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          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      This is my fault.

      Four little words echo through the back of my mind, barely audible over the sharp ringing in my ears.

      The explosion was small and controlled, immediately following three familiar beeps. The last time I heard them, they signified freedom from the inescapable walls of my former life, and I began anew with a man I would come to love more than I ever thought possible.

      Now, they signify death.

      The other girls lie nearby, their white dresses torn and spotted with dirt and blood. Dani struggles beneath the edge of a toppled casino table and my gut lurches with guilt as a man in black marches forward and threatens her with his rifle. Another does the same to Lucy, barking orders at her to stand down as she locks into a fighter’s stance. I marvel at her bravery as my eyes swell with tears. There’s no escaping this time.

      This is my fault.

      If I had only done as I was told. If I had submitted rather than defied. If I had been the good bride I was raised to be, we wouldn’t be here now.

      I roll over onto my back, ignoring the pain firing up my side with each new breath I take. More men in black tactical gear pile in through the hole in the wall. I cringe beneath the sounds of screaming as they drag the girls away.

      My tears flow. My heart breaks. Forgive me…

      Luka.

      I gaze into the chaos around me until I find his face. He lies on his back a meter away, his body heavy and unmoving. The edges of his suit are singed and torn. Blood drips down his closed eyes.

      “Luka?” I cry out louder, my ears still ringing. “Luka!”

      He doesn’t move. Two men approach, each grabbing one of his arms and hoisting him up off the floor.

      “Wait!” I twist onto my knees. “Stop.”

      They drag him away toward the front card table.

      “Luka!”

      Gloved hands descend on me, too. I kick and scream for mercy, but it doesn’t do any good.

      I’m sorry, lyubov’ moya.

      I’m sorry, Fox and Dante and all of you.

      This is my fault.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      It’s autumn in Italy and the air has just begun to turn cold. Other children playing in the streets outside of our car wear long trousers and jackets but for me and my big brother, it feels like any other summer day.

      We come from Russia.

      My mother grips my shirt and straightens the collar once more. “Yuri, Luka — you are representing the Lutrova family here today,” she says, giving her voice a hard edge. “Be nice to the Zappia boys and Luka…” She points a thin, but stern, finger at my face. “For Heaven’s sake, boy, don’t start any fights.”

      I open my mouth to argue but my brother talks over me. “I’ll watch him, Ma. He won’t start any trouble.”

      “That goes for both of you,” our father says. “The truce created today will last for generations, meaning that someday, the two of you will inherit this from me and the Zappia boys will inherit it from their father. The sooner we all get along, the better off it’ll be. Understood?”

      “Yes, sir,” we say.

      Our driver stops the car and I look outside the window. I instantly blink with delight, amazed by the colors surrounding me. In Russia, you see white, you see black, and — as a member of the Lutrova crime family — various shades of red, but you rarely ever see colors like these. The grass is bright green and the sky is a vivid blue. Flowers line the driveway in pinks and purples and oranges. I smile, wanting so badly to touch them but then I remember my mother’s words of warning to keep my hands in my pockets.

      The front door opens as we step out of the car and the Zappia family lines up in front of us; father, mother, and the three boys.

      “Nikolai!” the man greets my father, throwing up his hand in welcome.

      “Antony,” my father says, stepping closer to take his hug. I flinch as the man kisses my father’s cheek. My mother pinches my ear and I stand up straight. “Thank you for welcoming us to your home.”

      “I believe it’s long overdue,” Antony says. “The foolish pride of our fathers impeded much progress between our families…”

      “I could not have said it better myself.” My father shifts on his heel and sighs at the woman’s face. “And this must be the beautiful Beatrix.”

      She lowers her head and says nothing.

      Antony waves a finger. “Careful now, Nikolai. A Zappia woman may not engage in conversation with a man who is not her family.”

      My father steps back. “My sincerest apologies, Antony.”

      Antony grins and waves a hand. “It’s all right. You had no idea. Our traditions run deep, but they are not unforgiving… to an extent.”

      My mother steps forward. “I don’t suppose there’s a rule against her talking to me because I must know more about this wonderful landscape. I’d guess she’d be the one to talk to about that, yes?”

      Antony blinks twice. Obviously, our family doesn’t have rules against talkative women, and I can’t imagine my mother being okay with being told who she can or can’t speak to. “Of course not, Madam Lutrova. I’m sure Beatrix would be happy to give you a tour of the grounds.”

      My father clears his throat at my mother. “Antony, my wife, Nina.”

      My mother shakes Antony’s hand and her quick, strong jerk nearly knocks him off his feet. I struggle to hold in my laugh as Yuri nudges my ribs.

      I look at the Zappia boys and my smile drops. Each one of them glares at my mother with disgust and my hands roll into fists in my pockets.

      Beatrix silently leads my mother inside, but I hear her familiar voice from the other side of the door, purposefully loud and confident.

      Antony gestures to his sons. “And these are my boys: Lorenzo, Giovani, and Martino.”

      I stare at them, each one trying desperately to emulate their father’s stiff posture. Italian features stand out on their faces. Thick, brown hair, even browner eyes, and that hard upper lip. Lorenzo, the oldest, looks to be about twelve, the same age as my brother. Giovani is my age, maybe a little younger than nine. And Marty’s small, possibly about five.

      My father beams at them and fires off a few compliments about how strong they look but I can tell what he’s really thinking because I’m thinking the same thing.

      What a bunch of wimps.

      He turns to us, still grinning. “And these are my sons: Yuri and Luka.”

      Antony regards us with the same respect he gives my father but if I knew him better, then I’m sure I’d see that same, disdainful twinkle in his eyes. The feud between the Zappias and the Lutrovas goes back generations and ingrained beliefs aren’t going to go away after a few handshakes.

      “Boys, how about you and the Lutrovas run off and play?” Antony says. “Nikolai and I have much to discuss.”

      Martino takes off first, happy to move his tiny, impatient legs while the rest of us stare each other down.

      Finally, Lorenzo steps forward and leads all of us around the house to the backyard. I look around with wide eyes, once again amazed by my new surroundings. Bushes cover the grounds in rows, spread from end to end within the tall, stone wall that encircles the grounds. It seems to go on forever and my imagination soars with it.

      “Let’s play a game, Enzo…”

      I look over to find Giovani wringing his hands. He winks at his big brother and Lorenzo smirks.

      “Sure, Gio,” he says. “Let’s play hide and seek.”

      It’s an obvious setup. Make the dumb Lutrova boys wander around lost while they snatch up the best hiding places. I can’t say I wouldn’t do the same to them back home on our estate.

      “Sure.” Yuri plays nice with them. “Who’s It?”

      Everyone falls silent with shifting eyes, none of us willing to volunteer. There are plenty of fair ways to figure out who It will be, but I’d rather get this day over with.

      I raise my hand. “I’ll do it.”

      Enzo and Gio snicker, jutting their elbows into each other while Martino picks his nose.

      “Cover your eyes and count to twenty,” Gio shouts at me. “No cheating!”

      I turn around and place my forehead against the nearest tree. “One… two…”

      I listen to their feet trample through the leaves and grass, splitting off in four different directions around me while I count out loud.

      “Stay with me, Marty!” Enzo shouts, beckoning to his baby brother. “Don’t get lost…”

      “Twelve… thirteen…”

      Finally, their voices disappear into the wild.

      “Nineteen…. twenty!”

      I raise my head and turn around, breathing a quick sigh of relief. Now, I can explore this place on my own without the damn Zappia boys hanging around. I’m sure they’ll think me an idiot for not finding them, but I couldn’t give a rat’s ass about what a damn Zappia thinks.

      My feet take me deeper into the garden. I follow the stones along the path, my imagination clicking on as deep, deadly lakes of quicksand surround me. I balance with fast feet, hopping along while I listen to the soothing wind tossing the tree branches around above my head.

      Quick movement rushes in front of me and I look up to find nothing and no one on the path but a color catches my eye. It waves at me from a bush a few meters away, flapping up and down as if to beckon me closer. I pause, enticed by the deep, red shade, and step off the path to find a ribbon twitching in the wind.

      As I grab it, a face appears out of the shrub. I jolt backward, my breath catching in my throat, but I quickly realize that there’s no danger here.

      It’s just a little girl.

      “Hello…” I say, staring into her small, round face. She’s definitely Italian with her frail features and long, brown hair but her eyes sparkle in ways the others don’t.

      She spins around and takes off through the grass, weaving between the trees with experience as if she planted them all herself.

      I pause, unsure whether to chase her down or ignore her.

      My feet answer for me and I follow the sound of her through the bushes, all the way to the other side of the estate itself.

      I lose track of her quickly, but I keep moving deeper into the garden. Finally, I find a shed lodged between two tall trees against the back wall. The door creaks as I shove it open to peek inside. It’s silent and dark. Various pots and equipment line the walls, most of which are heavily used. I squint, trying to make out the shape of her, but no little girl would ever go in a place like this.

      I hear the shuffling of feet and I pause, my senses drawn toward the table in the corner. There’s a tablecloth hanging down to the floor, slightly skewed along the edge. I step closer to it, expecting to find one of the idiot Zappia boys hidden beneath it.

      I raise it up and the girl flinches. She cowers a little more, pressing her back against the dirty, wooden wall.

      “Hello.” I wait for her to reply but she keeps her mouth closed. “I’m Luka. What’s your name?”

      The girl lowers her head, just like Beatrix Zappia did when my father spoke to her before.

      “You’re not allowed to speak to me, are you?”

      She shakes her head.

      I extend my hand to her and her little eyes drop to my fingers. “Come on out. I won’t hurt you.”

      Her fingers fidget against her knees.

      “Sofia!”

      A woman shouts the name and it echoes throughout the grounds, traveling on the wind outside. The girl winces and I smile, recognizing that expression as I’ve made it many times before myself. She knows she’s in trouble.

      “Sofia?” I say her name and she perks up. “Your name is Sofia.”

      She nods.

      I push my hand in further. “Come on out. You don’t want to keep them waiting.” Still, she refuses to move. “Well, if you won’t come out, then I’ll come in and get you.”

      Her eyes grow wide with fear, and I instantly regret causing it. I lower my hand, thinking to leave her alone, but I linger instead.

      I reach into my pocket and pull out the red ribbon. “Is this yours?” I ask her.

      She stares at it, hesitating to answer. Finally, she nods, and I hold my hand a little closer.

      “Here. Take it.”

      She chews on her lips, wanting so badly to reach for it, but I still see that little bit of fear in her eyes.

      “Sofia…” I grin. “That’s a very pretty name.”

      A smile spreads across her face.

      The door pushes open behind me. I spin around as Gio barges into the shed.

      “Hey!” He shouts at me, his voice full of rage. “Stay away from her!”

      He grabs me and pulls me off the floor. “Let go of me!” I say.

      Gio keeps his grip on my shirt. “She’s mine!” he says. “Mine! You can’t have her!”

      I shove him away as he punches at me. “I didn’t do anything, you shit!”

      He stomps his feet. “Sofia is mine! Daddy said she was mine, so you can’t have her!”

      I blink, just as shocked by his words as his pathetic tantrum.

      Our mothers finally rush into the shed. Beatrix grabs Gio by the scruff of his shirt and pulls him away from me.

      “Let him go!” She scolds him, keeping a firm grip on his arm. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Luka, what did you do?” my mother snaps at me.

      “I didn’t do anything!” I say. “I was talking to the girl, and he jumped me.”

      “What girl?”

      I point at the table and they turn around.

      Beatrix sighs and leans down to peek beneath the tablecloth. “Sofia. Get out of there. Now.”

      She snaps her fingers twice. Sofia slowly crawls out from her hiding place. Beatrix snatches her little chin, and I flinch as she forces the girl to make eye contact.

      “Did you speak to this boy?” she asks.

      Sofia shakes her head, trembling with fear.

      “She didn’t!” I shout.

      My mother rests a hand on my shoulder. “Silence, Luka.”

      “Sofia…” Beatrix says through clenched teeth. “Do not lie. You know what happens to little girls who lie.”

      “I saw her!” Gio stomps his feet again, and I hold back the urge to strike him. “She was talking to him!”

      “No, she wasn’t!” I look to my mother, begging for her to believe me. “She never said a word. I swear!”

      Beatrix tugs on Sofia’s arm and pulls her toward the door. “Get inside the house, Sofia.”

      “Wait—!”

      I lurch forward, but my mother wraps her arm around me.

      Sofia whips her head back, casting one final glance at me, before she disappears outside.

      Gio fires a hard stare in my direction and follows them out, slamming the door behind him.

      “Luka, dammit.” My mother sighs. “You couldn’t go an hour without picking a damn fight?”

      “I didn’t, Ma,” I say, my eyes locked on the door. “He jumped me…”

      She stands up tall and crosses her arms. “I know. I believe you.”

      “You do?”

      “My son only lies to me when he’s protecting himself.” She nudges my chin and smiles. “Not little girls.”

      “What did he mean?” I ask. “He said Sofia was his, that his father told him so.”

      “Oh…” She nods. “They must be betrothed.”

      I furrow my brow. “Betrothed?”

      She waves a hand. “Old custom. Our family doesn’t do it anymore, but some still do.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “It means Giovani and Sofia are promised to each other,” she explains. “When they grow up, they’ll be married.”

      I cringe. “Doesn’t she have a choice?”

      “Usually, no.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      She laughs. “Well, that’s the Zappia way.”

      I look at the door again. “Will she be punished?”

      “Hopefully not, but…” She shakes her head. “That’s not our business, Luka.”

      “But she didn’t—”

      “I know…” She leans down and cups my face. “That’s the Zappia way. We have our own. There’s no need to get involved in what you can’t control. Do you hear me?”

      I nod, forcing the lump in my throat down.

      My mother stands up and points at my hand. “What do you have there?”

      I open my palm, and Sofia’s red ribbon curls between my fingers. “Nothing,” I say as I shove it back into my pocket.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twelve Years Later

      

      

      I yank the handkerchief from my breast pocket and wipe the crimson blood off my knuckles.

      The thick air around me smells warm and metallic. It bleeds onto my tongue, and I spit out the taste of raw, dirty pennies onto the concrete floor.

      Yuri steps forward and motions me away from the chair. He looks down at the man in black tied to it and smiles. “Now, did that feel nice?” he asks him.

      The man can barely lift his head. He manages a slow shake and thick blood drips down from his nose into his lap.

      I wince as the cotton cloth swipes across my thumbnail, and I notice the cracked edge digging into my skin.

      This fucker broke my nail.

      Yuri scratches his scalp, softly ruffling the black hair on his head. “I want you to know, stranger, that we do not enjoy this. Isn’t that right, brother?” he asks me.

      “That’s right,” I say.

      “See? We don’t enjoy it.” Yuri steps closer to the chair and leans down to look him in the eyes. “But sometimes, it’s necessary. Tell us who you are, what you’re doing in Moscow, and the pain will end.”

      The man takes quick, labored breaths while I pick at the torn cuticle on my thumb. He’s not talking, that much is certain. I’d wager that this isn’t the first time he’s been beaten on and probably won’t be the last — assuming we let him leave here alive, of course.

      No crime happens in Moscow without the Lutrova family seal of approval. Big, small. Light, dark. So, when two politicians end up with bullets through both of their eyes, it didn’t take long for us to find out about it. He didn’t even make it out of the building before our guys scooped him up and brought him to the warehouse outside of the city. No cops, no saviors. Just snow and wilderness for miles. Even if he does manage to escape, there’s no way he’ll survive the exposure.

      He opens his mouth and slurs his words, dripping even more red droplets down his chin.

      “What’s that, stranger?” Yuri asks, leaning in.

      I step forward, keeping a cautious eye open as my brother eases closer to him. Again, the man’s lips move, but I can barely make out his words.

      Yuri tilts his head and peeks back at me. “He’s hissing.”

      “Hissing?” I stuff the handkerchief back into my pocket as I glide in closer. I hear it louder now. That sharp push of air through bright, red teeth.

      “Yeah…” Yuri straightens up. “Like a snake.”

      The man laughs. His face contorts with pain but it’s almost as if he enjoys it. He looks up at the two of us with amused eyes and spits blood at our feet.

      “You might want to get down,” he says.

      His eyes flick to the wall behind us and my ears perk to the sound.

      Beep beep beep.

      I grab Yuri and shove him aside as the wall explodes.

      Concrete and debris knock us back and I shield my brother from the rapid pop of suppressive gunfire. We dodge the blaze and tumble down to the floor as two other men in black come charging into the warehouse. I pull Yuri with me and toss him behind the crates in the corner.

      Yuri reaches for the gun on his hip, ready to go down in glory, but I grab his wrist to stop him.

      I watch the gunfire strike the crates and wall behind us. At this range, a true marksman wouldn’t miss so much. They don’t intend to kill us.

      At least, not yet.

      I peek out and make eye contact with the gunman as the other man cuts our prisoner free. He lowers his weapon and stares back at me through his black mask, silent and cold.

      I nod with reluctant understanding.

      The three of them run off into the snow, leaving my brother and me alone to breathe the fierce winter blowing in from the large hole.

      “You’re bleeding…” Yuri points to my side.

      I raise my arm and feel the sharp pain fire throughout my back. “It’s just a scratch,” I say, looking at my shirt. “Are you hit?”

      He stares back at me with worry and shakes his head. “No.”

      “Then, I did my job.”

      Yuri breathes a laugh. “Is that all you care about?”

      I pick us both up off the floor without answering and wander over to the blast in the wall. There’s no sign of anyone. Not even tire tracks in the snow to tell us where they came from or where they’ve gone.

      “Markov!” I shout, listening to my voice echo through the darkness. “Markov!”

      His groan travels from around the building.

      “Over here…”

      Yuri follows me outside, and we kneel beside Markov as he sits up in the snow.

      His wrinkled eyes jut back and forth, searching for answers that he won’t find. “What the fuck just happened?”

      “You didn’t see them?” I ask.

      “See who?”

      There’s a note pinned to his jacket. I snatch it off and fold it open.

      Our man’s life for yours. We’re even.

      I hand it to Yuri, and he sighs.

      “You’re one lucky old man, Markov,” he jokes. “A few minutes later and he would have been dead.”

      “You find out who he works for?” he asks. “I would very much like to have a nice chat with him and the bastards who hit me…”

      “Unfortunately, no,” I answer. I hold out my hand and pull Markov to his feet.

      “I should have seen them…” He shakes the white snow out of his gray hair. “They were like ghosts.”

      “We’ll keep looking,” I say. “No one pulls this shit in Moscow and gets away with it.”

      “We should get out of here,” Yuri says. “Send a crew in the morning to clean this place up.”

      Markov nods. “I’ll lead it myself…” He looks at me. “Did he bleed?”

      “He did.”

      “Good.” Markov growls softly. “Blood leaves a trail. We’ll track him down.”

      It’s been ages since I’ve seen Markov so pissed off. He’s usually a rather pleasant guy, but I’d never want to be the man who crosses him.

      When I was a kid, a boy in my class gave me a black eye. Markov asked what happened when he came to pick me up after school and I pointed the boy out.

      This happened on a Friday. On Monday, the boy was gone. His family had left town without a trace. I got up the nerve to ask Markov about it soon after, and he just smiled at me.

      I never brought it up again.
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        * * *

      

      “Bozhe moi!”

      Our mother cries out as we step inside and stands up from her place at the kitchen table.

      “What the hell happened to you?” she asks.

      I glance at my side, following the red splotch of blood creeping down my abdomen. “I’m fine, Ma,” I say. “It’s just a graze.”

      She scans Yuri for similar wounds, but he has none. I did my job, after all. “Sit down and take off your shirt, Luka.”

      “Ma, it’s fine—”

      “Sit down.”

      I surrender and take a seat at the table across from my father. He stares up at us with expectant eyes, no doubt just as eager as she is to hear what happened.

      “Who sent them?” he asks me.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You didn’t ask?”

      Yuri falls into the chair beside me. “He wasn’t telling,” he says.

      “Where is he now?”

      “Gone,” I answer, unbuttoning my shirt. “Taken back by his men.”

      My father blinks. “You let him go?”

      “Niko—” Our mother returns with two items in hand: a first aid box and her sewing kit. It’s the second one that makes me cringe. My mother is adept at many things but her needlework leaves much to be desired. I don’t want her messing up my tattoos. “He’s wounded. Obviously, they put up a fight.” She slaps Yuri on the shoulder, forcing him to move down a chair, and she slides into the one beside me.

      I toss the bloody shirt to the floor. “It won’t need stitches, Ma.”

      “You let me be the judge of that,” she replies. “Raise your arm.”

      I sigh and do as she says, ignoring the pain firing through my side. “He was calm the whole time,” I say. “He bled well, knowing that his team would come for him.”

      Yuri nods. “They were organized. Like soldiers.”

      Father sits back and crosses his arms, drawing his bottom lip between his teeth.

      I hiss as my mother’s claws scratch along my wound. “Careful, Ma—”

      “Pipe down, boy.”

      She grabs a bottle of alcohol from the first aid box. I turn away from her again to avoid watching.

      “These men… did they have tattoos?” my father asks, chewing on his mouth.

      “They wore black,” Yuri answers, shaking his head. “Head to toe.”

      I note my father’s worrisome expression. “You know something, Pops?”

      He’s silent again for several moments before he tilts his head. “There was a time in Moscow… long before you boys were born,” he begins, “when your grandfather met a similar encounter.”

      I furrow my brow, torn between paying attention to his story and cringing at the alcohol spread across my open flesh.

      “A man came to the city, dressed in black. He killed a woman. Young, beautiful, but full of secrets. I remember hearing my father speak of it. The man shot her through both eyes, just like the politicians tonight.”

      My mother flinches, but she keeps her head down, focusing on me. It’s very unlike Nina Lutrova to be squeamish, so I study the look on her face and the expression in my father’s eyes as he regards her for a pause.

      “Who was she?” Yuri asks, unable to read a room like I can.

      “It’s not important,” my father says with a wave of his hand.

      “Katerina Starkova.”

      The three of us react to her voice, and the familiar name crawls down my spine.

      My father inhales sharply. “Nina…” It’s not a word of warning but one full of love and sympathy.

      “It’s all right, Niko.” She grabs a cleaner cloth. “It’s time they knew.”

      “Starkova?” Yuri leans forward in his chair. “That’s…”

      She nods. “My mother.”

      Yuri looks at me as if to silently ask if I knew. I shake my head once. Our mother was orphaned as a small child, that much we knew. The circumstances surrounding that have been, as previously mentioned, not important. Until now, I suppose.

      My father clears his throat. “They caught the man before he could leave Moscow, but several of our men died in the process. The man was too well-trained. He tried to swallow cyanide, but they stopped him and brought him back alive to be questioned.”

      My mother reaches for her sewing kit. I quickly slide it away. “No, Ma.”

      “Luka…”

      “I don’t need stitches.”

      She throws up her hands. “Fine. I hope you bleed to death.” She stands up and plants a kiss on my cheek before she walks away to throw out the bloody cloths.

      I snatch a bandage from the kit, along with some tape to attach it. “What did they get out of him?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I was only a young boy when they brought him in. It was the middle of the night, but I heard them dragging him downstairs. I followed the sounds of him screaming to the cellar and when I looked inside… that’s when I saw the kobra.”

      I glance at Yuri. He seems just as lost as I am. “The kobra?”

      “A tattoo,” our father says. “From here to there.” He lays his hand on his chest and slides down to his navel. “I ran back to my room and never told anybody what I saw, but the next morning my father pulled me aside and he said to me… ‘Nikolai, never let a snake loose in Moscow.’”

      I press the bandage in place to make it stick. “We couldn’t see a tattoo,” I say. “But he did hiss.”

      “Hiss?”

      Yuri parts his lips and lets out the sharp sound. “Right before his men showed up,” he says.

      Our father nods, once again losing himself in memory. “My father spent years trying to figure out what the kobra was and what it meant. Finally, it caught up to him, and my mother found him in a pool of blood with two bullets through his eyes. Just like Katerina.”

      I look up into my mother’s silent face. Unfortunately, these stories are not uncommon for families in our line of work, but to hear the specifics now after what happened tonight is more than a little chilling. The same demons that haunted my family a generation ago are still alive and well… in my fucking city.

      Our father looks between me and Yuri as he taps a hard finger against the table to make sure we’re listening. “You two…” he says, “let this go.”

      I blink. “But, Pops—”

      “No buts.” He points at me. “They come and they go. That’s the way it is.”

      “This is our city,” I argue. “It’s like Grandfather said. We can’t just let them run loose.”

      “I have before, and I will now. Doing so has allowed me to live long enough to watch my children grow up, unlike my father and your mother’s mother. Do not get involved, Luka.”

      “Markov won’t be happy about that.”

      He sits back. “You let me deal with Markov.”

      I slink in my chair and look at Yuri to back me up, but he stays silent. He never dares to disagree with our father. He sure as hell isn’t going to start right now.

      My mother lays a soft hand on my shoulder. “Luka, you should get some rest,” she says, her tone soothing and calm. “Both of you. It’s late and we have a flight to catch in the morning.”

      I’d almost forgotten about the Zappia wedding. Judging by the looks on my brother and father’s faces, they did, too.

      She flicks a finger against my father’s shoulder. “None of that, now…” she warns us all. “This will be a nice, quiet weekend, even if I have to murder each and every one of you myself.”

      My father nods. “She’s right. It’s only a few days, and the Zappias will return the favor if either of you gets married. It’s part of the truce.”

      “When either of you gets married,” my mother corrects him, flashing stern eyes at my brother and me. “This family might be a business, but unless the name continues—”

      “Yes, yes, Nina…” My father waves a hand at her, gently smiling to placate her. “I think they realize how it works.”

      “And who knows?” She grins at the two of us. “Maybe you’ll meet a nice girl at the wedding. Hm?”

      Yuri scoffs. “Meet a nice girl in Italy? I’m more likely to piss a rainbow.”

      I chuckle. “Or shit bricks of gold.”

      Mother narrows her eyes at us. We stop laughing.

      “Get the jokes out of your systems now,” she says. “I doubt the Zappia boys will find them very funny.”

      My brother sneers. “The Zappia boys wouldn’t know a good joke if it bit them on their tiny—”

      “Yuri.”

      He clears his throat. “Okay, Ma.”

      “You will be pleasant. You will be kind and respectful,” she says. “The Zappia way may be a bit…”

      “Medieval,” I suggest.

      “Psychotic,” Yuri adds.

      “Outdated,” she says, “but that is their way. Even I feel for the poor girl, but it’s not our place to try and change them.”

      My father shrugs. “Zappia girls have been the same for generations. I’m sure Sofia is no different.”

      Sofia.

      The girl in the garden shed with adventure in her eyes. She enters my dreams now and then, racing through the trees in the corners of my vision. I look and she’s gone, but I often wake and wonder if her family’s way has changed her in the decade since I last saw her.

      It doesn’t matter in the end. Changed or not, she’s getting married this weekend. Yuri and I are Giovani’s reluctant groomsmen.

      I stand up, pushing through the dull pain in my side. “Goodnight, Ma,” I say.

      She pops up onto her toes, stretching as far as she can, so I lean over to help her land the kiss on my cheek. “Spokoynoy nochi, Luka.”

      Moonlight lights my path down the hall, shining through the tall, stained-glass windows. Falling snow leaves shadows on the walls as I pass them by, creating movement all around me, and I once again see that little girl rushing down the corridor out of the corner of my eye.

      I don’t bother looking. I know she’s not really there. She probably doesn’t exist at all anymore.

      I close the door to my room behind me and walk over to the fireplace to toss a fresh log on top. The wood sparks, and the fire hisses with fresh life.

      Never let a snake loose in Moscow.

      The Lutrova name isn’t as powerful as it used to be. My grandfather, Viktor, ran this business with an iron fist. He never cowered away from anything or anyone. Nikolai Lutrova should be the same way. He should be just as eager as I am to find out who the men in black were, but he yields to them instead — just as he yields to the Zappias and their ways.

      Blood leaves a trail.

      If there’s anything to be found out there, Markov will find it. He’ll surely destroy it, however, the second my father orders him to. There’s no one more loyal to my father than Markov. They grew up together, went to war together.

      I’d have a better chance at meeting a nice girl in Italy than I would be of convincing Markov to help me hunt down the kobra.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      Ever since I was a child, I pictured what my wedding would be like.

      I suppose every little girl does. The bouquet of pink roses. The white dress. The black veil you have to wear that covers every inch of your skin for two weeks before the wedding, so you look like a goddamn porcelain doll on your wedding day.

      Oh, wait. That’s just the Zappia way.

      A Zappia woman is brave, never tortured or fearful.

      A Zappia woman is focused, never careless or rash.

      A Zappia woman is wise, never arrogant or cold.

      A Zappia woman is a slave.

      I added the last one myself.

      “Sofia?”

      I turn around to see Rosalie peeking her head into my room. Her expression changes from one of pleasant interest to quick judgment as soon as she sees me on the balcony.

      “What are you doing?” she snaps, closing the bedroom door behind her. She motions for me to come back in. “You’re not supposed to be outside.”

      I roll my eyes, not caring that she can’t see them behind the thick, black veil, and stay in place on my balcony. “I’m not supposed to leave my room,” I say. “Last I checked, this balcony was included in that.”

      “You’re not supposed to speak either.”

      I look at her again and sigh. Her long, brown hair hangs about her adolescent face, strands clinging to the sweat-covered cheeks. “What have you been doing?” I ask her.

      “Dressing the guest rooms,” she says, pushing the hair off her face. “The Lutrova family is coming today.”

      I nod as my memories instantly rush back to that day in the garden. That was the last time I saw the Lutrova boys. They’ve been here a few times since then, but I was never allowed to go near either of them again. Beatrix feared I was too tempted.

      I can’t say she was wrong about that.

      I gaze into the garden again, following the trail all the way to where the shed in the back sits between the trees.

      Rosalie joins me on the balcony. “Perhaps my future husband will be among the wedding guests…” she muses with fantasy in her eyes.

      I scoff. “Well, as your life maiden, little sister, believe me when I say you don’t want to be a bride.”

      She slaps my shoulder. “Don’t be foolish, Sofia. I’d kill to be in your black shoes right now. Gio is dreamy…”

      I bite my lip to hold back my disgust. My little sister is young and stupidly naïve. The perfect Zappia bride, in theory.

      “If you want him, he’s all yours, Rosalie,” I say.

      I don’t mean a word of it. I’d rather my little sister be dead than be Gio’s bride.

      She hits me again, her eyes glancing around for nonexistent listeners. “You shouldn’t talk like that. You shouldn’t be talking at all…”

      “I’m allowed to talk to you,” I say. “I’ve broken no vow.”

      Rosalie sighs. “But don’t you want to be pure for Gio in every way? They say that every word you speak during your silent weeks brings one year of hardship to your marriage.”

      I stare at her through the black filter. “Good.”

      She tilts her head at me but says nothing, most likely to deter me from speaking again.

      One year of hardship. I might as well be reciting poetry from dawn until dusk. If that superstition is true, then I should speak ten thousand words to ensure that Giovani Zappia dies a miserable, broken, old man.

      I smile.

      It feels strange, so incredibly out of place that it makes me dizzy. The very thought of Gio dying alone, embarrassed, and humiliated makes me smile. I have not smiled like this since…

      I look over the balcony again at that distant garden shed.

      A bolt of warmth surges down my spine until it tickles my toes, but it disappears just as quickly.

      Rosalie nudges my ribs. “Chin up, Sofia,” she says, her voice chipper than ever.

      “You can’t even tell it’s down.”

      “I’m your life maiden. I can feel it.”

      She throws an arm around me and we both look out into the distance together — or what we can see of it. Life outside of the epic walls of the Zappia estate is one of pure mystery to both of us.

      We were sent here to Rome as young children. Our parents died after she was born, and the Zappia family was generous enough to take us in. However, we have never been treated like family. We shared a room in the servant’s quarters until I turned seven. Then, I was moved into the main house where Beatrix began training me in the Zappia way.

      A Zappia woman must never speak to a man outside of her bloodline.

      A Zappia woman is always eager to please her kin.

      A Zappia woman greets each new day with a smile.

      That’s when she told me about the marriage. It was all Antony’s idea. Bring me into the house, train me in their ways, and pair me with one of their boys to continue their bloodline for a new generation.

      Enzo, as the eldest, was to focus on the business. Marty was younger than I am and since a Zappia bride may not be superior to her husband in any way (age included), he was deemed ineligible for the union.

      That left Gio.

      He’s claimed ownership of me ever since.

      I am his. He’d bark it at anyone who would listen — family, friends, visitors — even his own mother when she dared to disagree with him over where I should sit at the table or what I would wear to chapel on Sunday morning.

      I couldn’t do a thing to stop it. I had no voice, no say. Any attempt to speak out was met with the threat of an open palm. Or worse.

      My only solace comes in my dreams. A gentle hand will appear in the darkness, beckoning me to take it. I’ll look up, and the boy would gaze at me with his big, gray eyes.

      “Come on out. I won’t hurt you.”

      I reach for him, but his hand fades into the black mist before I can grab it.

      Luka Lutrova.

      The boy in the garden shed with kindness in his eyes.

      I often wonder about him. The heir of the Lutrova crime family. Has the life of a Russian mobster turned him as cold as Antony is? I hope not. I suppose I’ll find out soon enough.

      Rosalie tugs my arm. “Come on… you should get inside before someone sees you out.”

      I let her guide me back in, but I pause as a black car passes by in the distance, just barely grazing my peripheral vision. “Wait…”

      I crane my neck to see it roll down the driveway and disappear around the front of the estate.

      “The Lutrovas, I bet…” Rosalie hums.

      “Already?”

      She nods. “They’ve come for the wedding rehearsal, of course. Speaking of which, we should get you ready. It’s in an hour.”

      I gesture down the black dress covering me from my neck to my toes, stopping at the veil concealing my face. “I think I’m ready, Rosalie.”

      She winks. “Doesn’t mean you can’t throw on a little lipstick, too.”

      I shake my head, but I let her lead me off the balcony.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      It has been several years since I’ve set foot on the Zappia estate.

      It hasn’t changed at all. The lawn is still brightly decorated with vibrant flowers and large, neatly trimmed trees. The stone wall surrounding the grounds has seen better days but still appears as daunting as it ever was, even with the vines clawing their way to the top.

      I spot two distinct differences as I step out of our car: colorful lanterns hanging from wires up and down the long driveway and a heavy increase in security. Both can be explained by the important wedding taking place tomorrow. I count at least a half-dozen men on the drive alone, plus another four just outside the back garden, and another three near—

      Yuri nudges my ribs. “Drop the shield,” he teases. “It’s a wedding.”

      I say nothing and keep my eyes open. My brother clearly doesn’t understand the duties of the Lutrova family bodyguard. Being on the Zappia estate is no excuse to slack off. I don’t care how safe the rest of them think we’ll be this weekend. Ally or no ally, I would never trust a Zappia with my life — especially not my family’s.

      I take my mother’s hand and help her out of the car as the front door flies open.

      Giovani steps outside with raised arms. “The Lutrovas!” he greets. “You’re just in time.”

      My father bounds up the steps toward him. “Gio — my god — you’ve grown up!”

      “I should hope so. It’s the day before my wedding!”

      My father shakes his hand and shows a genuine admiration for Gio’s tight grip.

      The last time I saw Gio, he was short and pudgy with a red, pock-marked nose. His skin has cleared up since then and he’s shed the extra pounds but he’s still a wimp, hovering only a few centimeters taller than my mother.

      She bounds up the stairs and exchanges a kiss on the cheek with him. “I don’t know how you Zappia boys grow more handsome every time I see you,” she quips, flashing a smile. “Your poor mother must pray daily for all the girls your brothers torture.”

      Gio keeps his smile, but I see that look gloss over his eyes as he stares back at her. That how dare this woman speak to me look. “I guarantee you she does, Madam Lutrova. It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      I smirk. My mother has never purposefully shown disrespect to the Zappias or their ways, but I feel great pride in the fact that she’s never once allowed their rules to change her behavior on their estate. Nina Lutrova does whatever she fucking wants and no man — Russian or Italian — will tell her otherwise.

      Gio steps to the side and allows for my parents to walk in while extending a hand to Yuri. “And you two,” he says, nodding. “I am very grateful to you both.” He lays an open palm on his chest. “Thank you for agreeing to be a part of my family’s special day. It means a lot to me. And Sofia.”

      I bite my tongue, swallowing my reply. We never had a choice in the matter to begin with and it annoys me to hear him speak for Sofia yet again. While I haven’t seen the girl since that day in the shed, I heard her name often during the sporadic trips we made to this estate. Sofia will wear this. Sofia will have that for supper. Sofia will stay in her room until the Lutrovas have taken their leave.

      Yuri snorts. “Are you kidding? We’ve been looking forward to it. We love weddings!”

      I force a smile and offer my hand to Gio. “Yes, we’re happy to be here.”

      We shake hands and Gio grins, revealing a full mouth of crooked, off-white teeth. “I’m glad to hear it,” he says.

      “Gio!” my mother calls from the front hall. “Where exactly can I find your mother? I have been dying to catch up with her.”

      “I believe she’s in the guest wing tending to your rooms, Madam Lutrova,” he answers, doing his best to hide his utter contempt for her. I smirk again. “I’ll be happy to see you all there myself.”

      “Excellent!”

      We follow Gio into the front hall, and my senses spike as I take in the surroundings. The inside is just as guarded as the outside with an armed suit stationed at each open doorway. I wonder if this is normal Zappia family gathering behavior, or if my family should take it personally.

      “Gio, how is your father’s business in Chicago?” my father asks. “Still thriving, I assume?”

      “More than thriving,” Gio answers, guiding us through the long, ornate corridors with wood carvings and giant paintings covering nearly every inch of the walls. Why the Zappias must go over-the-top with every aspect of their lives is beyond me. “The casino is more successful than ever. Enzo just opened his first business downtown. A deli, I believe.”

      “And Marty? What of him?”

      “Oh, little Marty does what he does best.” Gio chuckles. “Which is not much at all.”

      “Just give him time,” my father says. “He will find his place in the family.”

      “Last I heard, he had his eye on working security.” Gio glances back at me. “Maybe you can offer him a few tips, Luka? He’s a bit squeamish.”

      “He’ll grow out of that,” I mutter.

      “I hope so, too,” he says. “Until then, he bankrupts losers at my father’s poker tables — which, I admit, is not unhelpful but he could be doing more for the family.”

      I’d love to know what the fuck Giovani Zappia does all day to help the family, but I hold back my scoff.

      We round a corner and I pause, my eyes instantly pulled all the way down the opposite corridor. I recognize Rosalie’s petite face and that permanent smile she always seems to have etched onto her mouth, but I don’t keep my attention on her for longer than a second.

      I lock onto the girl in black.

      The gown covers every inch of her skin, along with a translucent veil that obscures her face. My mother told me of the barbaric wedding rituals passed down through the Zappia line, but I honestly thought she made most of it up. Now that I see it, I wonder how much of it really is true.

      Rosalie pauses and yanks on Sofia’s arm, offering me a short, gentle curtsy as she scurries them along. I watch them leave, admiring the bride’s graceful movements, even if she is weighed down by the black garb.

      Sofia whips her head back, casting one final glance at me, before she disappears around the corner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      I step into the chapel and all movement stops.

      Voices fall silent. Heads turn in our direction. Zappias. Lutrovas. Even the servants pause to adjust to my presence. None of them have seen me or heard me speak in two weeks, after all. I guess it’s not every day you see the black bridal gown of Zappia tradition either.

      “Sofia!”

      There’s one good thing that comes from having to wear this veil. Gio can’t see my face, so I don’t have to hide the fact that I cringe every time he says my name.

      He grins and rushes down the aisle toward me and Rosalie. “My bride!”

      His fingers entwine with my gloved hands and it takes everything I have to stop myself from flinching away. I let him tug me toward the front of the chapel, toward the gawking and smiling faces, and I lock eyes with every single one of them.

      Antony sits with Nikolai Lutrova off to the side, their murmuring voices no doubt passing mafia trade secrets back and forth.

      Beatrix and Nina Lutrova sit in the front pew together, smiling at me with kindness.

      The Lutrova brothers hover with the Zappia boys at the front in a line, shifting around as the priest attempts to instruct them on where to stand.

      They can’t tell I’m looking at them. They can’t see the pain in my eyes, screaming at them to let me out.

      And then, there’s Luka. He stands with stiff posture with his hands in his pockets, but he keeps his head down. I wish he wouldn’t. I haven’t seen him this closely since we were children. I need to know if those eyes I see in my dreams are still as comforting as they were before.

      As we reach the steps, Yuri frowns at me. “I mean no disrespect, Gio, but what’s up with this black dress?”

      Nina flashes him a scolding eye from her seat in the front pew.

      Gio chuckles. “No disrespect taken, Yuri,” he says. He lays a hand on my waist and guides me over to display me for all the Lutrovas to see. “In Zappia tradition, a bride wears this gown for two weeks prior to the wedding. She spends that time in silent prayer and reflection to prepare herself for her new life.”

      Yuri blinks. “But why?”

      Nina glares at him again. Even Luka fires a quick, annoyed glance at his brother, and I catch a brief flash of his eyes in the light… along with the black ribbon tattoo swirling up the right side of his neck.

      I bite my hidden lip.

      Gio smiles. “A Zappia bride must be as pure as freshly fallen snow in every way,” he says. “White skin, white dress. Sofia isn’t even allowed to speak to anyone but her life maiden during that time. Not even me.”

      “Life maiden?”

      “A confidant — usually a family member or a close friend. In Sofia’s case, her little sister, Rosalie.” He gestures to the front aisle and Rosalie smiles from her seat next to Beatrix in the front pew, her cheeks filling with blood. “The bond between life maidens is sacred. For a woman to betray hers is punishable by death in Zappia law.”

      “My goodness…” Nina whispers, clutching her chest. “That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it?”

      Gio waves his hand. “In all our family’s history, there’s never been a single instance of that happening. I don’t see anything ever coming between these sisters. I wouldn’t worry, Madam Lutrova.”

      Yuri shakes his head. “Your laws are certainly something, Gio. I’ll give you that much.”

      Gio squeezes my hand even tighter. “We might be old-fashioned but it’s not without purpose,” he says. “These laws have existed for hundreds of years and our family is more powerful now than ever. You’ve all heard the phrase—” He raises an enthusiastic fist. “Only a Zappia may rule in Italy. Obviously, we must be doing something right.”

      “Obviously.” Yuri chuckles and pats Luka’s shoulder. “Maybe our family could learn a thing or two.”

      Luka says nothing. Instead, he looks straight into my black veil and I finally see his eyes. That gray color pops, as fierce and bold as the rest of his features, and my knees sway beneath my gown. My fingers twitch with the temptation to reach for him but I force my hand to remain at my side.

      Gio twists me around to face him, robbing me of my view. “Anyway, let’s get this rehearsal over with. The staff has prepared a wonderful feast for our guests and I’ve been smelling it all day.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sofia?”

      I cringe at the sound of my name and turn around as Gio lets himself into my room. He kicks the door closed and flicks his wrist to lock it behind him.

      “I think I’ll miss the sight of you in your bridal robes,” he says, his eyes wandering up and down.

      I’d hope the presence of company would keep him from coming in here tonight, but luck has never been on my side. I stand up from my vanity seat and his smile grows.

      “It’s your last night in this room,” he says, licking his lips. “Tomorrow, you’ll finally join me in the master suite.”

      He drifts even closer to me and I fight the urge to scream at him. I’ve suffered through two weeks of Gio sneaking in here late at night, trying to get me to break the vow of silence. It’s a little game Zappia grooms have played for generations: get your bride to speak and spend the wedding night punishing her for it.

      I won’t give him the pleasure.

      Gio holds out his hand to me. “Come here.”

      I obey and extend my black, gloved fingers. He takes it and my skin crawls as he leads me to stand with my back against the wall.

      He grips my shoulders first and I tighten every muscle to thicken my shell.

      “Sofia…” he whispers, “are you looking at me? Tell me you’re looking at me.”

      I bite my tongue until I taste blood.

      He chuckles to himself. There’s something far more sinister in his voice tonight. He’s impatient, frustrated with my unwillingness to yield. I fully expect him to start stomping his feet like a damn child.

      “Sofia.” He snatches my chin over the veil and squeezes to make sure I feel it. “I admire your dedication to tradition…” He leans in and I try not to gag on his breath seeping in through the fabric. “I expect the same dedication tomorrow evening. I’ve been looking forward to our wedding night for a very, very long time.”

      I swallow the bile in my throat.

      “I’m sure you have, too…” He releases my face, but he keeps his hand on me, sliding his fingertips down my neck and over my breasts. “A Zappia bride wants nothing more than to please her husband.”

      My hands twitch with the instinct to push him away but I lay my palms against the wall and close my eyes. He reaches behind my body to grope me and I gasp with disgust as his hardness presses against my hip.

      Gio laughs at me. “I love your innocence, Sofia…” He leans closer to whisper in my ear. “I can’t wait to corrupt it.”

      Finally, he lets me go and takes a step back to look me up and down again. I stand still, unable to move an inch. Fear, hatred, repulsion. It all blends together in me to immobilize every muscle and I fight the urge to cry.

      He walks to the door and unlocks it. “Goodnight, Sofia.” His eyes grow about as soft as a stone wall. “Tomorrow morning, you’ll be my wife.”

      I wait until I hear the door latch closed behind him before collapsing to the floor.

      Hot tears spill over, trailing down my face faster than I can wipe them away.

      So, this is it. Starting tomorrow, I will be Gio’s bride. I will be the perfect, doting Zappia wife I was trained to be. I’ll tend to his every need, I’ll bear his children, and I’ll raise a new generation of little Zappia brats until the day I die — and they’d better be sons.

      Yes, sir. Of course, sir. Please, and thank you, sir.

      I never even had a choice.

      I hang my head in my hands and sob, staining the frail, black material sticking to my cheeks. Darkness clouds my vision, hanging over me like a hurricane and I wish for nothing more than to succumb to it.

      I force myself to my feet and walk slowly toward the balcony.

      Life is worth living. As an orphan whose parents were torn from her at a young age, I know this much to be true, but a life in the Zappia way is no life at all. As a child, I couldn’t run. I couldn’t play or sing or dance. Heaven forbid I have a daughter, as she will be expected to live the same life as I have.

      I stare at the concrete patio three stories beneath me and wonder, for a moment, how much this will hurt.

      Movement teases the tree line below and I pause, feeling my breath catch in my throat.

      Luka Lutrova.

      He looks over his shoulder, scanning the garden with nostalgia in his bright eyes. I follow his eye line to see a guard wandering the grounds at the other end of the patio. They each regard the other for no longer than a moment before ignoring each other completely and moving on. The guard takes off around the house but Luka steps into the dark trees and disappears into the garden.

      The gray-eyed Russian boy.

      I smile and wipe the last of my tears away.

      I thought there was only one way out of this life, but I was wrong. I have one job as a Zappia woman and that’s to ensure the continuation of their bloodline, but what if…

      I’ll never get anywhere if I wait for the Zappia family to change themselves. Change begins with a catalyst. One spark will light that fuse and by the time they figure it out, it will be too late to stop the flame from burning them down and destroying all they hold dear.

      And I know just how to light the match.

      I raise myself over the balcony’s edge, my veins fueled by fresh purpose. The lattice connected to the wall beneath it used to support my weight as a child but the fear of falling does little to dissuade me now. I give it a shake to test its durability and it wobbles a bit but stays in place all the way to the ground.

      I slide down, gripping the ledge with tight fingers. My ears train to every sound below me, every snap of a twig or shuffling of feet, anything that will signal the location of a patrol guard or even Luka himself.

      I move at a snail’s pace, pushing the fear even further down with each bit of lattice I descend. It takes forever to reach the earth and when my toes finally hit the hard ground, I smile even wider.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I wander the grounds alone. My father told me not to worry about it. The Zappias have security covered for the weekend but it’s a hard habit to break and honestly, I wouldn’t trust a Zappia guard to tie his own damn shoes.

      The back garden is just as I remember it. It seems rules and traditions aren’t the only things the Zappias keep consistent. It’s like a page right out of my memory. Flowers and tall bushes. Even the darkness isn’t enough to overwhelm the radiant pinks and purples spilling off the leaves.

      I sense movement and halt my stride. My hand moves behind me and my fingers graze the heel of the pistol stashed in my belt.

      It’s not a guard. The feet are far too small, far too light. No, this movement is trained and purposeful. Covert and full of grace.

      A woman.

      I twist around to look into the darkness across the lawn and the darkness stares back at me behind a thick, black veil.

      Sofia.

      I release the grip on my gun and open my mouth to speak, but she raises a finger to keep me quiet. She turns and disappears into the trees like a steady, black mist, moving nothing but the grass beneath her toes and making no sound at all.

      I follow her slowly, chasing the very essence of her while keeping my other senses locked for guards. There are two on the front lawn enjoying a shared cigarette and one in the driveway who kicks a stone as he passes by it. Another takes a piss in the trees on the other side of the garden. Each of them keeps a finger hugged around their triggers, taking their jobs as seriously as I take mine.

      Following Sofia Zappia into the darkness is a sure way to get myself killed, and yet… I can’t stop walking.

      She waits until I can see her again before walking into the garden shed, the same one I followed her into twelve years ago.

      Instinct urges me to turn around and go back to the house. I should go to the guest room, lie down, and sleep until morning but I think of that scared girl cowering in a corner beneath the table and I keep moving.

      I close the door behind us. Sofia pulls the string on a hanging bulb in the center of the room. It’s so old and dust-covered it barely illuminates the dark space, but it’s enough for me to make out her shape.

      She reaches up and pulls the black veil off her head, revealing her pale, white face to me.

      My breath catches in my throat. Her lips are bright red, her hair a dark brown. Her skin is perfect, like a brand-new doll. There’s more beauty in one glance of her mature face than all the landscapes of Italy and Russia combined.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” I say.

      Sofia smiles without a single wrinkle on her face. “And you shouldn’t have followed me, Mr. Lutrova.”

      It’s the first time I’ve ever heard her speak. Her voice fights to soothe every bit of resistance in me but I swallow the forbidden notion down where it belongs. “If they catch you—”

      “The last time you spoke to me, I was whipped for it,” she says, keeping her smile even as I cringe. “Believe me, I know the consequences of this better than you do. The guards don’t patrol this far into the garden. We can speak freely here.” She steps closer and the light reflects her brown eyes back at me, bewitching me even more. “I need your help, Mr. Lutrova.”

      “Luka,” I say.

      She pauses. “Luka…”

      Her silence lasts several moments. “What?”

      “That’s…” She exhales. “That’s the first time I’ve ever addressed a man by his given name. I’m sorry, I…”

      “Sofia…” I stare at her, noticing every little flinch in her face as I speak her name. “They don’t even let you say a man’s name?”

      “It’s a sign of disrespect,” she says, her eyes grazing the floor. “Only equals may be so informal.”

      “Not even Gio’s?”

      “Especially not Gio’s.” To my surprise, she chuckles. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to…”

      “Stop apologizing. You’ve done nothing wrong to me.” Sofia looks up and nods. “You said you needed my help.”

      She licks her red lips, giving them the slightest sheen in the dim light. “You come from a very different world,” she says. “I can see it in your eyes. You find this family repulsive, don’t you?”

      “Yes,” I answer.

      She sighs with relief. “So do I.”

      And there she is. That little girl with adventure in her eyes. “You want to escape,” I say.

      She shakes her head. “That’s not possible. We’d never make it off the grounds — unless you feel like you can dispose of nearly fifty armed men on your own tonight. No, the only real escape would be a quiet, self-inflicted death in the middle of the night, but…” Her eyes harden with purpose. “I have a better idea.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I despise the Zappia family,” she says. “Them and everything they stand for. I will not dedicate my life to it. I refuse to. Gio…” She pauses on the name. “Gio desires an heir to continue his family’s legacy and he’ll take it from me. I want to deny him that but even more… I want to humiliate him.”

      I study her eyes, so full of hatred and loathing but they glimmer with silent hope. “How?”

      Sofia hesitates. “I will have a child, but it won’t be his. A little dirt in the blood will be enough to sully the family’s reputation for generations and tear Gio to shreds.”

      “And where do you plan on finding this dirt?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

      She falls silent and her cheeks glow with the slightest pink. “From you, Luka Lutrova.”

      I take a step back. “Sofia…”

      “I won’t ask you for anything else ever again,” she says, her voice full of desperation. “You have my word on that.”

      “Why don’t you just leave?” I ask.

      “You think I haven’t tried? Every exit is protected. The wall is too high to climb. I haven’t seen the ocean since I was five years old.”

      I pause, trying to imagine a life like that, but I honestly can’t.

      “Even if I did make it out,” she continues, “there’s Rosalie. She was just a baby when they brought us here. This family is all she knows in the world. She’d never leave and I couldn’t live with myself if I abandoned her here. As a madam of the Zappia household, I can move her into the main house and she’ll no longer be a servant here. It’s not much, but it’s certainly a better life and if I… if I took my life, then she’d surely take my place next to Gio, and I’d rather she be dead than suffer that.”

      “Sofia, what you want from me… it’s considered treason — to both our families.”

      “No one will ever know the child is yours. Only me and you. Not even the child, if that’s what you want.”

      “And if I refuse?”

      She inhales a shaking breath. “Then, I’d beg you to forget this conversation ever happened and you go on with your business.”

      My chest tightens. “Then, what happens to you?”

      She looks down. “I will not live my life in chains. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep that from happening. I’m not sure what, but…”

      “This won’t change anything, Sofia,” I whisper. “Even if I help you, you’ll still marry him tomorrow.”

      “I’m a very patient woman,” she says. “I will give him my body if it means that my soul laughs every time he looks into our child’s eyes and sees nothing of himself staring back. That betrayal will see me through until the end.”

      I breathe a soft laugh. “Sofia, you are sinister.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t mean it as a compliment,” I say. “This humiliation is harsh and cruel.”

      “As it should be.”

      “I’d love to watch the Zappias fall as much as anybody, but there are other ways.”

      “As a Zappia woman, my womb is the only power I possess.” Her lip trembles but she stills it with a quick breath. “I have no say. I have no rights. I have no choice but to comply with the will of Zappia men. Tell me, Luka… do the Russians treat their women this way?”

      “No.”

      “Then, please, give me one night of reprieve. I promise our secret will die with me.”

      I press my teeth together, feeling everything tug in different directions inside. Sofia is beautiful — even more so than I thought she’d be — and I’m a warm-blooded man. Of course, I want her. Of course, there’s nothing I’d like more than to take her for myself, but…

      “Why me?” I ask. “You don’t even know me, Sofia.”

      She turns and her gaze falls to the table in the corner. The tablecloth is old and ragged but it’s still there, hanging down full of rips and holes.

      “You extended your hand to me once,” she says. “There was more kindness in that act than any other in my entire life.”

      Years of blood and scars pass through my mind and I shake my head. “I’m not who you think I am,” I say. “I am not a good man, Sofia.”

      “Whether you help me from kindness or from your own desires, the end is the same. I ask you for nothing more than that and your silence, I promise,” she says. “Please, don’t condemn me, Luka.”

      Her chest heaves, completely wiped out of argument. I shamefully look down to watch it rise and fall and I can’t help but picture her without that damn black dress. Porcelain white skin, untouched in every way considering the Zappias rules for their brides, but she wants me to touch her first.

      And I’m not sure I can say no.

      Hell, I know I can’t say no.

      To bed Gio’s virgin bride before he can? That thought alone makes me hard already.

      “If he ever finds out, it will start a war,” I say. “You know that, right?”

      She smiles. “I’m counting on it.”

      The spark in her ignites one in me and I can’t hold my desire for her at bay much longer. “Where? When?”

      “Here and now,” she says with a quick wave of her gloved hand. “It’s the safest place.”

      I shake my head at the old shed. “This isn’t what you deserve.”

      “I’m used to it.” She doesn’t even blink and I know it’s true.

      Sofia. Who knew that cute little girl would grow up into this? Strong and determined. Patient and brave. Years of cruel tutelage couldn’t break her. The Zappias made her this way. It’s hard not to appreciate the irony.

      “All right,” I say, swallowing hard. “I’ll do it.”

      “No one will ever know,” she says again. Finally, her voice trembles. “And… I know how it works. You can be quick.”

      Fear passes over her eyes for the first time and guilt stabs at me but not as much as anger does. For her first time to be like this, with a practical stranger in a dirty shed rather than with a man she loves in a warm embrace. It’s as harsh and cruel as the vengeance she seeks — but still a better fate than she’d suffer beneath Gio’s writhing body.

      Sofia should never have had to make this decision at all. Fate stripped her family from her and dropped her on the Zappia doorstep. To any outsider looking in, they’d think that was a dream come true. A fresh, new beginning for the two orphan girls.

      Now, she has to rely on a damn coin toss to stay alive. There’s no guarantee any of this will go the way she wants it to.

      But it’s enough to keep her alive and I won’t deny her that hope.

      My pulse races, firing blood so fast through me that my fingers turn numb. I slide my jacket off and she blinks with subtle fear as I gesture at the table.

      “Sit down, Sofia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      I do as Luka says and walk over to the table.

      It hasn’t been twenty minutes since this idea sprouted fully formed in my head. I never once made it this far into the plan. I know what I ask of him, I know what’s expected of me, but I hadn’t prepared for the terror pumping through my veins right now.

      Luka hangs his jacket off a nail on the door and steps over to me as I lift myself onto the table. I keep my eyes down, trying not to make it too obvious how terrified I am.

      My god, what am I doing?

      What do I do?

      “Sofia, look at me.”

      I force my gaze up and feel a quick jolt of warmth as Luka shows the faintest smile.

      “I won’t hurt you,” he says, flashing my memory back in time.

      Twelve years ago, he looked at me just like he is now. He has the same gray eyes, soft and caring without a hint of malice in them. His hands, once small and untainted, now tell a different story. The story of a hard and calloused mafia man.

      I’m not who you think I am.

      I am not a good man, Sofia.

      My breath rattles in my lungs. Luka leans in and I feel his body heat in the air around me. It warms me to the core and my body responds in ways I’ve never known it could, throbbing and aching all over while I grip the table beneath me.

      Luka lays his hands on my waist and my skin twitches beneath his touch, even through my thick, black dress. He looks at me with sharp, seductive eyes and I can’t help but get lost in them.

      As he drifts closer and licks his lips, my heart stops. I turn away from him, my cheeks flushed with blood. “We don’t have to…”

      His fingers graze my chin, guiding me back to him. “I want to,” he whispers.

      Luka gently pushes in until our lips finally touch. Lightning fires down my spine but I sit here, frozen in the flames, as he kisses me softly. He takes it slowly, never once heaving an impatient breath while I adapt to the new sensation.

      Instinct kicks in my gut and I purse my lips against his, drawing a more passionate kiss between us and I ache for him to teach me more. He lays his hand on mine and I release the grip I have on the table beneath us. I let him move me and he places my hand on his chest, giving me permission to touch him. I hesitate, my attention torn between the feel of his tongue in my mouth and my twitching fingers, and I rest my hand on the taut fabric of his shirt. Muscles poke through from his abs and arms and my core throbs with anticipation.

      Luka’s hands constantly move, triggering blooms of pleasure wherever he touches me. They slide downward from my face to my neck and my breasts, all the way down to the thick, black skirt between us.

      I quiver, red-faced and exposed, as I lie down onto the table. Luka shifts between my legs and I squeeze my eyes shut as he pushes my dress up further and air touches my thighs. His hands linger just above my knees. I swallow hard, my cheeks burning as I wonder how much of me he can see in the dim room.

      “Sofia.”

      “Just do it,” I say, my voice far weaker than I want it to sound like.

      He fingers dig in slightly, releasing just as quickly. “Sit up, please,” he says.

      I don’t move. I can’t. I grow even tenser instead, waiting for it to be over with.

      “Sofia…” He lays a hand on mine. “Please.”

      I open my eyes and his haunting, silver eyes find mine in the dark. A wave of calmness washes over me and my fingers loosen enough to wrap around his.

      Luka pulls me up to sit and rests his hands on my open thighs again. Our lips graze, his warm breath rushing past my cheek. “Sofia, have you ever touched yourself?” he asks. “Made yourself feel good?”

      I hesitate. Answering with the truth would bring me great punishment if it were to fall on Zappia ears, but I have no urge to lie to Luka Lutrova. I nod and he kisses me again, softly flicking his tongue against mine.

      His warm touch crawls an inch along my shivering knees. “Will you do it for me now?”

      My breath catches. “Why?”

      He smirks. “It’ll make things… more comfortable for you.”

      “I…” I pause, my tongue growing heavy. “I don’t know if I can…”

      He moves his hand a little higher and it disappears beneath my skirt. “I can do it if you’d rather. I want you to relax.”

      I nod as my heart races faster. Luka kisses the edge of my mouth, lulling me into a sweet surrender. I close my eyes, seduced by it until I feel him touch the crotch of my panties.

      I grab his hand, stiffening again. “Wait,” I breathe, my cheeks on fire. “I… I can do it.”

      Luka pulls his hand away and sets it on my knee again. He looks down to watch me inch my hand beneath my skirt. I push through all the ingrained shame involved with the act, utterly floor by the desire in his eyes. My clit throbs even harder as I touch it, shooting sparks down to my ankles. I bite my lip, silencing myself as pleasure quickly rises to the surface.

      “Shh…” Luka whispers, leaning closer to brush his lips against mine.

      My hips push off the table, gently grinding against my fingertips, and I feel the smile grow wider across his face. Each breath fuels the heat in me, growing wilder with each rub. I open my mouth, silently moaning, and Luka traps the sound with his lips. He lays his hands on my waist to hold me steady as I climb even higher.

      “Don’t stop,” he says, staring into me.

      He wants me to finish, to release the deluge just begging to burst out of me. I can already feel the wetness staining my fingertips, dripping more every second, just waiting for him to enter me and fill me with his seed.

      The tension mounts and he holds me tighter as the euphoria overwhelms my core. I keep silent, hiding my orgasm from all ears as I always have, but I let out a soft whimper just for Luka before pushing forward to steal a kiss from his perfect lips.

      He pulls me closer to him and I feel the hard bulge pressing against my inner thigh. It’s frightening and strange but the instinct to run is nonexistent. Even as he reaches for his belt and pushes his zipper down, I keep still, waiting with throbbing anticipation.

      I wonder when it will become too much. I wonder if I’ll chicken out completely and rush out of here in a flurry that will surely get us both caught.

      But I don’t. The forbidden urge for him never leaves me. It blends with my fear, igniting a more powerful lust and shutting out all of my other senses.

      “Sofia, look at me.”

      I fall even harder into his eyes and he holds them with ease.

      “Do you trust me?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer without thinking.

      He takes another step closer and I grow tense. “I won’t hurt you,” he says again. “I promise.”

      I sneak a peek at his girth before it disappears beneath my black dress. He moves with experience, taking hold of my panties and pushing them aside. I feel his flesh on mine, hard and warm, as his tip burrows between my folds.

      Luka stops and plants a firm kiss on my lips. The moment lasts in my mind, frozen in time as my thoughts scream loud in my ears. It’s been twelve years since I last saw him. I never even spoke to him then, but I’ve never in my life felt closer to anyone.

      I hold my breath as he pushes his cock into me. There’s a sharp pain but he slides inside with little resistance, my walls slick with honey.

      He doesn’t go all the way. He holds back, flexing his jaw and trembling as he makes himself go slowly for me. I force myself to breathe, counting his shallow thrusts until the pain is gone and that warm desire overwhelms me all over again.

      I lean into him, inviting him to take more of me, but he stays in control.

      “Deeper,” I whisper against his lips.

      Luka rests his head on my shoulder and groans softly. “Not yet.”

      His voice struggles through lust as mine does. I hold his hips, torn apart inside, but I know he’s right. I might regret it, but I can’t stop my desires from taking over.

      “Luka…” I taste his name on my tongue and a sense of terror fills me as I realize I may never say it again.

      This night, this moment.

      This will never happen again.

      He pushes in a little more and tears fill my eyes. His teeth rake against my neck and he leaves soft nibbles on my skin as he thrusts even deeper. I claw up his back, holding his body against mine, trying to commit every possible detail of him to memory. That salty taste of his skin, the sweetness of his tongue. The subtle smell of his cologne and that natural scent in his hair. I never want to forget anything about Luka Lutrova ever again.

      His arms slide around me and he lets out another stiff groan as he cups my ass, drawing me closer to intensify his grind. I moan into his mouth, feeling every quick buck of his hips against my pelvis. Skin against skin, I feel him so deep inside, throbbing and pulsing. Soon, he will fill me. I tremble with fear and a silent prayer passes over my lips.

      I will not live my life in chains.

      Luka’s body goes tense, his fingers digging into my soft rear. I hold him closer, feeling every twitch and jolt of his muscles as climax surges through him. He pushes in as deep as he can go and my insides quiver around him as he holds it there.

      I close my eyes and I feel his heat inside of me. Thousands of lives are created every day. If a merciful deity truly exists in this world, then he’ll choose this moment to bless me with — not tomorrow night or the night after. If he truly cared for me, then he’d save my life tonight.

      Luka raises his head to look at me. His cheeks are bright pink. A thin layer of sweat coats his brow. We stare into each other’s eyes, listening as our hearts slowly stop pounding and he grows soft inside of me. When he finally pulls out, I feel a twinge of bittersweetness.

      I tighten my muscles, refusing to let a single drop of him free as I remain seated. I let my dress tumble back down to my ankles as Luka zips himself up. He moves away from me and avoids my eyes.

      “Once we leave this room, this never happened,” he says.

      I nod, knowing he can’t see it. “If it ever gets out—”

      “I’ll deny it.”

      It’s what I promised him. No one will ever know. I won’t ask him for anything else.

      But it still hurts.

      “Of course,” I say. “I will, too.”

      He reaches for his jacket on the wall and as he slides it onto his arms, he finally glances at me again. “Good luck to you, Sofia.”

      “Wait…”

      I hop off the table and step toward him. He regards me with a lingering gaze as I push onto my toes to kiss him one last time. He doesn’t move but his lips twitch against mine, closed mouth and chaste.

      “Thank you, Luka,” I whisper.

      I sense the hesitation in him. He holds his breath, pausing for an eternity before he leans down to return the kiss. It lasts no longer than a second — like a quick peck between acquaintances. Just two old friends passing each other by before returning to their busy lives.

      He pulls the door open and disappears into the garden.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I step into the chapel and all eyes fall on me.

      A string quartet plays me in, sliding their bows to the tune of Here Comes the Bride, and I throw one foot in the front of the other. When I did this yesterday, it felt as though I was walking through quicksand. Each step felt heavier and closer to death.

      But not today.

      Today, I feel lighter, and that’s not only because I no longer have to wear that hideous black tarp. Today, I wear white. The color of virginal purity. Freshly fallen snow. The perfect Zappia bride.

      I hold back my laugh.

      Gio rolls my veil over my head and he looks at me for the first time in weeks. He smiles and I force a smile in return, staring a hole right through him to the man standing behind him.

      Luka Lutrova.

      He keeps his eyes down, possibly the only person in the room not gawking at me. I say another silent thank you to him for it. It somehow makes me feel even closer to him. Here we stand, the only two people in the world in on the joke and we always will be.

      The priest begins by reading a bible verse but his voice echoes on through me. I feel my smile take hold of my face again. Everyone will assume my grin is because of Gio, but I know better. Luka knows better.

      If the Zappias want the perfect bride, then I’ll be the perfect bride for them. For years, they’ll think that’s exactly what I am. Kind, doting. Submissive.

      In the end, they’ll all be in for a surprise.

      Gio takes the ceremonial knife from the priest and my fingers twitch.

      I’d nearly forgotten about this part. The Zappia blood ritual is yet another outdated, barbaric custom but at least they’ve done away with the tradition of consummating the marriage at the back of the chapel directly after the ceremony.

      “My blood is your blood,” Gio says, repeating after the priest, word-for-word, as he readies the knife’s edge against my thumb. “My flesh is your flesh. From now through eternity.”

      I wince as he presses down and my blood drips out into the white, ceremonial basin.

      He hands the knife to me. I smile again, more than happy to make him bleed.

      “My blood is your blood,” I say as poke him. Hard. He flinches while the rest of them chuckle at his oh-so-adorably nervous bride practically stabbing him. “My flesh is your flesh. From now through eternity.”

      He bleeds into the basin, his red mixing with mine. The priest pours a few drops of oil on top of it and ignites it with a candle. I watch as our blood burns, signifying that I’m not only a Zappia in name, but in flesh, too.

      Good.

      The finest killer of flesh is a virus. One that eats you apart from the inside out.

      It’ll start with me. It’ll start with the life hopefully taking hold of my womb at this very moment and it’ll end with the destruction of the Zappia family.

      Gio takes my hand and slides the wedding band onto my finger, along with the diamond engagement ring.

      I smile again.

      I’ll keep smiling until he’s a miserable, broken, old man.

      I am a Zappia woman, after all.
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        Three Years Later

      

      

      “It’s happened again.”

      I yawn, just barely opening my eyes to stare at Markov. “What’s happened again?”

      He gestures for me to follow him and walks out of my doorway.

      “Markov—”

      “Follow me.”

      I sigh and grab a sweater to throw on before trailing him down the hall. It’s three in the morning. Whatever he dragged me out of bed for, it better be important.

      We enter his workshop across the estate and he beelines for his desk. “They’re back in Moscow.”

      “Who’s back in…”

      I pause, my brain finally waking up and answering the question before I even finish asking it.

      The kobra.

      Tracking the kobra has proved to be more difficult than we thought it’d be. Markov was right. Blood leaves a trail, but the blood he collected three years ago from the hissing man turned up nothing. Since then, a string of murders has plagued Russia, one every few months or so, each one more confusing than the last — and each one prompting the same lecture from my father.

      Leave them be.

      Luckily, Markov disagreed. Not at first, of course. His loyalty to my father is too strong. It wasn’t until I mentioned vengeance for my mother, for the grandmother I never knew, did Markov change his mind. The agent who killed Katerina Starkova is long dead, but Viktor never found out why she was targeted in the first place. The two of us have been quietly tracking the similar killings throughout Europe ever since.

      There’s no pattern, no connection between the victims. Just dead bodies with two bullets in their eyes but someone, somewhere out there, is profiting from this. If there’s anything that leaves a more potent trail than blood, it’s money.

      “Where?” I ask him.

      Markov sits down in front of his laptop and I linger over his shoulder as he points. “The Chernyy Obuvi,” he answers. “It’s a nightclub down from—”

      “I know what it is, Markov.” I chuckle.

      He throws up his hands. “Excuse me. I’m not as hip as you are, Luka.”

      “What happened?”

      “A young man was found in a men’s room stall.”

      “Two bullets through the eyes?”

      He nods. “And four more through his heart. They wanted him to stay down.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Hans Petrovin.”

      I bite my inner cheek. “I went to school with Hans Petrovin. His brat little brother, Nikita, too…”

      “And your father with their father, Stefan. They didn’t get along.”

      “Neither did we.” I rub my tired eyes. “Markov, what part of this couldn’t wait until morning?”

      “The part where you did it.”

      I pause. “Oh.”

      Markov turns in his chair to face me. “You were here all night?”

      “Of course.”

      “No last minute jobs pop up?”

      “Last minute jobs to off Hans Petrovin? No.”

      “Then, how do you want to explain this one?”

      He presses the space bar on his keyboard and a video plays.

      I lean forward, blinking along with the thumping bass of the nightclub security footage. Hans drifts into the back hallway, stumbling beneath flickering fluorescents toward the men’s room. A tall man comes into view behind him with short, dark hair and a thick brow, wearing a long, black coat—

      Me. He looks like me.

      Exactly like me.

      He reaches into his coat pocket and withdraws a small pistol before following Hans inside and closing the door behind them.

      “Who has seen this?” I ask.

      “Can’t be sure,” he says. “I managed to have it deleted from the club’s servers, but… Luka, things like this never stay quiet for long.”

      I rub the sleep from my eyes. “I didn’t do this, Markov.”

      “I know. This hit was sloppy. I trained you better than that.”

      “What does this have to do with the kobra?”

      He smirks and points to the monitor as the men’s room door opens again. The man with my face steps out into the quiet hallway and walks slowly toward the back exit.

      “You hear that?” he asks me.

      “No. Hear what?”

      Markov scrolls back on the footage and slides the volume to full blast. I listen closer, just barely making out the sharp bursts of air parting his lips.

      I take a step back. “He’s hissing.”

      He nods. “Sound familiar?”

      I look a little closer. At first glance, his face looks like mine, but now that I remember him, I see the minor differences standing out. I never forget a face. Especially not one I’ve beat on before.

      “They’re setting me up,” I say.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “Who have you pissed off recently?”

      I chuckle. “I wish I knew.”

      “You count cards at the casino again?”

      “No, Markov.”

      “Stick your dick where it didn’t belong?”

      I raise a brow. “Not recently.”

      He glares at me and lets out a quick exhale. “The Petrovin family has been looking for an excuse to go after the Lutrovas for decades. If this video gets out, then they’ll sure as hell use it.”

      I scratch my head. “Then, what do we do?”

      “First, we tell Nikolai.” He holds up a hand as I roll my eyes. “He can buy us some more time before this makes it to the Petrovins.”

      “Time for what?”

      “Time to gather our allies. If this turns bloody, we’ll need all the help we can get.”

      “Like who?”

      “Start from the top and work your way down.”

      I cringe. Starting from the top usually means the end of the alphabet.

      “Gio…” I mumble.

      “He’s a brat,” Markov nods, “but he’s a powerful brat. You need him in your corner.”

      “Yeah, yeah…”

      He waves me off. “Go back to bed. In the morning, you and Yuri will go to Rome for a nice play date with Giovani.”

      I stand still, staring off into the dark corners of the room.

      Markov leans back in his chair and crosses his arms. “Unless there’s some reason you’d like to disclose as for why you’ve been avoiding Italy for three years?”

      I blink. “I haven’t been avoiding Italy.”

      He raises a knowing brow. “Really?”

      I force a shrug. “It’s too warm there. I am but a simple Russian boy.”

      “A simple Russian boy who has been framed for murder.”

      “We all are at least once.”

      He laughs. “That is true.”

      I pat his shoulder. “Goodnight, Markov.”

      “Spokoynoy, Luka.”

      Three years. Is that how long it has been?

      It feels much longer than that. In truth, I never planned to go back there at all. There’s no point to it. Going back to Rome would only answer questions, ones I’d much rather leave unanswered.

      Life is simpler that way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “We need to come here more often, Luka,” Yuri says, staring out the window at the bright, Italian cityscape.

      I shift in my seat. The closer we get to the Zappia estate, the more I twitch. I can’t sit still no matter how hard I try, but it’s not just the possible murder charge breathing down my neck giving me the jitters.

      “I prefer Moscow,” I mutter.

      “Moscow this, Moscow that. Home is great, but you should travel more often, little brother,” he says, slapping my shoulder. “You can’t go by the book all the time. Live a little. Break a few rules. It’s good for you.”

      “I’ve broken plenty of rules.”

      He scoffs. “Like what?”

      I flex my jaw. “Me living by the book has kept you alive, hasn’t it?”

      “Is that really all you care about?”

      “Yes.”

      “If my death is what it would take for you to have a little fun, then I will throw myself on a damn sword right now.”

      I laugh. “You wouldn’t know which end of a sword to hold let alone which end to throw yourself on.”

      “Is it not the pointy end anymore?” he jokes.

      “We can travel once I get this Petrovin business squared away.”

      “I will hold you to that.”

