t notice this before. You must have hit your chin when you fell.”

My stomach shut up so fast, I forgot I was hungry. I stared up at him as my skin tingled from each point of contact on my arm and face, and my heart stalled in my ribs. This close, I could almost see the shape of his face through the visor, and my eyes bounced around trying to make out the outline. Heat started at my breasts and crept up my neck to my face. What the…? I couldn’t seem to make my body stop responding to him. “Uh, I,” I swallowed. Why can’t I talk? Where did my brain go?

Wolf applied pressure to my jaw, tilting it to the light better so he could see the raw skin. “I can get you some more antibiotic ointment. Does it hurt?”

I blinked at him. Several times. “Do… do you care?”

He shifted his hold on my face so that his fingertips slid into my hair and his thumb brushed a whisper-soft touch along the outside of the wound. “Someone has to, Azura.”

My lips parted in surprise. What did he just say? Maybe the poisoned apple pie stole half my temporal lobe. I think I’m hearing things.

But then he dropped his hand and with his left still around my upper arm, he guided me toward the bed. “Eat first, and then I’ll get you some ointment.”

I sat, giving him a stupid look. I couldn’t form coherent thoughts because all my focus had glomped onto those words. Someone has to.

He moved away from me toward the glass safe, and I shook my head to clear the oily film that had clogged my common sense. You’re attracted to him, my girly side sang. He’s hot. He has a body like Channing Tatum. So what if you can’t see his face? Who needs a face when he’s got a voice that slips right under your waistband?

I grabbed the bowl of soup and shoved a huge bite of Italian meatball soup into my mouth. I had to use my left hand, but I didn’t care at that point. It was really good. Goddamn, this guy had some serious cooking chops. My eyes rolled back in my head as I chewed and savored the fresh, herbaceous broth and soft meatball. I took another bite, chewing perfectly al dente pasta, and I let loose a little moan of pleasure.

And that was how Wolf found me when he emerged with the first aid kit. I had my eyes half-closed and sighed through my nose happily as I chewed. He paused in the doorway of the closet. Then he laughed, soft and so fucking sexy, and it sent my heart into overdrive again. I licked my lips, suddenly embarrassed.

He leaned against the plexiglass door frame. “So that’s all it takes to get you to put your claws away.”

I swallowed and sat up straighter. “Don’t get cocky—I’m just hungry.”

He relaxed into his pose, looking up in thought. “I wonder what I could get you to do if I made you tiramisu.”

Probably anything. I froze. Oh shit, this is bad. This is really bad, I thought as I looked down at the bowl. I need to find a way to flip my bitch switch again.

Wolf didn’t wait for an answer, apparently deep in thought about something, and pushed off the door frame before coming to sit next to me with the first aid box between his black boots. He’d taken off the vest, so I inspected his shirt with sudden interest as he leaned over. It had little patches of fine mesh on parts of it, but as he moved, I noticed that it was almost padded—or armored. And it went all the way up to his neck where it connected with the helmet. There were also two small, black cannisters at the base of his neck. It was all very cyberpunk.

I took another spoonful of soup because I couldn’t make myself stop, and as I chewed, I sighed happily again. It was so damn good. I could flip my bitch switch again later. I didn’t feel like it at the moment. Even having to use my left hand, I managed to finish most of it in minutes. I washed it down with cola, and then finished the pasta left at the bottom of the bowl.

As I ate, Wolf pulled the yellow tube of ointment out of the box along with a few other packets. He turned to look at me. “Do you want me to leave so you can shower first?”

I finished chewing, swallowed, and glanced down at my bum arm. It would be hard to wash the puke out of my hair with one—also sore—arm. As much as I wanted to, I didn’t see it being feasible. I gave him a haughty look. “Why, so you can get off on watching me again? Nice try.”

“I said leave so you can shower,” he pointed out. “Why are you being all fussy again? Does your arm hurt?”

I gave him a suspicious eye squint. “Why are you being so nice all of a sudden?”

“Did it occur to you,” he said, leaning toward me slightly, “that I might like you?”

“Bullshit,” I glowered.

He shrugged, leaning away again. “You’re spunky, Princess. I like it.”

Anger wriggled under my skin and made me indescribably irritated. “Stop that,” I snapped. I shoved the bowl into his hands. “I don’t know what kind of game this is, but I’m not playing along.”

Wolf took it and calmly stood. “When’s the last time someone said that to you? ‘I like you, Azura.’”

Never. No one says that. “I thought you had internet access in that helmet. Everyone likes me,” I said tightly.

“Having public approval is not the same as someone looking you in the eyes and telling you they like you,” he countered, moving across the room where he set the bowl on the dresser by the door.

Well, I can’t see your eyes, Wolf, so little good that does me. I adopted a nonchalant pose by leaning back on my left hand. “Thanks for your concern over my relationships, but I’m not wanting for companions.”

“Bullshit,” he threw back at me. He bent down and picked up a bench seat by the door.

I sat up again as something painful stitched a tight knot in my throat. “What’s your point, Wolf? You can’t sweet talk me into helping you. You’re not going to convince me that I want to be here even if I have to, now. So, drop it. I hate you. You hate me. Moving on with our lives.”

Wolf set the bench by the bathtub, and then he stalked back across the room. The sunset behind him cast an orange glow along one side of his visor. Without hesitation, he walked up to me and bent down so I stared at the glossy, black glass on his helmet. I inhaled, leaning away. He flicked me in the forehead. “Speak for yourself, Smart Mouth. I do like you.”

“Ow,” I rubbed my forehead indignantly. “What the fuck?”

“And because I like you,” he continued, his voice light with amusement, “I’m going to wash your hair for you.”

I bobbed a look around his toned body toward the bath, down to the bench seat, and then back to his helmet. “Pass.”

“It wasn’t a question.” His hands circled my waist and lifted me off the bed. “Come on, hedgehog. Consider it my apology for drugging you with apple pie to the face.” I pushed against him, but then he had me in his arms, and the feel of his warmth and his solid, masculine body pressed against mine stole my fight. “I’ll be quick,” he promised.

I sagged into him. Slightly. After chewing on the inside of my cheek for a second, I said, “Fine. But only because I smell really gross.”

“Good call,” he said, and I heard the laughter in it. He pulled me away from the bed, turned me in his arms, and pointed me toward the bathtub. “Sit down and lean your head back on the tub.”

“If you waterboard me, I swear to God, I’ll—”

“Azura,” he sighed in exasperation. “Sit the fuck down.”

I gave him a distrustful glare over my shoulder, but I didn’t have a whole lot of vigor behind it. Tentatively, I sat on the ottoman, holding onto my aching elbow, and I shimmied myself down so that I reclined against the curve of the standing tub. I relaxed, letting my head settle over the edge.

Wolf walked around behind me, and after turning on the faucet, which had a hose attachment on the end, he removed his leather gloves. I watched him from my upside-down vantage point, wondering what had possessed this man to become so gentle. Was it really guilt over the apple pie thing?

I jumped when Wolf cradled my face in both hands. Leaning over me, his voice soft and strumming with that smooth quality I was beginning to crave, he said, “Close your eyes, Azura.”
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Iblinked beneath a frown. “Why?”

“Because I’m not washing your hair in uniform,” he pointed out. “And I’m itchy, and it’s almost dark out, so I’m taking it off. While the water heats up, close your eyes. I’ll be back in a minute.”

I narrowed my gaze. “And if I don’t?”

“You have two hundred thousand, five hundred and seventy-three dollars and forty-two cents in your savings account.” He paused, as if looking at something on his screen. “And a nice 401(K).” He whistled low. “I could retire.”

“Oh, for heaven’s—” I screwed my eyes shut. “Fuck you, Voltron.”

“I do love it when you follow instructions, Princess. It’s a good look for you.” I gave him a middle finger, and his laugh receded as he walked away.

Behind me, the water gurgled pleasantly, and my body settled into a contended, liquid state as the warmth from the tap created a steamy cloud around me. I could almost imagine I was at the spa if it weren’t for the fact that I was hyperaware that mysterious Wolf was getting undressed only feet from me. All I had to do was peek one eye open.

“I can see your eyes twitching,” he drawled from across the room. “Don’t even think about it.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not looking, you overbearing a-hole. I’m just getting a cramp in my neck from sitting here.”

“You look plenty comfortable to me,” he said, closer than I’d expected.

I startled, stiffening, and fought the urge to open my eyes. His voice was so much better without the helmet mic—rich and deep, and it had a playful quality to it that matched every smartass thing that came out of his mouth.

I heard him unhook the shower head, and then he said, “Lift up your head for a second.” I did, and he gently swept a hand under my head to gather my hair in his hand. Warm water trickled from my hairline to my scalp.

Oh, God. This is heaven, I thought. I tried to distract myself from the fact that Wolf was washing my hair for me—and more alarmingly, that I liked it. “I had a thought,” I said.

“Oh?” he asked, his attention clearly diverted by rinsing out my hair.

“You said you’ve been looking for servers?”

“Mhm,” he hummed, smoothing a hand down my head and then under. My eyes went heavy with satisfaction at the sensation.

“Well,” I continued, fighting hard against the ambrosial sensations, “how big is your drone?”

“Small,” he said, and set the hose down. The click of a shampoo bottle filled the silence between his words. “She fits on my vest. You’ve probably seen her and just didn’t realize it. Hooked to her port, she flattens and looks like a square of plastic.”

“She?” I asked, tilting my lips to the side.

“I call her P. Short for P.U.M.A.”

That is obnoxiously adorable. I love it, damn him. “Small enough that I could sneak her into Nexxt?” I asked.

“No.”

“No?” I echoed, picking up my head.

Wolf brought my head back down. Then his fingers began working shampoo through my hair, kneading my scalp and thoroughly scrubbing from my hairline all the way to the base of my neck. It took everything I had not to moan in appreciation. “No, you’re not doing that.”

“But why?” I insisted. “I’ve been thinking it over, and at this point, I need you to succeed. If you’re not going to let me go—”

“If I do, they’ll hurt you,” he said softly. The words in my mouth turned to sticky clay. “I know you think they’re a bunch of lumberjacks playing at hackers,” he continued, “but Azura, Nexusum is not a joke. They’ve been—” he paused, and his hands stilled.

“They’ve been what?” I asked, raising my head again.

He gently guided me back to the tub. “You’re correct that it’s in your best interest for me to succeed. But I don’t want you to worry about it, because I will. And once I do, you’ll be free to go.”

“They’ve been what, Wolf?” I insisted.

He smoothed his hands through my hair, and I nearly passed out from the decadence of it. “Azura, you’re not going to like this, but they had you pegged months ago.”

I frowned. “Pegged?”

“Did you not think it was strange that I went undetected for months, but the second you showed up, Nexxt came sniffing around? Don’t you think it’s weird that they knew your favorite dessert and brought it by?”

“I did,” I responded slowly, resisting the urge to open my eyes and look at him. “But I thought maybe they followed me to you.”

“Someone has been following you,” Wolf confirmed. “Because you’ve got one hell of a hacker up your sleeve, and you probably don’t realize what an asset he is. Or to what lengths criminals would go to find out who had gotten through their firewalls.”

As Wolf massaged my scalp, I realized that he’d been taking his time with the lathering process. My headache had gotten considerably better as he moved his fingers in gentle circles along my scalp.

But it was hard to focus on how good his fingers felt when nothing made sense in my thoughts. Everything was topsy turvy, and everything I thought I knew seemed transparent and flimsy like a mirage. I imagined my brain picking up a bunch of random notecards on a table one-by-one. Fact after fact flashed before my closed eyes, and as they did, they formed a picture I’d been missing.

And then my drugged-up conversation with Wolf came back to me, and it all slammed into place. I wet my lips, but my mouth was dry. “West works for them,” I said at last.

Wolf began to rinse the shampoo out of my hair. “Yes.”

“Because as soon as my hacker friend plucked away at their firewalls to dig into Meg’s past, Nexusum got curious.”

“Mhm,” he confirmed.

“So, they sent me a bumbling intern to watch me,” I went on, my ire rising along with my embarrassment, “and expose my hacker.”

“Bingo.” Wolf squeezed the water from my hair, and it dripped steadily into the tub as he turned off the faucet.

I lifted my left hand to wipe water off my forehead, but it was a nervous gesture more than anything. “But they don’t know who he is, right? That’s why they’re still following me around.”

He toweled off my hair, careful not to pull on it. “As far as I can tell, no. They don’t know who your guy is. Or girl.”

I inhaled deeply as the embers of outrage fanned into flames of fury. I couldn’t form any words, and it shook my body from the inside out. I’d been an absolute idiot. So engrossed in helping Amos, winning a case, strutting around like a smartass, I didn’t see the peculiarities right in front of my face. I’d almost exposed Remington in the most careless way possible, and it might have even put his family in danger. Hell, I’d almost walked right into a crime ring and put myself in danger.

But somehow, fortunately, I’d been kidnapped by Wolf instead. The absolute irony.

Wolf finished toweling off my hair, but he stopped me before I could sit up. “Just stay there. I’ll put some antibacterial on your chin.”

I didn’t respond, too irate to even find something to say. It was one thing to be a bitch. One thing to be a shark. One thing to be friendless and obsessed with work to the point of having no social life. Because at least I succeeded. I won. I came out on top every time. It was another thing entirely to fail at both and realize that in the end… I have nothing.

Wolf came back, and from what I could tell with my eyes shut, he stood in front of me and leaned across my body, bracing his hand on the side of the tub. The scent of woodsy cologne and coffee beans swirled around me. “I’m touching you,” he warned. “Don’t open your eyes.”

“Can I punch you?” I asked. “I really want to punch something.”

“I like you, Princess, but not that much.”

As he smoothed jelly ointment over my smarting chin, I clenched my hands into fists. How could I have been so blind? It was clear now that Nexxt was a front for a crime ring—it should have been obvious from the get-go, but I’d missed it entirely. And West was still in my office rifling through my personal information.

Wolf finished with the antibacterial cream, and then he smoothed his thumb up the line of my jaw to my earlobe. Goosebumps erupted across my arms. “You lost an earring,” he murmured.

And my sanity, apparently, because that felt really nice. “Oh,” I said, my voice hoarse.

Wolf didn’t move away, but he braced both hands on the tub on either side of my head. “I’m sorry, Azura. I didn’t mean to scare you with that information. I just felt it would be better if you knew.”

My brows snapped together. “I’m not scared.”

“It’s okay if you are. I’m sure you didn’t expe—”

“I’m pissed off,” I retorted, starting to rise.

He put his hand behind my neck to help me sit up, and it nearly undid me. I almost gave up right then and there and threw my arms around him. He’d been close all night, offering comfort in small ways, and it had nearly unraveled every last knot of self-control I’d managed to meticulously tie over the last decade. I felt how close he was even as I sat up. He stood just beside me, radiating heat with that solid body of his, and it made me wonder what it would be like to just tilt over a bit, rest my head against him and lean on someone else for a change. What would he do?

“Azura, it’s okay to be scared sometimes,” he said.

I stood, teetering off balance with my eyes closed, and he steadied me with two hands on my ribs. “I’m telling you,” I said, nearly snarling, “I’m fucking pissed off. And I’m not going to spend all night talking about my feelings with you, so just back off.”

Wolf’s grip on my ribs shifted so fast, I barely understood what had happened. One moment he had his hands on each rib, steadying me, and the next, he’d applied the right amount of pressure, and I found myself turned around and front-to-front with him. He wrapped one hand around my waist, pinning me to him, and the other had come up to shield my eyes.

Somehow, he’d correctly guessed that my eyes would fly open in surprise. He leaned in close until I felt a puff of air from his breath. “Azura Brady, you’re not going to scare me off with your nettles. So, you can drop the act. You’re only hurting yourself at this point.”

My body wanted to nestle into him, but my brain wanted to give him a right hook. “I’m not sure what you have to gain from convincing me to trust you,” I replied, my voice quiet and laced with acid, “but it’s pointless. Get off me.”

“No,” he said, his tone at odds with mine and brimming with laughter again.

I ground my teeth together, pushing against his chest. I’d have had better luck moving the Washington Monument. “Is this how you win your women over, Wolf? You annoy them to death?”

He chuckled, pulling me an inch closer. “Is that what I’m doing, Princess? Winning you?”

I swallowed hard. “That is not what I meant.”

“I think it is,” he mused arrogantly. “And anyway,” he marched forward, forcing me to back up as he did. “I suspect that you wouldn’t know what being ‘won over’ looks like, anyway.”

“What does that mean?” I tripped over my legs as he forced me back, but he held me upright like he barely noticed my clumsiness.

“It means you should shut up and do what I say so I can show you.” He lifted me, and then I found myself on the bed again. He removed his hand from my eyes, but before I could open them, he threw the wet towel over my head.

“Oh, and you’re the sex god who’s going to show me, huh?” I asked, my voice drenched in sarcasm. I pulled the towel off my head, but he’d already turned off the lights, and to my surprise, the sun had sunk far behind the trees and mountains, plunging the room into violet darkness. I blinked several times, trying to adjust.

“That’s your problem, Princess,” Wolf said from somewhere near the door. “Not all relationships are sexual. And not all sex is rooted in meaningful connection.” His voice grew closer, and I made out a toned, enormous male lit by the barest hint of moonlight beyond the windows. “Not all kindness is opportunistic, either.” The bed dipped as he slipped into it, and then his scent and his warmth were there, filling the space and crowding my reason.

“If I say I like you,” he said, so low and so close, I could almost feel the vibration thrumming from his chest to my bones. “It’s because I want you to feel liked. If I say I’ll handle something, it’s so you can take your hands off the wheel for once.” He hooked an arm around my waist, and ignoring my squeak of protest, dragged me across the bed so his skin pressed against mine. “And if I tell you to shut up, it’s so I can fill the silence with actions. That’s how you win someone’s trust. Let me do it.”

I stared at the darkness, speechless. “What is happening right now?”

“You’re taking ibuprofen,” he said, and he pressed two pills into my palm. “And then you’re going back to sleep.”

“You are extremely bossy,” I whispered, my voice thin and breathless. I didn’t know how to respond to any of that. It had come out of nowhere. Before he’d smashed a pie in my face, I’d been an amusing annoyance to him. After I’d woken up… well, I wasn’t sure. Something had happened to Wolf while I’d slept, and even with years of intellectual thinking under my belt, I couldn’t piece together what.

“Thank you—it’s second nature at this point. Take the pills, Princess.”

I popped them in my mouth, grateful for the possibility of a little pain relief, and he handed me the water bottle to wash it down with. “Okay, but I slept all day. I’m not remotely tired,” I grumbled.

“Not my problem,” he said on a sigh, and I heard him slide under the comforter, which smelled like fresh laundry detergent—not sweaty hiker and toilet, thankfully.

Still seated and leaning against the pillows, I stared out the windows where the sunset sky had gone from indigo to midnight blue, and stars peeked out from variegated cloud cover. Wasn’t he going to blindfold me again? I looked over at his prone body, trying to make out details in the darkness. All I could tell was that he was a tall guy with this back turned to me. It wasn’t going to be much to identify him by.

Then again, did I need to? It seemed like our interests were aligned, at least. The faster Wolf finished his assignment, the faster I could get back to the city and leave this nightmare in the woods where it belonged.

But then you’ll never see him again, a traitorous, weak voice said.

Fuck me. I needed to shut that shit down right now. Just because he washed my hair and made me yummy soup didn’t mean we could be BBFs. Or… something else.

I slammed my eyes shut and tried to force my brain to turn off, but it was impossible. I’d been asleep for hours thanks to the Jenkinses and their hospitality, and I didn’t have a single grain of the Sandman’s dust in my eyes. I opened them again and turned restlessly on the bed.

Wolf made a tired sound low in his throat. “You got your days and nights mixed up, now.”

“And whose fault is that?” I asked, annoyed.

“So salty,” he murmured with amusement still coloring his sleepy voice. “Put together a mental list of things you need if you’re looking for something to do. My MO is sending another supply drop tomorrow.”

“I am not staying here that long,” I retorted.

“Yeah, you are,” he said with gravelly confidence.

I stared at the darkness, thinking. “You said they want my hacker?”

“I want your hacker, too,” he replied. “Who are they?”

“Would you believe me if I told you it was a dad in Idaho?” I asked, smiling.

He snorted. “Nothing about you would surprise me at this point.”

“Well, he is. I don’t want them to go after him—he has a family. What if I gave them a false lead or something? I could go to Nexxt and pretend to drop a false clue or something.”

I heard him turn on the bed, facing me. “Azura, what are you going to do if they cart you away and torture you for the information? Can you handle that?”

I blinked at the dimly illuminated planes of his face. I could almost see him. He had a strong jaw, and I was fairly certain I could make out dark stubble and dark-colored hair. “They won’t do that,” I said.

“That’s bizarrely naive of you,” he muttered. “I thought you were a shark, Attorney Brady. You don’t think a crime syndicate would illegally detain you, hurt you, or kill you?”

I bristled. He’d pegged my weakness for optimism. “I don’t know.”

“Let Valehart handle the bad guys, Azura.” I saw his teeth flash white in the darkness. “Relax and enjoy your vacation.”

I gave him an annoyed look. “Enjoy my forced vacation?”

“Mhm,” he said, and his voice dropping with exhaustion again.

My curiosity suddenly overtook me. “Why haven’t you blindfolded me?”

“I have to get up in two hours,” he mumbled. “So shut up.”

“Why?”

He groaned loudly, and it went muffled like he’d pressed his face into his pillow. “I have to fly P for recon every two hours to make sure our perimeter is secure.”

“When are you supposed to sleep?” I frowned.

“I’m not. Thank you so much, by the way,” he grumbled. But there wasn’t a lot of ire behind it. He sounded resigned more than anything.

“Huh,” I breathed.

“Can you please shut up now?”

“I think I’ll keep talking,” I smirked. “Should I tell you about my last case? It was a good one. There was this surfer who signed a prenup—” A large, warm hand closed over my mouth, pressing tightly.

“I’m going to have my hacker go after your brother’s medical license if you don’t let me sleep,” he growled, finally sounding irritated. He lifted his hand slowly.

“Bite me,” I drawled.

Suddenly his scent was all around me again, and warmth surrounded me from all sides as he leaned over me, his lips so close to my neck, I could feel his next words on my skin. “That’s starting to sound like an invitation, Princess.” I swallowed audibly. “No?” he teased.

“Definitely not,” I gritted out. Unless you really want to…

Wolf moved away again. “Watch your words next time. Try to sleep.”

There wasn’t much chance of that happening. Not when my heart had leaped to life at his touch and my brain wound up a series of filthy movies like a retro film reel. A faceless man did unspeakable things to me in every highlight of my mental movie theater, and the more they went on, the squirmier I got.

It wasn’t until Wolf got up two hours later and left me alone that I finally settled into a fitful sleep. But even in dreams, I couldn’t escape those thoughts.
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Supply drops were an incredibly mundane event, normally, but now that Nexusum knew I was suspicious, I had to be extra careful about every breach of the perimeter. To that end, I stood just inside the doorway with my eyes on the screen of my helmet while P transmitted a video feed from twenty feet in the air. I watched the pickup truck trundle along the road slowly, its rusted wheel wells visible even from high in the air. I wasn’t sure if Valehart considered that hunk of metal covert or if they’d gotten cheap about their vehicles. Knowing the CEO as I did, it could have been either.

I waited for it to finish the long drive up the mountain toward the house, and my palm rested uneasily on my handgun as I pressed my back against the wall. I wouldn’t have risked the drop at all if I hadn’t been given a testy hostage situation. As it was, we needed extra food, and Azura would need specific things.

Not that she’d told me what. She had refused to give me a list, insisting that she would be gone by tomorrow, anyway. I had no idea where her stubborn optimism had come from, but I had to assume it was part of the reason she’d won so many cases. Believe you can, and you will.

So, I’d had to speculate about what she needed. And nothing had made me more agitated than talking to the supply coordinator about things like tampons and pads and going over the list of prescriptions we’d dug up in her digital medical records like birth control pills she hadn’t ordered since last November. And I’d had to guess her clothing size based off the one dress she’d been wearing when she showed up. Which was also not helpful because it was marked “one size.” The fuck did that mean, anyway? There was no way I’d be able to squeeze into that. Which size was “one?”

She got what she got. If she hated what I’d chosen, then she had no one to blame but herself. Spitefully, I might have chosen a few things I knew would piss her off. That’s what you get, Princess, I thought with a smile to myself.

The truck finally arrived, and following protocol, the driver unloaded the boxes and grocery bags near the garage. I watched him through P’s camera, drumming my fingers on my holster as I did. I’d never actually shot at anyone, and I prayed to God it stayed that way. Shooting people was Ghost’s thing. Or maiming them… or whatever the fuck that guy did.

The driver finished unloading the heftiest drop I’d ever had—by a long shot—and then he reversed, turned around in the driveway, and left again. I waited until he was a mile down the road before telling my helmet to contact the supply coordinator and confirm delivery.

With one last perimeter check, I finally stepped out of the front door and held out a hand for P. Her reflective paint shimmered with greens and browns as she came to hover at my eyeline, and I admired the quiet hum of her little rotors. She landed on my palm, and I clicked her onto her charging port on my tactical vest. With a glance around the cabin clearing, I headed over to the giant pile of cardboard boxes and gray shopping bags that they’d left for us.

By the time I’d finished loading everything into the foyer of the cabin, I had fans whirring in my helmet to combat the perspiration drenching my hairline and neck. I locked the door with a hard clack of the deadbolt I’d installed yesterday while Azura had slept. I’d fixed the doorknob right away after she’d broken it, but I felt the need for something extra now that Nexusum had taken it one step further and tried to drug us.

Like he’d heard my thoughts, a text came through my helmet.

C: My money is circling the drain because you’re fucking this up.

Anger blew through the fear I’d been carrying for months. After Azura had been drugged, I’d realized how incredibly mental this entire situation had become. It wasn’t about my motives anymore.

T: Don’t interfere with my job. I know what I’m doing.

C: If you don’t find the location in a week, I’m done. It’s not worth the risk.

T: For you. But Isla has nothing and you know that.

C: Like I said.

T: Don’t contact me again. I’ll let you know when we’ve gotten the money back.

I swiped the messages away and blocked outside communication. I shouldn’t have allowed him access to my communications channels in the first place, but he’d insisted on being involved despite his reticence.

A thunk from upstairs pulled my attention away from inspecting the grocery bags. With a sigh of annoyance, I left the bags and went upstairs to see what Trouble Esq. had gotten up to this time. As I opened the bedroom door, I looked around cautiously, half expecting Azura to leap out and attack me with a lamp.

Instead, I found her on her knees in front of the bed, hurriedly piling first aid packages back into the black box I’d taken out last night and forgotten to put away. It looked like she’d dropped it and scattered the contents all over my bedroom floor. She glanced up, mostly expressionless except for the hint of doubt I detected in her dark brown eyes. What were you up to, sneaky? I thought with a niggle of amusement.

I let the door close behind me and gave her a questioning head tilt. “Looking for something?”

“Pain killers,” she said stiffly.

“I left them on the bedside table,” I said, pointing to the little blue bottle.

She looked over her shoulder like she was stupid. Which she wasn’t. “Oh, yeah.”

I crossed the room with my eyes darting over the packets, her hands, her body language. “I’ll get it,” I said easily. “Go take your pills.”

She stood slowly, and it was in the way she backed toward the pills that I saw through her. “You sure?” she asked. She had a great poker face, but her poker body was abysmal. Her posture and reactions gave her away every time. I wondered if anyone in the courtroom had figured that out yet.

“Mhm,” I smirked, and knelt in front of the black box to finish tossing in the gauze and alcohol pads that had exploded from the compartments.

Azura went to the nightstand uncertainly, opened the bottle, and shook out an indeterminate number of pills which she pretended to swallow. I smiled, glad she couldn’t see that I’d caught on to her. “I’m going to die of boredom. Can’t you at least let me go downstairs? You have a TV down there.”

“Hm,” I hummed, standing with the first aid kit in my hand. I set it on the bed. “I guess that depends.”

“On?” she demanded, folding her arms. She still wore my light gray sweatpants and too-big, green Henley, and her hair had swept in a wave over her face and down her shoulders in beautiful disarray. If only she looked like that because I’d fucked her senseless. Pity.

I approached her slowly until she did exactly what I hoped she’d do. She backed herself up against the bedside table, and her ass bumped the edge, causing the broken lamp to jiggle. I crowded her personal space and reached my hands around to the small of her back. She glared up at me in outrage. Still grinning behind the safety of my helmet, I moved my hands down her lower back. “Depends on whether or not you intend to stab me,” I said, keeping my voice neutral.

She made a run for it, but I already had her in the circle of my arms. I locked her to me with my left hand and fished the sharp medical scissors out of her back pocket with my right. She punched my right pec with her tiny fist. “Get off me.”

I brandished the scissors in front of her eyes. “Why should I? You’re trying to maim me.”

A glimmer of guilt sparkled across her defiance. “It was insurance.”

“Insurance for what?”

“For,” she paused, looking away. “I don’t know. In case you felt homicidal or something.”

I forced her to look at me by pressing the handle of the scissors under her chin. “Stop. There’s no point anymore. You’re stuck here with me until we can find a way to keep you safe.”

Her glare sharpened like scissor points. “Let go.”

I increased pressure with the rounded handles and she was forced to crane her neck. “Where is the scalpel?”

Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “How should I know? You cleaned everything up.”

“Do you need another pat down?” Woe is me, touching the beautiful Azura Brady.