      I nod and look forward as the car pauses in front of the black gates of the Zappia estate. Traveling doesn’t sound so bad at the moment. I’d love to get as far away from this place as possible, but Markov was right about Gio. If anyone can get me out of this and clear my name, it’s the Zappias and their far-reaching influence.

      The car stops and I step outside first, glancing around the grounds as I did three years ago. The wedding lanterns are gone, stripped away with all the other decorations, but more bright-colored flowers have taken their place. My eyes flick toward the back garden, drawn to the path like a magnet. I force myself to turn away from it.

      The front door opens and Gio appears with a grin. “Buon giorno, Lutrovas!” he greets, throwing up his hands. “Welcome back.”

      Yuri climbs the concrete stairs, but I linger behind, pretending to scan the grounds again with my head down. Avoiding Italy meant staying away from many things — especially Gio.

      I glance at my watch. It’s just before noon. If I play this right, we can be out of here within an hour. Get in, explain the situation to Gio, and get out. There’s no need to stay any longer than that.

      I throw on a smile and follow Yuri to the front door. “Privet, Gio,” I say, extending my hand. “It’s good to be back.”

      He shakes my hand, whipping his wrist like a damn cowboy. “If only it could be under better circumstances,” he says.

      “What did Markov tell you?” I ask, pushing as hard into business as possible while ignoring Yuri’s annoyed glance.

      “Murder and mayhem in Moscow, as usual.” Gio chuckles. “He mentioned a few details, but most was deemed too sensitive for a phone conversation.”

      “That’d be right.”

      Gio waves us inside. “Well, let’s not speak outside. Let’s head to the study. You can fill me in there.”

      Yuri nudges my ribs, his way of urging me to pump the brakes, but he has no idea what the other side of this doorway might mean to me. If I’m lucky, the path to Gio’s study will be clear and quiet.

      Get in. Get out. Go home.

      I follow them inside with my head down, listening to the two of them pass small talk back and forth. How is your mother? Is the business going well? Has your brother opened any new places? I don’t even hear the answers over the ringing in my ears.

      As we move down the hall together, my neck tilts upward on its own, forcing me to look around and my memory returns to me. Once again, the estate hasn’t changed at all since I last saw it. The same boring paintings line the walls with the same over-the-top furnishings in every corner. The security has been cut in half — but there’s no special occasion calling for guns this time. Just me and Yuri.

      We round the corner toward Gio’s study and I come to a grinding halt as something small collides with my knees. I let out a groan, thinking I’ve run into some ugly Zappia trinket, but my breath catches when I see otherwise.

      It’s just a little boy.

      He wraps his arms around my ankles to hold himself up and I freeze as he looks up at me with playful intent.

      Those eyes.

      They’re mine.

      Bright and silver, somehow copied and pasted from my face onto his. He has that natural Italian look about him with brown hair and puffy cheeks — but those eyes.

      The boy blinks, and I wonder if he sees it, too.

      “Get back here!”

      Her voice echoes around the corner before she even shows her face. As she rushes toward us, she keeps her head down and reaches for the child, but he holds onto me a little tighter, refusing to be tugged free.

      “What have I told you about running in the halls?”

      Sofia.

      She’s even more beautiful now than she was before. I flinch at the perfect sight of her. Her chestnut hair has grown longer, and she’s secured it back in a sloppy ponytail. Stray hairs spider down over her forehead, framing her thin cheeks. She wears a loose blue dress with short sleeves, the skirt dangling down over her ankles. The stress of motherhood has done nothing to wrinkle her face. She does appear a bit tired, but I suppose the tiny ball of energy standing on my shoes explains that one.

      Sofia leans over to gently pry his hands from my trousers. “Lucian, you know better than this…”

      Lucian.

      She scoops him into her arms as she stands up. “Apologize to…” Her eyes finally land on me and her breath leaves her body. “Mr. Lutrova…”

      “There’s no need to apologize,” I say, still transfixed by his eyes. “You’ve done nothing wrong to me.”

      Sofia looks from his face to mine and she turns away to conceal the blush in her cheeks from Gio’s watchful eyes.

      “You both remember my wife, Sofia,” he says to us.

      I clear my throat. “Of course, Madam Zappia.”

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again.” Yuri nods.

      Gio slides over to her and pokes the child’s ribs. “And this handsome young man is my son, Lucian!”

      Sofia’s eyes instantly flinch to mine. She says nothing — she isn’t allowed to speak to me directly — but I read every word on her tongue by the look on her face.

      “He is very handsome,” Yuri says, grinning wildly at the boy. “Well done, Gio.”

      “It was quite simple, really,” Gio gloats. “Born nine months to the day of our wedding. Now, if only conceiving the second one was as easy…”

      I bite my inner cheek, feeling a quiet rage building inside of me at the mental image those words bring.

      Yuri waves a hand. “Oh, I’m sure you’ll be blessed with another son when the time is right. By the looks of him, I’d say Sofia has her hands full enough already.”

      “She could always do more,” Gio says, casting a look of blame onto her before shifting away. “Come on. I’m eager to hear more about your little problem.”

      Yuri turns to follow him, but I linger behind, feeling completely latched in place near the boy.

      My son.

      With those eyes, how could he not be?

      With that look on Sofia’s face, could there be any doubt at all?

      I turn away, realizing that I’ve stood in place for too long, but I glance back one more time. “You mind your mother, Lucian,” I say to him.

      Sofia blushes and takes a step back. “Come on, Lucian, it’s time for your nap.”

      He fidgets in her arms and she lowers him to the floor before he can pull out of her grasp. Yuri pauses to watch them as I do, grinning as the child runs down the hall away from her. Sofia picks up her speed, but she can just barely catch up to him as he blazes out of sight around the corner.

      “He’s quite the rambunctious lad, isn’t he?” Yuri notes.

      “A trait he gets from his mother, I assure you,” Gio murmurs. “I keep insisting we belt it out of him, but Sofia believes he’s perfect just the way he is.”

      “Perhaps she’s right,” I say, digging my nails into my palms. “A mother knows best.”

      Gio scoffs and rolls his eyes. “Perhaps.”

      He and Yuri continue on down the hall, chatting and chuckling, but I don’t follow right away. I try to move, but I can’t.

      The odds were stacked against Sofia from the start. There was never any guarantee that there’d be a child at all, let alone that he would be mine. I always assumed that if he existed, I’d feel him out there somewhere. I never did. Now that I know for sure…

      I never expected to feel so regretful.

      Lucian is my son, my blood, but I don’t know a thing about him. I don’t know what toys he prefers or what colors he likes best. I don’t know what his favorite food is. I don’t even know his birthday. I don’t know a damn thing about my own son.

      Sofia’s rebellion has gone completely according to her plan. Somehow, the stars aligned just right that night and those few moments we spent together changed everything. She carried him for nine months, she gave birth to him. For three years, she’s kept our secret safe right under their noses, just like she said she would.

      For three years, my son has been claimed by a gutter rat like Giovani Zappia.

      But that was the idea from the beginning. Sofia promised she’d never ask anything of me again. I’d bear no commitment to him. I’d hold no responsibility for either of them. She would raise him, teach him, guide him, and someday, she’d pull the rug right out from under them and the Zappia way. No one would ever know I was involved at all. Sofia would take that secret to her grave and I’d take no blame whatsoever, no matter the fallout.

      I continue down the hall, forcing my feet to move but I can’t shake the dark spot taking hold of my gut.

      Gio fathers my child. He provides for him and Sofia the way I should be. Lucian will grow up with an image of his father in his mind and that face will be Giovani fucking Zappia.

      I pause by the study doorway and shove my hands into my pockets to hide my closed fists.

      “Stop lingering around, Luka,” Yuri calls from the sofa with a glass of bourbon swishing in his hand.

      I peek inside and my eyes fall on Gio across from him. My rage spikes. If I walk in here now, I might take it out on his pathetic, little face.

      “I’m going to check the grounds,” I say instead.

      Yuri laughs. “This is the Zappia estate, little brother. You don’t have to play security here.”

      Gio waves his hand. “It’s all right.” He chuckles, bringing his own glass to his mouth. “Muscle does what muscle does. I only wish my own bodyguards were as dedicated as he is.”

      I flex my jaw. The last thing I want to hear coming out of Gio’s fucking mouth is a goddamn compliment.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I say, forcing a smile.

      I don’t wait for a reply. I walk on down the hallway until I can no longer hear Gio’s inane cackle echoing through the corridor behind me.

      Lucian Zappia is my son.

      What the hell was I thinking?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      Luka Lutrova.

      Nothing in the world could have prepared me for that. I didn’t even know the Lutrovas were coming to the estate today. If I had known I’d come face-to-face with Luka this afternoon… I probably would have avoided it altogether, to be honest.

      But I’m happy I didn’t.

      I stare at Lucian in his crib from my rocking chair beside it, unable to pull my eyes off his face. His thick forehead. The shape of his chin. Every single part of him. Now that I’ve seen Luka again, it’s more obvious than ever where he really came from.

      I’ve imagined it many times before, that inevitable moment when Luka would meet his child. I pictured it differently. In my head, Luka would nod and say hello. He’d recognize him but, as planned, he’d pretend not to. He’d deny everything and go on with his life — as we both agreed.

      I never once pictured that look in his eyes or that brief smile beneath his sharp lips.

      Luka knew in an instant that Lucian was his and, in the very next moment, he claimed him.

      It was so subtle and fleeting, it’s possible Luka didn’t notice it himself, but I did. I saw that tick in his eyes, that quick change in him that could mean everything or nothing at all.

      In the end, it will mean nothing. It has to mean nothing. That was our plan. That hasn’t changed.

      I take a deep breath to soothe the heat growing inside of me, but my cheeks burn red.

      Lucian stirs in the crib, gently kicking his legs before settling back down again. He’ll sleep for another twenty minutes or so before standing and trying to escape over the walls of his crib. I know the feeling, my darling.

      My heart thumps harder in my chest. Luka Lutrova is here. Right now, he’s sitting in Gio’s study as if nothing ever happened between us. Soon, he’ll leave and who knows how long it’ll be before he comes back. It’s been three years since I saw him last. It might be just as long before I see him again.

      My nerves twitch with fire, but I urge myself to stay in my chair. To confront him here would be far too risky. Preserving this secret is more important than my own desires. It’s more important than the subtle throbbing inside of me. That warm ache I haven’t felt since that night in the shed…

      I stand up and bounce on my toes, attempting to shake off the urge in me. If I don’t walk this off, I’ll go crazy. If I keep pacing around in here, I’ll surely wake Lucian up. I don’t want to deal with a frustrated toddler right now.

      I open the door and silently step out into the hallway. My entire body tingles, triggering the hairs on my arms and neck to stand tall. It doesn’t matter how many steps I take, I can still feel that burning inside. I can feel him near me — even in a house so large and guarded.

      My legs run on autopilot, taking me here, there, and everywhere without a map. The magnet in my shoes pulls me around another corner and I freeze in place as he comes into view.

      Luka stops as I do, and we stare at each other for several silent moments. My heart knocks against my ribs. He’s still so handsome and exotic — like nothing I’ve ever seen behind these stone walls. My mouth waters. I watch as his eyes trail down to my toes and back and he forces himself to take a breath.

      Instinct pushes me forward. I walk in his direction, unable to do a damn thing to stop myself. Everything screams at me, begging for me to touch him, but I know that I can’t. I veer off course and I pass him by, beelining toward the laundry room across the corridor.

      Luka shifts on his feet to watch me move and I make sure he’s looking before I step inside.

      I spin around and I wait for him to follow me in. My pulse thumps louder in my ears. I barely even hear it when the door opens, and he walks inside.

      “Sofia…”

      It’s a distant echo — just like in my dreams. I blink over and over again, wondering if he’ll disappear each time I open them. If I reach out, will he fade away into a black mist?

      “He has my eyes.”

      I smile but it quickly falls. I turn around toward the washers and dryers and spin the dials on each one, flicking them on to drown out the sound of our voices from any ears passing by in the estate.

      I look up into his gray eyes, bursting with fresh emotion. “Yes.” I nod, whispering beneath the machines churning behind me. “He does.”

      Luka steps closer and inhales deep. “I…” His voice struggles under the weight of his breath. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “Neither did I, but… I knew before he was even born that he was yours. I could feel your blood pumping through his veins, like… it felt like a bolt of lightning every time his heart beat.” I twitch with great excitement. Three years. I’ve wanted to say this for three years. “When he opened his eyes for the first time, I saw you staring back at me and I…”

      I fell in love.

      I swallow the words down, too embarrassed to say it out loud.

      Luka takes another step forward with a furrowed brow. “You named him after me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?” I grin.

      “You shouldn’t have done that, Sofia. Why take the risk?”

      “Gio is daft as rocks,” I argue. “He’ll never know.”

      He steps back and looks around the room, his eyes gliding over every little thing he can to avoid staring at me. Laundry baskets, ironing boards, bottles of detergent.

      “Gio wants me to give him two more boys,” I say. “Three sons, just like him and his brothers.”

      Luka pulls his eyes off the floor and I see the pain in them. “Will you?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “He’s certainly trying,” I say, unable to stop the laugh clawing its way up my throat. “But what Gio doesn’t know… is that I had myself sterilized the day Lucian was born.”

      Luka pauses, his gaze involuntarily falling down my body and back again. “Sofia…” he whispers.

      “He will never take an heir from me...” I keep my voice steady. “I refuse.”

      “And what happens when he figures it out?”

      “He won’t.”

      “Gio might be daft, Sofia, but he has power over you. One of these days, he’ll get impatient and I don’t think you’ve considered what he’ll do when that happens.”

      “I can handle Giovani Zappia,” I say. “I’ve done pretty well so far.”

      He shakes his head. “I never should have agreed to this…”

      “If you hadn’t, I’d be dead already… and Lucian, the brightest light I’ve ever known, wouldn’t exist.” I push closer to him. “A single look in his eyes makes up for a hundred nights in Gio’s bed.”

      Luka flexes his jawline and looks down at me with hard, regretful eyes, struggling to form words of his own. I study his chiseled features for the first time since that night and I feel a soft quiver run through my toes.

      “When Lucian laughs, I think of you,” I say. “When he smiles. When he speaks.” I step forward, standing so close to him our bodies touch. “I think of our time together and how you touched me—”

      “Sofia, stop.”

      “Nothing has ever compared to it. Nothing has ever made me feel the way you made me feel that night. I cling to the memory of you, Luka Lutrova.” I pause, inhaling a deep breath and he does the same. “Do you cling to the memory of me?”

      “Yes,” he answers. His warm breath touches my cheek, igniting the blood beneath my skin.

      I bite my lip, torn in half by fear and desire. There’s nothing I want more than to taste him again, to feel his rough hands on me, to—

      Luka cups my face as I move forward into his embrace. His lips crush mine with a single, powerful kiss that lights my entire body on fire and I sense him burn with me.

      I step back, holding him near me as he pushes me against the laundry machine. His hands slide down my body, caressing my breasts and curves, trailing down to grip my ass and pull me up to sit on the washer. A moan escapes my lips as the warm machine vibrates beneath me. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him closer as I taste his tongue.

      His thick hands push beneath my collar, forcing the dress straps down my shoulders and his lips attack my skin. Every kiss strikes a match. It burns me until I can’t breathe, but I still beg for one more spark.

      “Luka…” I say his name with smiling lips, overwhelmed by the dream inside of me bursting to come out.

      His hands push beneath my skirt, between my thighs. I grab his belt, pinch his zipper. I feel powerful, wiser than the inexperienced girl I used to be. He feels mature, harder and firmer, but his lips taste just as sweet.

      He hooks my panties and pushes them aside to expose me. I slip a hand into his trousers and press my palm against his hard length. We both pause, breathing hard. A feeling tears me apart inside, but this isn’t guilt I’m feeling. It’s passion and lust and purpose and everything in-between.

      Luka touches me with a single finger. He draws a line between my folds, putting firm pressure against my clit and my entire core twitches. A caress. A tease. A look of hesitation on his face.

      “Do it…” I beg, our lips entwined.

      Luka pushes a thick finger inside of me and my entire body vibrates with need. He clamps his mouth over mine to silence my inevitable moans. I grind my hand against his cock and a growl escapes his throat. I quiver and shake, feeling my wetness coat his finger as he slides it in and out of me.

      I push his briefs down. One finger isn’t enough. I need to feel more of him. I need him inside of me again. I need him to take me and make me—

      “Sofia!”

      Rosalie appears in the dark doorway, her eyes wide open and full of shock.

      Luka steps back, retreating his hand while I push my skirt down and hop off the washer.

      “Rosalie!” I force a smile, swallowing the heat down my throat. “I, uh—”

      She darts backward into the hallway, lowering her eyes as she slams the door behind her.

      “Shit…” I breathe. I rush to the door, prepared to chase her down, but I turn to Luka with fear.

      “Go,” he says as he adjusts his belt.

      I pull the door open and run, following Rosalie’s shadow around the corner toward her room. “Rosalie, wait…”

      She picks up her pace until she’s hidden away behind her bedroom door. I follow her inside, and she barely keeps it together before I close the room behind us.

      “Sofia, what are you doing?” she snaps. “Are you insane?”

      “I’m sorry—” I stop the apology, realizing that I feel no remorse over the act. “It’s not what it looks like…”

      “It looks like you and Mr. Lutrova were—”

      “Shhh! Keep your voice down,” I say. “Rosalie… you can’t tell anybody about what you just saw.”

      Her eyes grow wide. “But Gio should know—”

      “No, he shouldn’t. It… it was a moment of weakness, that’s all it was.” I chuckle it all away. “There’s no need to make a big deal out of it.”

      Rosalie shakes her head. “I can’t keep a secret from the master of the house. You know that, Sofia.”

      I reach out and take her hands. “And you also can’t betray your life maiden,” I argue. “Keeping a secret is one thing but betraying me? The punishment for that is far more severe.”

      It’s not fair to take advantage of her beliefs, but desperation clouds all logic. Rosalie loves being a Zappia, perhaps even more than she loves me.

      “All right…” She sighs, regret filling her eyes. “I won’t tell anybody.”

      I pull her closer and wrap my arms around her small frame. “I love you, Rosalie.”

      “Do you love Gio?”

      I cringe. “Yes,” I say, forcing the lie through my teeth.

      She pulls back. “Then, you should repent…”

      “I will, I promise… but he can never know.”

      Her eyes twitch with worry, but she nods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I did not just finger Sofia Zappia in a laundry room.

      Obviously, this entire day has been one, crazy dream. Soon, I’ll wake up in my bed in Moscow. Yuri and I never came to Rome. Rosalie never saw a damn thing. Sofia’s lips are still a distant memory and I’m sure as hell not sitting across from her goddamn husband right now.

      “Luka?”

      I blink out of my trance and look at Gio. “What?”

      His gaze shifts from me to Yuri and back again. “Are you all right?” He chuckles. “You seem a little drunk.”

      Yuri laughs. “Honestly, it’s a nice change of pace from the stick he’s usually sitting on.”

      I glare at my brother. “I’m fine.”

      “I’d imagine you have a lot on your mind,” Gio says. “I would as well if I were in your shoes. Rest assured that you have the entire weight of the Zappia family behind you, Luka. We’re going to find out who’s framing you and take them down. I guarantee it.”

      I swallow the malice. I’m not sure what’s more stressful: being forced to ask him for help or having his wife’s scent on my finger as I do it. “Thank you, Gio,” I say. “We would do the same for you.”

      “Absolutely.” He nods. “My family is your family, after all.”

      More than you know, asshole.

      I stand up from my seat. “We won’t bother you any longer,” I say. “You probably have a lot of work to do.”

      Gio waves a hand. “Not at all. You are welcome to stay for as long as you like.”

      Yuri nudges my leg. “We just got here. Sit back down.”

      “In fact, I insist you stay the night,” Gio adds. “There’s no need to fly all the way back to Russia today.”

      I shake my head. “No, we don’t want to intrude.”

      “You’re not intruding.” He chuckles. “Be my guests. I’ll have the chef make a nice dinner. I’ve been saving a bottle of vodka imported from your neck of the woods just for an occasion like this. We’ll get shit-faced, have a good time. You’ll sleep it off and leave tomorrow afternoon. I will be utterly insulted if you turn that down. Sofia, too. We both insist.”

      Yuri throws up his hands. “Well, when you put it that way, how can we say no? Of course, we’ll stay. I refuse to insult the lady of the house.”

      Gio smirks. “Excellent.”

      As if on some horrible cue, Sofia passes by the study doorway and my heart sinks even deeper in my chest.

      “Sofia!” Gio stands up and claps his hands to make her come back. “Please alert the staff to make up the guest wing. The Lutrovas are staying the night.”

      She locks eyes with me, but she turns away just as quickly. “Yes, sir,” she says, casting a sweet smile at him.

      It’s enough to make me nauseous. Not only will I have to endure an entire evening of watching Sofia suffer through Zappia tradition, I have to do it with her taste on my tongue. Again.

      But I suppose there is a silver lining this time.

      I’ll get to spend time with my son.
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        * * *

      

      “His eyes are quite bright. Aren’t they bright?”

      Fucking hell, Yuri.

      I glare at his pink, drunken face beside me at the dinner table as he and Gio lean in to get a better look at Lucian. Even Rosalie casts a quick glance at her nephew before dropping her eyes back down to her plate again. Occasionally, I’ll catch her sneaking a harsh peek over at me, but I imagine if she were going to say something about what she saw earlier, she would have done so already.

      Sofia looks at me from her place across the table. Her spine straightens as she silently waits for Gio’s reaction.

      Finally, he leans back and waves his hand. “It’s just the light in here, I think,” he says, reaching over to poke Lucian’s chin.

      The boy twitches in his highchair between Gio and Sofia, obviously favoring the attention of his mother over his not-so father. He whines and Gio rolls his eyes before grabbing his drinking glass.

      “Besides,” he adds, pausing to take a long sip, “he takes everything from Sofia and there’s not a bright feature on her entire face.”

      Yuri frowns. “I don’t know…”

      I clear my throat. “Where did you say you got this vodka, Gio?” I ask. I don’t even pay attention to his answer. I just wanted to pull Yuri’s eyes off my son’s and the best way to distract a Russian is to bring up decent booze.

      Sofia relaxes her shoulders. I stare at her chest as it softly deflates.

      “Well, it’s great,” Yuri slurs. “Excellent choice, Gio.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” Gio chuckles. “There’s plenty more in my study and I’ll be more than happy to break it out. The night is still young.”

      “Here! Here!” Yuri tips his glass down his throat and I take a sip to participate.

      Lucian. It’s definitely not the light in here and I wasn’t just seeing things earlier. His eyes are bright, enough to make anyone take notice. Sofia and Gio have brown eyes. I’m no geneticist, but I can’t imagine the odds of brown plus brown equaling gray are that high.

      I try to keep my head down, but I can’t stop staring at him across the table from me.

      He stares at me, too.

      Gio claps his hands. “Let’s go break open that other bottle now, shall we? The ladies will clear the table.”

      As he stands up, his chair legs grind loudly across the floor and Lucian reacts to the harsh sound. His face squishes up and my gut aches as tears fill his little eyes.

      Sofia throws on a soft face — one far more convincing than mine would be — and quickly tries to comfort him enough before the waterworks start.

      Instead, he cries, letting out a piercing wail.

      “And there he goes…” Gio slurs loudly. “Sofia, shut that damn kid up!”

      I dig my nails into my palms under the table.

      Sofia pulls Lucian out of his chair and holds him against her as she makes fast strides toward the hallway. I watch her leave, once again admiring the very essence of her as she carries him away.

      Mother and child. My child and his mother.

      I turn back to find Rosalie staring at me with a judgmental brow raised high.

      Yuri slaps my shoulder and slides out of his chair. “I have to take a piss.”

      I roll my eyes, though I can’t be surprised. I’ve never once described my big brother as classy.

      “Walk with me, Luka,” Gio says, making a grand gesture at me.

      I force myself out of my chair to follow him outside into the hall, wishing my brother had chosen a better time to go relieve himself.

      “Talk to me,” he says, downing the last of his glass down his throat. “Tell me about what’s going on with security over in Moscow. A lot of my work is moving papers and handholding. It’s not nearly as exciting as your job.”

      “There’s not much to tell,” I say, being vague.

      “But what do you do? Luka Lutrova wakes up on Monday morning and what does he do? Where does he go?”

      I bite my inner cheek. “I accompany my family in public and investigate threats made against them.”

      Gio’s brow rises. “What kind of threats?”

      “All kinds.”

      He sighs as we round the corner. “Like…?”

      I look back to see if Yuri is on his way yet. Knowing my brother and his drinking habits, he’s probably not just pissing in there. I think hard, trying to come up with something to throw at Gio. I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind.

      “There’s the kobra.”

      He laughs. “The kobra? What’s that?”

      “I wish I knew.” I pause, wondering how much detail I should give, but Gio is drunk as hell right now. He probably won’t remember this conversation even happened at all. “There’s been some murders in Europe over the last few years. I think they’re connected, but I can’t prove it.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “The victims. They are found with bullets through their eyes. There’s no connection other than that, so it’s hard to say. There hasn’t been anything like it in Moscow for three decades, but they’ve come back recently. We call them the kobra because my grandfather caught one years ago, and he had a cobra tattoo on his chest…”

      Gio pauses outside of his study and bites his lip. “Hmm…”

      “What?”

      He raises his hand, pointing his finger upward as he furrows his brow. “I might be able to help you.”

      I blink. “Really?”

      “I want to say…” he lets out a quiet belch, “I want to say that I read of similar murders in Venice last month. Let me look into it for you.”

      I fight the urge to take a long step back as his hand lands on my shoulder. “No, Gio. That won’t be necessary.”

      He scoffs and lays his free palm over his chest. “It’s no trouble. I want to help. Really. Let me help you, Luka. I insist.”

      “Fine.” I sigh, banking on the idea of him never remembering this. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he whispers, pushing his alcohol-laced breath in my direction. “You know, you and I might make a pretty good team.”

      I force a laugh. “Whatever you say, Gio.”

      “I should come to Moscow sometime and help you investigate threats,” he says, his voice high-pitched with zeal. “We could put our brains together, compare notes, chase down the bad guys — or I should say, the badder guys. Is there a lot of running involved? Jumping over cars? Gun fights?”

      “I don’t think you quite understand what I do, Gio…”

      “Well, whatever it is, I’m in. Unless there’s heights. I don’t do heights.” He pauses with a far-off look in his eyes. “You ever have that dream, Luka? The one where you’re falling from the sky toward the ground?”

      “Yeah.”

      He shudders and wanders into his study. “I don’t do heights.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      It has been hours, but I can still feel Luka’s hands on me… and in me.

      The bed feels warmer than usual. The pillows are thicker. The blanket hugs me with a comfort I don’t normally feel in this bed. Every nerve inside of me sings. I fight not to touch myself all over.

      And the way he was looking at Lucian tonight? Like he’s the most perfect child who ever existed? It’s taking all my restraint not to seek Luka out and drop to my knees.

      The bedroom door opens and I pretend to be asleep.

      Gio stumbles through the dark and flicks on the lamp on his side of the bed, no doubt in an attempt to wake me. I keep my eyes closed and unmoving. The last thing in the world I want right now is for Gio to touch me — not after what I felt today. Not after Luka Lutrova made me feel so—

      “Sofia.”

      No. Please, no.

      He shakes my shoulder. If I continue faking it now, he’ll surely know.

      I let my eyes flutter open. His cheeks are red and puffy, the same way they always look once he’s thrown back a few drinks. The soft lamplight behind him halos his head, casting most of his face in shadows, but I can still make out his eyes. There’s only one thing he’s looking for when they’re as dark as they are now.

      He pulls the blanket from me and kicks his shoes off. “Turn over,” he mutters.

      No.

      I wince as he reaches for his belt. All the warmth in me falls away, replaced with cold, hard dread.

      “Now.”

      He tugs his belt from his pant loops in one quick pull. The message is obvious. Do as he says, or he’ll use it on me and take what he came here for anyway.

      I turn over slowly and he drops the belt onto the bed next to me, purposefully keeping it within reach. He grabs my hips and pulls me onto my hands and knees. I hold my breath as the sound of his zipper cuts through the silence.

      “No,” I say.

      The word slips from my mouth before I can even think to stop it.

      Gio pauses. “No?” He leans over me. “Did you just say no?”

      “I’m… I’m sorry,” I stutter. “I’m not feeling well tonight. You understand.”

      “I understand that you’re my wife and that it is your duty to submit to me.”

      “Please…”

      “And now you’re begging…” He grabs my arm and yanks me around to face him. His eyes draw a line down my nightgown to my toes, each moment filling his face with more anger than before. “You’re begging when you should be silent. When you should be faithful and obedient.”

      “Gio, please—”

      I wince, realizing far too late the mistake I’ve made. His palm collides with my face and I taste blood before I even feel the pain on my cheek.

      “You dare speak my name.”

      I whimper. “I’m sorry.”

      “Get out.” He releases the iron grip on my arm. “I’ll deal with you tomorrow. I don’t want an ungrateful wench in my bed tonight.”

      I dart off the bed and keep my head down as I walk toward the door. He says nothing else and I say a silent prayer of gratitude as I close the door behind me. The sound echoes, traveling back and forth through the empty corridor, just barely overwhelming the pulse thumping in my ears.

      My feet move me directly across the hall and I push open the door to Lucian’s room. I can tell before I see him that he’s sleeping, the quiet sounds of his breath moving his chest up and down in the darkness.

      Run.

      I shake my head as I sit down in the rocking chair. It’s the obvious solution. Take Lucian and walk out the front door — but we’d never make it. The guards rarely stray from their paths and there’s never a moment when every exit of the estate isn’t being watched.

      Kill him.

      I look into the crib, listening to my son’s steady breath. Killing Gio would be a mistake. An honor, for sure, but a grim mistake. Even if I managed it, I’d never survive the aftermath and then what would become of Lucian? Would he be sent to America to be raised by his Zappia uncles? Or even Antony himself? I shudder at the thought.

      Luka.

      There’s a shimmer of hope in my chest, but it leaves me just as fast as a passing breath. Luka Lutrova owes me nothing. I’ll never ask him for anything, just as I promised. I can’t ask him for help again.

      Even if he wanted to help me again, there’s still the matter of the family truce to consider. He’d never risk that, and I wouldn’t either.

      No one can ever know.

      I lick my lips and, for a moment, I feel his tongue against mine, but the effect becomes acid in my throat. I can’t let this become the norm. I can’t let these feelings deep down get the better of me.

      I have to stay away from Luka Lutrova until the day I die.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I stare across the table at Sofia, feeling a quiet rage building inside of me.

      She hasn’t raised an eye to me all morning. Her attention has been laser-focused on Lucian instead. Head down, long hair draped over her face, purposefully covering his left eye in painfully obvious ways.

      And Gio has not been subtle.

      “Be a good wife and fetch me another glass, Sofia.”

      A good wife. It’s the fourth time he’s slurred it since he’s sat down.

      “Yes, sir,” she says, reaching for his empty glass.

      I watch her leave, hoping she’ll raise her head to look at me as she passes, but she doesn’t. She’s avoiding me for a reason. The only one I can think of is the piece of shit sitting across from me with his smug eyes locked on her ass.

      “Excuse me,” I say, standing up. “I’m going to use the facilities, and then Yuri and I will get out of your hair.”

      “Please, little brother…” Yuri groans from the chair beside me. “A little quieter, please…”

      I offer a comforting pat on his back and Gio chuckles at him as I quickly turn and follow Sofia into the hall.

      She disappears around the corner toward the kitchen and I do a quick scan of the hallway to make sure no one sees me as I trail her inside.

      Sofia looks over her shoulder and she gasps. “Luka—” She scans the room for witnesses. “What are you—”

      I push the hair out of her face, exposing the purple bruise taking over her left cheek. Her eyes fall and she cowers from my touch.

      “What did he do?” I ask, barely holding in my rage.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Sofia…”

      She brushes my hand away and steps back. “We can’t be seen here like this. You should leave.”

      “Come with me.”

      The shock in her eyes matches the surprise in me. I have no idea where those words came from, but they feel as real as any other.

      “Come with you?” she repeats.

      “Yes.”

      “You mean…”

      “Yes.”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      “I can’t leave you here.”

      “You did before.”

      It stabs deep. “That was a mistake,” I say through my shame. “I didn’t know any better. I should have taken you from this place when I had the chance.”

      “Luka, please. Nothing has changed.”

      I picture those perfect silver eyes staring up at me from my ankles. “Everything has changed.”

      “I understand why you think it has, but it hasn’t,” she says. “I have kept my promise to you. No one will ever know. Please, keep that promise to me, too.”

      I can’t stand it, but she’s right. This isn’t just about me or her or even Lucian. It’s about our entire families as well. One wrong move could tear this truce apart and we’d both probably end up dead because of it. What would become of Lucian then?

      “I want him to know,” I whisper. She blinks with confusion. “Not now, but someday. I don’t want him to grow up thinking Gio is his father. I want him to know the truth… when he’s ready.”

      “Then, he will.” She nods. “I promise.”

      I reach for her face again and she flinches as my fingertips graze the bruise beneath her eye. How any man could lay an angry hand on something so beautiful…

      I lean in to kiss her, but she turns away.

      “Don’t come back,” she says, her face wrinkling as if just saying it causes her pain. “I can’t trust myself around you, Luka…”

      I lower my hands. “Sofia…”

      “You have to go.” She stares at the floor. “Now.”

      No. Not like this.

      An urge charges down my spine, screaming at me to take her in my arms and kiss her, but I beat it down. Taking what I want from her might feel good, but that would make me no better than Gio.

      I step back. “Goodbye, Sofia,” I whisper.

      She looks up and her eyes glisten with hidden tears. “Goodbye, Luka.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      The further we travel from the Zappia estate, the more I feel it.

      That sense of loss over something I didn’t even know I had. Sofia, the girl in my dreams. Lucian, the son we created together.

      And Gio, the bastard who believes they both belong to him.

      She should have let me take her with me. I should have thrown her over my damn shoulder and dragged her out of there three years ago before she ever walked down that aisle.

      Yuri raps his fist against my knee. “What’s wrong with you, brother?” he asks. “You’ve been off since yesterday.”

      I try and force her face out of my mind, but I can’t shake that beautiful smile. “Just eager to get back home,” I say, staring forward at the back of the driver’s thick head.

      “What’s the rush? We should stay in Rome for a night or two. Get a nice meal, meet a few girls…”

      “I’d rather not.”

      He snorts. “I’d rather take a day off.”

      “No one is stopping you.”

      The driver takes a hard right turn off the busy street and we roll into a warehouse — one far away from the airfield we’re supposed to be going to.

      “Luka, this—”

      I hold up a hand, interrupting Yuri. “Excuse me,” I say, signaling to the inept Zappia driver to explain himself. “Where are you going?”

      He slams on the brakes and throws his door open.

      Yuri’s jaw drops as the driver races outside on foot and disappears. “Hey—”

      I look around the warehouse. It’s dark and completely deserted. Either this is the oddest encounter that’s ever happened or…

      This is a hit.

      I reach for the pistol stashed behind my back. “Get down, Yuri.”

      “What?”

      “Get down.”

      The bullet breaks the windshield and pierces the leather seat between us. I grab Yuri’s shoulder and force his head down between his legs. A second bullet hits the seat behind him, and I grit my teeth.

      I lean down behind the front seats and peek ahead through the cracked windshield, scanning the warehouse for the attacker, but I see nothing behind the stacks of crates and machinery.

      “Stay here, Yuri,” I growl, shoving my door open.

      “Luka—”

      I ignore him, buzzed on adrenaline and rage, and step outside onto the concrete floor. My stare shifts from stack-to-stack, knowing that the shooter must be behind one of the columns between me and the far wall.

      I flick the safety off and move forward, ready and willing to fire the one bullet necessary to end this bastard.

      The warehouse is completely silent beneath the passing traffic on the street outside. The noises echo in the shadows, blending with my beating heart and my tongue turns dry. I twist my head left and right, sensing nothing and no one behind every box or pillar and I grow even more frustrated with each one I pass by.

      I spin around to head back toward the car when a shape darts out of the shadows.

      I raise my gun to fire but there’s barely a moment to breathe before I feel the pain firing up my wrist. I clamp my fingers around the butt of my gun, refusing to drop it as the masked man takes another go at disarming me. He takes hold of my wrist and twists it back, tangling the nerves inside and pain spikes up my arm.

      I headbutt his obscured face, connecting with his jaw and he falls backward into the sunlight behind a row of boxes. He’s dressed in black from head to toe with a tactical vest strapped to his torso. A balaclava covers his face, everything but his eyes. Just like…

      Like the hissing man in Moscow.

      The kobra.

      I flex my jaw, more eager than ever now to put a bullet between his eyes. He darts to the left, swooping low to sweep my knee. I can’t react quick enough to stay on my feet. He grabs at my gun again and I pull the trigger. The bullet passes by him to ricochet off the floor, echoing so loudly it trembles my ears.

      “Luka!”

      Yuri bounds toward us with his gun drawn.

      As I spin back, the man’s foot connects with my chest, forcing me even closer to the floor. My gun slips from my fingers to fall directly into his hand.

      Yuri fires a quick stream of bullets in our direction and I keep my head down as the man in black rushes to hide behind the nearest pillar. My brother is a businessman, not a marksman, so he misses every hit. At least he bought me some time to get back on my feet.

      I run forward, eager to catch up with this bastard and finish this, but a scope brings me to a grinding halt.

      He stands at a tall stack of crates with a sniper rifle trained directly at my brother’s head.

      “Stop!” he shouts, his accent distinctly American. “Put it down.”

      Yuri grows an inch taller. “You first.”

      The muzzle flashes and my heart stops, fearing the worst as the bullet passes me by before I can throw myself in front of it.

      “Yuri!”

      The bullet strikes Yuri’s gun and it tumbles from his untouched hand. It spins roughly as it hits the floor and slides away from us.

      The man in black lowers the rifle and raises his other palm. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says, heaving a thick breath. “I just want to talk.”

      “You shot at us,” I point out.

      “And I missed,” he says. “That wasn’t an accident. I had to get your attention.”

      “And now you have it. What the fuck do you want?”

      He drops his rifle to the floor and slides the clip from my gun, along with popping the bullet free from the chamber with a quick flick of his wrist. He stuffs the clip into his pocket and the gun into his belt before reaching for his mask.

      He pulls it free, revealing his pale, shadowed face and ruffled brown hair. A long, white scar stands out on his left cheek. He presents his hands to show he’s disarmed. “I was sent here to kill you.”

      I scoff. “You must not be very good at it, comrade.”

      “I was sent here to kill you, but I don’t want to.”

      “Why not?”

      He reaches into his breast pocket as his eyes shift between us and pulls out a flash drive attached to a short clip on his vest.

      “And what is that?” Yuri asks.

      “A white flag,” he answers. “Something that will make the entire Lutrova family very happy and very busy for a long time.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific if you plan on walking out of here,” I growl.

      His eyes flick to the right as he hears the same honking car as I do. This man is trained, alert — just like me.

      “It’s the Snake Eyes master file,” he says. “It’s a list of every member, every job, everything you need to take them out for good.”

      “The who?” Yuri spits.

      “Snake Eyes,” he says again. “It’s an underground organization made up of the deadliest people you could ever imagine. I work for them as an assassin.”

      “Never heard of ‘em.”

      “That’d be the point, wouldn’t it?” He looks at me. “You know more about them than you think.”

      I pause, letting the dots connect in my head. Bodies littered across Europe and Russia with bullets through their eyes. The hissing man. The cobra tattoo.

      Never let a snake loose in Moscow.

      “That was you,” I accuse. “Three years ago in the warehouse outside of Moscow—”

      “No…” He shakes his head. “I’ve only been in a year and a half.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “This file can tell you who it was,” he says. “Along with anyone else whose killed on your turf. That means something to you.”

      Yuri scoffs. “Think again, you—”

      “Yuri…” I stare at him. If what this man says is true, then we could clear my name — without Gio’s help — along with solving the mystery of who killed our grandfather. “Nash dedushka.”

      He raises his brow, firing me a quick, pensive look and closes his mouth.

      “Da,” the man says, instantly drawing our attention back to him. “Viktor Lutrova znal slishkom mnogo.”

      Viktor Lutrova knew too much.

      I smirk. “You speak Russian?”

      “A little.”

      “Hrmm.” I shift on my feet and he does the same, never once dropping his guard. I don’t sense fear in his eyes at all. He could have killed us already if he really wanted to, that much I can say for certain. “You know who we are, then?”

      “Yuri and Luka Lutrova.” He nods. “Sons of Nikolai Lutrova. Heirs to the whole damn crime family.”

      “And who are you?”

      He takes a deep breath. “My name is Fox Fitzpatrick. I’m from Los Angeles, California… and I just want to go home.”

      Yuri laughs. “Then, take a plane.”

      “It’s not that simple,” Fox says. “Snake Eyes isn’t the type of organization you walk away from. If I don’t check-in within the next hour, they’ll send an extraction team to find out what happened to me. I’ll need a new identity, new papers, all of it.”

      I furrow my brow. “You’d betray your own people just for that?”

      “They’re not…” He pauses, flexing his jaw. “I work for them, but not by choice.”

      “We get you home and you give us that file. That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      I study his face. He’s as young as I am but scarred and weary with experience. “What’s the catch?” I ask.

      “Well, obviously, it won’t be simple to crack into. You’ll need a hacker.”

      “We’ve got one.”

      “A good one?”

      I raise a brow. “Is that all?”

      Fox grabs my gun from his belt and grips it by the barrel before holding it back out to me. “Yes.”

      I reach out and squeeze the gun’s grip, ignoring the protesting look in Yuri’s eyes as I take it back.

      “What I’m offering you is worth way more than what I’m asking for it,” Fox says.

      I smirk. “And while you run off into the sunset, an underground organization of assassins comes knocking on our door looking for you.”

      “I wouldn’t have come to you if you couldn’t handle it.” He slips his toe beneath his rifle and flips it up to grab it off the floor.

      I take another hard look at him. He’s a killer, I can see it in his eyes, but there’s a softness buried deep behind the duty and the pain.

      It reminds me of Sofia. She wouldn’t hurt a fly, of course, but she’s made some tough choices.

      “Okay,” I tell him. “I’ll get you home.”

      Yuri grabs my arm. “Luka…” He pulls me away, forcing me to turn my back on Fox. “What are you doing? Pops would never—”

      “We can find out who killed our grandfather, Yuri,” I argue. “I’m sure he’d think twice before wasting that.”

      He leans in closer so only I can hear him. “We should just kill him and take it.”

      I lay a hand on his shoulder and pat him twice. “I love you, brother, but I know our limits.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “I mean…” I glance over at Fox. He’s still on full alert — eyes wide and ears open. “We should already be dead.”

      Yuri furrows his brow at me, not believing a word of it. I’m sure he’s disappointed in my weakness, but it’s quite the opposite. Looking out for him is my job and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to keep my big brother alive. Hearing what Fox Fitzpatrick has to say is the easiest way to survive at the moment.

      I turn to Fox and extend my hand again. “We can work together,” I say, “but I would prefer to be armed. You understand.”

      Fox keeps his grip on his sniper rifle, but he tosses my ammo clip back to me.

      I catch it and slide it back into my pistol, listening to that metallic sound echo throughout the empty warehouse as it clicks into place.

      “You say Snake Eyes will come looking for you?” I ask.

      “Yes.” He nods.

      “Then, we better leave them something to find.”

      Blood leaves a trail.

      If his people come and find nothing, they’ll keep searching. If they find blood instead, then they’ll surely think twice about sending another bastard to take me out.

      Fox stares at me for a moment before nodding in silent understanding.

      I slide a bullet into the chamber of my gun. “Hold still,” I tell him.

      I aim at his left bicep and pull the trigger, firing a round through the outer flesh of his arm. He cringes and stumbles back as he reaches for the crimson wound.

      “Let it bleed,” I say, knocking his hand away.

      His blood drips down his pale skin and taps against the floor beneath us. He watches it for several moments and the pain leaves his eyes quickly.

      “You’ve been shot before,” I note.

      “I have,” he confirms.

      “You take a bullet well.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Thanks.”

      I flick the safety back on as I slide my gun into my belt and glance up at Yuri’s shocked face. I’ll explain it to him later.

      “How long before this extraction team comes looking?” I ask Fox.

      “A few hours, at most,” he answers. “If it’s not too much trouble, I’d rather be out of Italy by then.”

      I nod. “You say someone hired Snake Eyes to kill me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who?”

      He looks up from his wound. “Giovani Zappia.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      The house is quiet. Too quiet.

      Granted, this house isn’t usually surging with activity but there’s something different in the air today… and it’s not just because of what happened with Luka.

      I won’t lie and say his offer didn’t tempt me, but leaving with Luka would only prove his guilt. No, if I ever flee from this place, it will be alone — with Lucian, of course. I’d rather die than leave him here to be brainwashed by the Zappia cult.

      I enter the kitchen, expecting to find the staff inside, chatting amongst themselves and preparing dinner, but the entire place is empty and spotless as if they all vanished into thin air.

      A cold dread stirs within me. I step out into the hall and make eye contact with a guard standing near the front entrance. He says nothing and merely gives me a firm nod as I pass by. His gaze lingers on me for far longer than usual before he opens the front door and walks outside. I slink away, feeling even worse than before.

      I pick up my speed and rush back toward the bedrooms across the house. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not too keen to track down answers at the moment. There’s little else I’d rather do right now than take my son in my arms and hold him as tight as possible.

      I twist the doorknob and throw it open, eager to see his perfect, little face staring up at me from his crib.

      “Lucian?”

      My eyes jerk back and forth in my skull while the rest of me stays frozen. He’s not here. He’s supposed to be here.

      “Lucian!”

      My voice echoes down the hall but no one answers me.

      “Rosalie?” I call.

      Still nothing.

      I make my way toward Gio’s study, taking deep, slow breaths that don’t quite satisfy my lungs.

      Gio’s face fills my vision as I round the corner. I gasp through my clenched throat.

      “Oh, god… I’m sorry…” I say, forcing a laugh as my heart settles again in my chest.

      “Did I scare you?” he asks, smiling softly. “My apologies.”

      “It’s all right.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No, I…” I glance down the hall in both directions. “This house is awfully quiet...”

      “I gave the staff the day off.”

      I blink. “Oh. I suppose that would explain it, then…”

      He stares at me without blinking, studying my face harder than he ever has before and that little smile of his never wavers.

      I take a step back. “Is there a special occasion?”

      “You could say that.”

      I wait for him to explain more but he says nothing. The silence rings even louder in my ears, louder than the fiercest of alarms and I tremble inside. “Do you know where Lucian is?” I ask.

      “He’s fine.”

      Never in my life have I ever described Gio as taciturn. His vague, punchy answers do little to calm my nerves. Even his posture terrifies me. He stands thick and erect like a damn wall but structurally unsound. I feel as if I could pull out just one brick and the entire thing would crumble to the floor.

      “May I see him?”

      “No.”

      A surge of motherly instinct fills my gut. “Where is he?”

      Gio takes a quick step backward into the study. “Come in,” he says.

      I don’t move. “Where is my son?”

      “Sofia, come inside.”

      A lump swells in my throat. “Where is my son?” I ask again.

      His eyes twitch with impatience. “Do not make me tell you again.”

      I shiver in my skin, but I do as he says.

      The lights are down low. The fireplace is lit. For a moment, I think Gio has planned a bit of half-assed romanticism, but then I spot my sister sitting on an armchair near his desk.

      “Rosalie?”

      Another flinch travels my spine as the door latches closed behind me. I stare at her tear-stained face and my entire body grows cold.

      “I’m sorry, Sofia,” she whispers.

      “Oh, I don’t want to hear another apology from your lips, Rosalie,” Gio says. He passes around me and lays a comforting hand on her trembling shoulder. “Not another word…”

      I shake my head, refusing to let the worst-case scenario take me over. There must be another reason for all of this, something other than the obvious alternative. Rosalie would never betray me. It’s not possible...

      “What’s going on?” I ask, clearing the void from my throat.

      Gio looks over at me, his lips once again curling as he slides his hand off her shoulder and back into his pocket. “This morning, I noticed that Rosalie was acting… strange. Not her typical, jubilant self. I thought that maybe one of our guests did something to upset her. So, I waited until after they left before confronting her about it and when I did…” He pauses and tilts his head. “Her answer was quite unexpected.”

      She looks up at me. Her bright eyes sit obscured behind long lashes, but I still read them clearly.

      Gio knows. He knows everything.

      “Rosalie,” he says, staring at me, “would you like to tell Sofia what you told me?”

      She stays silent, barely able to hold herself together let alone speak.

      He turns and looks down at her. “Rosalie.”

      “Leave her alone,” I say, the words spilling out before I can stop them.

      “What did you just say?” His voice grates across his vocal cords, giving it a hard, impatient edge.

      “I said, leave her alone.”

      Gio smirks, genuinely surprised that I had the nerve to repeat it. “Okay, then. I’ll tell you myself.” He steps closer, drifting toward me like a ghost. “She told me that she saw Luka Lutrova assaulting you in the laundry room yesterday. Is that true?”

      I pause, blissfully feeling his Russian hands on me again, but I force the sensation away. “He…”

      “She thought to tell me immediately,” he continues, his face dropping, “but then… you told her not to. Now, why would you want to protect him like that?”

      My voice falls, refusing to leave my throat, but I don’t know what I’d say even if I could. “It…”

      “Say it. I want to hear it from you.”

      I close my eyes as the darkness settles in.

      “Sofia…” He leans in to whisper in my ear. “Did you really think I wouldn’t notice that my son has his eyes?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      Giovani Zappia ordered a hit on me.

      I blink at Yuri, meeting his stunned face once more. “Are you sure?” I ask Fox.

      He nods and flexes his bicep to coax a little more blood to fall to the warehouse floor. “Positive.”

      I furrow my brow, feeling a cold ache forming deep within my brain. One minute Gio’s calling us family and passing booze around and the next he’s sending an assassin to kill me? It doesn’t make any fucking sense.

      Unless…

      “When were you sent here?” I ask.

      “Giovani made contact yesterday afternoon,” Fox answers. “Shortly after, I was assigned to the job. I flew in this morning.”

      “Yesterday?”

      “Yeah.”

      If Gio planned this in advance, he would have gotten in touch with Snake Eyes long before then. This was last minute. A sudden, gut reaction to something big.

      “This hit…” I choose my words carefully, “was it just me?”

      Fox nods. “He wanted it to look like an outside job so no one would suspect the Zappias of being involved. They sent me with evidence that would lead to the Petrovin family. I was supposed to make it look like retaliation for you killing Hans.”

      “But Luka didn’t kill Hans,” Yuri points out, still barely following what’s going on, but I’m not too far behind him.

      “No, one of our agents did,” Fox confirms. “A hit also ordered by Giovani Zappia.”

      Yuri throws up his hands.

      “So, Gio wants to start a mob war in Russia,” I say. “Why?”

      “It’s not just Gio,” Fox says. “Snake Eyes and the Lutrova family have a long history of butting heads. It started with Viktor. He stood up to the organization and when he tried to push them out, they silenced him. That scared your father enough and there’s been peaceful co-existence ever since… until recently when you started digging a little too deep.”

      Yuri fires an accusing look in my direction, but I don’t tear my eyes away from Fox.

      “You’re saying our father knows about all of this?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Ask him yourself,” he says with a shrug.

      I pause. I can try and deny it all day, but the truth sinks in quickly. No wonder my father always ordered us to ignore them. Let the kobra do what it wants. He didn’t want answers because he already had them, and he was too much of a coward to do anything about them.

      “The conflict in Russia has been in motion for a while now,” Fox begins. “The truce was legitimate. Antony and your father really did bring peace between the families, but Snake Eyes deals in war. Once Antony exported the family to America to run the Chicago branch and left Giovani in charge of Italy, Snake Eyes approached him with a new status quo.”

      “And he took it,” I seethe.

      “Killing Hans Petrovin was just the beginning of a slow build. They knew you’d lean on the Zappias for help. Giovani would use his power to whittle your family’s influence down to nothing, but he wanted to honor the truce. Worst-case scenario: you’d all be working under him when the Italian mob took over Russia, but then… yesterday, he wanted you out of the picture entirely.”

      Yuri shakes his head. “We grew up with Gio,” he says. “He’s our friend. Why would he send an assassin to kill Luka?”

      Fox glances at me, reading my expression before I can hide it. For a moment, I wonder just how powerful Snake Eyes really is. Mine and Sofia’s secret love child might not be as secret as we thought.

      I tilt my head. “I might have an idea…”

      “Like what?” Yuri asks.

      I bite my inner cheek, hesitating to say it, but I don’t have much choice here. “Lucian is my son.”

      “What?”

      Fox smirks. “That would do it.”

      Yuri grows several centimeters taller in anger. “What did you say?”

      “Lucian.” My heart lurches. “He is mine.”

      He blinks at me with great confusion. “How is that possible?”

      “It’s a long story, brother.”

      “Tell it quickly.”

      “Yuri…” I sigh. “Sofia came to me and asked for my help.”

      “Why?”

      “She wanted to destroy the Zappia family from the inside,” I explain. “Humiliating Gio was the only way she knew how.”

      “When?”

      “The night before the wedding.”

      He scoffs. “Why didn’t you say no?”

      I cast a sideways glance. “You wouldn’t have said no either, Yuri.”

      Fox shifts on his toes and I catch his amused eyes before he turns away to gather his gun case from behind a shelf.

      Yuri shakes his head. “You’re a damned fool, Luka,” he says. “Did you even think of the consequences?”

      “Of course, I did.”

      “Bullshit. If you had, you never would have done it.”

      “I couldn’t ignore her.”

      “Why not?”

      I pause, overwhelmed by how difficult that question is to answer. “What’s done is done, Yuri.”

      Anger trembles his face as he backs away from me. I don’t blame him at all. I’d probably have the same reaction if I were in his shoes. He stomps toward his gun. Fox watches him closely as he picks it up off the concrete floor.

      “It’s safe to assume that’s why Giovani wants you dead,” Fox says, relaxing his tension as Yuri hides his pistol away in his belt.

      I nod as a sudden fear twists my gut.

      If Gio knows, then that means—

      Sofia.

      He won’t let something like this slide. Sofia sought to destroy him — or tear him to shreds, as she so eloquently put it that night. He was willing to kill me over what we did. There’s no doubt in my mind that he won’t do the same to her. Or worse.

      I reach into my pocket for my handkerchief and I toss it at Fox. “Come on,” I say, taking fast steps toward the car. “We have to go.”

      Yuri stands still. “Where are we going?”

      “Back to the Zappia estate.”

      “Wait…” Fox says, shaking his head as he wraps the handkerchief around his bleeding bicep. “You can’t go back there. If he sees you, he’ll know I failed and that will get back to my squad. They’ll come looking before we even get out of Italy.”

      “I’m not leaving them behind.”

      “Luka…” Yuri says. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am.”

      Fox follows me toward the car. “You don’t understand. The faster we leave, the better off we’ll all be.”

      “Except Sofia.”

      “Even if you could get inside, you’ll never make it out again,” he says. “The Zappia estate is notoriously guarded and you can’t take out that many of them by yourself.”

      I smirk. “Then, you’ll help me.”

      He hesitates. “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “That isn’t part of the deal. I agreed to give you the file, not take part in murder and kidnapping.”

      I spin around to stare him down. “I agreed to send you home. Until then, you will be useful.”

      “By killing dozens of mafia guards?”

      “That’s what you do, isn’t it?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “What do you want?” I ask. “You want money? I’ll pay you. Fifty-thousand American for every kill. Easy money for a guy like you, yes?”

      “I’m escaping Snake Eyes because I never wanted to be a killer,” he says, furrowing his brow. “This isn’t about money.”

      “No, you’re right,” I say. “It’s about family and I’m not leaving mine behind to be slaughtered in their sleep by a fucking rat like Giovani Zappia. You want to go home? This is how you get there.”

      Fox exhales, releasing the tension in his face. “Fine,” he says.

      Yuri passes around us with his head down.

      “Yuri,” I say.

      “I won’t take part in this.” He keeps his eyes low. “You do what you want. Leave me out of it.”

      I follow him to the car. “Brother—”

      “Don’t call me that,” he says. “No, you don’t get to be my brother right now, Luka.”

      He yanks the car door open, but I slam it closed. “You’d take Gio’s side over mine? After everything he was planning to do to us?”

      “You got in bed with the Zappias first.”

      “And I’d do it again,” I growl. “It might not look like it, Yuri… but I did the right thing.”

      “For who?” he asks. “The way I see it, what you did helped nobody but yourself. You betrayed their trust, you betrayed our family, and, in the end, every drop of blood shed over this will be on your hands. Did you even consider that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, why do it?”

      “You saw how he treated her — how they’ve always treated her.”

      “So, what? That wasn’t your problem.”

      “I made it my problem.”

      “You certainly did.” He scoffs as he pulls the door open again. “And here I thought you were the smarter brother.”

      I let him lower himself into the car and he jerks the door closed behind him.

      There was only one way this could end. Gio may have been content with whittling the Lutrova influence down in the beginning, but now…

      Sofia said she wanted to start a war and that’s exactly what this is.

      Still, I meant what I said. I’d do it all over again if it meant looking into that boy’s silver eyes one last time.

      I look over my shoulder at Fox. He stands there, calm and silent, with a blank expression on his face.

      “You have something to say?” I ask.

      He shakes his head once.

      Fox Fitzpatrick. He’ll prove his usefulness, but that’s as far as I’ll let this go. I don’t know what to think of Snake Eyes nor do I know where to even start with dealing with them. The only thing I know is that I must keep this problem contained. He already knows more than anyone ever should.

      Viktor Lutrova was right.

      Never let a snake loose in Moscow.

      “Then, let’s go,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      My heart stops as Gio’s breath grazes my ear. “That’s not—”

      He raises his palm and holds it near my face to silence me. “I don’t want to hear another lie from you, Sofia. The next words out of your mouth will be the truth.”

      Rosalie sobs quietly in the chair across the study, pained and tortured. My heart aches. I didn’t want this for her. I didn’t want this for either of us.

      Gio grabs my chin and forces me to look at him instead. “Say it,” he growls.

      Tears fall down my cheeks, spilling onto his fingertips. “Yes,” I whimper.

      “Yes, what?”

      “Lucian. He is his...”

      Gio releases me and wipes his tear-stained hand on my sleeve before stepping back. “Luka and Lucian. Did you think you were being clever?”

      I shake my head.

      “Why would you do this?” he asks, his voice cold as ice. “Did you want to hurt me? My family gave you everything. We brought you in, we gave you a home, we gave you—”

      “I never asked for—”

      He lashes out, slapping my bruised cheek. I fall to my knees and Rosalie cries out in horror. As cruel as Gio can be, he’s never showed his worst side in front of her. I’d hoped she’d never have to see it.

      Gio turns away from me and kneels in front of her.

      “Rosalie…” He reaches out and she flinches as he wipes the tears from her cheeks with his thumb. “I want to thank you once again for informing me of what you saw.”

      She nods, gazing down at him with respect.

      “You’ve been…” he offers a kind smile, “a worthy member of the Zappia family.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      “But we have rules,” he says. “You know them well. Don’t you, Rosalie?”

      She tilts her head and an even greater fear enters her eyes.

      He stands and lingers over her shoulder as his hand enters his pocket.

      “Gio…” I whisper.

      His fist slides out and my blood runs cold. He palms a short, glistening blade and points it in my direction.

      “We have rules,” he repeats. “This is what happens when you break the rules.”

      He rests the blade against Rosalie’s neck.

      I jut forward, extending my arms to her, but I’m not close enough to stop it. “No!”

      He slashes along her throat, opening a deep, crimson wound from ear to ear. She slumps forward and I catch her in my arms as she tumbles from the chair, wheezing and gasping for air.

      “No! No!” I cry. “Rosalie…!”

      I lay my hand over her neck, pressing hard to stop the blood from pouring out, but it pools through my fingers. An unstoppable deluge of red.

      Rosalie claws at my sleeves, but more of her strength disappears with each passing second.

      “Rosalie, I’m so sorry…”

      She quakes in my arms, letting out one final cry before her eyes close.

      I lay my head against hers as her hands fall, limp and lifeless, to her sides. My tears mix with the blood on my hands and I cradle her closer to me, refusing to let her go.

      “A Zappia woman must never betray her life maiden,” Gio says, his voice stiff and rehearsed as if he were reading out of a sacred text.

      “Shut up.”

      “To do so is punishable by death—”

      “I said, shut up.”

      Gio leans down and rests the blade against my cheek. “I would be more respectful if I were you, Sofia.” He drags the knife’s edge along my skin, and I feel her warm blood stain my face as he rises to his feet. “Get up.”

      “No.”

      Rosalie, forgive me.

      “Stand up, Sofia.”

      “No.”

      I pull her closer. It’s always been me and Rosalie, ever since our parents died. She’s all I have left… She’s all I have…

      Gio grabs my arm and forces me off the floor with one quick jerk. Rosalie slides from my grip and settles on the floor beneath me. I cringe at the sound and the blood. There’s so much blood…

      “Sofia.”

      I lay my red-soaked hands on his chest and shove him away, leaving a bright smear on his perfect, white shirt. “Let go of me—!”

      He takes hold of me again, digging his fingertips into my skin. “One more outburst like that and it’ll be his blood on your hands.”

      Lucian.

      “Where is he? What did you do to him?”

      “He’s safe,” he answers through his teeth. “Whether he stays that way is up to you.”

      “Do what you want to me but please don’t hurt my son.”

      Gio shakes his head. “I’m not going to hurt him, Sofia. I will raise him as mine, I can promise you that. But you? No, you will suffer for what you’ve done.”

      “Just kill me now. Get it over with.”

      “Why would I do that when you deserve a fate far worse than death? I have something better in mind for you.” He lays the blade on my cheek again. “First, I’m going to cut out your tongue so you will never speak your own name again.”

      I cringe away but he holds me against him, forcing me to look into his black eyes.

      “Then,” he continues, “I’ll pluck out your eyes to cast you into darkness. I’ll throw acid on your pretty face so no one will ever recognize you again. I will destroy you in every way I can think of and then…” He smiles. “I’ll sell you to the underground where you’ll live out the remainder of your days with the rest of the ugly, diseased whores.”

      “Gio, please—”

      He presses the blade against my eyelid. I close my mouth, shaken to the core.

      “Lucian will grow up,” he says, “and someday, he will ask me about his mother. Do you know what I’ll tell him?” He waits, enjoying the silence as I tremble in his grasp. “I’ll tell him that you abandoned him. I’ll tell him that you never loved him or wanted him.”

      “No…”

      “For that, he will despise you and then he will forget you ever existed… just as I will. I think that will suffice, Sofia. I think that is what you deserve.”

      “I want to see him.”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “Let me see my son.”

      “He’s my son now.”

      “Luka won’t let you get away with this,” I warn. “When he finds out, he’ll come back for us.”

      Gio’s eye twitches as I say his name, but his lips curl. “No, he won’t.”

      “Yes, he will. He cares about Lucian—”

      “Luka Lutrova won’t come back here again because he’s dead, Sofia.”

      I let the tears fall and his face goes blurry in my vision. “No, he’s not…”

      “I had him killed this afternoon.”

      “No…” I shake my head, refusing to believe it. My sister’s blood is still warm on my hands. I can’t bear the thought of losing Luka, too.

      “Did you like it, Sofia?” he asks. “Did you like him being inside of you? More than me?”

      I bite my tongue in disgust.

      His smile fades and he lays a hand on my cheek, drawing a slow, gentle line down my face with his thumbnail. “Would you believe me if I said I loved you?”

      “No,” I answer, giving in to my anger.

      “Say you’ll love me,” he whispers. “Say you will, and I’ll love you back. I’ll spare you.”

      “You’re not capable of love, Gio.”

      “You might be right about that,” he nods, “but I am very capable of joy and I’m really going to enjoy this.” He rests his hand on my neck. “Get on your knees, Sofia.”

      “No.”

      He wraps his fingers around my throat. “I said, get on your knees.” He shoves me backward until my head hits the wall. I flinch as the pain rattles my spine. “You might not have taken your wedding vows seriously, Sofia, but you are still my wife and you will do as I tell you. Get on your—”

      I kick up my knee, firing it forward with all the strength I have left. It connects with his groin and he doubles forward as I reach for the knife in his hand.

      Gio lets the blade fall to the floor and he wraps his other hand around my neck. He fights through his pain and squeezes my throat even harder as I struggle to breathe.

      “G—io—” I cough and scratch at his hands, but he doesn’t let up.

      He leans over, forcing me down to my knees. I can’t do a thing to fight him. My vision blurs. My lungs ache for just one burst of air.

      My knee touches something firm on the floor. The edge digs into my skin through my skirt. My senses twitch with possible salvation.

      I let my arms fall and I reach down to grip the blade in my shaking fingers.

      “You will submit to me, Sofia,” he growls, letting go of me with one hand to reach for his zipper.

      I fill my lungs with whatever air I can gasp and curl my hand around the knife’s handle.

      “Fuck you…” I say, my throat burning.

      I stab upward, aiming for any piece of skin I can reach.

      The blade pierces his upper thigh. Gio shrieks in pain. He stumbles backward, releasing his hold on me. I give him a hard shove, sending him tripping over Rosalie’s legs all the way down to the floor.

      “Sofia!”

      I ignore his shrilling voice.

      I throw the door open and the wood clashes against the wall behind me.

      I bolt out into the hallway, blinded by a sticky blanket of blood and tears covering my eyelids.

      My heart aches, my body bleeds, and my soul screams, but I keep running.

      Run, Sofia.

      Just run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I park the car a kilometer away from the Zappia estate.

      Yuri refuses to budge from the backseat, but I don’t expect him to either. He’s made his choice and there’s not enough time to try and change his mind. It’s honestly safer for him to stay here and out of sight. At least he’s not actively trying to stop me.

      Fox and I move through the woods, stepping softly on leaves and twigs until the front gate comes into view beneath the late evening sunset.

      “There’s a wall,” I say. “It surrounds the entire estate on all sides.”

      “How tall?”

      “Too tall.”

      “Then, I guess we’re going through the gate.”

      I nod. “There’s usually a half-dozen of them on the front lawn.”

      Fox blinks. “Just the lawn?”

      I pause. “Is this a problem?”

      He shakes his head and keeps moving.

      We stop once we can go no further without being spotted.

      Fox bends down to his knees with his rifle case. “How good is your hand to hand?” he asks me.

      “Better than most. How good is your shot?”

      “The best.”

      I breathe a quiet laugh. The American pretty boy is cocky. Can’t say I’m surprised.

      Fox assembles his rifle back together as I look on, watching his hands work with quick, expert precision.

      “I’ll get through the gate,” I say. “You watch my back and move up when it’s clear.”

      “Okay.”

      I shake the nerves from my hands. Roughing up idiots in chairs is one thing. I can’t say that opportunities to infiltrate private estates come up often in my life as a mafia bodyguard. I’m usually on the other side of this, keeping people out who shouldn’t be in.

      But Sofia is in there. With my son. Nothing else matters more than that.

      I look down at Fox. If he’s nervous at all, he’s not showing it. If he feels anything at all, I can’t tell.

      “You’ve done this before,” I note.

      He glances up at me as he reaches for his masked stuffed into his bag. “Yeah.”

      “A lot?”

      “A few.”

      “Did they end well?”

      “Sometimes.”

      I narrow my eyes at him as he slides the mask over his head. “What’s that for?”

      “I can’t be recognized.”

      “You do a lot of jobs in Italy, comrade?”

      “A few.”

      I sigh. Now I know what it feels like to be Yuri trying to talk to me most of the time. “Please don’t shoot me.”

      “I’ll try.”

      He throws the rifle strap over his shoulder and stands up, his eyes scanning the trees for the best place to go. Without a word, he reaches up and hops to grab a low-hanging branch. He easily pulls himself up and climbs to a better position like a damn monkey.

      “You’ve done this before,” I say again.

      “You never had a treehouse?” he asks from his branch.

      I shrug and walk off toward the gate, taking big breaths to kill the last of my nerves.

      As I approach the gate, I add a strut to my step, slightly dragging my toes to make a little bit of noise.

      A guard stands on the other side and spins around as I draw near, his finger wrapped tight around the trigger of his rifle.

      “Oy!” I shout. “Let me in.”

      He raises his brow at my convincing, drunken eyes. “No.”

      “Pul-lease?” I slur and lean against the gate. “I was just here. You recognize me, yes? I left my keys.”

      He reaches for the radio on his belt.

      “Wait—” I hold up a hand. “Please, don’t bother Gio. I’ll just be in and out. I promise. No harm done.”

      “Sorry,” he says. “The place is on lockdown tonight. I can’t let you in.”

      I pause. “Lockdown? Why?”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he keeps moving toward his radio and I grit my teeth.

      I reach through the bars and grab his hand, yanking him toward me and slamming his face into them. “Why?” I ask again.

      He tries to jerk away, but I pull him right back in. “I don’t know,” he says through the pain. “He just said to clear out. No one’s allowed inside. Something about his stupid wife.”

      “What about her?”

      Voices and pounding boots move in our direction from around the house. I can’t exactly say slamming this guy against the gate was stealthy.

      “Does it matter?”

      “It matters to me.”

      A body collapses behind him. We both look over his shoulder to see a guard lying on the pavement a few yards away, face down in a red puddle.

      I grin. “Let me in or the next bullet is for you.”

      “Fuck off, commie.”

      A second body falls behind him. He deflates without looking.

      “Pretty please?” I say through my teeth.

      He raises his free hand and slips his fingers into his breast pocket for his keycard. “Okay… okay…”

      I let him reach to the right and he swipes the card on a terminal behind the gate. I keep a firm grip on his arm between the bars.

      The gate turns on and starts to roll open, collapsing horizontally into the wall and panic fills his eyes.

      He tries to pull his arm free, but I don’t let go. The gate leads us over, slowly inching closer to crushing his arm.

      “Come on, man,” he whines. “I did what you asked—”

      “But you were very rude.”

      He tugs for his arm repeatedly, his eyes flicking back and forth from me to the gate. “Let go.”

      “Are you sorry?”

      “Yes!”

      “Say it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “For calling you a commie.”

      I smirk. “Oh, I don’t care about that.”

      He frowns. “Then, what’s your fucking problem—aghhh!”

      His bones crack, bent and crushed between the wall and the bars. He squeals in agony and stumbles to his knees as it grinds even more of his hand.

      I lean over him. “Now, what did you call Sofia? Stupid, was it?”

      He closes his mouth, staring daggers at me. I shrug my shoulders before reaching for the gun in my belt.

      “Never mind.”

      I pull the trigger and put him out of his misery.

      More men race down the driveway toward me. I lunge into the grass, dodging their eyes to hide behind a large tree near the wall. They shout back and forth in Italian as the bodies come into view. I hear a few more gentle thwips of bullets popping flesh before they topple to the ground beside their friends.

      A shiver runs down my spine. Fox Fitzpatrick might not have been acting cocky at all when he said he was the best. He didn’t shoot the guards just anywhere to put them down. He shot them through the eyes. Each one of them, right through their pupils like a goddamn bullseye.

      The name Snake Eyes makes a whole lot more sense now.

      I move toward the house, keeping to the shadows as three more guards come into the light from the back garden. I wait for some to race out of the house as well, but the front door stays closed. There’s no way this much commotion hasn’t reached the inside yet, meaning there might not be guards in there at all. Good for us. Not so good for Sofia.

      Gio wanted them to be alone.

      The guards pause in the drive out of Fox’s line of sight, seemingly more intelligent than the others. I slink in behind them, hoping to catch them all by surprise, but my foot crashes into a fallen tree branch obscured behind a bush.

      They spin around, each of them reaching for their guns, and I only have a split second to do anything about it.

      I charge at them, throwing out my arms to knock two of them down at once. The third man takes a swing at me, one that I easily dodge before firing off a bullet into his ribs. As he falls to the ground, I turn back around to the others and get knocked in the jaw by the butt of a rifle.

      I cringe, nearly falling over, but I use the momentum to swing a kick against one of them. I punch him so hard in the nose my knuckles pop.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see the last man standing with his gun pointed at my head.

      A bullet strikes his face, passing just an inch away from my own ear, and he slumps to my feet in an unmoving heap.

      I twist around to find Fox standing at the end of the driveway, still aiming his rifle in my direction.

      I exhale and count my fucking blessings.

      Fox joins me by the door. We don’t say a word as we enter the front hall.

      It’s quiet. Almost dead. It’s nothing at all like the constantly moving household I left just a few hours before.

      I keep my eyes and ears open, determined not to be caught off-guard by whatever the hell might be happening here. We pause at every corner, sneaking a peek before moving on through the dark corridors.

      My memory guides me through the shadowed wings. Even in darkness the furnishings of this place seem fit for a goddamn bonfire.

      We round the corner toward Gio’s study and a petite force collides with me.

      Sofia.

      She screams in my arms and shoves me back, her limbs flailing wildly in a blind panic to get away from me. I open my mouth to speak, but my throat tightens when I see the blood.

      She’s covered with it from her head to her shoes. It drips from her face and her hands. The scent of it stings my nose.

      “Sofia!” I grab her wrists to stop her thrashing. “Sofia, stop! It’s me! It’s me!”

      She slows down, her wide eyes squinting in the dark. “Luka…”

      I pull her closer, cupping her face to make sure she sees me. “Yes, it’s me.”

      Her knees give out from under her, and I wrap my arms around her to hold her up. “Luka…” She reaches for my face. “You’re alive?”

      “I’m here. I’m alive.”

      “You came back...”

      I shake my head. “I never left you, Sofia.”

      She collapses against my chest, squeezing my jacket in her weak grasp. I look over at Fox as she shakes like a lost animal in my arms. His shock is obvious, even through his mask. I glance at my hands, staring at my red-coated fingers.

      What the hell happened here?

      Someone stumbles out into the hallway down the corridor and he limps in our direction.

      Gio.

      He sees my face and he stops cold.

      I look him up and down, seeing splotches of blood staining his clothes. Sofia squeezes me even tighter at the very sight of him.

      “He knows,” she whispers at me. “He knows everything.”

      Gio spins around to take off in the other direction. I give Fox a quick nod.

      Fox raises his rifle and takes aim at Gio’s head.

      “Wait!” Sofia shouts and grabs Fox’s arm. “Don’t shoot him.”

      I look down at her swollen eyes and my heart clenches. She should want this bastard dead more than anybody. “Sofia, he deserves this.”

      “He took Lucian,” she says. “I don’t know where, but he does.”

      Fox adjusts his aim and fires.

      The bullet clips Gio’s right calf, sending him spinning down to the carpet before he reaches the far corner. He screams and struggles to pull himself up but the pain sends him back down to the floor.

      I follow him with a wide stride, taking Sofia’s hand in mine, driven by a pure, aching vengeance.

      Gio claws at the floor to distance himself from me but I’m on him in seconds, digging my heel into his leg and he cries out in agony.

      “Where is he?” I hiss, letting up on his leg to make him stop squealing.

      He smirks at me. “My son is safe.”

      My rage boils, flashing white light in my eyes.

      My son. He’s my fucking son.

      “Where?!” I ask again, leaning into his wound.

      Gio grunts with frustration. “What was it like, eh?” he spits through his teeth. “Taking another man’s wife, right under his nose? In his own fucking house?”

      “Not bad, honestly.”

      “Do you have no honor, Lutrova?”

      “It comes and goes.” I bend down, blissfully enjoying the pain in his eyes. “And for the record, she wasn’t even your wife yet. She came to me because she couldn’t stand the idea of you getting to her first. And come, she did.”