Only, she didn’t respond with instant ire the way I’d expected her to. Her body drifted close to mine, her eyelids shuttering and her full lips separating a fraction. “No, thank you,” she managed to breathe out.

I indulged in another smile. Oh, Azura, I thought smugly. That dismal poker body of yours is going to get you in trouble. “You sure?”

She blinked and then let out a disgusted sound. “Side pocket.”

I released her, bending down to pat her side pockets, found the scalpel in its plastic package and fished it out. “Thank you very much,” I said, and returned them to the kit before taking it back to the safe box.

When I returned, I passed right by her and went to the bedroom door. She followed close behind me. “Why aren’t you mad? I could have stabbed you.”

“No,” I said with a hefty dose of humor, “you couldn’t have.”

“Oh, you’re just that manly, huh?” she asked, her voice drenched in derision.

I spared her a glance. “You’re like two feet tall. It has nothing to do with my skill level.”

Her eyes sparked with challenge, like she wanted to prove me wrong. “How long are you going to keep me here?” she demanded, changing tactics. As I reached for the handle, she came up behind me and slapped a hand on the door.

I let her stop me and turned to look down at her. “As long as it’s unsafe for you. Weren’t you listening yesterday?”

“I can’t just disappear indefinitely,” she argued. “We’ll lose clients, my life will fall into chaos—my brothers will come looking for me.”

“You’ve been texting Amos regularly—as much as seems to be your norm—and you only text Zev about business anyway,” I shrugged. “They aren’t suspicious.”

“You found my phone?” she asked, surprised. After a double blink, she added, “Wait, you’re texting them on my phone?”

“Not the actual device, but yes. You’re all set for a long vacation in the woods.” I tried to be gentle with her bruised and chaffed wrists as I removed her hand from the door. “I bought you a coloring book. It might calm you down.”

“You bought me a—” she drew back like I’d splashed her with water. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re a little high-strung, Princess. Coloring in the lines might be good for you.” I opened the door and gestured for her to go through it. “And to answer your earlier question, yes, you can come downstairs. I need someone to put away the drop-off supplies, and it’s my day off. I’m feeling lazy.”

“I’m not your maid, jerkoff.” She gave me a look like she’d found a mashed bug under her shoe.

“You’re staying in my house and eating my food. You are what I say you are,” I replied affably. This was way more diverting than it should have been. As soon as I had realized Azura was just a prickly cactus with squishy insides, I couldn’t help but feel drawn to her—to the hurt I saw behind the anger. I knew that feeling. I’d been that feeling for a long time. I also knew the best way to pluck out the needles was through obnoxiously persistent optimism. I happened to be really good at it, and it didn’t hurt that Azura was beautiful, intelligent, and all around fuckable. I hadn’t been this entertained in years.

I knew it was wrong to enjoy teasing her. Hell, it was probably wrong to insist on keeping her instead of finding her a safe house, but I saw something in Azura that called to me. Being around her was like hearing a song from my childhood. I didn’t know the lyrics, and I couldn’t remember actually listening to it, but it hummed in the background of my memories. She reverberated through my past and into my present in a way I’d never experienced before.

I’d been the “Tortured Adored.” I knew what it felt like when everyone around you wanted a piece of you, but they didn’t care what happened to that piece once they had it. Eventually, it had left me fractured and empty. I’d managed to put most of myself back together on my own, but Azura didn’t have to do that. Not if I was willing to hand her a few pieces.

“You’re keeping me against my will,” she reminded me with mild exasperation. “How do you keep conveniently forgetting that?”

“Did you say something?” I asked as I closed the door. “You keep cutting in and out. My helmet filters self-pity.”

She gave me a feline glare over her shoulder. “Take off the helmet, then.”

“Come on, you like the mystery,” I grinned.

“You’re a fucking weirdo,” she stated before trudging down the stairs like a teenager on her way to family game night. I followed after her, encouraged that she hadn’t straight-out attacked me when I’d opened the door. Progress.

When we got downstairs, she looked around at all the bags and folded her arms. “Are you planning on taking other hostages? What is all this shit?”

“You’re more than enough hostage for me at the moment, thank you,” I replied, walking up behind her. “Put all that away, and then you can make yourself some breakfast.”

She barked out a laugh, arms still folded and dark eyebrows curved with derision. “Did you accidentally eat the pie? You’re out of your mind if you think I’m going to help you.”

I’d expected that response. I indulged in a dark smile behind my visor. I’d hoped for it, too. “You’re right. What was I thinking? You’re a hostage, not a friend.” I went to her backpack that still sat by the front door, bent down, and fished out a length of rope she’d packed. Like she’d been planning on spelunking or something. “Probably better to tie you up upstairs.”

Her arms tightened and her glare narrowed. “The fuck you will.”

“What?” I asked, holding the rope loosely as I made a questioning gesture with my hands. “Either we’re friends or we’re enemies. You can’t have it both ways.”

“You’re not clever,” she said.

“I’m a fucking genius. Come on, Princess. Which one is it?”

Sighing disgustedly, she bent down and swiped up a bag. “I do not like you, for the record.”

“I get it. We’re fighting. I’ll be upstairs showering,” I said, dropping the rope and heading for the stairs. I glanced in my peripheral and saw the look on her face. She looked confused at first, and then I saw the speculative, strategic thoughts pull down her brow. I knew what she’d be thinking. If he’s leaving me alone, can I escape?

But I also knew she’d come to the only inevitable conclusion, which was that she had nowhere to escape to. Not without my help. If she accepted that I wasn’t keeping her captive, then she would be more likely to accept my help. And there was no doubt in my mind that she needed my help now. Although, funny enough, she’d offered to help us both by going into Nexxt, and while it was a great idea in theory, there was no way I’d let her put herself in danger like that.

I took my time showering, giving Azura plenty of time to go through the bags and set aside whatever she wanted for herself. When I came back downstairs—still in my damn uniform—I found Azura sitting cross-legged in a padded, floral dining chair. She sat with her back hunched over the table and had a red crayon between her fingers as she colored the “calming adult coloring book” I’d found on the shopping app. A little bit of her tongue peeked out from between her teeth as she concentrated.

I touched my thumb to my pinky and my helmet took a picture. Priceless.

She looked up as I finished descending the stairs. She had an open bag of granola on the table in front of her and had apparently eaten half of it without milk while she colored. She straightened, instantly defensive. “You took your sweet time up there.”

I shrugged, heading for the kitchen. “You’ve been hogging my bedroom.”

She rolled her eyes and shoved granola in her mouth. “Asshole,” she muttered through a full mouth.

“I have bowls, you know,” I said, opening a drawer and pulling out a package of cheese cloth. She didn’t even reply. She just replaced her crayon and pulled out a blue one. She shoveled another handful of granola in her mouth, chewing loudly. I opened the package in my hand. “Or you can… eat it dry. Whatever works.”

“Honestly,” she said, chewing and then swallowing with a wince. She didn’t even have a glass of water. Psycho. “I’ve been making pre-prepared meals for so long, I’m not sure I would remember how to make myself breakfast.”

“I’d say that’s better than going out all the time, but I’m still deeply concerned by that,” I replied gravely.

“I don’t have time for restaurants.”

“That’s sad, Princess. You need to work less,” I teased. I pulled the cheese cloth out of the package and wondered how much trouble this was about to get me in.

“No,” she intoned. “And stop calling me ‘Princess.’ It’s rude.”

“No,” I grinned.

She pursed her lips, still looking down at her coloring page, but I saw the twitch of a smile pull her mouth to the side. Was it bad that I wanted to know what her lips tasted like? Would she taste spicy like her personality or sweet like the person I suspected was underneath all that sass?

Yeah, that was bad. Fuck, I’d gotten myself in trouble, here. Pissing her off would help—which was what I was about to do. I walked around the granite island, folding the long piece of cheese cloth into a thin strip. “Sorry to interrupt your coloring sesh, but I’m sick to death of wearing this helmet today.” I held up the cloth.

She snapped her gaze up to mine. Her cinnamon eyes bounced from my hands to my face a couple times. “Are you for real?”

“Yep.”

She folded her arms and sat back in the chair. “No. Just take the helmet off. I won’t tell anyone about the hideous mole you’re hiding.”

“No can do,” I said with a dollop of genuine apology in my voice. “Trust me; it’s safer this way.”

Azura twirled the blue crayon in her fingers idly, assessing me with her sharp eyes. Finally, she said, “I have stipulations.”

This woman scared me. But I kind of liked it. I wound the cheese cloth around my hands as I took lazy steps her way. “Let’s hear them, Ms. Brady.”

“Two things. Take me with you when you go back out to fly your drone,” she said. Her expression looked calm and innocent, but her eyes were craftier than a Martha Stewart special. “And send emails for me so I can keep up with work.”

I tried to find ulterior motives in her requests, but my brain couldn’t latch onto anything that made sense. “Why do you want to go with me?” I asked finally. I stopped in front of her and leaned against the edge of the table.

She shrugged. “I’m bored.”

“And the emails?” I asked, my brows pinching together.

“If I fall behind, people will get suspicious,” she said with perfectly acceptable logic.

Bullshit, I thought as I narrowed my eyes. But I really couldn’t think of a good reason to deny her requests. And, actually, I’d feel better if she was beside me while I carried out my assignment. She could watch my back and I wouldn’t have to worry about what she was doing in the house on her own. As for the emails, I would just have to do all the typing and make sure her clever little fingers didn’t get anywhere near the keyboard. “Fine,” I said. The shrewd part of my brain made a grumbling noise.

She held out a hand for the cheese cloth. “Interesting choice of blindfold.”

“I thought it would be breathable and let you see some light and shapes,” I explained as I handed it to her.

She placed it over her eyes and tied it tightly behind her head, smoothing her hair under it to keep it from getting tangled in the knot. “I’ll nominate you for the Thoughtful Kidnapper Awards.”

“You’re not clever,” I jabbed with a smile.

She grinned back. “I’m a fucking genius.”

I know you are, I thought with trepidation.


Fourteen

Azura
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Blood rushed to my head as I lay upside-down on Wolf’s couch. I had my feet propped up on the sofa back and my hands supported my weight on the hardwood floor as I balanced myself with my head dangling back. I tapped my feet together as I thought, loving the way the fuzzy pink socks felt with the early autumn chill seeping through the cabin windows behind me. Not that I could see the socks. Wolf had blindfolded me again, and after three days in a row of either being blindfolded or stuck in his bedroom, I’d considered throwing myself out the second story windows to put myself out of my misery.

“Unconscionable what?” Wolf asked.

“Unconscionable provisions or undue influence,” I sighed, arching my back to stretch it.

I heard him type out what I’d said. “Anything else?” he asked. He’d agreed to send emails on my behalf, and because he didn’t trust me with a computer—wisely—I dictated what I wanted him to say and who I needed it sent to. Everyone in the outside world would assume I was working while on location, none the wiser that I’d been kidnapped.

Shrewd bastard.

Unfortunately for him, I was smarter. He had been typing my emails, but his lack of knowledge about legal terminology made it easy to send Zev a clear message about what was going on with me. I’d dropped hints for two days now, and today I intended to hammer the coffin shut.

“Add that we need to explore prima facie elements of Obergefell v. Hodges,” I said, my voice strained as I arched my back. I spelled the names for him as well, and then I twisted, popping my back.

“God, stop that,” Wolf muttered. “You look like you’re going to break in half.”

“Well, that would solve a lot of your problems,” I joked. But I relaxed my body so that I hung limp off the couch again.

“Hey, now,” he murmured, his silky voice softened with amusement. “We’ve made a decent team the last two days.”

Guilt stabbed my chest. We had gotten along just fine, truthfully. More than fine. It was hard to admit that I liked my captor, but the truth was, I hadn’t been this relaxed in a long time. My attempts to escape felt surface deep, at best. I’d been at war with myself for days at this point. My pride wouldn’t allow me to not attempt to escape. But a weaker part of myself wanted to explore who Wolf really was.

To mask my feelings, I groaned loudly. “Me cleaning your shower is not teamwork. It’s desperation.” I pushed myself off the couch and slowly controlled my limbs into a headstand before lowering myself to my feet the opposite direction.

“That was impressive,” he said. He sounded genuine.

“Thank you,” I said with an exhale as I stood. “Yoga is the only hobby I kept after I graduated.” I wobbled a little with my bright-white vision blocked by cheesecloth. The smell of pot roast and vegetables wafted deliciously through the air. Wolf had been torturing me with it all day while it “slow cooked” or whatever. “Send that email and that should do it for today.”

“You really don’t sign your emails?” he asked, his voice laced with reprimand.

I put my hands on my hips. They slid down a little on the slick athletic fabric of my leggings. Wolf hadn’t done too badly with the clothing he’d bought me. Except for the thing, and he knew very well what he’d done when he’d bought that. “Why should I? They know who I am. They’re lucky I’m emailing them.”

His mouse clicked loudly as he hit “send,” I assumed. “You’re a cocky little thing, aren’t you?”

“I earned it,” I smiled blandly. My heart dropped like I’d tied weights to it. Zev can keep me safe. If he finds me, he can take me away and make sure nothing happens to me. So why do I feel like absolute shit right now?

The sound of a laptop snicking closed sounded through the quiet cabin, and Wolf stood from the couch. “I’ll put this downstairs.” His hand slipped into mine—effortless, warm, without permission, but still undeniably soothing. He tugged me forward. “Come sit in the kitchen so I know you’re not going to fall and bash your head open.”

He’d been like this every day. He’d led me places, made sure I was safe, made sure I ate and had use of the bedroom in privacy. It was maddeningly kind, and I couldn’t figure out if he was worried he’d have to abandon his mission if I got hurt, or if he actually cared. The former made the most sense, but he was so gentle about it. It confused the hell out of me. “The cabin isn’t that big,” I snorted. “I can find the chairs.”

“God forbid someone help you,” he mocked, taking another stab at my defenses.

Back, Wolf. This thing is made of brick. I pulled my hand out of his even though a significant portion of my heart wanted to hang onto him. “I got it.”

In true Wolf fashion, he one-upped me by wrapping a strong arm around my waist. He hauled me up against him and dragged me across the living room to the kitchen. “You’re so fucking thorny, Brady. Chill out.”

I went ragdoll limp. “You suck.”

He chuckled as he carried me. My butt hit the padded chair and then he was gone. “I’ll be right back,” he promised.

“Take your time,” I drawled. He laughed, and then the basement door beeped open. I had to hand it to him—he’d been meticulously careful about keeping me away from communication devices. He’d also been frustratingly perfect at keeping his face hidden, waking up well before me in the morning and ensuring that the room stayed dark. I could have tried to get up and turn on a light, but the one on my side of the bed had broken when I’d gotten drugged, and he woke up every time I so much as rolled over. Also, he’d rattled off my exact username and password for my bank account the last time I’d even thought about peeking.

It was hard to believe he’d act on that, though. Not after the three days we’d had together. He threatened a lot, but it hadn’t taken me long to figure out that he was all bluster.

Maybe.

I shifted my weight from side to side as I sat thinking about last night with discomfort. I’d had more dirty dreams about my masked Wolf, and they were starting to really get to me. I wasn’t one to have explicit dreams, but the things my brain was conjuring—unholy. Every one of them. I didn’t even like sex that much. At least not with another person involved. I’d found the perfect way to give myself relief, and I couldn’t imagine a reason to give that up just so I could tangle awkwardly with another person.

Except, apparently, I could imagine it. Vividly. With a sigh, I squirmed, suddenly agitated all over again. Dammit, my brain was a traitor. Benedict Arnold. Only, I couldn’t banish the thoughts no matter how hard I tried, and it didn’t help that Wolf smelled good. And felt good. And sounded like sex on a stick.

“Fuck,” I groaned quietly, letting my head fall to the table. The basement door beeped again, and I sat up straight, my back aching from all the times I’d done that. Every time I began to relax, I forced myself to go rigid again as soon as Wolf was around. There wasn’t a great reason for it. But I couldn’t seem to help it, either. It was almost like if I let myself relax, then I’d be giving up. But giving up what, exactly?

“Are you hungry?” Wolf asked. It bothered me that I didn’t know his real name. I had figured out that the name “Wolf” had something to do with his helmet, and that his team called him by that name over their communication channels. But I also knew he had a name. A well-known one judging by the (deceased? Jesus, I didn’t know what to think about that) Mrs. Jenkins’ reaction to seeing his face.

And, oh, that drove me crazy. Who could be well-known but also moonlight as a secret drone pilot? I sighed deeply, leaning my cheek on my palm. “Sure.”

“What’s the matter, Mopey?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, drawing out the words with heavy sarcasm. “I spend my entire day blind, and you won’t let me do anything interesting. I can’t imagine why I’d be mopey.”

“For the tenth time, you can’t play with the soldering tools.”

“But they’re cool,” I whined. “And I could stick things together.”

“Fascinating. Do you want everything I have in here? I threw potatoes, carrots, mushrooms, and peppers in with the roast.” His voice got further away, and I heard the hiss of a pressure cooker releasing steam.

“Sure,” I said dully, sweeping my hand out in front of me.

“I had an idea,” he continued on like he was hanging out with his bestie instead of trying to cheer up his prisoner.

“Careful, those are dangerous for meatheads,” I cautioned.

“I’m an engineer, you turd.”

I cocked my head with interest. “Are you really?” Did I know any famous engineers? I didn’t think engineers got famous. Then again, lawyers didn’t often, either.

“Anyway,” he emphasized, and I heard plates clink against the granite counters. “I thought we could watch a movie after dinner.”

“How?” I asked disparagingly.

“I’ll sit behind you, and you’ll value your savings account enough to not turn around,” he said simply.

I drummed my fingers against my thigh. “Okay… what movie?”

I heard the evil glee in his voice as he answered, “That depends on your next answer.”

“Oh boy.”

The aroma of roasted beef and vegetables intensified, making my mouth water, and I knew he was probably plating up the food. “Either we are watching Inception, or you can pick.”

I gagged. “Oh my God, please tell me you don’t like that movie.”

“I fucking love it,” he replied vehemently.

“I’m choosing,” I said quickly.

“Okay, but,” he continued, and I tilted my head with suspicion at the tone of his voice. “You have to wear the thing.”

“Oh, hell no,” I retorted, pulling a disgusted face.

“Your call,” he said breezily.

I inhaled slowly, letting my head fall back as I internally gnashed my teeth over the sadistic choice he’d given me. Either I had to watch a movie I truly loathed, or I had to wear the thing that Wolf had clearly bought for me just to drive me nuts on purpose.

Ugh, but Inception.

“Fine,” I snapped. “I’ll wear the stupid outfit. But we’re watching my favorite movie.”

“Which is?” he asked, and his voice was much closer. The sound of a plate being placed on the table in front of me clanged like a dinner bell, and my stomach growled loudly.

“The Fifth Element,” I grinned.

“I don’t think I’ve seen that one,” he admitted. Wolf’s hand caressed mine suddenly, and I started. The warmth from his touch acted like a catalyst, and crackles of pleasure shocked from my fingers to my heart. Stop that, I chastised my body. He pressed a metal fork into my palm. “Sounds good. And I get to look at you wearing the thing all night, so win-win.”

“You’re evil,” I said seriously.

He laughed like a villain, and I heard the chair across from me squeak as he sat in it. “I like my new life as the bad guy. It’s fun.”

“Mazel tov,” I muttered.

We finished dinner quickly, and either I’d been hungrier than I’d thought, or Wolf was actually a kitchen wizard, because I ate three helpings and felt devastated when I was too full to eat anymore. Being stuck with Wolf definitely had some perks. I tried not to let my mind run away with that thought because I meant the food, and when I said his perks were delicious, I meant… food. Only food.

After he had taken our plates, and I heard him wash them, he stood me up and marched me to the base of the stairs with his hands on my upper arms. “Okay, upstairs, madam,” he said with way too much enthusiasm in his voice. “Get dressed.”

“Stop being so giddy about it,” I grumbled. I started up the stairs, and with a grateful sigh, removed the cheesecloth blindfold. I blinked hard, always so startled by the difference between hours of blindness and the painful stab of the lit world. Thankfully, the staircase had remained dark, mitigating some of the jarring transition. I trudged upstairs toward the bedroom with a scowl. Think of the two-hour torture, I reminded myself. Actually, I think that movie’s longer than that. No, this is worth it. Just wear the damn thing.

I dressed quickly, pulling the soft blue fabric over my girly, heart-patterned underwear that Wolf had assured me he hadn’t bought. Apparently, a woman ordered most of the stuff for his drop-offs, and he’d left that up to her. She had odd taste in underwear, but at least it all fit… mostly. The bras were small, and for once, my boobs spilled out of them.

I finished dressing, but as I descended the stairs, I heard Wolf call out, “Hood up!”

I growled unintelligible curses under my breath and yanked the plushy hood over my thick hair. When I reached the bottom of the staircase, I went straight for the couch and didn’t stop even when I heard Wolf blurt out a laugh. As he watched me, the laugh turned long and low, and I could just imagine him bracing himself against the wall with unbridled mirth. He’d placed himself behind me on purpose so he could get a perfect view of the shark onesie pajama set he’d bought me.

Fins and all.

“Oh my God,” he sighed as I made my way around the couch. “That’s amazing. You look so pissy, too.”

“Fuck you, Wolf.” I gave him a middle finger behind me.

“This is the best thing I’ve ever done,” he said, his voice brimming with mirth.

I let out another disgruntled growl as I plunked myself on the couch and swiped up the remote control. There were two windows on either side of the mounted television, and beyond the slats in the plantation shutters, I could tell that the forest had already fallen into darkness. Wolf had one lamp on to my left, but otherwise, shadows stuffed the corners of the cabin and stretched out across the rug.

I used the remote to click around the apps he had on the smart stick he’d plugged in after enduring a full day of complaints from me about my boredom level. As I pulled up the movie, I felt Wolf sit down behind me, and the air suddenly grew warmer. “This isn’t a chick flick, is it?”

I hit the play button and tossed the remote aside. “Too late. You get what you get.”

He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the back of the couch behind me. My body reacted like he’d hugged me, and heat blossomed from my neck to my cheeks. “This doesn’t look like a chick flick,” he speculated as the movie began.

“It’s not,” I admitted. “Shut up and watch.” Except, the whole watching concept ironically went out the window for me because my focus had been diverted to something else. Wolf watched quietly behind me, and his forearms pressed against the back of my neck practically begging me to lean my head against him.

Over the last three days, I’d known that I’d given away my attraction to him more than once. My body responded to his proximity without my permission—every time he walked by, I leaned into his direction. If he helped me somewhere, I melted into him before forcing myself to resist. If he spoke, I listened. If he moved, I followed.

Did he know? Had I been too obvious? And if I had, then what did he think about it? Did he want me to do those things, or did he want me to keep my distance? He certainly seemed to touch me often enough for me to think he didn’t mind it.

For cripes’ sake, I thought in frustration. I’m sitting here wondering what he’s thinking about me when I just told my brother in clear terms that I’m being held against my will. Except, the moment I thought that, the moment I tried to reason that Wolf was a bad guy who’d kidnapped me, the moment I tried to convince myself he was a criminal, I knew immediately that it wasn’t entirely accurate. Yes, he’d detained me after I’d trespassed on his property. That was wrong… ish. But he’d also done his best to keep me safe even when I’d stumbled on some really heavy shit that very well could have killed me.

This is too confusing, I despaired.

The movie continued on, and Wolf leaned forward more, apparently engrossed in the story while I tormented myself by pulling anguished thoughts out of my brain one by one like fingernails.

Let’s say that you admit you like him, I reasoned, working through the problem like I was presenting an opening argument. Let’s say for one second that you forgive him for tying you to a chair, throwing you in a cage, and manhandling the hell out of you for four days. Let’s say you ignore all those red flags. What’s left?

He saved you from poisoned apple pie.

He washed your hair.

He made sure you were safe and healed.

He bought you a coloring book, and his food is really good.

He smells like oranges and grapefruits.

You really like the way it feels when he holds you.

Fuck.

I resisted the urge to knead my forehead because my thoughts had gone from confusing to something much worse. They were making sense.

On the screen, the main girl lay naked under bright lights, and I gasped softly. I didn’t remember that part of the movie. I felt Wolf’s chin tilt down to me, but he didn’t say anything. Wait, I thought with sudden panic. This movie has sex scenes. I forgot about those, too.

He returned his focus to the movie, and I tried to make my eyes process what the characters on screen were doing, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the way his body felt pressed against mine or the way he smelled like citrus. I couldn’t stop thinking about how badly I had wanted to cuddle up closer to him at night. I couldn’t force out the memory of how bereft I’d felt whenever I woke up to find him gone.

Super fuck.

This didn’t happen to me. I didn’t obsess over men and overthink every interaction I’d had with them. What was happening to me?

Wolf chuckled so softly, I barely heard it. “I didn’t take you for a nerd, Azura.”

He had no idea. “I like sci-fi,” I said. My voice sounded hoarse, strained.

“Just when I think I have you boxed up and tidy in my head, you go glitter bomb on me,” he said with some amusement.

Yep. That’s me. Just wait until my enormous brother shows up and beats the shit out of you. Glitter bomb. Poof. “Glad I keep you on your toes,” I replied absently. His arms were so warm. I had a hood between us, but I wondered if he felt silky soft or if his skin was more like his hands—rough and weathered.

Wolf bent his head down close so his words disturbed loose strands of my hair. “You do a lot of things to me, Princess.”

My lips parted slowly. Oh, shit. He does feel this thing between us. But what the hell am I supposed to do with that information? Ignore it? Turn around and attack him with my tongue and lips and teeth and… Mother of God. I’m so screwed.

I reached up a hand, and like I didn’t fully understand what I was doing, I plucked at my bottom lip. I had no idea what Wolf’s lips looked like. So, how was I imagining how they would feel on mine?

I leaned back against his arms, and the gratification of letting my neck relax against him dripped down my back like warm oil. Wolf shifted another look down at me, and then he adjusted his arms so I could relax better and still see the movie.

My heart went haywire. Men had touched me everywhere and in every way, but never had I been this hyperaware of my own skin, of the connection between two innocuous points—his arms and my neck. The charge was so electric, I was sure we could measure it in volts.

“I can see why you like this movie,” Wolf said, his voice so close, he had to be a millimeter away from pressing his face against mine.

My hood prevented me from getting a look at his profile, but I darted a glance his way anyway. “You like it?”

“Well, yeah, it’s good. But that’s not what I mean.” He freed his right hand, still supporting my head with his left forearm. “The main character doesn’t trust anyone. And she thinks she doesn’t need help.”

I bristled. “She doesn’t need help. She’s a badass.”

Wolf’s finger traced my jawline, causing me to jump. Sparks of heat followed his touch as he carved a path to my lips. “I haven’t seen this movie, and even I know that the guy is going to help her. Tell me I’m wrong.”

He was dead on. “That’s not why I like this movie,” I insisted.

“If you say so,” he murmured.

I turned to look at him, and he immediately pulled my hood down over my eyes. I sighed harshly. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll answer that if you answer my question first,” he said softly.

With darkness shrouding my vision again, I sat up and twisted on the sofa to face wherever I assumed he was, leaning forward on the back of the couch and too close to me. “Fine. I’ll bite. What question?”

“Which dream was your favorite?”

My heart gave a painful, panicked squeeze. There’s no way he knows. “What do you mean?” I breathed out.

“I mean the dreams you’ve been having about fucking me,” he said with quiet confidence. “Which one was your favorite?”

The air left my lungs. I started to lift my hood, but he grabbed my wrists and pulled me against the back of the couch. I felt his breath against my lips, and I swallowed convulsively. How does he know? How could he possibly have guessed that?

“You talk in your sleep,” he murmured.

Everything inside of me paused. My blood stopped rushing; my heart stopped beating. I couldn’t draw air. I had said those things out loud? I forced my lips to part. “That… is…” Pull it together, Az. Deny, deny, deny. “… total horseshit,” I gusted out.

He exhaled, and the breath contained just enough of a laugh to let me know he didn’t buy it. “Tell me to let go and I’ll let go,” he challenged.

Heat from his hands seared through my wrists. It made me tingle all over like icy hot menthol cream. I dragged my bottom lip through my teeth, but I couldn’t seem to formulate the words.

His hands left my wrists and came up to cradle either side of my face, pressing the hood against my eyes. “I’ve never wanted to fuck a shark before, but I have to tell you, Azura. You’re sorely tempting me.”

My mouth opened, but the words were stuck. Oh, he’s not joking.

“If you don’t want this,” he whispered, and the crackle of his skin near my skin, his lips hovering just over mine, went straight between my legs. I squeezed them together, already more needy than I’d ever been. “Tell me now. Tell me after I kiss you. Tell me at any point, and I’ll stop.”

I didn’t say a goddamn thing. I barely breathed.

“Hm,” he chuckled.

I closed the distance and brushed my lips against his, and my stomach erupted with flutters as I realized I had guessed correctly; he had gorgeous lips. I didn’t need to see them to know that they were going to be a dream to kiss.

And oh. My. God. They were.

Wolf tilted my head up and pressed his lips against mine before coaxing them apart. His tongue dipped between my lips and flicked along the edge of my top teeth like he wanted to test if my bite was as sharp as I’d threatened. Like he wanted me to cut him. Something about that, something about the mix of his attraction to my bite and the fact that he could overpower me in a heartbeat sent a wild pulse of desire to my aching pussy. He deepened our kiss, and I breathed him in as he slanted his lips against mine. Nothing could have prepared me for the way his mouth felt on mine. I’d been trying to imagine him for days, and the fact that I was feeling him before I saw him drove me insane.