      Sofia squeezes my hand. “Luka…”

      Gio’s eyes shift toward hers. “I should have known when my virgin bride didn’t bleed for me.”

      “She bleeds for no one,” I say. “Not anymore.”

      He laughs. “You think you’re just going to walk out of here with her? Look where you are. You’re dead where you stand.”

      “Your guards are gone, Gio. All of them — even that pathetic assassin you sent after me. You want to kill me? You’re going to have to try a little harder than this.”

      “I’ll be sure to remember that.”

      “Don’t bother,” I say. “You won’t see the next sunrise.”

      “Your bastard won’t either.” He chuckles and licks the sweat off his lips. “Go ahead. Kill me. I dare you.”

      I lean all my weight onto his leg and he growls in pain.

      “Luka.”

      I look over my shoulder at Fox and he beckons me down the hall.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” I growl at Gio. “We’re not done yet.”

      He spits at my feet as I push off him. I hold Sofia’s hand a little tighter as we move down the hall toward Fox. I may never let go of her ever again after this.

      “We’ve got company,” Fox says.

      “Who?”

      “Three cars just parked outside. Someone must have called for back-up.”

      “How many men?”

      “A dozen? Maybe more, but I’m low on ammo.”

      “How low?”

      “Too low.”

      “Then, I hope you’re good with a knife.”

      He shrugs. “Better than most.”

      Definitely cocky.

      I pause, taking a quick breath to try and think a little clearer. Gio has my son. There’s no way I’m leaving here without knowing where, but we’re officially out of time.

      Sofia stares up at me, shaking with confusion and fear behind a veil of blood on her face. I don’t see a wound anywhere.

      And then, I realize...

      “Where’s Rosalie?” I ask her.

      Her eyes swell and she looks behind me at Gio’s study. I move toward it. She drags her feet, dropping my hand completely by the doorway to avoid going inside.

      The smell of blood and sweat reaches my nose before I even see her on the floor.

      But mostly blood.

      Gio laughs. He fucking laughs.

      “That one is on you, by the way,” he says, propping himself up onto his elbows. “If you had kept your hands off my wife, then she never would have seen a thing and she’d still be breathing right now—”

      “Shut up,” I seethe. He chuckles even louder to himself. “No, Gio, this is on you. Just like Hans Petrovin is on you.”

      He smirks. “Prove it.”

      “I’m working on it.”

      Fox rushes toward us from the front of the house. “We need to move now, Luka.”

      I keep my eyes on Gio. “Where is Lucian?”

      He shrugs and anger spikes in me.

      I lunge at him, ready to pull him off the floor and beat him to death, but Sofia grabs my arm.

      “Luka—!”

      She pulls me and I jump back to dodge the gunfire blazing from down the hall.

      We retreat together into the study to avoid it and Fox leaps in behind us. He kneels by the doorway and peeks out with his rifle, firing off the last of his rounds before throwing the strap over his shoulder and reaching for a switchblade in his belt.

      I look out into the hall again and grit my teeth in anger.

      Gio is gone.

      “How many?” I ask Fox.

      He pokes his head out for only half a second, dodging a bullet that pierces the doorway instead. “About seven,” he says.

      Sofia gasps beside me, her ears tuning to the sound before it even reaches mine.

      A crying child.

      “Lucian—!” She lunges for the windows and looks outside into the back garden. “Luka, it’s him.”

      I push the curtains aside and watch as Gio limps into the trees with my son thrown over his shoulder.

      “Get back,” I tell Sofia, guiding her away from the windows as I grab the nearest chair.

      Fox flicks his switchblade open and yanks an eager gunman from just outside the doorway. Sofia screams, jumping away as Fox flips him onto his back and plunges the knife into his chest to put him down.

      I throw the chair at the window and it shatters.

      “Sofia, come on!” I grab her hand as Fox pulls the rifle from the man’s dead fingers.

      We climb outside and Fox kneels beside the window to fire a long stream of bullets at the rest of them to give us enough time to run. Sofia bolts ahead of me, following Lucian’s piercing cries into the woods over the pop of gunfire behind us.

      She slips from my fingers, weaving in and around trees in the dark without even needing a map, just like that day fifteen years ago.

      This time, I’ll seek out Gio as he hides from me.

      When I find him, I’ll kill him.

      “Lucian!” Sofia cries out his name, running on pure adrenaline and motherly instinct as I race behind her, trying to keep up.

      I lose her in the dark as Lucian’s piercing cry disappears.

      “Sofia!”

      My eyes adjust to the darkness. I make out the garden shed, nestled between two large trees near the back wall. I’m struck with a vivid hesitation. The first time I saw this place, we met. The last time I saw this place, we conceived our son.

      Terror grips my chest as I wonder how my life will change this time.

      “Sofia…”

      I push the door open. I feel a presence in the room, just like before. It’s too dark, so I search for the string hanging down somewhere in the center.

      I flick the light on and there she is, kneeling on the floor with Lucian in her arms.

      He’s not crying anymore, but she is. She cradles him close, whispering in his ear as he gazes up at me with those silver eyes.

      “Where’s Gio?” I ask.

      Sofia shakes her head. “He dropped him and ran.”

      Shouting voices echo behind us, accompanied by feet racing toward us, and my heart stands still.

      It was the ultimate trap. Use Lucian as bait to lure us out here with nowhere to go but up against a fucking wall.

      Beep beep beep.

      My ears twitch and I step back outside to find Fox kneeling by the wall, laying something on the ground in front of it.

      He rushes over to me and ducks behind the shed.

      “You might want to get down…” he says.

      He reaches into his vest and pulls out a small, black device. It fits snug in his palm and he lays his thumb against a smooth, round button at its tip.

      A detonator.

      I fall to my knees beside Sofia and Lucian to shield them as Fox pushes the button.

      The bomb explodes, shaking the earth and the shed nearly topples around us. Sofia screams, completely caught off-guard by it. I hold her even tighter as Lucian cries in her arms.

      Fox stands and runs to the hole to jump through it first. I pull Sofia up and we follow closely behind him, squinting through the dust and debris as it settles to the earth.

      Then, she stops.

      “Sofia, come on…” I extend my hand to her, eager to get her and Lucian as far away from this place as possible.

      Her gaze falls to my fingers and for a moment, she smiles.

      She takes my hand and we run together, leaving the confused shouts of Gio’s men far behind us.
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          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never been on a plane before.

      Twenty years on this earth and I’ve never had both feet off the ground at the same time. It’s scarier than I thought it’d be, especially in a plane this small. Every gust of wind, every shift in pressure. I feel it all with closed eyes, counting the moments until it’s all over. When we finally land, I won’t be in Italy anymore.

      I’ll be in Russia.

      I sit in my seat with a white-knuckle grip on the armrests. Lucian lays beside me, curled up in Luka’s jacket, sleeping as if he didn’t have a care in the world, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. If only I could be as calm as he is. If only I could forget about all of this and grow up without any memory of tonight or where I came from.

      “Sofia?”

      Luka appears beside me in the thin aisle. He extends his hand to me, but I hesitate to move.

      “It’s okay,” he whispers, careful not to wake Lucian.

      I release the armrest and my fingers ache from stiffness. My red skin feels sticky and cold. I can’t stand to look at it, but Luka shows no fear as he takes my hand. Warmth trembles my fingers as he guides me from my seat and leads me toward the back of the plane.

      Yuri turns away, forcing his eyes down at the very sight of me. I’m not sure if he’s angry or disgusted or scared or all of the above. If I could feel anything at all right now, I’m sure I wouldn’t fare any better.

      My gaze falls on the American. He looks at me without turning away. I study his handsome face. Short, brown hair and big, brown eyes. Soft features, nothing like the sharp Russian ones on the others. He gives me a respectful nod and I blink at the white scar across his cheek.

      Luka pushes open the restroom door and motions me inside. I walk into the cramped, airless space as he grabs several hand towels from a cupboard outside. He follows me in and closes the door behind us.

      “Sit down,” he tells me.

      I do as he says as he wets a towel with water from the tiny sink.

      “Who is that man out there?” I ask.

      Luka kneels in front of me with the damp towel and takes my hand. “His name is Fox,” he answers, wiping the blood off my wrist.

      “Is he a friend of yours?”

      “No.”

      I watch him work. Each swipe of the towel removes a little more red from my pale skin.

      “I wouldn’t get too attached to him, though,” he adds. “He won’t be around for long.”

      “Where is he going?”

      He glances up at me but doesn’t answer as he moves onto my other hand with a fresh towel. While I am sheltered, I understand silence very well. This kind can only mean one thing, but I’ve seen my fair share of death tonight.

      “He helped you save us,” I say.

      “There’s more to it than that.”

      Of that, I have no doubt. I fall quiet and Luka finishes wiping the blood off my fingers. He looks up and studies my face.

      “Hold still,” he says, moving the towel to my cheeks.

      I lean into his touch as he cleans me up. I haven’t glanced into a mirror all night. I can only imagine the horror I must look like, but Luka’s eyes show nothing of it. Unlike Yuri, who seems ready to scream at the very sight of me.

      Luka lays a red-covered towel into the sink and I cringe as he grabs a fresh one.

      There was so much blood…

      “You’re going to be okay, Sofia,” Luka whispers at me, his eyes fixed on mine. “You’re both safe now.”

      He wipes the towel down my neck, taking his time with a gentle touch. Pink water stains the basin each time he wrings the towel out. I can’t pull my eyes away from it.

      “He’ll come looking for me,” I say, my voice shaking.

      Luka pauses. “Where we’re going, he’ll need an army to get to you. I won’t let that happen.”

      “How long until we land?”

      “A few hours.” He looks down. “We’ll find you some clothes when we do.”

      I glance at my dress, stained through and ruined.

      “Rosalie made this one…” I mutter without thinking. “She really liked sewing…”

      “Sofia…” Luka cups my face with his hands as a rock grows in my throat. “Look at me.”

      I close my eyes, squeezing them together to hold back the tears fighting to bleed through.

      Everything shakes. Just one slip and I’ll fall to pieces, but I can’t do that right now. Lucian needs me to be strong. I don’t know how I can be, however, when I can’t even remember how to breathe.

      Luka draws his thumb beneath my eye, banishing a tear as it slips out. “Look at me, lyubov’ moya,” he whispers.

      He gazes at me with the same eyes as our son. The same eyes I fell in love with the day he was born.

      Luka fills his lungs, breathing in the stale, almost nonexistent air, and he waits for me to do the same. I inhale a shaking breath and he blows his out through his lips.

      “Just like that,” he says. “That’s how we stay alive.”

      I nod and take another deep breath, feeling his calloused hands warm my cheeks.

      “It’s not over until we can’t do that anymore. I won’t stop fighting for you until my last breath, Sofia. And I promise you… that I will make Gio Zappia suffer until his.”

      The lump shrinks in my throat. I don’t think I’ve ever trusted anybody or anything as much as I trust him in this moment.

      Luka Lutrova. The Russian mobster. The father of my child.

      Our savior.

      Luka moves to stand. I reach out to stop him with a shaking hand. He pauses, his sharp eyes wandering my face, and I can’t help myself. I kiss him softly and he instantly pulls me in, cupping my cheeks to hold me there as our lips blend together.

      I stand and he rises with me. His hands fall to my hips, drawing me closer to his wide frame.

      A cry rings out, traveling over the rumbling engine and my motherly instincts kick in.

      “Lucian…” I whisper, pulling my lips from Luka’s. “I should…”

      Luka smiles, stealing one more quick kiss from me before taking a short step back and sliding the door open.

      I step out, feeling the cold air on my clean face as I dart down the aisle to my seat. Lucian stands up and raises his arms at me, begging to be held.

      “Shh,” I soothe into his ear. “I’m here, piccola luce.”

      I take him into  my arms and pace back and forth in the aisle. Thankfully, Lucian calms with each step I take, despite being surrounded by strangers. I look around, feeling several pairs of eyes on me. Yuri still can’t maintain eye contact with me for very long, but he glares hard at Lucian. Perhaps he just realized he’s a uncle.

      Fox keeps a somber expression, seemingly unfazed by everything around him. Something tells me he’s been through far more uncomfortable situations than this.

      I step toward him, balancing Lucian in my left arm, and pause above his shoulder. “Thank you,” I tell him. “Whoever you are.”

      I extend my hand to him.

      Luka steps in close behind me. “Sofia…” he says, his voice uneasy.

      Fox’s eyes shift from mine to Luka’s, but he takes my hand. His grip is soft and restrained, just like his eyes. There’s so much hidden beneath the surface. He shows me enough to make me think twice about distrusting him.

      “You’re welcome,” he says.

      I return to my seat with Lucian and Luka follows us like a shadow, taking the chair beside me with hard, protective eyes.
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          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      “Bozhe moi!”

      Nina Lutrova places her hand over her heart the second we walk through the front door. She glares down at us from the stairwell in a silk, blue robe, her eyes hopping from Luka to Yuri to me to Fox. Then, finally, to Lucian yawning quietly in my arms.

      “Yuri?”

      “Oh, no,” he says, shaking his head at Luka. “Don’t look at me, Ma.”

      Luka keeps his grip on my hand. She notices, her eyebrow popping upward. “Ma, I—”

      “Wait—” She holds up a hand to silence him. “I have a feeling your father should hear this.”

      She takes off down the hall with Yuri trailing close behind. Fox lingers with us, obviously as hesitant as I am to wander through the Lutrova family estate.

      Luka looks at me and offers a reassuring smile. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Will it?” I ask, doubtful.

      He squeezes my hand a little tighter and steps forward, leading me down the hall. He gestures at Fox to follow along with us and Fox obeys.

      I scan the dark entryway as we push forward. Several guards stand scattered in the halls as we pass by, as armed and alert as the ones back in Italy. The walls are practically bare with minimal decorations compared to the Zappia estate, but I say that with great appreciation. I always hated how flamboyant and colorful everything was there, almost like it was all a clever ruse to hide the darkness within. At least the Lutrovas seem to own their reputation as a notorious crime family.

      Nina and Yuri disappear into a room down the hall. I instantly hear the quick chatter of voices, but there’s not nearly enough time to prepare Nikolai Lutrova for what he’s about to see walking through his house in the middle of the night.

      We arrive in the doorway and he looks up at us from his desk with great confusion.

      “What is she doing here?” he asks, glaring at me.

      Luka pulls me into the room with him. “She needs help.”

      “Where is Giovani? Does he know she’s here?”

      “Pops, I…” Luka pauses, his voice failing. I don’t blame him.

      I have no idea where to start with any of this either.

      “I left, sir,” I say.

      Nikolai and Nina draw sharp breaths. I suppose I’ve never spoken to either of them directly before now. While there was no law forbidding me from speaking with Nina, the Zappias sure as hell didn’t want her influencing me in any way and kept me far away from her.

      “I ask for asylum.”

      Nikolai shakes his head. “From what?”

      Luka steps forward. “Gio tried to kill her,” he says.

      Nina looks down at my blood-stained dress. “Why?”

      Yuri glances at me from his spot against the wall behind his father’s desk, his eyes quickly falling on Lucian before descending right back down to the floor.

      “It doesn’t matter why,” Nikolai says. “Send her back.”

      “No,” Luka says.

      Nikolai jolts out of his chair and takes wide strides around the desk toward us. “You brought a Zappia girl here?” he growls at Luka with wide eyes. “Are you mad?”

      “They’re not going back.”

      “Luka…” He barks at him as if I’m not even here. “Zappia family matters are none of our concern. Never have been, never will be. We do not interfere with their way.”

      “Niko…” Nina says, staring at the bruise on my cheek.

      “You went there to talk to Gio. To get his help,” he continues, his voice growing louder. “Not to take his wife and kidnap his child.”

      “The child is mine.”

      Nikolai falls silent and looks at me, the sheer force of it nearly knocking me off my toes. He spins around and puts several angry paces between us.

      Nina steps forward, her eyes full of shock. “This boy is my grandchild?” she asks.

      “Yes,” Luka answers.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Just look at him, Ma.”

      She moves slowly closer to me, her eyes fixed on Lucian the whole time. I shift my arm and he raises his head with curiosity as Nina studies his face.

      “My god…” she whispers, blinking once.

      “Gio found out,” Luka explains. “Then, he killed Rosalie and went after Sofia. I stopped him.”

      “You stopped him?” Nikolai spits. “And I suppose he let you leave peacefully with them after that?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Nikolai grits his teeth, flexing his jaw in anger as he shifts back and forth on his feet. He looks behind us at Fox. “And who the hell are you?”

      Fox hesitates and scratches once at the scar on his cheek. “I helped.”

      Luka takes a deep breath. “Pops—”

      Nikolai holds up his hand. “Luka, I don’t—”

      “There’s more.”

      He freezes and his jaw sags. “There’s more?”

      Nina lays a hand on my shoulder. “Come with me, Sofia,” she says. “Let’s get you some clean clothes.”

      “Nina—”

      “Niko,” she counters, firing a hard look at her husband. “She’s been through enough.”

      He backs down, staring at me for a quick second before nodding.

      Nina looks up at Luka, hinting at him to release my hand, and we reluctantly let go of each other.

      “It’s okay,” she says to me, smiling softly at Lucian. “Come on.”

      We make it halfway down the hall before the shouting begins.
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          Luka

        

      

    

    
      “I need you to tell me, Luka…” my father says, his lips barely moving. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      I don’t answer. Doing so would only admit guilt in his eyes. I refuse to feel guilty about any of this.

      He turns toward the windows. Yuri flinches. “Did you know about this?”

      “No,” Yuri answers. “He told me today.”

      “For three years, you’ve kept this from them, Luka? For three years, Gio has raised a child that’s not his own?”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t know he was mine until yesterday.”

      His face turns a bright red. “You slept with another man’s wife!”

      “She wasn’t…” I pause, struggling to keep calm. “Sofia was unhappy. She didn’t want to marry him, but she didn’t have a choice. They never gave her a choice.”

      “And you thought this would change that?”

      “No. But she asked me… she wanted a baby. One that wasn’t Gio’s. It was the only way she could think of to… I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Not only did you deceive our friend…” he says, “you did so on purpose?”

      “Giovani Zappia is not our friend,” I say. “He planned to take us down.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “He ordered the hit on Hans Petrovin and made it look like me to spark a mob war in Russia.”

      He scoffs. “That is bullshit, Luka.”

      “He tried to have me killed when he found out about Lucian. I couldn’t leave Sofia behind to suffer the same.”

      “I don’t blame him after what you kept from him. From all of us!”

      “You’re really going to convict me for keeping secrets, Pops?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I glance at Fox and look back at my father. “Why didn’t you tell us about Snake Eyes?”

      He closes his mouth, silently fuming. Finally, he shifts and his ire lands on Fox and his black tactical gear. “I suppose that’s who you are, then?”

      “Yes, sir,” Fox says.

      My father nods and turns around.

      “You knew this whole time,” I say. “You knew who they were and what they did, and you just let them do whatever they wanted in your city.”

      “Of course, I did.” He sighs. “I protected my family. That’s what a father does.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      He shakes his head and points a stiff finger at me. “Don’t get smart with me, Luka. You’ve known your child for one day. Do not pretend that makes you a father. You have no idea what being a father really is!”

      “I know what it’s not,” I say. “It’s not bowing down like a coward to the damn Zappias while they march through Moscow.”

      He squints at me. “A coward?”

      “It’s not bending over to those who have shed Lutrova blood.”

      Yuri steps forward. “Luka, stop—”

      “You think you can do better?” my father asks me.

      “Yes.”

      “I’d like to see that!”

      “You will!”

      “That’s enough!”

      We all turn and look at my mother in the doorway.

      “Everybody go to your rooms,” she orders. “Get some rest. We’ll work through this in the morning.”

      Yuri doesn’t question it. He steps around me and offers a quick goodbye to our mother before bolting with his head down. My father lingers behind his desk, too angry to sit down.

      “Where is she?” I ask her.

      “She’s in the guest suite.” I move to pass, but she lays a hand on my shoulder. “Leave her be, Luka. She’s had a rough night.”

      “I know. I was there.”

      “Let her sleep,” she urges. “You wouldn’t want to wake the baby, too.”

      “Ma—”

      “Spokoynoy nochi, Luka.”

      I sigh at her defiant tone. “Goodnight, Ma.”

      She squeezes my arm as I move to the door, a silent and subtle show of support, but it doesn’t do me much good right now.

      “And you.” She points at Fox. “I don’t know who you are, but I hope you don’t mind a couch because I don’t trust you in the guest wing with Sofia.”

      “No, ma’am,” Fox says quickly. “I don’t mind.”

      “Good. Come with me.”

      He looks at me for confirmation and I nod, signaling for him to follow her. Fox Fitzpatrick has earned my trust for a night, but that’s all. I don’t like his chances of surviving an encounter against Nina Lutrova in her own house anyway.

      “Luka…”

      I pause in the doorway and look at my father.

      “Was it worth it?” he asks from behind his desk.

      My knuckles pop as I unroll my fists. “Yes.”

      “Well, I should hope so,” he whispers, “because you’ve killed us all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      Lucian sleeps beside me while I wonder if I’ll ever rest again.

      There are only a few things in this world that frighten me. I’ve experienced every single one of them in the last twelve hours. My little sister was murdered in front of me, my child was taken from me, and Luka… I almost lost him forever.

      I take a blanket and throw it over my shoulders to block out the cold as I slide off the bed. Nina gave me a loose top and thick flannel slacks to sleep in, but I can’t shake the chill off my skin.

      Lucian doesn’t move, completely lost in a deep sleep in the middle of the bed. I tuck him in a little more to make sure he stays warm.

      The hallway is darker and colder than the bedroom. I look down the hall to find a guard standing several feet outside of our door. My instinct is to jump back into the room and stay there, but he smiles and nods as he catches sight of me. There’s no expression of annoyance. No flurry of intruding questions.

      “Madam Zappia,” he says with a respectful bow.

      I flinch at the name, but I offer a kind smile. “Excuse me,” I say, pausing to clear my dry throat. “Where can I find Luka?”

      He points toward the stairwell. “Down the stairs, end of the east wing.”

      “Not upstairs?”

      “No, ma’am. He’s head of security, so he resides on the ground floor.”

      “Oh…” I nod. “Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      I continue forward and grip the banister in the dark on the way down the unfamiliar staircase. The moon lights my path, seeping in through the windows. I look out as I pass, taking in the trees and wildlife. It’s strange to not see a giant wall behind it all, but that is something I’ll gladly get used to.

      An orange light flickers through a door sitting slightly ajar at the end of the east corridor. I move slowly, listening to the soft cracking of my joints as I inch closer.

      I peek inside to find Luka sitting near a fireplace with a book in his hands.

      He senses me instantly. “Sofia?”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, retreating. “I didn’t mean to interrupt—”

      “Wait,” he says, standing up. “Come back. Please.”

      I push the door open, pulling the blanket a little tighter around my shoulders as I glance around. Luka’s room is as minimalist as the rest of the house with a bed in the corner and a desk stacked with books and various objects I can’t make out in the dark. The fireplace crackles quietly, the flame barely alive, illuminating the space with a pensive atmosphere.

      “You couldn’t sleep either?” I ask.

      “I rarely do.” He walks over and closes the door behind me. “Are you all right?”

      I open my mouth to speak, but I merely shake my head once in response.

      “Lucian?” he asks.

      I smile, touched that he asked. “Fast asleep.”

      Luka nods. “Good.” He looks at the blanket cloaked around me. “You’re cold?”

      “This place…” I chuckle as I adjust it over my shoulders, “it’s a little different than Rome.”

      “It’s usually warmer this time of year.”

      “Probably not the weather keeping the house ice cold, I’d guess…” I say, recalling the screaming echoing through the halls earlier. “I’m sorry for getting you into so much trouble.”

      “You didn’t.”

      He gestures at the fireplace. I take the opportunity to sit down beside it, loosening the blanket to feel the heat on my skin as he picks up a new log from the pile of wood stashed in the corner.

      “It’s strange,” I say.

      “What is?” he asks.

      “Coming and going through the house without drawing questions.”

      He sets the log on the fire and sits down across from me. “Our men serve and protect. They aren’t paid to judge.”

      I nod, feeling a little more at ease. “What are you reading?” I ask. He offers me the book and I blink at the foreign alphabet staring back at me. “It’s in Russian.”

      “They’re old folk tales,” he says. “Children’s stories and such.”

      I flip the book open and thumb through the crinkled, old pages, admiring the unique illustrations scattered about every other page. “Why are you reading this?”

      He looks at the fire beside us. “I met my son yesterday and I thought he might enjoy them.”

      I smile, watching the flame flicker in his eyes. “He’ll like them very much, I think.”

      I turn the pages again, landing on the spot with his bookmark and I pause, somehow recognizing the faded red ribbon marking his place.

      “That was yours,” Luka says.

      I pause, briefly counting the years. “You’ve had this since…”

      “I always meant to give it back to you, but I never had the chance.”

      I strum it with my fingertips, stunned to silence. Luka has kept me with him all this time.

      “Sofia, I’m sorry,” he says.

      “For what?”

      He hesitates, his eyes growing dark. “I wish I had gotten there sooner. I wanted to save her, too.”

      I try to banish the blood from my memory, but it prevails. “That wasn’t your fault, Luka. That was mine.”

      “It was his,” he says. “Him and that… damn family.”

      I thumb the ribbon again before closing the book and laying my hand over the hard cover. My diamond ring glistens on my finger in the changing light and a weight twitches my shoulders. This used to feel like a chain binding me to Gio, but I am far from Italy now.

      A Zappia no more.

      “I guess I don’t need this now…” I say, sliding the ring off my finger. I set it down on the fireplace and relish in the freedom of the act.

      Luka stands up and wanders across the room to his desk. “In some cultures,” he says, “destroying a token of affection signifies a divorce.”

      He grabs something from a drawer and returns to the fireplace to hand it to me.

      A hammer.

      “I don’t think divorce is mentioned in Zappia law,” I say. “I believe they take ‘til death do us part quite literally.”

      “To hell with Zappia law.” He gestures at the ring between us. “Go ahead.”

      I hesitate, feeling the weight of the hammer in my grip, but it’s lighter in comparison to that damned diamond ring.

      It’s just a ring. Just a tiny rock on a band of gold. It’s the only thing I have left tying me to Giovani and the Zappia cult.

      I shift, straightening my posture and holding the hammer with both hands. Luka looks on and smiles with amused eyes, waiting with patient anticipation.

      I take a deep breath before bringing the hammer down — and I miss.

      He chuckles. “Try again.”

      I slam the hammer down once more, this time clipping the golden band, jarring a line into the edge. I hit it again, smacking the diamond itself and it rattles free of its spokes. I take one last look at it before slamming it all a final time.

      “How did that feel?” Luka asks.

      I laugh. “Really fucking good,” I answer, ecstatic tears filling my eyes.

      He reaches out for the hammer. I hand it to him to set aside while I cast the broken bits into the flames, the diamond included.

      Now that the weight of the Zappias melts away, the guilt for the Lutrovas takes its place.

      “Luka, I should apologize to your family,” I say. “And your father.”

      Luka shakes his head as he sits down. “He’ll come around, Sofia.”

      “But he’s not wrong,” I argue. “What we’ve done... It will have horrible consequences for all of us.”

      “We’ve always known that. Nothing has changed.”

      “But, I...”

      “Sofia, don’t waste your breath,” he says. “My father might not be wrong but what we did was right, and I’d do it again.”

      “You would?”

      “In a heartbeat. You and Lucian belong beside me, not hidden in the shadows of a whiny tyrant.”

      I look at the fire, feeling warmer than ever. “Beside you?”

      “Yes.”

      “In what way?”

      “In every way, Sofia.”

      I pause, letting the words sink in for a moment before pulling away. His eyes follow me as I stand up from the fireplace. “Luka, I just fled from one mafia family. You want me to join another?”

      “We’re different than they are.”

      “How? Strip away the Zappia name and what makes their business any different than yours?”

      He rises and bridges the distance between us. “You’re right. On paper, we both do bad things for bad reasons, but what happened today at the Zappia estate would never happen here. The Lutrova business is built by those who bear the name. That would include you and, someday, that will include our son. Your voice is just as important as mine and not a single person here will ever tell you not to use it.”

      He lays a hand on my cheek and I feel a shifting warmth from his fingertips.

      “And…” His thumb traces a line across the bruise under my eye. “I’d never lay a hand on you, Sofia. Not unless you wanted me to.”

      I look up at him and his thumb falls to my lips. “Luka…”

      His mouth brushes against mine and I nearly drop the grip on my blanket.

      “What do you want, Sofia?” he whispers, pursing his lips to kiss the edge of my mouth. “Tell me your fantasies.”

      The word trembles my spine. “My what?”

      Luka kisses me and I pull closer to him like a magnet. His hands crawl inside the blanket and wrap around me. “Your deepest desires,” he says, leaning in to lay his lips on my exposed neck and I melt into his touch. “Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it. Whatever you need.”

      I quiver, unable to think clearly as blooms of pleasure travel my skin.

      He hugs me closer to his taut body. “Sofia...” He whispers my name again and I twitch, falling even harder into his kiss. His tongue parts my lips and my senses explode.

      Luka leans down and picks me up so fast it makes me dizzy. He cradles me close and kisses me again. I cling to him, my head on air, completely devoid of any sense but my desire for him.

      He lays me onto his bed and stands over me, staring down at my body. Never have I ever felt so needed or wanted than when he’s gazing at me. I can do nothing but breathe, gently twitching on his pillow as he unbuttons his shirt and discards it to the floor.

      I pause, realizing that I have not seen this much of his skin before. That night together was so quick and wild. We never dabbled in sweet anticipation before. I bite my lip, seduced by his pale, tattooed torso. I’d only ever seen the ribbon curling up his neck on one side, but now I know it was just the tip of the black ink iceberg. Letters and symbols cover his body, each one telling a story of his life as a Russian mobster.

      He smiles at my flushed face. I inhale a deep breath as he sits down beside me and lays a strong hand on my waist.

      I push forward and he rests his left hand on my cheek. His thumb glides across my skin, calloused but warm. His grip on my waist tightens as he pulls me closer to him. I expect him to kiss me but he lets his lips linger in front of mine.

      His warm breath strikes my cheek as he pushes closer. “Tell me,” he whispers. He kisses my jawline, pressing firmly against me.

      I feel his aching desire bleeding out of him, just waiting to unleash itself on me, but he keeps it under his control. I sigh as he kisses me again, this time lower down on my neck. He parts his lips and I feel the tip of his tongue taste my skin.

      “I, uh...” My voice falls as my mouth turns dry. Not from embarrassment or shame. No one has ever asked me anything like this before. I was never allowed to have needs and desires of my own. “I don’t know,” I finally say, chuckling softly as another kiss fires sparks down my spine.

      Luka looks me in the eye, and I crumble beneath his gorgeous, gray gaze. “Lie back,” he says.

      I hold his stare as I lean back against the pillows again. He follows me down and towers over me on his muscled arms.

      “Touch me,” he says.

      My fingers twitch as I reach for him, unsure of which spot to claim first. I choose his chest, allowing my trembling fingers to touch the black tattoos crowding his pecs and abs. He flexes and his skin tightens around his muscles as my fingers dance along them.

      Luka plants kisses on my neck again, igniting an even greater passion inside of me. I rest my hands on his waist as my senses dissolve. The room spins, twisting and tearing me until I practically break beneath him.

      For three years, I was a married woman. For three years, my husband never made me feel like this.

      “I...” The words flow from me, rolling through my mind before can process it. “I want you to use your mouth on me.”

      He never did that either.

      Luka crushes his lips on mine, his kiss full of pure lust. “I was hoping you’d say that,” he whispers. He sinks his teeth into my bottom lip, drawing a subtle moan from the back of my throat. “I’ve wanted to taste you for so long...”

      I tremble while he attacks my collarbone with hard, wet kisses. “You have?”

      He caresses down my breasts and holds me closer to him. “Yes,” he answers, rolling us onto our sides. “There isn’t a sane man alive who wouldn’t drink every drop of you.”

      I forget about everything. It all fades away. My life as a Zappia woman. My death as Gio’s bride. It’s like my entire lifetime never happened and Luka Lutrova whisked me away the second he saw me.

      Luka reaches down my body to slide his hand inside my flannel slacks and I fall back into him, returning his kiss with all the fire rising in me. He slides them down to my ankles, leaving me in nothing but my panties and a loose top. I raise my arms over my head and he smiles at the invitation. He pulls my top off and tosses them both away, quickly returning to pull my naked body against him.

      I feel his bulge pressing between us, begging to be inside of me, but Luka ignores it. He ignores his own desires and listens to my body instead, touching and kissing me based on my reactions. My nipples spike against his palms. My thighs quiver around him. My entire body heats up, struck aflame by a single flick of his tongue on mine.

      I lie back and he descends me.

      A nervous itch invades my mind. I can’t decide if I should close my eyes or if I should watch. If I should keep my hands to myself or if I should run my fingers through his dark hair. I bite my lip to try and steady myself, but I can’t control the overwhelming ecstasy teasing every nerve.

      He lays kisses along my belly and, for a moment, he pauses. “I wish I could have seen you…”

      “When?” I ask.

      “Carrying our child,” he says. “I never thought about it until I saw him for the first time. Then, I felt regret… I missed it.”

      I reach out and push my fingertips through his hair, drawing his eyes up to look at me. “You’re together now,” I whisper, soothing the pain in him. “You’ll be a greater father than Gio ever was.”

      “Let that be the last time you say his name.” He stares back at me with hard eyes, full of love for me and disdain for the life he liberated me from. “Forget him. Forget all of them.”

      I smile and he rises to kiss me, slow and firm with passion on his breath.

      Once again, he travels downward. He hooks his fingers into my panties and pulls them down to my toes, pausing near my feet to kiss up my ankles and knees. He eases my thighs apart, slowly guiding me without an ounce of impatience in his eyes.

      Another wave of nervous fear aches me, but I’m so drawn in by lust. It passes in a flash, leaving me aching and burning for him.

      “Stop me if I go too far,” he says, his breath gliding across my inner thighs. “Tell me what you want, what feels good…”

      I inhale sharply as he plants a kiss on my mound, teasing the hard throb buried underneath. The excitement runs deep, curling inside of my gut like a bag of snakes. It’s chaotic and twisted, but I feel in total control.

      “Keep going,” I whisper, resting a shaking hand on his head.

      Luka parts his lips and closes his eyes as his mouth disappears from view. His tongue caresses my folds, barely grazing the sensitive skin and lightning tingles my spine.

      I hold my breath to keep from moaning and my thighs twitch against his shoulders. He licks me again, pushing between my slit. My mind goes blank. My temperature spikes. My vision turns white as pleasure takes me over.

      “Luka…” I moan his name and I feel his lips curling as they hug my clit. “Oh, god.”

      My back arches and he lays his hands on me to keep me calm, but his touch drives me even wilder. Just as I think the ecstasy can’t get more intense, Luka alters his speed and pressure and I charge even deeper into oblivion. It’s too much to take, but not enough to make me yield.

      “Luka—”

      Everything shakes, tormenting me to the core, but he doesn’t slow down. He nibbles and sucks and laps at me, forcing an even greater pleasure without even trying. I trust the firm hands holding me down, gripping them with all my strength.

      The tension breaks in me. I flex my jaw to keep from screaming, but the climax is far too intense. Luka knows it and he opens his eyes to watch me squirm, taking every bit of my torment for himself.

      I force myself to breathe as I collapse hard against his bed. My mind goes completely blank. I loosen my grip on his hands as my body comes down from it all. I cover my face as my cheeks burn red and I laugh as every emotion flows through me at once.

      Luka says nothing as he climbs my body, leaving kisses as he goes, but his eyes scream with devious happiness. “Do you want more?” he asks.

      “Dio mio, yes,” I breathe, fighting the cackle taking hold of my gut.

      Luka laughs with me and I kiss him hard, pulling him over me to rest between my legs. I feel his bulge once more, now pressing even harder against me and I reach for his slacks. He doesn’t fight it. He lets me push them down, giving me the freedom to take what I want.

      I slide them below his rear and wrap my fingers around his hardness. He inhales a heavy breath with each firm stroke I give him. He kisses me harder and faster in gratitude, pushing a steady hand between my thighs to cradle my clit in his fingers.

      Pleasure for pleasure. The mutual act brings us closer and my passions erupt again. We grind together, groan together, and Luka doesn’t stop until he wrecks my body and I drip against his open palm.

      He shifts down once again with an eager tongue and I turn my body to align my face with his tempting cock. Primal instincts drive me to please him as much as he’s pleased me. As he kisses and laps my core, I part my lips for him and take his sizable shaft into my mouth.

      “Sofia…” He sighs with great longing. “You don’t have to— fuck—”

      I suck him harder, pulling him deeper inside. He yields to it, unable to fight the surging heat of my mouth.

      He returns to me and matches the rhythmic sucks against my clit. I moan around his cock as he groans into me, both of us sending fierce vibrations through each other’s bodies. His nails dig into my twitching thighs as mine latch onto his. Pain blends with pleasure, tearing both of us apart, but it’s me who crashes first.

      I pull him out as I come, letting myself scream. Luka chuckles against my folds, taunting me with quick flicks of his tongue.

      Finally, I press a weak hand against his forehead. “Luka, please—” I laugh.

      He retreats and releases my thighs. “As you wish,” he says, grinning as he shifts over to lie beside me.

      I relax in his thick arms, humming softly as he traces the edge of my arm with his fingertips. His hand dips further behind my back, but the movement suddenly stops when he feels the rough lines carved into my skin. He stiffens beside me, too kind to ask.

      “It’s all right,” I say, turning onto my stomach.

      Luka exhales hard with his eyes on my back. “Christ…” he whispers.

      Scars. Mostly old, but the sharp sting of each one echoes in my memory.

      “I wasn’t the most obedient child,” I say.

      “They did this to you after I spoke to you?” he asks, the words difficult for him to say. “In the garden?”

      “That was just the first time. The worst of it came later.”

      He sighs as he drags his fingers down my spine. “I’m sorry.”

      “I tried to run away once,” I say, my chest clenching. “I was twelve. Eleven, maybe. A guard grabbed me before I could get outside the wall. He dragged me back and threw me on the floor of Antony’s study.”

      “Sofia…”

      “Antony took off his belt and…” I swallow hard. “The last thing I remember was looking up and seeing a crowd of people in the doorway. Beatrix, the boys. House staff. None of them helped me. They just stood there and watched with these… stone cold faces.”

      Luka kisses my shoulder.

      “I woke up face down on my bed a few hours later,” I continue. “My skin felt like fire. There was a chain around my ankle. They wouldn’t let me out for weeks. Beatrix escorted me to the bathroom, brought me meals. Rosalie wasn’t allowed to see me. All I could do was stare at the wall. Then, one morning, Beatrix came in with my breakfast, and I smiled. The next time she came, I smiled again. I kept smiling until the chain went away. Eventually, my door was unlocked, too. I resumed my studies. I did my chores. I served my family with a smile.” I look at Luka, his eyes heavy with sympathy and anger. “They thought they’d broken me, but I was just waiting.” My lip quivers. “I was waiting for you, Luka Lutrova.”

      He wraps his arms around me, not wanting to hear anymore. I cling to him, painful echoes melting away as he crushes his lips on mine.

      “Let me stay,” I whisper. “Please don’t let them send me back.”

      “I won’t,” he says, kissing me again. “I promise.”

      I turn onto my back, and Luka settles between my open thighs. My mind is weak and exhausted, but my body still aches with desire for him. I can feel the same on his lips, in his touch. We could fall asleep in each other’s embrace now and wake up even more in love, but years of waiting make it impossible to stop.

      Luka aligns himself as I cradle his hips with my thighs. His cock presses along my slit, but he doesn’t enter me yet. He waits, leaving tender kisses on my lips as he teases me with his tip.

      For years, I’ve wondered how love was supposed to feel. I’ve only ever been used and discarded until now. I don’t feel the same way with Luka. I feel appreciated. I feel powerful. I could ask him to stop, and he would. I could ask him to pleasure me again, and he would. He could ask anything of me, and I would provide it knowing how good he’d make it feel for me, too.

      “Take me,” I say, our lips grazing.

      He wants to, I can feel it in his kiss, but still, he holds back.

      “Please, Luka. Take me.”

      Luka chuckles at my torment. He shifts his hips, purposefully rubbing my most sensitive places. I gasp as pleasure builds inside, and he steals every breath with a new kiss.

      “You’re so beautiful when you moan,” he says with a smirk.

      “Then, you should make me do it again.”

      “Oh, trust me,” he growls. “I will.”

      We laugh, our mouths and bodies crushed together. He reaches between us, taking hold of his shaft as I position my legs a little wider. His tip parts my folds, and I bite my lip as another wave of pleasure invades.

      Luka teases me a final time before thrusting inside.

      Tears instantly spring to my eyes, but I feel no pain. I feel love. Quivering, aching love in every inch of my body as he moves in and out of me. I dig my nails into his back, unable to stop as passion takes over.

      He groans from the depths of himself. His hips pulse between my thighs. Our bodies bounce on the bed, grinding together as heat builds between us.

      I moan for him, and only him. “Luka.”

      He gives me all of him. Each thrust brings me closer to my fall. I close my eyes as my entire body crumbles beneath him.

      “Luka—!”

      He covers my mouth with his hand. I cry out against his palm as my climax hits harder than ever. His body goes tense as he comes with me, spilling inside until we’re both wet and shaking. Every muscle trembles. Sweat dips off his brow onto mine. He removes his hand from my mouth and kisses me, refusing to stop until we both beg for air.

      Luka collapses against my breast. Our hearts pound with a steady rhythm, syncing together as I run my fingers through his hair.

      “This is how it should have been,” he says after a while. He gently raises his head and looks me in the eye. “That night in the garden.”

      “Maybe,” I say, smiling. I take his hand, and he entwines our fingers. “But I wouldn’t change a thing if it meant I could have this every night until the end.”

      Luka pulls my hand closer. “As you wish,” he whispers as he kisses my knuckles.
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        * * *

      

      “Luka…”

      I don’t think I’ll ever grow tired of saying his name.

      My thighs twitch around his waist. He keeps his hands on me to hold me up. His lips never leave my skin, wandering from my neck to my collarbone to my face and back again.

      I roll my hips, riding his cock as the morning sun spills in from the window above the bed. His grip tightens on me and his warm breath strikes faster as pleasure catches up with him. Watching him, feeling him, pleasing him — it’s all just as satisfying to witness as it is to experience my own climaxes.

      I feel him come and I smile as his eyes squeeze closed. He presses his lips against my breasts, grunting and heaving breath after breath until the wave passes through him.

      I throw my arms around him. I kiss his forehead to taste the salty sweetness on my lips.

      “Sofia…” he whispers, smiling wide.

      “What?”

      “Just… Sofia.”

      I chuckle as he wraps his arms around me, drawing me so close to him it feels as though we could melt together.

      “I’ve waited my entire life for you, lyubov' moya,” he says.

      I recall the strange phrase from the plane last night. “Leo-boow…”

      “Lyu-bov' mo-ya.” He laughs.

      “What does it mean?”

      Luka doesn’t blink, holding my gaze with the softest of stares. “It means, my love.”

      My smile fades, but it immediately comes back stronger than before. He kisses me again, soft and slow.

      My love. My light. My—

      “Lucian,” I gasp.

      I spent the entire night with Luka. Hours went by in an instant. I don’t even know what time it is.

      “I should go to him,” I say, sliding off Luka’s lap and searching for my clothes.

      Luka sits forward and reaches for me again, wrapping a strong hand around my arm. “Sofia…”

      I look up into his playful, gray eyes and a rush of calm soothes me. He pulls me back to him and I settle onto his lap for one more firm kiss.

      “Thank you, Luka Lutrova,” I whisper.

      I don’t have to say why I’m thankful. I wouldn’t know where to begin if I had to list it out. For coming back for me. For rescuing Lucian. For giving me life.

      We clean up. I throw on the same comfortable flannel from before. Luka takes my hand and leads me through the unfamiliar corridors until we reach the guest wing upstairs.

      “Lucian?” I search our empty room, exhaling a frightened breath. “He’s not here…”

      Luka chuckles and leans against the door frame. “There’s only one place he’d be.”

      “Where?” I ask, my heart thumping hard.

      “Babushka.”

      “What’s that?”

      He raises my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “Grandmother.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I lead Sofia toward the back of the house. The closer we get, the louder my mother’s voice becomes. She speaks with a high pitch, cooing and cawing in ways no one would ever think to speak to an adult.

      We enter the kitchen and there she is, sitting at the table with Lucian.

      She looks over at us and smiles, her eyes subtly glancing at our entwined fingers. “Good morning, you two.”

      Sofia’s face turns pink and she lets go of my hand, no doubt realizing how obvious it is where she was all night. She clears her throat. “Good morning, Madam Lutrova.”

      “Nina.”

      “Nina,” Sofia repeats, allowing yet another Zappia chain to fall to the ground.

      Lucian fidgets in a wooden highchair at the end of the table. I haven’t seen it in ages, but it’s still solid as a rock.

      “Where did you get that?” I ask, pointing to it.

      “I never got rid of it,” my mother says. “Markov pulled it out of storage this morning. This is the same chair my little boys used. I thought it would be appropriate to pass it on to my grandson.”

      Sofia sits down at Lucian’s other side and runs her fingers along the intricate wooden carvings along the back and arms. “It’s beautiful,” she says.

      “Niko built it himself.”

      “He did?”

      My mother nods and shifts her attention back to Lucian. “Sofia… this boy…”

      “I’m sorry if he’s been trouble…” she says, still visibly hung up on an excuse for her whereabouts.

      “Heaven’s no. He’s perfect.”

      Sofia smiles. “Yes, he is.”

      “I gave him some cereal to calm him down, but he’s been looking for you.”

      “Sorry.”

      My mother rolls her eyes. “Every young mother deserves a chance to sleep in now and then, especially after what you’ve been through. That’s what grandmothers are for.”

      I catch her fire a knowing glance in my direction, soft and strategic, one that Sofia would never notice. It’s the same scolding scowl she used to give Yuri and me whenever one of us would sneak a girl up into our rooms. I suppose some things never change.

      “Where is everybody?” I ask.

      “Your father and Yuri have spent the morning getting to know your new friend.”

      “Fox?”

      She nods. “They’re in his study if you’d like to join them.”

      I look at Sofia, hesitant to leave her alone again, but she nods at me.

      “We’ll be all right,” she says.

      “Of course, we will be,” my mother teases, poking at my son’s chubby cheeks.

      My son.

      Seeing him now, up close and real, in my own house, with my own family, I find that he holds far more resemblance to us than those silver eyes. The way he moves is so utterly Lutrova. That hidden twitch in his eyelids. The cleft of his chin. That smirk.

      He’s definitely mine.

      “I’ll go find out what they’re up to,” I say, forcing myself to turn away.

      “We’ll be here,” my mother says, combing her fingers through Lucian’s chestnut hair.

      I walk out into the hall, listening to their calm voices shrinking behind me. My mother and my lover, chatting over the breakfast table with my son. I can’t say that’s ever happened before.

      “Luka?”

      I pause in the empty hall and turn around to see Sofia following me with Lucian in her arms.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      She stops in front of me and smiles. “Would you like to hold him?”

      I blink, quickly realizing that after everything that’s happened, I’ve never held my own son before. “Uh…”

      Sofia doesn’t wait for an excuse. She leans in and extends her arms until Lucian sits in mine. I juggle him awkwardly, completely forgetting how to use my hands, but Sofia guides me, bending my arm to create a nook and laying my other hand on his back.

      I can confidently say that my hands are more skilled than the average man, but I’m trained in death. Cradling life in them is another game entirely but, after a moment, that terrifying feeling fades into pure warmth.

      Lucian cranes his neck to look at me and recognition crosses his eyes, spurring a laugh from his gut.

      “He remembers you,” Sofia says.

      “He does?”

      She stands beside me and places her hand over mine on his back. “Lucian,” she begins, “this is Luka Lutrova.” Her eyes wander up to mine. “He’s your father.”

      I flinch. “That won’t confuse him now?”

      “Oh, no,” she whispers, sliding a soft finger across his cheek. “Whenever a Zappia would hold him, he’d scream.”

      I chuckle. “Smart kid.”

      “Smarter than me.” She nods. “I think he’s always known where he belonged…”

      I’m not sure I understand it, but I’m not about to question it either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      “It’s about time…”

      Yuri scolds me from the armchair as I enter the study.

      I throw up my hands. “I was sleepy.”

      My father says nothing. He sits against his desk with his arms crossed over his chest, just barely looking me in the eye. I expect his disappointment in me to last another few days until my mother can soothe it out of him — as she usually does.

      Markov sits in the corner with his laptop, plucking slowly at the keys. He turns in his chair as I pass by him and waves me over to whisper in my ear.

      “You knocked up the Zappia princess?”

      The others must have filled him in this morning. If there’s anyone in this world whose look of disappointment stings more than my father’s, it’s Markov’s.

      “Yeah.” I nod, feeling a soft pang of hesitation.

      He stares at me for a long moment. Finally, the look of stern accusation melts away and he grins with sinful pride.

      I smile and step away from him, leaving him alone to chuckle to himself while he works at his computer. At least somebody can see the humor in this situation.

      “What did I miss?” I ask, taking the empty seat on the sofa next to Fox’s stiff posture.

      While the rest of us sit with ease, Fox stays on his guard. I don’t exactly blame him. If I were a snake in the Lutrova house, I’d also suspect I might never slither out again.

      My father gestures at Fox. “Show him,” he says, flicking a finger at me.

      “Show me what?” I ask.

      Fox raises his shirt to reveal his torso.

      I look down, my eyes instantly drawn to the black ink cobra printed from his chest down to his navel, along with several white scars scattered around his skin. He’s earned his skills, that much I’m sure about.

      “That is what I saw,” my father says, pointing at it, “down in the cellar when I was a boy.”

      “Every Snake Eyes agent has one,” Fox says to me, dropping his shirt.

      “Looks painful,” I note.

      “It was.”

      “How many of you are there?” Yuri asks.

      “Hundreds, maybe,” Fox answers. “I can’t say for sure exactly. Once you’re recruited, you’re assigned to a squad — usually made up of less than a dozen agents or so. Your squad leader is as high up the chain as you’ll ever see unless you’re promoted, but that’s rare.”

      “Who is at the top?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “I never met her.”

      “Her?” Yuri repeats.

      “That’s the only thing the average agent knows about The Boss, but my squad leader seemed pretty close to her. They spoke often.”

      “Will she be on this list?” I ask.

      “Theoretically,” he nods, “we all should be.”

      “Including the agent who killed Viktor Lutrova?” my father asks.

      We all look at him and Fox nods.

      “Yes, sir.”

      My father scratches his chin and glances at Markov’s back with anticipation. “Markov, how’s it going?”

      “Patience, Niko.” Markov doesn’t turn around. “I am good, but not fast.”

      An impatient sigh. “And all of this is true?” my father asks Fox.

      “I have no reason to lie to you, Mr. Lutrova.”

      “And I have no reason to trust you, Mr. Fitzpatrick.”

      “I don’t blame you for doubting me. I would, too, in your shoes, but Snake Eyes stole my life out from under me. I never wanted to be a part of this at all.”

      “You say you were recruited?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “I was a sniper in the U.S. Army, stationed in Afghanistan,” he says. “My team stumbled upon an operation of theirs and — long story short — I killed two of their agents.”

      “And they didn’t retaliate?”

      “Snake Eyes values talent more than vengeance,” he says. “Either I worked for them or no one at all, so… I joined up and I waited for the right opportunity to present itself.”

      “Why choose this one?” my father asks.

      Fox gives him a look of respect. “Your family’s history with Snake Eyes is well-known within the organization, Mr. Lutrova. I knew you’d benefit from it the most.”

      “And if not?” he asks, crossing his arms. “What if my sons had said no?”

      Fox tilts his head. “Then, I would have done my job and waited for the next opportunity.”

      It’s honest. Almost too honest.

      Yuri stiffens in his chair and we both wait on needles, staring straight up into my father’s hard, unblinking eyes.

      Finally, he nods. “You’re a brave man, Mr. Fitzpatrick.”

      “There is no bravery in what I’ve done.”

      “What do you call it?”

      “Selfishness.”

      “You spared my sons and helped rescue my grandson and his mother,” my father says. “You have an odd definition of selfishness.”

      Fox doesn’t reply.

      Finally, my father looks at me. I expected it to take far longer than one night before he referred to Lucian as his grandson. Either the man’s grown soft in his old age or my mother’s just that good.

      “Sofia,” he says.

      “What about her?” I ask.

      “Is she okay?”

      “She will be.”

      “You plan on keeping her, then?”

      “I wouldn’t phrase it that way, but yes.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Luka…”

      “He killed Rosalie in front of her,” I say, barely keeping my calm. “Sofia was covered in her blood. She had bruises on her face. You saw it yourself. I won’t send her back to that.”

      “She is his wife.”

      I shake my head. “Not anymore.”

      “It’s not that simple, Luka.”

      “I’m making it that simple.” I talk over him, fanning the anger in him. “Look, I get it. You spent years forcing a truce down our throats, but the truth is that everyone was just pretending. The Lutrovas and the Zappias were never meant to co-exist and we never will.”

      “This truce was good for our family,” he argues. “If Antony and I had not intervened when we did, this house would have been burned to the ground — with all of us inside.”

      “I would rather we be ashes than slaves.”

      Yuri holds up his hands. “Luka, come on—”

      “No,” I say. “Viktor Lutrova never would have pussyfoot around the Zappias or their way. When snakes entered Russia, he drove them back out. Now, they laugh at us. By allowing them to roam free, you’ve destroyed our family’s name.”

      “And look what happened to him,” my father says. “Would you prefer I paid the same price?”

      “I would prefer strength. I think all of this could have been avoided if you had done something instead of turning a blind eye.”

      He falls quiet and stares at me.

      “Sofia and Lucian stay with me,” I say. “Whether or not we stay on this estate is up to you.”

      I stand up from my seat and scan the room as I march toward the door. Yuri’s wide eyes tell me everything. Markov’s silence tells me even more. Even Fox looks a bit nervous, as he should be.

      “Luka.”

      I pause with my hand on the doorknob and glance back at my father. “Yes, sir?”

      “You will stay.”

      Yuri visibly exhales.

      “And Sofia?” I ask.

      He snorts. “Nina will have my balls if I expel that boy.”

      I let go of the doorknob.

      “You will all stay,” he continues, softly nodding. “The Zappias won’t be happy, but… they’ve had their way long enough.”

      “I agree,” I say.

      He takes a thick breath and looks at the corner again with annoyance. “Markov.”

      Markov waves a silent hand and spins around in his chair to get back to work.

      “Now what?” Yuri asks, finally breathing again.

      “We will go to Chicago,” my father answers, his voice firm. “I will speak to Antony myself. If he cannot see reason… then, we will show strength.” His eyes fall on me again. “You love this woman.”

      It’s not a question, but I answer it anyway. “Yes.”

      “I cannot condone what you’ve done, Luka.”

      “I know.”

      “But I cannot condemn it either…”

      I nod. That’s as close to an approval as I’ll ever get. For a second, I see respect and understanding in his eyes. I’ve never thought of my father as an empathetic man, but maybe I was wrong.

      “Your mother…” he smirks, “she says he has my chin.”

      I breathe a short laugh. “He does.”

      He bounces his brow and looks out the window by his desk.

      The twinge of breaking glass tears the silence and my heart lurches.

      Markov rises from his chair. “Nikolai—!”

      Crimson blood pours down my father’s face and strikes the wall behind him, expelled from the exit wound at the back of his skull. He slumps forward and tumbles to the floor before I can even take another breath.

      Everything stops, seized by slow motion. Yuri jumps to his feet and we both rush forward as Fox leaps over the back of the sofa and throws the window curtains closed.

      I fall to my knees beside my father and slide a hand beneath his head. “Pops…”

      Warm blood coats my palm. He weighs heavy in my grasp, moving without any resistance in his muscles. I look down into his open left eye, this one glazed over with more gray than usual.

      Yuri reaches down and shakes his shoulders in a childish attempt at waking him. “Pops!”

      I lay his head down as shock turns to sadness. It only lasts a second. Rage overwhelms everything and I stand up to move toward the windows.

      “It’s them,” Fox says, peeking outside through a narrow slit in the curtain.

      “Them who?” Yuri asks.

      “Snake Eyes,” I answer.

      Fox nods and points outside with his pinky finger. “The sniper is in the trees. Just over that ridge.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “That’s where I’d be. Avoid the windows.”

      I keep my eye on Fox. He maintains his eerie calmness like he’s seen all of this before. “Can you take him out?”

      “If I had my rifle, yes.”

      “Where is it?”

      “Under the couch upstairs.”

      “Go get it,” I tell him. “Climb the east stairwell to the roof and knock him to the fucking ground.”

      Fox hesitates.

      I flex my jaw. “I don’t have time for your resistance to kill right now, Fox.”

      “It’s not that,” he says. “This wasn’t a normal hit. This was a distraction.”

      “From what?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He glances at my father on the floor. “They don’t make themselves known until it’s too late to stop them.”

      Yuri pulls himself off the floor. “What does that mean?”

      “It means they’re already inside.”

      I look at Markov as he reaches for the radio on his belt.

      “Sergei!” he says into the radio. “Boris!”

      Nothing but silence. I turn around and throw open the bottom drawer of my father’s desk to retrieve the pistols hidden inside.

      Markov sighs into the radio. “Somebody please say something!”

      I pass a gun to Yuri and he instantly slides a bullet into the chamber. “We go together,” I say. “Find Ma and Sofia—”

      Yuri raises his gun and points it at Fox’s face.

      Fox presents his hands in calm surrender.

      I grab my brother’s wrist. “Yuri, what are you doing?”

      “He’s one of them.”

      “No, I’m not,” Fox says.

      I try to lower his arm, but Yuri shakes me off. “Put it down, Yuri—”

      “He’s been here all night,” Yuri says, his eyes locked on Fox. Markov reaches behind his back for his own weapon and Fox watches with sharp eyes. “He’s seen the grounds. He knows where the guards would be. He could have led them in.”

      Fox shakes his head. “I didn’t.”

      “Bullshit. You’ve been playing us from the start.”

      I look from him to my father’s corpse and I squeeze my gun’s grip a little tighter. There’s logic in Yuri’s reasoning, more than I’d like to admit. No one’s ever breached the Lutrova estate before until now.

      Not until a snake slithered inside with a white flag.

      “Luka…” Fox says, sensing my shift. “I had nothing to do with this.”

      I raise my gun, but he doesn’t even flinch. Only his eyes move, quickly targeting all of our locations. There’s no way he can dodge three bullets at once. I don’t care how well-trained he is.

      “You’re making a mistake,” he says, his voice as solid as stone. “Think about it.”

      There’s no time to think it through. Fox Fitzpatrick is a loose end, always has been. Whether he’s double-crossed us or not is irrelevant.

      Never let a snake loose in Moscow.

      Markov takes a wide step closer to Fox, coming within a meter of him, and I inhale a sharp breath.

      “Markov—!”

      Fox grabs his arm and twists his hand, pulling him around to use him as a shield. He rests the gun’s barrel against Markov’s throat and lays his finger on the trigger before either of us can react.

      Yuri panics and fires once but misses them both by a wide margin.

      “Yuri, stop!” I keep my gun trained on Fox. “Let him go.”

      Fox slides on his toes, inching slowly toward the door, keeping Markov between us and him the entire way.

      “There’s no time for this,” he says. “Trust me or not — it doesn’t change the fact that they came in here for a reason.”

      Sofia.

      “Shoot him, Luka,” Markov growls.

      I wrap my finger around the trigger. Even now, there isn’t a hint of panic in Fox’s eyes. He’s in complete control, and we both know it. Either he’s a total sociopath who deserves to be put down or I’m about to lose a very valuable ally.

      I add another pound of pressure to the trigger.

      Fox shoves Markov forward and darts out into the hallway. I fire off a few rounds, narrowly missing him as he disappears out of sight.

      I bolt after him and peek around the door frame in time to see him reach the end of the hall and rush up the stairs to the second floor.

      Yuri helps Markov to his feet. “Go after him!”

      I shake my head. “Leave him. Head for the kitchen. Avoid the windows.”

      We enter the hallway, ducking and hugging the walls as we move. I focus my hearing, listening for anything that will pinpoint an incoming attack, but nothing stands out. In fact, I hear nothing at all. The house is too quiet. There are no guards in sight when we should have run into three already. There are no bodies. No drops of blood or signs of struggle.

      I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so fucking furious.

      Finally, I hear it. That devastating sound. It pierces so deep, it rattles my bones.

      Lucian.

      He cries out, screaming from behind the kitchen door.

      I burst through it, driven by a powerful, uncontrollable instinct as he wails louder.

      “Luka!” Sofia screams.

      A hard kick to the head brings dark spots to my vision. Gloved hands shove me down to my knees while Yuri and Markov grunt in pain behind me. My gun slips from my fingers, yanked free by a trained hand. I move to break out of their hold on me, but as I look up and my vision clears, I feel gun barrels press against my skull.

      There are five of them standing around me, each one dressed all in black. Just like the hissing man in Moscow. Just like Fox Fitzpatrick in the warehouse in Rome.

      I yield and look forward into Sofia’s shaking eyes.

      She sits at the table with her palms lying flat against it. Tears spill down her face. I grit my teeth at the gun pressed against her cheek.

      I cringe at my mother’s unconscious form lying face down beneath the table.

      “What do you think, Lutrova?”

      Gio sneers at me with victorious eyes as my son screams in his arms.

      “Am I trying hard enough to kill you this time?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      “Let him go,” Luka says, his protective eyes locked on our child. “He doesn’t like you.”

      “The feeling is mutual…” Gio glares at Lucian and spins around to drop him back into the highchair beside me. “Shut him up,” he spits at me.

      I lean in and rest my head against my baby’s forehead, whispering softly in his ear to calm his cries.

      Gio limps away from me. His gun finally leaves my cheek, and I breathe again. He passes over Nina on the floor, briefly nudging her leg, and he smirks as Luka flexes his jaw in anger.

      “Sorry about mama,” Gio says, “but you have no idea how long I’ve wanted to hit that woman.”

      My eyes stay on Luka and the halo of guns surrounding his head. Any one of them could go off and take him from me in an instant.

      But Luka doesn’t blink.

      “Five assassins, Gio?” he quips. “Really?”

      “Six, actually.” Gio smiles and points at them. “Along with the sniper outside. I figured if one wasn’t enough, then six would be plenty to get the job done this time.”

      “Well, you wouldn’t be a Zappia if you weren’t overcompensating.”

      Gio pauses. “You’re going to crack jokes like that now, Lutrova? With six guns pointed at your head?”

      “The only joke in this room is you, Gio,” he replies, his breath calm and steady. “You had to hire a squad of mercenaries to beat me. Is it really any wonder at all why you could never satisfy her?”

      Gio drops his smirk.

      “Oh, Sofia,” Luka whispers, his lips curling. “The things I do to her… and the things she does for me…”

      Gio lunges forward and slams his pistol across Luka’s jaw. I cringe and keep Lucian’s attention on me, praying that he never holds onto any memory of this.

      Luka chuckles. “You should have seen her this morning…”

      “Luka…” I say, urging him to stop.

      Gio twists in my direction. “No, let him finish…” he says, his voice dry and cold. “It’ll be all the more satisfying when I shoot him.”

      “Oh, please…” Luka says. “You’re not shooting anybody.”

      “Really?” Gio limps back over to me and lays the gun against my cheek again. “Let’s see if that’s true…”

      Luka falls silent and anger returns to his eyes. Provoking Gio was obviously supposed to keep that gun away from me and Lucian and pointed at him instead.

      “Don’t do that,” he warns.

      “Does it make you angry, Lutrova?” Gio asks. “Watching as another man takes something from you?” He grabs my arm and yanks me out of my chair. “Well, keep your eyes peeled… because this is really going to piss you off.”

      Gio shoves me forward to bend me over the table. My face slaps against it and fresh pain fires through my cheek as he leans over me.

      “I’ve done some thinking,” he says, grinding his hips against me. “I’ve come to realize… that I don’t want your bastard, Lutrova. I want what was promised to me…”

      “Please, stop,” I whimper.

      Gio digs his gun into my side, pushing deep toward my belly. “I want my wife to give me my heirs.”

      “I don’t know, Gio…” Luka says, taking another shot at drawing him away from me. “You’ve been trying for two years. Are you sure there isn’t anything wrong with you?”

      “Let’s find out.”

      I slam a fist against the table. “Gio, please—” I cry. “Not in front of Lucian! Please!”

      He leans down to whisper in my ear. “I’m getting tired of you saying my name, wife…”

      I tremble beneath him, cringing at the stink of his breath. He stands back up and the familiar sound of his zipper behind me makes me nauseous. He shoves my flannel slacks and panties down. A few of the agents titter with delight at my humiliation.

      I look at Luka through a veil of tears. I can see the stubborn defiance in his eyes as plain as day. He’s not going to sit there and let this happen. His eyes shift. His muscles twitch. Any second now, he’ll lash out, and one of them will fire a bullet that will end him.

      I can’t let him do it. I can’t let him die when I could try and end this myself.

      “Stop, please!” I say. “Stop and I’ll go with you!”

      Luka deflates. “Sofia—”

      “I will go with you,” I say it again, craning my neck to look at Gio. “Please, spare him. Please.”

      Gio digs his fingers into my scalp and twists. I wince as follicles snap. “He’s already dead, Sofia…”

      “Spare him and I will give you anything you want.”

      He yanks me up and spins me around to make me face him. “I can take whatever I want from you.”

      I force my eyes to soften for him. “I will love you,” I say. “I will give you everything of me and we’ll never see him again. Please, spare him.”

      “Sofia…”

      I ignore Luka’s protest and Gio smirks.

      “Promise?” he asks.

      I kiss him. My gut clenches, but this is the only card I have to play. Gio wants me, he’s been obsessed ever since we were children. I have to believe he wants me even more than vengeance. I can withstand Gio a little longer if it means my baby is safe. If it means Luka is still breathing.

      “Yes, sir,” I whisper.

      Gio takes a step back and loosens his grip on me. He glances down at Luka as he zips up, taking the moment to gloat at him.

      Luka looks away from him, his gray eyes locking onto mine instead. I take a deep breath, filling my lungs to the top before purposefully blowing it out through my lips. I inhale another one and hold it, waiting for Luka to do the same.

      Finally, he inhales a shaking breath. We exhale together.

      Just like that.

      That’s how we stay alive.

      Gio steps over to him and waves his hand, signaling the assassins to lower their guns from Luka’s head. “You know, Lutrova, you were wrong.”

      “About what?”

      Gio throws his good leg upward and kicks Luka in the stomach. Luka doubles forward onto the floor, falling onto his hands and more tears shake loose from my eyes.

      “I am going to shoot somebody,” Gio says, flicking the hammer back on his gun.

      He pulls the trigger and I scream.

      Lucian cries out from the highchair and he keeps crying as Luka collapses to the floor, blood pooling out of the new wound in his upper calf.

      Gio slams his foot down, pressing hard and putting all his weight onto Luka’s bleeding leg. “See?” he growls. “I told you.”

      Luka grits his teeth, holding back his screams of pain as Gio digs into him a little harder.

      Finally, Gio pushes off and he extends his hand toward me. “Shall we?”

      “Sofia…” Luka whispers from the floor.

      I take one final look at him.

      My Luka. My light.

      He told me that he wouldn’t stop fighting for me until his last breath, but I won’t let that happen today. I will endure. We found each other once before.

      We’ll find each other again.

      I take Gio’s hand and he pulls me through the kitchen. The men in black follow us through the house. My son’s cries fade away behind me, but I know that they won’t last forever. Soon, his father will hold him. He’ll stop screaming. Luka will make him laugh again. Maybe not today, but someday.

      We march through the woods together, Gio constantly hobbling on his wounded leg. Eventually, we reach a clearing where a small cargo plane sits at the edge of the field.

      The sixth assassin stands nearby in his mask, waiting for the rest of them to return. He pulls the door down as we arrive. Another quick wave to the windows signals the pilot and the engine purrs with life.

      Gio pushes me up the steps and follows me onto the small cargo plane. “Secure her down,” he says, gesturing toward one of the masked men as they pile on after us. “Sorry, Sofia. I don’t quite trust you yet…”

      One of them steps forward and grabs my arm. He leads me toward a bench on the wall, his grip tight enough to leave a mark. I take a seat and he reaches beneath it for a black box with a white snake drawn on the top with marker. He reaches inside with a gloved hand and pulls out a pair of handcuffs.

      I don’t fight him. I yield and present my wrist, closing my eyes to focus on my breathing. Air fills my lungs and I push it out through my lips.

      It’s not over until we can’t do that anymore.

      The metal cuff clicks into place around my wrist. He fastens the other to the balance bar along the wall behind me.

      “Hold on to something and keep your head down.”

      I open my eyes, drawn to the whisper in front of me. “What?”

      He stares at me through his mask. I freeze on those familiar eyes. Soft and restrained.

      Fox.

      I look away, pretending not to notice as he stands up and blends in with the rest of them.

      Gio grins wide with victory as he turns and reaches for the parachute above the latched door.

      I smirk as he throws it on. “Still afraid of heights, sweetheart?” I ask. “Aren’t you a little old for that?”

      He doesn’t answer me. Instead, he walks off toward the cockpit and slams the door closed behind him.

      The plane lurches as the pilot accelerates. I glance out the window and watch the fields of bleak, Russian earth whiz by as we move faster and faster. My stomach twists into knots as I rise off the ground for the second time in my life. I grab the bar beside me and hold on as we ascend at a steep incline.

      I look at the six men standing around inside the main cabin, each one of them gripping one of the balance bars along the ceiling to keep his balance. A few of them speak, but I can’t make out a word. I search what I can of their hidden faces, finding Fox at the far end of them with his eyes pointed toward the floor.

      The plane finally rights itself and Fox releases the bar. He moves slowly, slinking between the others as his hand drifts to his belt. I grip the bar even tighter as he withdraws a switchblade and flicks it open.

      Fox stops behind the man closest to me and raises the knife to his throat.

      “Hey!”

      Fox slashes his neck from end to end, spilling blood in all directions. Everyone instantly takes notice as the man tumbles to his knees and Fox knocks him the rest of the way down. The fuselage surges with sudden life, so much that I can barely keep up with it. Two men descend on Fox, but he twists free of them, quickly plunging his knife into one of their chests.

      I cringe back against the wall as Fox pulls the knife out and stabs it deep into the second man’s neck with fast, almost elegant, precision. They both slump to their knees and Fox spins around to meet the next attacker as he raises a pistol to his head.

      Fox launches toward the gun and snatches the man’s wrist. A shot rings out. I gasp, clenching my heart as the bullet just misses Fox’s face. He turns, keeping a tight grip on the man’s wrist and forcing him to point the gun at the only other man left standing. The gun fires again. I shelter my head as the bullet clips the other agent’s eye and he crumbles to the floor.

      The gunman throws himself backward, growling with anger, and Fox stumbles into the wall behind them. He raises the man’s wrist and slams it down on his knee several times to force him to drop the gun. Finally, it tumbles to the floor and Fox knocks him away from it.

      The two face each other with tight fists, barely pausing before they both lash out at each other. They trade blows, but Fox is quicker, tripping the man down to his knees so fast it makes me nauseous. Fox slides behind him, takes the man’s head in his hands, and I shield my eyes before he twists it too far.

      “What the hell—”

      I look up as Gio pops out of the cockpit with wide, angry eyes.

      Fox grabs his knife and throws it at Gio, piercing his left shoulder. Gio screams and falls back into the cockpit door in shock as Fox takes wide strides in his direction. He grabs the knife handle and yanks it out, drawing another powerful scream from Gio’s throat.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he seethes, staring into Fox’s obscured eyes.

      Fox wraps his fingers around Gio’s throat and pulls him up, forcing him across the fuselage to the exit. He reaches for the door handle and my jaw drops.

      “Wait!” Gio squeals with fear.

      Fox glances at me. I nod as I wrap my hands tighter around the bar.

      He shoves the door open. My ears pop from the change in pressure as the wind howls and the plane lurches in the sky.

      With a firm kick, Fox jettisons Gio outside. I listen to the pleasant sound of him screaming until I can’t hear him anymore.

      Goodbye, Gio.

      Fox yanks the door closed and the plane goes quiet again. He steps over the bodies scattered around the floor on his way to me. As he kneels, he slides his mask off, making me feel far more at ease. “Are you okay?” he asks, barely out of breath.

      I nod, unable to speak.

      He opens the box beneath the bench again to retrieve the keys to the handcuffs. He gives them to me before grabbing the revolver from a dead man’s hand and entering the cockpit.

      “Turn around,” he tells the pilot. “Go back.”

      The pilot blinks with recognition. “Fitzpatrick?”

      “Just do it.”

      “We thought you were dead.”

      Fox pulls the hammer back with quick flick of his thumb. “I am.”

      The pilot looks into the fuselage. “You definitely will be.”

      “Land the damn plane.”

      They say nothing more and a few minutes later, the Lutrova estate comes back into view. I don’t dare breathe any easier until the landing gear touches the grass.

      Fox opens the door for me. I hop outside, happy to feel the earth beneath my toes again. I turn back and wait for him to follow me out, but he disappears into the cockpit instead.

      Two gunshots echo from inside.

      A few moments later, Fox appears again and joins me in the grass. He walks around me, taking wide strides to lead me back to the estate.

      “Fox,” I say, finally finding my voice again. “Thank you.”

      He nods as if I never needed to say it in the first place. “You’re welcome.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I always knew that someday I would have to bury my father, but I didn’t expect that day to happen so soon.

      Sofia takes my hand. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think her touch was the last bit of warmth left in the entire nation of Russia — except for that feeling I have whenever I hear my son laugh.

      She balances Lucian on her hip with her arm hugged around him, occasionally whispering in his ear to keep him calm while the priest says his words. I reach out and I push a bit of hair out of his eyes. He looks up at me and smiles. Good. I don’t want my son to experience grief like this yet. If he’s anything like me, he’ll immerse himself in it.

      I open my arms and Sofia turns to pass him along to me. Lucian doesn’t make a peep, not a single sound of discomfort or mourning for being out of his mother’s embrace. I hold him close to me, breathing in that perfect scent of him while he tugs at the lapel on my suit jacket with curiosity in his silver eyes.

      A father protects his family.

      I get that now.

      I look at my mother standing between me and my brother. Each time I glance at her, she hasn’t moved at all. Her eyes sit straight ahead, dry and unblinking. Her chest barely rises with her shallow breaths. Brave and strong, even today of all days. I would expect nothing less from Nina Lutrova.

      I catch sight of Fox across the cemetery as he walks by again. Keeping today a private family matter was a top priority. There’s no one else I’d trust more right now than him and his sharp eyes to keep unwanted pests out of here. I take an easy breath and squeeze Sofia’s hand a little tighter, thankful that I chose not to kill him.

      Once the casket has settled, I turn around. Markov stands behind us with his hands in his pockets, years of experience keeping a cautionary hand on his pistol hidden inside.

      He’s standing next to Stefan Petrovin, after all, one of the most notorious mobsters in Russia besides my father.

      I look at the man on Stefan’s left. His other son, Nikita. Hans’ baby brother. I barely recognized him at first. Back in school, he was four-eyed and lanky. Not so much anymore.

      He briefly bows his head in acknowledgment, reading me with shadowed eyes as I read him.

      Stefan nods to my mother with sincerity and he takes her hands. “I am sorry for your loss, Nina.”

      “And the same to you, Stefan,” she says.

      He offers his hand to Yuri and my brother shows him the same respect.

      The slaying of Hans Petrovin had the opposite effect than Gio intended. He wanted us to fight and tear our country apart while he profited from the pieces. Instead, Russia stands strong and united.

      There’s nothing like a common enemy to bring two families together.

      Stefan turns to me. “We will start looking today,” he says.

      I nod and shake his hand. “Thank you.”

      He offers a happy smile to Lucian sitting on my arm, highlighting the wrinkles around his old eyes, before turning back to his car. Markov escorts him away with his hand still in his pocket. I suppose one can’t be too trusting at all anymore.

      Nikita lingers behind and smiles at Lucian. “Cute kid,” he says.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      “Must take after his mother,” he adds through a shit-eating smirk.

      I grit my teeth as he walks off to catch up with them. You can take the boy out of the school yard, as they say…

      “Nina.”

      I turn to Sofia to find her standing in front of my mother.

      “I am so sorry,” she whispers with guilty, shaking eyes. “This… If I hadn’t have—”

      “Stop,” my mother says. “You didn’t do this, Sofia.”

      My heart aches for them as I hold my son a little tighter.

      “But I…” Sofia’s voice falls. She blames herself for this, for all of it, and nothing I’ve said so far has been able to convince her otherwise. “I’m sorry for the pain I’ve brought on your family.”

      My mother shakes her head. “Sofia, I loved my husband more than life itself, but he was not without his foolishness. He saw the evil that condemned Zappia women like you and he pretended it didn’t exist. Even I did. But Luka... he never could. Not since the moment he saw you, and I see the way he looks at you now. I’ve never seen my son love so completely. Given our family’s deeds, I often worried that my sons were incapable of that.” She reaches out and takes Sofia’s hands. “No, Sofia. You haven’t brought pain on my family. You brought us life. And with Lucian, you gave us a future. You will always have a place in my home. Remember that.”

      Sofia’s lip trembles as she nods. “I will.”

      My mother takes a step back, keeping her tight grip on Sofia. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”

      I follow behind them across the lot, limping on my wounded leg as I move. Words stand out on tombstones as we pass by them. Fathers and mothers. Sons and daughters.

      Brothers and sisters.

      My mother stops at the end of the line of stones. Sofia looks down and tears spill from her eyes as she reads the name.

      Rosalie.

      “We all deserve a place to mourn,” my mother says. “Now, she will always be close to you.”

      Sofia sobs. “Thank you.”

      I step closer to her and she leans into my embrace, clinging to me with all the life she has left.

      With my arm around her and Lucian in the other, there’s nothing more affirming than this.

      She buries her face into my shoulder, sniffling softly. I rest my lips against her head until she’s ready.

      Finally, Sofia wipes her eyes and stands up tall. I lay Lucian into her steady hands. She smiles at him, throwing on a brave face. I adore her even more as she whispers words of love in his ear and walks toward the car.

      I stay behind with my mother. “You’re the strongest of all of us, you know that, Ma?”

      “Well, what did you expect?” She peeks up at me. “I created you.”
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        * * *

      

      “We should kill them,” Yuri says from the sofa. “All of them.”

      I glance around the study, drifting from one face to the next to gauge the reaction.

      Markov sits beside Yuri with a flexed jaw, obviously just as ready and eager to take out every last one of the Zappias with him. My mother gives a short smile from the armchair by the door, admiring the plan for its simplicity, while Fox stands tall against the opposite wall, silent as always.

      And then, finally, I look at the empty chair behind my father’s desk.

      “It wouldn’t be easy,” my mother says.

      “But it would be poetic,” Markov says.

      Yuri shrugs. “We should, at least, burn their house down.”

      I let out a quick, dry laugh. “I’ve thought about that before.”

      My mother crosses her arms. “With that little shit inside of it.”

      She hasn’t called Giovani by his name in days. None of us have.

      Yuri looks at Markov. “Any luck tracking him down?”

      He shakes his head. “Not since we found his parachute. We will keep looking.”

      “Let him run,” I say. “There is nowhere for him to go.”

      “He may crawl to Papa,” Yuri says.

      “Doubtful. I don’t think he’s eager to admit how badly he’s fucked up.”

      “So, our choices include doing nothing or sitting on our hands?”

      The room falls silent again.

      I look at the graceful shadow hovering in the doorway. “What do you think, Sofia?” I ask.

      All heads turn in her direction. She stands there in her sundress, elegant and strong, with her hands by her sides, absorbing every word we say.

      She tilts her head. “We could kill them…”

      I raise a brow. “Or?”

      “Or…” She stares into the space between us. “A Zappia man is a proud man. He doesn’t just take what is his, he earns it. He carves his name from stone itself. So, you can imagine, how the family reacts to failure.”

      I don’t say a word. I couldn’t even if I tried. My eyes stay locked on her, unable to pull away from the absolute perfection in front of me.

      “You pick away at stone long enough, it dissolves beneath you,” she says, meeting my eyes. “As they panic, we take our secrets, go to the top of the world, and we scream them out. Then, we watch as the Zappia family destroys themselves.”

      “Sofia…” My lips curl. “You are sinister.”

      She smiles. “Thank you.”

      I look around at the rest of them. They all nod softly, whether they realize it or not.

      “Well…” I say. “You heard the lady.”

      “Where do we start?” Yuri asks, tepid excitement growing behind his vengeful eyes.

      I turn to Fox. “What do you say, comrade?” He peeks at me, standing with his thick arms crossed over his chest. “How would you like a ride home?”

      He nods. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Markov rises out of his chair. “I will prepare the plane.”

      “We’ll leave as soon as it’s ready,” I say.

      My mother shakes her head. “I’ve been to Chicago once,” she says with an upturned nose. “That was enough.”

      “You can stay here with Sofia and Lucian, Ma.” I smile.

      “That’s my boy.” She grins as she pops up onto her toes to kiss my cheek.

      They all head for the door, but Sofia lingers with me, waiting until they leave before closing the door behind them.

      She puts her back against it. “You don’t really think I’m going to stay here, do you?” she asks.

      I step toward her. “Sofia…”

      “I will not sit here and do nothing, Luka.”

      “I would never expect you to.”

      “I’m coming with you,” she says, not even blinking.

      I brush her lips with my fingertips. “I couldn’t stop you even if I wanted to,” I whisper, leaning in.

      She accepts my kiss, straightening against the door as I pin her to it. I take her face in my hands and she trembles, parting her lips as I move my tongue with hers.

      I draw her dress up her thighs, laying kisses on her neck as she lets out heaving breaths for me. She slips a hand into my zipper, and I instantly grow hard in her fingers.

      I raise her up and she wraps her legs around my waist.

      “Luka…” she whispers.

      I press her even harder against the door. I look into those eyes of hers, falling deeper in love with her than I was before.

      She guides my cock and I lose my breath the instant my tip impales her. Her tight comfort surrounds me as she moans for my ears only.

      I take her with deep thrusts, easily holding her little body against the door. She squeezes me hard from the inside and everything in me throbs with lust for her.

      “Sofia…” I groan her name and she smiles. “Tell me what you want.”

      Her core quivers. She rolls her hips on me, taking me in deeper and harder. “I already have it…”

      I slide a hand over her breasts, feeling every piece of her as I grind her perfect, wet pussy. She pulses around my cock, just moments away from purring. I nibble on her lip to stop her from screaming, but that just makes her mewl even louder.

      The tension breaks and she gives into the pleasures tearing her apart. She settles against my grip, trusting me to hold her up. I cradle her closer, refusing to let her go.

      Strong and beautiful Sofia. My Sofia.

      I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      The Zappia casino is unlike anything I’ve ever seen in my life but, then again, I’ve said that quite a few times recently.

      It sits on the water just west of the beach. I fill my lungs with the constant Chicago wind sailing in from the waves, hoping that it calms my nerves.

      It doesn’t.

      “Sofia.”

      Luka grabs my hand. He kisses my knuckles before tugging me along with him toward the entrance across the dock. Suddenly, that story of the man being swallowed whole by the giant whale enters my mind.

      We walk inside, right into the belly of the Zappia beast.

      A dozen tables line the floor, each one surrounded by players with stacks of poker chips and drinks from the bar. My nose twitches from the chaotic mix of smells — from alcohol to sweets to cigarette smoke — and my ears ring from the constant chatter.

      I tighten my grip on Luka’s hand.

      He smiles, his silver eyes calm and steady as ever, and I breathe a little easier. At first.

      It all changes when I spot Antony standing on the balcony overseeing the casino floor.

      He sees me as I see him, and my heart stops.

      That stare. So full of bitterness and apathy. Ever since the day Rosalie and I were dropped off at his estate in Rome, he’s looked at me like this. Tonight is no different, but as recognition crosses his eyes, confusion settles in along his brow.

      “Antony!” Luka shouts with a grin. “How are you? It’s been a long time.”

      The sudden boom of his voice draws plenty of eyes. Most of them instantly turn back to their games, but there are some who pause.

      Enzo and Marty, Gio’s brothers, stand up from their poker table.

      Antony’s eyes shift from me to Luka, looking even more puzzled as he makes his way down the balcony stairs. I scan the room, feeling two other pairs of Zappia eyes boring holes deep into my skull.

      Still, I smile. “Hello, Antony.”

      He stops in front of us. “Luka, what is she doing here?” he asks.

      “She’s with me,” he answers.

      “With you?” Antony asks.

      Luka’s smug smile remains, even as Enzo and Marty plant themselves behind us. “That’s right. I wanted to come here and let you know, in person, that Sofia is no longer a madam of the Zappia household. Her marriage to Gio is over. She and our son now reside in Moscow.”

      My chest constricts. Having my biggest secret spoken aloud so casually is quite jarring, no matter how many times I hear it. The Zappia boys glare at me with whiplashed eyes, both of them eager to squash me with their heels.

      Antony stares at Luka as if he were a punk kid getting busted with too much grass in his pocket. Arrogant and immature Luka Lutrova. “Your son?”

      “My son,” Luka nods. “Lucian is a Lutrova. Always has been.”

      The man finally looks at me and he takes a short step forward, but Luka grows a little taller beside me. “You…” he whispers. “You did this to my boy?”

      I hold his stare. “You never gave me a choice.”

      Antony shakes his head once and recoils from me. He looks at Luka. “Your father will—”

      “My father is dead,” Luka says.

      Antony stops. “Nikolai is gone?”

      “Gio killed him.” Luka pauses and takes the next few seconds to study Antony carefully. Shock, confusion. Fear. It all bleeds from his old eyes in a span of seconds. “It’s time for the two of us to negotiate a new truce.”

      Enzo reaches behind his back and pulls out the pistol hidden in his belt.

      Antony shakes his head. “Gio would never—”

      “I’m not going to waste time proving it to you, Antony,” Luka says. “The fact is, starting tonight, you no longer have three sons.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Gio is dead. Dead to you. Dead to me. And, especially, dead to Sofia.”

      Antony glares at me again. “Now, hold on—”

      “In addition to losing Gio, your family will abandon Italy completely.”

      The old man’s jaw drops. He laughs, taking a step back to look Luka up and down. Marty and Enzo chuckle behind us, but Luka keeps his features sharp and serious.

      Antony waves a hand in the air, clearly fed-up with us, and three guards appear from the corners with pistols drawn. “Get this piece of shit out of my sight,” he says to them, gesturing at Luka. He squints at me, the whites of his eyes nearly swallowed by his anger. “The girl stays.”

      Luka doesn’t move. “I’m not leaving until we’re done negotiating.”

      “You were done the second you stepped in here.” Antony points a finger. “You walk into my casino alone with my son’s whore on your arm and tell me to abandon my boy and my homeland, and you expect… what? To walk out again?”

      “Yes.”

      He scoffs, deepening the anger in his forehead. “You are too outnumbered to have balls so big, Lutrova.”

      “I assure you, the size of my balls is more than adequate.” Luka smiles. “I didn’t come here alone.”

      A man slides off the barstool in the corner. His face lies obscured under the shadow of a baseball cap, but I can make out the scar drawn down his left cheek.

      Fox pulls a pistol from his coat and rests it against Enzo’s ear. “Give me your gun, please,” he says, extending his free hand.

      Enzo doesn’t move, his jaw sagging with amused disbelief.

      Antony chuckles. “You brought one man?”

      Luka tilts his head. “Not quite.”

      The room falls silent. Dealers and players rise out of their chairs, standing up from the game tables and the bar to head in our direction. They move in waves, each taking their place in a circle around us until the entire casino points a gun at Antony Zappia’s face.

      All of them.

      Luka smiles. “As I said, I’m not leaving until we’re done negotiating. Give your guards a break and let’s talk.”

      Antony stands still, his eyes withholding a screaming tantrum. Finally, he nods at his guards to back down. Enzo drops his gun into Fox’s open palm.

      “Not bad, kid…” Antony murmurs.

      “Turns out, it doesn’t take very much to convince people to knock the Zappia clan down a notch,” Luka says. “You’ve pissed off a lot of people.”

      “Power isn’t earned with cupcakes and rainbows. What do you want?”

      Luka doesn’t blink. “I already told you.”

      “You want me to abandon Italy?”

      “You and your entire family.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “There is nothing in my family more sacred than this, Lutrova,” Antony shouts. “Only a Zappia may rule in Italy.”

      Luka smiles. “But I have one.”

      Antony’s eyes shift to his sons. “Who?”

      I feel Luka squeeze my hand, firing adrenaline straight through my heart.

      “Me,” I say.

      The anger in Antony’s stare turns furious. “No…” he seethes, his face turning up with disgust.

      I hold up my hand, revealing the small scar that remains on my finger from my wedding day. “My blood is your blood. My flesh is your flesh. From now through eternity. Is that not the Zappia way?”

      “You are no Zappia.”

      “My name may change, but my blood is Zappia blood. If you deny that, well…” I smile. “Where would this family be if we didn’t follow the rules?”

      Luka smirks.

      “You have no place here,” Antony spits at me, shaking his head.

      “I think the last thing you need to concern yourself with is Sofia’s place, Antony,” Luka says. “Her place is right where she’s standing now. Beside me.”

      “So, that’s it, then…” Antony growls. “You come in here and you take my family and my business, and you give it to her?”

      Luka takes a step closer and towers above the old man. “Gio killed my father,” he says. “He killed Rosalie. Your family took my family first.”

      Antony looks down.

      “I planned on killing you,” Luka admits. “Out of respect for my father’s memory and the friendship he had with you, I changed my mind. That is the Lutrova way. Don’t be angry with what I’m taking from you, Antony. Be happy with what I’m letting you keep.”

      A sweet shiver runs down my spine and it curls my toes.

      My Luka.

      “And what exactly do I get to keep?” Antony asks.

      Luka gestures around. “I will let you keep Chicago. In time, I’m sure you will rebuild it.”

      Antony’s face falls. “Rebuild?”

      “In this city, it’s hard to see the stars,” Luka says. “But look up into the sky tonight… and you will see smoke.” He turns around to Enzo. “Yuri said your deli was lovely. He almost regretted lighting the match.”

      Enzo’s face grows with panic. He looks at Antony to intervene, but there’s not a damn thing he can do about it.

      Five businesses were built in the Zappia name over the last two years, each one of them shameless fronts for Italian mafia deeds.

      Ten minutes ago, they were all reduced to ashes.

      “You son-of-a-bitch…” Antony grinds through his teeth.

      “Rome is mine,” Luka says, his tone strong and cold. “Moscow is mine. Chicago is yours. I will leave your casino intact as a sign of good faith, but if I find out any of your brood has set a fucking toe in Italy again, I will come back here. If I find out that you are giving aid to Gio in any way, I will come back here, and I will take the rest of what is yours for myself. This is the new truce. Negotiations over.”

      I exhale the breath I didn’t know I was holding and my heart pulses wild for him.

      Luka looks around the room and nods, telling the crowd to lower their guns. They all obey and the entire group moves calmly toward the exit, leaving the casino abandoned with an eerie calmness.

      Without another word, we turn and follow them to the exit with Fox trailing close behind us.

      “This is treason, Lutrova.”

      “No, Antony, this...” Luka pauses in the open doorway and smiles at me. “This is war.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      I follow the black clouds as they travel in the sky above my head. Thick, smothering smoke bleeds into my nose with every breath but each new inhale makes me smile a little wider.

      Pedestrians on the street do as I do. They stare up into the sky as they go about their evening fun, completely oblivious to what caused the string of arsons around Chicago tonight.

      I stand by the car, leaning against the trunk with Fox beside me. His watchful eyes scan the passing crowd for any signs of trouble as we wait for Luka and Yuri to come back. He slides the baseball cap off his head for a second to run his fingers through his thick, brown hair, and I take another close look at him before he throws the hat back on.

      I wonder if this is how he’ll be from now on, completely obscured in the shadows to avoid whatever he’s running from.

      “Where will you go now, Fox?” I ask him.

      “I’ll disappear,” he says with a shrug.

      I study his eyes beneath the cap, recognizing a little bit of myself inside, but that’s not who I am now. This is the old me. Desperate and scared. The one who was willing to end it all until Luka appeared in front of me and showed me a different path.

      “In my life, I’ve known two types of men,” I say. “There are men like Gio who act for themselves, for survival, and men like Luka who act for others, for love. I look at you, Fox, and I don’t see Gio in you.”

      He raises his head and peeks at me from beneath his cap.

      “You have a love,” I say. “Don’t you?”

      He softly clears his throat. “Yes.”

      I tilt my head as his expression changes. “What’s her name?”

      A half-smile bleeds through his lips. “Dani,” he answers.

      I smile back. “You will go to her now.”

      “No.”

      “She doesn’t feel the same way?”

      “I’ll never know.”

      Darkness returns to his eyes as he looks away from me. I know so little about Fox, but I recognize pain when I see it. A familiar pang teases my gut, throwing me all the way back in time to the blackest moments of my life that I’d rather forget.

      “I was like you once, Fox,” I say. “Separated from the life I desired and the person I wanted to be. I didn’t think there was anything out there that could help me.”

      “What changed?”

      I look up as Luka appears from the dark office building across the street with a duffel bag in his hand. He and Yuri head in our direction and I smile.

      “A light came to me and, with it, a new life. Tomorrow, it may come to you.”

      Fox turns to me, his hard expression barely moving as he looks me in the eye. I see it again, that soft restraint staring back at me, but I know he hears me.

      Finally, he nods.

      Yuri pulls open the car door and lowers himself onto the backseat as Luka joins us by the trunk.

      “As promised,” he says, holding the bag out to Fox. “Fifty-thousand for every kill.”

      Fox stands still, refusing to take it until Luka pushes it a little closer and forces him to. He unzips the top and peeks inside. “I’m impressed you kept count,” he says.

      Luka tilts his head. “I may have rounded up a little.”

      Fox closes the bag and tosses the strap over his shoulder.

      “You know, I was going to kill you,” Luka says.

      “I knew you would try,” Fox quips. “What made you change your mind?”

      Luka shrugs and glances at me. “Sofia, she… she’s grown attached to you.” I raise a brow and he sighs. “Let’s just say you’ve earned my respect.”

      Fox smirks. “Fair enough.”

      “Are you sure you want to stay here? I could use a man with your talents. As you can see, I pay very well.”

      “No, thanks. I’m retired.”

      “Well, if you ever change your mind…” Luka extends his hand. “You will always have a friend in Moscow, Fox Fitzpatrick.”

      I smile at them as they shake hands.

      “Thank you,” Fox says.

      Luka’s eyes shift back to me. “Thank you,” he says to Fox.

      I wrap my arms around Fox. Slowly, he returns the warm embrace. It’s a kind and quick act of affection, but I want him to feel it. I want him to know it still exists in his world, no matter how much he may think otherwise.

      As I pull away, I kiss his scarred cheek. “Goodbye, Fox.”

      He smiles and nods at the two of us before turning into the passing crowd. I don’t look away until he disappears around the corner, blending into the wind.

      Luka takes my arm and tugs me into his body, flashing a devious wink in my direction. “American pretty boy gets a kiss and I don’t?”

      I pop onto my toes to peck his cheek. “Feel better?”

      “Almost.”

      He leans in, aiming toward my lips, but I slide from his grasp to pull the car door open instead. He growls softly, amused and teased, and I chuckle at him as I lower myself inside.

      Luka sits beside me and waves to the driver to get us moving. “Let’s go home.”

      Yuri scoffs from the seat across from us. “Or we could stay here for a day or two? Take in the sights. Have some fun.”

      “Yuri…”

      “No, I like that idea.” I smile. “We could stay for another night. See the city? See the ballet!”

      Yuri groans even louder.

      “The ballet?” Luka parrots back at me.

      “What? You don’t like the ballet?”

      “I am a Russian mobster, Sofia,” he jokes. “I love the ballet.”

      I laugh and settle beneath his arm. “Okay, no ballet. What would you like to do?”

      His eyes fall down my body and that answer becomes obvious. “I wouldn’t mind seeing a few of these fancy American hotel rooms you hear so much about…”

      “We did not come halfway around the world to waste time in hotel rooms, little brother,” Yuri scolds.

      Luka’s lips brush my cheek. “Maybe you didn’t, Yuri…”

      Yuri rolls his eyes and looks out the window at the passing city. “Fine. Be boring.”

      I lean into Luka’s kiss, feeling my face flush red.

      He opens his eyes and grins. “You are smiling, lyubov’ moya.”

      “I am happy.”

      “It looks good on you.” He kisses the edge of my mouth and tugs at my dress collar to peek inside. “Unlike this pesky and bulky—”

      Yuri groans again and Luka glares at him with annoyance. “Save it for the hotel room, please.”

      I put a little distance between us on the seat, still smiling wide. “Sorry, Yuri.”

      Luka sits back and sighs, turning out his hand for me to take. I pause as fear forces me to stare at it.

      My pulse slows, nearly halting completely with the passage of time. Black mist clouds my mind, threatening all that I think is real and true. I’ve reached for his disappearing hand so many times before and, for a moment, I wonder if all of this is just a dream.

      I lay my hand in his and his strong fingers entwine with mine.

      Luka Lutrova.

      The boy in the garden shed with kindness in his eyes.

      I’m finally home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I step into the warehouse and I inhale a deep breath. The air is thick and warm with that familiar stench of blood and sweat. Morning sunlight pours in through the windows, illuminating every black hair on his downturn head, and I smile.

      The man sits in the chair at the center of the room with his hands bound behind his back. A black, tactical vest. Red blood dripping from his lips.

      It’s almost nostalgic.

      Stefan Petrovin stands nearby with Nikita and two of their men, looking just as eager as I feel. The hissing man killed Hans. Stefan’s son. Nikita’s brother. I’m not sure which of the three of us will enjoy this more.

      Markov walks in behind me and slides the door closed. “Make it quick,” he says to me.

      “We still have plenty of time, Markov.” I smirk.

      His eyes flash with impatience, but he doesn’t argue.

      I walk to the chair and the man looks up at me with that same cocky glance he had the last time he was here.

      “Privet, stranger,” I greet him with a smile. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      He licks the blood from his lips. “Hi.”

      “I bet you didn’t think you’d end up back here in my warehouse, did you?”

      His shoulders bounce. “It was unexpected.”

      “Why?”

      “I didn’t think you were this stupid.”

      I chuckle. “Do you know why I brought you here?”

      “I implore you to tell me — in great detail.”

      He wants to get me talking. The more time he wastes, the higher the chances of him being rescued again.

      “I wanted to tell you a story.”

      “A bedtime story?” he quips.

      I shake my head. “I read enough of those to my son. No, the story I have for you is more of a… cautionary tale.” I pause, staring him down. “Thirty years ago, someone put a bullet through my grandfather’s eyes.”

      He spits onto the floor. “My condolences.”

      “Recently, the same happened to my father.”

      “Sounds like a pattern to me.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Maybe you should get out of town.” He chuckles. “You might get a pretty decent head start if you leave now.”

      “Why would I do that?” I ask. “Your squad isn’t coming for you this time, Thomas Bradley of Alberta, Canada.”

      His smirk fades.

      “What?” My lips twitch. “You have nothing to say? No snarky reply?”

      He flexes his jaw in anger.

      “Good. From what I’m told, Miles Lemont didn’t have one either. Or Amelia Amuzgar. Zahir Bolen. Lance Brockett. Stacey Lupoli.” I watch the life fade from his eyes with each name I list off. “This was your squad, yes?”

      He swallows. “Was?”

      “Was.” I smile. “Snake Eyes was a very good secret, but it’s not anymore. Now, it’s a checklist. We check off you and your squad today. We check off another one tomorrow.”

      “You have no idea what you’re doing…” he warns.

      “Snake Eyes has spilled too many drops of Russian blood. I’m going to track down every last one of you and do the same. Starting with you. That’s what I’m doing.”

      He falls silent, gently trembling as his fate sinks in.

      “Did you enjoy my story?” I ask him. “Would you like to hear another one?”

      Markov clears his throat and taps a finger against his wrist.

      I give him a quick nod and reach into my belt for my pistol as Nikita’s smirk grows a little wider. “Before I kill you, Thomas Bradley, I want you to do one thing… for old times’ sake.”

      He flinches as I lean over to look him in the eyes.

      “Hiss for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Markov throws open the trunk and reaches in before I even make it out of the warehouse. He spins back around as I reach the car and shoves a black garment bag into my arms.

      “Change on the way,” he says, pointing a stern finger at me.

      I chuckle as he rushes toward the driver’s side, but I don’t argue. It might be a little later than I thought it was, but she’ll surely understand.

      I pull the zipper down on the bag and smile at the black tuxedo hanging inside.

      Yuri’s waiting on the steps when we arrive, pacing back and forth in his own tuxedo. When he sees me, he throws up his hands.

      “It’s about time...”

      I shrug and make one final adjustment to my cuff links. “I was busy.”

      He grabs the chapel door. “Explain that to your bride.”

      I squint at the sudden change in lighting as we walk inside, but everything shifts to sudden clarity when I see her waiting for me at the altar.

      My bride.

      My mother flashes me that scolding stare, but she keeps her smile for the bouncing boy in her arms. I offer her a kiss on the cheek as I pass by her and she tugs on my sleeve.

      “Did you have somewhere more important to be today?” she murmurs for my ears only.

      “Of course not, Ma…”

      I take Lucian from her and balance him on my hip, looking down to admire his tiny tuxedo. He chuckles at me as I tickle his chin.

      I spin away from her to stand beside Sofia.

      My Sofia. Dressed in white from head to toe with a bouquet of pink roses in her hands, just as she always wanted. I can barely make out her face behind the white veil, so I use my free hand to roll it back over her head.

      She smiles at me. Those beautiful eyes. Those pink lips and colorful cheeks. Everything about her shines. There’s no fear of the unknown. No malice for strict tradition. Not even a tremble of hesitation.

      That frightened girl cowering behind a mangy tablecloth in the darkness is gone.

      She looks at Lucian and we grin at him together. If there’s anything in this world more perfect than she is, it’s him.

      “Dearly beloved…”

      We turn forward as the priest begins. I reach out for her hand. She lets go of her flowers and rests her palm against mine. We steal one more glance at each other, and her attention lands on my neck.

      Sofia sighs softly and drops my hand to grab the handkerchief from my breast pocket. The priest continues as she whips it free and slides it beneath my chin.

      She twists her hand to show it to me. I cringe at the blood-red drops staining the white cloth.

      “Did you get him?” she whispers, tossing the handkerchief to the floor behind us.

      I clear my throat. “Yes.”

      Her lips curl as she takes my hand again. “Good.”

      Sofia Lutrova.

      This is only the beginning, lyubov’ moya.

      One Zappia down. The rest will fall in time, but first…

      Never let a snake loose in Moscow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      There are countless ways to die.

      Some are more pleasant to think about than others. I don’t know anyone who would turn down a chance to go in the middle of the night, calm and warm, asleep in their own bed. In any case, it all ends once the heart stops. No heartbeat, no life. Everything else shuts down without the heart.

      So, why am I still alive?

      It’s beating, I suppose. But it’s not nearly as nourishing as it should be. It feels more like the ticking of a clock. A mechanical machine of rusted old parts just moments away from… stopping.

      I’ve thought about ending it myself. It would be easy. I know how to make it painless, a luxury I’ve rarely afforded my victims.

      But then I think of her, and I change my mind.

      I drive slowly down the dirt road. These Iowan farm roads are a bit twistier than I expected they’d be, but at least it’s secluded. Civilization is long gone by the time I spot the farmhouse. Two stories tall. Pure, white paint. A single rocking chair on the front porch. Across from it lies an old cabin that appears as solid as the house itself. I can’t say the same about the rugged, old barn farther across the field.

      I park the car between the house and the cabin. Gravel crunches beneath my boot as I step out. I immediately know I’ve made the right choice. The sound it makes is loud. It practically echoes on the wind before fading off into nothing. This kind of silence is exactly what I’m looking for.

      “Can I help you?”

      A woman stands in the front doorway, lingering safely behind the closed screen door. She’s older, possibly as old as my grandmother, and looks just as sweet. A husky dog sits at her feet with his snout pointed right at me, teeth slightly bared.

      I quickly remove my hat and sunglasses to put her more at ease. I’m not here to make enemies.

      “Hello,” I greet. “Are you Mrs. Clark?”

      “Depends on what you’re selling,” she says.

      “I’m not selling anything,” I say as I slowly reach behind me for the newspaper in my back pocket. “We spoke on the phone. I’m here about the rental.”

      Her brow rises. “Fox?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She shifts to the side and casually sets her concealed shotgun down by the doorframe. “Sorry,” she says. “Can’t be too careful. A lot of dangerous guys out there.”

      I smile. “I don’t blame you.”

      “Sammy, stay.” She snaps her fingers twice at the dog as she opens the screen door. “I said, stay.”

      The dog whimpers, obviously a little upset as she steps out onto the porch alone. I’d argue with him, but he’s just doing his job. Also, he’s not wrong. I can smell the blood on my hands, too.

      Mrs. Clark steps down off the porch and gestures toward the cabin. “Wanna take a look at it?” she asks.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She walks with a steady gait, though it’s obvious that she’s favoring one side. Hip injury, I’d guess. Maybe arthritis. Other than that, she seems spry and, based on our previous phone conversation, mentally quick. Almost reminds me of Caleb.

      We reach the cabin and she holds the door open for me.

      “Thanks,” I say as I step inside.

      I look around. It’s as small as it looks on the outside. One room just large enough for the old pull-out bed against the wall with a kitchenette and a half-bath behind it. Four walls, a roof, and miles of nothing on all sides.

      Works for me.

      “It ain’t much,” Mrs. Clark says, standing beside me. “But you’ve got wi-fi! And hot water.”

      I smile. “It’s more than I’m used to.”

      “The icebox is old, but it works. Little on the small side, so you’re welcome to keep some food in the house fridge if you need. I’ve got the extra space since I’m cooking for one nowadays.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You can decorate it however you want. I’ll let you know monthly about your share of the utilities.”

      “All right.”

      “You’re not planning on killing me in my sleep, are you?”

      I blink in surprise. “No, ma’am.”

      She smirks. “In that case, I’ll let you get situated. If you still want it, that is.”

      I take another look around and nod. “I want it.”

      “Okay, then.” She steps back toward the door. “If you’re hungry, I’ve got some beef stew in the Instant Pot.”

      “Oh, no,” I say. “I don’t want to intrude.”

      She raises a brow. “You’re paying over a quarter more than I asked for. I can put out an extra bowl for you now and then.”

      I bow my head, genuinely taken back by her kindness. “Thank you,” I say.

      She regards me with warm eyes. “Do you like movies?” she asks.

      “Movies?”

      “Movies. Films. Flicks.”

      “Yeah,” I answer. “I guess.”

      “I just got a new 60-inch,” she says, pointing a thumb back toward the house. “Figured I’d break it in with that new Night Trials movie later. You’re free to join me if you want.”

      Night Trials.

      I traveled miles across the world to the middle of nowhere, and I still can’t escape my past.

      “Maybe,” I say.

      “Just come knocking,” she says. “Otherwise, I’ve got a delivery of paint supplies coming in the morning. I’d appreciate some help moving that around.”

      “I’ll be happy to.”

      She smiles, her expression shifting slightly as she eyes the scar on my cheek. “It ain’t my business where you came from, kid,” she says, her tone still just as comforting. “I’ve never met a man who wasn’t hiding from something.”

      I’m not sure how to respond to that, so I merely nod once.

      “I’ll leave you to it,” she says before walking outside.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Clark.”

      She smiles in the doorway and leaves. The dog instantly hops on his hind legs, excited to have her back in one piece, and she mutters something about how he better get used to me as she heads back inside the house.

      I return to my car to grab the black duffel bag from the trunk. It’s still heavy with the money Luka gave me. If I can put it to good use making an old widow’s life easier, then I will. That almost makes me feel a little better about how I got it.

      Almost.

      I close the trunk and I take a deep breath. The air is cool and clear and, for the first time in years, calming. Between befriending the Russian mob and killing for Snake Eyes and fighting another man’s war, I haven’t had the chance to relax since I was a teenager. That might actually be possible out here. For a little while, anyway.

      They’ll come looking. They might even find me.

      When that happens, I’ll be ready.

      I set the duffel on the bed and reach inside for the flash drive hidden between the stacks of cash. My copy of the master file is still encrypted, but I know a guy who might be able to help with that. I’ll keep it safe and close. A good insurance policy won’t hurt when that day comes.

      A light came to me and, with it, a new life.

      Tomorrow, it may come to you.

      I hope you’re right, Sofia.

      But I’m not holding my breath.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Later

      

      

      “Roxie!”

      That’s not my name, but I’ve answered to it since I was sixteen.

      “Yes, Dad?” I twist around and Lena drops the makeup brush from my cheeks.

      My father’s eyes trail me up and down to check my appearance. It’s the same hard glance he’s given me every day since junior high when my looks started to matter more to him than they did to me.

      “Thanks again for doing this today,” he says. A navy-blue pantsuit isn’t exactly my regular style, but he seems satisfied with it. “This means a lot to your stepmother.”

      I throw on a smile. It’s not like I had a say in the matter. He makes my schedule.

      “I’m happy to do it,” I say.

      “After this, we have that meeting with Bruckberg.”

      Lena raises the brush again to wipe a bit more rouge along my cheekbone. I cringe behind it, hoping he doesn’t notice.

      “Roxie…”

      He noticed.

      “I don’t want to hear about this again,” he says.

      “I didn’t say anything, Dad.”

      “This is a huge opportunity for you. You read the script, right?”

      “Yes, I read the script.”

      “And?”

      “I hated it.”

      “You hated it?!” He steps in closer and the anger lines on his face stand out even more, along with the speckles of gray in his black hair. “You don’t hate a Bruckberg script, Roxie.”

      “Well, I did.”

      He lets out an impatient breath. “Lola, could you not do that for a minute?”

      She lowers her hand and steps away with a sour look.

      “Her name is Lena,” I point out. “Be nice. She’s just doing her job, Dad.”

      “Well, that makes one of you,” he says. “What are you doing, huh? You trying to kill your old man?”

      “No.”

      “What could possibly be wrong with it? The role is perfect for you.”

      “The role is too safe,” I argue. “I’m sick of making the same movie over and over again.”

      “That same movie earns you twenty million a pop, Roxie.”

      “I don’t care about the money.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Here we go…”

      “I want to take on more—”

      “Mature roles,” he interrupts. “Honey, I get it. I do. You want to be taken seriously.”

      “Is that so wrong?”

      He sighs. “Of course not. It’s just not part of our plan right now.”

      Our plan. The plan I’m not allowed to have an opinion on.

      I throw on a classic, sweet smile. “You’re right, Daddy. I’m sorry. I won’t bring it up again.”

      “That’s my little star.” He leans in and kisses my forehead. “Get that girl back over here. Do something about the circles under your eyes.”

      I watch him walk away, forcing the smile to stay on my lips until he rounds the corner down the hall.

      “What an asshole.”

      I spin around. “Lena!”

      She shrugs. “What? You were totally thinking it.”

      “He’s fired other assistants of mine for less.”

      “Oh, you’d never tell him.” She pops open a bottle of foundation and smears a tiny drop under my eye. “You love me too much.”

      I smirk. “No one does the smokey-eye quite like you do.”

      “Damn straight.” She smiles. “Got any plans after your big Bruckberg meeting?”

      “You tell me.”

      “Looks clear. Maybe Daddy Dearest will let you out for the night?”

      “Doubtful.”

      “Well, give me a call if he changes his mind. There’s a great new place on Vine that just opened up. They’d kill for an A-list appearance to put them on the map.”

      “I’d love to, but… wouldn’t hold my breath.”

      “Let’s go, Roxie!”

      Dad calls from down the hall and Lena drops the foundation into her bag. She takes a step back and studies me from my long, blonde hair down to the uncomfortable heels on my feet.

      “You look lovely,” she says, smiling. “Go knock ‘em dead.”

      “I always do.” I wink at her and spin on my heels to follow Dad around the corner.

      “Remember, Roxie…” He places a hand on my back. “Just smile and nod. You don’t have to give your opinion on anything — and for heaven’s sake, don’t. The last thing we need is real politics.”

      “Got it.”

      “And try and dodge questions about you-know-who, all right?”

      He grabs the doorknob and pulls it open before I can respond. Cameras flash, instantly blinding me. Hands comes together in thunderous applause. Every eye in the glistening ballroom falls on me.

      “Roxie Roberts!”

      I turn toward the old man’s voice, fighting the auras clouding my vision. “Senator Lamb,” I greet, recognizing his weasel-like tone from television interviews.

      He slaps his hand into mine and shakes it with a furious whip. “Big fan! I just love those Night Trials movies!”

      “Thank you very much, sir.”

      “It’s so nice to finally meet you. Cora speaks so highly of you.”

      I glance around the room, smiling wide to please the cameras. “And she just adores you. Working on your campaign has made her so happy, Senator.”

      “You, my darling,” he shouts in my ear, “you can call me Ronnie!”

      I chuckle awkwardly, nearly losing my balance. I catch sight of Lena standing by, firing a sucks to be you glance at me. “Okay, then… Ronnie,” I say.

      He pinches my cheek between two wrinkled fingers. “You’re the golden star of my campaign, after all!” He swings his arm around my shoulders. I immediately smell the potent aftershave on his face. “Ronnie and Roxie! It’s like fate!”

      “Well, I’m happy to help.”

      My cheek muscles burn. There’s only so long I can hold this grin on my face, but I have to keep my shit together here. It’s not every day you’re invited to stand beside the next President of the United States, should his current poll numbers be any indication.

      “It’s for a good cause,” I add.

      “There’s no better cause than supporting our troops!” he shouts, his voice stiff from rehearsing the line in front of a mirror. The general public may not notice, but I’ve done the same on many occasions and I’ve developed an ear for the tone. “And I’m sorry for your loss, Roxie.”

      I wave a hand, hoping to dismiss the remark. “It was a long time ago, but thank you.”

      Lamb leans in closer and cups my hands inside his. “I can’t imagine the pain your family must have gone through…”

      I lean away, glancing around to make sure my father can’t hear this. “Really, it was—”

      “For a member of your family to be killed in action like that. It must have been so devastating.”

      “Right, but—”

      “Your stepmother misses him so much.”

      I keep my smile going, shoving as much emotion to the surface as possible to sell the lie. “I miss him, too.”

      “Excuse me, darling,” he says, nudging my face. “I have to go give my speech.”

      “It was nice to meet you, sir.”

      He grins at me and fires a quick glance down my body for any chance at seeing cleavage before trudging through the crowd. They make a path for him as he moves toward the elaborate podium in the corner in front of a wall of bright, transparent windows showing off the Los Angeles skyline.

      Campaigning for a presidential candidate isn’t exactly how I planned to spend my weekend. I have nothing personally against Lamb, but I don’t like getting involved with politics in general. It’s not my job to influence the ideologies and opinions of others. I’m Hollywood’s “It” girl. I pretend to be someone I’m not to entertain audiences for two hours and they walk away with a smile and an overpriced ticket stub.

      Lamb takes the stage and holds his hands up, waving freely at his adoring public. He milks it for several moments, forcing the applause higher and higher. Finally, he settles at the podium and leans into the microphone.

      “I could stand up here and rattle off some figures and percentages that show how wonderful I am — and I do plan on doing so — but first, I want to show off my new friend, Roxie.”

      Oh, boy…

      He points at me and all eyes follow. “Roxie, how about you come up here?”

      I grin — happy as a fucking clam and truly honored to be here — and walk through the crowd toward the stage. The applause pushes me forward until I meet him behind the podium. Once again, he throws his arm around me as if we’ve been friends for years and shows me off to the room.

      “Roxie Roberts, ladies and gentlemen!” They clap even louder. I wave a delicate hand. “Ain’t she beautiful?”

      They whoop and holler in agreement. I flash a modest face.

      “I probably shouldn’t be mentioning this, but Roxie and her family know firsthand the sacrifice our boys overseas make every single day.” He nudges my ribs. “Go on, Roxie. What was his name, honey?”

      I find my father in the crowd. His face twitches in frustration.

      “Fox,” I answer, my heart skipping at his name. “His name was Fox.”

      “Right, Fox,” Lamb continues. “Such a tragedy. Fox fought and died for his country, along with countless other men and women in our military and they deserve our support!”

      The people clap harder. It’s obvious that he’s using our family’s tragedy to pick off a few more votes. There’s nothing I can do about it in my position, so I maintain my posture with a smile, trying very hard not to look at the disappointment on my father’s face while Lamb’s voice drones on.

      Finally, he lets go of me. “Stand beside me, honey. You make me look good.”

      Everyone laughs as I step off to the side.

      The windows crash behind us, the sound piercing my ears.

      I topple forward into the podium and it falls with me, narrowly missing the eager journalists as they scatter and scream in terror. I break my fall with my hands. My elbow twists the wrong way, and I yelp in pain as I fall the rest of the way to the floor.

      More screams echo from all directions. I spin around to see Senator Lamb on his knees, forced down by two men dressed in black with tactical gear strapped to their chests and hips. Black masks obscure their identities as they stand over him with pistols in their hands, each one pointed straight to the back of his head.

      I blink to sharpen my vision. Ropes hang down from the broken windows, attached to their belts. They must have rappelled down from the roof and—

      Two shots ring out simultaneously.

      I open my mouth in a silent scream as Senator Lamb lands in a clump at my feet. Blood pools beneath his head from the crimson black holes where his eyes should be. My scream finally surfaces as one of the masked men turns and leaps back out the window.

      The other man looks at me.

      His eyes are as silver as dirty ice and just as cold.

      I push off the floor, sliding backward to get away from him, but he takes a quick step forward.

      “No…” I say.

      He widens his stride and reaches for me. I look to the crowd for help, but everyone just stumbles in a blind panic.

      “Help—!”

      Thick fingers clamp around my throat. He squeezes hard enough to hold me, but not tight enough to hurt me. I stare at him, utterly helpless as he regards me with great amusement.

      He slides a knife free from his belt with his other hand.

      I jolt backward, getting nowhere. “No—!”

      “Shh,” he growls.

      My spit turns to acid in my mouth as the cold touch of the blade rests against my left cheek. He presses down, carving a deep line toward the edge of my mouth, and I cringe in pain.

      Finally, he drops me and jumps out the window. I quiver with adrenaline, still trapped in my own body. I touch my face, feeling broken skin and painting my fingers red with blood.

      “Roxie!” My father falls to his knees by my side. “Are you okay?!”

      I stare at Senator Lamb’s lifeless body, unable to answer the question.
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      What would Fox do?

      I ask myself again as I stare down the barrel of a gun. If Fox were here now, what would he do? Would he stand and fight? Would he grab the rifle and hope the agent holding it isn’t too trigger happy?

      Would he raise his hands and surrender, willing to fight another day?

      In the end, I do nothing. I lie still with tears and smoke in my eyes. There’s blood on my hands, but I’m not sure if it’s mine. I feel pain. I hear Sofia screaming. I see Lucy punch a man in the jaw, but another agent comes in behind her and quickly overpowers her.

      I wonder where it all went wrong. I wonder if I could have done something to stop this from happening.

      Snake Eyes.

      That’s where it all went wrong.

      The rifle barrel digs into my cheek. “On your knees!” the agent shouts at me, his voice muffled through a black mask.

      I look up into his eyes. They’re brownish-black and eager, almost like he enjoys this. I wonder where he came from and who he used to be before he was recruited. What sort of life did he leave behind? Did he have a family? Friends? A lover?

      “I said, get up!”

      Somehow, I roll over and push off the floor. My white dress catches beneath my knees as I try to stand.

      The agent lunges at me and impatiently yanks me up onto my feet. “Move,” he says, digging the rifle into my side.

      I march forward. I raise my hands and surrender, but I know deep down that there will be no fighting this another day. I look around the ravaged casino floor through a veil of tears. Painful dread takes over my heart and there’s nothing I can do about it this time.

      No. This isn’t Snake Eyes’ fault.

      It’s mine.

      I fell in love with Fox Fitzpatrick.

      That’s where it all went wrong.
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      “Fox, this is Dani,” my mother says with a smile. “She’s Bennett’s daughter.”

      I don’t care.

      Ever since my mother moved the two of us to Los Angeles a week ago, it’s been one introduction after another. Her new boss. My new school. Our new house.

      And now, her new boss’ daughter.

      Still could not care less.

      The girl stares at me with a fake smile. Her blonde hair sits curled up on top of her head in a long braid, leaving the tight neckline of her purple dress exposed. Honestly, who wears purple to a Christmas party? California brats like her, I guess.

      My mother nudges my ribs and I straighten up.

      “Hey,” I say in greeting.

      Dani nods. “Hey.”

      “Dani goes to your new school,” my mother says. “I’m sure she won’t mind showing you around once classes start again.”

      “Of course!” Dani says, still fake smiling at me. “I’d be happy to. Are you a freshman, too?”

      “Sophomore,” I mutter.

      “Do you have your schedule yet?”

      “Yeah.”

      When I say nothing more, she turns to my mother instead.

      “How do you like the new job, Cora?”

      “Oh, I adore it!” my mother answers. “Your dad is so much fun to work with and the talent coming in and out of his office—” She squeals happily. “Well, you know. You’re probably used to huge stars wandering around your house.” She gestures around the tall, crowded foyer. “I mean, just look at this place!”

      Dani laughs. “A little bit, yeah. My dad hasn’t stopped talking about you since you joined his team. He seems really happy with your work.”

      My mother blushes. “Well, that’s good to know. Oh, Dani, while I have you here…” She quickly glances around and reaches into her tote bag for the red box with a silver ribbon. “I got you something. Merry Christmas.”

      Dani gasps. “Oh, you didn’t have to…”

      “I know your dad said no gifts, but I couldn’t help myself. Fox and I are both very, very thankful to him for this opportunity.”

      Yeah, sure we are.

      Dani discreetly takes the box with a grin. “Well, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, right?”

      My mother chuckles. “Go on and open it before he comes back.”

      Dani nods and pulls the ribbon loose. She slides the lid off, revealing a red and white scarf inside. It’s thick, bushy, and ugly as sin. Fortunately, Little Miss Perfect here seems to have picked up a few acting lessons from her Hollywood agent father over the years and manages to hide her disdain of it.

      She lets out a gasp and smiles. “Cora, I love it!” she says, leaving the scarf in the box.

      “You do?” my mother asks, playfully cringing. “I don’t know you all that well yet, so I wasn’t sure on your style…”

      “No, no. It’s perfect. Thank you so much.”

      Liar.

      “I’m so glad!” My mother turns and spots someone through the crowd. “Excuse me, Dani, I need to go run something by Ted over there.” Her gaze points at me, brows teeming with a silent urge. “Fox, how about you ask Dani about your new school?”

      I bite down hard. I’d much rather hitch the next ride back up to Seattle instead.

      “Sure,” I say.

      She gives my shoulder a quick, yet firm, squeeze before wandering off to chat up Ted.

      I look at Dani and she silently shifts on her feet. She sticks the lid back on the box and we sink into an awkward silence as the party hums around us.

      So, this is Dani Roberts, huh? Hollywood’s next best thing. According to her father, anyway…

      I don’t see what all the fuss is about myself.

      I look at the box in her hands. “You hate it,” I say.

      Dani flinches. “What?”

      “The scarf,” I say. “You hate it. It’s obvious.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      I scoff. “Come on. We both know that thing is going in the back of your closet and will never see the light of day ever again. Might as well just toss it in the damn trash can right now.”

      She shakes her head once. “That’s not true.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Prove it.”

      Dani opens the box again and scoops the scarf out. With a trained hand, she flings it around her neck, letting the ends hang down on either side of her. The white and red colors clash horribly with her purple dress, but the fashion faux pas clearly doesn’t affect her very much.

      She drops the empty box in my hands and walks off into the crowd.

      Okay. Maybe I was a little quick to judge her.

      Dani would wear that thing for the rest of the night.

      She’d wear it to next year’s party, too. And the year after that.

      She’d wear it every year until the day I died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eight Years Later

      

      

      “Hello? You still alive in there?”

      The bar is vibrant with activity, mostly students from the local university blowing off steam. It’s an easy place to blend into and the constant flood of people make it so the young woman across from me doesn’t get the wrong idea.

      I look at her and nod. “Barely,” I answer.

      Darla leans forward with her elbows propped on the table between us and studies me with narrow, inquisitive eyes. They wander my face, my arms, my shirt, anything that’s visible. After all this time, she’s still trying to figure me out. Can’t say I blame her, though. I’ve been paying her for this for a few months now and all she’s gotten out of me is a few free drinks and surface-level conversation. Not her usual clientele, I’m sure.

      “Why do you always request me?” she asks with her high-pitched voice.

      “You don’t have other regulars?” I ask, deflecting the question.

      “Oh, I do…” She glances around the bar for prying ears. “Most of them request me because I look like her and they always wanted to fuck a movie star.”

      I nudge the condensation on my glass. “Her?” I ask.

      “You know. Her.” She giggles. “Roxie Roberts.”

      “Never heard of her.”

      She slaps the table. “Oh, come on. Roxie Roberts. The girl from those Night Trials movies. Backseat Driver. Before the Storm. You know her. You have to know her.”

      “I don’t know her.”

      “Everybody knows her.”

      “Well, I don’t.”

      “She looks like… well, this.” She sits back and frames her own face, gesturing extravagantly.

      I let my eyes follow her fingers, traveling from the swooping neckline on her top to the golden crown of her head. Long, blonde hair. A slight curve to her hip. Thin, cherry-red lips that stretch out wide when she smiles. Bright, blue eyes and dimpled cheeks.

      She’s not wrong. She does resemble Roxie Roberts, other than her voice.

      I scratch an itch in my beard. “Well, if that’s true, I bet you make some good money off those suckers,” I say.

      “You bet your ass,” she says. “It’s kind of a pain, though. I have to stalk the tabloids to make sure I stay up with her looks or else I lose clients. She went red for like a month last year and my boss got so many complaints when I didn’t dye my hair quick enough to match hers.”

      I shrug. “Every job has its drawbacks.”

      “So…” She leans forward again, arms folded on the table. “If you have no idea who Roxie Roberts is, then why do you request me every time?”

      “I like consistency.”

      Her eye twitches with the slightest annoyance. “Why do you pay for this?”

      “You’d prefer it if I didn’t pay you?”

      “Why does an attractive guy like you need to pay a woman like me to come out once a week and talk to him? There’s no way you can’t just walk up to the bar right now and chat up any woman you want. You’d probably actually get laid, too.”

      Good question.

      “Too much effort,” I say.

      “Bullshit.” She smirks. “I bet you have some narcissistic drive. Like a grandiose sense of self-importance with an extreme inability to recognize the feelings and needs of others.”

      I raise a brow. “Not bad.”

      “Really?” Her face lights up. “I knew I’d figure you out. I’m only a year into my degree and I’m already really good at it.”

      “What degree?”

      “Psychology.”

      “Good for you.”

      “You’re dodging my questions.”

      “You’re not entitled to answers.”

      She sits back and huffs. “Okay, fine. You’re right. I’m not. It’s just weird, that’s all. And intriguing.”

      “Intriguing?” I repeat.

      “Yes, you intrigue me.” She gestures across the table. “You’re obviously in great shape, so it’s not like you don’t want to fuck me because you’re self-conscious. We’ve talked for hours, but you’ve never really said anything about who you are or where you came from. It’s like you’re running from something, but I don’t feel unsafe around you. Sometimes, I even think, ‘Wow, he might actually like me,’ and yet, you won’t even tell me your name.”

      “You know my name.”

      “Your name is not Channing Tatum.”

      I smirk. “It could be.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Look, I get it. You’re the walking personification of the tall, dark, and handsome stranger and you obviously like it that way.” Her shoulders bounce in defeat. “I guess it would be easier to hate you if you were more of an asshole to me.”

      I reach into my back pocket for my wallet and pull out a small stack of twenty-dollar bills. “Sorry,” I say as I fold it up and set it on the table in front of her. “I’m not that kind of guy.”

      Darla eyes the money but doesn’t take it. “And you always pay cash, so I can’t trace your payment.”

      I breathe a small laugh, drink the last sip of my beer, and stand up. “Goodnight.”

      “Wait.” She turns in her chair toward me. “One more question. I promise it’ll be the last time I ever ask.”

      I pause. “What?”

      “Why do you really request me every time? Do I remind you of someone?” She chews on her lip. “You know, someone other than a glamorous movie star?”

      “No,” I lie. “Like I said. Consistency.”

      Her eyes narrow, not believing a word of it as she grabs the money off the table. She reaches into her purse and withdraws a pen, quickly scribbling something on the top dollar before holding it all out for me to take back.

      “Well, whoever she is,” she says, “I hope you two are happy someday.”

      I take the money and turn it over to read what she wrote.

      Her phone number.

      “If all you wanted was a friend, Channing,” she says, her voice calm and warm, “then, it’s a whole lot cheaper than this. You just have to let someone in.”

      I place the money back into her open palm. “That costs a lot more than you think,” I say before I turn and walk away from the table.

      She cringes, obviously hurt by the rejection, but I catch her shoving the money into her purse as I exit the bar.

      Sorry, Darla. It’s not you. Letting people in is just something I don’t do anymore.

      Roxie Roberts. Of course, I know who she is. Everyone has a movie star they’re head over heels in love with. Mine is Roxie Roberts. Every guy wants to date her. Every girl wants to be her best friend. They wait in line to see every one of her movies. They cry with her when she wins her awards because she’s just so darn relatable, it makes them believe that one day they could be in her shoes. She’s the perfect role model for young girls, a walking billboard of body positivity and confidence. The perfect storm of talent and beauty.

      I knew her before the fashion and fame.

      Before all that crap, she was Dani.

      Beautiful, off-limits Dani Roberts. The girl down the hall.

      It’s been five years since I’ve seen her. I’d love to go home and see her face again, but that situation is about as complicated as it can get. Some light conversation with a look-a-like once a week was my attempt at dealing with it.

      In retrospect, not my greatest idea.

      I climb into my car and drive away from the bar, leaving Iowa City behind me. I rarely enter the city at all anymore. I travel in about once a week for groceries or to run an errand for Mrs. Clark on the days when her hip is acting up on her. I suppose I’ll have to limit my trips in to see Darla now, too. It’s not personal. I do actually enjoy our conversations, but she’s getting too attached.

      I turn off onto a dirt road and flick my brights on. Mrs. Clark has lived on this land for nearly fifty years. I know this because it’s always the first thing she mentions at the start of every story involving her and her late husband, Larry. He died in his sleep early last year. That’s how I met her. She wanted to upgrade the guest cabin and rent it out to help pay taxes on the land. I offered to do both, along with help her with maintenance on the main house, and I’ve lived out here ever since. It’s quiet, secluded, and completely off-the-grid, which is exactly what I was desperate for about six months ago.

      The farmhouse comes into view along with Mrs. Barbara Clark herself. She glides back and forth in the rocking chair Larry built for her with his bare hands. She raises a pale salute and waves at me while I park near the cabin across the driveway.

      Her husky dog, Sammy, stands up as I approach. The ever-watchful protector. His lips part and he growls at me.

      “Sammy, down!” Mrs. Clark tells him. She rests her hand on his head and gestures him back to the porch. “It’s just Fox.”

      “Bit late to still be up, isn’t it?” I ask, eying the dog. He keeps his snout trained on me, as he always does around those he senses could be a danger to her. I’d be offended, but honestly, he’s not wrong.

      “Well…” Her little nose crinkles up, accentuating the wrinkles on her aged face. “I saw you sneaking out a few hours ago. Figured I’d wait up for you.”

      “You know you don’t have to do that,” I say, smiling at her.

      “I know I don’t have to, but I wanted to. An old lady like me doesn’t have much else going on. I was about twenty minutes away from packing it in…” she raises a silver eyebrow, “but now that you’re here, you might as well tell me all about her.”

      “All about who?”

      “Whatever hot, young thing you went out with this evening.”

      I shake my head. “There was no hot, young thing, Mrs. Clark.”

      “Well, why the hell not?” she says, her fingers wrapping around the dog tags hanging from her neck. Another proud reminder of Larry she always keeps with her. “You’re too good-looking to sit around out in the middle of nowhere with me all day and night.”

      “If I don’t, then who will keep your spunky ass company?”

      “I’ve got Harvey here,” she says. Her hand taps against the shotgun leaning against the wall next to her chair. “And Sammy, of course.”

      I laugh and scratch an itch on my chin through my beard. “You’re right. Who can compete with that?”

      “Seriously, kiddo,” she says. “Don’t let me and my bum hip hold you back. There’s a world full of good pussy out there and you’re the best brand of catnip money can buy.”

      “And with that, I’m going to call it a night,” I say, barely able to speak through my laughter. “Goodnight, Mrs. Clark.”

      “Goodnight, Fox.”

      I look at the dog. “Goodnight, Sammy.”

      He stands to attention with twitching lips, ready to bark if I make any sudden movements.

      Mrs. Clark grabs his collar to hold him in place. “Chill out, Sammy. He’s not an actual fox…”

      I keep my hands exposed at my sides and walk slowly away to keep him calm until I reach the cabin door.

      It’s a small, one-room cabin, but I don’t need much more space than that. My life is far simpler now than it used to be. I just need a few pairs of clothes and a place to sleep. It’s not much, but it’s enough, and it’s far more than I had on the bad days during my deployment overseas.

      I trudge into the corner kitchen and grab a beer from my fridge. The cold alcohol tickles on the way down and settles in my gut. Soon, it’ll turn me numb and I’ll pass out. That’s the only way I can get myself to fall asleep as of late.

      Dani.

      Even a cheap knock-off like Darla isn’t enough anymore. Part of me wants to say fuck it and drive back home to Los Angeles. I’ll walk right up to her front door and step inside. I won’t even knock. I’ll let myself in, but she won’t care as soon as she sees my face. I can just picture it now. She’ll gasp and throw a hand over her mouth.

      “Fox?!” she’ll say. “You’re alive?”

      And then, I’ll apologize. I’ll say how sorry I am that I fucked her on her birthday, joined the army the next day, and left for basic training the next. I’ll say that I’m sorry I volunteered for deployment the first chance I could and never came home again.

      And the biggest one of all… I’ll apologize for making my family believe I’ve been dead for the last two years.

      Shit. Maybe my life isn’t as simple as I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      I nudge the door open and step into the farmhouse, carefully balancing several grocery bags in my arms as I go.

      “Is that you, Fox?”

      “Yeah, Mrs. Clark,” I answer. “It’s me.” I walk into the kitchen and set the bags on the counter.

      Mrs. Clark sits in her recliner across the room, staring at the television in the corner. The sound is at full blast, the only volume she can hear it at anymore and her eyes aren’t great for reading subtitles. I don’t mind it much. It’s the perfect volume for action movies and Mrs. Clark loves her action movies. She invites me over several times a week to watch whatever new movies have come out. It’s really the closest thing I have to fun anymore.

      She quickly grabs the remote to turn it down before spinning around in her chair to look at me. “Thanks again for running my errands,” she says. “Would have done it myself if it weren’t for this damn hip. Can’t wait for the warm weather to come back…”

      I flash her a smile. “You know I don’t mind. Everything still goes in the same place?” I grab the bread from the top of a bag and spin around to stick it in the bread box on the counter.

      “You don’t have to do that. I can put it away.” She pushes herself out of the chair slowly and walks into the kitchen. “But if you got a minute to spare, the light in the bathroom went out.”

      “Again?”

      “Must be a bad wire or something.”

      “I’ll take a look at it.”

      I place the gallon of milk in the fridge and head down the hallway toward the bathroom.

      “Thank you, Fox!” she calls after me with a sweet voice. “What would I do without you?”

      “Fall and die, I suppose,” I joke.

      I step up onto the toilet seat and unscrew the crème-colored globe to get at the bulb.

      “Well, you’re not wrong about that,” she says. “Hey, you see the news today?”

      “Nope.” I twist the bulb and the light comes back on. “Looks like it was just loose.”

      “That girl you like is all over it.”

      “What girl?”

      “That Rocky girl.”

      I pause. “Roxie Roberts?”

      “Yeah, that one!” she says. “From those Trial movies we watched.”

      I step off the toilet and walk back into the kitchen. “What happened?”

      “See for yourself.” She points at the television. “It’s on every channel.”

      I grab the remote and put the volume back up. Correspondents sit around a table, barking theories back and forth over snippets of news footage. Ticker tape scrolls along the bottom, warning that the footage might be disturbing to some viewers. After what I’ve seen, I tend to ignore warnings like that.

      The footage starts with Senator Ronnie Lamb standing at a podium with his arm wrapped around a young woman.

      Dani.

      The ends of my lips twitch, just like they always do when I see her. Lamb quickly casts her aside and she takes a step back, her face shining with a polite expression, although I can tell how tortured she is.

      I spot the black ropes falling down in the windows behind them and the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I focus on them until two black bodies swing down and crash through the glass.

      Dani falls forward and my heart lurches in my chest.

      “Run, Dani…” I whisper, wishing for it to come true, but she stays on the floor with wide eyes. Terrified, frozen in her fear.

      The two men in black force Lamb to his knees and place their pistols on the back of his head.

      Snake Eyes. One bullet through each eye. It’s their specialty.

      They pull the triggers and Lamb’s body crumbles to the floor. Dani doesn’t scream. She doesn’t even look away from the blood creeping toward her shoes.

      “Move…”

      Lamb has been pissing people off on both sides of the aisle for over thirty years. It was only a matter of time until someone offed him, but I would never have expected Snake Eyes to take the job. They don’t make a show out of it like this. The snake comparison doesn’t end with a bullet in each eye. They value stealth above all other skills. A hit in broad daylight? In front of a dozen news cameras? Someone wanted this to be very, very public.

      They wanted to send a message.

      I grit my teeth as one of them reaches behind his back. He pulls out his knife and leans over Dani, wrapping his thick fingers around her neck.

      Mercer. I’d recognize him anywhere.

      Anger swells in my chest as he scratches his blade across Dani’s cheek and blood spills down her face. I feel the pain of it myself, carving up my face from my lips to my ears. I run my fingertip along my own scar on the same cheek, the one I keep hidden behind a beard.

      So, that’s what this is. Lamb isn’t the target. He’s the perfect patsy. The news media will argue day and night over who is behind his assassination, but it was never about him or his policies. They needed this to be big.

      They wanted to make sure I’d notice.

      I step closer and watch as he leaps out the window. It’d be optimistic to think the police caught them. They’re way too good for that.

      I know because I used to be one of them.

      “Horrible, isn’t it?”

      I look at Mrs. Clark. “Yeah. It is.”

      “Poor girl. She’ll be scarred for life.”

      Or what’s left of it.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Clark,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

      She mutters a response and slides back down into her chair while I step outside.

      Snake Eyes and I didn’t exactly part on good terms. There’s only one way out of Snake Eyes and that’s with two holes in your skull, not unlike the execution of Ronnie Lamb. I wasn’t about to go out like that and in order to escape them, I had to improvise.

      Somehow, Mercer has figured it out, but Mrs. Clark’s guest house has done its job. He can’t find me, so he’s going after the one person I care about to draw me out. Slicing Dani’s cheek was a warning meant only for me.

      Show yourself or she’s next.
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        * * *

      

      I knock on Mrs. Clark’s door and patiently wait while Sammy growls and barks at me through the window.

      “Calm your tits, Sammy! It’s just Fox.”

      I grin to hide my real expression as she opens the door. “Hey,” I greet.

      She keeps the door open wide and walks back inside toward the kitchen. “Come on in, honey. You hungry? I was just about to make a sandwich and I’d be happy to make two.”

      I close the door behind me. “No, thanks. I just stopped by to let you know that I need to do some last-minute traveling.”

      “Oh?” She bends down to pull some lunch meat from the refrigerator and snatches a clean butter knife from the drying rack by the sink. “Where you off to?”

      “Just…” I hesitate and tap a finger against the counter. “A family thing.”

      She raises an inquisitive brow. “I was beginning to think you didn’t have one of those…”

      “Yeah. Me, too.”

      I look down at Sammy. He’s still on full alert, sitting directly between me and his master. I haven’t had blood on my hands for a while now, but this mutt can still smell it on me. Always has.

      “Anyway, I don’t know how long I’ll be gone but I wanted to let you know.”

      “Don’t you worry about me, Fox.” She handles the butter knife with more precision than you’d expect from her old, pale hands, an after effect of her years as a trauma nurse. It’s what I like most about her. She’s not at all squeamish and could easily handle herself it if weren’t for that hip. “I’ve got Sammy and Harvey to keep me company.”

      “Right.” I flash a genuine smile. “Take care, Mrs. Clark.”

      “You, too, kiddo.”

      I rub my hands together as I make my way toward my car. The cold has lingered longer than necessary, teasing a spring just over the horizon. I look around, taking in my last lungful of Iowa farm air, memorizing the picturesque world around me. Big farmhouse, the guest cabin, even the old barn out across the field. I rub my hands together again. They always feel a little cold, at least… until the moments before a kill. Then, I have to submerge them in ice water to make them feel normal again. I feel that warmth now, reigniting a feeling in me I thought was lost.

      I lower myself into my car and sit back against the seat. Here I am, doing the exact thing I told myself I would never do again. Not just for my own safety, but for my family’s as well. My mother. My stepfather. Dani. Each one of them will be in danger if I show my face again. Most of all, though, none of them will ever look at me again if they find out about the things I’ve done.

      I pause with my fingers lingering above the ignition. I should stop now and go back inside. It’s not right to uproot them now. It’s been five years since I left home and two since I was “killed in action.” They’ve had a chance to mourn, a chance to get over it and move on without me. It wouldn’t be fair to them if I suddenly showed up again. And what would I say to them?

      Sorry. I wasn’t really dead. I’ve been hiding out in Middle of Nowhere, Iowa in an old lady’s guest house. Pass the mashed potatoes, please.

      But Dani is in danger.

      Mercer will come back for her and when he does, he’ll put her through unbelievable torment just to get to me. I can’t ignore that in favor of living my lie a little bit longer.

      I lick my lips and relish in the rush of memory tingling my senses. She tasted so sweet and warm back then, like freshly baked apples. A forbidden fruit I had no business plucking but I couldn’t help myself.

      The girl down the hall.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      If I’ve learned anything over the last year, it’s how unpredictable life can be. The people drifting in and out of our lives are often not actually drifting at all. They return again and again until, all of a sudden, they’re having overnight sleepovers with your dad.

      I suppose it’s not that big of a deal. I never expected my father to stay single forever and I like Cora a lot. She’s fun to talk to and has always gone out of her way to make me feel welcome whenever I stop by Dad’s busy office. I honestly haven’t seen him this happy since… well, ever.

      So, why do I feel a sad lurch in the pit of my stomach every time I think about them together?

      Come on, Dani. You know exactly why.

      I peek around my locker door at the manic teenage hustle between classes. They all rush by in a blur while I focus my tunnel vision at the boy standing by his own locker down the hall.

      Fox Fitzpatrick had no trouble fitting in at Belle Academy. Not that I was the least bit surprised. He’s hot and good at sports, which is really all you need to make an impression around here. We’ve barely spoken since last year’s Christmas party, though I suppose I have myself to blame a bit for that. I certainly didn’t feel like making friends after that interaction but if I’m going to be making awkward small talk with his mother at 7 AM, then we might as well clear the air.

      I tuck my Biology book into the crook of my elbow and close my locker. As I merge into the hallway traffic of navy-blue jackets and plaid skirts, I spot Fox down the hall again. He’s smiling, but not at me. He’s smiling at the other girl leaning against the locker next to his, Trudy Michaels.

      My stride instantly slows, but the flow of the hall keeps pushing me forward.

      Just say hi.

      I approach slowly and my heart skips as Trudy waves goodbye and takes off. Perfect timing.

      I stop behind Fox and clear my throat. “Hi, Fox,” I say.

      He peeks over his shoulder, drawn by the sound of his name, but his expression dips when he realizes it’s just me.

      I flash a smile as I dig my nail into the spine of my textbook. “Hey,” I say.

      “Dani,” he says with a half-nod. “What’s up?”

      “Not much. I just…” I nervously tuck my hair behind my ear. “I talked to your mom this morning.”

      “Yeah, that makes one of us,” he mutters, his focus now back on his locker.

      I chuckle. “Been seeing her around my house a lot lately…” I pause for a reaction, but he just shuffles through some folders instead. “So, I guess they’re—”

      He turns quickly. “We’re not gonna be besties just because your father is fucking my mother, okay?”

      I ease a step back. “I only thought…”

      “Well, think somewhere else.”

      Fox slams his locker closed. I flinch as he walks off and leaves me in the middle of the hall. Others stop and stare with curiosity at his sudden outburst while my stomach twists into even tighter knots.

      I guess I can forget about ever being friends with Fox Fitzpatrick.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      “Hell-o! Who is this and how did you get this number?”

      I press the receiver closer to my ear as the dull, rumbling LAX crowd passes by the payphones. The woman in the booth next to mine makes eye contact with me before glancing down my black suit with a seductive smile. I turn my back to her and grip my bag a little tighter.

      “Boxcar, it’s me,” I say.

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. Me.”

      He pauses, going silent enough for me to hear the quick inhale of his breath. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I don’t know anybody named Me and even if I did, that’d be impossible.”

      “Boxcar…” I glance around for prying ears.

      “No, I want to hear you say it.” He chuckles darkly. “I want you to tell me that I died. How else could I be talking to a dead man right now?”

      “You’re not dead and neither am I.”

      “Obviously.” I hear the clacking of a keyboard beneath his voice. “I don’t suppose you’re about to bless me with an explanation?”

      “Not just yet,” I say. “I need your help first.”

      “Did you try turning it off and back on again?”

      I smile. Same old Boxcar. “It’s a little more technical than that.” A man walks a little too close and I close my mouth. A nervous habit, but not unnecessary. “Are you in LA?” I ask once he’s moved on.

      “No. I’m a bit farther east these days.”

      “How far?”

      “Boston.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s more than a bit.”

      “Lucky for you, I’ll be in Denver this week,” he says. “Forty-eight hours from now, to be more exact.”

      “Where?”

      “The Botsford Plaza downtown. I’ve got a little party to attend.”

      “Think you can spare a few minutes to decrypt a drive for me?”

      He sighs. “And here I thought you had a challenge. Meet me at the hotel. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But if you’re not gonna explain this to me,” he says, “you should at least explain it to her. She is in LA these days.”

      “I know.” I nod, swallowing hard. “See you soon.”

      “Bye.”

      I hang up and leave the terminal behind me.

      The bright California sun blinds me as I step outside. There’s an energy in the air, a unique hustle one can’t find out in Iowa farm country. I can’t say I miss it, but I don’t hate it either. It’s been five years.

      Home sweet home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I stare at my reflection in a compact mirror, my gaze lingering on the giant, white bandage covering my cheek. It finally stopped hurting, but there’s an itch that’s impossible to scratch unless I want to piss off the plastic surgeon my father is dumping way too much money onto to make it all disappear.

      I slide the mirror back into my purse and look out the car window to see my father’s neighborhood rushing by. “Smith, where are we going?” I ask.

      He glances at me in the rearview mirror. “Your father’s house.”

      “I see that. Why? I said I wanted to go to my apartment.”

      “Sorry, kid. Daddy’s orders.”

      I sit farther back in the seat. “Great…”

      Smith says nothing more, keeping his blank, stoic face forward as we turn off onto my father’s street. I haven’t decided whether or not I like this new escort my father has hired to follow me around. He’s an ex-cop, obvious by the way he holds his shoulders like he’s reliving the old glory days of his career. Could be worse, I suppose.

      My hand rises to my cheek, but I manage to stop myself from scratching the stitches.

      “Hang on…” Smith says, slowing the car to a near halt as the paparazzi barely parts for us.

      They fill the end of my father’s driveway, cameras flashing at the tinted windows, hoping to get just one shot of my new, mangled face to sell to the highest bidder.

      We pass through the gate and it closes behind the car, leaving the army of cameras disappointed and angry as we travel down the long road and park in the circle drive.

      “Stay put.”

      I nod at Smith as he steps out and slides his jacket off his shoulders. We’re far enough away from the gates that they’d never get a decent shot to sell, but Dad doesn’t want to risk it leaking out at all.

      Smith opens my door for me and holds his jacket over my head to block their view of me as we walk up the stairs to the front door together.

      “Honey, she’s home!”

      I hear Cora’s voice from the living room the second my heel touches the shiny, marble floor. “Yep, I’m home,” I mutter as Smith drops his jacket.

      “I’m going to see if I can get them to piss off.” He steps back outside to deal with the vultures.

      My father’s study door bursts open, and he steps out into the foyer. His face instantly contorts into a frown and he walks over to me to grab my jaw.

      “I can’t believe this…” he says through his teeth, studying the bandage closely. “They couldn’t have just killed the old bastard and left?”

      “Dad…” I whisper, glancing into the living room at Cora. She’s been crying since yesterday, completely wrecked by the loss of her friend. “It’s fine. The doctor said it’s a clean cut, easy to fix. I got lucky.”

      “Well, we’re going to find out who did this and sue the hell out of them. We’re lucky you already finished re-shoots on Night Trials 3. Does it hurt?”

      “A little.”

      “They give you pain meds?”

      “No.”

      He furrows his brow. “What the hell kind of doctors are these?”

      “They didn’t give me meds because I declined them. Like I said, it hurts a little. Mostly just itches.”

      I step out of the foyer to join Cora in the living room. She’s curled up on the couch with a self-help book and a glass of wine. Not an unfamiliar pose for her over the last few years, unfortunately.

      “Hey, Cora.”

      “Hey, sweetie,” she says, her eyes glazed and blissful. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine.” I pause near the windows and poke a single finger through the blinds.

      “Make sure you check out my bookshelf,” she says, pointing at me. “I have some great books for dealing with stress.”

      “I will.”

      The paparazzi disperse as a black car parks in front of the gate. Smith steps closer to investigate.

      My father wanders in from his study with a script in his hands. “While you’re here, I want you to read this again. Make any notes you want, and we’ll take it back to Bruckberg.”

      I watch the driveway as the black car slowly rolls toward the house.

      “No,” I say.

      “No?” he parrots back. “What do you mean no?”

      “Dad, I really don’t feel like working right now.”

      “Life doesn’t stop just because something bad happens to you, honey.”

      I scoff. That’s the great Bennett Roberts for you. All work and no play.

      “I know,” I say. “I just need a few days off.”

      “Bruckberg doesn’t have a few days.”

      “Then, they’ll find someone else.”

      “Bennett…” Cora’s sweet, sing-song voice echoes from the couch. “She’s not asking for much. Just a little time to heal.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her.

      “No — not thank you. This is the opportunity of a lifetime, Roxie. A lifetime.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Dad…” I drop the curtain and step away from the window.