Wolf pulled away, and I scowled, angrier than ever that I couldn’t see him. I couldn’t guess what he was thinking. He laughed softly. “You glare at me even when I’m kissing you, huh?”

“Only because you stopped,” I replied honestly.

He made a sound low in his throat like he wanted to take a bite out of me. “Fuck, woman.”

“That’s the idea,” I grinned.

His reply was to shift his hands from the outside of my hood, slipping them under my hair and cupping my neck before crashing his lips against mine again. I kissed him hungrily, not caring where this need to taste him had come from. There was no point in analyzing it. All I could do was feel. And Wolf felt so good with his mouth on mine. He captured my lips in a dizzying kiss, soft and sweet, and then our open mouths tangled with tongues before he shifted, tilting his head the opposite way like he wanted to explore every angle of my mouth.

I sighed into the kiss, my body melting even as he moved his hand slowly down my neck, tickling the skin as he went. He reached the zipper of my stupid shark onesie, and the zipper made a ratcheting sound as he pulled it down. He paused, his hand poised between my breasts.

The frustration I felt over not being able to see, over having a couch between us, over his hesitation—all of it collided in a huff of frustration. I stood on the couch suddenly, and I felt Wolf’s hands steady my hips like he was worried I might fall backwards. But I knew what I was doing. I knew what I wanted.

I hooked a leg over the back of the couch, and then another, and with Wolf steadying me, I sat on the back of the couch, reached out, and grasped his soft T-shirt. I yanked him between my legs, and he laughed again before cupping my face in his hands. “God damn, you’re cute,” he muttered.

I felt that pang again. The one that made me equal parts sad and angry. I got it every time he complimented me, and I couldn’t name the discomfort, but I hated it. “Shut up and kiss me,” I ordered.

“Yes, ma’am,” he demurred before he bent his head to mine. His kiss had changed, and instead of raw hunger, he devoured my lips with gentle exploration. He took his time, nipping, flicking out his tongue, sliding his lips against mine and then kissing with the softest suction.

It reminded me of something—nothing I’d experienced firsthand. But it was something as familiar to my soul as belonging.

Cherish.

That was the word. He was cherishing me.

I broke the kiss with a startled gasp, my chest rising and falling rapidly. I tried to rip the hood away again, but he pinned my hands at my sides.

Breathless, I asked, “What was that?”

“What was what?” he responded, his voice unbothered.

“That,” I demanded. “That… whatever that was. What are you doing? Just kiss me.”

“I am kissing you.” He released one of my hands to grip my chin between his thumb and forefinger. “What about that got your hackles up, Baby Shark?”

I don’t know, I thought angrily. I can’t tell you if I can’t name it. “Just fuck me if you’re going to fuck me,” I snapped.

His body went rigid under my hands. Then he sighed and cupped my face again. “Azura.”

“Stop,” I gusted out.

He stepped away immediately. I regretted my words and wished I could grab them and shove them back down my throat. Wolf’s voice sounded weary as he said, “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

You didn’t. It was amazing. I’m weird. Come back and do it again. “S’fine,” I mumbled, swinging my legs around and plopping myself back on the couch. “I’m tired anyway.”

“Okay,” he said, his voice husky. “I’ll meet you up there in a bit.”

I stood from the couch, flicked back the hood, and fast-walked to the stairs. My throat tightened and my chest ached in a way that felt so foreign to me, I wondered if I was having a heart attack. What was wrong with me? One moment I’d been enjoying the best kiss of my life, and the next I’d pushed him so far away, I wasn’t sure he’d ever come back. Did I want him to?

Yes. Come back. I need you to come back.

I shook my head, banishing that little voice that had grown louder and louder every day I’d been in Wolf’s presence. I didn’t know who she was, but she was weak.

I had no room in my life for weakness.


Fifteen

Wolf
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Azura dreamed again last night. I’d always been a light sleeper, but with her sharing my bed, I’d become practically superhuman with my ability to wake up at the slightest movement from her end. So, when she talked in her sleep…

I heard every word.

Ordinarily, if I knew a woman was fucking me in her mind, that would be more than enough invitation to make her dreams come true. But this was Azura.

Waspish, sharp-barbed Azura.

Off-limits, beautiful Azura.

Hurt, haunted Azura.

Fuck her and I’m pulling you.

But did that apply if she was already fucking me in her fantasies? She murmured things like “Please, Wolf,” and “Yes, there, God.” She moaned and writhed, and whispered pleas like, “I want you inside me.”

She was running me ragged. I slept like shit, listening to her dream before tumbling into my own fevered fantasies that featured her breasts and hips and soap slipping down her legs.

It was inhuman. All of it. Nexusum couldn’t have devised a worse torture if they tried. I had half a mind to just say screw it and show Azura what it felt like to be worshiped by someone. I wanted her to understand firsthand why she snapped back to anger like a rubber band every time I pulled on her heartstrings. I wanted to show her with my hands and my mouth, and tell her with my words why she was worth tenderness. Because she was so clever, so strong and admirably hard-working, and it defied explanation that she didn’t know that herself. Sure, she blustered and preened on the outside, but inside… inside she waged a war on herself every day. And she was losing.

I wanted to turn the tide somehow. I wasn’t sure I really deserved such a thing, but if I saw it, then I’d be a monster to ignore it.

But there were people counting on me. It wasn’t just a huge, disgustingly wealthy corporation who needed me to succeed. There were people who would get hurt…

People close to me.

So, I had to let her be angry. I had to watch her hurt and toss around in her own confusion while I stood idly by. It was beyond infuriating.

At least I’d agreed to take her with me on a recon assignment. I’d cleared it with MO first, and she’d agreed that it was better to have Azura with me than alone in the house. God only knew what she’d get into on her own. I woke her early, already suited up and carrying a black backpack with supplies she might need while we were out.

She dressed quietly, emerging from the bedroom wearing a pink Colorado sweatshirt over black leggings. She pulled her hair into a ponytail as she exited, and not even glancing at me, she breezed across the landing and down the stairs like I didn’t exist. I scrunched my mouth to the side in annoyance. So, that’s how we were going to play it.

I followed her down the stairs to find her making coffee and rifling through the cabinets. I came up behind her and reached over her to grab the travel mug on the shelf out of her reach. I brought it down and plunked it on the counter in front of her. She ignored me and shifted to the right to shove it under the coffee maker.

It was going to be a long day.

We headed out with darkness still siphoning the warmth from the forest, and my body let loose a shiver as we followed the light from my flashlight down the stairs and toward one of the many paths I’d carved out. I looked over my shoulder to make sure Azura was close. Her breath plumed out before her, hanging in the frozen air like a specter before diffusing into the beam of light. Shadows reached out for our feet as we entered the deeper forest, and I resisted the urge to take Azura’s hand in mine.

She’s fine, I chastised myself. She can hold her own. She’s fine.

Azura tripped, her foot catching on a root and sending her body pitching forward. I lunged, grabbing her by the arms. Something inside of me squeezed tightly, forcing me to pull her against me. Okay, so maybe she wasn’t fine. Or I wasn’t fine.

I was not fine at all.

I steadied her, and she gave me an expectant look like she was waiting for me to mock her. “Careful,” I murmured. “Do you want to hold the flashlight?”

“No,” she said brusquely.

“Touchy,” I teased, letting her go and turning around. I didn’t look back to see how she’d reacted to my words. Azura wanted to pull back, so I’d give her space. My hand twitched at my side, wanting desperately to hold her.

I’d give her a bit of space. A man had his limits.

We walked in silence for a while, and I made a mental note to take my coat with me on my next recon excursion. Frosty ground crunched under our feet as the soles of our shoes cracked thin films of ice on brittle leaves. I glanced over my shoulder again and found Azura’s arms clamped tightly under her breasts as she shivered. If we kept walking, she would warm up, but I felt a twinge of annoyance with myself for not making sure she had warmer clothing.

She blew out a foggy breath. “So, what are you looking for, exactly?”

“Nexusum does everything with air-gapped servers, which basically means that we can’t access them through the internet,” I explained. “We don’t know where they’re keeping them, but we know they’re somewhere near here. They made a secondary location to house their network, we think.”

I heard the incredulity in her voice as she asked, “That’s it?”

“That’s it,” I confirmed with a slight laugh in my voice. The path angled down sharply, and I held out a hand to Azura with one boot halfway down the decline. “But it’s harder to find than you’d think.”

She gave me a hesitant look before taking my hand and pressing her weight into it. “Why’s that?”

“They keep talking about a road,” I said, helping her down the hill and watching her feet to make sure she didn’t twist her ankle on the loose rocks. “But we can’t find anything that looks like a path. And their chatter has been annoyingly veiled.”

“Alright, so what happens when you do find these computers?” she queried with a glance up to me. We reached the end of the hill, and she stumbled.

I shifted my body so she didn’t accidentally tumble down the rest of the path. “Then I’m done. Mission accomplished,” I answered simply.

“Above your pay grade?” she asked with a hint of derision.

“Above my skill level,” I amended with half a smile. “If Ghost is successful, he’ll take out their location here and recover what we need. You should be safe as long as you drop your investigations.” Her heavily lashed eyes flicked up to mine in a telling look before she moved on. She wasn’t planning on dropping it. “Woman,” I warned, stalking after her. “Please tell me you’re dropping it.”

“I can’t,” she said with a lift of her hands. “Not unless your Ghost is willing to share some of the information he gets. I don’t want to walk away without at least something that would help my clients. And my brother.”

Ghost wouldn’t mind helping her, but Charles would. The bastard was as greedy as they came, and he wouldn’t care one microparticle about Azura’s quest to help her brother and his girlfriend. “Azura, I heard about Amos and his girlfriend. I’m sorry it happened, but from what I saw, the guy is behind bars. Isn’t that good enough?”

She stopped, and her eyes went agate hard. “Spoken like someone who’s never been assaulted.”

My blood stalled in my veins, and I slowed as well, turning to face her. Her diminutive frame had gone so rigid, she might as well have been frosted over. I tilted my head in her direction a fraction. “And you have?” I asked, my voice so soft, it barely carried through my mic.

Azura’s eyes fluttered like she wanted to blink but stopped herself. “No. I’ve never been a battered woman, Wolf. Thank you so much for asking.”

The desire to wrap her up in my arms and soothe away the stark pain in her eyes was nearly overwhelming. “Attorney Brady, I didn’t say you were battered. But you clearly know how much it hurts to be taken advantage of.”

She folded her arms like it might shield her from my concern. “Right, because that asshole in your helmet looked it up, right? Don’t assume you know me just because you poked around in my personal life.”

The pull to be near her tugged me a step closer. “I don’t need a search engine to tell me you’ve been hurt.”

The way she looked away told me I’d hit home. “What are you doing, Wolf?” she asked bitterly. “You want me to bare my soul to you? Why? So you can hide behind a mask and then disappear once you have what you want?”

The truth hurt so much, she might as well have slapped me in the face. I hinged my jaw back and forth. On impulse, I blurted, “Tristan.”

Her eyes flew to mine. Even with the visor between us she found me. “What?”

I stepped closer until I was within arm’s length. “Tristan. That’s my name.”

Azura’s nutmeg eyes bounced all over my helmet. “Tristan. Not what I expected.”

“What,” I smiled, and it carried through my voice, “you expected something more predatory?”

“Kinda,” she admitted. Her stance relaxed a fraction. “I don’t think I know any famous Tristans.”

Yes, you do, I thought grimly. You’ve done it, now, moron. “I told you my secret,” I said easily, leaning into her with my thumbs hooked on my vest. “Your turn.”

Unease flickered across Azura’s warm features, pulling her eyebrows together and then tugging her lips to the side. “Alright. I had a shitty ex-boyfriend. Is that what you’re looking for?” Her body mirrored mine, leaning toward me with one foot pushed up on her tiptoes.

I brought my hands to her upper arms, and her chilled body pierced through my gloves. I pulled her an inch closer to me. “Tell me about it.”

She shrugged, but she didn’t fight my hold. “He was a jerk. Cheated, yelled, lied, et cetera. It’s a tale older than time.”

I was missing something here. Another puzzle I hadn’t put together quite the right way. That basketball player might have hardened her heart, but that wasn’t what broke it. “Then why do you get so angry when I compliment you?”

“I don’t,” she scowled.

I smoothed my hands down her arms so I could hold her freezing hands between mine. “Come on, Baby Shark. You can tell me.”

Her chest rose and fell as she inhaled slowly before exhaling, and in that one breath, I saw the crack in the wall that split her defenses. Her lips parted and she looked away again like she was gathering the right words.

My comm feature hissed to life with grainy static, and my Visual Observer’s voice had an urgent grate to it as he snapped, “Live bodies. Wolf, do you copy? Live bodies one hundred feet away at your six.”

I turned, putting my body between Azura and the impending threat. “Comm continuous. I copy. Do you have an ID?”

“What’s wrong?” Azura asked.

I turned off my exterior mic and took her arm, pushing her back up the trail. “VO, do you have an ID or—”

“I’m trying,” he said, his voice clipped. “I’ve been airborne maybe three minutes, Wolf. They’re headed right for you.”

I propelled Azura up the path, ignoring her protestations. “Give me your visual.”

A small screen popped up in my vision, blocking a good portion of my left peripheral. VO’s drone had zoomed in on two hikers, but I couldn’t make out anything about them. His drone flew high to remain undetected, so the visual on people always ended up grainy. I cursed and dragged Azura off the path. Maybe if we found a place to hide…

“Wolf, an order just came in,” VO said. I heard the reluctance in his voice.

“Give it to me,” I shot back impatiently.

“Send the girl on the path to intercept,” he said.

I stopped, my hand yanking Azura against my body like it had its own mind. “Say that again?”

“Send Azura Brady on the path to cover for you,” he said. “That’s an order from Control.”

“Fuck that,” I growled back.

“What is going on?” Azura demanded. “Stop muting yourself. Do you know how annoying that is?”

“You need to retreat and get an ID on them with P.U.M.A. while she distracts them,” VO stated robotically. “Find cover and stay out of sight and use your aircraft to get a close visual. Azura can protect your mission.”

“Like hell she will,” I argued. “Are you kidding me, VO? You know that’s crazy, right?”

“It’s… it makes sense,” his tenor voice said with some defeat. “And it’s an order. You’re on thin ice as it is, Wolf. Follow directives or they’re going to pull the plug.”

I swore again, and my fingers tightened around Azura’s arm. She glared up at me. “Ow, you animal. Will you stop it?”

I loosened my grip. “How far out are you?” I asked VO.

“I’m at least three miles adjacent. I’m not going to make it in time,” he said. That would be against orders too, but he was willing to come, at least.

I released Azura, and clicking a button on my right palm, I turned on my haptics. Using my fingers and eye-assisted visuals, I pulled up my messages. I found Ghost and sent off an order. It was going way over several heads, and I was going to get my ass handed to me for it, but I wasn’t a field operative like he was. If things went south, then at least Ghost could protect her from a physical altercation. To my VO, I said, “Fine. I confirm.”

“Good luck,” was all he said. “I’ll confirm a visual when you’re airborne.”

“Fuck this,” I muttered, turning on my exterior mic again. I took Azura’s shoulders in my hands. “There are hikers coming up the path. My operators want you to carry on hiking and protect our cover. They want you to pretend you’re just a girl on a hike.”

Her eyes flared. “Are you for real? What if they’re dangerous?”

“If you say no, I’ll respect it,” I assured her. I didn’t add that it would completely burn every bit of progress we’d made at this site and force us to start over somewhere else if she refused and our team pulled out. And that, in the process, it would likely ruin several lives.

She chewed on her lip, thinking. Her ponytail had loosened during our hike, and the early morning light cast golden shadows over her skin. She found my gaze again. She was getting good at that, even when I wore my helmet. “Okay.”

Apprehension filled all the empty spaces in my stomach like poison. “Alright. I need you to keep them distracted while I use P to get an ID on them. I won’t be within earshot. You’ll be on your own.”

She nodded without hesitation. “I’ve got it.”

Warily, I released her shoulders. “You’re sure?”

“Go, Wol—Tristan,” she said with a cocky tilt of her head. “You don’t trust the lawyer to talk?”

I don’t trust my nerves with you in danger, I thought. “I trust you,” I said reluctantly.

Azura turned and jogged back to the trail, and I forced myself to turn away from her and run in the opposite direction. I followed a deer trail through the thick foliage, watching my boots as I ran. My heart slammed against my breastbone like it was trying to bang my ribcage open. The longer it took me to find an adequate hiding place, the longer Azura was on her own.

The terrain sloped up to a craggy outcropping, and I sprinted up the hill and around the rocks to a shadowed area. I unhooked P, powering her to life, and without preamble, I launched her. The cameras blinked to life, and I enlarged her screen, blocking my own visual.

I sent P back in the direction I had run from and kept her low, skating the surface of the ground, which her sensors helped with. The forest rushed by as I guided her, dodging trees and lifting above thick undergrowth. My pulse hammered in my ears as I searched for the path from my lower vantage point. I pulled up a map of the area to my left.

“VLOS positive,” VO said. “I have you, but barely. Slow down, Wolf.”

Like hell, I thought caustically. “Just keep your visual. Do you have Azura?”

“I’ve got her. She made contact.” And I had no idea what they were saying, yet. I guided P around a tree and VO barked, “Eight feet and closing. Stop.”

I slid my thumb back on my fingers and slowed P to a crawl. Her reflective paint would help camouflage her, but I had to keep her hidden or this would be for nothing. P’s cameras pushed through leafy saplings, and then her sensors locked onto bodies. I set her to a low hover and focused on the camera settings, zooming the image in past the brush and watching as the square targets locked onto three figures.

Azura stood with her back to me, facing the downward slope of the hiking trail, and she had her hands hanging off the straps of her backpack casually. In front of her, two men in hiking clothing and wearing sunglasses and baseball caps gestured with their hands as they spoke to her in an apparently relaxed manner. I got pictures of their faces and sent them off to MO.

Then I turned up the mic amplification, calibrating it until Azura’s voice sounded so clearly, she might as well have been right by my side. Which she wasn’t. And that made me irrationally terrified even though I could see she was fine.

“… thought I would like it more, but I don’t think the views are worth it,” she laughed.

The young, shorter guy to her left chuckled. “I think most people think they like hiking, but yeah, I’ve had some dates go badly, for sure.”

“You’re doing it wrong, then,” the other guy joked.

Azura snorted. “Like there’s a right and wrong way to torture a person on a first date.”

“Hey,” the taller, dark-haired man to her right shrugged. “I’ve got tricks up my sleeve.”

Try one, I dare you, I thought darkly.

“Well, good luck with that,” Azura said. “Just so you know, this path leads to a cabin. Not a lot of views,” she added.

Smart, Azura, I thought gratefully. Test why they’re here.

“I told you we took the wrong path,” the shorter man said, smacking his companion’s arm. Stockier and half a head shorter, he had light, dusty blond hair and a square face.

“Sorry,” the taller man grimaced. “We didn’t mean to trespass or anything.”

“No, you’re fine,” Azura said, waving one hand. “It’s an easy mistake to make.”

“Our cabin is that way.” The blond tilted his head down the path. “Want some brunch?”

“Eh, I think I’m good,” Azura said with easy amusement. “My boyfriend is running behind, but I think I’m going to suggest a lodge spa day instead of hiking when he catches up.”

“Aw, come on,” the dark-haired man cajoled. It was then that I noticed how huge his calves were. And his arms. In fact, both of them were built with well-honed muscles that, like mine, were easier to hide with baggy clothing.

Fuck.

“I’m good,” Azura said, and her tone said she meant it. “You guys enjoy the hike, though.”

They exchanged a glance. Azura took a step back.

Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe.
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The Starsky and Hutch look-alikes in front of me gave off definite “hired goon” vibes. I hoped I was wrong, but the only thing their hiking outfits were missing were store tags. Every thread was in place, their shoes looked like they’d removed the cardboard toe inserts just that morning, and neither of them had backpacks on. They looked like bouncers who had just taken up a hiking hobby.

I took a step back toward the cabin.

“Aw, boyfriend?” the shorter guy asked with a nauseating smile. He had short-cut, dirty blond hair and one sharp incisor.

“Not sure I’d go stomping through the woods on my own,” I joked.

“Well, he can come, too,” the taller man offered. He flashed a set of perfectly white teeth that clashed with his orange tan. “We can team up and play cornhole.”

I had no idea what in the hillbilly nonsense “cornhole” was, but I wasn’t keen on finding out from these two. “Seriously, I’m good, guys. It was nice to meet you, though,” I said, gesturing down the path. It was a clear signal for them to be on their way, but they weren’t taking the hint.

Or they were ignoring it.

“We’ve got beer,” the younger guy added, raising his hands in a placating way.

I took another step away. “I’m good. And I’ll be honest; you’re both making me uncomfortable now. I think you should go back down the path.” Any normal person would immediately respond to something that direct, but they didn’t.

They exchanged looks again, and my heart rate kicked up. I started to put distance between us. They followed slowly. “Hey, we don’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” the taller, dark-haired man said. “I’m Ben, and that’s Tyler,” he said, gesturing to his friend. “We’re just bored, honestly. We didn’t know there were other cabins around here.”

I tried to size them up. They were both at least a full head taller than I was, even with their height differences, and as fast as I was, I knew they’d catch me before I could run uphill. I looked around like I might be able to see P, but I saw only thin pine trees and rich autumn colors lined with copper morning light. I turned back to Ben and Tyler. They shared the same expression—arrogant certainty. Whatever they wanted, they were going to get it.

“Are you both here alone?” I asked, my mind scrambling to keep them busy. My only hope was for Tristan to return. But how far had he gone? Had he been able to get their pictures? “Or are you,” I gestured between, “like, a couple?”

“My boyfriend would never go hiking,” Ben grinned.

So much for throwing them off. “Can’t say I blame him,” I smiled weakly.

“Hey, it’s not a far walk.” Tyler gestured with his head down the hill again. “I think you should come with us.”

Translation: walk with us or be carted away. Even when Tristan had tied me to a chair, I’d never felt fear like this. It clogged my throat and seized my back with iron fingers that felt like they would snap my spine. Clamping my teeth hard, I nodded stiffly. “Alright.”

“You’ll love it,” Ben assured me, and they flanked me.

“Whew, babe, I’m so sorry,” a familiar voice said from behind me suddenly. I turned slowly, hardly able to believe what I’d heard. It was Tristan… without his helmet.

The rising sun backlit his body as he ambled over the steep incline. He had taken off his helmet and vest, but still wore the black, long-sleeved shirt and pants that made him look like a bodyguard. The sunrise illuminated the planes of his face as he caught up to us, and I stared in unabashed, open-mouthed wonder at Tristan’s features.

Gorgeous. Perfectly, devastatingly gorgeous. Tristan had dark brown hair, which I’d suspected, but it curled over his ears and around the nape of his neck like it was just a little too long and his helmet often creased it. His mouth, wide and perfectly cocky like I imagined, gave me a half smile over straight white teeth. As he reached us, he rubbed his straight nose with an ungloved hand and gave me a slight eyebrow raise.

Up close, it was his eyes that really gave him away. One hazel and one green, his heterochromatic eyes caused me to instantly recognize him. He was that Tristan. “Y-you,” I stuttered.

Tristan came to stand next to me and hooked an arm around my waist, pulling me against his side. He looked at Ben and Tyler. “Hey there.” He held out his free hand. “Tristan. What’s up, guys?”

I pulled my eyes away from Tristan with enormous difficulty to see what Tweedle Dick and Tweedle Turd thought. They gave him a shocked perusal. Tyler shook his hand. “Hey… whoa, you’re Tristan Valehart.”

“That’s me,” Tristan said confidently.

I resisted the urge to give him crazy eyes. Tristan fucking Valehart? Like… the American Prince himself? What the fuck?

Ben shook his hand as well. “Wow, an honor to meet you, man.”

“Ah,” Tristan shrugged one shoulder. “No big deal. Where are you guys headed? You lost? We can offer you some water or…”

“No,” Tyler held up two hands, backing down the hill. “We appreciate it, but we’re good. We just got turned around.”

“Nice meeting you both,” Ben said, just as eager to retreat.

“Careful out there,” Tristan said. The hard edge to his words seemed to suggest that it wasn’t the wildlife they should be worried about.

“For sure,” Ben agreed. He looked at me and gave another half-hearted wave. “Thanks again.”

I didn’t even bother to respond. I was too stunned. Tristan took my hand and calmly led me away from the “hikers,” and back up the hill. I turned my head to look over my shoulder, but Tristan reached up and took my chin in his strong hand to turn my face forward again. “Don’t,” he warned.

I swallowed hard, looking forward at first, and then back up at him. He slanted a look down to me. I mouthed several questions but couldn’t get one to pass my lips. My feet tripped on a rock, and I stumbled.

Tristan steadied me, and like it was the most natural thing in the world, he pulled me to his body and hugged me tightly. I felt his chest rise and fall, and it was only then that I was made aware of the rapid pace of his heart. His breathing was labored too, a fact he’d somehow been able to mask. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yeah.” My voice sounded distant to my ears.

He pushed me away from him, hands on my arms and eyes dancing all over me. “Are you sure? They didn’t touch you, did they?”

I gaped at him silently.

“Azura,” he reiterated, shaking me gently.

“Yeah,” I blinked. “I mean, no. No, they didn’t touch me. I’m fine. I’m just… I’m—” I tripped over my words worse than my feet on the rocky trail.

He blew out a breath, looking to the side where the men had disappeared into the trees. “Fuck, you scared me.” His throat bobbed as he returned his gaze to mine. “You did so well. Really. You were brave, Azura.”

I gave him a look like he was nuts.

“What?” he asked, concern tilting up his brows. They were lighter than his hair, the color of toasted almonds.

“You’re Tristan Valehart?” I accused.

He looked down at himself like he’d just realized that fact himself. He shrugged, giving me a cheeky smile. “Yeah.”

“What?”

“Are you starstruck, Princess?” he teased with another heart-melting tilt of his lips.

“I’m—I—are you kidding me right now?” I asked, pulling away from him to punch him on the arm. It was like punching a block of ice. Which was appropriate given that he held the speed record for the Alaskan Polar Plunge if social media news was to be believed.

“Violence,” he chided with a joking grimace, and his features were so expressive, I wondered how I’d spent a week with him and not seen a single one. “No need to add battery to your growing list of charges, Ms. Brady.”

I gestured toward him in silent question.

Chuckling, Tristan took my hand in his and led me back up the path. He looked over his shoulder, and in that moment, I realized he was still on high alert. He just wanted me to feel at ease. I swallowed against a dry throat and followed his gaze. They were gone, but did they buy our cover?

He led me off the path and through thick saplings and ankle-catching undergrowth that tripped me up often enough that Tristan didn’t take his hands off me. I wasn’t mad about it.

He stopped suddenly and bent down to pick up something. As he stood, he held up his small, reflective drone in his hand. “I dropped her as soon as I realized those guys looked like Navy SEALs.”

I gave him a questioning tilt of my head. “Are you allowed to show me your face?”

“No.” He shrugged one shoulder.

“Where’s your helmet?”

He rotated half a turn, looking, and then tugged me a few feet ahead to where he’d apparently discarded it in the middle of the forest. “I didn’t have a lot of time to consider how I was going to keep you from getting,” he paused, looking up in thought. “Re-kidnapped?”

I snorted, giving him an incredulous look. For once, I was completely tongue-tied.

“Anyway,” he continued, scooping up the helmet and letting go of my hand so he could place it back on his head. He rotated his head to stretch his neck as it settled and clipped back onto the neck piece. He paused as his mic turned on, and I couldn’t help but feel crushing disappointment that his face had disappeared so quickly. “You’re safe, so that’s all that matters.” He shrugged on his vest, looking down as he lined up the Velcro panels.

“Yeah,” I agreed faintly. My head swam, and I suddenly felt like my mouth had lost every ounce of moisture. I teetered precariously.

“Whoa.” Tristan reached for me and took my forearms in his strong hands. “Sit down, Azura.”

“I’m f—”

“Sit,” he snapped.

I couldn’t even swallow. I had no spit. My mouth had become the Gobi Desert, and then my body lit up with energy like a power grid after an outage, causing my pulse to run away with a painful churning feeling. My stomach lurched. I let Tristan ease me to the ground so my back rested against a thin pine tree.

“Breathe. Relax,” he said, squatting in front of me. “You’re safe. It’s okay.”

I stared at his visor in a stupor. “What is happening right now?”

“You’re breathing,” he reminded me with a hint of amusement. He leaned forward, and his citrus scent surrounded me as he reached his arms around my torso. My eyes fluttered closed as he unzipped my backpack to pull out my white, sports-style water bottle. When he pulled away, I felt like I had when he’d put his helmet back on—bereft.

I took the water from him and drank it gratefully. It settled my stomach and put some moisture back in my mouth. Tristan twisted left and then right, still crouching in front of me. He leaned his forearms on his thighs, and his mic switched off. He probably had a lot of explaining to do to his team.

I watched with interest as his head bobbed left and right, tilted, and then angled back as he talked with someone. Or several someones. I drank more water, watching him and hating that I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Was he in trouble? Had we ruined his mission?

Wait, fuck, did I care?

I did. Holy shit, I really did. I cared, and not because I wanted to catch these motherfuckers who thought they were better than God and the universe. I cared because it was something Tristan cared about.

And I’d ratted him out to my brothers.

I leaned my head against the tree trunk and looked up, sighing. The cracked, orange and yellow leaves trembled on a soft breeze, echoing the tremor in my heart. I cared.

I cared about his mission.

I cared about his safety.

I cared about Tristan.

And I’d royally screwed him over. Shit. I had to find a way to tell him. But if I did, what would he do?

“Okay, Princess,” Tristan sighed, and I shivered a little as his amplified voice slipped under my skin. “We’re in the clear. Ghost and VO are tailing them, but they don’t seem to suspect anything.”

Without moving my head, I slid my gaze to his. “Are those two going to get ‘disappeared,’ too?”

“No one got ‘disappeared.’ Relax.” He stood and held out his hand to me. He still hadn’t put his gloves back on, and I placed my palm against his. Tristan tugged me to my feet, and whether he’d meant to or not, he pulled a little too hard so I fell into his arms.

He wrapped them around my waist, holding me close. I stared at his black-clad chest and hoped my frantic heart wasn’t too obvious before I flicked a look up to his visor. “How much trouble are you in?” I paused as a realization dawned on me. “Wait a second. If you’re Tristan Valehart…”

“Don’t bother finishing that thought,” he replied sardonically. “My uncle does not coddle me. More accurately—” he stopped, cutting off whatever thought he was about to share. “Well, it doesn’t matter. I’m in a smidge of trouble, but I’ll handle it. You feeling okay to hike back?”

I squared my shoulders and pushed against his granite pecs. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

Tristan gripped my chin and gave it a gentle shake. “Okay, Baby Shark. Whatever you say. Watch your feet, though.”

We made our way back up the path, and with daylight filtering through the autumn trees, I found it much easier to keep my footing. Although tripping had its merits. Tristan hiked just behind me, and I suspected that if I stumbled, he’d be right there to catch me. No wonder I’d lost my head over him. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had cared about me like that.

And then I wondered if anyone ever had at all. My brothers cared about me in a “keep her alive” kind of way. My boyfriends had cared about me in selfish ways. Clients were appreciative of me. My mother had loved me, I knew that, but her death had clouded every memory I had with her.

Let me show you, Tristan had said. I stole a look over my shoulder at him as we approached the steps to the cabin. My heart squeezed, and my dreams over the last few days revved up and projected themselves into my mind like a flickering movie screen. My face heated and my foot slipped off the first step leading up to the cabin.

Tristan scooped me up like he’d been waiting for it. He pulled my back against his side to avoid the vest and tilted his covered face down to mine, pressing cold glass against the side of my face. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I breathed out.

“I don’t believe you,” he said with that laugh in his voice I’d become addicted to.

How was I supposed to tell him that my clumsiness had nothing to do with the idiots who’d made a bungling attempt to kidnap me, and everything to do with him? I leaned back against him, staring at his arm around my waist. “Maybe I just wanted you to touch me again.”

The angle of his head deepened like he wanted to get a better look at my expression. “Say that again?” I bit the inside of my cheek. He squeezed me against his hard body. “Hm?” he hummed playfully.

I screwed my eyes shut. “I said, maybe I… fuck.”

“Princess, if you’re going to fuck me, it’s not going to be a maybe.”

I dragged in a breath, suddenly impossibly hot. “Don’t you have cameras in that helmet?” I squeaked out.

Tristan turned me in his arms suddenly, fitting my front to his side. “Not if I turn them off.”

I traced the rounded edges of his helmet with my eyes. “Did you?”

“Yes,” he said, and his voice had dipped, losing some of its lightheartedness.

What was left of my breath left my lungs in a whoosh. I could feign ignorance. I could pretend I didn’t know what that meant, but I knew exactly why Tristan would say that. He wants me as badly as I want him.

I backed up a step, and he let me go. I started up the stairs, my gaze on him, and I licked my lips. Tristan folded his arms. “If you’re playing games with me, Azura Brady, I’m going to spank your ass.”

I grinned and backed up another step. “I like games, Tristan.”

He followed me, arms still folded. “What kind?”

I shrugged, lifting myself up another step on my tiptoes. “I could tell you. Or… I could show you.”

Tristan ripped off the Velcro on his vest. “I’m watching, Princess. Show me.” His vest slid over his arms, and he held it loosely in his hand.

“Are you going to blindfold me?” I asked with narrowed eyes. I’d reached the main, wooden steps that led to the porch, and skipped up them, keeping my eyes on his body as he slowly advanced on me.

“Do you want me to?”

I shook my head. “I have a better idea.” I backed up to the front door and pressed my back against it. I couldn’t open it without his key.

Tristan reached me, and without hesitation, fitted the front of his body to mine as he dropped his vest to the ground with a heavy thud. He pulled the keys from his pocket and hovered them in front of the door handle. Before he inserted them in the lock, he tipped up my chin with his free hand. “Azura. Games are fun but tell me with your words what you want from me when I open this door.”

Never in my life had I been turned on by a man like I was with Tristan. He was asking me about consent, and somehow, that stoked the embers in my body to a raging wildfire. Breathless, I let my eyes dance down the length of him and back to his shielded face. “I want to gag on your cock, Tristan.”

“Fuck,” he whispered. He jammed the keys in the lock and suddenly the door gave way, and in one fluid motion, he swerved us through the doorway, closed it, and pressed me against the other side of it. With one hand around the small of my back, he reached up to press the flat button on the side of his neck.

I grabbed his hand. “Wait. Do something for me.” He cocked his head in question. I cleared my throat, hardly believing I was going to say what I wanted. My breath felt thin in my lungs. “Leave it on.”

Tristan braced his right hand on the door beside my head. “You want my helmet on?”

I nodded, not trusting my voice. My hands splayed out on his chest, moving down to his stomach. He feels so much better than I dreamed.

“Azura,” he responded tightly, and his head bowed toward mine like he was having a hard time keeping himself from doing something. “Are you sure?”

I nodded again. “You said… I mean, if I talked in my sleep…” I trailed off, not sure how to say it. It was my job to talk other people in circles and dizzy them with my logic, and suddenly, I couldn’t string together a coherent sentence.

“Oh, you talk,” he drawled. “It didn’t occur to me that you were imagining me with my helmet on. But it makes sense.”

I dipped my chin down affirmatively, staring at where I knew his eyes were behind the visor. “It’s probably Stockholm,” I breathed.

“I don’t care what the fuck it is,” Tristan ground out. “You want to play out your dirty dreams, Azura?”

Words escaped me entirely. I nodded mutely.

Tristan pushed himself away from the door, straightening. He undid the black leather belt around his hips. “Then get on your knees.”
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Ilowered myself to my knees, my eyes on Tristan’s towering body and my pulse thudding so hard, I felt it in my neck.

Tristan finished undoing his belt, and pulling it out carefully through the loops and gun holster, he walked over to the dining room table to place it on the walnut surface. He glanced over at me on my knees in front of the door. “Take off your sweatshirt.”

I obeyed, guiding my arms through the sleeves and then pulling it off gratefully. I’d been freezing earlier in the morning, but at the moment, I could fry an egg on my forehead. I’d put on a loose, long T-shirt that hung down over my hips, but I hadn’t bothered with a bra.

Tristan came to stand in front of me again with his hands low on his hips. “Take down your hair.”

Giddy anticipation jangled my nerves, and I slid the hair tie out of my thick hair. My black hair fell like a silk curtain over my shoulders. I stared up at him expectantly.

He tilted his head like he was surveying how I looked. “Ms. Brady, where’s your bra?”

My nipples hardened under his gaze. “I forgot it,” I said, my voice wispy.

“You forgot it?” he demanded, and his head shifted with his question.

I nodded, licking my lips. Okay, so maybe I’ve been waiting for an opportunity to take off my sweatshirt and tease the shit out of you. Sorry.

As usual, Tristan saw right through me. “Devious of you, Baby Shark.” He took a step closer to me, putting my eyes level with the zipper on his pants. “What were you hoping I would do if I saw your nipples?”

I tapped my fingers on my thighs as arousal swirled around low in my belly, latent and waiting. “I wanted you to want me.”

“Oh,” he laughed low and dark. “Would you like to see how much I want you?” I nodded, my eyes skipping from his pants to his mask. Tristan shook his head. “Words, Azura. I need to hear it.”

“Yes, I want to see,” I rasped.

“Are you going to be a good girl and suck my cock, Princess?” Tristan asked, his arms folded over his toned chest.

“Yes,” I gusted out.

“Show me.”

Desire like an electric shock went straight to my pussy. How was he so good at playing along with this? Fuck, he was hot. I reached out and slipped my hands inside the waistband of his black pants, and then I tugged him closer to me. He obliged, arms still folded. I undid the button on his pants, and with an unsure glance back up at his emotionless mask, I unzipped them.

The thing with Tristan wearing his mask was that I couldn’t gauge his reactions to what I did. And I fucking loved it. I didn’t have the brain space to figure out why, but the idea that his only reactions would be seen in his body language was driving me wild. And I wanted to drive him as crazy as I felt. With a rush of power, I inserted one finger into his tight, black sports briefs.

Tristan’s sharp inhale carried across his mic. I smiled like a cat, and then as I examined his briefs, a realization hit me between the eyes. No wonder I hadn’t noticed his erection when I’d been showering. His underwear was made with compression and protection in mind, and between that and his loose pants, he’d been able to hide it. I gave him a speculative look.

He let his head fall to the other side. “Problem, Azura?”

I shrugged, smiling. “No.”

“Stop toying with me and pull out my dick,” he ordered.

Yes, sir, I thought with a clench of my thighs. I slid my hand under his briefs, and my fingers caressed smooth skin over his rock-hard erection. A satisfied sound escaped my throat, and I pulled the fabric down to free his dick.

Oh. My. God. Perfect. Fucking perfect. His cock was just wide enough and just long enough that I could feel it between my legs, between my lips, and saliva pooled under my tongue. I’d never seen a better-looking dick my life. No wonder he knew what he was doing with our game here—he probably got more pussy than a Taylor Swift concert.

I wrapped my fingers around him, and the sound he made, distorted by his mic and savagely low, made my pussy gush. I slid my hand down the length of him, gripping the base of his shaft and then moving back to the tip. I brushed my palm over a dot of precum, sliding it down his cock to lubricate the movement.

Tristan bracketed my head with his hands, not pushing me anywhere, but I knew what he wanted. I flicked a glance up at him, and the image of this masked, toned man holding my head and pulsing his hips just inches from my face made me so wet, I was sure it would start to leak down my legs. I bent my mouth to the head of his dick, and slowly, swirling my tongue around the tip, I eased my mouth over him.

Tristan groaned again, and I smiled around him in satisfaction. The fucking power—it was euphoric. I sucked him deeper, to the back of my throat, and Tristan supported my head, his hands tangling in my hair as I squeezed the shaft of his cock. Up, down. Up, down. I pushed him to the fleshy back of my throat before moving back up.

“Relax your throat,” Tristan grated out. I had a serious gag reflex, and it had been ages since I’d gone down on a man, but the way he ordered it, I felt my throat immediately release tension. Tristan guided me forward and pulsed one, two, three times to the back of my throat until I gagged, and then he retreated. “Jesus, fuck,” he rasped. “Good girl. Just like that.”

One, two, three, retreat. Just when I gagged, he would pull back, and then I sucked him back in. One, two, three, retreat, deeper each time he pumped his dick to my throat. I stroked the base of his shaft as I gagged softly and pulled back, and his fingers tensed in my hair.

Suddenly he pulled away, and gripping my hair, he turned my face up to him. “Take off your clothes.”

Blinking, I licked my lips and gave him a confused look. “Okay,” I whispered. I wasn’t sure where he was going with this, but I didn’t mind letting him lead as long as I got that rush of power again. There was nothing like making a strong man weak in the knees. I slid off my leggings before pulling my loose tee over my head, and freezing morning air hit my skin like a splash of ice water. I shivered, still on my knees, and leaned toward Tristan again.

He cupped my chin and forced me to look up at his visor. “Make yourself come.”

“What?” I asked, pulling my eyebrows together.

“Make yourself come,” he repeated, pulling his briefs back over his swollen cock. “While I watch.”

Saliva pooled in my mouth, and I swallowed hard, reaching my hand down my belly to the crease between my legs that throbbed with need. He held my chin in his hand, and I had no choice but to stare up at him while my fingers found my clit. I blew out a hot breath and the pads of my fingers found the tender spot, and then I had a pang of self-consciousness.

I had a hooded clitoris, so the cute little pearl that most women enjoyed wasn’t something I had been gifted with. I knew where the center of my pleasure was by feel, but it took such a specific amount of pressure to bring me release, I had never tried in front of another person. That was why I preferred my vibrators to awkward, fumbling sex, ordinarily.

I hesitated, my eyes darting from one side to another. Tristan stroked my jaw with his thumb. “It wasn’t a suggestion, Princess. Show me how you pleasure yourself.”

Well, if I couldn’t be free and devoid of self-doubts in a cabin with a masked stranger whom I’d never see again, then where could I be? I used my labia to press and rub against the sensitive area, and my eyes fluttered at the wave of sheer pleasure it brought. I’d already been so turned on just by taking Tristan in my mouth, I felt like the slightest touch might set me off into pulsating waves of satiation.

I rubbed in circles and then in strokes, finding the familiar pattern I was used to. Tristan released my jaw and stepped away. “Keep going.”

Heat suffused my cheeks as I brought myself closer to my climax, and I watched him with half a glance as he went into the kitchen. Part of me wanted to know what the hell he was doing, and the other part didn’t care. I was naked while my masked fantasy man was watching, and I had never been more infused with stark desire. I lost focus on Tristan, my eyes blurring as my fingers and the erotic spectacle of my naked body on display for him took over my reason.

I curled in on myself, hunching against the tightness that pulled me into my aching core. Tristan returned, and as he did, he took my chin in his hand again. “Stop.”

I groaned, reluctantly returning my eyes to his mask and halting my progress. “Why?”

“Open your mouth.” He slipped his thumb between my lips and tugged down, pressing the pad of his finger against my lower teeth. I obeyed, and he slipped an ice cube in my mouth. “Suck on that.” I did, darting looks up to him and down to his groin where he was lowering his briefs again. “Spit it out,” he instructed.

I frowned up at him, thoroughly confused, and sucked on the ice before slipping it back into his palm. With his other hand on the back of my head, he pushed me toward his gorgeously erect cock, and I slipped my freezing mouth over the head of it.

He groaned, his head falling back, and then I understood. I sucked and dipped, down and up, taking him as far back as my throat would allow, and then he pulled me off, slipped the ice cube in my mouth, and flicked my nipples idly as I rolled the cube around in my mouth. I contracted with every flick and pinch of my nipples, so close to an orgasm I thought I might get there just from an errant, filthy thought.

Then the ice was in his palm again, and he guided me to his dick. He pumped it just as deep as before. One, two, three, retreat. One, two, three, retreat. I gagged, and he pushed me further down, almost punishingly, before releasing me again. “Fuck, Azura,” he said, his voice barely a guttural whisper. “Put this back in your mouth, and when it melts, we’re doing things my way.” The way his voice dipped down, the way the mic carried it across the space between us was just mechanical enough to make me shiver.

Tristan slipped the ice between my lips again, and then he stepped away, pulling his briefs over his erection again. Pants undone, he folded his arms and watched me.

I kneeled on the floor, swirling the diminishing cube of ice around in my mouth and wondering if that had still been “my way,” then what the hell did it mean when we did things his way? Still sucking and swallowing cold water, I stood, narrowing my eyes at him and deciding that if I was going to get another twenty seconds of control, I had better use it. I should have felt weird about being completely naked while he stood in front of me clothed and masked, but I didn’t. This was wrong, wasn’t it?

If it was, it was the first time in my life I hadn’t wanted to be right. I slipped the thin ice cube from my mouth, and leaning back against the wall next to the front door, I stared him down while I brought the ice between my legs. Slowly, I pushed it into my pussy. My breath contracted sharply as the cold burned against the searing heat at the apex of my thighs, but I only tilted my pelvis forward to give me better access. I pushed it as high up as my fingers would allow. A shiver chased goosebumps down my arms.

Tristan didn’t flinch. Didn’t so much as move. I gave him a challenging eyebrow raise. How will you know if it’s melted or not now, genius?

I folded my arms under my breasts, still leaning against the wall and smirking at him like I’d won some kind of chess match. I wasn’t sure what I’d won though. The anticipation was going to drive me mad.

The burn from the ice receded, and just as I felt water trickle down the inside of my thigh, Tristan hit the button at the side of his neck, lifted the helmet, and for the second time since I’d met him, his gaze pierced straight through me.

This was the real Tristan. This face matched his name. This wasn’t Wolf. It wasn’t my abductor or my nemesis. This was Tristan. Bold, funny Tristan. Gentle, provoking Tristan. His eyes, one like the deepest green of late summer and the other the crisp warmth of autumn, found mine with unrelenting intensity. His left hand, grasping his helmet, fell to his side, and he took a step toward me. It rang out unnaturally loud as his boot connected with solid wood flooring. “Smart Azura. Always one step ahead of me.”

I flattened my back against the wall, still maintaining my challenging stare but knowing that whatever silent game we’d been playing, I was about to lose spectacularly. I couldn’t fucking wait. “Bold of you to assume the ice melted,” I challenged.

Tristan set the helmet down by the front door, but his gaze never wavered from mine. He stood, his muscles contracting and flexing like a graceful, predatory feline. He took another step, and it put him in my space, crowding me, surrounding me, confusing me. His face was still so new, and yet I knew him. I knew him better than people I’d been around for years.

He traced a line up the column of my throat with his finger before pausing just below my lips. “I guess I’ll just have to fuck you and find out.” I went momentarily speechless, my lips parting and my breath halting like it had grabbed onto my ribs with two hands.

Tristan bent down his head, angling it so his mouth hovered just over mine. “Tell me one more time, Azura. I want to hear it.”

“Hear what?” I breathed out.

“What do you usually say when I make you speechlessly angry?” he challenged.

My brain spun back to life and pulled every string of desire tight against my center. “Bite me,” I whispered.

He growled, bit my neck with a sharp sting, and then licked a path to my mouth. Then he kissed me with bruising strength that made my legs shake.

That was when I realized it had never mattered if I could see his face or not because my eyes fluttered closed, and like the first time we’d kissed, he devoured me. Lips sliding on silky lips, and then teeth pulling my bottom lip into a soft bite before he switched angles and delved deep into the kiss like he’d been waiting a lifetime to taste me. I leaned into him, wrapping my arms around his neck and molding my soft curves to his unyielding shape.

Tristan pushed me hard against the wall with his body, and then he bent slightly, sliding his hands down my ass to the backs of my thighs where he lifted me. He hitched me up, and I wrapped my legs around him. Solid. Rock solid. The way he held me left no doubt in my mind that if he wanted me here, then I would stay here. Still kissing me hungrily, Tristan fitted the outline of his cock against the open slit of my pussy, and I moaned into his mouth.

I reached between us, seeking the waistband of his briefs, but he pulled away from our kiss and wrenched my hand back up to his shoulder. Still pressing me firmly into the wall, wedging my body between it and his dick, he gave me a stern look. I’d known his voice could do that, but his face giving me a hard stare was almost more than my aching clit could take. I’d never had a man look at me so completely, like he saw every crevice of my soul and he knew exactly what to do with it.

“Do you want to fuck me, Azura?” he asked softly.

“Desperately.” My fingers toyed with the little flipped-out wisps of his dark brown hair at the nape of his neck.

“Then I get to say three things. And you have to look me in the eyes while I say them. And if you flinch, counter, argue, or deny, then I’m dropping you right here and taking a shower,” he replied seriously.

I gave him a half-amused, half-confused tilt of my eyebrows. “Okay. Shoot, partner.”

“You’re gorgeous,” he said immediately. His heterochromatic eyes started a quick perusal at my hairline and dove down between us.

I swallowed hard. Stop it, I thought despairingly. I’ll take anything but that. I schooled my features into neutrality, and somehow, it made his words burrow a little easier into the hard-packed dirt of my heart.

“You’re shockingly innocent and trusting,” Tristan continued, and he reached up a hand to caress a line from my cheekbone to my chin.

My pride screamed in agony. It was torture not to bite back. Not to make a joke. Not to swipe away his sincerity with a jibe. I jammed my molars together as I breathed deeply and stared at him instead.

“And you’re worthy of being cherished,” he finished softly, his eyes holding mine.

His words speared through my defenses with a deafening crack. My ears rang and I zeroed in on his gaze with tunnel vision that blocked out everything else. He cares, I thought with a realization that was both jarring and so inevitable, it should have been blatantly obvious to me. He cares about you. He sees you. He’s seen the worst of you, and he still wants you. I couldn’t find words to respond.

But Tristan spared me from trying because he bent his mouth to mine and captured my lips in an achingly tender kiss. It was like the kiss he’d given me the night before—vulnerable and full of compassion. It stole what was left of my breath and sent my heart skittering.

Tristan kissed a tickling line up my jaw and then down the column of my throat. He paused at the base of my neck, and with a teasing puff of air against my heated skin, he skimmed his lips against the sensitive spot. Then he closed his mouth over my skin, and as he sucked, I arched my back in rapture. My eyes closed again, and all the panicked, confused thoughts fled my mind like a flock of startled starlings. With one hand still holding my ass and pinning me between him and the wall, Tristan reached between us and slid his cock from his briefs, poising the head of his erection at my entrance.

He pulled away to glance at me with eyes glazed over with desire. “Are you sure, Azura?” he asked. I nodded, still speechless. He pressed a soft kiss to my lips, and moving them against mine he murmured, “Words, Princess.”

“Fuck yes,” I growled back.

I felt him smile, and then he kissed me deeply, supporting my body with both hands as he guided his cock into my soft, wet pussy. I pushed my hips down, taking him deeper, and let out a muffled sound of satisfaction. And then we were moving together, and I was lost in the delirious bliss of his cock filling my pussy, of the way he glided slowly out of me, controlling my weight as he held me against the wall before pumping me full again.

He pulled me so close to an orgasm, I gasped, suddenly completely overwhelmed with the idea that I wasn’t in control of any of this. My body was responding to Tristan in a way it had never responded to anyone, and the orgasm he’d driven me to felt reckless, wild, and uncontrolled like falling with a broken parachute.

Tristan had no mercy on my conflicted thoughts, and he had no idea that he’d unraveled my perceptions of what my body could do and what I was capable of feeling. He drove in and out of me relentlessly, picking up his pace and bending his face toward my neck, breathing heavily. The tug I felt, the clenching climb toward my orgasm suddenly became unbearable, and I didn’t know how to react or what to do about it. If I reached out for my orgasm, I was sure it would shatter me like an imploding glass house.

But if I didn’t reach for it, if I didn’t allow this consuming wave to crash over me, I knew I would regret it. I slid my hand between us, and Tristan leaned away obligingly, his eyes skating over me as I tilted my chin up, and closing my eyes, I let my fingers press in just the right spot over my clit.

Tristan drove me straight into my orgasm with inexorable steadiness, and I gasped out loud as the breaking tension slammed through me in devastatingly exquisite waves. Pulse after pulse brought me closer and closer to the ground, but I was fairly certain my heart was on the floor and my soul had fled to another plane of reality.

Tristan had paused when I had let loose, and he held me tightly to him, his body shaking and his head bowing forward again as he found his release. I melted into his embrace, my forehead leaning against his shoulder and my arms draped loosely around his neck.

It was only as I was coming down from the distracting euphoria that I realized the enormity of what had just happened.

I’d fucked my captor.

And he wanted to cherish me.
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Itook Azura upstairs, and while she showered, I changed out of my uniform, hoping against all the odds that Charles wouldn’t call me anytime soon to dress me down for the whole “suspicious hikers” incident. MO and Control had patched in together after I’d put my helmet back on, and I’d more or less told them I’d schedule a meeting with them later. I was more focused on getting Azura back to the cabin. MO had admitted that she hadn’t thought it was likely I’d be able to hide my identity for much longer, and Control sounded more nervous about the state of P and my W.O.L.F. helmet than anything else.

I sneaked a look at Azura in the shower, and my dick went hard in an instant. She had her head tilted back, and the morning sunlight cast her slim, naked body in a bronze light like a sculpture at the Louvre. I blew out a breath and pulled a soft maroon T-shirt over my head, peeking at her over the collar again as I tugged my arms through the armholes. Fucking perfection—every sassy inch of her.

Azura looked my way, her lashes flicking sparkling drops of shower water down to her cheeks. A sly smile curved her lips.

I’m a goner, I thought grimly. I’ll never want anyone else after this.

When she had toweled off and pulled on a black sweater over a pair of drawstring shorts, she sat on the edge of the bed to pull on a pair of white, cable knit knee-high socks. I sat next to her and kissed her temple, pulling another smile from her. She glanced up at me. “I can’t stop looking at your face.”

I chuckled. “Shit, that’s what I should have been doing all along. Hide my unremarkable face for so long that the chick I’m dating is fascinated by it when she finally gets an eyeful.”

She frowned, giving me a reproachful look. “What do you mean ‘unremarkable?’ You’ve been in every magazine for the last decade.”

“That has more to do with my dead, rich parents than my face,” I admitted.

Her straight, black eyebrows tilted up with concern. “I do remember reading about their plane crash. I’m sorry.”

I shrugged because there wasn’t much else I could do. It hurt like hell every day. Then I tapped her hand. “But hey, I get how hard it is that people can google your pain.”

Her expression silently agreed, albeit reluctantly. “I’m sorry you do. I’m new to it, though.”

“I’d argue that’s worse.” I scooped her up and plopped her on my lap. “It’s disorienting to have your life put on display. I can teach you a few things.”

Her eyes went glossy and warm. “Oh yeah? You’ll teach me things, huh?”

“All kinds of things,” I whispered, bending down to skate my lips across her jawline. I kissed her softly, inhaling her scent and loving that she smelled like my shampoo mingled with her own Azura sweetness. She kissed me back, threading her arms behind my neck and pressing her body against mine.

Oops. I framed her face and pulled away from the kiss. “Before we get ahead of ourselves, I have plans for you.”

She pouted slightly. “What does that mean?”

“It means you ruined our movie date and I’m fixing it,” I smiled.

That put a definite sparkle in her eyes. She curled up her legs on my lap. “Are you going to make out with me like you did last time?”

“No,” I smirked. “I am not.”

“Boo,” she jeered softly, but her lips stayed tilted up, nonetheless. I slid my hands under her knees and behind her back and picked her up. She kicked up one foot. “Will you stop that? Put me down.”

“I kidnapped you, though,” I replied gravely, moving toward the bedroom door. “I take that responsibility seriously. I have to haul you around everywhere.”

“You have effectively manhandled me many times. Well done. Now, put me down.”

I obliged, setting her down on her feet at the doorway, but I took her hand in mine as I led her down the stairs. “Alright, story time, Baby Shark. You know a lot about me from my tabloids, I’m sure.”

She shrugged. “A little. I don’t read celebrity gossip if I can help it.”

“Good, because most of it is nonsense,” I responded, giving her a half smile as I pulled her toward the kitchen. “One thing they got right was the salacious story about my half-sister, though.”

“Hm,” she nodded thoughtfully. “I think I remember that. Your mom had an affair, right?”

“She did.” I hoped my tone conveyed how very little I cared about that. I couldn’t resent her for it—my father had been obsessed with his business and although he had been a kind, gentle man, he had all but ignored all of us. “My sister, Isla, was born when I was ten.”

Azura did a quick calculation. “She’s only twenty, then?”

“Right. Our parents died literally months after she was born, and I grew up with her visiting summers and whenever her dad traveled to the states.”

Azura turned a warm, sympathetic gaze my way. “That must have been terrible for you both.”

“I think it affected us in different ways, but yes,” I admitted. “Anyway, we have a stupid tradition, and I’m hoping you’ll help me with it.”

She cocked her head, stopping at the kitchen island. “How’s that?”

“We used to make her favorite cookie on her birthday if she happened to be with us, which is the day before Halloween. She’s not here with me to make them, but MO already approved my sending her a package from a separate location. So… want to make my sister cookies?”

She blurted out a laugh, her expression equal parts twinkly and derisive. “I don’t bake.”

“You do today,” I grinned, going to the pantry wall and unhooking “The Great British Baking Show” apron from the wall and then coming to stand behind her. “And we’re starting off with a bang because I’ll bet you’ve never heard of these.” I looped the apron over her head and reached around her to find the front strings. I paused, pressing my jaw against hers and sneaking a kiss on her cheek. “What do you think?”

“I think…” her voice faltered, raspy and breathless. She cleared her throat. “I think you’re distressingly endearing, and it doesn’t bode well for me.”

“Perfect.” I flashed another smile before pulling away to tie the strings at the base of her back. “Oh, and we’re making kourabiedes.”

“Koo-rah-what?” she asked, pulling a face over her shoulder.

“They’re the Greek equivalent of Italian wedding cookies. Isla liked them because they looked like little ghosts.”

“Cute,” she replied sincerely, and turned to lean against the island. She spread her arms out before her. “Well, chef. What do you need me to do?”

We spent the next hour and a half making an absolute mess of the kitchen. It took us two tries to get the consistency of the kourabiedes just right, and then we rolled them into balls and put them on a baking sheet lined with baking parchment. Azura told me about her brothers and admitted that they didn’t have any cute traditions worth mentioning. I found out that was because her father had been an absolute asshole. Her Israeli heritage had been ignored by their father and hidden by their mother, but she said she remembered her mother making rugelach around Hanukkah even though their dad made them celebrate Christmas.

I talked about being raised by my uncle and what a harrowing experience that had been. It was what had put me in the tabloids to begin with—my rebellious twenties. I’d managed to do alright in college, but it was a miracle between the partying, sex, and antics. She laughingly admitted that she did see a few stories—like the goddamn inflatable dolphin incident—and I confirmed that those were unfortunately true.