      “You can start by telling me what the hell is wrong with you! Where are you going?”

      “To answer the door.”

      I walk out of the living room and into the foyer as their voices continue behind me.

      “Bennett, please. You’re shouting.”

      “Of course, I am! My daughter is throwing her career away!”

      “Bennett…”

      I pull the door open just as Smith reaches for the handle from the outside. “Hey, Smith.”

      He sighs and steps inside. “What did I tell you about answering doors?”

      “Honestly, can’t remember,” I joke.

      “Don’t,” he says. “Don’t answer doors is what I told you.”

      “I looked out the window and saw you walking up the drive.”

      “And what did I tell you about lingering in front of windows?”

      I smile. “Don’t?”

      “You know, kid, I’ve guarded dictators who were easier to deal with than you.”

      “Not nearly as pretty, though, right?”

      He sneers in my direction and walks into the living room. “Ma’am,” he says, addressing Cora. “You have a visitor out front. He refuses to leave.”

      My father turns up his hands. “So, make him leave. What else do I pay you for?”

      “Who is it?” Cora asks.

      Smith places his hands on his hips. “He says he’s your son.”

      Cora pauses and slowly sets her wineglass on the coffee table in front of her. “My son?” she repeats.

      “Said his name is Fox.”

      I turn toward the door. I raise my hand to my mouth without thinking. My fingertips graze my lips, feeling the long-forgotten tug of him drawing my bottom lip between his teeth.

      “Fox?” I breathe his name, excitement stirring in my breast.

      Cora shoots off the couch. “Show me,” she says, following Smith outside.

      “Let’s not get too excited…” my father warns. “It could be a prank.”

      He’s right. Lamb announced in front of dozens of cameras that Fox was killed in action. That video hit one million views in less than an hour. There are plenty of people out there willing enough to toy with someone’s emotions like that.

      Hey, look, Roxie! It’s me! Fox! I’m home!

      I stand back and wait in the front hall while they all pile outside. I can’t help but think of the last time I saw him. Racing hearts and wrinkled sheets…

      I tried to stop. I tried to shut it off and ignore it, but I can’t.

      It’s always been you, Dani.

      Cora screams. I abandon my trance and rush outside to join them. She’s on her knees in the circle drive. My father’s doing everything he can to bring her back up but she’s sobbing way too hard. Smith stands near them with his hand lingering above the gun strapped to his hip. They’re all looking forward at the car parked in the drive and the brown-haired man standing in front of it wearing a jet-black suit with no tie.

      Fox.

      He looks at me and I tremble in my shoes.

      “Get back inside, Roxie,” Smith says at me, holding up a hand.

      I ignore him and walk down the concrete stairs to get a better look at him. My father gets Cora to her feet and I pause near them, staring up into the brown eyes of a dead man.

      “Hey, Dani,” he says to me.

      His voice is deep, far deeper than I remember. He never had a beard either. His skin was smooth as butter back then. Now, it’s calloused and gray with hard lines on the edges of his eyes. There’s a darkness in them that wasn’t there five years ago. That playful twinkle has completely vanished. Wherever he’s been…

      I’m honestly scared to find out.

      Cora stumbles toward him. “Fox?” She reaches out and cups his shaggy face. “My Fox?”

      “Yeah, Mom,” he says, his eyes soft. “It’s me.”

      Tears stream down her face and she leaps up to throw her arms around him. “You’re home!”

      He hesitates for a moment before returning the embrace.

      Then, he looks at me.

      “We need to talk,” he says.

      Fox.

      The man who fucked me and bailed without saying goodbye.

      You bet your ass we need to talk.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I stab my fork through a pile of mashed potatoes as I try to ignore the constant sound of Bennett yapping on and on about some super important audition coming up soon.

      These new family dinners were all my mother’s idea. When she and Bennett decided to shack-up permanently, I got dragged along, too. Goodbye, North Hollywood. Hello, Beverly Hills and gated communities. Hello, cooks and maids.

      Hello, Dani Roberts. Every single day.

      I look up at her from my plate. She sits across from me in her usual chair, her own fork dancing with a piece of broccoli.

      “Uh-huh,” she hums at something Bennett says, though she doesn’t seem at all interested in what he’s saying.

      “You get this part, honey, and it’ll be smooth sailing from here on,” Bennett says, excitedly waving his fork above his plate. “Roles like this open a lot of doors for young actresses like you.”

      I’m sure a famous daddy shaking hands with his rich pals behind the scenes doesn’t hurt either.

      Dani nods. “I’m looking forward to it,” she says.

      My mother smiles. “Dani, if you need help running your lines, I’m your girl.”

      “Sure,” she replies. “That’ll be great. Thank you.”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Bennett says as he quickly blots his lips with his napkin. “We need to do something about your name.”

      Dani blinks. “My name?”

      “Yeah, Danielle Roberts,” he says with a wince. “It’s too long. Doesn’t roll off the tongue as well as I’d like.”

      I look at her, hoping to see at least one rational thought cross her face. Luckily, she doesn’t immediately nod and go along with it. She pauses with a furrowed brow and thinks for a second before replying.

      “Well, we could just use Dani, then,” she suggests. “That’s what most people call me anyway—”

      “No,” Bennett says. “God, no. It’s too androgynous. No, we need something new and interesting. Feminine and wild.” He makes an excited fist. “We need Roxie.”

      I snort.

      Bennett glares at me as if he just now noticed I’m even here. “Can I help you, Fox?” he asks.

      I shake my head, amused.

      He exhales in annoyance and turns his attention back to Dani. As he rattles on a few more “good” reasons to change her name, Dani shifts slightly in her chair with her eyes on me. She seems surprised that I even made a sound at all. It’s not like she’ll ever stand up for herself against him. If I’ve picked up anything from the last few months of living here with them, it’s that.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” my mother says. “I actually quite like Danielle. It’s classical. And very pretty.”

      Dani nods in agreement and opens her mouth to speak.

      “No, it’s not,” Bennett says over her. “We’ve decided on Roxie. It’s final.”

      “No,” I say, scoffing. “You decided.”

      Bennett slams his hand on the table. “Fox, how about you mind your—”

      “It’s fine, Daddy,” Dani says, raising her voice over him. “I like it. We…” She throws on a smile, the same one she always uses to placate him. “We should use Roxie instead. It’s great.”

      He exhales hard and scoops his knife off the table. “Good to hear someone else around here making sense,” he says as he angrily slices his steak.

      The table lingers in an awkward state for a bit longer. My mother looks at me with that he means well, I’ll talk to him sympathy stare, though I couldn’t care less if Bennett and I get along. I’m just not sure how much longer I can take watching him tightening that noose around Dani’s neck every freakin’ day.

      I catch her still staring at me across the table. I expect her to quickly look away like she usually does, but she offers a hidden smile for me instead. Maybe Dani isn’t nearly as brainwashed by her Hollywood dad as I thought.

      “Go easy on the potatoes, honey,” Bennett mutters at her.

      Dani looks down with sagging shoulders and abandons her fork on her plate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      Bennett stares across the dining room table at me with his arms tightly crossed. This hostile reaction to my homecoming isn’t the least bit surprising. He and I never exactly threw the old pigskin around together.

      My mother sits on the opposite end facing him with a stack of used tissues in front of her. Dani is across from me. Just like our old family dinners with the obvious exception of the middle-aged ex-cop lingering in the doorway behind me.

      “How is this possible?” Bennett asks me.

      “It’s a long story,” I answer.

      “Better be a good one…”

      Dani’s eyes twitch in his direction, but she says nothing to argue with it. I don’t blame her.

      Bennett exhales. “Well, let’s hear it.”

      I look at Dani again, my eyes falling to the bandage covering her cheek. Snake Eyes could be on their way here right now. They could even be out front, wolves in paparazzi clothing. If that’s the case, it’s possible they recognized me outside.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, “but it can wait.”

      “Like hell, it can wait, Fox,” Bennett says. “Do you have any idea what you’ve put your mother through?”

      “I can imagine,” I say. “Right now, Dani is in danger.”

      She blinks. “What do you mean?”

      I point to her cheek. “The men who killed Senator Lamb,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “I have a history with them.”

      Bennett scoffs. “What kind of history?”

      I keep my eyes on Dani’s. “They’ll come back for you.”

      “Fox,” he continues, his voice growing louder, “what are you talking about?”

      “And they’ll kill you.”

      She stares back at me with wide, fearful eyes. Scaring her is the last thing I want to do, but it’s the only card I have. She’s stared into Mercer’s eyes. I know she’ll believe me when I say he’s dangerous.

      “I don’t have time to explain everything,” I say. “The best thing to do right now is to get you somewhere safe.”

      “She’s not going anywhere.” He points a finger at me. “Especially not with you.”

      “Bennett,” my mother scolds. “We should listen to what he has to say.”

      “Why? Go on, Fox. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t toss you out on your ass.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” she whispers. “This is my son!”

      “Exactly, Cora. He’s your son. A son who let you believe he was dead for years. Every birthday, Christmas, and Mother’s Day. Isn’t that right, Fox?”

      “Well, surely, there must have been some reason why he couldn’t contact us.” She looks down the table at me. “Right?”

      I can barely meet her eyes. “No,” I answer.

      She sits back in her chair as even more silent tears fall. Even Dani leans back in disappointment.

      “See?” Bennett says, throwing up his hands. “Son of the friggin’ year.”

      “I did it to protect you,” I say. “That’s all I can say right now.”

      “From what?”

      I look at Dani’s cheek again. “From them.”

      “Well, look how that turned out.” He gestures to her face. “A half a million dollars down the drain for plastic surgery.”

      “And I’m sorry about that, but… you need to let me take her somewhere safe. After that, I promise I will answer any question you have about the last few years. You just have to trust me.”

      “Trust you?” Dani’s voice quivers on her breath. “How the hell are we supposed to do that?”

      “Dani—”

      “We don’t even know who you are anymore.”

      “It’s me.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything, Fox,” she says, shaking her head.

      It crushes me. I expected this from Bennett. I expected tears from my mother. Of all of them, I expected Dani to be on my side.

      “They call themselves Snake Eyes, Dani,” I say out of desperation. “The man who cut your face is named Mercer Black. They’re more dangerous than you can possibly imagine—”

      “Then, let the authorities take care of it!” Bennett nods at the hired hand behind me. “You got ties in the department, right?”

      “They aren’t equipped to deal with something like this,” I say.

      “And you are?”

      Dani sits back in her chair, a conscious effort to get farther away from me.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      Bennett taps a finger against the table. “I’m not about to risk my daughter’s life on a dead man’s hunch.”

      My mother sobs quietly, unable to say a word.

      “It’s not a hunch,” I say. “They killed Lamb to send me a message. I know it sounds crazy but I’m telling you the truth. It’s why I came back. If I didn’t, they’d kill her and—”

      “That’s enough,” Bennett interrupts.

      “Where have you been?” Dani’s stiff, dry voice cuts me off.

      “Like I said, Dani…” I sigh. “I will answer everything after I get you out of here.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, Fox.”

      She means it. I can see it in her eyes. She’s always had the most expressive eyes.

      “Dani, please—”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Dad’s right. You could have told us you were alive. Instead, you just let us wonder what happened to you. For years.”

      “I know, but—”

      “That wasn’t fair, especially after…” She stops, forcing her lips tight, but she doesn’t have to say it.

      “Dani, I’m sorry.” I say it only to her, throwing every bit of my sincerity into it.

      Her eyes grow dark. “I don’t care.” She stands up from the table and her chair legs drag loudly across the wooden floor. “I can’t do this right now. I’m going upstairs.”

      “No, wait. Dani—” I stand but she holds up her hand.

      “Leave me alone, Fox.”

      She charges through to the main hall and Smith follows her out.

      Bennett rises to his feet. “You heard her, kid.”

      My mother pulls herself up, but her eyes stay low. “I just need a minute…”

      “Mom…”

      She doesn’t stop for me. I listen to her shoes clack across the front hall toward the stairs, leaving me alone with Bennett.

      “You’re making a mistake,” I say. “She’s not safe here and your little rent-a-cop isn’t going to do a damn thing to protect her.”

      “I’ll get more of them,” he says.

      “It won’t be enough.”

      He laughs like a man chuckling at his kid for still believing in monsters under his bed. “I’ll decide what’s enough when it comes to protecting my daughter. Not you,” he growls. “Obviously, I need to remind you about our little arrangement.”

      “Arrangement?” I lower my voice. “I wouldn’t call you telling me to get the hell out your house an arrangement.”

      “I find it a little bit suspicious that the second something bad happens to her, you’re suddenly back from the dead, Fox.”

      “This has nothing to do with feelings I may have had for her—”

      “May have had?” He scoffs. “Please, kid. I saw the way you were looking at her. It’s the same way I caught you looking at her five years ago and I will not have you coming back into her life and mucking it up all over again. She’s a good girl with a good career and your little crush isn’t going to ruin that.”

      “You mean it won’t ruin your little money factory.”

      He flexes his jaw. “You’re out of line, Fox.”

      “That’s all she ever was to you.”

      “She’s my daughter.”

      “Then, let me protect her! She won’t be lining your pockets anymore if she’s dead.”

      “Get the hell out of my house, Fox. And this time, don’t come back.”

      Fucking idiot.

      Bennett has always been overprotective of Dani but in all the wrong ways. He treats her the way a real estate mogul values a new subdivision. She’s an asset to him, not family. Sure, he likes to throw the d-word around as much as possible but it’s a novelty, nothing more.

      “You’re going to regret this, Bennett.”

      I step back into the front hall and my shoes echo across the marble floor. My pace slows as I pass the stairs, like a bit of muscle memory wanting to charge them. I look at the top and see the door to my old room at the top. I’ve always wondered if Mom kept it the way it was or if Bennett had it converted into a home gym that never gets used.

      She’s up there. Now. I feel the urge to veer off course and run up the stairs to appeal to her myself but there wouldn’t be enough time before Bennett broke the damn door down.

      As I step outside, I see the flashing bulbs down the driveway. The paparazzi. I should be more concerned about my face getting plastered all over the internet. Who is this mysterious man going in and out of Roxie Robert’s childhood home? Is there a new love affair on the horizon?

      I keep my head down and throw myself into my rental car, but I didn’t come all the way home just to be booted out after an awkward twenty minutes. I can’t just pack it in and go back to Mrs. Clark’s guest house.

      My eyes jump to her window, pulled by a magnet, and I find her there. She’s discreet about it, only opening the curtain enough to peek her little nose through — that perfect snub-nose I kissed about a hundred times.

      The curtain pulls back even further. She knows I’m looking at her. I imagine her racing down the stairs and out the front door. I’d get out of the car and run to her and we’d hug and kiss. Cameras be damned.

      But happy endings are only for movies.

      She shakes her head and drops the curtain down.

      I still can’t go back to Iowa. I won’t leave her, no matter what the great Bennett Roberts and his team of moderately-trained cop monkeys want. There’s no way I will be able to live with the guilt if anything happens to her — although, it’d just be the cherry on top of everything else I’ve done in this life.

      It’s time to go see an old friend, but I’ll be back.

      Assuming she doesn’t kill me first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      I park in front of the pawn shop and sit in the car for far too long. When my life was taken from me two years ago, I had to abandon more than family. I left my unit a man short in the midst of war. I left friends, some even closer than family.

      Especially one.

      The old fluorescent sign flickers above the entrance with a few missing letters. Fawn’s Pawn sits between a barber shop and a pet store, though it’s so small it’d be easy to blink and miss it. That sums up my memories of Caleb, too. All my days in Snake Eyes, I was truly afraid I’d blink and forget her. Or that she’d forget about me.

      Finally, I stand up out of the car. A bell chimes when I open the door, but it doesn’t get a reply. Another man lingers on the right side of the shop, perusing a collection of old coins.

      “No, he’s not here.”

      I hear her voice somewhere behind the counter and I smile. She paces in the office doorway with a cell phone pressed against her ear and an annoyed sneer on her face. She looks exactly like she did out in the desert, but her auburn hair is much longer now. No sunburn either.

      “I don’t know when Caleb will be back. He didn’t say.”

      I pause in front of the counter to listen in.

      “Yeah, well. I guess you’ll get your money when you get it. Gotta go. Bye.”

      She hangs up and deflates, quickly tossing the phone down onto her desk as she stomps into the shop.

      “Excuse me,” I say.

      Caleb pauses mid-step and looks at me. Suddenly, we’re three years younger, surrounded by nothing but war and sand. In the span of a second, her heart breaks and fuses back together again. Mine, too.

      “Get out,” she says.

      I ease a step back. “Okay…”

      “No. Not you.” She snaps her fingers twice at the other man in the shop. “You. Get out.”

      He realizes that she’s talking to him and he holds up a shot glass. “I want to buy this,” he says.

      “Just take it.” Caleb shoos him away as she steps around the wide counter. “On the house. Move it.”

      He shuffles toward the door in confusion, but he sets the shot glass on the nearest shelf on the way out. Caleb yanks the door closed behind him and bolts it as she flicks the open sign off. She pauses there with her hand on the door and her head down in a thick, heavy silence.

      I take a step forward. “Caleb.”

      “If this…” she slowly turns, “is some kind of sick joke…”

      “It’s not.”

      “You died.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      “There was a funeral,” she says. “I met your fucking mother.”

      “I didn’t die. Not… in the traditional sense, anyway.”

      She laughs. “What the hell does that even mean? Where have you been? What happened to you? No.” She waves her hands. “Wait. Don’t tell me. Just…”

      Her shoulders drop and she goes quiet with her hands resting akimbo on each hip.

      I step closer. “Cal…”

      “You died,” she says again, her voice cracking. “And I…”

      “I know.”

      I open my arms and she leans into the embrace. She takes her time, her hands slowly rising to hug me back as if I could disappear at any moment again. I wish I could say something more, something that would bring her comfort and closure.

      But all I have is the truth.

      “I need your help,” I say.

      Caleb raises her head and nods.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      “Wait here.”

      I roll my eyes and lean against the wall as Smith enters my apartment alone. “I’ll bet you a thousand dollars there’s no one in there!” I call out.

      He passes by the door, traveling in and out of rooms with his pistol locked and loaded at his side. I heave a sigh of impatience. All I want to do is get in there, strip naked, and soak myself in a bath for two days.

      Fox. He’s alive. He’s home. And he’s even more handsome than he was when we were younger.

      I shove the thought away. He’s also bat-shit crazy.

      Snake Eyes? What the hell is that supposed to mean? They hurt me to send him a message? It’s a fucking cut. The guy turned around, recognized me, and thought it would be funny to mark up my face. That’s all. And what kind of name is Mercer Black anyway?

      “All good, Roxie.”

      I push off the wall and walk inside. “See?” I say, kicking the door closed. “I told you. Now gimme.” I hold out my hand for the money he owes.

      “I never agreed to that,” he says. He slides his gun back into the holster and pulls his jacket around to conceal it.

      “Lame,” I say. “Whatever — you probably don’t even have a thousand on you right now.”

      “Honey, no one has that kind of money on them at all times.” He raises an eyebrow. “Except entitled rich kids, of course.”

      I laugh. “Because I’ve never heard that one before.”

      Smith steps around me into the kitchen and plants himself at the table. I wait for a few moments, hoping it’s just a temporary rest of his feet, but he leans back with his phone in his hand.

      “What are you doing?” I ask him.

      “Go about your business…”

      “Why aren’t you leaving?”

      He barely glances up. “Because your father is paying me to be here.”

      “You’re staying the night?!”

      “Yep.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      He sets the phone down. “Look, kid. I don’t like this either. I got a family, too, ya know. But mine doesn’t have a crazy, bearded, dead guy running around who’s obsessed with me.”

      “He’s not…” I pause, realizing that I have no reason to defend Fox. “He’s just a little confused.”

      “Well, pretty starlet found strangled in her own bed is the last thing I want to read about in the morning, so I’m staying here. Daddy’s orders.”

      I sigh. “Fine. I’m sure there’s plenty to eat in there.” I point at the fridge. “Just stay in this area. I’m going to take a bath.”

      “Don’t take too long.”

      I pause in the door frame. “Why not?”

      “Because you’ll get all pruney.” He peeks at me once before his eyes fall back to his phone.

      I walk away and I feel my stress spike a little more. Great. Not only is my hot stepbrother back from the dead, I now have to spend my evening alone with a middle-aged man haunting my apartment.

      I pause in the living room, sensing a bit more light than usual. The window blinds are open. I usually like to leave them closed. The maid must have opened them. Or Smith did. I quickly close the blinds and continue on through my bedroom toward my en suite.

      I tilt the faucet and let the hot water fill the tub. Steam rises into the air in perfect, gentle wisps. I unbutton my blouse and let it fall to the floor as I reach behind me to unclasp my bra. It falls halfway down my arms before I realize the window blinds are open in here as well. I lay an arm across my exposed chest to pin the bra in place. I didn’t open these either.

      Everything has been a crazy blur since the moment I watched Senator Lamb get shot. I remember the hospital. My father barking orders at the nurses. Today’s consult with the plastic surgeon. It’s the little details that are gone. Post-traumatic stress, they told me. It’ll pass, they told me. Smile for the camera, they told me.

      I close the blinds, lock the bathroom door, and slide my blouse off my shoulders.

      The water is hot — too hot — but it’s how I like it. If I’m not seeing red as I lie back in the tub, then it’s not hot enough. My toes curl and sweat breaks instantly on my brow. I lay my head along the folded-up towel on the porcelain edge. With my eyes closed, I let my mind wander to places it never goes during my busy days. Places of peace and quiet and—

      Fox.

      I open my eyes and lick my lips.

      No. Not Fox. Think of something else. Anything else.

      It’s been there since the moment I saw him today. That irresistible thirst. I haven’t felt it since the day he left home and it was immediately replaced by seething hatred. He took my virginity — on my birthday — and then ran off without even saying goodbye. Who does that? What reason could he possibly have? Did he hate it? He seemed to like it. Maybe I just wasn’t good at it and he was too much of a coward to let me down gently.

      I slap the water with my palm, annoyed that this topic has once again dominated my thoughts. It was five years ago. I’m a completely different person now and — by the looks of it — so is he. He’s not the same Fox I met when he was fifteen and my father started dating his mother. Back then, he was that guy. The popular kid in the halls with his backpack hanging from one shoulder and a hot cheerleader on the other. That devil may care attitude everyone loved, teachers included. It’s what let him get away with so much with little effort on his part.

      We had nothing in common. I was an average kid on the opposite end of the spectrum. Quiet and shy. I didn’t like crowds or cameras or being the center of attention but that didn’t stop my father from pushing me into theater classes and auditions.

      Fox and I didn’t get along, at first. We were just too different. It was awkward enough going to the same school. When he and his mother moved in, it got worse. Fighting, bickering. Little did we know that our feelings for each other sat just beneath the surface, forbidden urges neither one of us dared to say out loud until that day…

      No, he’s not the same boy. He’s changed. Now, he’s the one hiding in the shadows.

      Honestly, he probably should have just stayed there.

      I inhale a deep breath before submerging my head. The doctor told me to keep the bandage on my cheek dry, but I don’t really care about that right now. I just want to get his rugged, bearded face out of my head.

      A dull slam echoes from the hallway.

      I shoot up in the tub, my eyes darting toward the locked door. Water pours over the tub’s sides, sprinkling down to the linoleum floor. I refuse to move or even breathe. Was it real? Or was it all in my head?

      “Smith?” I ask.

      I sit up a little more, focusing my ears on the hallway. Any second now, I’ll hear his loafers tap down the hall. He’ll knock twice and I’ll hear his authoritarian voice ask, “Is everything okay in there?”

      Silence.

      I raise my voice a little louder. “Smith?”

      Nothing. No answer. No shoes. No annoyed sigh.

      I wrap my fingers around the tub’s edge and push myself up.

      Glass shatters, echoing from the kitchen. I freeze, suspended between standing and kneeling, as something falls to the floor in the living room. Something stiff and loud.

      Like a body.

      “Smith?!” I shout again.

      I step out of the tub and grab my robe to cover up before rushing over to the closet. I reach behind the door, wrapping my fingers around the handle of a baseball bat — the one a young, single girl living alone keeps stashed away for times just like this. I hold the bat tight and move to the door. There’s still no sound coming from the hallway. I grit my teeth in nervous anger. Smith isn’t the type to mess around. If he is playing a prank, it’s entirely unwelcome. However, I’d much rather this be a prank than anything else.

      The floorboards creak in the hall.

      I grip the bat a little tighter. It doesn’t sound like Smith’s black loafers. These are boots, hard and loud. They tap down the hall, inching closer toward the bathroom door. My entire body shakes. Water drips down my legs. Muscles twitch and ache.

      The doorknob turns twice.

      I lay a palm against my mouth to keep from screaming.

      The door flies open, smashed in by a single kick of a boot. I slip in the water beneath me and fall to the floor. The bat clatters away, rolling toward the sink in the corner.

      It’s him.

      I look up into his silver eyes, the only bit of his face visible behind the black mask, and scream. I spin onto my knees to crawl away, but he’s on me fast, grabbing me by my wet hair and yanking me back. He twists me around and slams me down to the floor. My head smacks the hard tile and pain crashes through my spine as he mounts me and wraps his hands around my neck.

      I expect to feel my lungs gasping for air, but he doesn’t choke me. He sits there with wide eyes, staring down into mine as if to memorize my fear. It won’t last. Any moment now he’ll flex his fingers and my trachea will crush beneath the weight.

      This is it. This is how I die.

      “Mercer…” I say.

      His grip loosens. “How do you know my name?” he asks, tilting his head.

      There’s confusion in his bright eyes, but I detect playful amusement dancing behind it all.

      “He told me—”

      “Who told you?” He leans in close enough for me to smell his stale breath behind the mask. “Who?” he repeats.

      I quiver in his tight grasp. “Fox Fitzpatrick,” I answer.

      His eyes twitch with pleasure — even more so than they were before choking the life out of me. “So, he is here?”

      I nod.

      “Oh…” His laughter, dark and cold, rattles my core. He draws me closer to his wild eyes. “I knew it… I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist this…” He grabs me and raises me off the floor, standing me in front of him like a human shield. “Fox! Take the shot! I dare you!”

      I furrow my brow in confusion as Mercer pushes me forward toward the windows. He reaches up and rips the blinds open to look outside, keeping me in front of him. I scan the buildings across the street, spotting nothing in the darkness.

      “Fox!” he shouts again, laughter shaking his throat. Mercer grips the back of my neck even tighter and pulls me backward as he steps to the door. “You can end this now, Fox! Just shoot her through the heart and you’ll hit me, too!”

      I cringe, fear stalling my movement. Mercer tugs me along with him into the hallway, slowing down before we reach the living room.

      Smith. I see him there, lying face down on the floor of the kitchen next to his toppled chair.

      Mercer keeps me close, refusing to let me run away as he pushes us toward the windows.

      “Fox!” Mercer shouts even louder as he reaches out and rips off a few more window blinds. “Come on, Fox. Don’t be a coward! Just one bullet.” He taps my chest hard enough to leave a bruise over my heart. “Right here.”

      I stiffen, fearing the crack of a bullet.

      Mercer growls in amusement as he keeps me pressed against him. “Guess the killer’s gone soft…” he whispers in my ear. He moves his hand down my chest and slips it into my robe to palm my bare breast. “But I can’t see why—”

      The window shatters. The vase of flowers on the end table beside us cracks wide open, spilling roses and water all over the floor.

      “Ooo!” Mercer jerks me with excitement. “He really didn’t like me doing that…” He tugs me backward with him toward the door. “Now that you’ve given yourself away… I’ll give you a choice, old friend. You can follow me down the stairs and shoot me once I reach the street… or you can take out the other guys just begging to run in here and have fun with your little sister. It’s up to you!”

      Mercer shoves me forward and launches himself out the front door, hiding from the windows as he charges toward the elevator.

      I rush into the kitchen and fall onto my knees next to Smith. “Oh, god — get up.” I push him over onto his back and wince at his blood-covered face. His skin is warm, alive. I check his neck for a pulse and feel the faint thumping against my fingers — although, I can’t be entirely sure it’s not just my own heart pounding.

      “Wake up, Smith!” I tap his face with my palm, hard enough to open his eyes. He grunts and I breathe a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank god, you’re alive!”

      The door flies open behind me. I turn to see a man standing there. He’s dressed all in black, wearing the same mask and tactical vest as Mercer. He slides a knife from his belt and lunges at me.

      I scream.

      A bullet pierces his head. He falls to the floor and drops his knife while a red pool spills out beneath him.

      I stare at him with wide eyes, terrified to even move.

      My cell phone rings. I jolt at the sound singing through my purse on the counter above my head. I reach for it with shaking hands and answer it without looking. “Hello?”

      “Dani, I need you to run.”

      My jaw sags. “Fox?”

      “Stand up and move to the window.”

      I push off the floor with quaking knees. “Are you actually out there?”

      A small light flashes at me from the window across the way.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask.

      “Right now, there’s two more of them running up the stairwells — one on the north side, the other south. Take the north stairs down. Do it now.”

      “Fox—”

      “Now, Dani.”

      I move to the door and my foot slips in blood. “Which way is north?” I ask, wiping my toes on the carpet in the hall.

      “Go left.”

      “Should I take the elevator?” I ask, my phone trembling against my cheek.

      “No,” he answers quickly. “The stairwells have windows. I can’t see in the elevators. Go, Dani! Move!”

      I enter the stairwell. Boots echo toward me, charging fast. I look down to see a black mass bolting up just a few floors down.

      “Just keep going, Dani,” Fox says. “I have a shot.”

      “You have a what?”

      The window cracks beside me and the man falls off-balance. Blood sprays my face as he tumbles to his knees and crumples back down the stairs. I look up through the broken window, too shocked and scared to move.

      “Run all the way down,” Fox says in my ear, his voice sounding more distant than before. “Don’t stop. I’ll meet you there.”

      My lungs jolt from lack of air. They force me to take a breath and my knees lock beneath me. I can’t stop staring at the body. Red blood rolls down the stairs, dripping softly against the linoleum.

      There’s so much blood.

      “Dani, listen to me. Okay. Listen to my voice.” He’s so calm and steady. It’s almost unreal. “Tell me you can hear me. I want you to say it.”

      “I can hear you, Fox,” I whisper.

      “I know you’re scared, but you have to keep moving.”

      “I… I can’t—”

      “I’ll be with you the whole time. I’m right here. I won’t let anything happen to you. Say it.”

      His voice crawls over my nerves, melting into me like an ice cube in a glass of warm water. “You won’t let anything happen to me,” I repeat.

      “That’s my girl.” I hear the smile on his lips. “Now, run.”

      I do as he says, racing down so quickly I can barely stay upright. My heart pounds in my chest, fear blinding my vision. I’ve filmed a dozen sequences like this before, but it’s done nothing to prepare me for the real thing. I flinch as my bare toes slam against the floor and I lean into the railing to support myself until I reach the bottom.

      As I step outside, a black car swerves to the curb and stops a few feet away from me. Pedestrians do a quick double-take, many of them likely recognizing my face.

      “Get in!”

      Fox. He throws the passenger side door open and I don’t hesitate to lower myself into it. “What the hell is going on?!” I ask him again as we speed off into traffic.

      “Keep your head down.”

      “Why?”

      He forces my head down between my knees as a blaze of bullets pierces my window. I scream and cover my head with my arms.

      “That’s why.” He turns back in his seat and grabs a pistol from the duffel bag on the floor.

      I glance out my window, hearing the roar of a motorbike flooring toward us. A third man in black points a gun at me and I gasp. “Fox—!”

      Fox pulls the trigger, clipping the third man on the cheek with a single bullet. The bike lurches to the side, sending him across the pavement in a red, bloody heap. My jaw drops, but I can’t make myself look away.

      “Dani, you okay?”

      I turn to him, taking slow, deep breaths that do nothing to calm me. He looks straight ahead, weaving in and out of traffic with extreme focus. My skin feels cold and the slightest wind gives me chills. I realize I’m still wearing my robe… and nothing else.

      “I’m naked,” I murmur.

      His eyes wander down my legs but retreat forward again just as quickly. “We’ll find you some clothes. Just relax and keep your head down.”

      I grip my robe tighter around me and slide down in the seat.
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      I pause outside the motel room door to check for the sliver of paper I left pinched in the frame. It’s still there, barely visible unless you know to look for it. No one’s been here since I left. Good.

      I unlock the door and hold it open for Dani. She quickly walks in with her head still down, just like I told her to, though I wonder if it did any good at all. How am I supposed to keep her hidden when everyone in the world knows her face? Even the old man at the front desk looked twice. I suppose it’s not every day a pretty girl in nothing but a bathrobe sneaks into a hotel room with a mysterious man who paid in cash.

      Then again, this is Los Angeles.

      I lock the door behind us. Dani sits down on the edge of the bed, her fingers still clutched around the neck of her short robe. Her thighs stick out the bottom, attached to long, perfect legs and blood-covered toes. She’s still pale from shock. Her eyes are cold, devoid of that spark she usually had before.

      I grab a disposable cup off the bathroom counter and fill it with water from the sink. “Dani, you okay?” I ask, offering her the cup.

      She looks at me with trembling eyes as she takes it. “Yeah.”

      “It’s okay to say no.”

      “Oh.” She sighs and takes a slow sip. “I might change my answer then...”

      A pop song pierces the silence. Dani lurches and water spills over the side of her cup before she deflates and reaches into the pocket of her robe.

      “Just my phone,” she says.

      I snatch it from her hand before she can answer it.

      “Wait—”

      “No phone,” I say.

      “No phone?!” she repeats. “I have to answer that, Fox. It’s my Dad. My building’s security would have called him by now.”

      “He’ll live.”

      “Fox.” She stares up at me with narrow eyes. “If I don’t answer that, he’s going to freak out. Do you want Bennett Roberts to freak out?”

      I bite my inner cheek. “I will call him. From a different phone. This one can be traced, and we don’t want that.”

      “Fine,” she says, obviously too exhausted to argue.

      She slowly peels the bandage off her face and tosses it into the trash can by her feet. My cheek tingles, reminded of the same scar I have on my own face.

      Dani Roberts. It’s finally sinking in. I’m in her presence again. Now that the adrenaline has worn off, I feel that electrical charge radiating my nerves. I haven’t felt it since the last time I saw her. Since the night we…

      Blood pumps in my ears. My skin tickles. Saliva gathers beneath my tongue. She’s here. In my motel room.

      She’s sitting on my bed.

      I clear my throat and step toward the closet for my duffel bag. “It’s not much,” I say, grabbing one of my white dress shirts and a pair of black boxers, “but they’ll fit until we can get you something else.”

      Dani takes them from me and nods without speaking, nor does she show any telling emotions as to whether she’s appalled by the thought of wearing them. I watch her movements in my peripheral vision, completely losing myself in her again. She slides her fingers through her damp hair. It falls on her face and the locks stick to her cheeks. She pushes them behind her shoulders to bare her neck. Her tongue wets her cherry lips and my manhood strains against my pants.

      I spin toward the door. “Stay here.”

      Dani stands up. “Where are you going?”

      I hold up a hand to stop her. “I just need to pick up a few things,” I explain. “Wait here. I’ll only be a few minutes. Put the chain on until I get back.”

      I don’t wait for a response. I close the door and lock it behind me, pausing for a few moments until I hear the metal chain sliding into place. It’s not much — and won’t slow Mercer down more than a few seconds — but it’s all I have right now.

      Dani’s a problem, in more ways than one. I have to get her out of the city. This is Los Angeles. Hollywood. Every person down to the street vendors knows who she is. If I plan on getting her out undetected, then I’ll have to improvise… and she isn’t going to like it.

      But first…

      I pull out my burner phone and quickly scan through Dani’s phone for his number while I head down the street toward the pharmacy a few blocks down. It rings for longer than necessary and I grit my teeth with impatience.

      “Hello?”

      There’s a shake to his tone, like a man expecting a ransom call.

      “Bennett, she’s fine,” I say.

      “You little piece of shit,” he seethes, raising his voice. “I knew you were behind this.”

      “I’m not behind anything. Like I told you earlier, she was attacked. I saved her life tonight.”

      “Well, isn’t that convenient for you? You get to swoop in and be the hero. You know what I think, kid? I think you made up a bogeyman to blame it on. How do I know you’re not the one who killed Lamb in the first place, eh? Buy any black masks lately?”

      “It’s a good theory, but you’re wrong.”

      “How much you want to bet the second Smith recovers your name is the first thing to come out of his mouth?”

      I pause. I shouldn’t implicate myself anymore. Hiding from Mercer is its own game completely. I don’t want to deal with the entirety of the LAPD tracking us down, too.

      “All you have to know is that she’s fine, she’s safe, and she will be as long as she stays with me,” I say.

      “And all you have to know is that if you so much as lay a finger on my daughter again, I will kill you with my bare hands.”

      As far as threats go, it’s about as menacing to me as a newborn baby wielding a plastic spork, but I understand where he’s coming from. He’s her father. She’s his daughter. I’m the punk kid who took her virginity. It’s the first time I’ve ever heard him pull the protective dad routine and actually mean it.

      “I’ll keep in touch.”

      I end the call and toss both phones into the nearest trash can on the street.

      I enter the pharmacy and buy a pair of scissors, a comb, and a box of black hair dye.
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      I turn the paper bag over and everything spills out on the bed beside her.

      Dani stares at them for a moment with curiosity before her eyes go wide. “Oh, hell no…”

      “Dani…”

      “I am not chopping my hair off!”

      Firm, defiant. It takes everything in me not to lean over and kiss her right now. Just looking at her swimming in my too-big-for-her shirt is hard enough as it is.

      “Yes, you are,” I say.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Since we can’t go anywhere without someone recognizing you, we’re going to have to drastically change your appearance.”

      “I’ll wear a hat.” She nudges the box of dye away with her toes. “Do you have any idea how long it took for me to grow my hair out like this?”

      “Dani.” I take a deep breath to stay calm. After all these years, I’d forgotten how stubborn she can be. It still doesn’t stop my dick from throbbing. “You can either have long, pretty hair, or you can be dead.”

      “I choose death.”

      “If you don’t do it yourself, I will.”

      She stares up at me, believing every word. “I thought the army was supposed to teach you patience.”

      “I’m not in the army anymore. I was discharged.”

      “Honorably?”

      “For the most part.”

      She crinkles her nose. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means…” I lean down, “go cut your damn hair off or I’ll tie you down and do it myself.”

      She stands up off the bed, challenging me. “If you want me to do this, then you have to tell me what the hell is really going on.”

      I hesitate. “It’s a long story, Dani. We don’t have time.”

      “You broke into my apartment today, didn’t you?” she asks, crossing her arms.

      Shit.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Tell me the truth, Fox, because I sure as hell didn’t open those blinds.”

      I sigh. “Okay. Yes. I did.” She opens her mouth to shout, but I talk over her. “I had to make sure I could watch you from across the street, so I broke in and opened your blinds after I left the house earlier.”

      She frowns. “How long exactly were you watching me from across the street?”

      “Since the moment you came home.”

      “Even when I was—?”

      “No.” My eyes fall to the floor. “I looked away while you were… undressing.”

      “You little pervert!”

      “Dani, come on. I looked away.”

      “You expect me to believe that?”

      “I wouldn’t lie to you.”

      “You just told me you didn’t break in—”

      “I know. Dammit, Dani, can we just…”

      I hold her eyes, hoping that she’ll believe me. If I can’t get her to believe me about this then she’ll never trust me at all.

      Finally, she sighs. “Who are these snake people?”

      “Snake Eyes,” I correct. “They’re an elite group of highly-trained agents,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “Snipers, like me. Soldiers, hackers, you name it — pretty much the best there is. They work in squads. Each agent performs a different task to finish a job.”

      “What kind of jobs?”

      “Assassinations.”

      She shakes her head. “That’s ridiculous. People would know if something like that existed.”

      “You’d be surprised, actually.”

      “Then, how do you know about it?”

      It’s the question I’ve dreaded since I set foot in Los Angeles again. I knew I’d have to tell her about Snake Eyes, but I debated how much truth to include in that. No matter what I came up with, it meant lying to cover up a piece of the truth and now, looking into her perfect blue eyes, I know I can’t lie to her. Not about this.

      I reach for the top of my shirt and I flick the buttons free all the way down.

      Dani gasps and holds up a hand to block her view. “Fox, what are you—”

      I open my shirt and wait for her to look again. It only takes a moment for her curiosity to pique and her eyes fall on my chest.

      Her breath catches. She steps forward, drawn to me with bewilderment on her face, and reaches out to touch the black ink traveling up my abdomen. My entire body reacts to her touch, spiking several degrees in less than a second. Her fingertips glide up the cobra’s tail, starting at the bottom near my navel and curling upward until they reach its head tattooed between my pecks. She reacts to my scars, too.

      So many scars.

      “Because I used to be one of them,” I say.

      “Fox…” Her whisper buzzes the hairs on the back of my neck. “You…”

      I close my shirt and step back to lean against the waist-high dresser across from the bed. She sits down on the mattress, her little eyes flickering in the dim lamplight. The lull between us is loud, almost deafening, but her thoughts practically tumble out of her eyes. She’s obviously scared and confused.

      She has every right to be.

      I spot the mini-fridge on the floor near the dresser and reach down to yank it open. Several tiny bottles of alcohol line the bottom shelf. I grab two random ones and look back to see Dani holding out a hand. I smirk and grab two more to pass off to her.

      “Thanks,” she says.

      She twists the cap off one and swallows a large gulp of it without even looking at the label first. Her face contorts but she doesn’t hesitate to take a second sip.

      “So, you were a sniper?” she asks.

      I nod. “Trained in the army.”

      “Before you were discharged?”

      “I showed a talent for it pretty early on,” I say. “Infiltration, stealth, recon. Whenever they located a nest of possible enemy combatants, they sent me in first to gather intel. Gained a pretty good rep for it.” I open one of the bottles and take a swig. Vodka. Strong vodka. “That went on for about three years until my commanding officer called me in to tell me I’d been dismissed.”

      She squints. “But you’ve been gone for five years…”

      “They put me on a plane and dropped me off somewhere in France. No orders. No explanation. I sat down at some cafe in Paris and a few minutes later, this guy sat down with me.” I pause to take another shot of vodka that burns down my throat. “He said that he’d been watching me for a while, and he could use a man with my talents.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I told him to piss off,” I answer. “But then he told me that he’s the one who had me discharged and it’s up to me whether or not my record says honorable or dishonorable.”

      “They can’t do that…” she says. “Can they?”

      “There’s not a whole lot Snake Eyes can’t do, Dani.”

      She looks down. “So, what did you do?”

      “The only thing I could do. I joined him.”

      “Why didn’t you just take the dishonorable discharge and come home?” she asks, desperation clouding her tone.

      “Because to him, dishonorable discharge meant two bullets through my eyes,” I explain. “I didn’t really feel like dying that day.”

      “What did honorable discharge mean then?”

      “Killed in action.”

      She nods softly but says nothing.

      I scratch an itch in my beard before continuing. “Then, he introduced himself. Mercer Black.”

      Dani finishes off her tiny bottle and her face twitches again. “That’s where you’ve been this whole time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does that mean you’ve…?”

      “Killed people?”

      She flinches. “Yes.”

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Innocent people?” Her eyes swell up, dreading the answer she already knows.

      I twist the cap off another bottle and bring it to my nose. It smells fruity, like cheap wine. “I don’t know.”

      “What, like you didn’t ask?”

      “It wasn’t my job to ask questions.”

      She scoffs. “I never pegged you as a just following orders kind of guy, Fox.”

      “It was kill or be killed, Dani,” I whisper. “I don’t expect you to understand it.” I swallow a mouthful of crap wine, hating every drop of it. “It sure as hell wasn’t what I enlisted for, but they didn’t give me much choice. I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Why did you enlist?” she asks. “You could have stayed home.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because—” I bite my inner cheek, curbing the rush of words just aching to fall off my tongue. I’ve never said them out loud before. I promised I never would, but… “Because Bennett told me to leave and never come back.”

      She blinks and the color drains from her face. “He… what? Why would he do that?”

      “Because he knows, Dani.”

      Her eyes wince with embarrassment. “He knows?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Like…” She swallows hard. “He knows knows?”

      “Yes.”

      “How much does he know?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure, but… enough.”

      She recoils, her cheeks turning a bright, shameful red.

      “The next morning, after you left, he told me to get out,” I say. “Being a nineteen-year-old, C-average jock, I went to the one place I knew would take me.”

      “That’s why you left?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s why…” She pauses, the truth clouding her eyes. “That’s why you never said goodbye to me.”

      “I wanted to,” I say slowly. “But Bennett threatened my mother if I did. Said he’d put her on the street, destroy her reputation, she’d never work in this town again… you know the rest. I couldn’t do that to her, so… I left.”

      “Why would he do that to you?”

      “You were the next big thing,” I say. “He didn’t want a punk like me knocking you up and killing your career before it began. He was right about that.”

      She frowns. “No, he wasn’t.”

      “Beautiful movie stars don’t have illicit affairs with their stepbrothers, Dani. No, he was right.”

      “No.” She stands up off the bed. “He’s been wrong about everything.”

      “Dani…” I grow tense as she wanders the floor to stand in front of me. It’s not safe for her to be so close. “Wait…”

      “Fox, I am so sorry.”

      I furrow my brow. “For what?”

      “I should have said something,” she says. “I could have done more to make you stay.”

      “You had no way of knowing what was going on, Dani.”

      “That just makes it worse!” she says. “I was so self-absorbed, I couldn’t see past my own reflection.”

      “I wouldn’t see it that way.”

      “What other way is there to see it? My father, he’s…” She shakes her head. “The worst part about it is that I can’t complain at all. I’m rich, famous, pretty. It’s all because of him — right down to my freakin’ genes.”

      I fight the urge to look at her chest heaving up and down. My shirt hangs low on her with buttons undone, revealing the top curve of her breasts. She’s so close to me, I could reach out right now and—

      I close my eyes. “You would never have gotten this far if I were in your life,” I say, fighting every urge in me. “Think of all the people you’ve inspired, all the lives you’ve changed. The world wouldn’t be the same without Roxie Roberts.”

      She groans. “And I hate that stage name.”

      A chuckle bounces in my throat. “Does anyone even call you Dani anymore?”

      “No one except you.” Her cheeks flush wild with pink spots. I bet Bennett doesn’t let her drink much.

      “I can call you Roxie if you want,” I offer.

      “No. I like the way you say my name.” She licks her lips. “Always have.”

      A few short inches of air sits between us. I can smell traces of her scent around me. That blissful apple spice aroma that always drove me crazy. Her wet, cherry lips shimmer in front of me as she presses them together.

      “You should do your hair,” I say as I lean away. “We need to hit the road.”

      Dani performs a quick step back and the pink fades from her cheeks. “Okay…” she mutters.

      Annoyance crosses her face, but she grabs the hair dye, scissors, and comb off the bed with a wave of her hand. I can’t stop myself from looking at the gentle curve of her ass within my boxer shorts as she charges for the bathroom. She performs a short spin to glance back at me before closing the door behind her.

      I fill my lungs with fresh air to rid myself of the apples lingering up my nose. My cock twitches with extreme disappointment but lays to rest against my thigh. Maybe her new hairstyle will work to my advantage. Her long, flowing hair has always been a turn-on for me.

      I fall down on the bed and cover my eyes to block out the light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I open my locker and promptly shove my head inside. It’s a common between-classes ritual nowadays. Thank god junior year is almost over. Then, just one more year in this hellhole of a school.

      “Hey, Fox.”

      I raise my head and turn to find the girl lingering behind me. “Oh. Hey, Trudy,” I say.

      She giggles and bites her lip. “You look tired.”

      “Yeah.”

      I look into my locker for my Algebra II book. Or is it Spanish next?

      “Do you have plans for the weekend?” she asks. “‘Cuz I was thinking we could go see a movie on Friday… and not watch it.”

      I breathe a laugh and glance at her over my shoulder. Before I can answer with a definitive yes, please, something bolts through my peripheral vision. Something short, blonde, and… crying?

      Dani Roberts zigzags around people in the hall and rushes straight for the ladies’ room with tears in her eyes, some already streaming down her face.

      “Um…” I pause, suddenly forgetting everything Trudy just said as my curiosity takes hold. “What?”

      Trudy raises a brow. “I said, I was thinking that we could—”

      Dani throws open the bathroom door and runs into a few girls coming out. They instantly burst out laughing and make a few mock-sobbing gestures as Dani disappears inside. I definitely wasn’t seeing things.

      Something is wrong with Little Miss Perfect.

      “Fox. Hello?”

      I glare at Trudy. “I don’t know,” I say.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Yeah, I’ve gotta run.”

      I close my locker and step around her sagging jaw to follow Dani’s trail. I don’t bother checking for witnesses before yanking the door open and walking straight into the ladies’ bathroom. The constant hum of teens walking and talking fades off as the door closes, leaving nothing but a soft sniffling noise coming from the center stall.

      I walk down the line to check the other stalls. All empty.

      “Hey, Dani,” I say.

      She gasps. “Fox?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What are you doing in here?!” she asks. “This is the girls’ room!”

      “Apparently, it’s the crying room. What’s up?”

      “Nothing. Go away!”

      I hop up to sit on the counter and wait in silence for several seconds.

      “Are you still here?” she finally asks.

      “Nope,” I say.

      “Fox, get out!”

      “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Why do you even care?!”

      I hesitate. Why do I even care?

      “It’s more interesting than Algebra,” I say.

      Dani scoffs. “Fox, please. Just…”

      She goes quiet.

      I impatiently hop down and enter the adjacent stall, quickly stepping up onto the toilet seat to peek over the top into hers. She looks up and gasps with annoyance at the intrusion as she wipes her eyes.

      “Fox.”

      “Dani.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Maybe,” I answer with a shrug.

      “Anybody could just walk in here and see you doing that.”

      “All the more reason for you to come out and talk to me.”

      She looks at her hands in her lap. “It’s stupid,” she says, shaking her head.

      “Can’t possibly be as stupid as Algebra,” I say.

      Dani deflates and grabs her backpack by her feet. As she stands up, I drop off the seat and walk out to meet her. She steps out with her bag slumped over one shoulder, her eyes red and swollen.

      “I just found out that my dad is pulling me out of school,” she says.

      I raise a brow. “Why?”

      She sniffs. “Because I’m going to be on location for the next four months.”

      “You got the part?”

      “Yeah, I got the part.”

      “So… why are you crying in a bathroom?” I ask. “I thought you wanted that part.”

      “I did. I do. But I don’t want to miss school,” she says.

      “Why not?” I scoff. “I’d kill for a four-month paid vacation from Belle Academy.”

      “Well, I like it here. I like my teachers. I like my classes and…” She looks down again. “I told you it was stupid.”

      “Why don’t you just tell Bennett you don’t want to go?”

      She chuckles. “Yeah, sure. You tell the great Bennett Roberts his daughter is turning down the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      “Okay, I will.”

      I start toward the door, but she grabs my jacket sleeve to hold me back.

      “That was a joke,” she says.

      “I would, though,” I say.

      “I know.”

      “You should, too.”

      She exhales and releases my sleeve.

      I pause. “Dani, why do you let him control you like this?”

      “I don’t know,” she says after a moment. “Who wouldn’t want their dad to make them rich and famous?”

      “Well, what do you really want?” I ask. “To be rich and famous? Or to have a normal high school experience?”

      Dani doesn’t answer but it’s written all over her face. She doesn’t want the constant pressure of auditions. She doesn’t want stage names and on-set tutors.

      But she doesn’t know how to break free.

      Luckily for her, that’s my specialty.

      I bob my chin at the windows along the wall. “Come on,” I say. “We’re getting out of here.”

      “Getting out of here?” she repeats.

      “Yeah, what do you want to do? I was thinking of hitting the pier, but I’m flexible.”

      She blinks twice. “It’s twelve-thirty.”

      “So?”

      “So, we have classes until three.”

      “Right.” I nod. “We’re skipping them.”

      Her jaw drops in horror as I pull the window lock free. “I can’t skip class!” she says.

      “Have you ever done it before?”

      “No!”

      I slide the window open. “Then, how do you know you can’t?”

      She tries not to laugh. “Fox, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s wrong.”

      “It’s a normal high school experience,” I say. “That’s what you really want, right?”

      She shifts on her toes. She bites her lip. She silently considers the pros and cons of coloring outside the lines for once. I honestly enjoy watching her struggle a little bit. To still be this sweet and innocent at sixteen in the heart of Hollywood…

      I step over the windowsill, easily putting my feet on the grass outside. When I turn back for her, her face isn’t quite as pure white as it was a moment ago.

      Just one more push…

      “Come on.” I smirk. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Dani doesn’t move. She looks from me to the window to the door, her feet firmly planted in place.

      I step back from the window. “Okay, then—”

      “Wait.” She juts forward, the last of her resistance rolling off her shoulders. “Okay,” she says.

      “Okay?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I’m in. I’ll… I’ll go with you.”

      “That’s my girl,” I say as I extend a hand to her. “Let’s go have some fun.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      I stare at my new hairstyle in the mirror. Damp and black, strands clawing downward to cup my face. I blot it with a towel to sop up the remaining extra dye, completely staining the off-white motel towels.

      I’ve never gone black before. I’m not sure if I like it. I have naturally pale skin and this color just makes all my flaws stand out like a damn sore thumb. And I fucking hate it when it’s this short. Might as well just kill me right now, Mercer.

      I turn away from the mirror and toss the empty dye box in the trash can.

      “Fox?” I step out into the motel room. He’s lying on the bed with his arm draped across his eyes. His chest rises and falls. “Fox?” I walk over to him and shake his shoulder.

      His arm jerks and he grabs my neck.

      “Fox!”

      He squeezes, hard. Fingers dig into my throat, too strong for me to pry off. I gasp and wheeze as I scratch at his wrist.

      “F—ox.”

      His eyes open. Fear, anger, pain — you name it, it crosses them. I tremble in terror as he recognizes me and releases me from his strong grip.

      “Dani…” He looks at his hand, horrified at himself. “Oh, god. Dani. I’m sorry, I…”

      I stumble away from him, coughing to catch my breath through blurred vision. I  rest one hand on the dresser to hold myself up while I feel my neck for bruises.

      “Dani, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, my voice scrapping through my throat.

      “Let me see.”

      I flinch again, suddenly feeling him hovering beside me. My back touches the dresser as I look up at him through my new black bangs.

      “Dani…” His hand touches my wrist near my neck. “Let me see…”

      My gut twinges through a bit of nostalgia. He’s looking at me now just like the old Fox used to during the rare times we were alone together. The horror has left his eyes, replaced with kind, somewhat gentle, affection. And attraction. Maybe even lust.

      I lower my hand to reveal my throat. Fox moves forward to take a closer look.

      “Can you breathe okay?” he asks, his fingers gently probing.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” I answer.

      “Does it hurt to talk?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” I say, perhaps a little too forcefully, but if he keeps touching me like this, he’ll surely feel how much my heart is racing.

      Fox lowers his hands, sensing my push. “How long have I been asleep?” he asks.

      “Two hours, maybe,” I say. “What were you dreaming about?”

      He steps away. “Nothing.”

      “The war? Or after?”

      He walks out of sight into the bathroom. The faucet turns on and he leans over it to splash water on his face. My gut twinges with curiosity.

      Christ, what happened to him out there?

      When he stands up, he notices me hovering over him like a gnat. He grabs a hand towel off the wall and pats his face dry.

      “After,” he simply says.

      I nod, silently wondering if I even want to know more than that. I have so many questions, obviously, but I have to consider the possibility that those questions should never be answered.

      “How did I do?” I ask, gesturing to my new hair.

      “It’s fine,” he asks, dropping the towel.

      “Just fine?”

      “You know what I mean, Dani. You look good.”

      He bolts straight for the mini-fridge again and grabs the last tiny bottle stashed inside without bothering to look at what it is.

      “Okay…” I say. “What now?”

      “Now…” He pours the entire bottle down his throat as if he’s putting out a fire. “Now, we get out of town.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes,” he answers, tossing the empty bottle into the trash.

      “It’s three in the morning.” I point to the clock on the bed.

      He reaches for his jacket hanging on the back of the door. “You can sleep in the car.”

      “Fox, please,” I beg. “Can’t we just stay here for a few hours? I’ve had a pretty rough night… and you’ve been drinking. Are you even good to drive?”

      His fingers twitch on his jacket and he casts a sideways glance at me. He’s probably more than okay to drive, honestly, but with those circles under his eyes, I’d rather him get a little more rest.

      “Fine,” he finally says. “But only a few hours, okay?”

      I nod as I run my fingers through my hair. It still feels so foreign and smooth, like it’s not even mine. I catch him staring. He quickly turns away.

      “Where are we going in the morning?” I ask.

      He hesitates. “When I escaped Snake Eyes, I took something with me.”

      I sit down on the bed. “You escaped?”

      “I worked on Mercer’s squad for about a year and a half before I found a way out. It wasn’t easy and I almost got killed in the process…”

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “I was sent on a solo mission to take out a Russian mobster,” he begins. I lean back against the headboard and pull the blanket out from under me to drape across my feet. He watches but pretends not to. “In and out, should have been easy for me — and it would have been, but I had other plans. Before I left, I accessed Snake Eyes’ network and made two copies of their master file.”

      “Master file?”

      “It’s a list of all assignments given out to members and how much money exchanged hands. We’re talking decades of names, unsolved cases, and executions big and small. Billions of dollars in trade.”

      “And you have that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I read it?” I ask, curiosity piquing.

      “No one can,” he says, his lips twitching with amusement at my excited eyes. “Not without the right decryption.” I sit back in disappointment. “Anyway, I made contact with the Russians, laid down arms, and I gave one copy of the file to him in exchange for safe passage back to the states.”

      “That sounds really freakin’ dangerous,” I say. “You’re lucky he didn’t shoot you.”

      “He did, actually.” I tilt my head in shock and he smiles again. “We had to make my disappearance look convincing so that later when Mercer tracked my whereabouts, he’d find my blood and figure I was taken out and disposed of. It was just a graze, nothing too horrible.” He runs a pointed finger along his bicep. “The Russians were supposed to use that file to make Snake Eyes disappear.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “The family had some unfinished business with the organization,” he says, keeping it vague. “After a few hiccups, he sent me packing with a bandaged arm and a bit of money.”

      “Hiccups?”

      “It’s a long story,” he says. “But it ends with me making it back here.”

      “How long have you been home?”

      “Six months.”

      Six months.

      He’s been back here for half a year now and he never said a word.

      “Dani, I couldn’t go back to LA,” he says, reading my eyes.

      “Why not?”

      “Because if Mercer ever realized I was still alive, he’d go after my family first.” He looks at my cheek. “Looks like I was right about that.”

      “How did he find out?”

      “I’m not sure…” He runs his fingers through his beard and scratches an itch. “I’m guessing the Russian’s plan didn’t go so well.”

      “So, he finds out you’re still alive and he comes after me,” I say. “Why?”

      He takes a breath. “He knew how I’d react.” I say nothing, waiting for him to explain. “Mercer was… well, friend might be too strong a word, but I guess it qualifies.”

      “You were friends with the asshole who shot Lamb and cut up my face?”

      “You make some interesting acquaintances when you work in an underground assassination squad,” he jokes.

      I don’t laugh. “So, he knows that you and I… have history?”

      “Yeah,” he says, shifting on his toes. “Anyway, I know someone who can probably decrypt my copy of the file.”

      “Probably?”

      “He’s the best chance we have. Hopefully, I can use it as a bargaining chip with whoever can solve this Snake Eyes problem so I can take you back home.”

      Home. Back to movie sets and the paparazzi.

      “Get some sleep,” he says. “We have a long drive ahead of us.”

      I glance around. “There’s only one bed…”

      “I’ll take the floor.”

      “You don’t have to,” I offer. “There’s plenty of room.”

      “I’d prefer it.” His voice is firm, almost cold, but I’d rather not draw attention to it.

      I nod and lower myself down to the pillows, kicking the blanket off my burning legs. My heart won’t stop racing. That black ink on those rock-hard abs. The way the cobra tail swished across them, curling left and right before stopping just above his navel. I can’t get it out of my head. My fingers have been vibrating since the moment I touched him. It’s taking everything in me not to reach between my thighs right now and—

      “Dani.”

      I jerk out of my trance. “What?”

      “Do you mind?” He points to the other side of the bed at the unused pillow.

      “Oh — yeah.” I grab it and hold it out to him. He takes it and drops it to the floor at the foot of the bed. “Need a blanket?”

      “No,” he says, disappearing below.

      “Goodnight, then…”

      “Goodnight.”

      I reach over and flick the lamp off, casting the room into total darkness. As I lay my head on the pillow, my restless mind churns. The last time Fox and I were alone like this…

      I squeeze my eyes hard to try and stop the memories from flooding in, but the dam is already broken.

      I never told a soul about that night. I thought Fox had taken it to his grave, so that’s what I was going to do, too.

      “Hey, Fox.”

      “Yeah?” he answers.

      “Why did you tell him about me?” I ask. “Mercer, I mean.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Then, how…”

      I stop as I hear Fox sit up on the floor, his dark outline hovering at the edge of the bed.

      “I didn’t tell him,” he says. “I told someone else.”

      “Another agent?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who?”

      He goes quiet for a moment, the weight of the world heavy on his shoulders. “His name was Dante,” he says. “We both worked for Mercer. Got pretty close.”

      “So, why did you tell him?”

      “What else do guys talk about over a few beers?” He shrugs. “Some details slipped out one night, but I didn’t think he’d remember.”

      “Another friend?”

      “We might have been if things were different.” He leans back against his hands. “He was a good agent. Loyal to Snake Eyes. Him and his family.”

      “His family?”

      “His brother and sister are agents, too.”

      “Wow,” I say. “A whole family of killers? That’s… scary.”

      “That’s another reason why I came back,” he says slowly. “Mercer is bad, but…” He clears his throat. “He’s not the only one I’m worried about out here.”

      I exhale as fear clenches my chest. I get the feeling Fox has only scratched the surface of how much danger we’re really in. Mercer. Dante. All ruthless killers who won’t think twice when the time comes.

      And Fox was one of them. Just one of the guys drinking beers and swapping stories about girls after a long day of killing people.

      Was there a part of him that enjoyed it?

      “Try and get some rest,” he says as he lays down in the dark.

      I should do that. I know I should. But…

      “Fox?” I ask.

      “Hm?”

      I bite my tongue. Maybe I don’t need to know.

      “Never mind,” I say.

      I lay down and close my eyes.

      Maybe I should never know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I grab a pair of shoes, a package of socks, a few shirts, and some jeans off the shelves, and walk straight to the checkout counter with the cash Fox gave me to find something to wear. It’s a low-end department store, somewhere I’d usually never shop, but Fox insists that’s the point.

      I’m not Roxie Roberts right now. I’m just Dani. I’m not a movie star. I’m a normal person with thick sunglasses and short black hair, buying some clothes because I have nothing else to wear other than a man’s shirt and boxer shorts. Just a normal girl with a target on her back.

      Nothing to see here, folks.

      “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      I look at the cashier through tinted lenses. “I get that a lot,” I mutter, dropping my voice deeper than usual. She stares at me for an extra-long second before finally shrugging and requesting seventy dollars from me. My heart resets to its normal rhythm and I get out as fast as I went in.

      Fox waits outside for me, leaning against a new car by the curb. I’m not quite sure where he got it, but I’m not about to question it. His eyes move back and forth in his skull on constant watch. Each passing person could be a danger. Each one another possibility for me to get recognized, however unlikely that is, especially with a fresh bandage covering half of my face.

      “So, where is this secret master file decrypter guy?” I ask him.

      He seems annoyed with me. He wanted me to wait in the car, but I wasn’t about to let him go in and buy me clothes.

      “Denver,” he answers.

      “Denver? Why aren’t we flying?”

      He pops open the passenger side door. “Because that requires going through security, flashing IDs…”

      “So?”

      “So…” He jerks his head, gesturing me into the car. I step off the curb and lower myself down into it while he moves to the driver’s side. “Snake Eyes has access to those systems. Chances are we’ve already been flagged by them and the LAPD.”

      “Why them, too?” He glances at me out of the corner of his eyes, giving me a quick second to figure it out for myself. “Oh, right. My dad.”

      He turns the ignition. “We need to stay off-the-grid or we won’t make it out of California.”

      “It’s a good thing I look nothing like myself then…”

      I pull the visor down and flip open the mirror to look at my reflection. Black hair. No make-up. Giant gash on my cheek. I slide my sunglasses up onto my head to check my eyes. Still blue. That’s something, I guess.

      “Put those back on until we get out of the city,” Fox says as we start rolling down the busy street.

      I do as he says and shield my eyes again before tossing the bag of new clothes into the backseat and sliding back there with them.

      “Dani, what are you doing?”

      “I’m changing,” I say, flicking the buttons free on his borrowed shirt. “Just keep your eyes on the road.”

      “We have windows, you know.”

      “I’ll be quick.” I grab a black t-shirt out of the bag and lay it open on my lap. “It’s not like you’ve never seen it before anyway.”

      I regret it the instant it leaves my mouth. Up until now, we’ve been actively avoiding the nitty-gritty details of that subject. Sleeping in the same room together was awkward enough, even with him on the floor.

      I glance at the rearview mirror in time to see his dark eyes dart away.

      I slide the jeans on quickly and pull them up over my borrowed boxers. Maybe we’ll both just silently agree to pretend that never happened.

      I take the shoes and a pair of socks from the bag and climb back over into the front seat. “Time to hit the road?” I ask, clearing my throat.

      “We need to make a quick stop first,” he says.

      “For what?”

      “Supplies.”

      “Like what? Snacks?”

      “Guns.”

      I blink. “Oh.”

      “It won’t take long.”

      “Where are we supposed to get guns?”

      He flexes his jaw. “I know a girl.”

      “A girl?” I ask. He nods. “You know a girl with guns?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Caleb.”

      I raise a brow. “You know a girl with guns and a boy’s name? How cliché.”

      He smirks and licks his lips. “Tell me all about it, Dani.”

      “Short for Danielle.” I slip on my socks and shoes. “At least, my mother wasn’t a hippie.”

      “My mother is not a hippie.”

      “She named you Fox.”

      “It’s a cool name,” he defends. “Don’t get me started on Danielle Roxanne Roberts. I mean, what the hell is that?”

      I pause, unable to contain my laugh. Nostalgia silences me even more. It’s strange how quickly old habits take over again. We haven’t spoken in five years and we’re already tossing insults back and forth like nothing has changed.

      I reach for my left cheek to scratch an itch without thinking and my nail scrapes against the stitches holding my skin together. “Ouch—”

      Fox looks over at me. “How’s that feeling?”

      I check the mirror and peel back the bandage to be sure I didn’t do any more damage to it. “It’s all right.” I sigh with annoyance. “Any idea why he chose the face of all places?”

      “Because I have the same scar.”

      “You do?”

      He slides a finger down his left cheek. “Mercer knew I’d make the connection.”

      “When did you get it?”

      “It happened during my first mission in Snake Eyes,” he answers. “I screwed up and got made. The target had a thing for knives and managed to sneak in behind me, but…” His voice falls. “I was faster.”

      I glance at his cheek. “Not fast enough.”

      “Mercer called it my trophy,” he continues. “Just let it bleed, he said. It’ll look cool.”

      “Why do you cover it up?”

      He keeps his eyes on the road. “Makes it easier to forget about, I guess.”

      We turn off the street and enter a small parking lot behind an old, brick building. A pink neon sign flashes above the entrance with several letters missing. I squint at it, trying to decipher the store’s name.

      “Fawn’s Pawn?” I read. “Who’s Fawn?”

      “It’s her last name.”

      I sit back. “Your gun girl is a woman named Caleb Fawn?”

      Fox pulls his seatbelt free. “Wait here.”

      “No way! I want to meet your gun girl.”

      “No.” He steps outside. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      “Fox—”

      “Dani.” He bends down and stares at me through the open window. “Stay here.”

      I sigh and fall back into my seat. “Fine.” I reach for my sunglasses.

      “Keep them on,” he warns, pointing a stiff finger at me.

      I hold up my hands in surrender and he walks off toward the pawn shop.

      There we go again. Bantering like before.

      This is going to be one strange road trip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      The entry bell chimes as I walk into Fawn’s Pawn again, but I can barely hear it over a man shouting somewhere in the back corner. I hold the door open for a woman as she quickly slips past me, obviously eager to not get involved.

      “What do you mean it’s worthless? This is an antique!”

      “It’s a hunk of garbage, dude,” Caleb says with a scoff. “You’d make more selling it for scrap metal.”

      I step forward, listening closely as I walk toward the back counter. Caleb’s face comes into view and I almost smile at the familiar, annoyed expression weighing on her eyelids. I study the man — but it doesn’t take more than one glance to figure him out.

      “Just…” He lets out an exasperated sigh. “A hundred bucks.”

      “No,” she says.

      “Seventy-five.”

      “No.”

      “Fifty.”

      She glowers. “Seriously?”

      He rolls a fist by his side. I take an extra step closer. “Lady, why are you being such a bitch?”

      “Because I don’t buy from tweaked-out druggies looking for quick cash. It’s called standards.”

      I smirk. Caleb’s never been afraid to say exactly what pops into her head at any moment. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t the biggest thing I miss about my deployment.

      Hell, it’s the only thing I miss about my deployment.

      The man reaches behind his back and I exhale. Caleb is more than capable of handling this herself, but I’m in a hurry here.

      “Hey, buddy,” I say.

      He twists his head around and glares at me.

      I gesture at his hand to be sure he knows I noticed. “I wouldn’t.”

      “Mind your own fucking business, pal,” he spits at me.

      As he turns back toward Caleb, she reaches out and digs a taser into his chest with her willing finger lying along the trigger. “You heard the man,” she says.

      He stiffens and slowly raises his hands. “Okay…”

      “Piss off, please.”

      “All right.”

      He grabs the object off the counter — some metal contraption that I don’t get a good look at — and bolts past me to get out as quickly as possible.

      Caleb taps the trigger twice and the taser comes alive with sparks. “Damn,” she says with a sigh. “I was really looking forward to finally using this…”

      I walk up to the counter. “Charming as always, Caleb.”

      She points it at me. “Are you volunteering?”

      “Maybe some other time.”

      “Fine.” She stashes it away beneath the counter. “So, how’d your little mission go?”

      “It went…” I pause to think of the best word.  “Okay.”

      “Did you bring my gun back?”

      “Yeah, but I need it for a bit longer. And a few more things from your back room.”

      “I dunno.” Her eyes narrow. “I’m still kinda mad at you.”

      I deflate. “I thought we were cool,” I say.

      “Yeah, I changed my mind.”

      “Caleb,” I tilt my head, “I said I was sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “I died. It wasn’t my fault.”

      “I know,” she says again with a sigh. “I have the right to feel bitter about it for a little while longer.”

      I nod. “You do.”

      “It’s pretty fucked up.”

      “I know.”

      “And it’s not fair that you won’t tell me what’s going on.”

      “I know,” I say again. “I’ll explain everything to you after, but I can’t right now because it’s not—”

      “It’s not safe,” she says with me, looking annoyed.

      “What can I do to make you trust me again?” I ask.

      Caleb bites her cheek. “You can let me tase you,” she says, her playful eyes returning.

      I smile. “How about you help me out again and I’ll have Boxcar wipe out some of your debt. That’s a fair trade, right?”

      She scoffs and brushes a few auburn bangs away from her eyes. “I’d rather tase myself.”

      “Hey, he’s useful,” I say, sensing her tension at the mention of his name.

      “So are lobotomies. Still wouldn’t recommend one.”

      I chuckle. “Help me out and I’ll tell him that I found you spread eagle with some beefcake in the back room. That should piss him off.”

      She finally drops her head and lets out a defeated breath. “What do you need?”

      “A few boxes of those Win Mag rounds, a bowie knife, and that Model 60 I saw yesterday.”

      She hisses. “That’s my special occasion gun.”

      “I wouldn’t ask for it if it weren’t one.”

      “Going hunting?” she asks with a raised brow.

      “On defense this time.”

      “What are you defending?”

      “Bit of unfinished business.”

      “Let me guess…” She leans forward to speak with a deep whisper. “Black hair? Red lips? Scary-looking gash on her left cheek?”

      I pause. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because she followed you in here and it’s pretty obvious she doesn’t give a shit about my antique fishing lures.”

      I turn around to see Dani standing in the corner behind a tall tower of lures. “Dani.”

      She twitches at my tone. “Hey.”

      “I told you to stay in the car.”

      Dani wanders over to the stand next to me. “And I objected to it. You’re not my father.”

      “Go back outside.”

      “No.” She looks at Caleb. “Hello.”

      “Hello, there…” Caleb greets her with a knowing twinkle brushing her green eyes. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

      “I just have one of those faces,” Dani says, shrugging.

      Caleb smirks. “Don’t we all?”

      “So, how do you know Fox?”

      I hang my head in annoyance. “We don’t have time—”

      “Army buddies,” Caleb answers.

      Dani’s eyes grow wide with interest. “You were in the Army?”

      “Once upon a time.”

      “Why did you leave?”

      “Got boring without Foxy here.”

      Dani twists in my direction. “Foxy?”

      “Can you please just go take a look around?” I ask Dani, gesturing away from the counter.

      She rolls her eyes and walks off, once again lingering around the fishing lures with zero interest.

      I turn back to Caleb and she tilts her head at me. “Don’t encourage her, Caleb.”

      She laughs, her lips dancing into a long grin. “I should have known. Who else could bring Fox Fitzpatrick back from the dead?”

      “It’s a complicated situation.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      “Please don’t tell anyone you saw her,” I add.

      “Fox, come on. It’s me.” She leans forward, lowering her voice. “If this was all about her, why didn’t you just say so?”

      “Because it’s a—”

      “Complicated situation,” she finishes with a happy sigh. “Take whatever you need.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m sure Boxcar will prove his usefulness once more.”

      “I’ll make sure he does.”

      Caleb’s eyes follow a trail behind me, ending with a presence hovering over my shoulder. I glance to the side and Dani’s elbow brushes my ribs.

      “I want a gun,” she says.

      I spin in her direction. “You what?”

      “I want a gun,” she repeats, her little blue eyes sparkling with innocence.

      “No.” I shake my head. “You don’t get a gun.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t know the first thing about handling a gun, Dani.”

      “Yes, I do,” she says. “I did thirty hours of training with LAPD officers for Backseat Driver.”

      I blink with disbelief. “Backseat what?”

      “Backseat Driver. Come on, you saw it. Everyone saw it.”

      Caleb grins. “I saw it.”

      “See?” Dani points at her.

      I play dumb, bringing annoyance to her eyes. “I don’t have time to watch movies.”

      “Just ask my dad if you don’t believe me.” She sighs with frustration. “Or throw up a target and I’ll prove it right now.”

      I glance at Caleb’s amused face then back at Dani. “No,” I say again. “You can’t have a gun.”

      “My life is in danger, Fox. No offense to you or your skills but I’d feel much safer if I were armed.” She looks at Caleb. “I want a gun. And not a dinky little girl gun either. I want a Glock.”

      I look at Caleb in defeat. “And a Glock for the lady, please.”

      Caleb turns, amused. “I changed my mind again,” she says to me. “I like her.”

      She walks off into the back room, snatching a black duffel bag off the wall as she goes.

      “She didn’t like me?” Dani says. “Why didn’t she like me?”

      “Don’t worry about it, Dani.” I glance at her again and she looks up at me with those perfect eyes. “Thirty hours?”

      She smiles and my knees turn to jelly.

      “Here you go.” Caleb drops the black bag onto the counter.