As we dusted powdered sugar over the sweets to finish them off, Azura turned to me, holding her sugar-coated fingers out in front of her gingerly. “So, your uncle runs Valehart Industries, right?”

I nodded, placing a carefully dusted cookie into a Halloween-printed cookie tin. “He does.”

“But you still stand to inherit a good chunk of it?”

“Partially,” I grimaced. “My parents left me enough money to buy shares if I want to. I’ve held off because I’m not sure I want to have anything to do with my uncle or the business.”

She handed me a dusted kourabies. “If you’re in the top one percent, but you don’t want anything to do with Valehart, then what are you doing here?” she asked.

“Nexusum took my inheritance,” I said softly. “And my sister’s. And a good chunk of my uncle Charles’.”

She turned a shocked look my way. “Are you serious?”

I nodded solemnly. “I was already working for the company because I enjoy it. Engineering saved me from a pointless existence sometime in my mid-twenties. I realized that I had an affinity for it, and the idea that I meant more than my inheritance gave me immeasurable confidence.”

Azura nodded along, and I knew it was because she understood that feeling. She had grown up helpless, mourning, and lonely. She knew what it felt like to be bolstered by personal success and hard work. “I’m glad you found it. But it sounds like your uncle is using it against you.”

“Absolutely he is,” I replied grimly. “But coming here was my idea. Charles reluctantly agreed to let me chase the funds with Valehart tech, but he said if he didn’t get his money back, then Isla and I would never see ours again, either.

“He’s had it out for her since my mother cheated on my father. He’s never given her a cent. He had her inheritance locked up in a trust fund until she turned twenty-one, but when it disappeared,” I shrugged. “He didn’t give a single fuck.”

I saw the little pucker that formed between her brows as she considered the situation. “So, basically, you get your uncle’s money back or your sister goes penniless.”

“And she won’t take anything from me, either,” I scowled. “She has a silent illness called dysautonomia, and she needs regular medical care. She barely allowed me to provide her with medical insurance and pay for all her treatments, but she said anything past that, and she absolutely wouldn’t accept.”

Azura got a sharky look on her face. “I could fix that. Your uncle’s refusal to replace her stolen inheritance, I mean.”

My lips pressed together, and I couldn’t help a smile. “I don’t doubt it. But I’ll get her money back. I’m not going to fail. If I do, it puts Isla at risk, and I’m not doing that.”

She nodded, dusting another kourabies in powdered sugar. “My brothers would do the same.” She paused, looking forward like she’d just remembered something.

“What?” I asked.

She turned a wide-eyed look on me. Then she blinked and looked back down at the sweets. “Nothing. I was just thinking about work.”

I quirked a brow. What are you up to, Baby Shark? “Anyway, yes, I could have passed this operation onto someone else. But I’m good at what I do, and I want to make sure we succeed here. I like control too,” I said, elbowing her gently.

She gave me a rueful smile. “I have no idea what you mean.”

That wasn’t the only thing we had in common, it turned out. I wasn’t as much of a comic book geek as she was, but our upbringings had been similarly fraught with tension and anger, and we had both worked hard to succeed in our fields to overcome our trauma. And we both liked cheap box macaroni and cheese.

However, I still knew someone had traumatized Azura far more than she was letting on. I knew she’d tell me eventually, and I knew patience was the key there. So, we packed up Isla’s cookies and then curled up together on the couch to watch The Fifth Element again—this time with no kissing or fighting. I made her coffee, and we ate leftover kourabiedes while discussing the merits and downfalls of the movie. I didn’t hate the film, actually. Was it my favorite? Not really. But it wasn’t bad for its age.

When it ended, Azura attacked me. She’d been nestled under my arm comfortably, but as soon as the credits rolled, she turned and straddled me on the couch with a sly look, and it caused my breath to freeze in my lungs. My body responded immediately, and I circled her waist with my hands. “Did you not hear the part where I said we aren’t kissing?”

“I don’t have to kiss you,” she countered, arching one brow.

“You are very poorly behaved, Ms. Brady,” I drawled.

She leaned in, and she smelled like butter and sugar. “Well-behaved girls don’t get what they want, Mr. Valehart. And I always get what I want.”

“And what do you want?” I asked, my voice dropping to a husky whisper.

Her eyes fluttered slightly with that shuttered look I was beginning to recognize as her defense mechanism. But she seemed to push away some of her reservations because her eyes held mine with reluctant sincerity. “You said the word ‘cherish.’”

Fuck yes, I thought with a mental fist pump. Tear down the walls, Azura. Let’s do this. I took her face gently between my hands and stroked my thumbs over her cheeks. “Literally nothing would make me happier than to show you.”

She pulled the corner of her full mouth between her teeth, and for the first time, I sensed that Azura had entered unfamiliar territory. Kidnapped? She handled it. Drugged? She shook it off. But offer to adore her? Completely lost without a map. I intended to fix that.

I flipped our position so she lay under me, and I supported my weight on my knee so I could hover over her. “Can you play along and do what I say, Princess?” I asked, giving her a meaningful look.

She nodded. “I can try.”

“Good,” I murmured, bending down to hover my lips over hers. “Because I’m not going to fuck you. I’m going to make love to you.” Her breath contracted, but I didn’t let her think about it too hard. I caught her gasp between my lips, and there it was.

Kissing her was like standing in the middle of a fireworks show. My ears popped and my heart beat furiously in my chest as I gave myself over to the pure delectability of devouring her mouth.

She tasted like powdered sugar, and the sound she made when my hand found her stomach under her sweater made my groin ache. Fuck me dead. The sounds she made. I’d never heard anything like her. She had a raspy, low voice that made me want to draw moans out of her over and over again.

I slid my hand up her belly, dancing a swirling line up to her rib cage and to her breasts which she hadn’t bothered to cover with a bra again. Thank you, Jesus. I kissed her languorously, enjoying every flick of my tongue against her sighing mouth, and my fingers skated a circle around her nipple. She arched her back, reaching for me, and I evaded her with a smile against her mouth. Instead of giving her what she wanted, I kissed the underside of her jaw, licked the sensitive skin, and bit her softly.

She responded with a little, strangled sound of arousal, and I had to keep myself from prematurely pressing my erection between her legs. I wanted to take my time. I wanted her to know what it felt like to have someone savor every bit of her. I wanted her to know what it was like to have someone care more for her pleasure than theirs. Azura had the body of a muse and the soul of a warrior. If that wasn’t perfection worthy of worship, I didn’t know what was.

I moved further down her neck, licking and nipping and drawing breathy sounds from her as she bucked under my touch. As I reached the base of her neck, I pressed the pad of my finger against the tip of her nipple with the slightest pressure, and she jerked, panting. She was so sensitive, it was almost too easy. The slightest touch set her off, and it gave me a rush just to feel her react beneath me.

I brought my hand back down her body, and she made an inarticulate grumble of protest, but I grinned against her skin as I brought the hem of her shirt up and bared her breasts to the cold afternoon air. Her nipples hardened into little peaks, and I bent to blow lightly first on the right and then on the left. Azura gusted out a breath, and her hands came up like she wanted to stop me. I used both my hands to press her wrists into the couch cushions. I didn’t need my hands. Yet.

I grazed my lips against the peak of her nipple, and she jerked again, moaning softly. She had her head thrown back and her eyes closed. I took my time with her nipples, hovering over them, puffing warm and then cold air over them, and teasing them with my lips before I finally flicked one with my tongue. She squeezed her legs tight between mine and tensed as I deepened my tongue lashing. I circled, lapped, and finally sucked, and she went wild beneath me, writhing and panting.

“Tristan,” she groaned. “Please.”

I bit down softly on a nipple, causing her to flinch. “You’re not even close, gorgeous. Relax and enjoy it.” She made a frustrated sound and opened her eyes to find mine with a reproachful glare. I gave her a playful half-grin. “You promised.”

Azura groaned and her head fell back against the couch pillow again. She drew in a deep breath. “Alright. Alright.”

I blew on her nipple, which was wet from my tongue, and she made a muted shrieking noise. I grinned and kissed her breast. Hell, I could do this all day.

I spent a little more time working her into a frenzy, but I knew if I worked her nipples too much, she’d feel it less, and there was no chance I was giving up her jerky reactions to my touch on her breasts, so I moved my mouth to her sternum, licked a line down to her belly button, and kissed just above it. She melted under my touch, and I released her wrists so I could untie the drawstring on her shorts. She sighed like she was about to find some form of relief, but not a fucking chance I was going to allow that yet.

I pulled down her shorts and underwear, grateful that they were a little too big for her because they slid easily down her hips and legs. I pulled them all the way off, and I stared down at her body laid out on the couch under me. Her sweater was still pushed up over her breasts and she wore those adorable, white socks that covered her calves and knees. She lifted her head, eyes smoldering as she watched me take her in.

I loved that she loved her body. It was sexy as hell. I scooted down the couch, and with excruciating slowness, I peeled her socks down her legs, kissing her soft skin as I went. She sighed again, and her muscles gave way under my touch. When I had her socks off, she sat up, removed her sweater, and reached for my shirt. I let her, wanting to feel her warm, copper skin against mine, and she pulled it over my head with a feral gleam in her dark eyes. Then, they dropped to my joggers.

Puffing out a laugh, I stood from the couch and dropped them with a joking eyebrow raise. She laughed, pulling her knees up and draping her arms over them loosely as she watched me with hungry eyes. I joined her on the couch in my briefs and gathered her to me, unwilling to let go of lusty, moaning Azura. I stretched her back out and bent my lips to her neck. She exhaled with a sound of satisfaction, and I let my hands wander. I squeezed her breasts, trailed my fingers down her ribs, and traced the entire outline of her stunning body with my hands, kissing her mouth, her belly, her thighs, and then finally dropping a kiss above the crease between her legs.

I flicked a glance up at her. “Azura?”

“Huh?” she huffed out, eyes half-lidded with desire.

“You’re beautiful.”

I saw her throat work and her eyes misted over. “Oh.”
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Tristan Valehart’s mouth was an inch from my pussy, and I could hardly believe it. I still struggled to reconcile his face with the one I’d seen on magazine covers and clickbait articles. The Tristan I knew was so full of depth, so hurt and healed, so protective and vulnerable, I felt like I’d never lived a day without knowing he would be a part of me.

“You’re beautiful.”

His words crashed through me with catastrophic force, and I felt my resolve crumble under it. Tears clogged my throat, and irrationally, I wanted to fall apart along with the rubble of my inner walls. “Oh,” I said, because I didn’t have any other words. It was “I’m fucked” and “I think I might love you” all rolled into one.

Tristan held my gaze, lifted one leg, and slid down the couch to bend his mouth over my pussy. I let my head fall back, staring at the wood beam ceiling as he spread me wide and bent to lick a languid line toward my clit. I worried suddenly that he would be weirded out by my lack of noticeable clitoris, but he didn’t seem to have any trouble finding it. He pressed his tongue against the sensitive nerves, and I jerked straight toward a climax in a snap. I gasped, arching my back again.

He eased back, and like he’d done with my nipples, he blew cold air over my clit. I moaned, and my hands lifted to my head, grabbing fistfuls of the pillow beneath it as I screwed my eyes shut. He had one of my legs hitched over a strong shoulder and the other cocked out to the side, and it gave him complete and total access to my pussy. He took full advantage. His tongue licked and plunged, teasing around my clit, circling it, before he pressed it with hard pressure and retreated again to dip down inside my aching center.

I panted, moving my hips uselessly to bring myself closer to him and my release. Tristan used his free hand to press his thumb just above my clit, and like it was the most natural thing in the world, he exposed my clit to cold air in a way even I had never tried. He took it between his teeth and gently sucked.

My world rotated on its axis. Everything flipped upside-down, and I gasped as my darkened vision exploded like dying stars. I held my breath, my orgasm breaking just as spectacularly as my walls had. He brought me to such an intense orgasm, I cried out and my legs shook under the shocking force of it. I felt a tear leak out from the corner of my eye and wet my ear. His tongue eased my orgasm away, massaging gently as shock after shock rocked through me.

I let out a harsh breath and blinked my eyes open. Breathing hard, I lifted my head to give him an incredulous stare, which he met with a cocky smirk. Tristan pulled his body up to hover over mine. With a curious glance at my features, he kissed the drying trail my tear had left over my cheekbone. “Do you want me to stop?”

“No,” I breathed immediately. “God, no.”

He kissed my other cheekbone. “I don’t think I can ever get enough of worshiping your body. I’m not sure I can give this up, now.”

“Don’t,” I suggested, still dazed.

He grinned. “If you insist.” Tristan kissed the tip of my nose, my jaw, and finally my mouth. I tasted myself on his lips and it sent another wave of arousal straight to my pussy. He flicked one of my nipples, which he hadn’t touched in a while, and they were just as sensitive as they’d been when he’d begun his torturous demonstration of what “cherish” felt like. His fingers played with the sensitive buds idly, flicking, pinching, circling. I was quickly becoming addicted to this kind of powdered-sugar, sweet sex.

“Tristan,” I groaned, lacing my fingers behind his neck and pulling his heterochromatic eyes down and level with mine. “If you don’t fuck me soon, I’m going to sue you for emotional damages.”

“You’d win, too,” he smiled, and he pinched one nipple almost to the point of pain. Then he licked the seam of my lips, and the ache between my legs became downright painful. “How bendy are you, Princess?”

“Bend me over anything,” I growled. “Bend me in half; just fuck me. You’re driving me insane.”

“Perfect,” he said honestly. “It’s not fun if you don’t know how much I love working you into a state.”

I let out a garbled sound that made no sense whatsoever.

Tristan lifted my leg again, the one closest to the outside of the couch and the same one he’d had over his shoulder a moment before. He put it on his shoulder again, but this time, he straightened it, and it allowed him to fit the outline of his cock against my slit. It pulled at the backs of my thighs slightly, but otherwise… God, he had me in a perfect position. It was like he knew. He knew I needed access to my clit, and he had somehow guessed that deep penetration worked best with my limitations.

With my ankle on his shoulder, Tristan lowered the waistband of his gray briefs, freeing his cock. Unconsciously, I licked my lips. I wanted him inside of me so badly, I felt like I was burning up on the inside. He reached between us and gently massaged the side of my clit as he fit the head of his cock against the wet entrance of my pussy. I huffed, looking at the ceiling as desire clenched tight at my core.

“Azura,” he grated out. I looked up again with a questioning glance. He pressed his thumb over my clit. “Eyes on me.”

My heart lurched, and in that moment, I locked eyes with him. He slid the head of his cock inside of me, and the rush of desire it sent through me felt so much stronger with his eyes hooked to mine. Then he thrust deeply inside of me, stretching my leg against his body and filling me so completely, I felt the urge to roll my eyes back. But I held his gaze, and it ripped at the seams of my emotional wounds in a way I didn’t expect.

He moved slowly, his gaze burning into me, and I panted, fisting the couch beneath me. He rubbed my clit in the exact way I had done on my knees in front of him, and I realized then why he’d had me do that. He’d wanted to know how to pleasure me. He’d taken my lead and run away with it so wildly, I didn’t think I could ever come back from it.

Tristan picked up the pace, but he wasn’t in a hurry. He kept me at the edge of my precipice, moving his thumb in teasing circles over my clit as he pumped in and out of me, and it was all I could do not to close my eyes and lose myself to the sensations. But his eyes had me, and I couldn’t look away. I’d never looked a lover in the eyes before, but it struck me straight to the core of my being. When we both reached the point of no return, when he quickened his pace so punishingly I wanted to scream for release, I broke.

I broke and broke and shattered so completely, it happened from the inside out. I let out a gasping whimper as my orgasm took over, and Tristan finally looked down, his face scrunched hard with the intensity of his release.

Silence fell over our labored breathing, and I realized I was covered in sweat, and we’d made a puddle on the couch beneath us. Goddamn.

Tristan looked down, and realizing the same thing, he snorted and gave me a guilty look. “Whoops.”

“It’s not good sex if you don’t need an upholstery cleaner after,” I grinned, although on the inside, I was anything but flippant. Tristan had just taken my entire world in his hands, crumbled it to dust, and rebuilt it in a matter of minutes. I’d never had anyone look at me the way he did. I’d never had anyone care for me in the heat of passion. I’d never had anyone treat me with so much careful respect and teasing adoration all at the same time. He’d completely undone me.

He laughed, helping me off the couch. His eyes darted from my face to my body. “You’re a yummy mess, Brady.”

I couldn’t help but smile again. “Thank you. I am.”

“I’ll meet you upstairs in just a minute.” He scratched the back of his head and glanced at the couch. “I have to scrub away the evidence of our sins.”

I picked up my clothes where they’d been tossed on the couch and floor and give him an innocent look. “Do you want me to repent, Father?”

His eyes darkened. “Only if you call me ‘Daddy’ while you do it.”

My mouth went dry. Fuck me. I’d call him Daddy and any other thing if that would get him to put his hands and mouth back on my body. I gave him a coy up-down look and turned to go back upstairs to wash off for the second time that day.

And I desperately hoped there would be a third.

* * *

The only thing better than Tristan’s body was his cooking, I decided. The man could cook. While I washed off and got dressed in my shorts and sweater outfit again, he’d cleaned up the couch, dressed, cleaned the kitchen, and gotten dinner started. The man was an alien. No one was that perfect.

Except, he was. I couldn’t deny what my eyes told me was the truth. I sat on a barstool at the kitchen island, and leaning my chin on my hand, I watched him season steaks and toss potatoes in herbs, and I felt myself going dreamy-eyed. I’d never felt this way about a man… ever. Not once. Not even when I’d been younger.

My favorite thing about watching Tristan cook was the obviousness of his ADHD. He’d start on one thing, look over and see another, and get distracted and start something else. There was nothing methodical about the way he worked, and it was incredibly endearing. And impressive. He still managed to get everything seared, baked, and sautéed in the right order, and although he made a massive mess in the process, he succeeded in making a mouth-watering dinner. He slid me a plate of gorgeously roasted potato wedges, medium-rare steak, and sesame broccoli.

I groaned in appreciation as I took a bite of the broccoli. Heaven. Pure bliss. Tristan gave me an amused look as he sat at the island next to me. “You’re moaning over the broccoli? At least try the steak before you get orgasmic.”

“Everything you put in my body makes me orgasm,” I pointed out with a grin before I popped a potato wedge in my mouth.

“Jesus,” he said, his features frozen and his eyes riveted on my mouth. I shrugged, still smiling as I chewed.

Tristan cracked open a soda, and I realized for the first time that he never had a beer or wine on hand, and I wondered at that. He glanced at me, and as if reading my mind, he said, “I can’t drink on the job.”

“And you’re always ‘on the job?’” I asked incredulously.

“Yep,” he said, taking a sip of cola.

“What, they’re going to show up at your house and just—”

A knock sounded on the door. We both turned to look, and exchanging disbelieving looks, we both hopped off our barstools. Tristan motioned for me to stay back, but I ignored him. He gave me a wide-eyed warning look, but I folded my arms and followed him anyway. Shaking his head and rolling his eyes, Tristan opened the cabin door.

A man leaned against one of the porch posts, scrolling on his phone idly, and looked up as the door creaked open. He wore a casual outfit of faded jeans and a light green cotton jacket over a plain white T-shirt, and he looked like he’d rather be anywhere else but Tristan’s porch. He also wore a few minimalist bracelets and rings on his fingers, which gave off a very Johnny Depp vibe to me. Although he looked young, the man had white streaks at his temples that cut through his light brown hair. His blue eyes were so light, they looked frosted over. He bounced a look between us. “I thought you weren’t supposed to fuck her,” he said.

Tristan folded his arms. “Ghost? I thought you weren’t supposed to show up here.”

I gaped. That was Ghost? Ghost caught my look and raised his eyebrows, which were nearly black and contrasted with his light hair. “What? Not what you expected?”

“Not really,” I admitted.

He huffed out a laugh. “Did you think I’d be all geared up like Master Chief over there?”

I cackled out a laugh, and Tristan gave me an unamused glower before returning his attention to Ghost. “What is it?”

“I found the road,” he said, holding up his phone. It had a GPS map on the screen. “I followed your hiker goons and found out that it’s not actually a road yet. They’ve been mapping out their route with markers, and they have a team ready to cut a path through the forest when they’re prepared to move out. They’re moving the entire operation to the new location next week.”

Tristan straightened. “You found the secondary location?”

“Yep,” Ghost said, popping the “p.” “I followed their little flag system. Took me two hours on a side-by-side, but it’s twenty miles south.”

“Eagle?”

“Already en route. I’m here to escort you to location to scope it out.” Ghost’s voice matched his bored expression, like he had to chauffeur high school seniors to prom.

Tristan nodded, glancing at me hesitantly, but moving back inside the cabin. “Give me five minutes.”

“Whatever,” Ghost shrugged, looking back down at his phone.

Tristan pulled me away from the doorway, closed the door, and turned to take my arms in his hands. “Will you be okay here on your own?”

“Of course,” I said, offended. “I’m on your side, Tristan. I want you to succeed for Isla’s sake. I’m not going to sabotage you or whatever. Go.” A little voice in the back of my head whispered, but I did tell my brothers about you. They might show up any minute.

Tristan went down into the basement to change into his gear, and I stood there, unsure of what to do with myself. I’d said I would be alright on my own, but the idea of sitting here while he went off and did superhero shit had me antsy. Making a sudden decision, I ran back up the stairs to the bedroom, careened through the door, and went to the drawers Tristan had given me for my new wardrobe. I chose fleece-lined leggings and put them on before grabbing my sweatshirt from the hike earlier, shoved my feet in my hiking boots, and ran back downstairs.

I got there just in time to find Tristan suited up and looking around for me. His helmet tilted down and up as he took me in. He put his hands on his hips. “No.”

“You took me earlier,” I argued breathlessly. “Take me with you. I want to be there when you nail the bastards.”

“I’m not nailing anyone. I’m taking pictures,” he countered, folding his arms.

“So, it’s not dangerous,” I pointed out.

“Azura,” he groaned, tipping his head back and turning away from me. He went to the table where he’d set his vest.

I followed him. “Come on, Tristan. I feel safer with you, anyway.”

“You said you’d be okay,” he accused with a point of his black-gloved finger.

“I…” I paused, caught. Either I’d been lying then, or I was lying now. “I… would feel better with you. How’s that?”

He slipped his arms through his vest and secured the Velcro, watching me silently behind his black visor. His helmet flashed with the line of blue lights across the top of the helmet, and his head cocked as he thought.

“Tristan,” I pushed, walking up to him. I grabbed the edges of his vest and tugged him close to me. “Please.” It’s definitely not because my brothers might show up while you’re gone and cart me away. And it’s definitely not because I’m afraid I’ll never see you again.

He sighed, and his breath crinkled with static over his mic. “Alright. But only if Ghost has room in his off-road vehicle. And you have to stay with him the whole time. Alright?”

I strode across the room, opened the front door, and found Ghost still leaning against the porch post. “Hey,” I barked.

Ghost gave me a lazy glance. “Hey.”

“I’m going with you, so you’d better have a third seat.”

Amusement pressed his lips together. “I do, in fact, have a third seat.”

“Perfect. Let’s go,” I strode past him and down the stairs.

Ghost waved a languid hand my way. “After you, Your Majesty.”

Tristan followed close behind, sparing a look at Ghost before bending down to my shoulder to say, “You’d better behave if I let you do this, Baby Shark.”

I was fully aware that he could cart me back into the house and change the lock code for his bedroom, so I gave him an eyeroll. “Relax, Wolf. I’m a team player.” Not really, but whatever.

“No, you’re not,” Tristan chuckled.

I gave him a sharp look before Ghost overtook us both and ambled over to a side-by-side off-road vehicle that looked like it was covered in about ten years of grime and grease. The back seats were much smaller than the two front seats, but I figured Tristan might take exception to squishing himself back there, so I hopped up to the back. The sun had gone hazy, and it kissed the tops of the forest trees, pulling in a darkening shade of violet blue that caused the temperature to drop. I wished I’d asked for a real coat, but no time for that now.

Tristan buckled me into the five-point harness in the back, cinching up the straps between my legs and over my shoulders. He squeezed above my knee. “Azura, I mean it.”

“I know,” I replied, exasperated. “Behave. I got it. Let’s go already.”

Tristan and Ghost buckled themselves into their seats, and then the side-by-side revved its engine before Ghost shot forward. He took one of the hiking paths at first, but then we were completely off road, hurtling through the forest, between trees and over rocks. I jostled around like a popcorn kernel over the stove, and my teeth rattled as we made our way through the uneven terrain.

Soon, Ghost had to turn on his headlights, and it felt like an eternity before he finally skidded to a stop along a hiking trail that overlooked the bluffs lit sparsely by his headlights. Tristan jumped down from the side-by-side and unhooked P from his vest. “I’ll be back,” he promised.

I waved at him, gingerly undoing my own harness and shivering in cadence with the rumble from the vehicle. Ghost shut it off, turned around, and propped his arm on the back of the seat to look at me. “So. Is he a good fuck?”
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It took me an hour to find their operation, and I felt a headache start at my temples just as I found the location with night vision in black and white. It had been built cleverly at the end of an old service road and behind an abandoned water treatment plant that probably hadn’t been used since the nineties.

Eagle flew his aircraft unit on the opposite side, and while he was in charge of capturing as many warm bodies as he could with his cameras and thermal imaging, it was my task to map out the site in detail for Ghost and his team. I took pictures and mapped out the GPS coordinates as I went, meticulously plotting little green dots on the map for each outbuilding and fenced perimeter, including which entrances looked weakest. I wasn’t sure what Ghost would do once he got in there, but I was positive I didn’t want to be there when he did it. He looked like an indie rock band bassist on the outside, but really, the guy could snap your neck if he looked at you too fast.

And I’d left Azura with him. I resisted the urge to shake my head, which would throw off P’s stealthy, low hover, and turned my mind back to my task at hand. The faster I wrapped up here, the faster I could get Azura back to the cabin and work on her exit plan. I’d promised her I would send her back when we succeeded, and I suspected that if Ghost didn’t infiltrate their operation tonight before they caught onto us, then he would tomorrow. That meant that Azura would be no threat to us even if she did go to the press.

I was confident she wouldn’t, though. I knew her. She hadn’t been lying when she’d said she wanted to help me protect Isla. In retrospect, I might have tried telling her the truth earlier. She might have relaxed faster.

An image of Azura lying sated in my arms flashed before my eyes, blocking out P’s trajectory momentarily. I blinked rapidly and the fan along the side of the helmet whirred to life. For once, it wasn’t wrong. I was suddenly way too hot for someone crouching in a dark forest in forty-degree weather. I hadn’t wanted to think about what it meant for Azura to return to her life and for me to return to mine, but I had to believe that we would find our way back to each other somehow.

She had to feel what I did. That pull between us, that undeniable tether that had linked our beings together was impossible to ignore. And if she did feel it, then she’d agree with me—this was worth exploring. It had never been my intention to just fuck her and walk away with a decent memory. Because I hadn’t just had sex with Azura. I’d made good on my promise, and we’d made love. I’d seen her. With luculent clarity, I had seen the light she carried in her soul, and she’d placed that in my hands like fragile glass. It wasn’t something I could just discard.

I finished mapping the secondary site, impressed by its vastness, and fully understanding why they’d chosen to move. Not only were people becoming suspicious of their operation—like Azura—but the new location was harder to access and less likely to be stumbled upon. Too bad for them, we’d already found it.

By the time I made it back to the side-by-side, Azura had curled up and fallen asleep in the back seat. My visor display read two in the morning, and I felt guilty for having brought her. I’d known she would be bored out of her mind, but she’d insisted, and I was finding that I had a hard time saying “no” when it came to Azura Brady.

I removed my vest first, throwing it into the front seat when I reached the vehicle. Then I scooped Azura up, and silently daring Ghost to make a smartass comment, I nestled her on my lap in the back seat. I kicked his chair as she roused herself awake. “Let’s go,” I said.

Ghost smirked but didn’t say anything. Azura briefly looked up at me, but her exhaustion must have won out because she laid her head on my chest again and tucked her cold arms and legs inward. She felt like ice, and guilt stabbed me in the chest again. I really shouldn’t have let her come with me. But holding her for two hours on our slow, jostling ride back to the cabin wasn’t the worst thing, either.

We were almost there when my security alarms went off. “Stop,” I ordered Ghost. He hit the brakes, and I pulled up the images of the cabin. My heart sank. “We’re getting off here,” I told him.

Ghost turned and gave me a questioning eyebrow raise. “That wasn’t my directive.”

“I don’t care,” I said, readjusting Azura so I could lift her while I exited the side-by-side. It was only a quarter mile walk to our perimeter. “Don’t follow us. We got a security breach, but I don’t want you to do anything about it.”

The planes of Ghost’s face threw sharp shadows across his features like a half mask. “You sure?”

“Don’t interfere.”

He knew very well that I was in charge if I wanted to be. Tilting his head and shrugging one shoulder, he tapped his ear where he had a flesh-colored earpiece. “I’ll hang around in case you need me.”

“Thanks.” I dreaded walking back to the cabin, but I also knew I didn’t have much of a choice. “I’ll get my vest from you tomorrow.”

“I’m a babysitter,” Ghost grimaced, his voice pained. “That’s what I do now. I babysit lawyers and drones. Fucking Valehart.”

I smiled a little at that. He wasn’t wrong. When I’d walked a few feet, Azura raised her head again and looked around in confusion. “Where are we?” she rasped out.

“Almost home. Can you walk?”

“Of course,” she said, rousing herself.

I helped her stand and took her hand in mine. Then I pulled the small flashlight from the loop next to my gun holster and switched it on. “Come on. It’s not far to walk.”

“Why are we walking?” she asked, and I heard the frown in her voice.

“Because we’ve had a security breach, and I don’t want Ghost involved,” I replied honestly.

“Huh?” Azura followed along beside me, stumbling over roots and probably struggling to wake up fully. She’d been out cold the whole ride back.

I glanced down at her. “We’re almost there. But before I walk into the lion’s den, I need you to promise me something,” I said.

“You’re worrying me.”

That made two of us. “You know who I am now. Will you protect that? For Isla’s sake?”

Azura yanked me to a stop. “Tristan. What are you talking about? What security breach?”

I sighed, mouth closed tight, before I reached up to stroke her cheekbone with my thumb. “Your brothers are here.”

The dim light from the flashlight illuminated her tightened features, and I watched a dance of emotions start with shock and end with worry. “Both of them?”

I nodded.

Azura looked around like she was searching for something in the darkened forest. She brought a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. “Tristan, I—”

“It’s alright,” I assured her. “I expected someone to come looking for you eventually. It’s a little earlier than I thought, but it’s okay. I’d planned on trying to get you home tomorrow morning anyway.”

She looked absolutely stricken. Even in the dim light, I made out how the color drained from her features. “Stay here,” she begged suddenly. “Stay here and I’ll talk to them. They’ll go back once they realize I’m safe.”

“No,” I said with a half laugh, and pulled her along the hiking trail again. “You’re going home, Azura. I’ll feel better knowing you’re with those freakishly tall giants anyway.”

She resisted, pulling against my hold. “Tristan, stop. Do not go out there. I swear to God, Zev will probably just shoot you.”

I checked the security feed through the screen on my visor. The one pounding on my front door did have a handgun in his hand. The other was climbing the stairs to join him but appeared to be unarmed. “I’m not worried.” I pulled her harder, and she stumbled along after me. “Come on, Baby Shark. Your brothers are going to be mad enough as it is. If you make me haul you to them over my shoulder, then they’re really going to beat me bloody.”

She relented, following me with owlish, shimmering eyes that were filled with way more fear than they ought to be. They were her brothers. What was she worried about? We reached the edge of the forest, and I swiped away my camera feed to focus on the shadowed, hulking shapes hurrying down the stairs to join us on the path that led to the cabin stairs. My flashlight illuminated two furious, muscled brothers.

They both had the same olive skin, dark hair, and arching, dark eyebrows Azura had. Although, on them, the striking lines looked menacing. The taller one, probably Zev from what Azura had said, had a well-groomed, trimmed beard and wore a black suit like he’d run from the boardroom to his car to get his sister. The other had on a lightweight, hoodie-type sweater and puffed out an angry breath like a dragon.

The taller brother aimed a gun straight at my helmet with a practiced stance. “Take off that stupid thing and face me, you son of a bitch.”

“Zev,” Azura groaned, stepping in front of me like she might be able to stop the corded behemoths standing across from us. I was fast and light on my feet, but there was no chance I’d win a fight against either of them—let alone both.

I unholstered my gun, and even though he hadn’t asked for it—inexperience at its finest—I placed my 5.7 on the ground and kicked it his way. I held up both my hands. “Relax. Zev, right?” The shorter brother, who looked like a nauseatingly handsome version of Sherlock Holmes or something, glanced at his brother like he was surprised I’d known his name. “And Amos, I believe? Azura told me a lot about you both.”

“Azura, come over here,” Amos said softly, holding out a hand to her but not taking his eyes off me.

Azura planted her tiny body in front of me, and I rolled my eyes. “Azura, go. You’re making it worse.”

She gave me a glare over her shoulder. “I’m not going anywhere until Zev puts his gun away.”

Zev, if possible, only grew more tense. “I’m not putting this away until you explain what’s going on, Azura. Your message was pretty fucking clear. Did he not abduct you?”

Surprise stabbed me in the chest. I rotated a slow look down to Azura. She drew in a tight breath, and her hand fell a touch, but she refused to look at me. She focused on her brother instead. “It’s… sort of a misunderstanding.”

How had Azura sent them a message? When? I combed through every moment in the last few days and couldn’t think of how she would have managed it. Hurt followed the shock, driving deep into my heart like the agonizing twist of a blade. When? I thought, and my stomach churned. It matters when she asked them to rescue her. When did she send that message?

I forced myself to focus on the pissed off brother and the ominously steady barrel of the pistol he had trained on me. “It’s not a misunderstanding,” I said honestly, my tone even. “Azura stumbled on our operation here, and we couldn’t let her leave until we’d finished.”

“Good, then I’m justified in pulling the trigger,” Zev said, tightening his grip on the gun.

“Zev!” Azura shouted, taking a step closer to him. “Put. The gun. Down. He did detain me initially, but I’m here of my own accord right now. I can explain it to you, but please, you’re scaring me.”

“Oh, really?” Zev asked sardonically, sparing his sister a glance. “I’m scaring you? That much has changed in a day and a half and now my showing up is the scary part? You sent that message last night.”

Last night. The night we’d kissed. Fuck. The twisting blade buried itself to the hilt in my soul. I was bleeding out and I couldn’t even take a second to examine why that hurt so badly. Of course she had wanted to protect herself. It made sense, but no matter how logical I tried to be about it, hurt bloomed in my chest.

I had to get her and her brothers out of here before my superiors caught on to what was going on here and sent someone to take care of it. “Take her,” I said, my hands still raised. “And keep her safe. She will tell you why, but we don’t have time to debate this right now. You need to go.”

Azura turned a stricken look on me. For real? I thought caustically. You’re hurt by that? You called your brothers and didn’t bother to warn me.

“Azura,” Zev said, his voice so hard, it had a lethal edge. “Go to Amos. Now.”

Azura backed away toward me, placing her back flat against my front. “Not until you put the gun away.”

I took a chance and grasped her upper arms. Zev angled his head my way with a warning look, but I marched her forward. She tried to dig in her heels, but I gave her a healthy push toward her older brother. Amos lashed out a hand and grabbed her wrist. He yanked her behind him easily, despite her spluttering protests.

Zev didn’t ease up his stance. “Explain yourself right now or I’m putting a bullet through your fancy costume.”

“Zev,” Azura growled, lunging for him. Amos stopped her.

Suddenly, a car door opened and closed, and a pair of feet stumbled across the uneven ground ungracefully. “Azura?” a female voice asked.

Every pair of eyes swung toward the darkness except Zev’s—although his eyes flickered to the side, and I could have sworn it was a look of annoyed resignation.

“June, get your ass back in the car,” Amos barked.

I shined my flashlight toward the approaching figure to illuminate her path, my hands still raised and my eyes mostly still on that gun that might or might not kill me if Zev fired it off.

A young woman with wild, red curls tripped over a rock and nearly faceplanted. Amos lunged for her, catching her around the middle. She wore a pair of paint-splattered overalls that made her look young and reminded me of Isla. Amos darted a look between her and Azura, but his sister was clearly distracted by the appearance of June and didn’t move. The name June rang a bell, and I realized this must be the girlfriend who’d been attacked and sparked this entire debacle.

June pushed Amos’ hand away and righted herself. “I’m fine, get off. Azura!” She ran toward Azura unsteadily until she reached her and pulled her into a hug. “Oh my God, I was so worried.”

“Matthews,” Amos groaned, rubbing his eyes in exasperation.

June looked over Azura’s shoulder toward Zev, and then her eyes followed the line of the gun. I gave her a finger wiggle wave. Her mouth popped open. “Oh my God.”

“Get. In. The car,” Amos muttered through gritted teeth, and pushed them both into the shadows.

“What is Zev doing?” June demanded. “Are we murdering this person? If we’re murdering someone, I think I should know that. You’re making me an accomplice.”

“Not if you get in the car,” Amos thundered.

“Hey!” June barked at me, ducking under Amos’ arm and escaping his attempts to shepherd her. I pointed to myself in question. “Yes, you,” she demanded. “What the fuck is your problem?”

The absurdity of the situation hit me, suddenly, and I struggled not to laugh. No wonder she was the reason we’d all gotten tangled up together. The woman was clearly unhinged. “I’m not sure there’s a good answer to that,” I hedged.

“What did you do to Azura? Why does Zev look like he wants to put a bullet in you? Stop grabbing me, Amos,” she finished, dodging a confused Amos who wasn’t sure whether to hold onto Azura or go for his girlfriend. He opted for June, marching up to her with retribution in his eyes.

“I kept her safe,” I assured her. “Actually, as far as kidnappers go, I was pretty nice.”

“You were nice? What do you mean you were nice?” June wanted to know as Amos caught her again.

“I make good food,” I said, on the verge of laughing because who is this woman?

“Oh,” June said, blinking several times like an animated princess. “Azura, was he nice?”

Azura grappled to answer and dodged another grab from her brother as he hauled June back toward his sister. “Actually, yes, he was very nice. Get off me, Amos,” she added as he snatched her arm.

“What in the fucking circus?” Zev asked over his shoulder, keeping his eyes on me.

“June,” Amos barked, “Azura, for the love of God, get in the car.”

“Why, because we’re women?” June demanded. Azura let out a laugh, and Amos looked like he wanted to strangle her.

Zev sighed heavily. He eyed me. “Did you hurt her?”

“Not… intentionally,” I hedged, halfway honest. I had kind of meant to hurt her that first day.

“Azura?” Zev asked.

“He didn’t hurt me,” she confirmed, still trying to shake off her gigantic brother’s hold. “He could have stayed hidden just now, but he didn’t. He saw you both ages ago on his security cameras, but he’s not the bad guy here. And what he’s doing is important, so get the gun out of his face and take a fucking Xanax, Zev.”

Zev bent down and picked up my gun, keeping his own gun trained on me with one hand. He gave me a furious eye squint. “I’m lowering my gun, but if you try anything—”

“I got it,” I drawled. “You’ll ruin my Sci-Fi costume. But really, what I said was true. Just go. I’m not going to stop you.” Azura gave me an offended frown. I folded my arms. She sold me out. And she didn’t say a single word about it.

“I’ll explain everything,” Azura promised Amos. “But please trust me—he’s not going to hurt me. I should be home in a few days.”

“No,” the rest of us said in unison.

June gave me a wary look. “Azura, you can’t seriously want to stay with this guy.”

“I’m a grown-ass woman,” Azura said up to Amos. “Yes, I want to stay.”

“No,” Zev and I said together again.

He holstered his gun, giving me a confused eyebrow tilt. “What the hell is going on here?”

“Azura,” I said gently, my arms still folded. “Please. Go with them. You’ll be safe.”

She got that sharky lawyer look on her face like she had fifty excellent arguments on the tip of her tongue, but Zev didn’t give her the chance to spew them. Apparently deciding I wasn’t a threat, he turned and snatched Azura from Amos’ hold. “We’re going,” he said.

June gasped, and Amos circled his arms around her from behind like he was worried she’d dart off and do something reckless. June said, “Zev, you’re totally manhandling her.”

“She deserves to be manhandled,” Zev shot back.

I flinched. I didn’t like the way he was dragging her to the car, either, but I didn’t dare interfere. Not unless I really did want a fight. Azura was safer with them. I had to believe that.

“Get off me, you oaf,” Azura spat.

“Amos,” June said reproachfully, looking up at him.

Amos looked at me, then he looked at Azura, and damn if I couldn’t see him piecing things together right then and there. He straightened, his sharp, dark eyes boring into me.

Ah, shit.

Amos’ chin lifted a fraction as he regarded me contemptuously, and in that moment, I knew he knew how Azura and I felt about each other. He couldn’t even see through my helmet, and he’d read us both perfectly. His fists tightened around each other, locked in front of his girlfriend.

I’m going to get the shit beaten out of me right now, I thought with an internal sigh. That’s going to hurt like hell. And they’ll figure out who I am, too.

Suddenly, June doubled over and puked all over Amos’ sneakers. Zev and Azura halted, Zev mid-shove and Azura bracing her hands on either side of the open car door. They stood there frozen, staring. Amos rolled his eyes, looking weary. June coughed, wiping her mouth, and gave Azura and Zev an apologetic look. “I get car sick.”

“No, she doesn’t,” Amos intoned, pulling her gently against him. “She’s pregnant.”

Azura gaped and Zev looked mutely horrified.

June gave Amos a glower. “I am not.”

“Yes, you are,” Amos replied confidently.

Zev looked pained. “We should leave before this gets any more embarrassing.”

“Probably best,” I agreed, amusement leaking out around my words.

Azura looked at me with hurt etched deeply into her expression. Zev finished the shove he’d started, forcing her into the SUV. I drew in a steadying breath and reminded myself that this was best for Azura. She’d chosen this.

Amos gave me a knowing look. “Does she know who you are?” I nodded silently. “Good. Then we’ll know who to track down if I find out you hurt her,” he said seriously.

“Fair enough.”

Amos led June back to the car, but not before she craned her neck and, although she looked greener than the pine trees behind her, she gave me a shrewd glance. She was probably picking up on Amos’ feelings about me, but then she was in the SUV, too. I shined my flashlight on their tires to give them extra light, but that only earned me a salty glare from Zev as he slid into the driver’s side.

He tossed my gun out of the car door before taking off. My shoulders slumped as I watched their headlights retreat down the mountain. It was only then that I allowed the hurt to engulf me completely.


Twenty One

Azura
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Istared at the pebbles as they swung out of view and then back again. I pushed off with my feet, propelling the swing forward with renewed momentum that swirled the ground with a kaleidoscope of muted browns and tans. I’d draped myself over Zev’s backyard wooden swing that had been roped under a tree bough, and the plank cut into my stomach as I swung back and forth.

“What is she doing?” Zev asked behind me.

“She’s moping,” Amos drawled.

The sound of a hand whacking flesh sounded through the quiet backyard. “She’s not moping,” June argued tersely. “You two muscle brains forced her away from her friend. She was helping him.”

“Right, her friend,” Amos snarled.

I’d told them the entire story as Zev broke speed limit laws on his way back to his suburban house in Sloan’s Lake. I’d told them about getting lost and finding the cabin, and how Tristan had detained me. I didn’t mention that I had tried to escape and hated his guts. Or that I had showered in front of him to make a stupid point. I did tell them that Nexusum had drugged me, and that Tristan had taken care of me after. And I told them about his sister, leaving out certain details to protect both their identities.

Zev thought I’d been brainwashed. Amos insisted on giving me a physical right then and there in the car. June had asked if I’d had sex with Tristan.

I denied that one.

By the time we’d made it back to Zev’s house, I’d felt thoroughly exhausted after going over the details of my story several times until my brothers felt satisfied that they understood as much as I was willing to divulge without blowing Tristan’s cover. Neither of them liked the sound of Nexusum, which I had to agree with. They gave me the heebie-jeebies. They could rifle around in my life digitally anytime they wanted, and even worse, they didn’t seem afraid to stop there. They’d already gone after me once.

I stared at the stone landscaping as my swing slowed again. I felt unsafe. I’d never felt unsafe with my brothers, but I felt like I was walking down a dark alley alone at night. Little danger alarm bells went off in my head, and no matter how many times I tried to convince myself that this arrangement was for the best, I couldn’t make my heart believe it. I felt safer with Tristan. And at the same time, irrationally, I felt like he was in danger without me.

Amos’ phone rang—I recognized his obnoxious, pre-installed ringtone—and he answered immediately. “Cade.”

I looked over my shoulder. He wasn’t going to involve his research partner in this mess, was he?

“We found her. Yeah, is he there? Put him on.” Amos paused, waiting. Then, “Remington. We’ve got a problem.”

Oh, shit. He was bringing Remington into this. I got up, swiveling to wave a hand at him. “Don’t! Amos, no. They’re already curious about him. Don’t get him involved—”

“We need firewalls or something.” Amos ignored me, turning to go back inside the cottage-style, single-family home Zev had bought last year.

I scowled after him, but Zev blocked my line of sight. “Don’t even think about it.” He folded his enormous, toned arms. “You’re already in enough trouble, Az.”

“Why?” I demanded, storming up to him and startling June back several steps. “What did I do, exactly? I got kidnapped. Was that my fault?”

“It was your fault you wanted to stay with him, you fucking airhead,” he bellowed back, poking my sternum.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” I shouted up at him. “I don’t care how massive your ‘roids addiction made you, Big Foot, you’re still younger than me.”

Zev’s jaw ticked and he squished my cheeks in his meaty hand. “What did you say, you little runt?”

“Children,” June cut in desperately, waving her hands our way and prompting Zev to release me. “Could we not? Azura has been through a lot. Maybe we should just—”

“June,” I warned rounding on her. She blinked at me with huge green eyes, and I felt like I’d yelled at a newborn fawn. I sucked in a calming breath. “Stay out of it.”

“I told Amos to leave her behind, for the record,” Zev muttered, jabbing a thumb in June’s direction.

“I can hear you,” June growled, spearing him with a deadly glare that turned her from cuddly to poky in two seconds flat.

“Terrifying,” Zev rolled his eyes. “I’m going inside.” He gave me a stern look and pointed to the ground. “Stay.”

I gave him the middle finger. “Bird turd.”

“Twerp,” he shot back before lumbering through the double French doors into his cute cottage. The house didn’t fit him at all. I still hadn’t figured out what had possessed him to buy the adorable, little, white cottage on a quiet cul-de-sac after he’d lived in a city penthouse for years. It had a fairy garden. And some kind of clean, unused animal pen off to the side. Zev hated animals and spent most of his nights at clubs and mingling with the upper echelons in cities all across the world. The darling little cottage that was a thatched roof away from housing seven dwarves made zero sense.

Still, it was quiet. And it had a weirdly calming effect on me. I trudged back to the swing and sat down heavily on it. I leaned my head against the worn rope, pushing myself back and forth idly. I glanced at June who had a nervous look on her face and silently clapped her hands together as she looked around.

“Thanks for coming,” I said wearily.

“Oh, yeah,” she smiled back, her features pallid. She looked like hell, honestly. She was still pale as could be, and she’d thrown up twice since we’d gotten home.

“So… congrats?” I smiled wanly.

June held up her hands. “No, no, I’m not pregnant.”

I couldn’t blame her for wanting to deny it. I couldn’t fathom what she saw in Amos in the first place, but to shackle herself to him with a kid—yikes. She also looked like she’d literally just graduated college or something—if that. Talk about robbing the cradle. I gave her a reassuring look. “If you say so. Amos is kind of a doctor though.”

She grimaced. “Yeah, well, he’s also a know-it-all.”

“True,” I conceded.

June sidled over to me, clasping her hands behind her back. “So… you love the space guy, right?”

Love? I thought with a painful spark to my heart. I can’t love him. I barely know him. “Yes,” I said without thinking.

June leaned against the maple tree, looking up into the autumn red canopy. “I saw the way you looked at him when he told you to go.”

“Yeah?” I asked, defeated. “That obvious?”

She shrugged. “I’m probably the least observant person of all time, but I felt that look. I didn’t want to believe I loved Amos at first, either.”

“Fuck, who would?” I grinned.

She spared me a self-deprecating smile. “He’s a little grouchy.”

“He should live in a trash can,” I said derisively.

She puffed out a laugh. “I know. I actually hated him at first. But when I fell for him, it was flat-on-my-face, no-coming-back, head-over-heels hard. It was… alarming at first.”

I nodded, still leaning my head against the rope. “To say the least.”

“Tell me about him,” she said softly.

I sighed silently. “He did something no one—and I mean no one—has offered to do for me. He wanted me to know how it felt to be cherished.”

June’s rosy lips made an “O.” She brought her hand to her mouth. “Oh my God. That’s adorable.”

“And he washed my hair for me.”

Her second hand joined the first. “Oh my God,” she said again.

I slid my eyes over to hers. “And I think I might have broken his heart.”

Her auburn eyebrows tilted up with sympathy. “Because you called for your brothers?”

I nodded. “I did it before I was really sure about how I felt. But I doubt he’ll know that. And now I have no way of telling him.”

“What do you mean?” June asked, her eyebrows crashing together. “Of course you can. Just tell him.”

“How?” I asked. “I know his name, but who knows how I’ll be able to get a hold of him. And even if I do, why would he give me the time of day? He offered me the ooey gooey parts of himself, and I stomped all over them.”

“Azura.” June gave me a hard, emerald stare. “You’re the most badass lawyer I’ve ever met. You’re telling me you can’t think of a way to communicate?”

“Well, when you say it that way,” I muttered.

Amos stomped through the doors suddenly, his expression stormy. “Uh-oh,” June breathed. She pushed herself off the tree and attempted to intercept his warpath, but he took her by the arms, gently set her aside with a glare, and then came to stand in front of me. “Azura Jade, did you know who that asshole was?”

I gave him a half-lidded glare. “Yes. Do you know who he is?”

“Tristan fucking Valehart?” he demanded, brandishing his phone like it held evidence of my transgressions. “It took some stealthy digging on Remington’s part, but he put the pieces together.”

“I used ‘fucking’ as his middle name, too,” I chuckled. I sat up straight. “Wait, did you just say ‘fuck?’” Amos never cursed. Never. And he’d done it twice so far.

“Azura,” he snapped.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I knew he was Tristan. Although, to be fair, I hadn’t found out before I sent you a message. Why does that matter?”

“If you got tangled up in Valehart Industry’s shit and some kind of crime syndicate, how do you expect me to feel?” Amos demanded.

“Technically you got me tangled up in that,” I pointed out coolly.

He pressed his lips together hard. Because I was right. “You’re lucky Remington was able to find your digital footprint over the last few months. Because you weren’t the least bit careful, he was able to wipe away the evidence that you’ve been involved in any of this.” Amos blew out a harsh breath. “God willing, that will be the last of it. But you cannot,” he emphasized with another point of his phone, “contact that cocksucker again. Do you hear me?”

My back straightened, and I frowned. “Excuse me?”

Zev joined Amos and stood behind him with his arms folded. Together they made an impenetrable wall of silent fury. “No. Contact.”

“Fuck you guys,” I growled, standing from the swing.

“Oh man,” June said, dancing nervously from one foot to another.

“Azura,” Amos warned in his “domineering older brother” tone. “I’m not joking here. If you so much as look him up on social media, Nexusum will remember they don’t like you. You can’t risk drawing their attention.”

He was right. And yet, so, so wrong. I couldn’t adhere to that. I couldn’t possibly. Tristan could, right this very moment, be helping with a dangerous infiltration of their secondary base. And here I was, arguing with my brothers about whether or not I was allowed to contact him after his assignment had ended. I made a disgusted sound, curling my lip, and marched past them.

“Where are you going?” Zev demanded.

“To buy a phone,” I snapped back. I halted, turned half a rotation, and held my hand out to my older brother “Give me your wallet.”

Amos gave me a suspicious look while he handed over his black leather wallet. “Go with her, June.”

“Okay,” she replied brightly. “Can we stop for milkshakes, though? I need a chocolate one with fries so badly, I’m pretty sure I’m going to die.”

Amos got a look on his face like it physically pained him to not say something about that. I gave him an “I got her” face, and we went to Zev’s black SUV in the driveway. We headed for a fast-food place first, and we were told that it was seven in the morning and no, they didn’t have fries and a milkshake yet. June looked downcast, but I promised to take her out for lunch later. Then I found the nearest tech store and walked through the sliding glass doors into the slick, boutique-style space that smelled like packaging and sterile cleaner. I went straight for the phone I’d had before, fended off the saleswoman who tried to convince me to upgrade, and bought it with Amos’ credit card.

As I unwrapped the phone from the box, June slept in the passenger seat next to me. I turned it on and used the store’s Wi-Fi to download my previous phone contents onto the new one. While the blue loading bar moved from left to right slowly, I stared out of the windshield with achy eyes. I felt like I’d been awake for days. And somehow, like I’d been away from Tristan for weeks.

I glanced over at June who slept soundly in her seat, her cheeks a little pinker than they had been earlier in the morning. Poor June. First, she’d been attacked, and then she’d had the misfortune of falling in love with my older brother. Now she was knocked up and in denial. It was all a fucking rough go of it. At least I knew Amos. I knew he’d make it right, whatever June decided. He’d support her emotionally and financially. He wouldn’t abandon her.

A pang of jealousy surprised me out of nowhere. There was no universe in which I’d want to find myself suddenly pregnant with another man’s child, but the idea that June had someone who would be there for her cut through me like a jagged knife down a canvas wall.

And that was because Tristan had given me a taste of that. For the briefest moment, I’d imagined what it would feel like to walk through life with that support. For a short breath, I’d had it—and it wasn’t what I had assumed love would feel like. I’d always assumed that love was a burden, I’d thought that love crushed you under its thumb, pressing the air from your lungs until you had no life left to give.

But real love had turned out to be the exact opposite. Being around Tristan lightened the weight from my past. It pulled hurt out of my heart and worry from my mind. Real love amplified hope and silenced doubts.

Chance’s voice burned through my mind, forcing me to close my eyes against the hurt it brought with it. If you hadn’t been such a bitch, we could have shared it. You made me do this. Just remember that. At least you won’t have to pay taxes on it.

My eyes popped open. “Taxes,” I whispered.

… the US only cares about threats that directly impact their interests. They don’t care what happens to random wealthy business owners as long as they pay their taxes, I heard Tristan’s voice say.

My pulse hammered so hard, I was positive it could be seen under my jaw. This entire thing had been about taxes. Taxes of all things. And Tristan was getting played like a fiddle.

Whoa, whoa, whoa, I thought, mentally stomping on the brakes. It wasn’t my problem. It couldn’t be. If I went back there, they’d surely make me a target again. Or, even worse, the dozens of corporations I suddenly realized had been involved in this whole thing would come for me.

Let it go.

But if I didn’t tell Tristan, he would lose everything.

Let it go. Let it go.

If I did tell him, it could backfire horribly. Unless I was smart about it.

Let it go, Azura. Let it go. Just let it go.

Let’s go.

I started the engine suddenly and tapped June’s knee. “June, honey, I’ve got to go.”

She blinked heavy eyelids over her vibrant green irises. “Hm?” She took a look at my face and suddenly sat up straight. “Azura?”

“I have to go,” I said, my features tighter than my nerves.

Her expression lightened. “Fuck yes. Go… Wait,” she added, unbuckling her seatbelt. “Let me out first. Then go. I’ll buy you some time.”

I looked her over, worried about leaving her in the middle of Denver by herself. “Are you sure, June? Maybe I should take you back first.”

“No way!” she protested, already opening the door. “If you do, they’ll stop you. Just go. I got this.” She hopped out, her red curls springing up and down as she moved to stand on the sidewalk outside the tech store. She made a shooing gesture. “Go get him!”

That was all the encouragement I needed. “Thank you,” I mouthed. She beamed, and I pulled out of the parking lot with my heart leaping into my throat.

As I drove, I used my new phone to dial the number of the only person who could get us out of this mess. I didn’t want to involve him any more than I already had, but my options were limited.

Remington answered immediately. “Azura? What’s up? I just got off the phone with Amos. We think if you explain to Civet—”

“Civet’s playing me,” I cut in.

“Say what?”

“He’s playing us. All our clients with those routing numbers are playing us. And the government. I need you to get in touch with someone at the IRS and the FBI. Someone who can call in the cavalry and secure millions of dollars of US assets in one day. I don’t care how you do it, but it needs to be now. Like right now.”

Remington went silent for three seconds. Then he asked, “Wait, what?”

I stepped on the gas, heading back into the mountains. “Here’s what you tell them.”


Twenty Two

Tristan

[image: ]

Iwatched the extraction team’s GPS dots on my computer screen and shifted my weight, leaning my palms on the desk uneasily. The blue dots blinked steadily in the old water treatment center, and I could have sworn they hadn’t moved for a full five minutes. Ghost hadn’t given me any updates, either. I chewed on the inside of my cheek and tapped a button on the side of my computer headset. “Control?”

“The team is on track,” she responded simply.

The reason I’d hired Control in the first place was to protect the anonymity of the team who had been hired to undertake this crazy operation, but I couldn’t help but feel attached to them all regardless. The only exception to their anonymity was that I’d seen Ghost’s docket when I’d hired him. He was the only one I’d insisted on knowing personally because it was his call on how to proceed on the ground. Also, he scared the shit out of me, and better to have him close than skulking around anonymously in the shadows. Control had hired Bev, and it had just been coincidence that I knew her. She’d been involved in our family’s affairs off and on for years.

“Thanks,” I said, still watching the little blips. They moved forward, and I blew out a breath in relief. Nexusum hadn’t relocated their operation to the secondary location yet. We had a good window here. We’d found it early and their security should be minimal, so I didn’t anticipate any issues. But I’d also never done anything like this before, and it had my nerves stretched taut.

Which was a hell of a lot better than feeling sorry for myself like I’d done last night. It was well into morning now, and I’d managed to put Azura in a box in a far corner of my mind to open like a jack-in-the-box later. Mostly, I knew that the truth of what she’d done—that she’d done it to protect herself from me—would hurt more than anything else. The idea that she’d felt unsafe because I’d kidnapped her was going to hurt like a son of a bitch—when I did let myself dwell on it.

But not now. I couldn’t let myself think about it with an illegal operation going down on my computer screen. Although, to be fair, they’d stolen the money first, so how illegal was it, really? I just wanted to steal it back. And shut them down for good if I could.

Now that it was happening, a slurry of apprehension and triumph mixed in my chest as I watched Ghost’s team close in on the building. It had taken months of planning, months of training, and a shit-ton of Valehart’s money, but we’d done it.