      “Thanks again, Caleb.” I grab the bag, taken back by its surprising heft.

      She grins at Dani and holds out a Glock by the barrel. “And for you…”

      Dani steps forward to take it. I snatch it away from her and drop it into the bag with the rest of it.

      Caleb chuckles. “If you get busted with that stuff, you didn’t get it from me.”

      “Come on, Dani.”

      “And if I don’t get my Model 60 back, I’ll kill you myself.”

      I shrug. “You know I’d just come back.”

      “Yeah, yeah…”

      Dani lingers behind me and waves to Caleb. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “Take care of him for me,” Caleb replies, flashing a quick wave in return.

      Dani gives her a short smile before following me outside. “What did she mean by that?” she asks me.

      “Nothing,” I answer, popping the trunk open and setting the black bag inside.

      Dani hovers over my shoulder with her arms crossed. “I sensed some friction there…” she hums. “You wanna talk about it?”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      She slides in closer as I inspect the bag. I grab the bowie knife and smile at the ankle holster Caleb tossed inside, along with enough extra ammo to take down a small army. That’s her style, I suppose. All or nothing.

      “Did you two have some torrid desert love affair or something?” Dani asks.

      “No,” I answer, zipping it closed.

      She scoffs. “Oh, come on.”

      “We didn’t,” I say. “She and Boxcar, however…”

      “Who’s Boxcar?”

      I close the trunk. “Boxcar is our next stop.”

      “The guy in Denver?” I nod and gesture for her to get back in the car. We walk around opposite sides and climb in. “What happened between them?”

      “Caleb and I met Boxcar in Afghanistan during my second tour.” I start the car and the engine roars with life. “We received intel that an American journalist with knowledge of a secret weapons cache was being held captive in a warehouse in Kabul. We go in but find nothing. No enemy combatants, no weapons, no journalist. Just Boxcar and his laptop. The roof collapsed on the building, trapping him inside. Turns out, he hacked our equipment with a distress signal so we’d come dig him out.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Why make up a story about a weapons cache?”

      “Because he thought we wouldn’t come otherwise.” I shrug. “Honestly, he was right.”

      “I can’t imagine the top brass being happy about him wasting their time.”

      “Oh, they weren’t. Boxcar is a good hacker but hacking government equipment is generally considered a no-no. Instead of shipping him back to the States to do jail time, they assigned him to our unit as a civilian intelligence freelancer.”

      “And he and Caleb hit it off?”

      “Nope.” I chuckle. “Not at first, anyway… Box is a bit of a card but by far the smartest person I’ve ever met. And Caleb, well, she doesn’t fuck around.”

      Dani smiles. “I got that vibe.”

      “Last I heard they were done but if you talk to them separately you can just see it. They aren’t really done.”

      “Sounds romantic.”

      “Try telling them that.”

      We take off down the road, passing through early-morning traffic at a snail’s pace. Dani leans back in her seat, her eyes flush with deep, silent thoughts until we make it out of Los Angeles. Every so often, her eyelids flutter closed, and she leans her head against the window. She didn’t sleep much last night. Neither did I.

      Even now, in the most innocent and vulnerable of poses, I can’t keep my eyes off her. Here we are, closer in proximity than we’ve ever been in our adult lives and there’s no one around to intervene. We could have picked up where we left off five years ago and part of me suspects she wants to. Maybe it was just the booze in her or the adrenaline from getting attacked, but there was something in her eyes. I don’t want to act on it in case I have it all wrong.

      I can’t imagine losing her twice in one lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “Can I drive?”

      A truck passes us on the left. I stiffen in the driver’s seat.

      “No,” I answer.

      There’s a man driving it with a small girl in the passenger seat. No real threat there. I relax.

      “Why not?”

      I look at Dani. Her sunglasses sit on top of her head, buried inside the short, black bob. She was passed out asleep just ten minutes ago, but her eyes show a fresh, wakeful enthusiasm now.

      “Because no,” I say.

      “That’s not a reason.”

      “You’ve never heard Bennett say because I said so before?”

      “Of course. It’s his catchphrase.”

      I chortle. “Do you even have a driver’s license?”

      “Yes, I have a license.”

      “On you?”

      “No, but that’s your fault, isn’t it?” She glares. “Didn’t have a chance to grab my purse while fleeing my apartment in nothing but a bathrobe.”

      I picture it all again. Of course, I do.

      Tattered hair and exposed thighs.

      Fast movement brings my eyes to the rearview mirror. A black car makes a dangerous pass around a vehicle a few hundred yards behind us. I grip the wheel, preparing for the worst.

      “All the more reason to let me drive, Dani.”

      The same black car revs its engine and weaves around us. The driver is young. Male. Red, puffy eyes. Not an assassin. Just an idiot.

      Dani lays her head back in defeat. “Can I listen to the radio?”

      “I’d prefer silence.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to concentrate.” I glance over at her again. She bends forward to slip her shoes and socks off. “You should leave those on, just in case.”

      “Fox, it’s been almost eight hours.” She stretches out her tiny toes, wiggling them free. I force myself not to stare at the ballerina-like arches of her feet. “If someone were following us, we would probably know by now.”

      “That’s not necessarily true.”

      “How so?”

      “Dani, please just shut up and let me do what I do.”

      She laughs, throwing her head back. “Damn, Fox…”

      “What?”

      “So serious.”

      My annoyance flatlines with the sound of her laughter again. Christ, I’ve missed that sound.

      But I can’t afford to relax. Not yet.

      Maybe not ever so long as we have a target on our backs.

      “How you find this so amusing, I’ll never understand,” I say.

      “I’m sorry…” She tries to stop laughing but her lips twitch. “I don’t know why I’m laughing. This is all just so…”

      “Surreal?” I suggest.

      “Fun.”

      “Fun?”

      “Maybe not fun, but…” She pauses, biting her lip. “I don’t know what I mean. I guess that says something about my life, though, doesn’t it? Having a near-death experience is what it takes for me to have some fun.”

      “Oh, come on. You have access to everything in the world. Any girl would kill to be in your shoes.”

      Her smile fades. She falls silent and looks out the window. The setting sun casts an orange glow on her face, but I catch the darkness hiding behind her blue eyes. I look back to the road and my stomach lurches with hunger. Has it really been eight hours? I’ve forgotten how quickly time flies when all my senses are on high alert.

      “You hungry?” I ask.

      “Starving.”

      I smile. “Okay. We’ll stop soon.”

      “How much farther do we have?”

      “We’re about halfway to Denver,” I answer. “We should get there around two or three in the morning—”

      “Can we stop for the night?”

      I shake my head. “We should continue through the night, Dani.”

      “You’re exhausted, Fox.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Fox…” she leans over and points at her face, “look at who you’re talking to. I’m Roxie Roberts. I know a little something about exhaustion and even more, I know what it looks like when you try to hide it. The only difference is that I have a fully-staffed cosmetic team to hide the dark circles under my eyes.” Her finger swoops around her face, drawing little ovals beneath her lashes.

      I glance up at the rearview mirror. She’s right. I might not feel it now but once the buzz in my nerves wears off, I’m sure I will. “We’ll see how I feel after we eat.”

      “Or you can just let me drive.”

      “No.”

      She laughs. “Damn, I thought that would work…”

      I smile and look over at her again. She lays her head back and gazes out the window. Her lips stay locked in an upturned grin, almost like she doesn’t even realize she’s smiling. I’m scared to look away, knowing that sooner or later it’ll fade again, along with this moment.

      It’s been a while since I’ve had any fun, too.

      I almost didn’t recognize it myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      Waves crash against the shore and slap the dock beneath us at Santa Monica pier. Children laugh and scream as they play in the sand. Seagulls squawk as they steal bits of old food off the ground. Arcade games. The Ferris wheel.

      The very definition of fun in the sun.

      It took a while but it all eventually drowned out the constant what ifs rolling through my head. What if we get caught? What if someone sees our school uniforms and decides to turn us in? What if it all goes wrong?

      What if? What if?

      But, just when I’m about to break down completely, Fox nudges my arm, smiles, and points at the pinball machines. Or at the street acrobats bending in half. Or at the food carts my father would kill me for even looking at. He distracts me from whatever is going through my head.

      And just like that, I stop thinking altogether and the only sound I hear above the waves and the seagulls is the pounding of my heart every single time I smile back.

      Fox returns to my bench at the front of the pier with two corn dogs on paper trays filled with mustard and ketchup. I take one, laughing to myself as I pinch the brittle stick.

      “What?” Fox asks, taking a seat beside me.

      “I haven’t had one of these since I was a kid,” I say. “Not even sure I like them.”

      Fox bites off the tip of his ketchup-coated dog. “What’s not to love?” he asks.

      I take a cautious bite and my mouth waters the instant I hear that soft crunching sound. “Okay, this is nice,” I say.

      “Might as well have fun while you still can. From now on, you’re feminine. Wild.” He mocks and throws an excited fist into the air. “You’re Roxie.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please, don’t call me that.”

      Fox smiles. “I knew you hated it.”

      “No, I don’t hate it. It’s… fine.”

      He raises a brow.

      I sigh. “It’d just be nice if there were still someone in my life who didn’t use it.”

      “You don’t want to forget who you are,” he says with a nod.

      His words sink deep into me. “Yeah,” I say slowly. “Actually hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      “Well,” Fox takes another bite, “I am more than happy to defy Bennett’s annoying will, so Dani you shall be.”

      I smile. “Thanks.”

      “So, what’s your big, important movie about?”

      “It’s kind of a thriller-slash-drama about a guy who gets hired to find a man’s missing daughter.” I point at myself. “That’s me.”

      “Cool.”

      “But she doesn’t actually know she’s missing because she was kidnapped at such a young age. The family she grew up with isn’t really her family.”

      Fox feigns a gasp. “A twist!”

      “It’s very twisty.”

      “You don’t seem all that excited about it, though.”

      “How could you tell?”

      He merely shrugs, his eyes smug and amused.

      “Well, other than the fact that I’m going to miss the end of my sophomore year because of it…” I exhale. “I’m kinda nervous.”

      He waves a hand. “Eh, you’ll be fine. You’ve done plenty of stage stuff already. Can’t be that different in front of a camera.”

      “I’m not nervous about that.”

      “Then, what?”

      “It’s…” My cheeks burn. “Well, the role is kind of mature and I have to… kiss my co-star.”

      Fox shrugs. “And?”

      I hesitate for a little too long and he cocks his head.

      “You’ve never been kissed before?” he asks.

      “Pfft! Yeah. Of course, I…” I exhale, unable to even believe my own crap. “No. Not exactly.”

      He laughs. “Really?”

      I cringe. “Yes. Really.”

      “You?”

      “Look, you don’t have to rub it in, okay.” I retreat an inch. “It’s embarrassing enough already.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s kinda cute, actually.”

      I look up. “It is?”

      “Yeah. Here…” He wipes his mouth and turns to face me. “Kiss me.”

      Kiss him? Kiss Fox Fitzpatrick?

      Me?

      “What?” I ask.

      “Kiss me,” he says again. “Or I’ll kiss you. End result is more or less the same.”

      Oh, god.

      “Here?” I squeak. “Now?”

      “Yes. Here. Now.”

      “No!”

      “You’d rather your first kiss be on set with some guy you hardly know in front of twenty crew members who just want you to get it over with so they can go to lunch?”

      “Well…” I pause. “No. Not when you put it like that.”

      “Then, come on.” He smiles. “Lay one on me.”

      Oh, god. Oh, god.

      “In public?” I ask, trying to stall the butterflies tearing my stomach apart.

      “It’s Santa Monica,” he says. “No one cares.”

      “But…” I fidget. “Aren’t you like…”

      “Like…?”

      “My brother?”

      “No.” He scoffs. “No, I’m not. At all. I’m more like a really hot neighbor.”

      I bite my burning cheek. “Okay, yeah, but…”

      “What are you afraid of, Dani?” he asks.

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “It’s just a kiss. Actors do it to each other all the time. No big deal.”

      “I know it’s no big deal.”

      He raises a victorious brow. “Then, do it.”

      Okay. He has a point.

      But… kiss him?

      Kiss Fox Fitzpatrick?

      I blush. “You won’t make fun of me if I’m bad at it?”

      “Of course not.” He shifts closer. “Relax your face, lean forward, and I’ll take it from there.”

      My chest tightens. Of all the times I’ve pictured my first kiss, it wasn’t like this. It wasn’t surrounded by strangers. It sure as shit wasn’t with Fox Fitzpatrick.

      Fox smiles. “You should put the corn dog down,” he says.

      I twist around and set the paper tray down on the bench beside me. I take a breath of ocean air, hoping to feel calmer by the time I turn to face him again, but it’s not nearly that effective.

      Just relax, lean, and take it. That sounds… easy enough, right?

      My heart pounds in my ears as I lean forward like he told me. Fox licks his lips and smiles again, gently tilting his head as our noses glide past each other.

      My cell phone rings in my pocket. I jut backward before our lips touch and scramble to find it.

      “It’s my dad,” I read the display.

      “Ignore him.” Fox pauses as his own cell screams from his jacket. “And that’s probably Mom…”

      “Should I answer?” I ask, my panic rising.

      “Let me,” he says, looking casual and not at all freaking out like I am as he flips his phone open and sticks it against his ear. “Hey, Mom,” he answers. “Yes, I am aware that I’ve missed two whole classes.” He looks at me, grinning at my fearful expression. “Yeah, she’s with me.”

      I wince. What the hell was I thinking skipping school? God, I’m such an idiot. My dad is going to kill me.

      “It’s okay, Mom,” Fox says, still smiling. “I’ll get her home safe. Yes, right now. As soon as possible.” He rolls his eyes at me. “Okay, bye.”

      “Is she mad?” I ask after he hangs up.

      “Not mad.” He smirks. “Just disappointed.”

      I hang my head in my hands. “Well, my dad is definitely pissed.”

      “He’ll live.”

      I move to stand. “We should go home.”

      Fox grabs my elbow and laughs. “Wait,” he says. “There’s no rush. You’re already in trouble. Ten more minutes ain’t gonna make it worse. Trust me.”

      His eyes fall to my lips and my pulse spikes all over again. There’s still time to try that kiss but what if we were stopped for a reason? What if I make a huge fool of myself with the guy I’ve been crushing on since the day I met him?

      What if? What if?

      “No,” I say. “We should go.”

      Fox nods, though I sense a little disappointment in his eyes. “All right,” he says, releasing my arm. “Let’s get you home.”
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        * * *

      

      “Roxie, go to your room.”

      I cringe. Not because this is the first time my father has ever said those words to me in that tone. It’s because of the name. Like that’s what I’ve always been called.

      “Daddy, I can explain—”

      “Go,” he says again. His eyes become narrow slits of anger and annoyance, but he’s not looking at me.

      He’s looking at Fox beside me.

      I nod at my father and Cora and turn to walk up the stairs without saying a word.

      “All right, look, Bennett,” Fox begins, sly and cool as always. “Don’t punish her. It was all my idea.”

      I stop at the top of the stairs to listen.

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” my father growls. “You want to tell me what the hell you were thinking?”

      Fox chuckles and my chest skips. “Chill out. So, we missed a few classes. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “You think dragging my daughter out of school wasn’t a big deal?”

      “You were dragging her out anyway, right? What difference does it make?”

      “That is none of your business or concern, Fox.”

      “She was freaking out. What was I supposed to do? She needed a break.”

      “A break from school?”

      “No, a break from you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “A break from you,” Fox repeats. “Seriously, are you ever gonna let her make her own decisions? Or do you have the next thirty years of her life all planned out?”

      “She’s my daughter!”

      “She’s a person. Not a Barbie doll.”

      I hold my breath. Never in my life have I ever thought to talk to my father like this and yet, here goes Fox, saying everything I didn’t even know I was thinking.

      “Bennett,” Cora coos. “Let’s all just calm down—”

      “No, Cora. I will not just calm down! You might let your kid do whatever the hell he wants, but I’m not going to let him corrupt my daughter!”

      “Don’t yell at her like that,” Fox says, his voice harder than before.

      “Last I checked,” my father says, “this is my house and I’ll yell at whoever I want to!”

      I wince as the sound of him echoes up to me. If Fox keeps pushing him…

      “I don’t care whose house this is, speak to my mother like that again and I’ll put you through the fucking window.”

      My jaw drops. I wait for my father’s inevitable screaming. He’s ruined people’s careers for a whole lot less than that. I don’t want to picture what he’d do to a kid living under his own roof.

      I realize I’m trembling. My heart races, sending goosebumps up and down my arms and legs. I’m worried about Fox, genuinely concerned for him in ways I never thought about before.

      Why do I even care?

      Come on, Dani. You know exactly why.

      “Fox…”

      I flinch. It’s just Cora. My father didn’t scream or shout at all. What the hell is happening down there?

      “You go on upstairs, honey,” she says, calmly. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      Fox doesn’t hesitate. I hear his feet against the marble floor, stomping quickly toward the stairs. I shuffle in a panic and turn toward the nearest door, taking one step inside before I realize I’m walking right into Fox’s bedroom. Not mine.

      “Shit,” I say to myself.

      I back out and bump into Fox’s wide shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to…”

      I pause on his expression in the dark. It’s cold and hard, a far cry from the devil may care jock who usually wanders the halls of Belle Academy.

      “Fox?” I ask. “Are you okay?”

      He shifts his stance and carefully walks around me into his room. “Yeah,” he mutters.

      I follow him, staying several paces behind. “What happened?”

      “You heard it just fine,” he says as he plops onto the edge of his disheveled, unmade bed.

      “Okay, yeah. I did, but…”

      “So, what do you want?”

      I hesitate. What do I want?

      Why haven’t I ever asked myself that before?

      Isn’t it about time I started?

      I take slow steps toward him, each step sending a flurry of heat through my cheeks. He tilts his head up to look at me as I approach, the hard lines of his face softening. Somehow, I manage to turn off the voices in my head, the ones that sound just like my father. Don’t do this. Don’t do that.

      Seriously. Don’t do this.

      But I bend down anyway. I touch Fox’s cheek. I purse my lips and close my eyes.

      I kiss him on the mouth. It’s stiff and not at all relaxed but it still sends fire throughout my body.

      I step back and turn my burning face away from him. “Thank you,” I say.

      With fast feet, I move toward the door.

      “Wait,” Fox says.

      “No, I should—”

      He catches up to me before I reach the hallway. I shudder with nerves as he takes hold of my arm with one hand and uses the other to close the door. He looks at me with those boyish, playful eyes and smiles.

      “You’re never gonna convince them if you do it like that,” he says.

      I blink with confusion as Fox leans in again. He kisses me back but not the simple, childish peck I gave him before. His lips cradle my own, soft yet firm and wild. I freeze in place, feeling my heart expand as his hands crawl around my back. He purses his lips, gently coaching mine to move along with his. I part my mouth, tasting the sweet warmth of his breath as his body quivers. His tongue playfully taps my bottom lip and I shudder with an eager greed I’ve never felt before.

      I kiss him back. It doesn’t take long for me to learn how and when to move my mouth. When to breathe. How to be quiet.

      It doesn’t take long for it to feel good.

      Really good.

      Fox breaks away. “There,” he whispers, his breath warm on my cheek. “Do it like that.”

      My knees quake beneath me. “Okay…”

      He turns and steps away, coming to a quick stop in front of his desk in the corner. I linger in place by the closed door, unable to deny to heat making its way through my system.

      “Fox,” I say.

      “What?” he asks, his head down.

      I lick my tender lips and my tongue twitches. “I thought you hated me,” I whisper.

      Fox looks at me beneath a heavy brow. “Yeah,” he says. “I did, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      “Pancakes, please.”

      Dani’s eyes grow wide as she says it, displaying a powerful desire hidden behind her shades.

      “Coming right up.” The waitress flashes a strategic, tip-bait smile and walks away to put our order in.

      I take a long sip of coffee, relishing in the caffeine boost. “Pancakes, eh?”

      Dani slides her sunglasses down to the tip of her nose so she can see me over them. “I might as well have them while I can, right?”

      I lean back in the booth and sigh. “Bennett still has you on a tight leash, huh?”

      Her eyes fall. She doesn’t answer.

      “Dani, you have more than enough means to cut him off now. It’s not like either of you will be on the street if you do.”

      “I just…” Her teeth scratch her bottom lip. “Never mind. It’s stupid.”

      “We both know that’s not gonna fly,” I say. She breathes a laugh. “Tell me.”

      Dani takes her time. Her elbows bend and move as she slides her palms along her thighs beneath the table. “I don’t know anything else,” she answers. “After you left, he was all I had, and he’s done a pretty good job at reminding me of that fact.”

      Classic Bennett. What better way is there to keep a leash on her than to give her no other alternative than to follow?

      “You’ll adapt,” I say. “The world isn’t as scary as you think it is.”

      “Says the contract killer.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “That’s the thing, though, isn’t it? I really don’t.” She pushes her sagging sunglasses back up her nose. “I was born in LA. If I ever make it back, I’ll probably die there, too.”

      “There are worse ways to die. Trust me.”

      “You’re right.” She nods softly as she runs a fingertip along the edge of her coffee mug. “I just wish my life didn’t feel so manufactured. And it’s not like I can complain about it. If I even try to express an ounce of negativity, people just brush me off. What the hell does she have to complain about? Look at her.” She lets out a hard exhale. “They forget there’s an actual person beneath that spotlight.”

      “You have a good life, Dani,” I whisper, grasping for ways to comfort her.

      She tilts her head. “Is it really a life when someone else makes all your decisions for you? Honestly, the choice between pancakes or waffles was the biggest decision I’ve made since… ever. I almost asked for your opinion.”

      “I would have gone with waffles.”

      She smiles and little dimples cave on her chin. “Well, shit…”

      “Forget about all that stuff.” I smile back without thinking. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. You don’t have to be anyone but Dani out here. Especially not with me.”

      She scoffs. “Don’t pretend like you don’t see Roxie Roberts staring back every time you look over here.”

      “You’ve never been Roxie to me. You know that.”

      I bite my tongue, feeling like I’ve gone too far. Her eyes flick up at me over the tops of her shades and her cheeks turn red.

      Definitely too far.

      “You know, Fox,” she pauses, takes a breath, “we never got a chance to talk about that night…”

      That night?

      There’s only one night she could be referring to. We’ve mostly ignored it until now, but I can’t say I haven’t felt it every time I look at her.

      She swallows hard. “Fox, I—”

      “All right!”

      I lurch slightly as the waitress appears at the booth. “One bacon cheeseburger with fries and some pancakes.” She lays the plates down in front of us, along with a container of maple syrup for Dani. “Is there anything else I can get you two?”

      “No, thanks,” I answer.

      Dani shakes her head with a kind smile.

      “Enjoy,” the waitress says as she wanders off again.

      We both take advantage of the distraction and focus on our plates instead of the heavy conversation she nearly started. Dani grabs the syrup bottle and pours a healthy amount over the small stack of carbohydrate heaven. I lay the included lettuce and tomatoes and pickles on my burger and slap the bun on top.

      “I refuse to not enjoy this,” she mutters, squeezing even more from the bottle. It seeps to the edges of the plate before she finally stops and readies her fork.

      I smile. It can’t be helped.

      “Hey…”

      She looks up at me as I slide the edge of my plate toward hers. I nudge it a bit closer until she snags a fry and crushes it between her teeth.

      “Oh, my god…” Her eyelids flutter closed. “I miss fries.”

      I chuckle and pull my plate back.
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        * * *

      

      I decide to get some rest and continue to Denver in the morning.

      I can easily manage the rest of the trip tonight but there’s something about extending it that feels so damn tempting. It’s dangerous as hell. Getting this file decrypted is priority number one. Taking Mercer’s focus off Dani is everything. And yet…

      I don’t know. Maybe this is a little fun.

      Dani lies on the second bed with the television remote in one hand, surfing away at the limited channels available. She’s on her elbow with her head propped up. Her feet dangle off the side, connected to perfect, smooth legs. She slipped out of her jeans and into my big shirt again the second we arrived and it’s taking everything in me not to gawk at her.

      “Uh-oh…” Dani points at the television.

      A national news channel flashes a photo of her, a stunning portrait of her on the red carpet.

      ROXIE ROBERTS ABDUCTED.

      I exhale. “Looks like Bennett is going all out with this.”

      “He really hates you,” she says.

      “Always has.”

      She clicks away from the channel. I stand up from my own bed and walk to the window for a distraction, but there’s not much to see out here. It’s the most secluded, rundown motel I saw miles off the road. I guess it’s all my fault that there’s nothing else to look at other than Dani and her perky…

      I bite down hard.

      Dani lets out an exasperated moan and my ears twitch. “You’d figure there’d be something decent on. What else do people have to do around here?”

      I glance at her as she rolls onto her back. Her chest rises and falls. My blood pounds in my ears.

      Keep it together, Fitzpatrick.

      “A-ha!”

      I jolt. “What?”

      “Finally, some quality programming.”

      Roxie Roberts looks back at me from the dusty, old television screen. Her blonde hair tumbles in the wind as waves crash below her feet, submerging her up to her knees. It’s the ending of the first Night Trials movie. Tears roll down her dirt-covered cheeks and she waves her arms up and down. The rescue boat sits on the horizon. Music swells. She’s finally escaped… until Part 2, of course.

      I cross my arms and lean against the wall. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, it’s me.” She laughs. “How have you never seen this before?!”

      I shrug.

      “You’re pretty boring for a dead guy,” she says. “Hey! They’re showing it again. Sit down. The beginning is the best part.”

      I stay on the wall. “I thought actors hated watching themselves on screen.”

      “Only when I’m crying,” she says. “Or laughing. Or kissing somebody. I usually turn away then.”

      “Why?”

      She drops the remote by her side. “No one likes looking into the mirror when they’re actually feeling something.”

      “But it’s not real.”

      “It’s my job to make it look real, so it feels real.”

      There she is. Little Roxie Roberts in the role that catapulted her to international stardom. I’ve seen this so many times, I could say the lines out loud. I’ve cried with her and laughed with her, but it wasn’t real. Not like now. Now, she’s real.

      She speaks and her voice vibrates my ears without passing through a set of speakers first. She’s so close, I could reach out and touch her warm, apple-scented skin. My fingers tremble. My face explodes with heat. My cock twitches in my slacks.

      “Fox?”

      I flinch. “What?”

      Dani sits up and plants her feet on the floor. “About that night…”

      That night?

      That night I’ve had repeating in my head since the moment she laid down?

      I shift on my toes. “Dani, maybe we shouldn’t talk about that.”

      She stands up off the bed. “I want to,” she says, her bare toes sinking into the carpet. “I’ve been thinking about it…” She lets out an awkward chuckle. “I think about it a lot, actually, but…”

      “Dani.”

      “I wanted to say I’m sorry.”

      I pause. “For what?”

      “Because it’s my fault,” she says, taking a few steps closer. “If I hadn’t… gone to your room that night then my father wouldn’t have kicked you out.” She looks down, her little eyes trailing where my tattoo lies beneath my shirt. “None of this would have happened to you if I had just… gone to bed alone that night.”

      I shake my head. “None of this is your fault, Dani.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “No, it—”

      Dani kisses me. Her warm lips cradle my own, guiding them to blend just like I taught her how. All those times we snuck off together as teenagers after that damn day at the pier are nothing compared to the rush pulsing through me now. It’s a quick kiss, barely even a few seconds long, but it feels like a sublime hour of bliss.

      She pulls an inch away and stares up at me with wide-open, doe-like eyes. Her chest rises and falls against mine, the feel of it sparking fire through my gut.

      Fuck it.

      I kiss her. I fucking kiss her.

      And the entire world turns black.

      I cup her face as her hands come to rest on my sides. Heat radiates off her skin. I slide my thumb along her bottom lip. It feels so soft and smooth against my fingers, just like it did five years ago. I think to stop this but the temptation of her takes over.

      I can’t make myself stop tasting her. Our lips purse and press, twitch and quiver. Her body turns to jelly in my arms. She touches my back and it’s like fireworks shooting up my spine.

      “Come to bed with me, Fox,” Dani whispers. “Please.”

      Fuck. This is really happening again.

      I’ve pictured this moment a thousand times before. Every night for years, I’ve lied in bed and thought about what I’d do if I ever had her alone again. I’d kiss every inch of her alabaster skin. I’d taste her long enough to quench my thirst for her. I’d fuck her until we both turned numb.

      Dani entwines our fingers, gently guiding me toward the bed with her. I follow with heavy feet, feeling all my blood rush south. She sits down on the edge of the bed and releases my hands. With her eyes on mine, she flicks the buttons on her shirt, slowly revealing the small crevice between her breasts all the way down to her panties. Passion radiates down my spine, fueling the urge in my groin. It rages for her, begs for me to take her.

      Dani leans back, shirt open and body exposed, and waits.

      I lick my lips, but something in me holds back. The fantasy of a million men lies before me, wanting me to touch her, to fuck her, to have my way with her, but all I can think about is how wrong it is.

      If she knew what tomorrow will bring, she wouldn’t want this tonight.

      If I had known how much loving her would hurt, I never would have touched her in the first place.

      I can’t put us through that again.

      I won’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I sit still, gently trembling on the edge of the bed. Fox stands above me and stares with the same dangerous lust I always saw in him. His eyes draw a line down my body. His hands roll into tight fists. His jaw flexes.

      But he doesn’t touch me.

      “Fox?” I ask.

      Fox takes a step back, his eyes locking on the floor instead. “No,” he says.

      “No?”

      He walks away from the bed and turns around to face the window instead. “You should get some rest,” he says. “Long day tomorrow.”

      I hold my shirt closed. “What?”

      He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t even say anything. He just stares out that damn window.

      “Fox, what’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “Then…” I stand up, still pinching my shirt. “What did I do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Stop saying that and talk to me.”

      He exhales. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Dani. I just don’t…”

      My gut churns with rejection. “You don’t want me?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says.

      “You won’t. I trust you.”

      He looks at me. Barely. “I don’t mean that way.”

      “Then, what way?”

      “Dani—” He pauses with his jaw wired tight. “It’s just not right. Okay?”

      Every bit of lingering desire melts off my body, instantly replaced with seething annoyance. “It’s not right?” I say. “Being a member of a secret murder club is totally okay but fucking me is out of the question?”

      He hangs his head. “That’s not—”

      “What changed?” I ask. “What changed between then and now?”

      “Everything.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I turn away from him, quickly closing my buttons as I search for more clothes to throw on.

      “It’s true,” Fox says from his window.

      “You said I’ve always been Dani to you, that you don’t see me the way they do, but — surprise, surprise — yes, you do.”

      “I meant every word I said about that, but if I…” he pauses, losing a bit of the calm in his voice. “This is about more than just you and me. I can’t let myself get too…”

      “Too what?” I ask, annoyed.

      “Attached, again,” he says, finding the word. “If I get close to you, I’ll get distracted, and then something could happen to you. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if it did.”

      I gesture at the bandage on my cheek. “Yeah, because staying away from me has worked out just fine so far, right? I was perfectly safe without you around, right?”

      “Dani, you and me… it’s a mistake. Always was.”

      I give up my search for clothes and turn to face him again. “A mistake?” I repeat. “You and me?”

      “Yes,” he says.

      My throat tightens. “Is that why you abandoned me?”

      He blinks. “I didn’t abandon you.”

      “I called you… a hundred times,” I say, my voice breaking. “I texted you even more. I sent emails. Not one reply. We spent one night together, and I never saw you again.”

      My lip trembles and Fox looks up, finally showing a little pain in his eyes.

      “Bennett said—”

      “I don’t care what my dad said! You should have stayed. You should have fought for us. For me!”

      “I couldn’t do that.”

      I walk forward and I don’t stop until I’m right in front of him. “Do you have any idea what that does to a girl? Was I not worth a goodbye?”

      “Dani, I’m sorry—”

      “It was easier to break a girl’s heart than it was to answer a fucking email?!” I lose control and shove him, but his back is already to the wall. “I needed you, Fox! You left me and I had nothing!”

      I push him again, but he quickly grabs my wrists and pulls me against him.

      “I left you and you have everything now,” he says. “Can’t you see that? You’re Roxie fucking Roberts, Dani. Every move you make is on display. You’re nitpicked and judged for everything you do. That includes this. This is bad for you. I am bad for you. I don’t belong in your world. I never have. That’s why I left.”

      Tears spill down my cheeks. “Then, why the hell did you come back?”

      “Because I’d rather live in a world with you in it than suffer the alternative.”

      He releases my wrists and walks around me, putting several purposeful feet of distance between us.

      “Do you have any idea how lonely it is to be Roxie fucking Roberts?” I ask, bile rising in my throat. “I’m surrounded by people all the time, but they aren’t looking at me. They’re looking at my dress or my hair or my damn waistline. They don’t care about who I am or what I think. No one ever has… except for you. Or so I thought.”

      He closes his eyes. “Dani—”

      “If we’re going to start talking about suffering alternatives… then, I think that maybe you should have stayed dead.” He opens his eyes again, showing an even harder sadness. “You should have let me die. At least then I would have felt that instead of this.”

      “You don’t mean that,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “What difference does it make? It’s not like I’m irreplaceable. In a few years, there will be some other girl, one who’s younger and prettier for everyone to nitpick and judge. No one will even remember my name.”

      “I will.”

      I scoff and wipe my eyes. “It’s a nice sentiment, Fox, but you’ve already missed your chance to get in my pants again.”

      I bolt toward the bathroom and Fox reaches for me as I pass him.

      “Dani, wait—”

      I jerk my arm away from him. “Don’t touch me.”

      I rush faster to beat the new steady stream of tears falling down my face.

      I close the door and lock it as a hard sob wrecks my chest. I sit down on the toilet seat and hang my head in my hands, feeling every possible emotion flow out of me. Anger. Embarrassment. Love. All in the name of Fox Fitzpatrick. I could feel it in his kiss, too. The same insatiable lust for me as I’ve always had for him.

      But none of it matters. Not like I thought it did.

      I turn on the sink and fill my palms with cool water to submerge my face in. The icy burn twinges my cheeks. I wince as it runs along the gash, washing salty sweat through the tiny, open wounds between stitches. My skin pulses with each thump my heart makes. Any moment now, my skin will split open and everything will tumble free… or so it feels.

      I put my hand on my chest to feel it and take a long, steady breath in. It’s an old theater trick a director taught me during my first TV job when I got nervous between takes. Put your hand on your heart and remember that it’s all just a machine in there. Machines can be studied and controlled. You’re the master of your machine, not the other way around. It’s silly and not very scientific, but I’ve always used it to calm my nerves when they start to take control of me.

      I focus on my breathing for several minutes, but I feel no more in control of it than when I began.

      That guy was a hack anyway. The show got canceled after three episodes.

      I pat my face dry with a towel and step back out into the room.

      The television is off. I don’t blame him, I guess. I wouldn’t want to look at me either after that.

      I look for him, but he’s gone.

      I don’t really blame him for that either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      Botsford Plaza Hotels are the gaudiest-looking places I’ve ever stayed at — gold fucking everywhere — but the staff is always pleasant no matter the location, so it’s a fair trade. This location is known for its dual tower design. There must be a local festival happening in Denver tonight. I look up into the sky and see long wires connecting the towers with large, colorful lanterns hanging between them.

      Fox pops the trunk and sifts through the black duffel bag of weapons and ammo. He grabs the Model 60 revolver and slips it into his belt. I hold out my hand and he exhales hard before finally handing me my Glock.

      “Keep it out of sight,” he says.

      Five words. It’s the longest sentence he’s said to me all day long.

      Seven hours on the road and the most we could manage was brief nudges and monosyllabic mumbles. I suppose it’s better than the awkward alternative of actually talking to each other.

      He didn’t return to the room for at least three hours last night. I pretended to be asleep and listened to him stealthily maneuver around the room and into the other bed. I even lost track of him a few times. He must have been very good at his job.

      You know, the one where he killed people.

      Maybe he was right before. Everything really has changed.

      I hide the gun under my shirt as we make our way across the parking lot toward the hotel.

      Fox’s wide shoulders go tense as we look around the lobby. The entire lobby is packed to the brim with people in cocktail dresses and tuxedos. It’s not even nine o’clock yet and their cheeks are already pink with caviar and alcohol.

      I follow Fox, lingering a few feet behind him with my sunglasses on, as he wanders over to the front desk in the corner.

      “We’d like a room, please,” he tells the girl behind the desk.

      She smiles wide and her eyes shift between us. “One bed?” she assumes.

      “Two,” I mutter. “For the love of god, two.”

      Fox forces a grin. “Two beds, please.”

      She returns the smile and taps away at her computer. I feel his eyes on me, but I keep my head down like he asked me to. This isn’t a lonely diner on the highway. It’s a luxury hotel in the middle of a city. Excellent chance for me to get recognized.

      “Room 2617, sir.” She slides two keycards across the counter and Fox takes them. “Do you have any bags?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Have a good night.”

      “Thank you.” He nudges my elbow. “Come on.”

      “Holy shit.”

      His grip latches around my arm out of instinct but it loosens just as quickly. We turn around to see a short man in a deep blue suit with thick-rimmed, black glasses slowly walking toward us.

      Fox releases my arm and smiles. “Hey, Box.”

      The man steps forward with a furrowed brow, his eyes constantly searching Fox’s face. “Jesus Christ, it is you,” he finally says, his expression shifting between relief and confusion.

      “Yeah.” Fox nods. “It’s me.”

      He swallows hard. “How?”

      “It’s a long story,” Fox says, looking at me. “Dani, this is my friend, Boxcar.”

      Boxcar bows his head, his eyes twinkling with recognition behind his frames. “It’s nice to meet you,” he says.

      “You, too,” I say.

      “But let’s go back to the part where you’re not dead,” he says to Fox. “I’m still pretty confused about that.”

      Fox glances around the crowded lobby. “We should go someplace more private.”

      Boxcar nods. “Sure. You want to grab a drink first? I’m admittedly a little sloshed already. I wasn’t sure whether or not I was being pranked because you’ve been dead for two years.”

      Fox sighs, amused. “You’re not gonna let me live that down, are you?”

      “Ha! Funny man.” He smiles at me and points at Fox. “He’s funny.”

      I shrug. “Meh.”

      Boxcar squints, sensing the tension as Fox glares at me. “Right, well, my laptop is upstairs. I believe you had something for me to crack into?”

      Fox nods. “Yeah.”

      “Then, let’s go on up. I can tell you all about your funeral that you missed.”

      “I sent flowers,” Fox jokes.

      As interesting as this Boxcar character is, I’d rather not sit around and listen to them drone on about the mystery that is Fox Fitzpatrick.

      I reach out and snatch the keycard from Fox’s hand. “2617, right?” I ask him.

      He hesitates. “Dani—”

      “I’m going to go lay down,” I say before he can complain. “Come get me when you’re done.”

      Fox inhales but doesn’t argue as I turn around and make my way through the lobby toward the golden elevators in the corner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “So, that’s her?”

      I watch as the elevator doors close on Dani’s down-turned face. “Yeah,” I answer. “That’s her.”

      Boxcar nods with approval. “Good disguise.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, what’d ya do?”

      I sigh and tilt my neck until it pops. “Nothing. That’s the problem.”

      He winces. “I call that one the Caleb Special.”

      “She says hi, by the way.”

      “Bullshit.”

      We walk across the lobby, dodging cocktail dresses on the way to the elevators.

      “But since you brought her up,” he says, “how did she react to… well, you know.”

      He flicks his hand in my general direction.

      “Better than expected,” I say.

      “Did she punch you? I would have expected some bloodshed.”

      The elevator opens and we step onto the empty car.

      “No bloodshed,” I answer. “Just a lot of questions with a whiskey chaser.”

      He chuckles. “Sounds like her.”

      “I told her you’d take care of some debts for her as a thank you for helping me out,” I say, my lips curling. “Hope you don’t mind.”

      Boxcar throws his head back as he punches the button for the 15th floor. “Come on, man. Why would you do that? Now I’m obligated to help her.”

      “You don’t have to even talk to her, Box. Just delete a few zeroes from her record and you’ll be square.”

      “I don’t want to be square with Caleb. I liked the freaky trapezoid. It was comforting.”

      “Hasn’t this gone on long enough between you two?” I ask, feeling the rush of ascension. “Don’t you ever just want to make amends and be together again like a normal couple?”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head with unmoving eyes. “Never again.”

      “What? You don’t believe in second chances, Box?”

      He peeks at me over his glasses. “Never give a second chance to a girl with a boy’s name. It’s science. And for the record, I don’t think a man in love with his stepsister has the right to use the phrase normal couple when dispensing relationship advice.”

      I cant my head. “Fair point.”

      The elevator dings and we step off onto the 15th floor. “But enough about women,” he says, waving a hand. “I want to hear about you and this epic journey of yours to the underworld and back.” I pause by the door as he slides his keycard in. Then, he studies my face. “It’s about a woman, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much.”

      He sighs with rolling eyes. “All right. Let’s hear it.”

      We walk in and I close the door behind us, swiftly flicking the lock and double-checking to make sure it’s secured. Boxcar crosses the suite to the table by the window and sits down. My memory buzzes with nostalgia as he leans over his open laptop. I never thought I’d get to see that ever again.

      He notices my expression and his brow arches. “What?” he asks.

      “Just realized how much I missed this.”

      “What, you and me kicking back and complaining about Caleb and Dani? And they say war changes men.”

      I chuckle. “Not as much as you’d think.” I reach into my pocket for the flash drive. “I have a file on here that I need to get into.”

      Boxcar cracks his knuckles and extends his hand. I toss it at him, and he easily catches it.

      “What’s on it?” he asks, pointing it at his USB port.

      “The Snake Eyes master file.”

      Boxcar drops the drive and it clatters against the keyboard. He looks at me, his expression twisting from genuine curiosity to rightful fear and back again.

      I nod, suspicions confirmed. “You didn’t let it go after all, huh?”

      He swallows. “No, I did. I definitely did…”

      “After you found them?”

      “No, Fox. After they found me. Kinda took the hint to get the hell out of dodge and never look back, which I’ve done a pretty decent job at so far.” He stands up and takes several steps away from his computer. “How the hell did you even get this?”

      “I stole it.”

      “From where?”

      I stare at him for several moments until his face drops.

      “And suddenly, it all comes together,” he says, flexing his jaw.

      “Box…”

      “That’s where you’ve been?!”

      “You’re shouting.”

      “You’re damn right I’m shouting!” His mouth contorts, shifting between gasps and grins. “You’re a fucking Snake Eyes agent!”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Holy shit, man!” He pushes his hands through his hair, ruffling it bad, but I doubt he cares. “This is huge.”

      “What exactly were you expecting?” I ask. “I came back from the dead to hand that to you.”

      He exhales. “Fox, when I woke up this morning, I certainly was not expecting to hack into the deadliest underground organization on the planet. And I say that with the greatest of respect and fear. Quite frankly, I’m appalled you even joined.”

      “They didn’t give me much choice.”

      “Yeah, I hear their recruitment tactics are a bit medieval.” He pauses, his face falling hard. “It was me, wasn’t it?”

      I shake my head, knowing exactly what he’s thinking. “No,” I say.

      “They recruited you because of the intel I gave them. This is my fault.”

      “I’ve never blamed you, man. Not once.”

      His shoulders sink, unconvinced.

      “Box.” I pause, waiting until he looks at me again. “They chose me because of what I could do, not because of what you did. All right?”

      Boxcar exhales slowly. He understands more than anyone what I mean by that. He’s seen it with his own eyes.

      The killer in me.

      After a moment, he nods. “Wait—” He points at my chest. “Do you have the tat?”

      “Yes.” I nod. “I have the tattoo.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “Box—”

      “Dude, you have to let me see it.”

      I roll up my shirt, exposing the black cobra inked on my torso, and his eyebrows bounce with wonder. “Happy?”

      He smirks. “Damn, you’re taut.”

      I drop it back down. “Decrypt the file, Box.”

      Boxcar wanders back to his chair and sits down, gently pinching the flash drive as if it could come alive and bite him at any moment. He hesitates with his other hand tapping against his knees.

      “Fox…” he finally says, “I have to ask.”

      “Why do I need the file?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, how else would you expose the deadliest underground organization on the planet?”

      “I was afraid of that…” He scratches his head. “You don’t. That’s the answer to that question. You fucking don’t.”

      “I’m not here to debate it, Boxcar. I just need the file and then… you might want to lay low for a while.”

      “Yeah, no shit. I’d ask why you’re so keen on killing yourself, but I’m pretty sure I already know the answer to that question.”

      “They threatened her.”

      “I noticed — along with the rest of the world.” He traces his thumb down his cheek where Dani’s gash now resides. “Look, I don’t want to be a downer on this bright and sunny conversation we’re having here, Fox, but I feel like I have a moral responsibility to point out that you’re in this file, too.”

      “I know.”

      “And you’re okay with this?”

      “With them exposed, they won’t have a reason to go after her anymore.”

      “Fox…”

      “Can you do it or not?”

      He holds up his hands. “Hey, I’m not saying I won’t do it. I’m pretty sure I still owe you like nine more favors after this one. I just want to make sure you know that you rotting in a cage for the rest of your life is a very possible outcome in this — and that’s the best-case scenario. The scenario directly below it involves torture and other very unpleasant things.”

      I pause, staring him down. “It’s Dani.”

      “She has no idea you’re doing this, does she?”

      “No.”

      “That’s noble as fuck, man.” He sighs. “You know, just once, I’d like to be the cool guy in the room.”

      I shift around to sit on the bed as he plugs the drive into his laptop. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t do the same for Caleb.”

      He inhales sharply but says nothing to argue against it. “This might take a while.”
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      The door opens behind me. I lie still on the bed, drifting back from the edge of sleep and I stay that way.

      I can’t believe I’m faking it like a damn child but it’s better than trying to have a conversation with him.

      Hey, remember last night when I undressed for you and you turned me down?

      Good times, eh?

      I never thought I’d say this, but I can’t wait to go back to Los Angeles. This awkward cloud above our heads is turning my lungs black, even worse than the smog in the Hollywood Hills. Another few days of this and I’m bound to completely snap.

      I close my eyes and focus my hearing. He’s moving across the room, his feet slow and soft like he’s trying not to wake me. Good. He’s probably avoiding me as much as I’m avoiding him.

      “Dani.”

      I open my eyes as that voice cuts down my spine.

      That’s not Fox. That’s—

      I spin around and a gloved hand slaps against my mouth. His lips curl into a sinister smile and he brings a finger to his lips.

      “Shh…” he warns.

      I look into Mercer’s icy eyes and fear overwhelms me. He stares back at me without his mask and I see the rest of his face for the first time. He’s far younger than I thought he’d be with dirty blond hair and only a few wrinkles around his eyes. Youthful but deadly in every way.

      My hands roll into fists, but he easily grabs my wrists and holds me down against the bed. I inhale sharply to cry out, but he grabs a knife from his belt and lays the blade against my face with a quick twist of his hand.

      “Don’t scream,” he growls, “or I’ll fuck up the rest of your pretty face.”

      I freeze, terrified of the sharp edge digging into my other cheek.

      Mercer studies me. “You know, I’m a big fan of yours…” he whispers. “Not at first — I thought you were a bit too cutesy — but now that I’ve seen you up close… I get it. I get what Fox sees in you.” He runs his free hand over my head. “Maybe it’s the new hair…”

      I cower from his touch as bile rises in my throat. “Are you going to kill me?”

      “Maybe,” he answers with complete truth in his tone. “But that’s up to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He releases me and stands up. “I wanted to get some time alone with you,” he says. “No funny business. I just want to chat.”

      I sit up. “Chat about what?”

      Mercer crosses the suite and grabs the chair from the writing desk in the corner. He carries it back and sets it next to the bed a foot or so away from me. He balances his knife on his knee as he sits down, his fingers wrapped around the hilt.

      “The weakness of my enemy is my strength,” he says. “I am a man who likes to know my strengths, so…” He tilts his head in curiosity. “How are you, Dani? Do you mind if I call you Dani? Or do you prefer that adorable stage name of yours?”

      I stare at him in silence, dumbfounded by his friendly tone.

      “Dani it is, then.” He gestures to the bed. “Please, relax. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      My muscles burn from their tense grip on my body, but I try to do as he says. I slide back against the headboard and my hand touches hard metal beneath my pillow. My gun. Of course. I forgot I put it there before I fell asleep.

      I take a breath and drop my stiff shoulders to show that I’m relaxed.

      Mercer smiles, satisfied by my apparent attempt. “Dani, did Fox tell you about our organization?” He pauses for a moment. “Answer, please.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, you know who I am? You know what I am capable of?” I nod and he blinks twice. “Good, good. But do you know who he is?”

      I furrow my brow. “Who?”

      “Fox.” He shifts in his chair but keeps his knife held tight. “I don’t pick just anybody to join my squad, Dani. Fox Fitzpatrick was chosen for a reason. I saw potential in him and potential like that… it’s not the kind I let go to waste, you know what I mean?”

      “Not really.”

      He leans forward. “Fox is a killer, Dani. I usually don’t like slapping labels on everything but, in his case, there’s no better word. You remember Senator Lamb. We put two bullets through his eyes. It usually takes two men to pull off a hit like that, but Fox…” A chill rolls down my spine as he grins at me. “He can shoot a man through his eye from a thousand yards and take out the other eye before his body even hits the ground. Truly a legend in every way.”

      I cringe, trying to force the image from my mind.

      “But… something was holding him back,” he continues. “Fox was quiet, reserved. Which is not at all uncommon in our line of work, obviously, but it was different with him. Turns out, there was a girl.” He raises his brow. “That’s you.”

      “You think?”

      He chuckles. I slide my fingers around the grip of my gun.

      “When Fox went dark, I was devastated to lose such a valuable item in my toolbox…” He bites his cheek. “Until we discovered the little security breach. Someone helped themselves to our master file. Now, Dani… you wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      “No.”

      He tilts his head. “For an actor, you’re a terrible liar. But that’s okay. I would be a special kind of fool if I expected trust between the two of us, but if I may… I would like to try and connect with you if you’ll let me.”

      My finger tightens around the trigger. “I don’t understand…”

      “I’m going to tell you the truth, Dani. I imagine a young woman of your status doesn’t experience that often from those around her. Am I correct in my assumption? I will not be offended if you tell me otherwise — we come from two very different worlds.”

      I nod.

      “I’m going to tell you the truth,” he repeats, “and for the next few minutes, I will expect the same from you. It’s only fair. Do you agree? Don’t nod. I want you to say it.”

      “I agree,” I say, my voice cracking.

      He smiles again. “My boss sent me to come out here and take care of Fox. When I say take care of Fox, you know what she means, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “But given what you know now about Fox’s talents, you can imagine that I don’t really want to do that. In fact, I want to bring Fox home with me and put him back to work doing what he was born to do.”

      “No one is born to be a killer,” I argue.

      “Maybe not in the City of Angels, Dani,” he says. “But where I come from, things are quite different. Fox is coming back to Snake Eyes and he will do so of his own will.”

      My eyes swell. “No. He’ll never go back.”

      “Look at what he’s done so far to protect you,” he says. “If I put this knife to your throat and ask him then, what do you think he will do? No, the reality is this: If I let you live and offer the promise that no harm will ever come to you again, he will come back with me in order to protect you. However, if I were to stab you to death right now, I think he would still come back… because he would have nowhere else to go.”

      I let a tear tumble down my cheek. His eyes flick downward, following it as it travels toward my collarbone.

      “Tell me, Dani, if you were in my position, which option would be easiest? The living, breathing reminder of his humanity, constantly in his head, holding him back from true greatness? Or the dead, forgotten, tabloid fodder?” He raises an eyebrow. “Tell the truth.”

      I say nothing as my fingers quiver against the gun.

      “It’s all right,” he says with a soothing tone. “You don’t have to answer. It’s written all over your face. Everything about you is there. Your fear of me, your love of him.” He shrugs. “Even the gun you hold in your hand.”

      I twitch as a laugh escapes his throat.

      “Go ahead,” he says. “You can pull it out.”

      I slide it from beneath the pillow and point it at him. He stares at the barrel with steady, amused eyes.

      “You said you weren’t going to hurt me,” I whisper.

      He licks his lips. “I lied.”
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.” I pour the last few drops of beer down my throat. Boxcar stares at me from his chair, occasionally glancing at his laptop screen as I speak. “He had a parachute, though, so he survived… I think.”

      “I wish my life were as interesting as yours, man.”

      I chuckle. “No, you don’t.”

      “Well, you have to admit I shoved a mobster out of a cargo plane is vastly superior to I leaked a naughty politician’s emails.”

      “Depends on who you’re talking to,” I point out. “You’ve done some good in the world, Box. Don’t forget about that. Me, not so much.”

      “I’m sure the people who met your bullet had it coming,” he says. “You don’t find yourself in Snake Eyes’ crosshairs without having a good reason for it.”

      “Dani doesn’t have a good reason. No…” I pause, tilting the empty bottle in my hand, wishing for it to refill. “I have some atoning to do.”

      He falls silent and turns back to his laptop. His hands move across the keys. “Well…” He pulls the flash drive from the USB port and holds it out to me. “This should be a pretty good start.”

      I take it from him. It feels warm to the touch. “It’s all there?”

      “Everything and more,” he says. “Cracked wide open for your reading pleasure.”

      “Thanks.” I roll it in my palm before sliding it into my pocket.

      “Whatever you end up doing with it… think it through first, all right?”

      “I always do.”

      Boxcar’s phone buzzes with life. Rapid beeping blares through the small speakers and his eyes go wide as he jumps up to grab it. “Well, this isn’t good.”

      “What is it?”

      “My security system. It monitors all possible law enforcement or military activity within a few miles of me at all times.” He talks quickly as he rushes back to his computer. “Comes in handy more often than not.”

      My heart pulses with impatience. “And?”

      “And there’s a slight increase in our area—” He leans over his computer and his fingers fly across the keyboard. Windows pop open and close so fast on the screen I barely have a chance to read a word of it. “Oh… no no no.”

      “Box, what’s going on?”

      “Aw, fuck.” He stands up taller with his eyes still glued to the screen. “I missed it.”

      “Missed what?”

      “The file is chipped.”

      “Chipped?”

      “Yeah, like a puppy. Micro-chipped.”

      I grit my teeth and glance over his shoulder to see the hotel’s security footage. “What’s it mean, Box?!”

      “It means they started tracking our location the second I plugged the damn thing in.”

      I rush to the window and I hear the buzz of a helicopter above. “How far out are they?”

      “They’re already here,” he says, eying the security cameras. “If you’ve got an escape route, I suggest you take it thirty seconds ago.”

      “Dani—” I reach behind me and pull my revolver from my belt.

      Boxcar blinks. “Is that Caleb’s Smith and Wesson?” he asks, staring at it.

      “Yep.”

      “How the hell did you convince her to lend that out?”

      My fingers tingle with warmth as I inspect the loaded chamber and flick the safety off. “Get out of here, Box.”

      He reaches into his suitcase and pulls out his own pistol. “Fox, I can help you.”

      “No—” I shake my head. “If I get you killed, she’ll never let me hear the end of it.” He opens his mouth to argue. “Go. Now!”

      Boxcar slips his gun into his belt behind his back and leans over his laptop again. “They have a chopper on the roof — wouldn’t surprise me if they’re in the lobby, too—”

      “Box, what are you—”

      The fire alarm cries out and he slams his laptop closed. “That should buy you some time.”

      I grin. “A-plus, Boxcar.”

      He throws the laptop into this briefcase and shuts it tight. “And my father told me I’d never amount to anything.”

      I throw the door open and step out into the hallway. Others already linger in the halls, their faces full of confusion amid the flashing lights. We rush around them toward the stairwell and I shove the door open.

      “Sneak down with the others and get out of town,” I tell Boxcar.

      “You kidding?” he quips. “After tonight, I’m getting out of the country.”

      “Even better.” I shake his hand. “Take care of yourself, Box.”

      “Go get her.”

      I smirk. “You, too.”

      He scoffs. “You just had to get in one more—”

      “Go.”

      I lay a hand on his shoulder and push him away. He takes off down the stairs, following a line of scared people, as I move in the opposite direction. I have eleven flights to climb.

      Dani, don’t move.

      I push up the stairs, ignoring the thumping in my chest telling me to slow down and breathe as I ascend higher and higher. People press themselves against the wall to let me pass, some faster than others depending on whether they notice the gun in my hand. I bite down in frustration.

      Dani, I’m almost there.

      “Move!”

      They fire angry glances at me, but I don’t care. I push them out of the way until I reach the 26th floor.

      I throw open the door and I see her standing in the hallway.

      I freeze. “Dani…”

      Tears bleed from her eyes. Mercer presses the barrel of a gun against her head — the Glock I let her have. She cringes in his arms as he digs the barrel in a little deeper.

      “Hello, Fox,” he greets me from the center of the hall. “I suppose we have you to thank for this light and sound show. Pretty brilliant, I’ll say… it’ll take ages for what’s left of our squad to get up here now.”

      I let the door close behind me and I take a few more steps into the hall. “Dani, it’s going to be okay—”

      “I think all of us know that’s not true, Fox,” Mercer says. “No point in lying to her now.”

      I look into her frightened eyes. There’s a fresh bruise above her cheek that wasn’t there before. I take a deep, angry breath. “Let her go,” I say.

      “I have to hand it to her…” Mercer says. “She put up a good fight. Not as dainty as she appears.”

      “Let her go.”

      “I think she might be growing on me…” he continues, ignoring the demand. He takes a whiff of her hair. “Tell you what, Fox… You come back with me and I won’t kill her. We’ll bring her along and share her with the rest of the boys. I think that’s fair, don’t you?” I grit my teeth and he laughs. “Put the gun down, Fox. Let’s get this over with.”

      “Fox, don’t—”

      Mercer clamps his hand over her mouth, silencing her while he presses his gun into her throat.

      I hold back my rage. “If you were going to kill her, you’d have done it already. Just let her go.”

      “I will,” he says. “Once you’re on the chopper with me, she’s free to go back to Tinseltown.”

      Her eyes shake, silently urging me not to give in but there’s no other option. The stairwell opens behind me and a man in a black mask steps into the hall with us. I don’t recognize his eyes. Must be new.

      “If I go with you,” I say, “you let her go.”

      Mercer grins. “Of course.”

      Dani’s eyes grow wide and he holds her tighter to keep her from shaking her head again. I watch her expression as more tears fall down her face.

      He’s lying and she knows it.

      I raise my hands in surrender. The man behind me moves in closer, drawing his handgun from his holster. It sticks into my back, just below my left kidney.

      I stare into her eyes. My Dani. If I fight back now, Mercer won’t hesitate. I’m too far away from them to stop him before he pulls the trigger and her brains spray against the golden wallpaper. I have to get closer.

      “Lead the way,” I say.

      The man behind me snatches the revolver from my hand. He stuffs it inside his own holster before pushing me forward. We step slowly and Mercer reaches for the elevator call button.

      The doors open and Mercer shoves Dani inside, making my blood boil just a little bit more. He waits for me to step on before pointing his gun at her again.

      “Face the wall,” he tells her. He places a hand on her back and guides her into the corner. “Head and hands on the glass. Say anything and I’ll shoot you.”

      I would have told her to do the same.

      I don’t want her to see this.

      “You, too,” the masked one growls in my ear.

      I shift to face the other corner and the doors close. The golden box moves upward, rising high toward the roof.

      I scan the reflective walls, watching for an opportunity. Black mask here is no rookie. He’s got his eyes trained on me and his aim is solid. Mercer’s eyes are on the move as well, memorizing every detail of the cramped space. His gaze drifts to Dani and it flows down her back to her ass.

      The elevator lurches to a stop on the roof.

      Black mask lowers his gun an inch, meaning his muscles are loose…

      It’s now or never.

      I spin around and reach for his outstretched arm. He panics and pulls the trigger, shattering the glass next to Dani’s head. She screams and falls to her knees while I twist his wrist, cracking the bones of his hand. He drops the gun and I kick it closer to her.

      Mercer swings his arm in her direction, but I grab it and kick him hard, sending him against the opposite corner. I bend forward to steal my revolver from black mask’s holster and I point it at his lowered head.

      I pull the trigger and his body topples to the floor next to Dani. My ears ring in the small space but I can still hear her whimper in fear.

      Mercer grabs her by the hair and pulls her out of the corner before I can reach her. I point my gun at him, touching it to his temple while he settles his own against her head.

      “Dani, close your eyes,” I tell her.

      Mercer jerks her head up. “No, keep them open. You have a right to see this.” He smirks at me. “Go ahead. Show her how much of a killer you are.”

      “She’s already seen it,” I say.

      “Sure. But she’s never seen that twinkle you get in your eye when you do it.” He chuckles. “Go on. Shoot me, Fox. Show her how much you really enjoy it.”

      I catch it out of the corner of my eye, a faint glimmer of metal as Dani pulls the bowie knife free of my ankle holster.

      She stabs downward, piercing the top of Mercer’s shoe. He growls in pain, dropping his grip on Dani. I take her arm and pull her to her feet before pushing her outside onto the roof.

      Mercer pulls the knife from his shoe and spins around with his weapon drawn.

      He points it at Dani.

      “No—!”

      I leap toward her. The bullet strikes my shoulder and fresh pain spreads throughout my body.

      “Fox!” she screams as I fall to my knees.

      Mercer smirks on the elevator. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small, black device. It fits snug in his palm and he lays his thumb against a smooth, round button at its tip.

      A detonator.

      The elevator doors close on his smiling face.

      “Fox!” Dani falls to her knees next to me. I look around her and catch sight of the helicopter.

      “We have to get off the roof.” I push myself up and stuff my revolver inside my belt.

      “Wait, you’re hurt—”

      “It can wait!” I ignore the blood rolling off my fingertips and rush to the helicopter windows.

      “Do you know how to fly it?”

      I ignore the question and slide the door open. “Shit…”

      There it is. A rectangular, black case with the Snake Eyes cobra etched in white on its surface.

      “What is it?” Dani asks, peeking over my shoulders.

      “A bomb.”

      “A what?!”

      I grab her hand and pull her with me to the far corner of the roof. Mercer won’t detonate it while he’s still in the elevator. He’ll wait until he gets to the lobby to do it, which gives me only a few more seconds to—

      I spot the lanterns hanging between the towers, connected by thick wires.

      “We have to zip-line across.”

      Dani’s jaw drops. “You can’t be serious!”

      I pull my jacket off, forcing myself to move through the pain radiating through my shoulder. “You’ve done it before, Dani.”

      “Umm… no, I haven’t!”

      “Yes, you have! Remember?” I sit down on the building’s edge next to the nearest wire and twist my jacket into a taut rope around it. “The big climactic chase scene in Night Trials, Part 2.”

      “That was a stunt girl!”

      “Dani—” I grab her hand and pull her down to me, forcing her to straddle my waist. “Just hold on to me and don’t let go.”

      “Oh, fuck…” she whispers, wrapping her arms and legs around me.

      “Dani, it’ll be okay—”

      She buries her face in my red shoulder. “Oh, fuck fuck—”

      “Don’t look down.” I say it to myself more than her before sliding off the building’s edge.

      As we hit the air, the helicopter explodes.

      Dani shrieks. Her nails pierce my skin and my entire body seethes with pain. The gunshot wound threatens to drop us both to the ground, but I hold on tighter, focusing on her life in my hands.

      The explosive force fires us across to the next building, knocking into the large lanterns as we go. I brace for impact against the glass and twist us around so my back hits it first instead of hers.

      We crash through the window and my hands give up. Glass shards dig into my back as we tumble onto the floor. A rush of pain and exhaustion overwhelms my senses. I settle against the carpet, barely able to breathe.

      “Fox!”

      Dani screams my name again, or… I think it’s her. Her head is silhouetted by a raging fire. Flame and smoke fill the sky above the other tower and innocent screams echo from the ground below us.

      “Dani…”

      She pulls at my jacket, urging me to get up. I see the red smear on her face. “You’re bleeding…” I say.

      “I think it’s yours,” she says, wiping it off her cheek.

      “Oh, okay…” I settle back against the floor.

      “Fox, come on!”

      I glance around the empty hotel suite. It’s almost an exact mirror image of Boxcar’s room. I guess that’s how these twin buildings were designed—

      “Fox!”

      I blink out of my trance. “I’m okay.” I sit up slowly, expecting to feel more pain, but I guess I’ve gone numb. “Are you hurt?”

      “A little,” she says, her eyes still locked on me.

      I turn over onto my knees and stand straight up. “Come on…”

      She follows me out into the hallway. “Fox…”

      My knees buckle and I lean on the wall with one hand. “We need to get moving…” I look at the ugly wallpaper and try to ignore the red trails my fingers leave behind.

      Dani takes my arm. “Fox, stop.”

      I put my back to the wall. “I’m all right—”

      “You took a bullet for me.”

      She stares back at me with those big, breathtaking eyes.

      “You’re surprised?” I ask.

      Her hands rise to my cheeks and she leans in close. She presses her lips against mine, pursing ever so slightly into a soft kiss. I shake on my knees, overwhelmed by pain and adrenaline, but my heart doesn’t ache nearly as much anymore.

      “Come on,” I say, pushing off the wall.

      She settles herself beneath my arm, but I refuse to lean on her as much as I should.

      We board the elevator and she leads me through the panicked lobby of alarms and shouting voices. We make it outside, and she pulls me toward the car in the parking lot, far away from the screaming fire engines and flashing ambulances.

      “Where are the keys?” she asks me.

      “I’ll drive.”

      “Give me the damn keys, Fox.”

      She leans me against the passenger side as she roots through my pockets.

      There’s no arguing with her tone. Not that I have the strength to even try at this point. I can barely feel my toes. I’m beginning to wonder if they’re even there at all anymore.

      Dani pulls the door open and lowers me inside. I lay back and take several deep breaths. Pain increases on me now, vibrating every nerve with each stabbing breath I take.

      “Where do we go?” she asks. “A hospital?”

      I look over and she’s sitting in the driver’s seat with her hands on the wheel. “No.” I groan. “They’ll find us.”

      “Then, where?”

      My vision blurs. Nausea hits me. “Iowa City.”

      “Iowa City?”

      I point out the window. “Get on 80 and head east.”

      “Isn’t that really far?”

      “I’ll be all right, Dani.” I force my neck to bend so I can look at her. “Just start driving.”

      She keeps her eyes on me for several moments. “Please, don’t die on me, Fox.”

      My lips curl. “This?” I hold up a blood-covered hand. “This is nothing.”

      She doesn’t believe me, but she laughs anyway.

      Good.

      If her smile is the last thing I ever see, I’ll die a happy man.
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      Please, don’t die, Fox.

      Not again.

      It’s impossible for me to guess how many times those words have run through my head so far. Ten hours on the road, speeding through fucking Nebraska of all places, and he’s still with me, breathing so softly I have to put a finger beneath his nose to make sure he’s not dead.

      I turn off the highway onto a dirt road, following the slurred instructions he gave me the last time he was lucid. Go a mile or two and you’ll see a farmhouse with a rocking chair on the porch and a small cabin just off the driveway. There’s a dog, but he’ll be nice to you.

      “Fox?” I nudge his arm, hoping I took the correct turn.

      Finally, a house comes into view. It’s just like he described it would be. Two stories tall, white, with a smaller cabin. No dog in sight, though, but I spot the rocking chair. I check the clock on the dash. It’s just after five in the morning. Hopefully, Barbara Clark is a morning person.

      I park in the driveway and detach my seatbelt. “Fox?” I ask.

      He doesn’t move.

      I force the tears down and step outside into the driveway. “Come on, Fox. Please…”

      I pull open his door and tap his face to wake up him. His eyes flutter open. I sigh with relief.

      “We’re here, Fox. It’s gonna be okay…”

      He falls forward and leans into me as I stand him up. I carry us across the drive with heavy feet, struggling every single step of the way. When we reach the porch, Fox tries to help, barely raising his feet to hobble up the stairs. I adjust my arm and knock hard on the front door.

      “Hello?” I cry out. I knock again, struggling to hold him steady. “Is anybody here?”

      The door opens and an elderly woman stares at me through the screen door, along with a large husky dog attached to her hip.

      “Are you Barbara Clark?” I ask her.

      She studies my face with a raised brow. “Are you Roxie Roberts?”

      I breathe a laugh. “Yeah.”

      Her eyes fall on Fox and concern fills her face.

      “He…” I pause.

      Christ, how do I even begin to explain this?

      She pushes the screen door open. “Bring him in,” she says without question.

      I carry him inside, feeling his weight increase on my shoulder with each step.

      “Put him on the table.”

      She passes through the dining room toward the back of the house while I slide him onto the thick, wooden dinner table.

      “Take his clothes off, honey,” she calls from the other room.

      I hesitate, feeling a sting of embarrassment before obeying with trembling fingers. He shifts slowly with the movements, partially aware of his surroundings as I peel the layers off. His lips part with hisses of pain, especially when I manage to get his shirt off his shredded backside. The dog lingers near my feet, his senses on full alert with his tail wagging back and forth, but he shows no hostility toward me.

      I look at the cobra tattoo. I can’t help but touch the dark, black ink again. His skin feels cold and hard like he’s already dead.

      I try not to think about that.

      I keep moving, ignoring my swelling eyes. Each groan of pain from him brings the tears closer to the surface. I can barely look at his wrecked body, but I somehow manage to keep my shit together. I slide his pants down to his ankles and a flash drive tumbles from his pocket onto the floor. I grab it and pile his bloody clothes — everything but his boxers — beneath the table and wait for her to come back.

      When she does, she carries a large bucket of warm water, several towels, a sewing kit, and a doctor bag that looks about as old as she is. “Are you squeamish, dear?” she asks as she drops it all on the table.

      “Probably,” I answer.

      “You’ll get over that pretty quick.” She grins at me and then looks down at Fox. “Now, what’s he gone and got into now?”

      My tongue twitches in my mouth. “I, uh…”

      She leans over his shoulder. “That’s a gunshot wound.”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Help me roll him onto his side.”

      She scoots her hands behind his back and waits for me to reach across him. I move with my eyes on her, following her nods of approval until I grip his side.

      “Just like that,” she says.

      I pull him up and I try not to watch the grimace spreading across his lips.

      “Oh, goody! An exit wound,” she says. “That’s what I like to see. Hold him steady for me.”

      I keep my hands on his side as she opens her doctor bag.

      “You sound… excited,” I say.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve treated one of these.”

      “You’re a doctor?”

      “Retired nurse.”

      I look at Fox’s face as so many unanswered questions plague my mind. Who the hell is this woman and how does Fox know her? Why did we drive over seven hundred miles to get here when we passed dozens of hospitals on the way? What the hell is this place?

      She wets a towel to clean the blood off his skin. “Do you pluck?”

      I blink. “Do I what?”

      “Pluck. Your eyebrows.”

      I nod with confusion. “Yes.”

      She gestures me around the table to stand beside her and she hands me a pair of large, metal tweezers. “He has a few pieces of glass in his back. See what you can do.”

      I stand over him, completely frozen, trying to figure out if I heard her correctly. His back has several long, deep cuts and I spot the small shards sticking out of his skin. I cringe. He had them in him this whole time.

      “It’s just like plucking eyebrows?” I ask.

      “Pretty much.”

      She reaches into the doctor bag and slides a bottle of whiskey toward me.

      “What’s this for?” I ask.

      “You drink it, honey.”

      I twist the cap off and pour a large portion down my throat.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I knock twice on his door and wait. The sound echoes down the dark hallway, diminishing quickly throughout the empty house. Dad and Cora are out of town until morning. My friends, if I can even call them that, left an hour ago. They didn’t exactly come to my birthday party because they wanted to. They came here for selfies with the movie star.

      Roxie this. Roxie that.

      I’d rather spend my birthday with the one person who doesn’t care about her.

      The door opens and Fox smiles. “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey,” I say, my cheeks pinking in the dark.

      “The fan club go home?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah.”

      He nods and steps back into his room, leaving the door open for me. I follow him in, slowly putting my back to him as I close the door behind us. The act alone feels dirty, like I should be ashamed of myself for wanting to be alone with him.

      Maybe I should.

      “Get anything nice for your birthday?” Fox asks over my shoulder.

      I swallow and turn around. “No,” I answer. “Not really.”

      He smirks. His eyes drift to my lips. A subtle gesture for sure, but it always hits me like a truck.

      Fox Fitzpatrick. The boy down the hall.

      Secret make-out partner.

      He’s looked at me differently ever since that day at the pier, but only in private. In the halls at Belle, he was the same devil may care jock everybody loves. At the dinner table, he’s the same sarcastic jackass my father hates.

      It’s different when we’re alone. It doesn’t happen often, but sometimes, the stars will align just right. I’ll have a day off from being Roxie. Our parents will be out for the night.

      And Fox will leave his door open for me.

      Christ, this is dirty.

      Fox nudges my chin. “You okay?”

      I nod, already breathless. “Yeah.”

      His smirk remains as his hand touches my hip. It curls around me, coming to rest on the small of my back. I tilt my head up and close my eyes, easing into his embrace. It’s such a familiar place by now, but I still fear I could fall over at any moment.

      Fox kisses the edge of my mouth. I part my lips and he kisses me again, firm and wild. He steps forward and I fall back against the door. His arms keep me pinned in place between them. I swoon as my heart flutters and my goosebumps spread.

      Happy Birthday to me.

      Fox pulls me against him and takes several steps back. I move with him, our lips entwined as he guides me to sit on the edge of his bed. He sits beside me with one hand on my cheek and the other planted on my thigh. My skin tingles beneath my jeans, his touch igniting my nerves.

      His kiss moves to my cheek and he draws a line toward my neck. I tremble with open eyes, swallowing hard as I glance over his shoulder. His computer is on across the room.

      I squint to read the browser window. “UCLA?” I ask.

      Fox pulls away, but he doesn’t turn. “Yeah,” he says.

      “Really?”

      He shrugs a shoulder. “Why not?”

      “I just… figured you’d want to go back up the coast for school.”

      “I don’t know,” he says, clearly uninterested in talking.

      I won’t push it. He’s already missed several admissions deadlines, according to the arguments I’ve overheard with his mother. He graduated from Belle a few months ago. No job. No real college plans. No ambition.

      A part of me is grateful to still have him around. Perhaps more than just a part.

      I almost wish he’d never leave.

      “Besides,” he adds, “LA isn’t so bad. I think I might stick around a while longer.”

      I smile. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” he whispers as he leans in and kisses me again.

      We fall together into another familiar place. I lie on my back with my head against his pillow while he balances over me with one leg between my knees. He runs his hand along my side, but he doesn’t move it lower. He barely even grazes my breast as our tongues dance. I run my hand up the back of his neck, getting lost in his thick, brown hair.

      I’ve never felt ready for any more than this. But, lately…

      My heart skips twice. My nerves buzz within me.

      I tilt my head, breaking the kiss. “So, I, um… I scheduled another audition,” I say, my gut clenching. “The director asked for me personally.”

      “Cool,” he says, his warm breath on my neck as he kisses my chin.

      “They’re making that Night Trials book into a movie,” I say. “Dad really wants me to star in it.”

      “Let me guess…” Fox looks at me and smirks. “It’s the opportunity of a lifetime?”

      “He might have mentioned that,” I say, dripping with sarcasm. “Have you read it?”

      “No.”

      “I’m reading it now. It’s really good.”

      “Cool.”

      He kisses me on the mouth. I swallow hard.

      “There’s a…” I pause as my insides twist into knots. “It seems like there’s a really pivotal love scene in it and I, uh…”

      Fox stops.

      “I’ve never done one of those before,” I say quickly.

      He nods once. “Well, I’m sure you’ll do great,” he says.

      “Thanks.” I hold my breath. “I’m just a little freaked out about the idea, I guess.”