Suddenly, the screen flickered. Then it went black. The monitor to the left did the same, and the last one on the right blinked off like there’d been a power outage. “What?” I asked, clicking the mouse. A power outage wasn’t possible. I had generators that fed power to the cabin off grid and our own air-gapped servers and communications channels. “Guys?” I asked into the mic.

Silence clogged my ears. The computer hummed, still operational. This can’t be happening, I thought with a stab of panic. I turned the computer off and back on, pulled out my phone, and dialed Bev directly.

It rang, but no one answered.

Again, not possible. Bev was always available—unless something had gone very wrong.

I snatched up my helmet from the worktable and fitted it over my head. The screen blinked to life, but none of the icons appeared. “Comm MO,” I said. “Bev?”

More silence. “Comm Control,” I gusted out, my breath heavy in my lungs.

Darkness.

“No way,” I whispered as my panic slowly hardened into dread and I darted for the stairs. It had to be Nexusum. They’d gotten suspicious, and with Ghost out of the area, they’d played my own game against me and went for my systems. At the top of the stairs, I pulled my gun out of its holster and clicked off the safety. Gripping it tightly, I eased the door open with my elbow a crack.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw a man standing in the doorway. The older man wore a tweed jacket with elbow patches that he’d paired with worn, brown leather gloves. His wire-rimmed, gold glasses glinted in the lamplight as he looked left and then right, as if judging the space, and he removed a knit winter hat off his thinning, short-cut chestnut hair. I released a breath and lowered my gun, widening the gap of the door. “Charles,” I said with some annoyance.

My uncle turned to look at me and started at my appearance. “Tristan?” His hazel eyes skated over my helmet and down my black tactical gear. “So, that’s what the whole getup looks like.”

I smacked the button on the side of my neck and lifted the helmet, my actions clearly agitated. “What are you doing here?”

He lifted his hands in a questioning gesture. “I heard you found their servers.” He looked every inch an entitled, cushy millionaire, and it annoyed the hell out of me.

“Yes, but why are you here?” I scowled, balancing my helmet under my arm and against my hip. “This is not a good time.”

“Oh, I can imagine,” he replied, his eyes widening a fraction as he looked around again. “Your systems died, did they not?”

Like I’d been vibrating with nervous energy before, my body suddenly went cold and still. “What?”

“The computers,” he said, waving a hand like he was talking about the existence of fairies. “They’re dead, aren’t they?”

I regarded him warily. “How do you know that?”

“I shut them down,” he said simply, approaching me with measured steps that clicked against the hardwood floors. “Well, Bev did.”

“Why?” I asked, but my brain was already twisting his words into neat little rows like solving a Rubik’s cube at record-breaking speed. If Bev had turned off the systems, then that meant…

“Because she works for me. Obviously,” Charles said simply. His hazel eyes locked onto mine, and his face, a weathered roadmap of lines and wrinkles, told the story before he could open his mouth.

I’d been an idiot. A colossal, frighteningly naive idiot. “They didn’t steal the money,” I said softly.

Charles smiled, his fine lines crinkling mirthlessly around his eyes. “No, Nexusum didn’t steal anything.”

My hand strayed to the gun at my hip. “You gave it to them.”

“Well, we all did,” he shrugged. “Every corporation who wanted to avoid paying taxes on their hard-earned money, anyway. And I admit, it was pure greed on my part to give them Isla’s and your inheritances, too, but that is my mistake to bear. And correct,” he added with some chagrin. “I got here as soon as I’d received word that you’d deployed your… team.” He rolled his eyes. “I should have found a better way to stop you before it got to this point, but I genuinely did not expect you to get this far.” He scoffed through his nose softly, his hands in the pockets of his tweed pants and his expression gently incredulous. “I suppose, for once, I underestimated your tenacity.”

He had done nothing but underestimate me since the moment I’d been put in his care. But like every time I’d proven him wrong, he’d found a way to snatch it from my hands before I could make it really mean anything. “So, you stole my inheritance,” I said, my voice shaking with anger, “and Isla’s inheritance so you could avoid taxes?”

“Why not?” he asked, taking a hand out of his pocket and turning it up in question. It was something Charles Valehart had been known for. He talked with his hands and wowed investors with his enthusiasm. “If you could deposit your money into an offshore account and have some fictitious criminal organization take the fall for ‘stealing’ it, then why wouldn’t you? The only one it hurts is the damn government, and they’re a bloated, rotting corpse stuffed full of misused billions to begin with.” He sneered. “Can you blame us?”

“Yes,” I said sharply, closing my fingers around the gun. “And what you’ve just done puts two dozen lives at risk. Turn the communications channels back on.”

“No,” he intoned flatly. “I should have shut the whole thing down months ago. But no more,” he said swiping a hand like he was wiping away the problem from a white board. “I’ll replace your funds, Tristan. You win. I shouldn’t have taken them in the first place. Come on now, don’t give me that look. Let’s be done with this whole business and move past it.” Charles walked forward slowly and then stopped three feet from me, his face a mask of unconcerned, dispassionate pity. “It was doomed to failure from the start, my boy. Why do you think Nexxt left you alone until the lawyer showed up?”

Because they didn’t want to mess with my uncle, their client. It wasn’t until a lawyer with information about a titillating hacker showed up that they’d taken an interest in us. They’d wanted her for her hacker’s name and nothing more. Their tactics made perfect sense, suddenly. The way the hikers had tried to take Azura away, but as soon as I’d shown up, they had made a fast retreat. Or how they’d targeted her with the pie but hadn’t retaliated otherwise. They’d wanted to isolate her from the beginning.

And I’d sent her away from my protection.

Panic clawed its way up my throat again. “What do you know about Azura?”

“I know that she’s not your concern,” he responded with an uncharacteristically tart tone. “She’ll get what she gets for sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong. Not our problem.”

I had to find a way to warn Azura. If Nexusum was still interested in her, then she wasn’t safe out there, even with her brothers. Because if I knew her—and I felt certain I did—then she wouldn’t stay under their wings for long. But first, I had to deal with Charles. “And Isla’s inheritance?” I asked.

Charles blinked slowly. “Really?”

Yeah. He didn’t give a shit. “You realize there’s no outcome here where I go along with this,” I said, and my thumb unlocked my gun from its holster.

“I’d hoped differently,” Charles replied with a shrug, still talking with his hands. “But if you’re determined?”

I palmed my handgun, pulling it out of the holster and gripping it between both hands loosely, keeping the barrel pointed at the ground. “I can’t just turn a blind eye while you and the others get away with fraud, Charles. Especially when it affects Isla and endangers Azura.”

“Very noble.” He hooded his eyes. “Have it your way.”

Three red dots blinked into existence over my chest.


Twenty Three

Azura
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Ifollowed the GPS until the roads went from rocky, beat-up asphalt to rocky, worse condition dirt roads, and then I relied on memory to carry me into the mountains back to Tristan’s cabin. It was difficult to remember which roads to take because my brothers had carted me away in the darkness, so I had to turn around a few times. Eventually, I managed to find the main road that inclined uphill and disappeared into a thick canopy of fiery autumn trees.

Remington called me to confirm that he had sent the materials I’d asked him to send. I had instructed him to leave information at the digital front door of the correct government agencies, and I prayed it would be enough. They might decide they didn’t care. They might decide it still wasn’t worth the resources, and in that case, I needed to warn Tristan before his uncle took drastic measures of his own to secure his investment.

If he even agrees to talk to you, a bitter voice chided in my head. That was also possible. I’d utterly betrayed him—not only had I sent a message to my brothers behind his back, but I hadn’t warned him about it. Dick move.

But my fears that he would ignore me while I banged on his door dissolved when I pulled up to the house and found Tristan standing outside. He stood next to a shorter figure, and his helmet-clad head nodded as he talked to the other man, blocking him from my view. He turned as I approached, folding his arms over his chest. He wasn’t wearing his vest, but his helmet reflected the late morning sunlight off the top of the black dome.

The car tires skidded to a stop in the dirt driveway, and I punched the ignition off before hurrying out of the car to get his attention before he left. I had to at least get it out before he decided to ignore me. “Tristan,” I breathed, slamming the car door shut. “I know you probably don’t want to see me but I—” I stopped suddenly.

Tristan ate the distance between us with purposeful strides, and I noticed three things simultaneously. His helmet looked different, his body looked bulkier, and the shorter person was the light-haired hiker from the day before.

The man in the helmet wasn’t Tristan.

I swiveled to get back into the car, but he caught up with me in the next instant. The masked man grabbed me by the throat and shoved me up against the car door roughly. My head smacked against the window, and the stranger pinned me, preventing movement. “Azura,” his unfamiliar voice said, muffled inside his helmet. “Good of you to join us.” I wondered how I could have missed the differences and been so stupid. This man was wearing a motorcycle helmet, and everything about him was so different from Tristan, I couldn’t believe I’d assumed he was the same person. My anxiety had robbed me of my observational skills completely.

I struggled as fear invaded my senses like a living thing. It twisted and stabbed, stealing my breath and propelling my heart to a painful tempo. The man squeezed my throat, cutting off the air I’d struggled to pull in, and I felt my face turn red from the strain.

The shorter hiker joined us and gave his companion a glance. “I know they said she was headed back here, but I didn’t think she was actually that stupid.”

The man wearing the helmet tilted his head like he agreed with the sentiment. “Well, here she is. Azura,” he said, slamming my head against the window but lessening his grip around my throat. “Are you paying attention?”

I coughed, struggling to suck in air as I fought his hold. It was pointless, though. He’d caught me unawares, and he had me in a full-body lock.

“Azura,” he barked, shaking me.

I swallowed hard, glaring into his visor. “Yes,” I croaked.

The other hiker, Tyler, went to a motorcycle parked down in the trees, and I mentally kicked myself again for not noticing. I’d been so intent on getting to Tristan, I hadn’t used my eyes at all. As Tyler rifled through a compartment on the back of the dirt bike, my captor pulled off his helmet. It was the taller, dark-haired hiker. Ben. He gave me a look lacking all feeling and full of determined malice. “You know a few things my employers don’t. And you’re going to spill every detail for me.”

Where was Tristan? My fear doubled as I realized there had to be something very wrong going on here if he had allowed Nexusum people on his property without retaliating. Then again, maybe he was gone and helping Ghost. Maybe he was safe.

Ben dropped his helmet and slapped the side of my face several times to pull my attention back to him. “Azura, do you understand me?”

I understood them. As the sting from his gloved hand seeped through my terror-filled mind, I latched onto what they really wanted. They wanted Remington. I felt a tear escape my eye as I nodded jerkily. “Yes,” I choked. I understood very well that I was in for a world of pain because there was no way I was going to put Remington and his family in danger.

Tyler returned with a small leather case in his hands, and he tossed it on the hood of the black SUV before unzipping it. Six syringes had been secured in a tidy row, the clear liquid within them glinting harshly in the cloudless sunlight. My breathing picked up in tempo. Ben took my jaw and turned my face to look at the syringes. “I fucking hope you don’t make us use all six of those, Azura, but we will if we need to. And it’s going to hurt like a son of a bitch.”

Suddenly, a gunshot exploded from somewhere behind me, shattering a window in the cabin. My eyes flew to the cabin, and I found the front window that had been shot, but Tyler and Ben didn’t so much as flinch. If they weren’t afraid, then that meant…

I refused to believe it. It wasn’t possible. It wasn’t possible that Tristan had been in danger inside that house. It had to be a mistake.

A sob clogged my throat, and I swallowed it down as another tear slipped out from under my lashes. Gravel crunched under my feet as I fought Ben’s hold, but he had me so securely, twisting only hurt my throat where he still had me in a choke hold. He turned my face to look at him again, and his dark brown eyes stared into mine with determined intensity. “Who led you to Nexxt?”

Tyler yanked down the neckline of my sweater, ripping the fabric and exposing my shoulder and upper arm. He had one of the syringes in his hand and dispassionately uncapped the needle with his teeth. I heard my breath struggling to escape Ben’s hold on my neck, gasping and erratic. “I don’t know him,” I whispered.

Tyler grabbed my arm, pinching the flesh between his fingers, and without hesitation, stabbed the needle through my arm and pressed the plunger. He only released some of the liquid, maybe two ccs, and the needle pinched just before the burn spread. It fanned out from the needle and into my arm before coursing through my body like lava in my veins. I screamed, and Ben covered my mouth roughly with his gloved hand.

Every nerve caught on fire. Every vein screamed in pain as whatever they had in those syringes pumped its way through my body before reaching its acid fingers for my head. I screamed into Ben’s hand, my body shaking and my legs losing strength as pain like I’d never imagined invaded every cell of my body. Ben and Tyler held me upright as I shook, and the poison coursed through my bloodstream for what felt like hours.

Eventually, the pain ebbed, and my body broke out in a cold sweat. My stomach churned and my vision crossed as I breathed heavily through my nose, limp against the car. Ben shifted his hand from my mouth to my jaw and shook it harshly. “A name, Azura.”

I cried freely, not even caring what I looked like as my nose ran and tears stained my cheeks. That pain had been inhuman, impossible to endure, and yet I had, and they would inflict it on me again and again until I gave away Remington’s name. I’d only had one dose of that Hell, and already, I wondered if there was a way I could give them what they wanted and still protect Remington. Maybe if I gave them a fake name and address, it would buy me time.

But I couldn’t seem to think of a believable substitute. My ability to problem-solve had been robbed from me. “I—I—” I stuttered, my eyes searching in vain for some form of escape.

Tyler pushed the plunger again, and I realized he’d never bothered to remove it, like he had known it would take more than one dose and had been waiting for my hesitation. Pain, vicious and full of wildfire spread through my body again. It felt worse the second time, like everything inside of me was already raw and chaffed from the first wave, and it scorched open wounds and exposed nerves. I screamed again, muffled by Ben’s hand. Even to my fear-clogged ears, I knew the sound was primal and animalistic.

I was so sure the pain would never end, or I’d die first. My body believed I was dying, and it screeched with horror as the pain burned through me before ebbing away like dying embers. Ben forced me to look at him again, and his face swam in my vision. “That’s two doses of dozens, Azura. Names. Now.”

I sobbed, my body racked with fear and despair. There was no way I could endure more of that. Not a chance. I’d go insane. I’d surely die. They had to be burning away my insides and melting my organs. But if I gave away Remington’s name, what would they do to him? What would they do to his family?

I drew in a shuddering breath and forced my eyes to hold his cold gaze. “No.”


Twenty Four

Tristan
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Tires crunched on loose stones and dirt as a car stopped in my driveway, and my eyes strayed to the window, but I couldn’t see who had pulled up. Charles glanced over his shoulder in curiosity, so sure that he had me pinned with the red dots on my chest that he felt confident enough to turn his back on me.

I heard the softest hint of a footstep behind me, and I knew they’d wanted me to hear it. “Whose car?” I asked Charles, hoping to buy myself a window of opportunity. One of the dots disappeared.

“It would seem,” he said, giving me a bemused look, “that your lawyer has come to join us.”

That has to be wrong, I thought, my insides suddenly seizing with panic. He’s wrong. Please be wrong. A car door slammed outside, and then there was a scuffle and a heavy thump. Another dot blinked off my chest. That left one.

“Well, that solves that problem,” Charles said, flaring his eyes behind his glasses. “She walked right into their hands. Obliging of her.”

The last remaining red dot drifted up to my neck, and I stiffened, my pulse rocketing. “What’s your plan here, Charles? You’re going to kill me?” If Azura was out there, then I had minutes to get to her. Maybe less. I hoped Charles was wrong. I prayed desperately that he was mistaken. Azura couldn’t be here. Not now.

“I’m not interested in dealing with that kind of coverup,” Charles replied callously, pulling out his phone. “I’d much rather convince you to cooperate, son.”

Not a chance in Hell, I thought with rancor. “Whatever your spiel is, get it over with,” I said.

But Charles didn’t get a chance to convince me of anything. Metal barbs no bigger than pencil erasers shot out from behind me and embedded themselves in his chest and neck. As Charles convulsed, shocked from an electric charge, Ghost’s voice ordered, “Down, Tristan.”

I fell to my stomach as a gunshot cracked through the air. Broken glass and splintered wood were the only evidence that someone had shot at me. I jammed my helmet back on my head and swiveled my gaze to Charles.

Ghost was on him in a half a second, his gloved hands seizing the old man, flipping him like a meaty pancake, and wrenching his hands behind his back. Charles grunted and groaned like a pig on the ground as Ghost bound his hands and then his ankles.

I darted for the door, plastering my back to it and catching Ghost’s gaze as I held my gun loosely in front of me still. “Your team missed a sniper,” I pointed out.

“I know, and if she’s not dead, she’s fired,” Ghost replied grimly, cinching up the zip ties around Charles’ wrists.

A sudden, sharp scream cut through the eerie stillness. Azura.

When I had considered fear before, I’d often thought of it as a cloud that shrouded my thoughts and decisions. It hovered there, blocking logical thought and swirling lazily around my courage, like its only purpose was to push me to escape the fog. But when I heard Azura scream, I realized that I’d never truly known fear.

Fear was tangible.

Real fear had a grip like a white-hot vice around my throat. It had a bludgeoning hammerhead that slammed the breath from my lungs. It had spider legs that crawled up my spine and clawed at my temples with relentless icy stabs. Real fear wasn’t imaginary. It was physical.

I reached for the doorknob, but Ghost leaped forward, banging his body against the door to stop me. “There’s still a shooter out there,” he warned. His icy eyes flitted to the windows, and he pulled a gun from a holster at his hip.

I’d really been hoping to avoid actual bloodshed here, even if I’d anticipated that something had been off. My intuition had warned me to keep Ghost and some of his team behind, and now I knew why. My own uncle had betrayed me.

Azura’s screams went on forever, tearing at my soul and shredding it into scraps devoid of any useful logic. I ran for the back door, and Ghost followed, his handgun out in front of him as he backed away with me. The red dot found us as we tore around the corner to the stairs, and a bullet lodged in the wall a hair’s breadth from Ghost’s shoulder. We slammed our bodies against the wall adjacent to the back door and exchanged “shit that was close” looks. The shooter would change positions now, probably anticipating our next move, but we still had a small window to get out of the house.

Ghost opened the door, and with a calmness I’d never understand, he strode out the back door, down the wooden steps, and to a tree like he knew exactly where to anticipate the sniper’s moves. He’d already left a rifle there, and the scope on top of it told me that my creepy but clearly effective team member knew exactly what to expect here. “Side of the house,” he said in a clipped tone, crouching down behind the tree and fitting the rifle to his shoulder.

I didn’t wait to see what his plan was. I was pretty sure the other shooter was a goner, though. I ran for the side of the cabin, flattening myself against it just as another loud round from a long-range rifle blasted into a tree nearby. My heart thundered in my ears, and Azura’s screams died down just as I made it to the edge of the cabin. Ghost fired off a round, and it drew the attention of the two men who had Azura pinned up against her car.

They were both with Nexusum—the hikers we’d encountered before. The taller one had Azura’s throat in his large hand and had her trapped between his body and the SUV door. The shorter man held a syringe in Azura’s arm while she cried helplessly. Rage fired through my body like pistons in an engine revving to life. Every muscle in my body tensed, imbuing me with a dark kind of desire to crack spines and tear flesh from bones.

Azura screamed again, desperate and acutely anguished in a way that embedded itself in my brain like a scar. I couldn’t get a shot from this vantage point. Not without putting her in danger. They were both on her, both holding her up while she shook and screamed as whatever drug they’d injected her with tortured her body.

I sprinted around the detached garage, keeping my footsteps light but moving fast. Her screams died down again as I made my way around the car in a wide circle. I dearly hoped Ghost had the sniper handled because I needed to come around them from the other side of the car. I approached carefully, keeping my feet silent on the hard-packed earth.

“That’s two doses of dozens, Azura,” the tall hiker said dispassionately. “Names. Now.”

Azura’s breathing pattern sounded tortured, gasping painfully on each inhale, and she sobbed. The hairline fracture in my heart nearly splintered it in two. Hang on, baby, I thought. I’m almost there. I knew she’d probably give up her hacker’s name now, but God willing, I’d get to them before they could pass it on. Telling them would buy her time and keep them from hurting her.

As I pressed my back to the wheel of the SUV on the opposite side of them, I heard her answer. “No.”

I closed my eyes briefly. Stubborn, obstinate Azura. She screamed again, louder than before, and so raw that I was certain my vision really went red. I came around the front of the car, and I noticed the case of vials on the hood—five of them still in elastic loops. I crept up behind the shorter hiker. I had half a second to make this count while they were distracted by Azura’s cries.

Putting every ounce of strength I had into it, I grabbed the blond by the hair and slammed his head into the side of the car while I reached with my free hand for the syringe in Azura’s arm. I ripped it out and stabbed it through the other man’s neck, pushing the plunger and emptying what was left. He landed a punch to my ribs before the drug took over, and then he crumpled, screaming in agony. The wind left my lungs, and I winced. I was pretty sure I’d heard a crack.

Azura slumped to the ground, curling in on herself. I lunged for her, but apparently, I hadn’t smashed the shorty’s head sufficiently, because he staggered to his feet, reaching for his gun.

Ghost came out of nowhere, and with brutal efficiency, slammed the man’s face into the hood of the car before flinging him down to the dirt. Ghost jammed his knee into the bastard’s back as he wrenched his hands behind his back and had them zip tied before I could blink.

I scooped up Azura, holding her tight to me and turning in a crouch to give Ghost a look. He couldn’t see my face through my helmet, but he understood my body language anyway.

Ghost pounced on the taller man’s jerking body, his green jacket discarded, and his white T-shirt stained with red dirt. “We’re clear,” he said.

“And the primary team?” I prompted.

He nodded. “Success. They’re already en route to the safe house.”

I blew out a breath, relaxing enough to adjust Azura in my arms and press the button on the side of my neck. I ripped off the helmet and cradled a hand against her face. “Azura, baby, look at me.”

Shivering and pressing her trembling lips together, Azura’s eyes blinked up to me as her head rested against my upper arm. Her gaze focused on me finally, and then she cried again, this time in relief. I pulled her tightly against me, pressing my cheek to the top of her head and willing my arms to keep her together. I couldn’t imagine how she would stay in one piece, though. Not after that.

And it had been my fault. All of it. It was my fault she’d been here in the first place, and I was sure it was for me she had come back at all.

Ghost stood off the dark-haired Nexusum guy, giving him a kick in the ribs for good measure. “Fucking assholes,” he muttered. He crouched down in front of us, his blue eyes concerned and sweeping over Azura. “Is she okay?”

“I don’t know what they were using,” I said honestly.

Ghost stood, his boots crunching in the dirt, and went to inspect the vials.

Azura gripped the mesh panels along the sides of my shirt, her breathing shaking with every inhale and exhale. “Tristan,” she managed to croak.

I kissed the top of her hair, rubbing her back and then tucking her head under my chin. “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

Ghost picked up a syringe, and holding it up to the light, uncapped one. He pressed the needle to his forearm, pierced his skin, and tapped the plunger. I gave him an incredulous, wide-eyed stare. “Dude, what the fuck?”

Ghost grimaced, slamming the vial onto the hood of the SUV and bracing himself against it. His teeth gritted and he growled against the pain. After a few seconds, he sucked in a harsh breath through his teeth and bit out. “Cathynol.”

“What the hell is cathynol?” I asked.

Shaking his head to clear it, Ghost replaced the syringe and shook out his hands to combat whatever effect the drug had had on him. “It’s a nerve activator. Usually something they’d use in labs on samples. But people like Nexusum like it for interrogation.” He came to crouch down in front of us again, and he ran a hand through his brown hair streaked with silver at his temples. “It doesn’t cause any permanent damage.” He paused, his eyes roving over Azura’s trembling body. “Physically, that is.”

“I would ask how you know that, but I saw your file,” I muttered.

Ghost shrugged, looking around with mild interest. “There’s a reason I take cushy jobs like yours, now.”

Cushy. Fucking hell. Nothing about what had happened felt “cushy” to me, but I knew Ghost spoke the truth. This had been a stroll down the beach for him, all things considered. I glanced at the cabin. “I have to go deal with that pile of donkey shit in there.”

Ghost held out his arms. “I can hang onto her for a bit.” I gave him a suspicious look. He grinned, his teeth flashing white. “What, you think she’ll jump ship in fifteen minutes?”

“I’m not sure she’s on my ship at all.” I transferred her to Ghost anyway, and she stirred, fighting the exchange. Ghost didn’t seem bothered by her feeble protestations.

He quirked a dark brow. “She showed up here, didn’t she?”

I still didn’t know why. But I’d have to wait to find out. “Yeah. We’ll see. I’ll be back.”

Ghost settled his back against the car, adjusting Azura so she rested against his chest and her legs stretched out. “We’ll be here. I need to get you both away from here so we can clean up, though.”

“I’ll be quick,” I promised, my gaze darkening as I faced the cabin. I walked stiffly back up the stairs, my joints protesting against the effects of adrenaline and my ribs smarting with every breath. When I opened the front door, I found my uncle where we’d left him with his ankles and wrists zip tied and his glasses askew on his face.

I didn’t bother to try and make him more comfortable. Instead, I sat down on the hard floor cross-legged and made sure he could see my face. “I thought you didn’t want to kill me,” I said, leaning back on my hands.

“I said I preferred not to deal with the coverup,” he spat back. Spittle bubbled on his lips.

I sucked on my teeth, looking to the side. “Well, I guess that makes us both colossal failures. You failed to off me and take my money, and I failed to see through you at the outset.”

“You’ve always been a failure, Tristan,” Charles sneered.

I scoffed softly, looking back at him. “Alright, well, let me tell you what this failure right here is going to do. I’m going to make sure you don’t ruin everyone’s lives with your stupidity. I’m going to buy the shares my father left for me, and using your money that you’re going to graciously give me, I’m going to buy your shares, too. That should give me a controlling share.”

Charles glared at me from the floor like I was insane. I continued on, ignoring his silent disdain. “And then when you step down, I’m giving you a minimum wage pension in a country I’ll hopefully never set foot in, and you’re going to shut the fuck up for the rest of your miserable existence and hope I forget you’re still alive.”

My uncle’s lip curled, wet and glistening with sweat. “And I’m doing these things because…?”

“Because I’ll turn us both in if you don’t,” I said seriously. “I would rather spend my life behind bars knowing you are too, rather than let you destroy Isla’s life any more than you already have.”

“You wouldn’t,” he countered, but I could tell he wasn’t sure of that.

“I will,” I promised with full honesty. “And I’ll get out before you do. You can be sure of that.”

Charles let out a disgusted growl, and his face pressed into the floor, smashing his soft cheeks. “I assume I’ll be leaving for this country immediately.”

“My team will escort you there tonight on your private plane. Well, my private plane. Oh, and I already have your money. And mine. So, thanks for that,” I said, standing and dusting off the back of my pants. My ribs gave a painful twinge, but I stretched to hide it.

Charles didn’t respond, but his eyes went vacant as he fully considered his new reality.

I went to the door, but suddenly, I stopped, pausing to turn toward him. “My team is a little busy. I can’t promise they’ll get to you before Nexusum does. The digital footprint we left behind on their servers is yours, and you do happen to be here in this cabin.” I shrugged. “We’ll see what happens.”

“Tristan!” Charles roared, his eyes wide with terror.

I closed the door behind me, rolling my eyes. Like I would actually leave a “footprint” when stealing offshore account numbers from computers. The old man shouldn’t have gotten involved in things he didn’t fully understand. The fear would do him some good.

I returned to Azura quickly, my mind already leaving the past tied up where it belonged and turning to what I hoped was my future. Ghost had gotten her in the passenger seat with the back reclined and an ice pack on her forehead. But she sat up quickly when she saw me approach. Ghost unfolded his arms, shoved her back down with a lazy hand, and then folded them again, his expression bored.

Azura’s dark eyes watched me, wide with fear and apprehension. I opened the driver’s side door, bending down to pick up my helmet. I glanced over my shoulder at the hikers Ghost had hogtied in the dirt. “Can you wrap this up, then?”

“Easy money,” Ghost smirked.

I tossed my helmet into the back seat before grabbing the leather case of syringes. I slid into the driver’s seat and handed the pouch to Ghost. “I’ll meet you at the safe house later.”

A helicopter flew overhead a few miles south of us, and I craned my neck out of the car to stare at it in surprise. I gave Ghost a questioning look. He shook his head, shrugging. “That’s not me.”

Azura raised a feeble hand. “It’s me.”

I blinked at her in surprise. “What?”

“I called the government,” she admitted warily. “Once I realized your uncle and the other corporations had been giving their money to Nexusum to avoid paying taxes on it, I told them where to find Nexxt and their secondary location.”

Stunned, I just stared at her. Ghost laughed, stepping away from the car and shaking his head. I honestly hadn’t even considered sending the government after Nexusum for tax fraud. But truth be told, the suits likely would have cared if it meant they were missing out on millions of dollars of tax payments. Especially if it was illegal and looked good as a bust for them.

“You should leave,” Ghost suggested wryly. “The team can handle things here. You’re good to go.”

I nodded, giving Azura a once-over, still in disbelief. “I guess I am.”

She looked unsure. “You already know everything, then? About the companies avoiding their taxes and giving their money to Nexusum?”

“I didn’t figure it out on my own,” I admitted, starting the car. “My uncle came to gloat in person before he tried to kill me.”

“Oh,” she said, her eyes wide.

I reached out a hand to stroke her cheek as Ghost closed the door and came around to my side of the car. Reluctantly, I turned away from Azura and rolled down my window. “Ghost,” I said.

He turned to me, the leather case pinched between his fist and his hip.