      “Will there be nudity?” he asks with a devious smile.

      “No,” I answer. “I read they want PG-13, but… still. Kissing my co-star is one thing. Being horizontal with them is something else.”

      “You’ll be surrounded by professionals the whole time. Nothing to worry about.”

      “I know.” I swallow hard. “I was just… thinking that maybe I should… you know, if I wanted it to be believable, then I should…”

      “Then, you should…” he repeats, though it’s obvious he understands.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      He shifts up onto his elbow. “You want to have sex?” he asks.

      “Yes.” My breath catches in my throat. “For research!” I add. “I want to… have sex, for research.”

      Fox doesn’t say anything. He just lies there and listens. Not an unusual pose for him, but it’s crushing now.

      “And I thought that…” I tremble, feeling his eyes on my burning skin. “Since you and I have gotten kind of close and you’ve got loads of experience in that area and you’ve helped me out before kind of, I thought that maybe you and I… might…”

      My voice fails me.

      God, what the hell am I even thinking coming to him with this? I feel like such an idiot.

      A stupid, virgin idiot.

      His lips twitch. “You thought that you and I would…”

      Idiot. Idiot. Idiot.

      “Actually, you know what?” I force a laugh. “Never mind. I was just kidding.”

      I roll off the bed and stand up. My ankles sway beneath me as I make weak strides toward the door.

      “Dani,” he says from the bed behind me.

      “I’ll just let you get back to whatever you were doing. Sorry.”

      “Wait.”

      I reach for the door, hoping I can get out of here before I curl into a fetal position and die.

      “Dani.”

      I turn the doorknob. “No, I’ve gotta—”

      Fox practically teleports across the room and slams his palm against the door to hold it closed. “Wait,” he says, laughing softly. “Don’t go yet.”

      I deflate and take a step back, feeling so utterly trapped in myself.

      Fox exhales. “You’re wrong.”

      Yeah. No shit.

      I keep my head down as my cheeks catch fire.

      “I don’t have… loads of experience,” he says.

      Wait, what?

      I raise my head. “You don’t?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “So, you’re a…”

      “A virgin, yes.”

      “No,” I say.

      He nods. “Yes.”

      “But…” I blink twice. “How? You’re Fox Fitzpatrick.”

      “So?”

      “So…” I scoff. “You’re a stud.”

      He laughs. “I dated a lot, sure, but…” He looks at me and his smile slowly fades. “I never really wanted any of them in that way.”

      I bite my inner cheek. “Not even Trudy Michaels?”

      “Especially not Trudy Michaels.”

      “Well… why not?”

      Fox lowers his hand from the door. “Because I wanted someone else,” he says. “Someone I wasn’t sure I wanted until it was too late to have her.”

      He shifts forward and takes my hand. Sparks travel up my fingers, racing toward my elbow as my knees nearly give out beneath me.

      “Oh,” I say, swallowing hard.

      His other arm curls around me like always. “Sorry if that’s not what you were expecting,” he says.

      “No, no. It’s… fine.”

      He smiles. “I tried to stop. I tried to shut it off and ignore it, but I can’t.” He looks at my lips, his eyes dark and full of heat. “It’s always been you, Dani.”

      I tremble, drawn to him like a magnet. His hand grazes my chin, tilting my face closer to his. I relax. I lean forward. I feel his kiss all the way in the depths of my heart.

      I’d carry it with me as we lied down on his bed and undressed each other.

      I’d cling to it the next day when his suitcase went missing and his car was gone.

      I’d keep it safe in me until the day he died.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      “Dani?”

      I raise my head off the arm of the sofa. The woman shakes my shoulder again, pulling me out of sleep with a blue and white teacup in her other hand.

      “Here, honey,” she says, offering it to me.

      I sit up and take the cup from her. “Thank you.”

      The fragrant tea fills my nose with a steady, warm aroma. I look up and I see Fox lying there on the table in front of me with his eyes still closed, his body bruised and bandaged.

      “Is he okay?” I ask, my voice cracking.

      She sits down next to me on the love seat. “He’s one tough son-of-a-bitch, that’s for sure,” she muses. “He was talking a few minutes ago.”

      “He was?”

      She nods. “Kept saying Dani over and over. I figured it out, told him you were fine, and he passed out again.”

      I take a sip from the cup. The hot tea shoots through my body and I realize how cold I am. I look at Fox, nearly naked on the table.

      “We should get him some clothes,” I say. “Do you have anything?”

      “Should be some in his room.”

      I pause. “His room?”

      She points to the window behind me. I look out at the cabin across the driveway.

      “He lives here?” I ask.

      “For the last six months now.” She nods slowly, her eyes lingering on his face. “He showed up at my door one day with the local paper in his hand and my ad circled in red. My husband, Larry, died early last year and I was looking for someone to help out around here. He and I lived on this land over fifty years together.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She smiles. “I knew there was something special about Fox the moment he stepped inside. Good kid, but he had that sad face on him. He offered to pay a little more in rent if I’d keep quiet if someone came around asking about him.” She chuckles. “I asked him if he planned on killing me in my sleep. He said no.”

      I laugh. “I guess that’s why you weren’t surprised when he showed up at your door covered in blood?”

      “Not really.” She looks at me. “Now, him showing up covered in blood with a big movie star under his arm? That’s a little surprising.”

      I watch his chest rise and fall with his breath.

      She eyes the stitches on my cheek. “He rushed out of here a few days ago after he saw the news. I guess that makes sense now, too.”

      “He’s my stepbrother,” I explain.

      She hums softly and sits back against the cushion. “The plot thickens…”

      I set my teacup down. “I’ll go find him some clothes.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      “Thank you.”

      I step outside and tears instantly invade my cheeks. My heart lurches in my chest, so utterly thankful I could scream.

      He’s alive.

      He didn’t die.

      I lean against the banister and fill my lungs with fresh, Iowa air. It smells so different than the city. No smog, no chemicals. Just life. It makes sense why Fox chose this place to play dead.

      I wipe my eyes and walk across the driveway toward the cabin.

      My first instinct is to knock even though I know there’s no one inside. The air is dark and cold, but I can smell him as soon as I step inside. The cabin is small. Just one room with a kitchenette in the corner and bed in the other, but I imagine he found great appeal in the simplicity of it all. Fox never needed much, even back when we were teens. I remember the look on his face the day he and his mother moved into our home in the Hills. Big eyes. An open jaw. But he never really embraced it. It never felt like home for him.

      I sit down on his bed. The sheets are tucked in tight, most likely a habit he picked up back in his army days. He certainly never did this when he lived back home.

      Home. There’s that word again.

      I hold his pillow against my nose and inhale deeply.

      This is his home now. The one he chose instead of me.

      Something familiar catches my eye on the shelf across the room. I slide down to the floor and crawl over to take a closer look. A row of DVDs lines the bottom, stacked in alphabetical order by title. Backseat Driver, Before the Storm, Lost & Bound, The Night Trials, The Night Trials, Part 2…

      I laugh. It’s all here. Every movie I’ve done, every role big and small. Even that shitty sitcom I did that got canceled because nobody watched it. The definitive Roxie Roberts collection.

      I sit back against his mattress and hug his pillow against my chest.

      Maybe he chose me after all.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      We made it.

      Barely.

      I don’t remember much from the drive out here. A few bumpy roads. The gentle squeeze of Dani’s hand. The quiet sound of her sobbing in the driver’s seat.

      “Stay with me, Fox. Hold on…”

      I tried. I drifted and sunk deeper into the abyss but I spent every conscious breath holding on for her sake.

      “Fox.”

      My ears twitch in my sleep. The bed beneath me feels warm and familiar. The air smells clean and comforting. Blissful silence for miles on each side.

      The cabin. I’m back in the cabin.

      “Fox.”

      I open my eyes, her feminine voice pulling me out of sleep. It’s dark. The curtains are drawn to keep the sunlight out, but I make out her outline in the shadows. She stands with her back to the window in a bright sundress, her arms casually folded in front of her.

      “Fox,” she whispers, her accent as thick as before, “have you truly come all this way… just to die?”

      I sit up, recognizing the soft features on her youthful face. “Sofia?”

      She smiles. “Hello, old friend.”

      “How did you…”

      I put my feet on the floor and look around the cabin. My senses are heavy and dull. My hands are clear of blood. My bare chest is blank of tattoos and scars.

      This isn’t real.

      She’s not real.

      “I’m hallucinating,” I say.

      Sofia chuckles. “No. Just dreaming.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “One is proof of a healthy, active mind. The other is an intrusion. It would offend me dearly if you saw me as the latter.”

      I nod, though I’m not sure I understand. Each breath I take feels tighter than the last. It’s difficult to move at all.

      “Am I dying?” I ask her.

      Her smile slowly fades as she glances around the cabin. “Are you living?” she asks.

      I don’t answer.

      “I was like you once,” she says. “Separated from the life I desired and the person I wanted to be… but that wasn’t my choice.”

      I swallow hard, my throat tight and dry.

      “My walls imprisoned me,” she continues. “You’ve built yours for yourself.”

      Sofia steps forward and kneels on the floor in front of me, her sundress lightly folded beneath her. “Was I wrong about you, Fox?” she asks, looking up at me. “Are you really just a man who acts for himself?”

      I bow my head with closed eyes. “No,” I answer.

      I feel her reach up and place something soft over my shoulders. It drapes down on either side of my neck, feeling thick, bushy, and…

      I open my eyes to find Dani kneeling in front of me instead. She’s younger, barely more than fifteen. Her blonde hair sits curled up on top of her head in a long braid, exposing the neckline of her purple dress.

      She leaves the red and white scarf on my neck and she smiles.

      “Prove it,” she says.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      “So, Larry looks behind him and there’s the bear, standing on his hind legs with his arms outstretched, and he lets out this high-pitched scream!”

      I throw my head back and laugh even harder. “What did he do?” I ask between breaths.

      “He ran, of course!” Mrs. Clark says, wiping her eyes. “Stumbled all over himself before he reached the ladder to get on the roof of the camper with me. The bear ran off and a few minutes later, a state trooper drove up. He said they got complaints about a woman screaming out in the woods. I threw up my hand and told ‘em it was me.”

      My face hurts, but I can’t stop laughing. “Oh, that poor guy.”

      “I never let him live that down… but I did as he asked and took it to his grave.”

      The front door opens and my smile fades.

      “Is that you, Fox?” Mrs. Clark calls out of habit.

      I stand up from the couch as he enters the living room wearing the tank top and slacks I picked out from his dresser. Color has returned to his face and he walks with a straight back, strong and upright.

      His eyes fall on me and he smiles. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “How are you feeling?” I ask him.

      “Better.”

      Sammy pushes off the floor near my feet and his lips twitch at Fox with a growl.

      “Sammy, down,” I tell him.

      He looks up at me and licks my hand.

      Fox stares at him. “Six months I’ve known that dog and he still hates me. You’ve been here a few days and you’re best friends.”

      I laugh again.

      Mrs. Clark stands and taps her chair. “Sit down, kid. I’ll get you some tea.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Clark.”

      Fox steps further into the room, circles around Sammy’s authoritative stance, and sits down. His movements are quick, far quicker than I expected.

      He glances around, his eyes narrow and suspicious. “What have you two been talking about?”

      I shrug. “Larry.”

      He grins. “She likes to talk about Larry.”

      “She likes to talk about you, too.”

      He bites his cheek. “Well, that’s not good.”

      “Could be worse.” I lick my lips, almost too scared to ask. “How’s your back?”

      “Could be worse.”

      “Tell that to the nine shards I pulled out of it. I almost passed out…”

      “You almost passed out?”

      I chuckle. “So, I stumbled upon a very important piece of information.”

      “What’s that?”

      My lips curl. “You watch my movies.”

      He sighs. “Dani, I told you I haven’t.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Then, how did you know about the big chase at the end of Night Trials, Part 2?”

      “It was in the trailer,” he claims. “You couldn’t turn on the television for weeks without seeing it.”

      “Yeah, in May 2014.” I chuckle. “Did you watch a lot of American television while you were overseas?”

      He hesitates. “That’s not—”

      “Did I hear someone say Night Trials?” Mrs. Clark wanders back into the room with a teacup in her hand.

      Fox deflates and closes his eyes. “She can’t hear the television from five feet away — but she hears that?”

      I fight my laughter.

      “Oh, I loved those movies, honey! We were on the edge of our seats, weren’t we, Fox?” She offers him the cup while I meet his eyes with a devious grin.

      He says nothing, embarrassed by her unintentional betrayal.

      “I’m happy you enjoyed them, Mrs. Clark,” I say, still glaring at him as he hides behind his teacup.

      “I can’t wait for the third one,” she says. “When does it come out?”

      “We just finished the last re-shoots. It’s scheduled to come out in June.”

      “Oh, thank the maker,” she says. “I thought I was going to die before I saw how it all ends.”

      “You’ll outlive us all, old lady,” Fox says. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      “Keep bringing home wounds like that and I’m inclined to agree with you, kid. You hungry?”

      “No, not really,” he answers.

      She taps his good shoulder and spins around. “Well, I’m going to hit the sack. It’s gotten a bit late for me. It was a pleasure talking to you today, Dani.”

      “The pleasure was all mine, Mrs. Clark.”

      “I’ll see you kids in the morning.”

      “Goodnight,” Fox says as she walks toward her room in the back.

      His eyes linger on the floor between us, purposefully avoiding mine. He’s probably still a little embarrassed that I caught him in his lie, but I won’t tease him about it anymore.

      My thoughts turn dark. There’s something that’s plagued me since the moment his bullet struck the masked man in my stairwell. Mercer’s words at the hotel just made it worse.

      “Fox, how do you do it?”

      He looks up at me. “Do what?”

      I rub my hands against my knees to dry the sweat. “How do you kill someone and be completely normal ten minutes later?”

      His eyes go soft, but he doesn’t even blink. “Like all skills, it takes practice.” He sets the teacup down. “Are you okay?”

      A laugh escapes me. “Pretty loaded question at this point, Fox. In the last few days, I’ve been shot at, I jumped off a roof, crashed through windows, and I… I drove ten hours thinking you were going to die in the seat next to me.”

      “I’m sorry, Dani.” His hands fidget together. “I never wanted this for you.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about that gun in my hand.” His brow furrows in confusion. “Mercer came at me and... I could have shot him, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I tried, but… I couldn’t be like you.”

      “Good,” he says.

      “Fox, if I had, this wouldn’t have happened to you.”

      “And if I had killed him six months ago when I had the chance, this wouldn’t have happened to you.” He shakes his head. “You can’t live like that, Dani. Don’t regret what you should have done. Look forward at what you will do to fix it.”

      “How are we supposed to fix this, Fox?”

      He falls silent and sits back in his chair. I don’t expect him to have an answer right now. He’s still wounded, still healing.

      His eyes shift and he turns around to glance back into the dining room. “Where are my clothes?”

      “Ruined.”

      “The flash drive was in my pocket. Do you have it?”

      I pull it from my own pocket. “It fell out while I was… taking your pants off.” I pass it to him. He exhales the panic from his chest as he turns it over his fingers. “Did Boxcar manage to decrypt it?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are we going to do with it?”

      Fox keeps his head down. “Well, we can’t plug it in here. They’ll trace it. It’s how they found us at the hotel.”

      I wait for him to offer a second option, but he just stares at it. “Fox?”

      “I’ll take it into town and give it the local police. They’ll call in the FBI and they’ll take it from there.”

      “And then… you’ll come back here?”

      He squeezes it in his palm. “Dani, I’m in this file.”

      I stare at him, trying to decide if that’s good or bad. “Okay…” He stands up from the chair. “Fox, where are you going?”

      “I need you to stay here.”

      He walks out of the living room toward the front door.

      “Fox—” He doesn’t slow down. “Fox!” I follow him into the entryway, moving as fast as I can to catch up with him. “Fox, what are you doing?”

      “I’m going to turn my myself in and hand over the file.”

      “Wait, right now?”

      “Stay with Mrs. Clark,” he says. “She’s old but she’s spry.”

      I search his eyes. “You can’t do this.”

      “Stay here, Dani.”

      My heart pumps wild blood through my veins as he turns around and walks outside. I shake with horrible anticipation like I’m standing on a vibrating train track.

      “Fox…” My voice cuts off at a whisper.

      I can’t let him leave me.

      Not again.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      “Fox!”

      I rush outside, taking long strides to catch up with him. “Wait—”

      “Go back inside, Dani,” Fox says over his shoulder.

      I keep moving forward, refusing to stop. “You’re leaving now?”

      “The sooner the better. I’ve wasted enough time already,” he explains as we reach the cabin.

      “Fox, please. Can you just stop for a minute? We should talk about this.”

      “12-24-07.”

      I close the cabin door behind us. “What?”

      “12-24-07.” He lowers to his knees and pulls a large case out from under his bed. “Say it back.”

      “12-24-07. What the hell is that?”

      He opens the case. My eyes grow wide at the selection of guns inside nestled in black foam.

      “It’s the night we met,” he says. “Christmas Eve, 2007.”

      I stare into his eyes, unsure what to say.

      “My mother got you that hideous red and white scarf,” he says. “I could tell you hated it but you wore it the entire night anyway just to prove me wrong.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” I say. “Why are you telling me this?”

      Fox grabs a Glock from the foam and slides the case back under the bed. “12-24-07. It’s the combination to the safe in the closet. There’s plenty of money in there. It’ll last you for a long time.”

      He hands me the gun. My heart breaks.

      “Fox, I can’t…”

      “Dani, I want you to stay here. Mercer can’t find you out here, so you’ll be safe until this all blows over.”

      He moves around me, but I rush for the door before he can get there first.

      “Fox, stop,” I beg.

      He reaches through my arm for the handle, but I press my body against the door. “Dani, there’s no time—”

      “Are you really going to leave like this, Fox?” My eyes swell. “Is this really how you’re leaving me?”

      He hangs his head with closed eyes. “I came back to protect you.”

      “So, do it! But don’t drop me off out in the middle of nowhere and leave!”

      “This is the safest place for you.”

      “And what about you?” I ask. “What’s going to happen to you? When will I see you again?”

      “You won’t.”

      The train finally strikes me and my chest caves in like a black hole. “That’s not okay,” I whimper.

      “After this, Snake Eyes will be exposed,” he says. “That includes me.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “There has to be another way.”

      “There isn’t. And honestly, there shouldn’t be. I deserve to be put away, Dani.”

      “If you really believed that, you never would have gone into hiding in the first place.”

      “Dani—”

      “No, Fox. I won’t let you leave me again.”

      “Move away from the door.”

      I stand still. “No.”

      “You’re better off this way,” he says, rattled to the bone. “You have everything you need back home. You don’t need me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “You have a good life, Dani. That’s what I’ve been fighting for this whole time. I want you to be happy.”

      “You think this will make me happy?”

      “I think you’ll be alive. That’s good enough for me.”

      He tries to open the door again, but I push it back.

      “Dani—”

      I throw my arms around him and sink into his chest. The gun slips from my fingers and falls to the floor at our feet. He goes tense but his body quickly relaxes against mine.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “There’s no other way.”

      I hold him tighter and he lays his nose against my hair, taking in my scent. A warm feeling rolls along my spine, covering me from head to toe. I can’t help it. Every sense I have bursts for him as much now as it did back then.

      “Fox…” I look into his eyes. “If this is your last night as a free man, I want to spend it with you.”

      He shakes his head as his dark eyes wander my face. He wants me, I can tell, but he doesn’t want to let himself go. He doesn’t want to relive the pain of losing me all over again. I sure as hell don’t want to either but if the alternative is watching him walk away, then…

      “Please,” I whisper. I place my hands on his chest, careful not to press the bandages hidden beneath the loose shirt. “Let us have one night.”

      He exhales, swallowing hard. “One night isn’t enough,” he says.

      “I know.” I cup his face with my right hand, purposefully touching the scar hidden within his beard. “But if it’s that or nothing… I’d rather have it. Wouldn’t you?”

      His eyes close as he turns his head to kiss my open palm. He holds it there against his lips and I trace my thumb along the edge of his mouth.

      “Why?” he asks. “Why do you still want me after everything I’ve done?”

      It’s a good question, one I’ve asked myself plenty over the last few days. When we first met, it was easy to love him. Love is simple when you’re sixteen and naïve. Loving a boy is easy.

      Loving a man is different. A man has experience and baggage and, in this case, confirmed kills.

      But somehow, loving Fox has always been easy.

      “Because you saved me,” I say. “You’ve always saved me.”

      Fox kisses my palm one more time before pulling me closer. His body feels so strong and taut as if the last few days had no effect on him at all. He wraps his arms around me, cradling me close, as he tilts his head and leans in.

      Our lips graze, but he doesn’t kiss me yet. We linger here for moments, happy to breathe in each other’s air. Every second together in this cabin is precious gold. If we don’t treasure it now…

      My eyes brim with tears, but I refuse to let them fall. I refuse to make tonight about them. Snake Eyes. Mercer. My father. None of them matter. As far as I’m concerned, the world is already over. There’s nothing but a barren wasteland outside of these walls. Inside, it’s just Fox and me.

      I smile, praying for it to be true.

      Fox rests a hand on the back of my neck. He licks his lips and takes another breath. Another second passes, warm and blissful, before he finally presses his lips against mine.

      I close my eyes, embracing the feeling inside of me. Fox trembles as my fingertips brush along his abs, striking a fire between us like little match tips. Our passions grow, driven by a need that’s lingered between us since the moment he came home.

      Fox pushes me back against the door. I submit to his kisses as his mouth travels my neck. He pulls back, another wave of resistance taking over as he gazes into my eyes. I pull my shirt off over my head in response, exposing myself to him as an insatiable hunger fills his eyes again.

      His hands reach behind me and he secures his grip on my rear before lifting me off the floor. I can’t pull my lips from his as he carries me across the room and lowers me onto his bed.

      I lie back as he raises his shirt over his head. The black eyes of the cobra stare down at me from his bruised skin, a permanent reminder of the threat looming between us. I reach out and run my fingers along its tail. It’s just ink. Nothing more. Just a meaningless picture sketched by a needle. I lean forward and kiss his chest while he reaches around to unhook my bra. I let it slip down my arms and I lie down as Fox admires my exposed breasts, his eyes wide and full of temptation.

      He descends me again, his breath hot and wild against my skin. Nerves dance all over me, my heart beating hard as I try to hold myself together while he licks and nibbles with intent to devour me whole.

      “Fox,” I say.

      He kisses my belly once more, his fingers hooked along the elastic of my pants. “Yeah?”

      “I should probably tell you that…” I swallow hard, “that I haven’t been with anybody since…”

      Fox pauses and releases my pants before making his way back to me. “Since me?” he asks.

      “I couldn’t…” I bite my lip, unable to find the words. “I mean, I’ve dated, but… when it came time to…” I look down his body as my own ignites for him even more. “I couldn’t. They weren’t you, you know?”

      He smirks in the dark. “Yeah, I know.”

      “I don’t care if you have,” I say. “I just thought you should know in case I’m…”

      I pinch my eyes closed as a rush of painful heat tingles my cheeks.

      Stupid, stupid.

      Fox chuckles as he settles on his elbow beside me. “Well, then, I guess I should probably tell you… that I haven’t been with anybody either.”

      I open my eyes again in surprise. “Really?”

      “I’ve been tempted,” he says. “More times than I can say, but…” He runs a hand along my unwounded cheek and smiles. “They weren’t you. No one’s ever made me feel more like the man I want to be than you.”

      My throat tightens. “Fox, I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I don’t know how our lives got so fucked up…”

      Still, he smiles and touches his nose to mine. “I’m not. Fucked up or not, it all led me back to you.” He takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “Even if we only get one night.”

      I bite my bottom lip, but it trembles anyway.

      He kisses me. “Don’t think about it, Dani,” he whispers. “Just be here. Now. With me.”

      I close my eyes, somehow willing my tears to disappear. I take a deep breath, somehow able to relax and let go. I kiss him again and he takes hold of me, pulling me close until our bodies are flush together, and somehow… I find peace.

      Fox turns me onto my back again. I settle against the pillow, my curious hands roaming along his back as he balances over me. Bandages cover him from his neck to the small of his back. I keep my touch light, not wanting to disturb them. Instead, I feel other bumps along his torso. Other scars. Memories of his life before tonight.

      I kiss him to make him forget. He smiles to let me know it works.

      I part my knees and he settles between them, his hard body pressed against mine. He gives me a hundred kisses, a hundred moments that leave me throbbing and breathless. I grind my hips along his hard erection. He bites my nipples and massages my breasts. We release awkward chuckles as we try new things and tell each other what feels good.

      Fox gives me a long kiss, his groan echoing from the back of his throat. He touches my navel with a firm palm before sliding his hand beneath the elastic band of my pants. I do the same to him, eagerly reaching in to feel the thick shaft hidden inside. Fox releases a growl as I stroke him. I gasp between kisses as my hips buck on their own, begging to be tamed. I say his name, not caring how loud it is or who might hear us. He smothers me with his kiss, our moans blending together beneath the moonlight of the window.

      Fox pulls my pants down to my ankles and I kick them off. I lie still as he kneels in front of me on the bed. He kisses my neck and my breasts. He licks between them on the way down my navel. I run my fingers through his thick hair, gently mewling as he kisses my hips and nibbles my inner thighs. His beard tickles me and I laugh, the sound lost somewhere between my moans.

      My breath catches, but I don’t want to stop. I watch as his mouth inches closer to my throbbing core. God, just one touch and I’ll—

      “You’re so beautiful, Dani,” he whispers, his warm breath on my folds.

      I’m gonna—

      Fox kisses the hood and I shudder.

      Fuck.

      My thighs quiver around him. “Fox,” I moan.

      He smiles. He leaves another tempting kiss in the same spot as he taps my entrance with a lonely finger.

      “Yes,” I say before he can even ask.

      He slides the finger inside and my toes curl. Heaven fills me from the inside, threatening to explode out of every piece of me. Fox thrusts slowly, making me feel it, as he firmly licks my clit. I watch with blurred vision as I tremble uncontrollably on the edge of climax.

      “Oh, god,” I moan again, barely able to speak.

      He doesn’t stop or speak. He keeps going, lapping and massaging the life out of me until there’s nothing left to do but scream.

      The tension breaks and I fall to pieces. I fight for breath. I squeeze his hair with one hand while I dig my nails into the bed with the other. I come for him. I give my everything to him.

      Fox. My stepbrother. My protector and my biggest fan.

      I’ve given him all of me once before.

      I’ll gladly do it again. And again.

      I sit forward and cup his face, eagerly drawing him toward my lips. My body buzzes with warm fire, a fire I’m more than willing to share with him. Fox lets me guide him to sit as I shift off the bed onto the floor. I rest on my knees between his legs, my tongue salivating for him.

      “Lie back,” I whisper.

      Fox moves onto his elbows, careful to keep his wounded back off the bed. I hook his pants and pull them down, too aroused to care about the nerves involved in seeing a naked man again.

      I toss his pants away and pause to admire his chiseled form. Fox was always athletic but not like this. His muscles have muscles now, so firm and toned all over. I bite my lip and gawk at the hard V-shape pointing down at his stiff cock resting against his belly. Nerves twist into butterflies deep inside but it all melts away when I see the way Fox looks at me. I kiss his lap and thighs with teasing lips before opening my mouth to him.

      His tip is hard and wet, throbbing against my tongue as I take him inside. His entire body flexes and he takes in a sharp inhale, his hand slowly coming to rest on the back of my neck. He twirls my hair around his fingers, but he doesn’t pull me down. He lets me taste and play. I test myself, taking him in as far as I can as I suck and lick.

      “Dani,” he breathes. “You feel so good.”

      I touch him. I look up into his eyes. I happily swallow the pre-cum gathering on his tip. I take great pleasure in pleasing him, feeling the same sinful rebellion I felt in his bed five years ago.

      His grip tightens on my hair. “I’m so close,” he says in warning.

      My own sex churns as I feel the hard quiver of his abs. His tip pulses between my lips but I don’t dare pull him out. I swirl my tongue around it, and he groans for me. He lightly tugs on my hair, another warning.

      “Dani…”

      I bob my head. I tighten my lips. I suck him as hard as I can.

      “Fuck.”

      Fox comes with another groan. He sprays onto my tongue, tasting salty and sweet. I wait for him to finish, enjoying the musk of him too much to pull him out. His hand gently glides through my hair, a show of loving affection that trembles my spine.

      I sit back and swallow, my throat tingling with satisfaction.

      “Fucking hell, Dani…”

      I look up as Fox’s hands cup my face.

      “You’re so fucking perfect,” he says, pulling me up off the floor onto his lap.

      I straddle him as he holds me against him. He crushes his mouth on mine, gently soothing my numb lips with firm, warm kisses.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” he says, clawing my back.

      “I wanted to,” I say, gasping for air.

      He forces our lips together again. His kisses become hard and wild, an insatiable lust traveling from his tongue onto mine. I feel his erection growing between us again and I stiffen as I feel it press along my still-dripping slit.

      “I need you,” he says with heat on his breath. “Fuck, Dani, I need you…”

      I reach down to take hold of his cock and guide it toward my entrance. His touch digs into my spine, begging me to drive him home. He kisses my collarbone and licks the sweat off my neck. I quiver on him, feeling an impossible passion take hold of me, as I push him inside.

      We moan together, our lips entwined. I hover on him, my inexperience bringing me pause. I place my hands on his thighs to prop myself up, looking down to watch as he disappears even deeper inside.

      Fox puts his hands on my hips and moves me forward and back. His cock glides in and out, the image alone enough to spark life through my sex. Instinct carries me further and I move my hips to match Fox’s guiding hand. He lets go and places one thumb against my clit between us, sending a fresh fire throughout my body.

      I squeeze his thighs beneath me as I grind against his touch. “Oh, god,” I moan.

      He thrusts upward in time with my movements. We laugh and moan and kiss, our sweat-covered bodies becoming one.

      When I come again, I do it with tears in my eyes. Never in my life, never once beneath the glaring Hollywood spotlight, have I ever felt so good. So trusted and wanted. So unbelievably loved.

      I let my tears fall and Fox pauses to kiss my cheeks. “Do you need to stop?” he asks.

      I shake my head, unable to speak. I kiss him instead and he wraps his thick arms around me. He lifts me up and turns us around on the bed, laying me down on my back. I hook my legs along his waist as he aligns us and sheaths himself inside of me again.

      Waves of heat overtake me as he thrusts harder and faster. I lie back, letting it wash over me. Fox holds me down at the wrists, but I happily submit to the rough touch. He leans in to kiss me, quickly leaving pecks on my face, neck, and chest. I moan from pleasure and pain as my groin and legs grow tired.

      “Fox,” I say, my voice struggling as the bed creaks loudly.

      I look up into his dark eyes and that damned cobra stares back at me, black and cold. I see it all in his eyes. All the death and pain. Blood and terror.

      I twist my hand to entwine our fingers. “Fox,” I say again. “Look at me.”

      He pauses his thrust deep inside of me and releases my other wrist.

      “Come back.” I cup his face. “It’s just you and me.”

      His chest heaves, but I see the light slowly returning to his eyes. He rests his head on my shoulder. I kiss his forehead.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “If I hurt you…”

      “You didn’t,” I say, stroking a finger through his beard. “I thought I lost you for a second.”

      He smiles and kisses my palm. “You couldn’t.”

      I kiss his sweet lips. “Keep going.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I touch his back and remember his bandages. “Aren’t you in pain?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he says, our lips grazing again. “But it’s worth it.”

      We laugh as his hips begin that lovely, teasing grind again.

      It feels good to forget the outside world. No Snake Eyes. No Mercer Black. No over-protective father who will surely throw a conniption fit when he finds out about this. Just me and Fox in his cabin, finally together against all odds.

      I don’t want this night to end.

      But every scene eventually fades to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      Dani. My beautiful Dani.

      Even while she’s sleeping.

      I don’t have to worry about accidentally waking her. Being stealthy has always come naturally for me. The question is whether I should.

      She won’t be happy either way. If I wake her to say goodbye, she’ll try to stop me from leaving. I can’t guarantee I’ll go after that. It’s hard enough watching her sleep knowing it’s the last time I ever will. If she opens her eyes right now and tears fall out, I’ll lose sight of what really matters. A life with me is no life at all. It’s a death wish.

      I’ll let her sleep.

      I put on a suit and drop the flash drive into my pocket. It sits there, burning a hole like a lit cigarette — but I suppose a stick of dynamite is a more accurate comparison. In an hour, one of the deadliest secrets on the planet will be exposed, along with anyone who knows about it. There are some big names on that list, bigger than me or Mercer or even Ronnie Lamb. They won’t be happy.

      But Dani will be safe.

      One last look. Her eyes twitch behind her lids. Given the last few days she’s had, I can’t be sure if it’s a good dream or a bad one. Even in darkness, her face is so bright — full of color and life. I bet I’m glowing a bit after last night, too.

      One last perfect night with her. At least, I got that. At least, I got one reminder of how it feels to be inside of her and what she tastes like. Of what noises she makes when I touch her just right. What it’s like to hear her moan my name again.

      At least, I have that.

      Fuck. I can’t leave her yet.

      I walk over to the bed and kneel beside it. She lies on her back with the comforter up to her shoulders. Her unnatural, black hair is a little messed up but that’s okay. She’s still the most beautiful woman in the world. Mercer tried to change that but even those stitches don’t do a damn thing.

      I reach out to touch her, but I stop before my fingers graze her skin. I can’t risk waking her, no matter how much I want to hear her voice or look into her eyes one last time.

      Dani. My beautiful Dani.

      I hope you remember me the way I’ll remember you.

      I step outside. The air is soft and warm. It’s the first morning so far this year that’s felt more like spring than winter. It’s almost fitting that nice weather shows up the second I enter a concrete box, but I’ve had worse luck, that’s for sure.

      It’s a long drive into the city. The closer I get, the larger the rock in my gut feels. I keep her face in my mind and it shrinks a bit. I think of her smile and it gets even smaller.

      The police station comes into view. I park the car on the street outside.

      I inhale and exhale slowly.

      This is it. This is the moment when everything changes.

      The dull rumble of voices fills my ears as soon as I enter the station. Uniforms jolt around the front lobby, brushing past a desk Sergeant who looks a bit pissed off that she decided to show up to work today. Her eyes shift between a stack of paperwork and the television on the wall.

      I keep my focus and walk up to the desk. “Excuse me.”

      “I’ll be right with you, sir,” she mutters without a glance in my direction.

      I glower, but I suppose I should enjoy my last few moments as a free man. Take a breath. Enjoy the sunlight.

      The television grabs my attention, but it doesn’t keep it. I’m not too fond of twenty-four hour news networks. They just fill time and wait for the next disaster to strike. Today’s talking heads seem fixated on fire. Flames ravage an office block in…

      Burbank?

      I shift slightly, turning to get a better view. I have plenty memories of walking down that street to meet my mother for lunch.

      Bennett’s office.

      My stomach turns.

      “Crazy, huh?”

      I look at the Sergeant. “Yeah.”

      “First, that movie star goes missing, and now her daddy’s office burns down?” She shakes her head. “I know coincidence when I see it, and that ain’t it.”

      I hold my breath. She’s got a point.

      Mercer. Who else would have done this?

      But why?

      “Did you need something, sir?”

      To get my attention.

      Again.

      “Sir?”

      Which means…

      Christ, what have I done?

      “Do you have a public phone?” I ask her.

      She points behind me. “Payphone around the corner.”

      “Thank you.”

      I walk away from the desk and search my pockets for any loose change. I don’t have any but, luckily, I find a quarter in the phone’s coin return slot.

      Anger boils within me but this isn’t the place to lose control. I dial a number from memory. It only rings once.

      “Iowa, Fox? Really?”

      “Where are they?” I ask.

      “Oh…” Mercer chuckles. “I see you got my message.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Patience. Patience. All will be revealed soon.”

      I exhale. “What do you want?”

      “I want you back,” he says. “Was I not clear enough before?”

      “This is extreme, even for you.”

      “Desperate times. Our boss is getting a little impatient over this whole ordeal and she wants results, so you understand my desperate ways.”

      “She’s your boss, not mine.”

      “You can keep telling yourself that all you want, but it won’t change the outcome. Go right ahead and do what you’re gonna do with that file, but I will kill them myself.” He stops to laugh. “What’s little Dani going to think of you then if you let her daddy die for… nothing?”

      Dani. She’ll never forgive me. Hell, I’ll never forgive myself.

      “I swear to god, if you hurt them—”

      “Your mother is very pretty, Fox,” he says, stabbing every word. “And you know what I like to do to pretty women.”

      “Don’t, please. Just…” I reel it in. I save it for when I kill this fucker. “You want a trade?”

      “You and the file for them. Simple and clean.”

      “Where?”

      “It’ll take a few hours to get out there to corn cob country,” he mutters.

      “There’s an old farm outside of Iowa City,” I say. “Look up Larry Clark, you’ll find it. Meet me at noon. Bring them with you or no deal.”

      “Secluded.” He chuckles. “I taught you well.”

      I say nothing.

      “Sure, we can meet there,” he says. “Both of you. Together. I don’t want you prone in a tower somewhere with your rifle. That’s no way to treat your friends.”

      “I won’t be.”

      “Good talk, Fox.”

      I slam the phone down and an officer eyes me as he passes by.

      My concrete box will have to wait.
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        * * *

      

      I drive back to Mrs. Clark’s farmhouse.

      Dani steps outside onto the porch as I arrive. I spot Mrs. Clark lingering through the screen doorway behind her. Neither of them seems too happy with me. Hell hath no fury, as they say.

      I walk across the driveway and Dani steps off the porch to meet me halfway. Her eyes are puffy and red, shooting a twinge of guilt through my gut. She stares at me for a moment in silence before reaching out and slapping me in the face.

      I wince. The pain fires up my cheek, staying only for a moment before disappearing completely. “I guess I deserve that,” I say.

      She doesn’t disagree. I’ve left her twice now without saying goodbye but, in my defense, I never thought I’d see her again both times.

      Her hard eyes soften, and she lunges forward to wrap her arms around me. I smile as that faint apple scent invades my nose.

      “Dani, I’m sorry,” I whisper. “Something’s happened…”

      She raises her head. “What?” she asks, her voice breaking.

      I wipe a tear off her cheek, though I know there’s more to come. “Mercer, he…” She stiffens and my heart breaks. “He has Bennett. And my mother.”

      Dani’s eyes fill with fear. “What? No…”

      “He said he’ll kill them if I don’t go back with the file.”

      “Fox, you can’t…”

      “I have to.”

      She shakes her head and another tear falls. “There has to be another way,” she says. “Right?”

      She looks at me like I have all the answers, like I’m a real man of action.

      I wish I could tell her I did. I wish I could look into her eyes right now and be the man she thinks I am, but I’ve lied to her enough.

      “No,” I say.

      “Fox.” She steps forward. “I am not letting you go back. That’s not who you are.”

      And just like that, I believe her. I remember why I fell in love with Dani Roberts in the first place. Those soulful eyes. That stubborn determination.

      She was right there all along.

      Little Miss Perfect.

      I wrap my arm around her waist and rest my hand on the small of her back. She leans into me and offers her lips, just like she always did before. I kiss her once, just once. Any more than that, and I’ll lose myself in her all over again.

      “I have an idea,” I say. “It’s a bad one.”

      She nods, ready for anything.

      I glance over her shoulder at the old barn across the field. “That training you did with the LAPD, did they teach you rifles at all?”

      “Yes,” she answers.

      “What kind?”

      “Umm…” She closes her eyes as she tries to remember. “A Reming 7-something…”

      “Remington Model 700?”

      “Yeah, that one.”

      “Were you any good?”

      “So-so. Why?”

      “That’s good enough.”

      I study her face, taking in every detail of her. Scarred cheek. Red lips. Short, black hair.

      “We’re going to need some help, but I really need you to trust me, Dani.”

      Her eyes shake, but she doesn’t hesitate. “I do.”

      “Come on.”

      I release her and walk back to the car.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      I ignore the voices in my head telling me this is a bad idea.

      “School,” I answer.

      A very bad idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      Fox reaches out and knocks on the door.

      I look up and down the hallway from behind my sunglasses. College. Dorm life. Dining halls and mid-term exams. This is a world entirely foreign to me. My father put me in front of cameras before I even graduated from high school. I never went to college, but I always wondered if I would someday.

      Can’t say I expected it to be like this.

      The door opens on a petite, blonde girl. She looks at Fox and she gasps. “Oh, god, it’s Channing Tatum!”

      Her red-headed roommate spins around in her chair. “What?”

      “Never mind—” She steps forward and slams the door closed behind her, nearly knocking herself over in the process. “What are you doing here?” she asks Fox.

      Fox holds up a plastic grocery bag. “We need your help,” he says.

      She takes it from him and her face falls as she looks inside and spots the pair of scissors, the comb, and the box of black hair dye we picked up on the way here.

      “Oh, hell no,” she says.

      I study her familiar features closely. Her resemblance to me is more than a little uncanny at first glance.

      “Fox, who is this?” I ask.

      “Fox?” she repeats. “Is that your real name?”

      “Yes,” he answers her.

      I pull my sunglasses off and she gasps again, recognizing me with eyes full of confusion. “Why is Roxie Roberts in my hallway?” she asks.

      “Darla, we need—”

      “Wait — how did you know my real name?” she asks quickly.

      I raise a brow. “How do you two know each other but not each other’s names?” I ask.

      Fox exhales hard. “Is there somewhere more private we can talk, please?” he asks her.

      The girl nods. “Come back in a few minutes. My roommate has a class soon.”

      “Thank you,” he says.

      She tries to give him the grocery bag, but he pushes it back to her. She takes it with reluctant acceptance before closing the door on us.

      “Um…” I say, “Fox?”

      He grabs my arm and pulls me with him down the hall. “She’s a friend, Dani.”

      “Okay, but—”

      “I said you’d have to trust me.”

      I bite my lip, pausing to watch the subtle movements on his face. Mercer was right about one thing. My life is full of people who lie to me, but I don’t sense that in Fox right now.

      “Okay…” I say.

      Fox exhales slowly. “She’s a…” He pauses, choosing his words. “She’s an escort,” he says.

      “An escort?” I repeat, blinking twice. “You mean, like a… prostitute?”

      He swallows. “Yeah.”

      I feel a jealous twitch in my stomach. “And you know her because you and her…”

      “Yes. I mean, no, but we have spent time together because…” he hesitates, “she reminded me of you. I needed someone to talk to and she was…”

      The red-headed girl passes by with a backpack and taps the call button on the elevator. I quickly slide my sunglasses back on and we wait until the doors close and we’re alone again.

      Fox clears his throat. “She was a reminder of what I lost and what I never had,” he says. “Somewhere in-between, I found comfort.”

      “Because she looks like me?” I ask.

      His face falls even more. “Yeah,” he says.

      I study his expression, full of pain and shame. He went through hell to escape Snake Eyes, but he never really came back. He made a home in the darkness. I can relate, in a way. I can understand the need for human connection, no matter how superficial it is.

      “It’s all right,” I say. “I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      I nod. “Whenever I’d see some guy who looked like you, even just a little bit, I’d turn my head so I could only see him out of the corner of my eye. I’d just… pretend it was you. I don’t know why, but I guess it gave me…”

      “Hope,” he finishes.

      I smile weakly. “Yeah.”

      Fox turns up his hand and I take it. We entwine our fingers, looking so deeply into one another. Two hearts forever linked no matter how hard others try to tear us apart.

      “Do you really think she’ll help?” I ask.

      Fox squints. “It’ll take some convincing, but I think so.”

      “Good.”

      A smile fights my lips. I manage to keep it steady.

      “What’s so funny?” he asks.

      “You told her your name was Channing Tatum?”

      He rolls his eyes and tugs my arm to lead me back down the hall. “Come on.”

      “I can’t wait to tell him about this,” I joke.

      Fox glares at me out of the corner of his eyes before knocking on her door again.

      It opens instantly and Darla glowers at both of us. She gestures us inside and closes the door, locking it with a swift flick of her wrist.
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        * * *

      

      “So, I just have to stand there?” Darla asks with her head hanging down into her bathroom sink.

      I stand over her with plastic gloves, running my fingers through her hair as black dye water spills down the white, porcelain drain.

      “And don’t speak either,” Fox says from the connected dorm room. “Your voices are pretty different…”

      I catch him glancing inside, but he quickly looks away, pretending that he wasn’t just sneaking a peek at her tight, push-up bra. He probably wasn’t, but I don’t mind teasing him about it. The shame on his face is just too adorable for words.

      “Are we sure this is going to work?” I ask. “Mercer isn’t stupid.”

      “No, but it’s the only idea I have.”

      I turn off the water and Darla wraps a towel around her hair. “And you weren’t kidding about it being a bad one…” I peel the gloves off and toss them into the trash below the sink.

      “Dani…”

      “I mean…” I step into the dorm to face him and point back at Darla. “This part will probably be fine. It’s the other part that’s got me nervous.”

      “You can do this, Dani.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “You’ve done it before.”

      “I’ve shot targets before,” I argue.

      “It’s the same thing. I know how that sounds, but it’s true.”

      I take a deep breath, but it does nothing to calm my nerves. “Think she knows any boy prostitutes who look like you instead?”

      “I am not a prostitute!” Darla shouts from the bathroom. “I’m a call girl.”

      “Sorry,” I say.

      She pokes her damp head out and her short, black hair falls over her eyes. “It’s okay. And to answer the question: no, I don’t know any.” She flicks on her hairdryer and disappears again.

      Fox lays his hands on my shoulders as I heave a thick sigh. “Dani, look at me.” I do as he says, peeling my eyes off the floor. “You can do this. I trust you.”

      “What if I miss?” I ask.

      “Then, try again.”

      “But what if—”

      “Dani—” He moves his hands to my cheeks, making sure to be gentle with my bandage. “I know you’re scared.”

      “Understatement.”

      “I will not let anything happen to you,” he says, holding my eyes. “Say it.”

      “You won’t let anything happen to me.”

      “Or me!” Darla shouts from the bathroom.

      “Or you,” he says, his eyes flicking toward her once before coming back to me. “You just have to slow him down. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Let’s just pretend all this goes well,” I say, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “We haven’t really talked about what happens after…”

      He drops his gaze for a brief, but noticeable, second. “No matter what happens, I will get you and our parents home alive.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking you.”

      “I know.”

      The hairdryer shuts off and Darla steps into the room. “How do I look?”

      She throws up her arms and poses in the doorway. Jet black hair. Cherry red lips. A white bandage across her left cheek to hide the lack of stitches.

      I nod and force a smile. “You look like Roxie Roberts,” I say.

      She snatches my sunglasses off her desk and slides them up her nose, looking smug and satisfied.

      “We should get going,” Fox says.

      I exhale, disappointed that he won’t answer my question. I’m not sure why I ever expected him to in the first place.

      I’m not even sure if I’m prepared for his answer.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I lie down on my stomach and press the butt of the rifle into my shoulder.

      “Look through the scope,” Fox says in my ear. I feel him shift down to the floor beside me on my right side. “You should be able to see the bottle pretty close.” He lays a hand on my back and warm goosebumps break out on my spine.

      “I see it,” I say, squinting through the scope. The empty beer bottle sits in the middle of the gravel driveway across the field.

      “Put your finger on the trigger.”

      My knuckles twitch as I lay my right index finger against it.

      “Line up your shot,” he continues, his voice smooth as butter. “Take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Fire at the end of your breath.”

      The bottle shakes back and forth in the scope. I remember his words and take a long inhale to calm my quaking nerves. I push it out—

      “Slowly.”

      I halt my exhale halfway and force it to back in to try again. His hand moves up my back an inch, shooting fresh warmth throughout my body. I breathe in and slowly exhale until it’s all the way out.

      I pull the trigger. The bullet strikes the white gravel several feet away from the bottle.

      I frown. “I missed.”

      “Reload.”

      I grab the bolt and pull back. The empty casing flies free and I push the bolt back in to load a second round. “I remember being better than this.”

      “You’re nervous,” he says. “You don’t have to get it perfect.”

      “I just have to hit a moving target from across a cornfield. Yeah, no problem…”

      Fox grips my shoulder and rolls me onto my back to face him. “Dani…” he whispers, hovering over me. “There is no doubt in my mind that you can do this.”

      A gust of cool wind strikes my pink face from the open window of the barn. “I feel sick…”

      “I know, but you’re going to be okay.”

      “I’m not worried about me.” He raises his brow. “Okay, I’m a little worried about me — but I’m more worried about you.”

      Fox sighs and traces a finger along my right cheekbone. “I’ll be all right, Dani.” He leans closer to me.

      “Fox—” He pauses above me, our lips barely touching. “Don’t kiss me if it’s the last time you ever will.”

      He does it anyway. His lips press against mine, firm and passionate. Desire still lingers on his breath, the same kind I felt last night in his bed.

      “Dani,” he whispers, “be brave. For me.”

      I close my eyes, focusing all my energy on his voice. It’s easy to lose myself in it and it’s all I want to do right now. “I just have to slow him down.”

      “That’s right,” he says. “We have the advantage. They won’t know you’re out here until it’s too late.”

      I take another long, deep breath. “Okay.”

      He glances across the field toward the farmhouse. “I should get over there. It’s almost noon.”

      My breath knocks around my chest. I’m not ready to let him go yet. “Fox—”

      He takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “Be brave,” he whispers, his breath tingling my fingertips. “And, you know, don’t shoot me.”

      I laugh even though I shouldn’t. “I make no guarantees.”

      Fox pushes off the floor and slides down the ladder to the ground. He walks out of the barn and looks back at me with a smile.

      Be brave.

      He says it like it’s so easy, like it’s just flipping a switch. I never considered myself a courageous person. I’m an actress. I have stunt girls and special effects to make me look cool, but none of it is real in the end. It’s all just make-believe.

      I lay my hand on my heart. It thumps against my palm like a pair of hummingbird wings, never ceasing for a moment. It’s all just a machine in there. Machines can be studied and controlled. I’m the master of my machine. I have the will to say whether I’m scared or brave.

      I am Roxie Roberts.

      Scratch that.

      I am Danielle Roxanne Roberts.

      Fox trusts her. He believes in her and dammit, I should, too.

      I look through the scope and take aim at the bottle with my finger on the trigger.

      Fire at the end of your breath.

      The bullet strikes the bottle and it shatters along the driveway into a dozen pieces.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      That’s my girl.

      I kick the broken bottle bits into the grass.

      Darla tilts her head, impressed. “Damn,” she says, gliding in the rocking chair on the porch.

      I glance across the field. “She’s a quick study.”

      She chews on her lip as she stares hard at me. “So, turns out… I was completely wrong about you.”

      I smile. “You think so?”

      “This isn’t narcissism at all,” she says. “This is something else entirely.”

      I step up onto the porch and bend over to grab my black duffel off the bench. “Well, go on. Don’t leave me hanging here.”

      “I can’t!” She laughs. “Your issues are way out of my league.”

      “Good.” I reach into the bag for Caleb’s revolver and pop it open to reload. “It’ll make it easier for you to forget about.”

      “Forget?” she asks. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to remember this until the day I die.”

      “Of all people, I don’t think I have to explain the value of discretion to you, Darla.”

      “Oh, of course. You’re a former assassin in love with his super famous stepsister who hung out with an escort who looks just like her to make yourself feel better. I completely understand why you wouldn’t want that getting out…” Her voice trails off into a chuckle. “The last person I want to piss off is a contract killer, am I right?”

      “Right.”

      She scans me with nervous eyes. “But you’d never, you know… kill me, right? You’re retired.” I pick up the duffel bag. “Right?”

      I leave the question dangling. Her face turns white as I step inside the house.

      Mrs. Clark sits in her chair in the living room with Sammy lingering next to her feet. He doesn’t move from his place but he keeps his eyes on me as I move into the room.

      “He’s not growling,” I note. “I guess that’s progress.”

      “Well, after seeing you beaten and bloodied, I bet he views you quite differently,” she says. “An animal can’t see what’s inside. He can only smell what’s on the outside. Now, he knows you’re as fragile as the rest of us.”

      “I could have told him that.”

      “He’s a stupid dog. What do you expect?”

      I smile and look at my feet. “I’m sorry about bringing you into this, Mrs. Clark. I had no right—”

      “I’m going to stop you there, kid,” she says, pushing herself out of the chair. “I don’t need an apology from you, so save it.” She points a stern finger at me. “You take that energy and you put it to good use out there. Those girls are counting on you.”

      “Thank you. For everything.”

      “You’re welcome.” She pauses, smiling up at me with wrinkled eyes. “And besides… it’s about time this old bird saw a little action again.”

      I laugh. “You should get downstairs.”

      “On my way. Come on, Sammy.”

      “And don’t come out,” I add. “Please.”

      She chuckles. “This ain’t my first rodeo, kid.”

      I furrow my brow. “Remind me later to ask you to tell me that story…”

      She leads Sammy into the back of the house. I wait until I hear her feet on the stairs, echoing down into the cellar below.

      “Fox!” Darla calls. “I think they’re here.”

      I go outside and the helicopter comes into view. “Put your glasses on,” I tell her. She slides them onto her nose with shaking fingers. “Try to relax.”

      “I’m fine,” she says, her voice quivering. “You know, I just realized… we probably should have agreed on payment first.”

      I smirk. “You’ll be generously compensated for your time, Darla.”

      “Good.” She inhales deep and shakes out her arms as the helicopter lands in the field.

      “Come on.” I step off the porch and Darla follows closely.

      The helicopter door slides open and Mercer hops outside. I stop in the center of the driveway and stand over the area where the bottle was. It should give Dani the best shot.

      An agent steps out, his face concealed by a mask. He turns back in and grabs my mother’s arm. Her hands are tied behind her back and she nearly stumbles to her knees as he pulls her from the helicopter. Bennett follows behind her, his own hands tied. A fresh bruise hovers over his eye. I guess he got mouthy.

      Mercer stops several feet away and crosses his arms over his chest. “So, this is… nice,” he mutters, glancing around the farm. “Not my cup of tea, but I guess it suits you.”

      I look behind him at my parents. My mother makes eye contact with me, her gaze full of love and relief with a justifiable bit of fear mixed in. Bennett looks more pissed off at me than I’ve ever seen him, even more so than the night I fucked his daughter under his own roof. Not only did I kidnap her this time, but I also chopped her trademark hair off.

      “Just one other agent, Mercer?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “It’s a simple trade. Never take more men than you need. You know our ways, Fox.”

      I nod. Mercer has a gun strapped to his hip. The other guy has one trained on my mother.

      Something isn’t right here. I have every single one of Snake Eyes’ secrets in my damn pocket. One wrong move out here and their entire organization is revealed… and they only send two guns?

      “I’ve taken out four of your squad, Mercer,” I say. “They didn’t send any replacements?”

      “Fox…” He grunts with impatience. “You’re stalling. Let’s just get this over with.”

      His fingers tap against his bicep. An obvious tell.

      I raise a brow. “You’re off-the-grid, aren’t you?” His eye twitches. “The Boss would have sent more than this—”

      “Fox—”

      “This is personal, isn’t it?”

      “You made a fool out of me,” he seethes. “I trained you. I turned you into the man you are today and how do you repay me?”

      “I guess the Boss isn’t as heartbroken as you are,” I note.

      “The Boss told me to put a bullet between your goddamn eyes.”

      “But quietly, right?” I ask. “Executing a presidential candidate and cutting up a movie star on live television wasn’t what she had in mind.” Mercer flexes his jaw in anger. “I’m willing to bet you are in far more hot water with her than I am right now.”

      Mercer raises his gun to my face. “Make the damn trade,” he growls, “and get on the fucking chopper.”

      Now, Dani.

      I wait for the bang of a bullet.

      The masked man pushes my mother forward and Bennett moves in closer. His eyes fall on Darla’s face and he furrows his brow in confusion.

      “That’s not my daughter,” he says.

      Fucking idiot.

      “It’s just the hair, Bennett…”

      Darla slinks a little behind my shoulder.

      Take the shot, Dani.

      Mercer takes a step closer to her and squints. “What’s that now?”

      “That’s not my daughter,” Bennett repeats.

      I stare him down. “Yes, it is.”

      “I don’t know who this impostor is, but she’s not my daughter! My Roxie isn’t nearly so… generic.”

      “Generic?!” Darla spits.

      I deflate. Mercer reaches out and snatches the sunglasses off her face.

      “Hey—!” she gasps.

      I glare at Darla and she winces apologetically.

      Mercer’s lips curl, but he’s far from amused. “Where’s the girl, Fox?” he asks.

      Bennett bares his teeth. “Where’s my daughter, you son-of-a-bitch?!”

      Now would be great, Dani…

      Mercer points his pistol at Darla.

      I grab her wrist and reach for the revolver in my belt while pulling her behind me. “Put it down, Mercer. You’re outgunned here.”

      “Fooooox!”

      Dani’s scream echoes through the field.

      I spin toward the barn as a shot of dread charges through my heart.

      Mercer chuckles. “Sounds like my squad is a little larger than you thought.”
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      You can only see one target at a time through a scope.

      I had him in my sights. I had Mercer’s ugly mug right between the crosshairs. My finger was on the trigger. I just had to wait for the right moment to take the shot.

      I missed him sneaking in behind me.

      His fingers squeeze around my throat.

      “Foooox!” I choke as I dig my nails into his hands. I break skin and he growls in anger but his grip doesn’t cease. He leans forward to dodge my kicks, bringing his masked face close to mine.

      I dig my nails into his face, slicing downward across his eye.

      He shrieks. As he releases me, I keep my grip on his thick, black mask. It comes off his face and my heart sinks.

      No wonder he was such a horrible bodyguard.

      “Smith?!” I gasp.

      He kicks me in the stomach. I double over as the wind hurls out of my lungs.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment I heard your damn voice,” he growls.

      I try to breathe, but I can barely hold it in. Smith steps forward and snatches the rifle off the floor.

      “Get the fuck up,” he says.

      I roll onto my knees. My eyes drip with acid tears. I look out the window and my vision blurs.

      Smith points the rifle at my cheek. “I said, get up.”

      I surrender my hands and stand slowly. We climb down the ladder and walk out into the field together. He keeps the weapon trained on me from several feet behind.

      “You’re a Snake Eyes agent?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder.

      “Sure,” he mumbles.

      I think it through. Snake Eyes murders Senator Lamb and attacks me to bring Fox out of hiding. They need to keep an eye on me to find Fox. What better way to do that than to plant someone on the inside and gain their trust?

      My skin crawls. He was alone in my apartment with me. “You let Mercer into my apartment, didn’t you?”

      “Just keep walking.”

      “You faked your attack—”

      “Shut up!”

      He slams the butt of the rifle against the back of my neck, sending me down to my knees. I wince in pain as he grips my arm and pulls me back up.

      I start walking faster, feeling the hard barrel against my back. We reach the driveway and I see them much clearer now. Mercer has them all on their knees, Fox included.

      Fox meets my eyes and they twitch when they fall on Smith. He pieces it together himself and anger spreads across his face as Smith kicks me to my knees in front of him.

      “Let them go, Mercer,” he says. “You have me and the file. Let’s do the trade and leave.”

      “I think we’re way past that possibility, Fox,” he replies. “Although, it’s cute you suspected this would end that way at all. What part of secret underground organization don’t you understand?”

      “Let them go—”

      “They know too much. You know the rules.” Mercer’s lips twitch. “You’ve done it before, after all.”

      Fear plagues Fox’s eyes. “Mercer…”

      “Let’s take them inside,” Mercer says. “I don’t feel like dragging bodies around today.”

      “Fox—” I whimper as Smith grabs my arm and pulls me back up again.

      “I have to hand it to you, Fox,” Mercer says. “They do look awfully alike. I’m excited now. I get to make you watch her die twice.”

      Fox closes his eyes and walks beside me toward the house with his hands behind his head.

      “I’m sorry, Fox,” I whisper.

      “This isn’t your fault, Dani.”

      We walk up the porch stairs. Smith holds the door open for us. The other masked man nudges us forward with his gun.

      I look over my shoulder. Darla’s behind me with her head down. Tears of panic stream down her face. Cora also weeps quietly while my father seethes with anger.

      Everyone in the world I care about is right here, following me to our deaths.

      “On your knees,” Smith says.

      We line up in the living room and Mercer gestures us down to the floor.

      “Which one will it be first, Fox?” he asks, licking his lips. He points the gun at me. “The real one? Or the plastic one?” He shifts the barrel toward Darla, but she’s in too much shock to react to his insult.

      Fox doesn’t answer. His eyes shift behind Mercer and the others, following the silent movement coming from the kitchen.

      Mrs. Clark sneaks in, her feet shifting ever-so-lightly on the carpet beneath her.

      She raises her shotgun and points it at Smith.

      “Me,” Fox says. “Me first.”

      “Fine.” Mercer points his gun and lays it against Fox’s head.

      Mrs. Clark pulls the trigger and a spray of bullets drop Smith to the floor in a blood-red heap.

      Mercer flinches in surprise. Fox takes the opportunity and snatches Mercer’s wrist, twisting his arm far enough to make him drop the gun. Mercer’s finger slides across the trigger, firing a bullet right past Fox’s ear before it slips from his hand and clatters to the floor.

      My father lets out a roar and rushes forward to slam against the masked man before he can spin back around. They tumble to the floor, but he can’t do much with his hands tied behind his back.

      “Dad!” I scream.

      I grab Mercer’s gun off the floor and point it across the room. My nerves lock with my finger on the trigger, but I don’t dare pull it with my father so close to the target.

      Mercer lashes out and punches Fox, knocking him against me. I feel Fox’s expert grip on me as he pushes me away from Mercer. He punches again and lands his knuckles against Fox’s jawline.

      Mrs. Clark pumps her shotgun and points it at the man on the floor. “Don’t move,” she warns him.

      He tries to yank the shotgun from her, but Sammy leaps into the room and clamps his teeth around the man’s neck.

      I turn away before his screams pierce my ears.

      Fox and Mercer trade blows, each one so evenly matched I can’t tell who’s winning. They spin and punch and dodge and kick. I can’t keep my gun on Mercer long enough to fire a clean shot.

      Mercer lunges for me and wraps his hand around my throat. He takes complete control of me and forces the gun next to my head with my own finger on the trigger.

      “Dani—!” Fox freezes. “Mercer, don’t—!”

      Mercer pulls me backward with him away from the others and drags me outside to the porch.

      Fox bends over and grabs the rifle from Smith’s dead hands. “You’ve got nowhere to go, Mercer,” he says, following us outside. “Let her go.”

      Mercer doesn’t stop. He digs the gun into my temple while leading me farther down the driveway. “Go ahead, Fox.” He chuckles. “You think you have a clear shot?”

      Fox points the rifle at us and stares down the sights. “At this range, I don’t need one.”

      Mercer laughs. “I doubt I’ll go down before I get off just one shot at her. You can spend the next few hours separating chunks of our brains.”

      “Fox—” I cry.

      “It’s okay, Dani.”

      He reloads.

      “Come on, Fox!” Mercer growls over my ear. “Take the shot. I dare you! You can end this now. Just shoot her through the heart and you’ll hit me, too!”

      Fox blinks with hesitation.

      I quiver with fear as his eyes fall on mine. “Fox…”

      He exhales slowly. “Dani… close your eyes.”

      Mercer’s arms go tense around me. “You shoot me, and the Boss will come after you, Fox! She’ll come after everyone you care for!”

      “No,” Fox says. He rests his finger over the trigger. “I’m pretty sure I’m doing her a favor.”

      I close my eyes as the shot rings out.

      Pain rips me apart from the inside. I open my mouth to scream, but no sound comes out. My ears ring. I see nothing but red…

      Until it all fades to black.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      All I ever wanted to do was protect her.

      In the end, I nearly killed her.

      The doctors say she’ll be fine. Mrs. Clark’s skills are quite possibly the only thing about her that hasn’t aged. Her methods are a bit old-fashioned, but there’s a reason why a hot iron is a staple for cauterizing wounds.

      Bennett drove us into the city, shouting as he often does. I sat in the backseat with one finger on her pulse, wondering if she was going to die in my arms. She did the same for me, after all.

      I look at my hands, still stained red with her blood. No one has said a word to me since I sat down in this chair next to her bed. I think the nurses are scared of me, but that’s okay. Maybe they should be. I’m the one who put Roxie Roberts in the hospital.

      I knew what I was doing. Mercer never expected me to take the shot. I doubt he considered their height differences when he dared me to do it. Dani’s shoulder lined up perfectly with his heart.

      I let him bleed out in Mrs. Clark’s driveway.

      Rest in peace, old friend.

      “Fox?”

      My mother stands above me with a vending machine cup in her hands.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say, my dry throat cracking.

      She offers me the cup and I take it from her. Her eyes graze my hands for a moment. It takes everything in her to keep her from flinching. She sits down in the chair next to mine and her hands fidget in her lap.

      “I know this is probably a weird time to say this, but… it’s really nice to see you again, Fox,” she says.

      I chuckle slightly. “I’m sorry you had to think I was gone for so long.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I never wanted to put you through that…” I bring the cup to my nose and breathe in the warm fumes. Hot chocolate. She always used to bring me this after a bad day. Some things should never change.

      “I feel like I knew,” she says.

      “What?”

      “I knew my son was still alive.”

      I look at her and she smiles at me. “Yeah?”

      She shrugs. “You’re my little boy, Fox. Whatever you’ve done — whatever you’ve had to do — it doesn’t matter to me. I’m still going to love you.”

      “Don’t be too sure about that,” I mutter.

      She stands up. “Try me.”

      I smile.

      “If you must leave again,” she adds, “check-in every so often. Please. For my sake.”

      “I will,” I say. “I promise.”

      She leaves the room again. I take a slow sip from my cup before setting it down and walking over to the bed.

      Dani.

      You’re free now. Free to go home and forget. Free to walk around in public again without hiding your face. Free to move on from all of this.

      Move on from me.

      I lean down and rest my forehead against hers. I don’t have to worry about waking her. She’s so sedated she won’t wake up for several hours, but I shouldn’t wait that long. There’s just one thing I have to do first. Something I swore I’d never do to her again.

      “Goodbye, Dani.” I kiss her soft lips. “I love you.”

      I reach into my pocket to feel for the flash drive as I step outside into the hallway.

      “Not coming back again, I hope.”

      Bennett stands near the door with his arms crossed. I don’t blame him for the hostility. He watched me shoot his daughter. He also watched Mrs. Clark and I save her life afterward, but this is Bennett Roberts.

      “Probably not,” I say.

      “Good riddance,” he mutters, passing around me to enter Dani’s room.

      “Bennett.”

      He pauses in the doorway as I hold out my hand. He stares at it for several moments before giving me a silent handshake.

      I turn around and enter the next hallway where two police officers are waiting for me.

      Goodbye, Dani.
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      “A hunting accident?”

      I nod at Detective Lawrence across the interrogation room table. “Yes, sir,” I answer.

      He leans back in his chair and scoffs, making the little hairs of his beige mustache fidget back and forth above his lip. “You expect me to believe that Roxie Roberts willingly traveled halfway across the country with you... to go hunting?”

      “There’s more to it, but yeah. She did.”

      “And then you, an experienced veteran of the armed forces, accidentally shot her in the shoulder?”

      I look down. “Not my proudest moment, Detective, but yes. That’s what happened.”

      He blinks twice, his face hard as stone. “Do you think I’m an idiot?” he asks.

      “No, sir.”

      “You realize how crazy this sounds, right?”

      I turn up my hands. “If you don’t believe me, ask her yourself.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” he says. “We fully intend to as soon as she wakes up, and you’re not leaving this room until then. In the meantime, I’m curious about why you’re here at all, Fox Fitzpatrick. Aren’t you supposed to be dead? Just where the hell have you been the last two years?”

      I shift in my chair as that stick of dynamite officially burns through my pocket and singes my skin.

      I clear my throat. “Well, Detective—”

      The door behind me opens quickly.

      “Fox, don’t say another word.”

      I turn in surprise. Boxcar rushes into the interrogation room with a briefcase in his hand. He wears an old, wrinkled suit and a disheveled tie, but at least he bothered to comb his hair.

      Detective Lawrence sneers. “Who the hell are you?”

      Boxcar slams his briefcase down on the table. “I’m Mr. Fitzpatrick’s Constitutionally-required representation and I’m demanding that you either charge him with a crime or you release him immediately.”

      I stare at him. “Box, what—”

      He snaps his fingers at me. “Not another word,” he says, clearly enjoying his charade.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” Lawrence says. “I still have questions and we can’t corroborate his story until I talk to the girl first.”

      “Well, luckily for you, I already have. As of—” he checks his watch, “twenty-three minutes ago, Ms. Roberts is awake and lucid, and she provided me with this statement.” He withdraws a piece of paper from his briefcase and lays it on the table in front of Lawrence. “Too long; didn’t read: she and Mr. Fitzpatrick spirited themselves away on a taboo and romantic getaway—”

      “Box,” I say.

      He raises his hand again, silencing me. “This led them here to Fox’s current residence where Ms. Roberts coaxed him into a hunting demonstration that went horribly, horribly wrong. City girls, am I right?”

      Lawrence says nothing.

      Boxcar clears his throat. “I also have a statement from Mrs. Barbara Clark, Fox’s landlord and owner of the land where this event took place. It matches this story to a T.”

      “The girl’s awake?” Lawrence asks.

      “And lucid. Keep up, Detective.” He snaps his fingers again and Lawrence squints. “Seeing as this entire situation was one great big misunderstanding…” he smirks, “it would be super great if you’d let my client go now, please.”

      Lawrence stands up, purposefully stretching as tall as possible. “Wait here,” he says to me as he snatches Dani’s statement off the table. “I’ll check this out myself.”

      “Due diligence is the mark of all good police work,” Boxcar says with a wink. “We’ll wait.”

      Lawrence glares at the two of us until he steps out into the hallway and slams the door.

      I deflate. “Boxcar, what are you doing here?”

      He takes Lawrence’s empty chair. “I owed you one, so I figured I’d give you two.”

      “I thought you were leaving the country.”

      “You tell me you’re going to turn yourself in, and I do nothing? What do you take me for?”

      I smirk. “The guilt tore you up, huh?”

      “From the inside out,” he says, nodding. He reaches into the briefcase and pulls out his laptop. “Also, I was thinking...”

      “Well, that’s never good,” I joke.

      The laptop screen reflects off his glasses as he looks at me. “Are you serious about exposing Snake Eyes?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer. “And no, you can’t talk me out of it. It’s the right thing to do.”

      “I figured.” He exhales hard. “In that case, it should come from a reputable source. Not that I don’t trust the fine police officers of the ICPD, I just think there’s a better way.”

      “You already have my attention, Box,” I say.

      “Do you have the file?”

      “Yeah.”

      He opens his hand for it. “I’ve done a fair amount of deep-throating with the media, so to speak,” he says. “I can put it in the hands of people the world will trust.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Hey...” He smiles. “I’ve got plenty of targets on my back already. What’s one more?”

      “This is Snake Eyes, Box,” I warn.

      “I know. That’s why I can’t let you do this alone.” He shrugs a shoulder. “Besides, if they’re going down, I want a front-row seat. No more running.”

      I nod. Truthfully, if anyone deserves to be here with me now, it’s Boxcar.

      I take the flash drive from my pocket and drop it in his open palm. “All right,” I say.

      Boxcar sticks it into his USB port and cracks his knuckles. “Just need a minute...”

      He gets to work, his fingers furiously tapping away at his keys.

      “It’s still chipped, right?” I ask.

      “Not for long...” His lips twitch. “Just need to cross a T, dot an I, and...” He firmly slaps the delete key. “Chip no more.”

      I smile as his hands go right back to it. I know better than to try and follow along. Not that I would ever be able to understand what he’s doing anyway.

      “Carry the one, and... voila.” He turns the laptop toward me again. “Just hit send.”

      I look at the screen. He typed out what looks to be an email, but not with a standard email service. Must be one of his own programs, something to keep his identity and location heavily encrypted. The recipient’s names are, as he mentioned, reputable. Even I recognize their bylines.

      I raise my hand, swiftly reaching for the keyboard, and Boxcar stiffens. We both know what the consequences of this will be, especially for me.

      In the end, it’s what I deserve. I’ll make that sacrifice if it means getting rid of Snake Eyes for good.

      If it means Dani is safe.

      I click Send.

      “There,” I say, sitting back. “It’s done.”

      Boxcar spins the laptop back toward himself and nods. “It’s done,” he repeats with a nod.

      He stands up to put the computer back into his briefcase.

      I take a deep breath as a heavy weight sinks onto my shoulders. It’s a strange feeling to know that you just changed the course of history.

      Like Pandora’s box, there’s no going back from this.

      “Now,” Boxcar smiles, returning to his usual jovial self, “I’m sure I have at least one more spiel in me about the Bill of Rights, so I’ll go do that, and we’ll have you out of here in five.”

      “Don’t bother,” I say. “I’ll just be brought back in once the master file gets out. Might as well stay here.”

      “Why would they do that?” he asks. “You’re not in the master file.”

      I blink, and his smile grows. “You deleted me from the file?” I ask.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Fox,” he says, his expression going soft, “you are the best friend I’ve ever had. I’d even go so far as to say you’re the only friend I’ve ever had. You come back from the dead and you expect me to, what? Go back to Boston? Be the same shell of a man I’ve been since the day you went missing? Fuck that. As far as they’re concerned, you’re just a city boy who took the midnight train to Afghanistan and came back with a serious case of amnesia. People love a good amnesia story. Make it work.”

      I shake my head. “Boxcar, that’s—”

      “Look, I get it,” he says over me. “You’ve done some things you’re not proud of. You think you deserve to be in here, but there are plenty of us who disagree. We still remember who you are and, dammit, we still really like that guy. So, yeah, Fox, I deleted you from that file because I’m not going to let you waste the second chance you’ve been given. You have no idea how lucky you are to have that.” He pauses. “To have her.”

      “I’m not worth throwing her life away for,” I say, looking down.

      “Don’t make that decision for her. At the very least, tell her you’re a free man. She deserves that.”

      “She deserves more than I can give her.”

      Boxcar sighs. “Fox, since the day I met you, there’s been one constant truth in the world: I’m the coward and you’re the cool guy. Don’t mess that up.”

      I smile. “I think after today, you’ve earned a shot at being the cool guy, Box.”

      His lips curl. “Maybe. Still, you don’t want to be the coward who lost the girl. Believe me.”

      The interrogation room door opens again.

      Boxcar thrusts his fist into the air. “Bill of Rights!” he shouts.

      Detective Lawrence rolls his eyes, looking even more annoyed now than he did when he left. “Mr. Fitzpatrick, you’re free to go,” he says.

      “I am?” I ask.

      “Fox...” Boxcar tilts his head. “Don’t question the nice detective. He’s just doing his job.”

      Lawrence ignores him. “The statements checked out. The family isn’t pressing charges and the mayor has, apparently, already received an interesting phone call from the girl herself, so…” He points his thumb at the door. “Guess he felt a bit star-struck.”

      I stand up as Boxcar hustles me toward the door. “Thanks, Detective,” I say.

      “Don’t leave town for a while,” he says. “Just in case I have more questions...”

      “Now, now, Detective,” Boxcar scolds, playfully. “We both know that’s only enforceable with a court order, and you don’t have one.”

      Lawrence bares his teeth but says nothing as the two of us rush out of the room. I follow Boxcar through the station, dodging the pointed glares of officers as we pass them by, and somehow make it out the door without getting shot.

      The sun strikes my face as I step outside. I pause to take it in. I’d already said goodbye before. Can’t believe I thought I was ready to give this up.

      “Hey, Box,” I say.

      He nods. “Yeah?”