I nodded toward the vials of cathynol. “Empty every one of those into their necks.”

Ghost gave me a hard smile as his captives protested from the ground. “Gladly.”


Twenty Five

Azura
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Tristan only drove down the mountain for five minutes before another helicopter flew overhead, and I watched in amazement as it headed in the direction I had gone with Ghost and Tristan earlier this morning. The government had responded way faster than I’d anticipated, and I hoped it would shut them down for good.

Tristan pulled off the road to a smaller trail, punching the four-wheel drive button before putting it back in drive and leading us deeper into the woods. I gave him a questioning glance, my vision still swimming slightly as I held an ice pack to my throbbing head. He stopped the car when the shaded forest had swallowed us in its serene stillness, and throwing the car into park, he opened his door.

Perplexed, I watched him walk around the back of the SUV until he came to my door. With sudden swiftness, he lifted me under my arms, switched our positions, and had me straddled on his lap while he sat up straight in the car seat. Tristan closed the door, and silence fell over us both. My breath hitched, and I looked down between us and back to his intense gaze.

Tristan cradled my face in his hands, his eyes darting back and forth between mine. His expression carried the weight of fear, relief, and sorrow. I placed my hand over his, leaning into his touch. “You took too long,” I whispered harshly. Because I thought you’d died. Because I thought I’d been too late. I’d been all alone, and it was excruciating.

His hold tightened, and he drew in a ragged breath, his lips pressed tightly together. He nodded in agreement. “I did. I’m sorry.”

“I thought they shot you,” I choked out, my words strangled.

Tristan’s throat bobbed, and he nodded again, his brows pinched. “I’m sorry.”

I scowled. “Stop apologizing.”

He shook his head. “No. Keep going.”

My lips trembled. “I really thought I was alone,” I said, and my breath hiccupped. Shit, I was going to start crying again.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

“And I’m scared,” I added. A soft sob escaped my throat. I tried to push it back down, but tears wet my lower lashes.

Tristan’s eyes closed in anguish for a moment, but he opened them again, one hazel and the other stormy green, and his thumbs brushed my cheeks. “I’m sorry, Azura.”

I leaned forward until our foreheads pressed together, and I bracketed his face in my hands as he wrapped his around my waist. His face felt rough with unshaved shadow, and I scraped my thumbs up and down his jaw. A tear dropped from my nose to his shirt. His eyes locked onto mine. “I shouldn’t have let you out of my sight.”

“I shouldn’t have lied to you,” I admitted, my voice thick with tears. “I’m sorry, too.”

Tristan slipped his hands between my wrists to cradle my face again, and he tilted my face so he could press a kiss to my lips. “Don’t apologize for protecting yourself, Azura.”

I cried softly again, pressing my lips to his, and I let myself drown in the feel of his mouth coaxing mine open, of the silky slide of our tongues dancing and our breath mingling. Tristan kissed me in that way I craved and dreaded, in that thorough way that invaded my defenses and bared my soul to him. But there was no other way to kiss Tristan. There was no other choice but to give myself over to him because I needed him more than I needed my own pulse that leaped at his touch.

When he pulled away, his thumbs swiped away tears. “We need to get you to a hospital. I just… I needed a minute,” he admitted.

I sniffed, wiping my eyes with the insides of my sweater sleeves. The neckline of it was still torn, sliding off my shoulders and reminding me of the torture I’d endured. I looked down at our bodies. “I don’t need a hospital.”

“I’d feel better if you went,” he insisted gently.

I sighed, plucking at his shirt. “That sounds really crappy.”

“And we need to call your brothers once we’re there,” he added grimly.

“Probably,” I muttered. I didn’t want to because if I did, then they’d probably lose their shit. But I didn’t think keeping them out of the loop would be helpful, either. Tristan shifted me off his lap, opening the door so he could slide out and ease me back into a reclining position again. I popped the seat back up with a defiant sniff.

Tristan shook his head, smiling reluctantly, and shut my door.

* * *

Telling my brothers went about as poorly as I had expected it to go. I called them from a hospital bed in the ER, and Amos hung up before I could even finish the hospital’s name. Tristan and I had discussed what we would tell the hospital staff ahead of time, and we decided that telling them I felt dizzy without further explanation would lead them to check my vitals and run blood tests.

While I sat in my hospital bed, Tristan held my hand, his face a tortured display of guilt and worry, and I tried to assure him that it had been my own recklessness that had caused me to go charging in without thinking. It wasn’t anything he had done.

But then my brothers arrived, and there was a lot of barking and snapping, and Tristan refused to move away from me even when Zev threatened to break his fingers. I respected my brother, but I had just seen Tristan take out two men his size on his own. I didn’t think a brawl would go well in a hospital.

Eventually, I yelled at them all to put their dicks back in their pants and told them why I’d gone back to Tristan’s cabin. I explained that I’d become suspicious because Nexusum only went after me when they had found out I had a skilled hacker, but that they never were interested in going after Tristan. They drugged my pie with roofies to put me to sleep but didn’t pursue it when it failed. Ben and Tyler tried to isolate me but disappeared when Tristan showed up. That had made me think there had to be a collaboration somewhere that required Tristan to remain untouched.

And that was how I had realized it was Tristan’s uncle and that Nexusum didn’t steal money at all. I told my brothers why I had felt I needed to warn Tristan about the double crossing, but according to Tristan’s account, I’d been too late anyway. It shocked me to hear that his uncle had nearly had him shot. Even if I’d heard the shots in the forest, it still chilled me to think that he’d almost died. Tristan told his version of events calmly, including details about what his uncle had said and confirming that I had been correct in my assumptions.

Except, he’d been suspicious himself, too. He hadn’t known why, but he’d found Nexusum’s actions unusual, too. So, he’d kept Ghost and two operatives behind while the rest of their ground team infiltrated the secondary location. When we got to the part about Nexusum torturing me, Tristan told Amos what they’d used.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Amos snarled, standing from his plastic chair and pacing away.

“What is cathynol?” Zev rumbled. He’d planted himself in front of the sliding glass door to my room, his blue eyes darkened as he glared at Tristan.

“Please keep it down,” I whispered harshly. “We don’t want anyone to know what happened. It hurt, but it doesn’t leave lasting damage,” I assured them quietly.

“I know what it does,” Amos snapped, giving me an anguished look. “I’m well aware.”

I fisted my hands on my knees. “I figured.”

“I got there as soon as I could,” Tristan said, “but not fast enough to stop them. I’m sorry.”

“Let me get this straight,” Zev said, deathly quiet. “You detained, threatened, and coerced my sister, and then when she developed a misguided sense of loyalty to you, she got involved with criminals who tortured her for information.” He looked like he wanted to jam a pair of medical scissors through Tristan’s jugular.

“Technically, I got her mixed up with Nexusum,” Amos admitted from the other side of my bed. He glanced at the monitors next to me, his eyes dancing over the numbers and doing whatever it was he did in his doctor head.

“Yes, you did,” I glared. “And you’re both giving Tristan a lot of shit for that, but Nexusum would have gone after me no matter what.”

“Jesus,” Zev muttered, smoothing a hand over his beard. “This is insane, you know that, don’t you?”

Tristan hadn’t let go of my hand, and his thumb soothed circles over my knuckles. I glanced at him, and we shared a look. It is crazy… but without it, I wouldn’t have met you, I thought. I wondered if he felt that way. Or if he was just sitting there with me out of guilt. I had lied to him, and although he’d brushed that off earlier, it had to have hurt him.

“So, what now?” Amos asked. “You had your guy take care of these people?” Amos asked, his tone thick with disapproval.

“I think Azura handled that better than I did,” Tristan admitted. “She called her mysterious hacker and told him to sic the feds on Nexusum, and it seems to have worked. For now.”

“And your uncle?” Zev asked.

“Taken care of,” Tristan replied confidently. “You don’t need to worry about him. Although, my sister, Isla, doesn’t know about any of this yet. I’ll need to go get her and explain some of what’s happened.”

“Bonus,” I added with a shaky smile, “I don’t think Meg is going to walk away from this. Her account is attached to Nexusum along with all the others.”

“I may have compounded that karma,” Tristan said, and he scratched the back of his neck guiltily, his heterochromatic gaze flitting to Amos. “I told my team to make her offshore account number disappear. Her money is gone.”

Amos rolled his lips in, and despite the situation, I could tell that made him happy. Zev grunted, arms still folded and expression hard. “You’re all nuts,” he said bluntly. “Every one of you. No more illegal shit,” he warned.

“Okay, Baby Bear,” I retorted, reminding him of our mother’s nickname for him when he’d been a child. He might have been the biggest out of the three of us, but he was also the youngest.

“Watch it,” he warned, stretching his neck and revealing a peek of the tattoo that swirled from his chest to his neck.

Amos sighed, glancing at the monitors that fed information about vitals to the screen. “You look okay, Az. It’s true that cathynol shouldn’t leave any lasting effects. But how do you feel?”

“Fine,” I said quickly, only fibbing a smidge. I wasn’t totally fine. My hands still trembled, and when I remembered the intensity of the pain and the fear I’d had for Tristan’s life, I wanted to vomit. But I couldn’t do any of that here. I had to keep it together. Just for now.

“I need to get back to June,” Amos said, unfolding his arms and moving towards the door. “She’s been puking nonstop since she found out you were in trouble.”

“Oh no,” grimaced. “I’m sorry, Amos. I shouldn’t have let her help.”

Amos looked resigned. “It’s June. She does whatever the hell she wants regardless of what you or I think. Text me when they discharge you.” I nodded.

Zev gave Tristan a squinty-eyed scowl. “She doesn’t leave this hospital without us.”

Tristan saluted lazily. “Whatever you say.”

My brothers left, and then it was quiet again. I’d been put in a triage area until they did a workup, but I was fairly certain we’d be leaving within an hour or two. Thank God. Tristan stood, pulling the curtains closed over the glass wall, and then turned to face me.

He still wore all black, and he slipped his hands into the pockets of his tactical pants. His gaze went from soft to hard in a flash. “Azura,” he said, and the word tickled up my arms, raising the hairs and giving me goosebumps. “Let’s back up to the part where you told your brothers you knew Nexusum was acting strangely.”

I blinked at him, suddenly wary. “What do you mean?”

He closed the distance between us slowly. “You said you knew what kind of drug they used. How?”

I thought back to the way I’d told my story. I had said that. I swallowed against a lump in my throat. “It wasn’t the first time I’d been drugged.”

Tristan stopped beside me, his breathing measured but his eyes sparking with a dangerous edge. “Tell me what he did.”

He knew about Chance, then. I didn’t know how because none of what had happened between Chance and me had been online in any form, but Tristan knew. My back straightened, and I shook with the effort to keep my tired body rigid. “There’s no point, Tristan. It’s in the past.”

“Oh, there’s a point,” he argued quietly. His expression promised retribution, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to open that Pandora’s box.

I looked down at my lap, covered with a crisp, white hospital blanket. “It’s not a huge deal. Yes, he drugged me when he left.”

“Elaborate on ‘drugged.’”

I pulled at a loose thread on the blanket. “He put roofies in my wine. To scare me, mostly, I think. He didn’t do anything to me. But he wanted to gloat without me blowing the whistle, so he drugged my wine and when I was falling into a stupor, he told me what he’d done. And then he ran.” I shrugged a shoulder. “He’s a dick.”

If you hadn’t been such a bitch.

Bitch.

Tristan went quiet, and his body went so still, I wondered if he’d vanished into thin air. I slid a look up to him. He stared above my head, his eyes hard mahogany and cold green jade. A muscle ticked in his jaw, and he folded his arms, his gaze still somewhere else. I reached out and tugged on his belt loop. “Hey, Rambo. Come on. The fight is over—we won, remember?”

His eyes softened some as he looked down to me, and he cradled my face with one hand. “I know, I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve seen the evidence of all this hurt in the little things you do,” he said, sitting down on the bed beside me. “It was hard to watch before I cared about you. It’s impossible to ignore now that I do.”

I gave him a knowing smile. “Now that you care about me, huh?”

Tristan held my gaze seriously, his eyebrows drawing together slightly. “Azura, I don’t care about you. I love you.”

My mouth opened but no sound came out.

Tristan leaned forward, his arm bracing on the other side of my hip and his nose brushing against mine briefly. “You don’t have to feel the same, Baby Shark. But I do. I love you. I thought it when your brothers came to take you away and I felt powerless to protect you. I knew it for sure when I saw you in pain.” He brushed a gentle kiss against my lips before pulling away to lock eyes with me once more. “I don’t ever want to see, hear, or know that you’ve been in pain again. Ever. I don’t think my heart could take it.”

The angry words from my past melted away. The hurt soothed away like Novocain to a toothache, and then my heart squeezed with such delightful pain, I wanted to live in the moment forever. That pain—the pain of love and longing—that I could take. “I think,” I said slowly, my words barely audible as I leaned into Tristan, “Maybe I loved you first.”

A smile pulled his lips up, cocking his mouth to the side. “You always have to find a way to win, don’t you?”

“It’s what I do,” I replied gravely.

Tristan chuckled and closed the distance between us, his free hand cupping the back of my head as he pressed his lips to mine. “I’ll let you stay on top as long as you want, Princess.”


Twenty Six

Azura
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The worst part about being attacked by psychotic lumberjack criminals was the aftermath. Specifically, I vehemently detested the fact that Tristan had to leave me at the hospital so my boorish brothers could unilaterally escort me back to Zev’s house. Tristan admitted that he did need to get to his safe house to meet with his team and debrief—especially with the government swarming the area—but he promised to get a hold of me as soon as it was “safe.” Zev and Amos seemed to think that that would be never.

They also refused to let me stay on my own in my apartment, and I had to spend the night in Zev’s guest room, tossing on the modern but comfortable platform bed while the moon glided from horizon to horizon and sleep eluded me. When I did finally sink into a restless sleep, I woke shivering so hard, I had to grit my teeth to endure it. There hadn’t been a nightmare that woke me or fears that plagued me, but my body had responded like a threat was imminent.

The next day didn’t prove to be much better, and I found myself forcibly distracted by June and Amos while Zev went to my apartment to gather some of my things. He refused to allow me to come, and Amos didn’t let me out of his sight. June tried to interest me in some reality show reruns, but her heart wasn’t really in it. She puked every two hours or so until Amos put her over his shoulder and plopped her back into bed for the rest of the evening. They had something of a shouting match over June refusing to see a doctor, and that was actually a little entertaining.

June and Amos were way funnier than a TV show.

Eventually, Zev came home and watched me so diligently, I felt like I might suffocate under his brooding scowl. Giving him an annoyed glare, I got myself a bowl of cereal, went to my room, and locked the door.

Although the house had been built one hundred years ago, Zev had decorated everything with white and black, modern furniture, which offset the dollhouse aesthetic a bit. I set up my laptop on the floating, walnut-finish desk, and while I rotated idly in the white leather office chair, I fooled around on my computer to pass the time.

While I answered emails and got to work on a case I’d neglected for far too long, the world slowly plunged into darkness, until eventually I looked up from my screen and realized that the only light in the room came from my laptop. Like autumn had followed me down from the mountain, a cold breeze swept under my open window and caused me to shiver.

Stretching, I closed my laptop and stood from my chair, wishing that my sleepless night had caused me to at least feel tired. But as I stood in the middle of the dark bedroom, I didn’t feel tired. I felt alone. And scared. I’d been alone for over a decade, and never once had I felt like sleeping alone was an issue. Never once had I felt a void inside like my front door had been left open and unlocked.

A moving shadow in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I turned to the window, my heart thudding to life. The wooden swing listed back and forth lazily in the breeze, and a crinkled leaf fell from the maple tree in the back yard. I took a tentative step toward the window, my nerves tight and my mind screaming for me to run, run, run far away before they got me. Before pain could be injected in my arm and my insides would burn to cinders.

The shadow solidified in front of my window, and I choked back a gasp, a scream lumping in my throat. Two hands slid under the window and opened it further. “Azura?”

Tristan. It was just Tristan. I gusted out a breath, my hand slapping against my collarbone and my eyes closing briefly. “Jesus,” I breathed. “Are you insane?”

“Hey,” he said, his teeth flashing white in the darkness as he hooked a foot over the low window. His head ducked down, following. “Your brother has been watching the house like a guard dog.”

“For God’s sake,” I muttered, moving forward to grasp his solid arm to help him.

Tristan pulled his other foot through, but it caught on the windowsill, and he tripped forward. He grabbed me with both arms, and with a muffled, “Oh,” he stumbled away from the window and to the bed. I started to laugh even before we fell onto the mattress, and he angled us so I would fall on top of him.

We both wheezed, desperately trying to keep our laughing silent as we fell in a heap on the rumpled, white comforter. Tristan rolled, trapping me under him, and I let out a gusty laugh as his nose nuzzled my neck. “Shh,” he chided, nipping at my throat playfully. “Or the bulldog will hear.”

I sucked my lips between my teeth, smothering another laugh. “What are you doing?” I whispered harshly.

“Ravishing you,” he whispered back, and his bite turned into a kiss that he repeated, traveling up the length of my neck to my sensitive jawline.

I shivered happily. “Where have you been?”

“Dreaming of you,” he murmured, and his lips found mine.

I moaned softly into his lips, and he slipped his hands around my waist, pulling me tightly against him and rocking his hips into mine. Tristan’s lips devoured mine, sliding with velvet softness against my mouth before his tongue flicked out along the roof of my mouth.

He inhaled, pulling away and dropping another kiss under my ear. “Fuck, you smell good. Did you roll in snickerdoodles or something?”

I threaded my fingers through his soft hair, trailing them down his scalp to where it flipped out at the base of his neck. “I showered. Does that count?”

“Hm,” he hummed, cocking his head to the side to look at me. “I changed my mind. I like it better when you smell like my soap.”

I flashed a smile before biting his shoulder. “You left me alone with my stupid brothers. That’s your fault.”

“Easy, Baby Shark,” he said, giving me a half grin. “I had important superhero shit to do. Did you get some rest?”

No. “Yeah.”

“Liar,” he glared. I shifted my eyes guiltily. Tristan gathered me close, pressing his lips to my neck again. “You have shadows under your eyes. What happened?”

I shrugged and the hair on my arms stood up. “I don’t know. I guess I felt…” I gritted my teeth, hating the word before it even passed my lips.

“Alone?” he guessed, his lips moving against my skin.

It was useless to fight Tristan. He saw right through me every time. “Yeah,” I whispered.

“I guess I’ll have to keep you company. And tire you out,” he murmured.

A thrill skittered through me from my toes to my hairline. “Oh, yeah?”

Tristan’s hands dove under my sweater, tickling my navel and skirting up to my ribs. “Mm,” he agreed.

My chin tipped up as my eyes fluttered closed and I gave myself over to Tristan’s fingers. He skimmed the bottom of my bra with one hand while the other pushed my sweater up and over my head. I helped him, lifting my torso and pulling my arms out so he could fling the sweater aside. His fingers slipped under the cup of my bra, brushing against my nipple and eliciting a moan from the base of my throat. He pressed his free hand against my mouth and reared his head back to catch my gaze with his dual-toned eyes. “No sounds, Princess. Not with your hosts so close by. Can you manage that?”

No, you make me want to scream, I thought despairingly. But I nodded, and he removed his hand, bending to drop a kiss along the curve of my breast while his hand worked the cup aside. He bared my nipple, and with barely a moment of hesitation, he closed his mouth over it and sucked.

My back arched off the bed, and I swallowed a moan, gripping his hair tightly. His tongue flicked against my nipple, and the electric shock went straight to my clit. I squeezed my knees together, but Tristan’s hand wrenched them apart as he sucked my nipple and then pushed my sweats down my hips. I helped him by shimmying.

Tristan left my nipple with a teasing bite, and working my sweats down my legs, he dropped kisses and nips on my thighs before he tossed them away like my sweater. The pants thwacked against the bedroom door. I snorted, and Tristan reached up to tweak my nipple. “Shh,” he warned.

I bit my lip, throwing my head back again and screwing my eyes shut. He moved back up my body, and while his left hand tugged on the other cup of my bra, his tongue flicked at my exposed nipple and worked me into a frenzy. He tugged hard on the bra cup, and a loud rip split the quiet bedroom.

We both looked down at it, and I gave him a silent, shocked glare. Tristan stared at the flimsy strip of lace that had connected my bra cups before his lips tilted up to the side in a puckish grin. “You need sturdier underwear, Princess.”

My eyes flared in disbelief. Mutely, I tugged at his black hoodie, pulling it up his sculpted torso and giving him a glare that clearly articulated that I thought it was his turn to take a few things off. Chuckling, Tristan lifted himself off me and grabbed the back of his hoodie before pulling it over his head and discarding both it and the T-shirt underneath.

I marveled. Tristan had the kind of body that looked deceptively wiry, but underneath, he was all chiseled abs and flexing muscles. But a huge, purple and red bruise marred his ribs, and I put a hand to my mouth in silent shock.

Tristan looked down, and then he made a face like I was overacting. “He got one in,” he whispered with a shrug. “It doesn’t hurt.”

That was a lie. I bit my lip, sitting up in the bed and running my fingers over it with a feather-soft touch. He shivered, and unable to help myself, I let my fingers wander until they bumped down the defined ridges of his abs.

He quirked an eyebrow arrogantly, and I rolled my eyes. Two could play the cocky game. I sat up suddenly, bringing myself to my knees and pressing on his chest with two hands so he fell back. I fitted myself on top of him as he settled back on the mattress, pressing my slit down on the erection that strained against his black jeans. Tristan groaned, his lips pressing hard together as he gave me an answering, wide-eyed look.

I shook my head. I’m in control, I communicated silently. I skated my hands down Tristan’s shoulders to his forearms, scraping my nails lightly over his pale skin until I got to his hands. Holding his gaze, I laced my fingers through his, lifted his hands, and pinned them down beside his head. He grinned, laughing low and giving me a look like he was keeping tally so he could dole out everything I did right back to me. I kissed his neck, and he huffed out a breath as I moved my lips lower, tasting the salt on his skin and licking a line straight to his stomach. His fingers twitched under mine like he wanted to grab me, but he held himself back.

When I reached his pants, I released his hands, sliding down his legs so I could undo the button and drag my teeth along the length of his cock over the thick fabric of his jeans. Tristan twitched, groaning again, and tangled his fingers in my hair. I unzipped his pants, pushing them down and licking back down his cock, over his underwear that time. I still hadn’t made a sound, but Tristan was breathing heavily then, and I heard him swallow hard as I eased the waistband of his briefs over his dick.

My own arousal trickled down the inside of my thigh, and I sighed before licking over the head of his cock and then back down to the shaft. He made a choking sound, and I smiled before I closed my mouth over him, taking him deep into my throat and sucking hard. “Azura,” he gritted out.

I gave him about as much mercy as he’d given me the last time he’d tortured me. I took him deep and then pulled away, stopping to lick the length of him and move my hand up and down the base of his cock before pushing him deep into my throat again. He gripped my hair tightly, almost holding me back like he wasn’t sure he could take it.

Which, in my opinion, was just about perfect.

But suddenly, Tristan stilled my head before I could close my lips over his cock again, and in one fluid move he flipped us so I lay on my stomach, and he pressed his arousal against my ass. He bent down to whisper harshly in my ear, “That was dirty, Azura Brady. Don’t think you’re getting away with that.”

I gave him a smirk.

His knee slipped between my legs, nudging them apart while he reached down and dipped his fingers into the slick evidence of my arousal. I pressed my face into the mattress, smothering the noise I’d been about to let out. He slipped two fingers inside of me, and while he pumped them slowly in and out, his other hand moved around my waist and lifted my hips. Tristan brought me up to my knees, slowly working my pussy with his fingers, and then bent down, bringing his mouth between my legs.

My breathing hitched, and I wrapped my arms up around my head and bit the comforter to keep from moaning. When his tongue lashed against my clit, I nearly unraveled. He licked from the tip of my clit to where his fingers hooked around to my G-spot, and then back to the sensitive cluster of nerves. The pattern drove me wild. I gripped my own elbows over my head, moving my hips against his fingers as his tongue flicked and pressed me closer to my orgasm.

Suddenly a knock sounded on the door, and I lifted my head with a wild-eyed look. “Azura?” Amos asked.

My mouth opened, and I shot a wordless look of horror over my shoulder at Tristan. He had lifted his head as well, but he gave me a devilish look. His fingers pumped faster. I choked before rasping out, “What?”

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Tristan pressed his thumb against my clit. I gritted my teeth. “Yes. I was sleeping, why?”

“I just thought I heard something,” Amos said, his voice slicing through the door with an edge.

“I’m fine,” I said, my voice a little too high.

Tristan slowed, sweeping his fingers around in a circle that brought euphoric white dots to my vision. Amos sighed. “Alright. I’m right next door if you need me, Az.”

“Thanks,” I breathed.

Amos’ steps retreated, and his door opened and closed in the room next to me. I gave Tristan an “are you crazy?” look. He brought his unoccupied finger to his lips.

Then Tristan slipped his fingers out of my pussy, trailing wet arousal down my thigh before gripping both globes of my ass with his hands. I felt the tip of his cock at my entrance, and breathing hard, barely managing to keep silent, I pushed back against him as I pressed my face back into the mattress.

Tristan leaned over me. “Not. A sound,” he whispered near my ear. Then he pushed the head of his cock inside of me, and I ground my teeth together to keep from groaning loudly. He thrust forward again, and that time he buried all of himself inside of me. I saw stars, and as he moved slowly, drawing out and then slamming back in, I felt my climax tighten close to the breaking point.

Tristan gripped my hips tightly as he drove in and out of me, and biting back a cry of pleasure, I slipped my hand down my body to press my fingers against my clit and ride straight over the edge into euphoria. With a burst of relief, my orgasm rippled through me, breaking and pulsing around Tristan as he found his own rhythm and release.

I collapsed to the mattress, and Tristan melted with me, his chest pushing into my back and our labored breathing in time with one another. He chuckled, kissing my sweaty shoulder, and when he pulled away, I nearly begged him to come back and not leave me hollow and alone. But he only wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against him so we lay on our sides with our dewy skin pressed together. He kissed me again, on my cheek that time, and whispered, “I didn’t think you could do it, honestly, but you didn’t make a sound.”

I cleared my throat. “What would you have done if I’d made a sound?” I wondered, my voice raspy.

“I definitely would have spanked you,” he said with a smirk in his voice.

I smiled in the darkness, rubbing my cheek against the coarse hair on his forearm. “Sounds fun.” My eyes drooped shut, and I sighed contentedly.

“Sleepy?” he asked, his voice husky.

“Mhm.”

Tristan fished under us for the blankets, adjusting us as he pulled them up around my body and dropped another kiss on my shoulder. “Go to sleep, Azura. I’ve got you.”

“No,” I protested. “I want to hear what happened with your team, first.” But my eyes were closed, and I felt my consciousness bobbing and dipping in and out of dreams heavily.

“Well, we succeeded in finding my money,” he responded, laying his head down on the pillow and resting his chin on my head. “And Isla’s. I also have a good amount of Charles’ funds, but I’m using that to buy his shares so I can keep an eye on Valehart from now on.”

“Oh man,” I sighed tiredly. “You’re a business mogul, now.”

“As much as it rankles me… yes,” he admitted with a soft laugh. “I suppose I am.”

“You’ll do good things with Valehart,” I said with quiet confidence. “I’m sure they’re in better hands with you.”

“With Azura the lawyer shark in my corner, I’m sure I can’t fail.”

I peeled my eyes open and rolled them up to him. “Oh?”

“Oh, you don’t have a say in that,” he said, squeezing me against him tightly. “I already kidnapped you. No takebacks.”

“Huh,” I puffed out, smiling again. “I guess I can’t argue with that.”

“Isla wants to meet you,” he added. “I told her about you, and she thinks you’re basically Wonder Woman.”

“I’m going to severely let her down there, but I do want to meet her, too. Wait,” I frowned, picking up my head. “Isn’t Valehart in Seattle?”

“Valehart is wherever I want it to be,” he assured me, easing my head back down with his chin. “Relax, Baby Shark. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I don’t think I like how easily you see through me,” I murmured, closing my eyes again. “It makes me feel naked all the time.”

“I like you naked.”

I snorted, and sleep pulled me further down into darkness. “Tristan?” I mumbled.

“Mhm?”

“You’re not leaving, right? Even if my brothers find you and try to beat the shit out of you?” I whispered through heavy lips.

“I’m right here,” he promised just as softly, kissing my cheekbone. “You’re safe, Azura.”

Tristan’s words circled through my drowsy thoughts, replacing the old ones just as surely as the first ones had implanted themselves in my head.

You’re safe.

You’re perfect.

Let me show you.

I love you.
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Love JD

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CPNCX1VC

Read the next book in the series! A half-naked ecologist fell from a tree onto Zev Brady’s head. And if that wasn’t crazy enough, the paparazzi just caught Zev holding her… in her underwear. It’s not what it looks like, but the press doesn’t know that. The only solution? Fake dating.
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Love MD

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CGQ47HY5

Dr. Brady saw June Matthew’s bra… and then she set him on fire. Now, they’ve been forced to go to a company retreat to “learn to get along.” Only, June doesn’t intend to get along with her grumpy boss, Dr. Brady. She intends to get even. Even if he is kind of hot…
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Love Rx

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CBD6KK5J

Laurel Brook is not sick. Sure, she just fell into a shelf of Noodle-O’s at the grocery store, but it’s nothing a little cold medicine won’t cure. The problem is, the hot doctor who just caught Laurel in his arms? He doesn’t agree. And he’s willing to bend all the rules to take care of her.
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