      “I need another favor. Two, actually.”

      We start walking toward the parking lot.

      “Okay, what?” he asks.

      “I need you to move some money around for me,” I say.

      He stops beside a blue rental car and chuckles. “Easy. What else?”

      I walk around to the passenger’s side. “How are you with a shovel?”

      His face falls. “I’m going to regret this day, aren’t I?”

      I smirk. He sighs.

      “Fine,” he says, opening the driver’s side. “Come on. I’ll take you home, but can we please, for once, talk about something other than women?”

      I laugh as I lower myself into the car. “Probably not,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I look out the window from the backseat, staring at the waving and screaming crowd as our car slowly rolls out of the LAX parking lot.

      “Roxie! Roll down your window!”

      “Tell us what happened, Roxie!”

      “How did it feel getting shot?!”

      “Damn vultures…” My father groans from the seat beside me. “Don’t worry, Roxie. We’ll get you inside before they snap a single photo. I won’t have you in a sling all over the damn internet.”

      “It’s okay, Dad.”

      “This is a nightmare,” he continues. “I’m getting you home and you’re going to stay there until you’re completely healed and your hair grows back. Lena’s waiting at the house with a stylist so we can do something about the color. Oh—” He reaches into his bag and pulls out a black DVD case. “The producer sent over a screener. She wants you to watch it tonight and get back to her before the studio rubber stamps the print.”

      I take the case and toss it into my purse. “Okay.”

      “Hopefully, Bruckberg will agree to a house call…” He reaches into his pocket for his phone. “Damn stepbrother of yours ruining everything, as usual.”

      I watch the world roll by my window. “He saved my life, Dad. Yours, too.”

      “Yeah, yeah…” he murmurs. He holds his phone to his ear. “Yeah, hi. This is Bennett Roberts. I’m returning a call… Why? I was in fucking Iowa, that’s why…”

      I block out his voice as the city passes by. You’d think he’d give me more than a week off after getting shot, but I guess that’s asking a little too much.

      “Yes, I’ll hold…” Dad scoffs to himself. “Remind me to find you a new bodyguard and to get a proper background check done this time. We’re gonna be working out of the house for a while because that prick burned my damn office down. Also, there’s…”

      I ignore him as the pink neon sign comes into view around the corner.

      Fawn’s Pawn.

      I lean forward in my seat to get the driver’s attention. “Excuse me. Pull in here, please.”

      “Umm, Rox?” Dad says. “What are you doing?”

      The car rolls to a stop in the small parking lot. “I just have to make a quick stop,” I say, grabbing my purse and stepping outside.

      “No, you don’t—” He stops and speaks into the phone. “Yes, Mr. Bruckberg. I’m here—”

      I slam the door behind me and walk quickly toward the shop.

      Caleb grins at me from across the counter. “Of all the pawn shops, in all the towns, in all the world… she walks into mine.”

      “Hey, Caleb…” I greet. “How are you?”

      She raises a brow at me but keeps her smile. “Better than you, I’d wager…” Her eyes dip down. “How’s the arm?”

      I jiggle it slightly in the sling and a twinge of pain tickles my nerves. “Drugs help.”

      “That’s my motto,” she jokes. “Looks like our boy is still quite the shot.”

      “Have you talked to him at all?”

      She pauses and drags her teeth along her pink lips. “Briefly,” she answers. “From what I gathered, he’s not looking to talk to anybody much right now.”

      My eyes drop to the counter. “I hoped I wasn’t included in that.”

      “Oh, honey.” She smirks. “Of course, you are.”

      I breathe a laugh. “Still…”

      Caleb looks at me with sympathetic eyes. “I’ve known Fox for a long time — not as long as you have — but if there’s one thing I can tell you about him with absolute certainty… it’s that he’s stupid.”

      “Stupid?”

      “So stupid.” She cracks a grin. “I mean, the guy can shoot the cherry off a cigarette from across a football field, but he can’t see what’s right in front of him?”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “Dani, I can ramble all day long about how stupid men are — and, believe me, I have — but the hard truth is… we’re not any better. Especially if we don’t do anything about it.”

      “I would if I could, but…”

      I glance out the windows behind me. The black car sits in the lot with the engine running, just waiting to take me back into a world of broken dreams.

      What if I didn’t go back? What if I chose a different life?

      What if I chose Fox, the way he chose me?

      What if? What if?

      I turn back to Caleb. “Is there a back exit out of this place?” I ask.

      Caleb grins.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Darla,” I say into the phone. “It’s me.”

      I hear a sharp inhale behind the silence. I wait, casually pacing the carpet at the foot of my bed. Her curiosity will win her over, eventually.

      “Uh,” she finally says. “Hey, Channing.”

      I chuckle. “Hi.”

      “How did you get this number?”

      “You gave it to me, remember?”

      “Oh, right.” She clears her throat. “What’s up?”

      “I’m just calling to check on you,” I say. “How are you holding up?”

      “You mean after the whole almost getting murdered thing?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I mean exactly after that.”

      “I’m… peachy.”

      I smile. “Kept your sense of humor, though.”

      “It’s a defense mechanism, I assure you.” She pauses. “Honestly, I’m taking some time off from school, so…”

      “How long?” I ask.

      “Not sure, actually…”

      Her voice fades. I ache with empathy, feeling like a lost teenager all over again.

      “Well, I’m nearby if you want to talk, all right?” I say. “It’s cliché, but I know what you’re going through. Talking helps.”

      She snorts. “Oh, now you wanna be friends, huh?”

      “I do.”

      “I thought that costs too much,” she says, amused.

      “It does, but you can afford it.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, do me a favor. Are you near a computer?”

      “Uh…” She chuckles awkwardly. “Yeah.”

      “Check your bank balance for me.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      Darla shifts around audibly until I hear her sit down, followed by the quick tapping of a laptop keyboard as she hums lightly to herself.

      Then, she gasps. “Excuse me. What the fuck?!”

      I grin. “Enjoy your vacation, Darla. I’ll see you when you get back.”

      “Um…” She makes a choked noise somewhere between a laugh and a scream. “Okay…”

      I hang up as a light knock strikes my door. It’s just after noon which means Mrs. Clark probably has some errands for me to run.

      “Coming—!”

      I throw a shirt on before moving toward the door. My fingers brush through my beard. It’s gotten thicker over the last few days. I can expect a light scolding from Mrs. Clark about that…

      I open the door and my heart skips a beat.

      Her lips twitch with a light smile hidden just beneath the surface. “Hi, Fox,” she says, her voice just above a whisper.

      “Dani…”

      I say her name aloud for my own benefit. For all I know, I fell and hit my head and I’m hallucinating her face on Mrs. Clark. Short, black hair. Big, blue eyes. A fresh bandage over an otherwise perfect face.

      And her arm tucked in a white sling.

      “Sorry for dropping in on you like this,” she says.

      “That’s all right,” I say. “It’s… good to see you.”

      “You, too.” She smiles. “So, you’re not in jail.”

      “I’m not. I heard you had something to do with that.”

      “I might have.”

      “Thank you.”

      She bows her head. “You’re welcome.” She reaches into her purse and pulls out a DVD case. “So, I’ve got a screener for Night Trials, Part 3. I figured we can curl up with some popcorn and check it out.”

      “You came all the way out here to watch a movie with me?” I ask.

      She lowers the case to her side. “Not really, but…” Her eyes stay on mine, soft and perfect. “I just really needed to see you again, Fox.”

      My gaze drops to the sling on her arm. “You’re not mad?”

      “Why?” She smirks. “Because you shot me?”

      I wince. “Yeah.”

      “A little bit.” She tilts her head. “It could be worse, though, right? It’s not like you’re not going to make it up to me.”

      “Am I?”

      “You better.”

      My heart beats a little faster. “Does Bennett know you’re out here?”

      “I’m sure he’s noticed I’m gone by now.” She chuckles. “He won’t be happy about it, but… he’ll live.”

      I exhale slowly. “Look, Dani…”

      “Fox, I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear about all the different responsibilities I left behind or all the different reasons why you think we can’t be together, legitimate as they may be. I just want to get off-the-grid for a little while. With you.” She pauses, her eyes glistening. “Is that too much to ask? If it is, I’ll leave and never come back. I’d just like to hear it from you. I think I deserve that much, don’t you?”

      Here she is. Little Miss Perfect staring back at me with that spark in her eyes.

      “Yeah,” I say, my heart slamming against my ribs. “Of course, you can stay.”

      “Thank you.” She holds the DVD up again and smiles a little wider. “Movie?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t watch that, Dani.”

      “Oh.” She shrugs and slides it back inside her open purse. “We can watch something else if you want.”

      “No, I mean… if I watch that without Mrs. Clark, she’ll go mental.”

      Dani shines in the afternoon sun as she laughs. “In that case, she’s more than welcome to join us.”

      “You’ve got a deal, then.”

      Her knees bounce beneath her. “So, I came all the way out here for more than a movie. Are you going to kiss me or what?”

      I smile. “I would, but… we have an audience.”

      I gesture over her shoulder. She looks back at the house just in time to see Mrs. Clark drop the curtain down and disappear from the window.

      “Oh…” She chuckles softly. “Doesn’t she have a hobby?”

      “Spying on me is her hobby.”

      “Well, she has good taste.” Her eyes peek around my shoulder. “Can I come in?”

      “Please.”

      I step to the side and she walks forward into the cabin. My nose instantly twitches, overwhelmed by that stunning apple aroma. My mouth waters for her as I close the door.

      I turn around and there she is, standing beneath me with those perfect, expectant eyes.

      Dani. My beautiful Dani.

      “So, do you want to watch it now, or…?”

      “It’s a little early for a movie,” I note.

      “I agree.”

      She tosses her purse to the floor and rushes into my arms.

      I give her a firm kiss, never wanting to let go.

      “Fox.”

      I rest my lips on her forehead. “Yeah?”

      She trembles in my arms. “I love you, too.”

      I nearly dissolve. After all these years. After so much pain. Four little words are all it takes to bring me back to life again.

      “You heard that?” I ask.

      She nods and kisses me again.

      My laugh overwhelms me. “Dammit, Dani…”

      “What?” She smiles, biting her lip.

      “I’m never going to let you out of my sight again.”

      “You wouldn’t be much of a bodyguard if you did.”

      “Bodyguard?” I ask.

      “Due to an unfortunate turn of events, I’m in the market for a new one. Are you up for the job?”

      “Depends,” I say as I wrap my arms around her waist. “Does it come with any… benefits?”

      “Maybe,” she teases. “Usually, I’d leave those negotiations up to my agent, but… it looks like I’m in the market for a new one of those as well.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Dani nods. “I don’t want to go back, Fox,” she whispers. “I’m not even sure I can after what I’ve…” She pauses and looks me in the eye. “I’m not that girl anymore.”

      I brush her hair out of her face. “I know what that feels like.” I kiss the bridge between her eyebrows. “But…”

      She flinches. “What?”

      I smirk. “I’m not sure you can afford me,” I say. “My skills are highly sought after…”

      Her devious eyes narrow. “I’m sure we can negotiate a deal that’ll leave us both satisfied.”

      My cock twitches, drawing me even closer to her little body. She tilts her head up and I kiss her once more, hard and fast. Our lips blend together perfectly, sparking a flame that’ll never blow out.

      “You have my attention, Ms. Roberts,” I say.

      She hums. “Oh, I like the sound of that.”

      “Good.”

      I pick her up and she wraps her legs around me. I keep a close eye on her arm as I carry her to my bed, making sure not to hurt her further. It’s a promise I’ve made to her. A promise I’m determined not to break this time.

      I’ll never hurt her again.

      I’ll never leave her again.

      I’ll never stop loving her.

      I set her down and she lies back with her good hand hooked in my shirt, purposefully pulling me to lie on top of her.

      “Is there something you’d like me to call you?” she asks, our lips grazing.

      “Yes,” I answer, smiling. “Yours.”
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I walk into his office with a smile on my face.

      Terrance Vaughn looks up at me from his desk. A bit of frustration crosses his eyes, but it quickly disappears once he sees my grin. He doesn’t say a word. No salutations or pleasantries. I can’t really blame him, though.

      He knows he’s about to die.

      “Good evening, Mr. Vaughn.” I stay on my feet, ignoring the chair at the other side of his desk. Intimidation 101. Always stay standing.

      His Adam’s apple bobs up and down in his throat. “Good evening,” he says. He lowers his pen to hide the shaking in his fingers.

      I stare him down. What a pathetic man. Middle-aged. More gray than brown in what’s left of his hair. He let himself go years ago. The world will probably remember him for what he used to be, but they’ll get over his death quickly.

      “Do you know who I am?” I ask.

      He’s not sure how to answer. He may not know my name, but he sure as shit knows who I am. “Yes,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “My name is Dante Hart. I work for Antony Zappia.”

      He presses his fingertips into his desk. “I just need a little more—”

      “You’ve run out of time, Mr. Vaughn,” I interrupt. “I am not a debt collector. I’m the one Mr. Zappia sends in when the money doesn’t matter anymore, and he requires something… personal instead.”

      He lowers his head. “Please… don’t kill me…”

      I let my eyes wander his office. I’ve heard this part plenty before. They all do it. Every one of them tries to reason with me or appeal to my humanity.

      “I’m begging you, Mr. Hart.”

      I admire them for the attempt, I really do, but they’d be better off reaching for a weapon instead. They have greater odds trying to kill me first than of me letting them walk.

      “I’ll give you anything.”

      I look at the bookshelf behind him. He’s not big into fiction. Books on business and ballet and music line the shelves with no real order or system from what I can tell. It annoys me, perhaps more than it should, but that also means I’ll get a little pleasure from killing him. More than usual, that is.

      A lonely photo sits on the middle shelf, about eye-level with him if he were to gaze over his shoulder. A girl, young, with long hair tied back in a tight bun on the top of her head. Petite and fit. She wears a skin-tight, dark-colored leotard and pink ballet shoes with one pointed foot raised high against a beam. Graceful, elegant.

      Familiar.

      I sit down on the edge of his desk and point at the frame. “Is that your daughter, Mr. Vaughn?”

      He glances back. “Yes, sir.”

      “May I?”

      His eyes shake with confusion, but he reaches back and grabs the frame. I take it from him and hold it closer to my face to take in the finer details of her. Green eyes. Brunette hair. Not a single wrinkle in her crème-colored skin. Athletic, but not overly muscular. Poised to perfection.

      I lick my lips. “How old is your daughter, Mr. Vaughn?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Does she dance for your company?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is she here tonight?”

      He furrows his brow. “Yes.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “… Lucy.”

      I offer him the frame and he takes it back. His hands jitter so badly he can’t set it on the shelf behind him. Finally, he gives up and lays it down flat before spinning around to me, too frightened to keep his back to me for very long.

      I smile. “How much money do you owe Mr. Zappia?”

      “Uh…” He twitches even more. “Twenty-thousand, I think.”

      Chump change. This guy must be deep in the red if he can’t handle that. This hit is hardly worth the effort at all.

      I stand up and step behind his desk. He tremors in his chair beside me. “Mr. Vaughn, what if I told you that you and I could come to an arrangement?”

      I set the frame up so I get another look at the dancer within. My eyes lock on hers, blissfully stunned for the first time since…

      Well, ever.

      Mr. Vaughn stares at me over his shoulder, his eyes jerking down to my hands in search of a knife or anything else I might shiv him with. Not my style, but I’ll let him fear it anyway.

      “What kind of arrangement?” he asks.

      I wander back around to the front of his desk and take a seat in the chair across from him. “I will be more than happy to take care of your debt to Mr. Zappia tonight. In exchange, I’d like to meet your daughter.”

      “What?” He shakes his head. “I don’t understand…”

      I gesture to the frame. “She’s rather beautiful. I’d like to meet her.”

      His cheeks turn red with fear. “No, please. Don’t hurt my daughter. She’s all I have.”

      “I don’t want to hurt your daughter,” I say. “I simply request the pleasure of her company for the evening.”

      “You…” He shifts in his chair. “You’ll pay my debt for a night with my daughter?”

      “Yes.”

      He deflates and awkward laughter spills off his lips. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You will pay me back for the loan, of course. I am not in the business of good deeds.”

      “And Mr. Zappia…” he stutters, “will allow this?”

      “Mr. Zappia cares about his money. It doesn’t matter how he gets it. If I go back to him tonight with enough to cover your debt plus interest, he won’t bat an eye as he marks your name off his books with a big, black pen. Then, you will be indebted to me instead, and I am far more lenient than Mr. Zappia.”

      There’s hope in his eyes. Fearful hope. “And my daughter?”

      “Tomorrow morning, I’ll send her back to you with an adjusted sum and a plan for payments that you will make directly to me until your debt is paid… assuming she cooperates, of course. If not, I’ll send her back with a few broken toes and you and I will have another conversation.”

      “Please,” he begs. “She’s innocent. Don’t bring her into this—”

      “The choice is yours, Mr. Vaughn. Your life or her virtue. In fact, we can safely say the more enthusiastic she is, the more reasonable your payment plan will be.”

      “You won’t hurt her?”

      “You have my word, Mr. Vaughn,” I say. “As long as you keep up with your payments, neither of you will be harmed in any way.”

      He closes his eyes in defeat. “May I speak with her privately first?”

      “Of course.”

      He pushes down on his desk to stand up from his chair and pauses with a look of dread on his face — but not because of me. “She won’t like this,” he says dryly.

      “I trust you’ll convince her it’s the right thing to do.” I look at the frame once more and then gaze along the subtle curve of her hip. “She seems the reasonable sort.”

      His brow bounces. “Do you have a daughter of your own, Mr. Hart?”

      “No.”

      “I figured…” he mutters, pushing his fingers back through his thin, graying hair. “Young girls… they aren’t like they used to be, you know.” He walks across the office and pulls the door open while I wonder what he means. “I’ll go get her. You stay here—” He spins around quickly and offers an apologetic smile. “If you don’t mind.”

      I say nothing in response. Finally, he leaves, closing the door behind him with a quick jerking motion, eager to put as many walls between the two of us as possible.

      The innocent ballerina gazes back at me from her frame. I can already imagine her beneath me. Wide-eyed and trembling. Small and lithe. Pure as freshly fallen snow…

      Until I’m through with her, that is.

      My phone vibrates once. I retrieve it from the inner pocket of my jacket. There’s a new text message. Sender unknown, but I know who it’s from.

      Black has gone dark. Await further instructions.

      I bite down, hard.

      Dammit, Fox.

      What did you do?
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          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      Come on, Lucy Vaughn.

      Show some strength.

      My vision blurs from my spot on the floor. I try and look around the casino, or what's left of it. The tables are knocked over. There's a large hole in the entrance. My ears ring from the explosion. I smell smoke, but I don't see fire.

      Please, god, don't let there be fire.

      I look for the others. Luka is unconscious, his face covered in blood. Sofia shifts onto her back, her hands clenching her stomach. Two men in black enter through the hole and bound in our direction. They have rifles and black masks. One turns and points his gun at Dani. He shouts at her, ordering her onto her knees.

      Yield. Submit. Do as you're told.

      Not my style.

      I push off the floor, briefly tripping on the heavy train of my white dress. My knee aches, but I ignore it as I rise. I roll my hands into fists. I plant my feet on the floor, distributing my weight to give myself the advantage. I take a deep breath as Dante's voice fills my head.

      Winning requires control. Control over your opponent as well as yourself.

      The second you lose either one, the fight is over.

      And if you do, there's no shame in running away.

      He'd want me to run. He'd look at me and the men with guns and he'd tell me to run and save myself.

      Sorry, lover.

      Not today.

      The other man raises his gun and points it at me. "Stand down!" he says, noticing my movement.

      I lunge forward, throwing my entire weight into the punch. It connects with his jaw and he topples backward in surprise. I take advantage of the opening, raising my throbbing knee and striking him in the gut to knock him even more off-balance.

      Someone grabs me from behind. Thick arms tighten around mine, smothering my hope to hit them with a backward punch. They easily lift me off the floor as if I weighed nothing at all and walk me toward the bar.

      I scream and kick. Their grip loosens in annoyance. I try to wiggle free, but the agent shifts his arm and wraps it tightly around my neck instead.

      No.

      Not again.

      Within seconds, I can't breathe. I dig my nails into his arm, but it does nothing. Each moment is weaker than the last.

      I give up. I sink deeper into his arms as the world fades away.

      Dante was right, as usual.

      I should have run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      “You did what?”

      My father jolts but not out of surprise. He knew exactly how I’d react to this. I could tell he had something massively stupid to say the second he walked into the rehearsal room. Head down. Eyes barely open to hide his shame. That’s the great Terrance Vaughn for you. The epitome of cowardice.

      “Lucy, calm down—”

      “Are you fucking insane?!”

      My voice echoes through the hall. The other dancers pause mid-plié, gawking at me through the mirrored walls as if something exploded. I ignore them.

      “Keep your voice down. He’s down the hall—”

      “I don’t care where he is! I’m not going!”

      My father snatches my arm and pulls me away from the balance beam. I let him tug me along until we enter the dressing room then I slide from his grasp and cross my arms.

      “Lucy, I’m begging you,” he says, whispering with bite. “Just go out with the guy for one night.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?” I ask.

      He hesitates. “I owe some money to… some bad people.”

      I roll my eyes. “Big freakin’ surprise. Not my problem.”

      His face fills with overt fear. “If you don’t go tonight, he’ll kill me.”

      I snort. It’s not the first time I’ve heard him say this. His paranoia has gotten old. “How unfortunate.”

      “This entire company will crumble, Lucy,” he claims, desperation straining his words. “You might not care about me, but you don’t want that, do you?”

      I sigh. “No, I don’t want that.”

      “I’m sorry, Lucy, but…” His eyes wither in his head.

      “What?”

      He leans in closer. “You’re probably going to have to… sleep with him.”

      “Yeah, I picked up on that.”

      “He promised not to hurt you.”

      “Because gangsters are totally known for their honesty and integrity.”

      “Please, just do whatever he wants, and I’ll never ask anything of you ever again.”

      I scoff. “Yeah, I believe in an honest gangster more than I believe that.”

      “Lucy, please. He asked for you specifically.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Why?”

      “He saw your photo in my office. I think he likes you.”

      Bile rises in my throat. “Ugh…”

      “Just go with him, show him a good time. And for god’s sake, don’t mouth off to him. Mind your damn manners for once.”

      “I’m supposed to thank him for the privilege of sucking his dick?”

      “Yes, sir. Please, sir. Thank you, sir. That’s all you gotta say. It all goes well, I’ll make sure you get Black Swan next season.”

      “No, thank you, sir,” I bite. “I’ll earn that myself. I don’t need your help.”

      He shakes his head with supreme annoyance. It’s all part of our own special father-daughter routine. He does something stupid. I bend over backward (sometimes literally) to get him out of it. He claims he’ll never fuck up again, promises me the world, and I reset the days-since-the-last-accident counter back to zero.

      “You know,” he says, “if you weren’t so damn talented, I’d have dumped you out on the street already.”

      He doesn’t mean a word of it, of course. He’s just angry. Not at me, at himself.

      “Such lovely words for the daughter you’re asking a huge favor of,” I argue, holding my rage at bay. “I think I’ll take in a movie tonight instead. That new Bruckberg flick is playing downtown.”

      His eyes droop. “Lucy…”

      “Calm down, Dad.” I tilt my neck until it pops. “I’ll go with him.”

      “Thank you,” he says slowly, heaving a thin, regretful sigh. “It’s just one night.”

      “Just one night.” I turn to my locker. “Let me put on some pants first.”

      “I’ll wait outside.”

      He spins around and walks out. Head down. Eyes barely open to hide his shame.

      Fucking hell, Dad. He owes money to some “bad people.” Again. If I know my father, it’s all gambling debt. Mafia gambling debt. Every damn penny of it. He’s got a knack for losing at poker. And blackjack. And horse racing. If you can lose even a single penny at it, you can bet your sorry ass my father has chanced it and failed.

      I never understood why my mother spoke so harshly about him when I was a child. Back then, he was Terrance Vaughn. The Terrance Vaughn. Chicago’s very own dancing sensation until about fifteen years ago when he busted his ankle and hung up his dancing shoes for good. He started the Vaughn Company after that to train the next generation of ballet dancers to take on the world and I’ve basically lived here ever since.

      It would have been a happily ever after for all of us if the damn Italian mafia didn’t own the neighborhood it sat on.

      I was thirteen years old when I discovered my father’s gambling problem. My parents did a decent job of keeping it quiet until the day my mother walked out on us. Apparently, he drained her entire savings and blew it all on one hand of five-card stud.

      Full house. Aces over kings.

      I haven’t seen her since. I get a phone call here and there on birthdays and major holidays. It used to hurt. A lot. Why didn’t she take me with her if my father was so horrible and irresponsible? Then, I realized the obvious…

      Because she was worse.

      My father is a world-class fuck-up, but he’s never abandoned me. I’m not about to abandon him either.

      I strip off my leotard and tights and slip into a pair of jeans and a black blouse I find stashed in the back of my locker. No sense in getting all dolled up if it’s just going to be on the floor of some weirdo’s dirty bedroom in an hour. I cringe at the thought.

      I run a brush through my hair and slam the locker closed before going outside to meet my father in the hall.

      “Smile,” he whispers as he leads me toward his office.

      I lick my lips to loosen them and throw on the most adorable face I can while flipping him the bird.

      He sighs and pushes his office door open. I hesitate for a moment before stepping inside, preparing myself for the worst. I picture a mighty, ugly man with proud scars all over his face and blubber about his waist. Yet another one of those sour Chicago gangsters who loves mama’s spaghetti just a bit too much.

      My eyes fall on him and I pause. He stands up from the chair in front of my father’s desk, casually sliding his cell phone into his breast pocket as he moves. His gaze travels the length of me as mine bounces down his. He’s younger than I thought he’d be, probably not a day over thirty. Tall with short, ash brown hair, tanned skin, and a clear face — not a scratch on it meaning he’s either very new or very, very good at his job.

      “Hello, Ms. Vaughn,” he greets me. His voice is dark, low, and fiercely American. He wasn’t born in old Italy and imported later, that’s for sure.

      “Hello,” I say. My father nudges my back. “It’s nice to meet you, sir.”

      He steps forward and extends his hand. “My name is Dante Hart.”

      I fix my eyes in my skull to stop them from rolling back into oblivion.

      Dante? Hart? Is this guy for real?

      I throw on a pleasant smile and lay my fingers in his. I half expect him to lean over and kiss them like the schmuck he is, but he shakes my hand instead. I squeeze his knuckles tighter than he squeezes mine and his eyebrow twitches.

      “It’s a pleasure, Mr. Hart.”

      “Dante is fine,” he says.

      I rest my hand at my side, keeping my eyes on his. They’re a startling shade of blue, like the sky just before a thunderstorm. Not the kind I’d expect to see in the head of a psychotic mobster.

      He smiles at me and a shiver trails my back. “You’re just as beautiful as your portrait.”

      “Oh.” I glance over his shoulder at the photo on my father’s shelf and red blushes my cheekbones. “Thank you, sir.”

      Dante looks at my father. “Mr. Vaughn, if you don’t mind, may Ms. Vaughn and I have a moment alone, please?”

      “Of course,” he answers, laying one last pinch of warning on my elbow. “I’ll be right outside.”

      “Thank you.”

      The door opens and closes behind me. Dante shifts toward my father’s desk and leans back to sit against it. He checks me out again with a single smooth glance from my head to my toes.

      I swallow the bile back down. “So, my father owes you money?”

      “He owes my employer money.”

      “And you’re here to collect it?”

      “No.”

      I wait for him to explain but he says nothing more. “Okay…” I force my smile a little wider. “So, what—”

      “Relax.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Relax,” he says again. “You’re tense.”

      His eyes charge down my body again and I bite my cheek. Really wish he’d stop that.

      “I’m not tense,” I say. “This is just how I stand.”

      He pushes off the desk and circles behind my back. His cologne strikes me as he draws closer. It’s light and fresh, not at all too strong or repugnant like I expected. He lays his hands on my shoulders and puts the slightest of pressure on my muscles. They bend to his will, smoothing out beneath his touch, alerting me to how tense I actually am.

      Motherfucker.

      “Relax,” he whispers. His breath runs across the back of my neck, tickling me softly.

      I take a quick breath and exhale it out slowly to loosen my body. “Sorry,” I say.

      He drops his hands and steps around to face me. “Don’t be. You don’t have to be nervous, Ms. Vaughn. I’m not going to hurt you unless you want me to.”

      “Unless I what?”

      “Your father has expressed some concerns,” he continues, ignoring my question. “I would like to spend the evening with you, but he seems to think you’d object to the idea. Is this true?”

      I search his eyes, but I can’t find a single bit of malice in them, nothing that indicates a need for me to lie.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Why do you object?”

      “Because I am not an object.”

      He chuckles, showing off his perfect, white teeth and almost boyish charm. “That’s clever. I like that.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Hart—”

      “Dante.”

      I ignore it. “Mr. Hart, I was under the impression I had no choice in this.”

      “You don’t. But that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy ourselves.”

      “Really?”

      “Absolutely.”

      I blink. “You’re holding a gun to my father’s head.”

      “But not yours.”

      “Yet.”

      He laughs. “You aren’t at all what I pictured you’d be.”

      “Funny. You’re exactly what I pictured you’d be.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Just another two-bit Chicago thug with a gun to replace his balls.”

      His smile remains. “I pictured you, well, like that.” He points to the photo over his shoulder. “Graceful. Elegant. Poised.”

      “I’m all of the above.”

      “Polite.”

      “Have I not been polite?”

      “You have… but I get the feeling you’re holding back that tongue of yours.” He cants his head. “Am I right?”

      I look at the floor. “Maybe.”

      He stands up. “Well, go ahead, Ms. Vaughn. Tell me what you really think of tonight’s arrangement.”

      I chew on my lip while he stares me down with amused eyes. “I think it’s fucking pathetic,” I say.

      “Pathetic?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “What else would you call a gangster who’d dangle a man’s gambling debts over his head just to fuck his daughter?”

      “Efficient.”

      I scoff. “Oh, please.”

      “You disagree?”

      “Of course.”

      He steps closer and his cologne brushes my nose again. “How about this?” he whispers. “What if I told you that I won’t fuck you tonight?”

      “Then, what’s the point of all of this?”

      “I won’t lay a finger on you, Ms. Vaughn,” he says. “Not unless you touch me first.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

      “Yes.”

      “All I have to do is spend the evening with you?”

      “That’s right.”

      “No sex?”

      “Not even first base.”

      “And you wipe out my father’s debt?”

      “I’ll transfer your father’s debt. He’ll be indebted to me, but you will have played your part.”

      I stare at him, taking in the subtle features of his face. Little dimples on his chin. Thin, barely noticeable lines at the edges of his eyes. A thick shadow of dark hair beneath his shaved cheeks.

      “I don’t have to sleep with you?” I ask.

      “As long as you keep your hands to yourself. If you touch me at all, your body is forfeit.”

      I laugh. What a fucking joke.

      “Deal.”

      He extends his hand and I regard it with crooked eyes. “This doesn’t count,” he says, his lips curling. “It’s just a courtesy.”

      I eye his fingers, thick and rock solid, before reaching out and shaking his hand again. He takes mine in his grip and squeezes hard to counter the one I gave him before. I steal my hand back before I let it linger too long in his but I can’t manage to do the same with our eyes. Even he stares at me. Unblinking and amused. As if he knows something I don’t.

      Finally, he glides around me and opens the door.

      “After you, Ms. Vaughn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I never back down from a challenge.

      Especially not one as interesting as Lucy Vaughn.

      “So, what do you do, Mr. Hart?”

      “Dante,” I correct with a grin. “Why do you ask if you already know?”

      She shifts in the passenger’s seat with her arms crossed and her eyes boring into me. “Professional curiosity,” she says.

      “What professional curiosity does a ballerina have for a two-bit gangster?”

      “You said you weren’t in my father’s office tonight to collect money,” she points out. “You must have been there for some other reason, why?”

      “I was sent there to kill him.”

      She pauses but only for a soft moment. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re just gonna throw that out there?” she asks. “No lead-up? No hesitation?”

      I chuckle. “You obviously already knew that, Lucy—”

      “Ms. Vaughn.”

      “—or else you wouldn’t have agreed to come.”

      “Well, yeah, my dad says people are gonna kill him all the time, but I never believe him.”

      I glance at her. “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “Hm.” She sits back in her seat and stares forward at the crowded, city streets.

      I let her sit there, silently stewing in her head. She’ll break eventually. Soon, that professional curiosity will turn into something a bit more personal and I’ll have her in my sights. I just have to sit and let it happen.

      Anytime now.

      She stays quiet until we reach my brownstone. I hop out with the intention of walking around and opening her door for her, but she’s already stepped her foot out by the time I close my own door. We climb the stairs while I reach into my pocket for my keys. She stays a few paces behind me to maintain that personal bubble around herself.

      I open the door and step to the side. “After you, Lucy.”

      She glares at me for using her name again before stepping forward. I take a look around, scanning the street for any obvious signs of being followed. It’s an old habit, but it comes in handy.

      I follow her in to find her staring upward in the foyer. Her green eyes dance up and down the staircase in the dark.

      “Would you like a drink?” I offer.

      “No.”

      I smile and walk around her, keeping my distance as I head into the back of the house toward the kitchen. She follows with soft feet, just barely grazing the floor by the sound of it. My training kicks in and I spend the trip down the hall mapping out her feet along the floorboards behind me. Maybe I should have taken up dancing. I probably would have been better at stealth myself.

      I grab two Old Fashioned glasses from the cupboard.

      “I said I didn’t want a drink.”

      I twist the cap off a bottle of whiskey and pour a bit into both glasses.

      “Mr. Hart—”

      “Dante.”

      “I don’t drink alcohol.”

      I hold one glass out to her. “You do tonight, Lucy.”

      “Ms. Vaughn.”

      I smirk as she stares up at me, her eyes growing weaker by the second. “Please, Ms. Vaughn. It’d be a shame to drink alone.”

      I lay the glass down in front of her before taking a small sip from mine.

      “Do you live alone?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Hm.” She snatches the glass from the counter and looks at it for several moments before bringing it to her lips.

      “Why?” I ask, giving in to my curiosity.

      She shrugs and her black blouse opens slightly to expose a little more of the pale skin of her chest. “Place seems pretty big for one person.”

      “I like my space.”

      She chuckles into her glass. “I bet you do.”

      “Come with me.”

      Her eyes bounce at the sudden request, but she instantly spins on her toes to follow me back out into the foyer and around the corner to the living room. I pause by the fireplace and bend over to grab wood off the pile.

      “Oh, so this is your plan.” She sits on the arm of the sofa and stares at me.

      “My plan?”

      “Yeah, your plan. Make it all warm and cozy in here. Slink in closer and closer, whispering sweet crap in my ear…”

      “It’s cold,” I point out.

      “How convenient.”

      “Ms. Vaughn, I don’t have a master plan. If I did, it would simply include sitting here, with you, getting to know each other over a game of cards.”

      “Cards?”

      I reach into a box above the fireplace and pull out a deck of blue playing cards. “I assume the daughter of a serial gambler knows a thing or two about poker?”

      Her eyebrow twitches. “She does.”

      I toss the deck at her and she catches it perfectly with her free hand. “Shuffle up while I get a fire started.”

      I lower down, listening closely to her movements while I stack the wood. She slides the cards out and sifts through the deck to pull out the jokers before splitting it and shuffling the stacks together. My ears twitch at the tight, swishing sound of cards toppling together in her small hands.

      I strike a match and light the ends of several loose papers inside to ignite the wood. It catches quickly and I sit on the floor beside it with my drink. The warmth tingles my fingers as I wait patiently to see what little Lucy Vaughn will do next.

      Eventually, her feet shuffle over and she sits across from me at the other side of the fireplace. “Five-card stud,” she says, laying her drink down beside her. “None of that sissy hold-em crap.”

      “Whatever you want, Ms. Vaughn.”

      Lucy reaches for her purse and fishes around the bottom for some coins. “Ante’s a quarter,” she says, dropping a silver coin on the floor between us.

      I grin a little wider as I rifle through my own pockets for change. She deals our hands while her soft eyes flick up at me between card tosses. My cards settle in a small pile next to me and I wait until she takes her hand before taking mine.

      Ace of clubs, king of diamonds. The rest is trash.

      “How long have you been dancing?” I ask her.

      “Since I was six,” she answers, her eyes stuck on her cards.

      “Sixteen years. That’s a long time.” I set the three trash cards between us. “Three, please.”

      Lucy looks over at me as her wrist flicks three new cards into a small pile. “How did you know how old I was?” she asks as she drops the pile in front of me.

      “I asked your father,” I explain, taking the cards. Ace of hearts but the rest is worthless. “Have you always wanted to dance?”

      “Yes. Dealer takes two.” She discards and takes two new cards for herself. “Did he tell you anything else about me?”

      “No.” I watch her eyes carefully for any tells. She doesn’t glance away from her cards, not even a single look in my direction to check me for tells. Definitely not an amateur. “Only that you were everything he had.” I grab two quarters from my pile and set them between us.

      She scoffs and adds three quarters to the pot, raising my bet. “Unfortunately, that’s probably true.”

      “Is it?”

      “Well, you’re a Zappia,” she says, glancing over her cards. “I’m assuming the family knows more about his losses than I do.”

      “I’m not a Zappia.”

      “You’re not?”

      I shake my head before laying my hand down, revealing my cards. “Pair of aces.”

      Lucy stares at me. “Why do you work for the Zappia family if you’re not family?”

      “They pay well.”

      She lays down her hand. “Two pair.”

      I check her cards. Queens and threes. “Not bad.”

      She pushes the cards over to me and I pick them up to shuffle them. “How long have you worked for them?” she asks as she gathers her winnings.

      “A few months.”

      “And they already trust you enough to go out and kill deadbeat gamblers?”

      I split the deck and shuffle it with quick fingers. “I had a good résumé. Ante up.”

      She tosses a quarter between us. “Who did you work for before the Zappia family?”

      I smile with tight lips while dealing five cards at her. “How did we go from your dancing career to my work history?”

      She takes her cards and snaps her fingers at me. “Keep up, Mr. Hart.”

      “Dante.”

      “I’m not calling you that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because first names are informal.”

      “You’re sitting on my floor, drinking whiskey, and playing cards. If that’s not informal, I’d love to know what you think this is.”

      She flicks three cards into the center. “Three, please.”

      I pull three cards from the deck and set them between us, allowing for my fingers to linger above them. She reaches out but quickly halts before her fingertips graze mine. Her eyes fire back at me, savvy and cold. I slide my hand away and she snatches the cards off the floor.

      “This,” she says, “is a formal meeting.”

      “A meeting?” I chuckle.

      “Yes, a meeting.”

      “And just what order of business do we have on the schedule today, Ms. Vaughn?”

      “Kicking your punk ass at poker, for starters.”

      I laugh then realize I haven’t pulled my eyes away from hers to look at my new hand yet. I check it quickly. Two jacks, two fours, and an eight. My brow twitches.

      “Dealer takes one.”

      I trade the card with a new one, feeling her attention on me the whole time. My eyes fall to my cards. I pulled a third jack. Full house.

      Lucy reaches into her pile of money and slides one dollar into the pot. I stare at her and she doesn’t even blink.

      “You don’t seem to be very good at this,” she notes. “Perhaps Go Fish is more your game?”

      I flex my jaw and add one dollar and twenty-five cents to the pot.

      Her lips curl. “I raise,” she says, her smooth voice charging down my spine as she drops another dollar fifty in.

      She can’t possibly have a hand better than a full house.

      “I call.” I meet her bet and lay my cards down.

      Her eyes flick to the floor between us and she smirks. “Not bad.”

      I gesture to her cards. “Let’s see ‘em.”

      Lucy holds the cards close to her chest. “Mr. Hart, why did you arrange this?” she asks.

      “Arrange what?”

      “This informal gathering.”

      “Seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      “Zappia sent you to kill my father. Instead, you let him go and take his daughter home. That doesn’t exactly scream faithful employee to me.”

      I study her eyes, hard yet expressive. “I saw an opportunity to make some cash on the side, so I took it.”

      “Why would you need to if the Zappia family pays as well as you claim they do?”

      I pause. “Lucy—”

      “Ms. Vaughn. What would Mr. Zappia do if he found out you were playing good Samaritan to those he means to make an example of?”

      I bite my lip. “Are you concerned for my well-being?”

      “No, I just have a keen sense for bullshit.”

      “Lucy—”

      “Ms. V—”

      “Lucy, I did you and your father a very risky favor tonight. Others would be grateful.”

      “Others might be more than happy to bend over for the gangsters of this city, Mr. Hart. I’m not.”

      “I’m not a gangster.”

      “Then, what are you?”

      “I’m a killer who took the night off to play cards with you.” She twitches at the word. “Show me your hand, Lucy Vaughn.”

      She inhales a deep breath while I stare at the cards pressed against her small, rising chest. Finally, she tosses them down and my eyes fall to the floor.

      A straight flush. Hearts.

      My jaw drops. “You’re fucking kidding me.”

      Lucy smiles and raises her glass to her pink lips. “Do you have any twos, Mr. Hart?”
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      “Well, I must say, Ms. Vaughn. You’ve impressed me.”

      I grin behind my drinking glass. “And I must say, Mr. Hart… you’ve disappointed me.”

      Dante stares at me with narrow eyes and I look at the fire to keep from getting entranced again. How long has it been since we sat down here? An hour? Two? If the empty whiskey bottle and the large stack of cash next to my knee are any indication, it’s been a long while.

      “Poker hasn’t always been my game,” he admits.

      “Oh, you don’t have to make excuses for yourself.” I chuckle. “I certainly won’t.”

      He presses his lips together, but his wondrous blue eyes show no annoyance at all. It’s almost sickening. “Where did you learn to play like this?” he asks.

      I shrug. “My father taught me.”

      He shakes his head. “No, your father is in gambling debt up to his eyeballs. He never wins. This came from somewhere else…”

      “The rules I learned from him,” I say. “The rest… well, watch a man make the same mistakes repeatedly and you tend to learn from them yourself.”

      Dante nods and leans back against the edge of the fireplace. I pretend not to notice his gaze tracing a line from my toes to my neck and down again. The heat of the fire strikes my face, blending with the stiff drink to tamper with my resolve.

      Who is this man anyway? Stunning blue eyes. Strong physique. Handsome as fuck. How did a man like this end up working for the worst crime family in all of Chicago?

      “Dance for me.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “Dance for me,” he says again. “Please.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t work for free.”

      He shrugs. “I’ll pay you.”

      “I doubt you’d appreciate it, Mr. Hart. You don’t exactly seem cultured.”

      “I might surprise you.”

      My toes twitch. “There’s no music.”

      “Imagine it,” he says, leaning forward. “Please, Ms. Vaughn. Just one dance.”

      I bring my glass to my lips and take a healthy sip. The alcohol trembles my throat, dulling my nerves but my heart keeps skipping.

      “Fine,” I say, setting down the empty glass.

      Dante sits back against the wall, victorious and bold, while I stand up and kick off my shoes. I wiggle my toes against the floor, tricking my blood into awakening them. I haven’t felt nervous on a stage since I was ten years old but, for some reason, that forgotten sensation lingers on me now.

      My feet shift into fifth position, with my left heel attached to my right toes. I close my eyes, searching my brain for a bit of music to play but I can’t seem to find one. His eyes… they’re far too distracting.

      I spin around, putting my back to him before trying again. Mozart. That’ll do, I suppose. With my eyes closed, I let the song play out and my body moves to every note. Glissade, coupé jeté, pas de chat. I free flow, making it all up as I go. My head spins, drunk on whiskey and stage-fright.

      I spin on a pirouette and stop, finally opening my eyes to witness his reaction.

      Dante jaw sags but he quickly closes it. “You’re very talented, Ms. Vaughn,” he says, his voice a low growl.

      I clear my throat. “Thank you.”

      My heart pounds in my chest. I try to hold my breath but it’s not nearly as calming as I’d like it to be.

      “Are you all right?” he asks, reading the signs all too clear.

      “Of course.” I look at my feet while I swipe my right toes across the hardwood floor in a quick rond de jambe. “I dance all the time.”

      “Not like this…” His teeth rake across his bottom lip. “I highly doubt private dances are the norm for you.”

      “You assume too much, Mr. Hart.”

      He tilts his head. “Am I wrong?”

      I fill my lungs. “I guess not. Men are usually more interested in how far back over my head I can lift my legs as opposed to how talented I am.”

      “How far back can you lift your legs?”

      “You’ll never know.”

      He smiles wide and stands up off the floor with both of our empty glasses. His cologne touches my nose as he passes by, forcing me to keep my attention on him.

      “You’re a touch too confident about that, I think,” he whispers, leaning in within an inch of my ear.

      My hairs stand on end and bristle with disappointment as he widens the gap between us on his way to the kitchen.

      I lean against the archway between the living room and the hall, listening closely to his movements. The refrigerator opens and closes. Fresh cubes of ice drop in the glasses. He comes back several moments later with our glasses refilled.

      “Still trying to get me drunk, Mr. Hart?” I ask. “That’s cheating.”

      His face comes into view from the shadowed hall and he looks down at me with a smirk touching his lips. “Just loosening that tongue of yours, Ms. Vaughn.”

      “Like you give a crap about what a girl has to say.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      He holds out my glass using his fingertips alone, leaving more than enough room for me to retrieve it without coming close to touching his fingers.

      I grab the bottom with a trembling hand. My body screams, reacting to his startling eyes. I try to look away, but I can’t bring myself to move. Part of me wishes for his hand to graze mine, just so I can know what his skin feels like other than a professional handshake. His hands look thick and rough. Strong like a carpenter who builds his own furniture. I try to imagine what he’s done with those fingers… and what he’s capable of doing with them.

      “Ms. Vaughn?”

      His lips curl to one side and my mouth waters. I can’t control it. I don’t even want to admit to it. My skin burns. My body aches to be touched but he’d never touch me — not unless I touch him first.

      I pull my hand away and my pinkie slides against his inner palm.

      Lightning strikes up my arm. The glass slips from my fingers and shatters on the floor beneath us.

      Dante’s victorious eyes never leave mine.

      Oh, no.

      I touched him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      Dante lays his hand on my throat, drawing me against him while shoving me back against the archway. I gasp as his fingers dig into the sides of my neck and he leans in until his body is flush with mine.

      “Look at me,” he whispers.

      I realize that my eyes are closed. I force them open and I flinch at the look in his midnight eyes, full of lust and sinister intent.

      Christ, what have I done?

      “Remember…” Dante rests the tip of his nose against my cheek and draws a warm line toward my ear. “You chose this,” he says, his lips grazing my earlobe.

      I shiver but it’s more than fear crawling beneath my skin.

      He kisses me, stealing my breath away without even trying. It’s hard and fast, almost as if he truly believes it’s the last kiss he’ll ever take.

      Dante’s glass clatters to the floor and I feel his other hand reach around to my ass. He squeezes me hard, pinching me until it hurts. I yelp in pain, but it mixes with a moan I can’t deny. His tongue fills my mouth. His bulge digs into my hip. He holds me like his own personal hostage but, as my body responds to his touch, I can’t argue with his words.

      I chose this.

      I lay a hand on his wrist near my throat. He breaks his kiss to look at me, breathing hard as I put a little pressure on his hand. To my surprise, he loosens his grip and lets me guide his touch. I move his hand downward and set it against my breast instead.

      Dante watches me, his dark eyes full of amusement. He massages my breast and I feel my nipple grow taut in my blouse. A light moan teases my throat. I rest my hands on his chest, feeling the muscles beneath his shirt as I reach up to cup his face.

      I pull him down, unable to resist another kiss.

      He presses my back harder against the wall. I hop up and wrap my legs around his waist. We push off and he carries me to the stairs in the foyer, our lips blending the entire time.

      We travel upward slowly, climbing one step at a time, fumbling with ravenous hands and dizzy kisses. Finally, Dante lets me drop and he forces me onto my back on the stairs. It digs into my spine, but I merely purr as he parts my knees and settles his body between them.

      Dante grabs my blouse and tears it apart. The buttons pop free and clack against the wooden stairs beneath us. He cups my exposed breasts, pinching them together as he laves my cleavage with his tongue and nibbles my flesh.

      My moans echo up the staircase. Every swipe of his tongue across my skin brings even more painful agony between my thighs. It throbs harder the closer he gets, and I can tell he takes great pleasure in teasing me. His teeth drag along my thick nipple, bringing it to life against his tongue. I twinge in pain, unable to wait any longer, and reach for his belt.

      Dante pulls back and lets me tug it free. He stares with a cool smirk on his lips like he always knew we’d end up like this. I’d disagree if I could do anything other than imagine what his semen tastes like.

      I open his zipper and gasp, taken back by the sizable bulge hidden inside his briefs. He guides my chin up and his thumb swipes against my bottom lip. He pushes it between my teeth, his eyes telling me what he wants me to do with it. I wrap my lips around his knuckles and suck. My tongue twitches, immersed in the flavor of his skin, preparing for something far larger than his digit.

      I wrap my short fingers around his shaft and a breathy exhale escapes his lips. I lean forward and he slides his thumb out of my mouth, wiping my spit along my lips before settling on the back of my neck. I pull his briefs down and his manhood falls free, standing on end between us with a glistening tip.

      His grip digs into my hair to pull me closer he forces his cock into my mouth.

      My tongue explodes, reacting to his salty, sweet nectar. I lick it clean, only to entice even more out of him. He groans above me and I feel his body go stiff. I close my eyes, relishing in him as I work him in and out of my lips, sucking so hard my cheeks cave against his thick tip.

      I flick my eyes upward to catch his face in the shadows. Sweat has broken on his brow. His jaw hangs open and his tongue lingers between his lips. He’s expecting me to stop, or perhaps choke on him, but I let him slide deeper into my throat.

      His brow twitches in surprise, yet again underestimating me.

      I clamp my lips around him and suck even harder. He flexes his jaw and closes his eyes, deep pleasures radiating throughout his trembling core. When he opens them again, I see the challenge in his dark blue eyes.

      He slides out of my mouth and I gasp for air as he grabs me off the stairs. His kiss shakes me again, stealing the breath I so desperately need but still I hear myself laughing in his arms. I feel completely weightless. He barely even flexes as I settle against him, wrapping my knees around his waist with my tongue back in his mouth where it belongs.

      Dante tosses me onto a bed and reaches for my jeans with his eyes fixed on mine. He scratches my thighs as he pulls them down to my ankles, drawing even more pain into my body to combat the rising tide of pleasure. I push back toward the pillows as he hooks my knees and throws them over his shoulders. I bend to his will and I catch the twinkle in his eye as he wonders how flexible I really am. I smirk at him, silently daring him to test me, but he looks down at my pink folds instead.

      He glides his tongue down my taut belly, tasting my skin, inching closer and closer to my slit. I bite my tongue, trembling with each touch. I reach for the pillow beneath my head and curl my fingers into fists, latching onto it to keep myself steady.

      Dante’s breath teases my thighs as he kisses down to my knees. My quads quiver with anticipation. He feels it and looks at me with those devious eyes, refusing to give me the pleasure I so desperately want. His tongue parts his lips above my swollen bud but he refuses to appease me.

      “Say it…”

      My voice catches in my throat. “What?”

      “My name.”

      I grit my teeth, overwhelmed by knee-jerking rebellion. “No.”

      He slides a fingertip along my closed, wet folds. “Lucy…”

      I bite my cheek, fighting against my back as it attempts to arch off the bed. “Mr. Hart…” I say.

      He digs his sharp teeth into my thigh with playful frustration. “Say it or I’ll make you scream it.”

      I try to breathe deeper, but the air rattles my insides. I dig my nails into the pillow in defiance. If I give in, he owns me.

      “No—”

      Dante tosses my legs off his shoulders as he reaches for his tie. He loosens it with a quick tug and flicks his shirt buttons free with his eyes focused on me. His abs peek out from underneath and I quiver with a fresh, desirable urge. I can’t look away from his body as he slides his shirt off and tosses it to the floor.

      I gasp at the black tattoo on his chest, curling between his pecs all the way down to his navel.

      A cobra.

      He leans forward and I feel his hard cock knock against my beckoning slit. “Lucy…” he whispers, his lips teasing mine. “Do you have any idea what I could do to you?”

      I keep silent, unable to give an answer.

      “Lucy.”

      “Do it,” I dare.

      He smiles with surprise and grips my wrists to pull them above my head with his tie in one hand. I lurch with fear as he latches my hands to the wooden spokes of the headboard with quick expertise.

      “Wait—”

      “Shh,” he warns with smiling lips. He kisses me again, this time soft and slow. Almost romantic.

      “Just say my name and I’ll untie you.”

      I furrow my brow, refusing to give in to his game. He stares me down, studying my face for any tells I may have, wondering how far he’ll have to bend me before I break.

      “After you, Mr. Hart,” I say.

      Dante moves without hesitation, forcing my legs back up onto his shoulders. I focus on the pleasure inside of me as his huge cock pushes against my aching crevice. He takes it in hand and touches the firm tip to my clit, firing shock waves throughout my body with each quick rub.

      He reaches down to slide his thumb into my mouth again. I bite down hard to see the pain in his eyes. Instead, he smiles at me as if I’m incapable of hurting him at all.

      “Lucy…” he says with laughter on his breath. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

      He pulls his thumb away and slides the moisture down my chin, leaving a long trail downward between my breasts and along my belly.

      I writhe beneath him, sparks igniting along my skin wherever he touches me. His thumb finally settles on my mound, reaching deep between my thighs to lie against my vibrating clit. I press my lips together to try and hide my moan but it’s no use. Every purposeful flick of his thumb brings me closer to letting go. He pushes down, sliding slowly between my wet folds and sets his thumb against my dripping entrance. My back arches off the bed and I bite my tongue to keep from begging him to be inside of me.

      Dante keeps his eyes trained on me, testing my reaction as he slides his thumb in less than an inch. I sigh, longing for even more of his thick digit but he refuses me. He just massages along my opening with his eyes on me, smiling at the pleasure overwhelming my body.

      “You’re tight, Lucy,” he says, his voice dripping with desire. “Relax.”

      I nod, unable to say a word.

      Dante pulls his hand away and brings his thumb to his mouth. He tastes me on his skin, sucking his own thumb clean of my moisture.

      A chill climbs down my spine as a deep chuckle fills the back of his throat.

      “My god, Lucy…” he growls. “You taste like…”

      He lowers himself down to me and runs his lips against my neck before landing a firm kiss on my mouth.

      “You taste like a good kill,” he says.

      I quiver with fear, suddenly remembering who this man is between my legs. My wrists tremble against my restraints. I realize how foolish I’ve been to challenge him.

      There’s no way out of this without submitting to him completely.

      “I wonder…” he continues, studying my frightened eyes, “if you feel like one, too.”

      Dante rises again, this time grabbing his huge cock and sliding it downward to meet my slit. I grip the headboard, preparing for his urgent thrust, but he moves slowly, almost with a degree of hesitation.

      His tip pushes inside, and he closes his eyes to feel it.

      Pleasure rocks me instantly and I moan for more of him, but he keeps himself still. He exhales with heavy breath as he struggles to control himself.

      “Mr. Hart…” I sigh, willing for his eyes to open.

      They stay closed as his hands fall to my waist. He pulls me closer, burrowing his shaft even deeper inside of me. I moan louder, feeling every inch of it stretch me out. My hips jolt, begging for his thrust, but he digs his fingers into my skin to hold me down. The ends of his mouth twitch as I squeeze him from the inside, but he still refuses to give me what I want.

      “Mr. Hart…”

      Dante’s eyes open slowly, and I see it staring back at me. Those eyes, far different than they were before. That playful, boyish charm is gone, leaving behind the black, soulless eyes of only one thing.

      A killer.

      “Dante.”

      He leans over me and lays a hand against my chin, drawing my mouth toward his. “Say it again,” he whispers.

      I shake in his hands. “Dante—”

      His lips crash into mine. “Lucy…” he groans, moving a hand along the bedspread toward his bedside table.

      He reaches over and grabs something from the drawer. I can’t make it out in the darkness until I hear it flicking open.

      I jolt in fear at the knife glimmering next to his lifeless eyes.

      “Shh…”

      He offers me a soothing kiss to silence me. I keep my eyes open, watching his hand move above my head. He slides the blade between my wrist and his tie and slices it apart with one quick flick.

      My hands fall to my sides. Dante tosses the knife away before kissing me again. He juts his hips forward, rocking us both with a hard thrust.

      I moan between his lips, holding his body even closer to mine as sweat gathers along his rough skin. My fingers drag across his body, feeling the bumps and tears of scars along his back and abs.

      “Oh, god—”

      He pumps me again, this time giving in to his own desires. He doesn’t stop. He holds me down against his bed and pistons in and out of me, breathing fast as his lips never leave my own.

      Warmth bleeds from every muscle. I let it overwhelm me, riding the wave higher and higher until I can’t anymore. “Dante…”

      He guides my arms above my head and entwines our fingers together. Without saying a word, he lays his head on my shoulder and rests it there while he continues the hard grind inside of me, drawing me even closer to the edge.

      “Dante—!”

      The climax strikes me down. My entire body quakes, feeling the rush of pleasure radiating throughout my limbs. Everything explodes, from my head all the way down to my toes, far more intense than I’ve ever experienced in my life.

      He raises his head and smiles, his hips still bucking wildly. “Lucy…” he whispers my name, his voice smooth as butter.

      I look into his eyes to find the stunning waves of blue looking back at me. The killer is gone. Either that or the killer has taken over me.

      I push up to kiss him and he takes my face in his rough hands, holding me tight as if I could float away at any second. My knees hug his waist and I wrap my arms around him while guiding him onto his back. His thickness slides out of me as we move but I quickly maneuver him back where he belongs.

      Dante lies down and watches as I take control. His eyes grow wider as I ride him, dancing on his cock like a well-practiced routine. I bob and move my hips, drawing his hands up my body to cup my breasts. His massive hands cover them completely and my nipples swell even more against his calloused palms. I grunt from the back of my throat, digging my nails into his chest as hard as I can. Still, he doesn’t even wince at the pain it brings him.

      He leans his head back and groans softly at the ceiling while his hips buck to meet my bounce, pushing against my inner walls until they crumble.

      “Oh, fuck — Dante!” I moan for him and he holds me together while I start to unravel on his big, thick rod.

      He draws his bottom lip between his teeth, biting down as he presses his thumb against my clit again. He wags his knuckle, drawing another scream from the back of my throat, and he doesn’t stop until I’m moaning his name so loud I think my ears will bleed.

      I come again, forfeiting everything for him. The moisture inside becomes a deluge raining down on his cock. He slides out of me and rests the tip against my taut navel. He marks me with a quick, sudden stream of cum, shooting thick and wet across my skin. I lower myself down and take his cock into my mouth to appease my salivating tongue.

      Dante snatches my hair as I suck him dry. His warm desire sprays the back of my throat, teasing my taste buds until I’ve had my fill of him, and he goes flaccid between my teeth. I taste both of us on our tongues as we bring our lips together again.

      I fall to his bed, submitting to the numbness in my thighs. Sweat bleeds off my brow. My abs burn. Everything feels so alive inside, but I can’t bring myself to move. I sense him beside me, breathing heavily into the air, his thick chest rising and falling as much as mine.

      Finally, he sits up and spreads my knees again.

      “Dante—”

      “I have to taste you...” He licks his lips like a hungry animal standing above his dying prey.

      I fall silent and bite my cheek to keep from screaming as his tongue parts my nether lips and plunges inside. A moan escapes me, drawn out by the smooth fucking of his tongue in my core.

      “My god…” He moans, his voice breathy and wild. His eyes close and he rests his head against my breasts, licking his lips clean of my flavor. “You taste so…”

      He doesn’t finish. I’m not sure I’d understand even if he did.

      I lie still beneath his heavy weight, listening to the rhythmic sound of his breath until my eyelids finally submit to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      She’ll be gone by the time I get back.

      I step outside with my briefcase in hand. It’s still dark, only about an hour before sunrise. I’m not much of a sleeper or else I’d stay in bed with her. Then again, Zappia’s waiting on my kill confirmation and he isn’t a man you want to keep waiting for very long.

      I head for the docks. It’s a quick drive. The city isn’t quite awake yet. The roads are clear of commuters and school buses and the usual morning annoyances.

      Zappia’s casino sits near the docks just west of Montrose Beach. Not exactly the place you’d expect a mafia family to do business, but I guess that’s the whole point. A little research points out that this entire area was used to smuggle alcohol during the Prohibition Era, a trade the early Zappia men were particularly famous for throughout Chicago.

      “You’re late, Hart.”

      Martino Zappia greets me as I step inside with a cigarette butt between his lips and a deck of cards in his hands. He leans against the metal stairwell leading up to his father’s office, casually shuffling the cards. I grit my teeth and throw on a smile. Marty’s the youngest of the family and as such, the hardest-working man in the business when it comes to earning daddy’s approval. And failing.

      Behind him shines the Zappia Casino but the Las Vegas Bellagio it ain’t. It’s one floor with about a dozen or so tables scattered around. The air is full of controlled, chaotic sounds like chips clacking, cards shuffling, and dials spinning as the dealers speak softly to the players. It smells like cigar smoke, cheap whiskey, and a hint of chocolate — but I haven’t the slightest idea why.

      A large man is stationed by the door and he steps forward, blocking me from going any further inside.

      “I got caught up,” I say, my eyes flicking between Marty and the brute. “What’s this about?”

      “Caught up? At the ballet?” Marty asks, raising his brow. “Tell me about her.”

      “You wish, kid.” I hold up my briefcase. “I’ve got a surprise for your old man.”

      He slides his cards into his breast pocket and pushes off the wall, flicking his dead cigarette butt toward the trash in the corner. It doesn’t make it and lands on the floor several feet away. My nose recoils as I sense his god-awful, repugnant aftershave from six feet away.

      “You gotta get checked out first,” he says.

      I glance at the new security again. “What for?”

      Marty smirks. “Just a precaution. Word on the street says the Lutrova brothers are back in Chicago.”

      I shrug, putting my poker face to good work as I file that information for later. “Kid, you know me. I don’t work for Russians.”

      “My father said no one enters the casino without getting searched first.” He smiles. “That includes you.”

      I fight the urge to rip the fucking lips off his annoying, boy-bandish face. He reaches out for the briefcase and I hand it off to him before raising my arms and letting the security drone do his thing. He waves a magnetic wand along my legs and hips and easily finds the Glock stashed behind me in my belt.

      Once again, I shrug. “I’ve never walked in here unarmed.”

      “You can have it back when you leave,” Marty says, signaling for the big guy to stash my gun away for me. He lays the briefcase flat in one hand and pops open the buckles to peek inside. “Looks a bit small to hold a man’s head, Hart.”

      “Terrance Vaughn paid his debt.”

      He scans the stacks of money and he closes the case again. “Check him for a wire.”

      “A wire?” I repeat, scoffing. “Come on, kid…”

      “Hey, we can never be too careful,” he says, his voice bouncing with delight. He’s so fucking tickled right now, just relishing in the chance to mess with me and get away with it.

      “I’m not a damn cop.”

      The mound of steroids reaches for my shirt and I snatch his wrist in the air, drawing a thick cackle from Marty’s throat.

      “Either you submit to this security check or we find someone who will…”

      The threat is very unwise — but so is noncompliance. Casting a spotlight on me in any way isn’t a smart move on my part. If I want them to think I have nothing to hide, then I have to act like it.

      I grab the bottom of my shirt myself and raise it to show my entire bare torso. “See? No wire.”

      Marty stares at the black cobra etched into my skin. “Nice ink,” he says. “Old gang?”

      “Something like that,” I mutter, dropping the shirt back down.

      He snorts and tosses the briefcase back to me. “He’s good.”

      I catch it with both hands, casting a harsh glance at the guard to urge him to back off. He does and returns to his spot by the door as I step forward and dodge Marty toward the stairs.

      I feel him following me up, but he keeps his pace slow. Marty Zappia, my constant shadow. Ever since the day I arrived in Chicago he’s given me shit. It’s easy to understand his hostility, though.

      He wants my job.

      Daddy’s right-hand man? The family hitman? It’d be the perfect way to cement himself in the family business, but the problem is his stomach.

      He’s not a killer. Marty’s squeamish and his father isn’t patient enough to wait around while he develops one. Honestly, all he needs is one hard shove in the right direction. That’s really all it takes to cross that line and become a killer. Just one bad day and suddenly that spectrum between black and white is a pleasant shade of gray.

      I rap my knuckles against Zappia’s office door and wait to enter until I hear his old voice bellowing out.

      “Yeah, come on in!”

      The man himself sits at his desk. His shirt is as wrinkled as his aging face and just as blotchy. Must have been a rough night for business or maybe there’s some truth to what Marty said about the Lutrovas being back in town.

      Last time, they almost burned the Zappias to the ground.

      Probably should have, to be honest. But that ain’t my business.

      “Close the door,” he barks. I cast a quick wink toward Marty’s perturbed face before kicking it closed behind me. “You’re late.”

      I do a quick scan for anything suspicious. It’s just the same old office with his cluttered desk, a dead plant, and an empty closet in the corner. The only difference is the brand-new security monitors over his head, so new there’s not even a fingerprint on them.

      I lower myself into the chair across from his desk before speaking. That’s unwritten rule number one in the Zappia family: you never speak to Antony Zappia above his eye line.

      “I apologize, sir. I was detained.”

      “What’s this I overhear about the dearly departed Mr. Vaughn being not as departed as I want?”

      My eyes bounce to the security monitors behind his desk giving him a clear view of the entrance in splendid high-definition. The sound is low but individual voices stand out against the gentle hum of games. He must have seen everything — my tattoo included.

      I keep a weak smile on my lips, making sure not to go too overboard while staring into his cold, dead eyes. “Mr. Vaughn came into some extra cash, sir. More than enough to pay off his debt.”

      “So, you let him go?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Did he pay interest?”

      “Yes, he did.”

      “How much?”

      “Forty-five percent.”

      His brow bounces. “That’s good interest.”

      “That’s what I said. I apologize if I overstepped and accepted his offer, sir. It seemed reasonable.”

      Zappia scratches his white beard. I pretend not to notice as little bits of old food come tumbling out of it. “You could have told me earlier. I have to cancel the flowers I sent to his family.”

      “I will do that myself, sir,” I offer.

      “Did you…” He pauses to chew on his old, chapped lips. “I dunno. Did you, at least, cut his face or something?”

      “I fucked his daughter. Does that count?”

      Zappia pauses for several long moments before his lips curl into what I assume is his version of a smile. “I like your style, Hart. That’s good.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      He brushes me away. “Get out of here. Leave the money.” I lay the briefcase on his desk and he immediately opens it. “Ahh, I love that smell…”

      “Have a nice night, sir.”

      “You, too, Hart. Oh, wait. I got another job for you.”

      I halt my stride while he sifts through a stack of papers on his cluttered desk.

      “Tomorrow night,” he mutters. “Enzo’s opening.”

      Lorenzo Zappia. The eldest of the three brothers. I’ve never met the middle son, Giovani, but from what I’ve heard, I never want to.

      Some forms of crazy are best left alone.

      “The restaurant?” I ask, recalling vague details of Enzo’s various business enterprises. All fronts for mob activities, of course.

      Zappia finally finds a square flier and holds it out for me to take. “Yeah. Here…”

      It’s printed on red card stock with gold lettering. Enzo’s Fine Italian. Admit one, plus guest.

      “I wish him luck, sir.”

      “You’re going,” he says. “He needs to fill up some tables and I could use the extra gun nearby, just in case.”

      I cringe on the inside. Zappia family gatherings really aren’t part of my job description. “Sir—”

      “Damn Lutrova bastards wandering around my city again is the last thing I fucking need…” he mutters quietly, ignoring my protest.

      I tap the card against my palm. There’s no getting out of this and it’s pointless to even try. “I’ll be happy to be there, sir. Of course.” I spin around and move to leave.

      “And bring a dame!” he adds.

      A spark ignites in my head and I flash a quick smile back at him.

      “I will,” I say.

      I smell him already, lingering behind the door before I even open it. Marty lurches out of the frame as I throw the door open and step out.

      “You know, kid,” I say, closing it quickly, “if you’re so desperate for attention, why don’t you try sucking his dick once in a while, eh? I hear it works for your mother.”

      “Fuck off, Hart.”

      He spins away, leaving a cloud of his stench behind as he drags his feet toward stairs to hit the casino floor. I know I shouldn’t say anything to make him hate me more, but I just can’t stand his pathetic, little face.

      I glance at the blood-red invitation again.

      Bring a dame, eh?

      I know just the one.
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      I sit up and look around, lost and confused for several moments until I remember where I am.

      Oh, fuck.

      I’m in the bed of the mafia hitman who came to kill my father.

      Fuuuuuck.

      I fall forward to cradle my throbbing head in my hands. I swear I didn’t even drink that much. Just a few glasses of whatever the hell he kept giving me.

      “Dan— Mr. Hart?”

      Silence.

      I look around his room. It seems so different from last night. Last night, everything was mysterious and covered in dark shadows. Now, the morning sun cracks through the blinds, illuminating everything from the books stacked on the windowsill to the small layer of dust coating his shelves.

      “Mr. Hart?”

      I search for my clothes as my memory comes back. Wherever my shirt is, I don’t think I’ll be wearing it anytime soon. I definitely remember him ripping it open and the buttons snapping off. There’s no way I’ll ever find them all so I can pretty much assume it’s trash.

      A silk, blue robe rests on the foot of the bed. I reach for it and throw it around my naked shoulders, feeling the gentle ache in my wrists. Fresh red and purple lines mark my skin where his tie bound me to the headboard. I bite my lip, forcing the memory down to keep it from exciting me too much.

      I step off the bed and my feet sink into the thick carpet. As I move across the room, my sore muscles remind me of the night before. Every bend and thrust comes back to me, along with every kiss and bite of his teeth.

      Where the hell is he?

      I move down the stairs with silent feet on my way to the main floor. Living room. Dining room. Kitchen. He’s nowhere to be seen or heard.

      Dante Hart abandoned me in his house.

      What a fucking jerk.

      I step down the hall, noticing that my broken glass from last night has been picked up and the mess is gone. Even the kitchen has been abandoned. Not one dirty fork or half-finished cup of coffee remains as a clue.

      The front door opens and closes.

      I spin around. “Mr. Hart?”

      Thick steps drift down the hall toward me and I lean against the counter until he comes into view.

      My heart lurches. This isn’t Dante.

      I hold my robe tighter around me as the man steps into the kitchen. He’s old, but not quite elderly, with hard features and sharp, golden eyes. Black hair. Black suit.

      I swallow hard. “Hello.”

      He frowns. “Where’s Hart?”

      I keep my robe pinched even tighter. His voice is worn and rough like gravel in his throat. “I’m not sure,” I say.

      He looks down at my bare feet and his gaze slowly travels upward again. His lips curl and his expression softens to something more pleasant.

      I shudder.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      “Lucy,” I answer, too nervous not to.

      “Lucy what?”

      “Vaughn.”

      “Well, Lucy Vaughn, I’m Spencer. I’m a business associate of Dante’s.”

      A business associate, meaning…

      Ah, shit.

      Another mobster.

      And I’m all alone with him. Naked.

      Fuck.

      I nod, acting casual. “Spencer what?”

      He smirks. “You should run along home now,” he says, ignoring my question.

      Fine by me.

      I shuffle forward to exit the kitchen, taking careful steps to stay as far away from him as possible. As I enter the foyer, I notice my black blouse hanging from the banister. I grab it and race up the stairs to fetch my jeans and shoes from the bedroom. I throw everything on as fast as possible, tying off the front of my blouse to hold it closed and hoping for the best.

      I keep an eye out for Spencer again as I head back downstairs, happy to see that he’s not lingering anywhere between me and the exit.

      I pull open the door and pause. A white envelope is taped to a mirror on the wall with Mr. Terrance Vaughn written in bold, red ink.

      Daddy’s adjusted debt, no doubt. I guess I played my part well.

      I take the envelope with me and bolt out the door.
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        * * *

      

      “Lucy?!”

      Ugh. Crap.

      His voice calls to me the second I walk inside the apartment. My apartment. I kick the door closed behind me and grab a sweater off a nearby chair. I throw it on over my tattered blouse before he can notice the state of it.

      “You know, Dad,” I say, “I gave you a key for emergencies only.”

      My father steps into the living room from the kitchen. There are dark circles under his eyes like he’s been awake all night.

      “I’d say this qualifies.” He looks me up and down. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      His mouth fidgets on his contorted face. There must be a million questions on his tongue right now and not a single one of them would be appropriate for a man to ask his daughter.

      I hold out the envelope as I pass by him. “This is for you.” It slips from his hands as I drop it, but he quickly snatches it off the floor.

      “He didn’t break any toes?”

      “Is that all you care about?” I scoff. “God forbid your star dancer takes the season off.”

      “That’s not—”

      “Look, Dad… I appreciate the concern. It’s sweet, really, but… I kind of just want to be alone right now.”

      He furrows his brow. “What did he do to you?”

      I fall onto my sofa and rub the bridge of my nose where a headache is quickly forming. “Do you really want me to answer that question?”

      “Were you safe?”

      I groan. “Jesus, Dad…”

      “I’m just asking…”

      “I still have my implant.”

      “That’s not the only thing to protect against.”

      I bite down. He has a point there.

      “I’m all right, Dad,” I say.

      “Did he hurt you? Because if he did, so help me—”

      “No. He didn’t hurt me. We had a decent time.”

      His nose curls. “A decent time?”

      “Dad.” I hold up a hand. “Please.”

      “Fine…” He huffs, his eyes dropping once to the envelope. “Take the day off. I’ll let Cynthia know you won’t be coming in.”

      “I’ll be there. I don’t want to take a day off.”

      “You’re sure you’re all right?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t look all right.”

      I sigh. “Yeah, well, you don’t look too good yourself, old man. How about you spend the night with the mobster next time if you’re so damn concerned.”

      “I’m—” His voice drops. “I’m sorry, Lucy.”

      I look at the envelope. “I hope it was worth it for you.”

      He says nothing more. He wants to, I can tell, but his face droops down to the floor instead. “I’ll see you later, then,” he mutters as he pulls the door open.

      “Yeah.”

      The door slams, nearly shaking my picture frames off the old walls. I suppose I shouldn’t be too hard on him, but we’ve never had the best rapport in the first place. Every conversation we’ve ever had has been about one of two things: his vices or the damn weather.

      I lie down and stare at the ceiling as last night replays in my head.

      Who the hell was that man?

      Why the fuck do I even care?

      I hug a pillow against my chest, relaxing into the couch a little bit more. It’s still early. I don’t have to be in until ten so I can get in a quick nap before then.

      Dante.

      What a dick.

      He knew just what to do with it, too. He knew exactly what angle to hit and what speed to use to send me over the fucking edge. I’m a girl with experiences and I can safely say that this is the first time since the first time I’ve sat around feeling like a damn virgin afterward. And that mouth. I still feel the little blooms of pleasure breaking out on my skin everywhere he kissed me.

      I think I’m going to miss that dick. Too bad it’s attached to a psychotic jackass.

      Who the fuck leaves a girl stranded in his house with no explanation? Who the fuck lets his business associate shoo her out in the morning with a note to take home to daddy taped to the door? Who the fuck thinks “you taste like a good kill” counts as dirty talk?

      Oh, well. It’s not like I ever have to see him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I immediately check the mirror as I enter the front door. The envelope is gone. That means Lucy is, too.

      Damn. I’d hoped I could make it back here in time before she ran off. Then again, chasing Lucy Vaughn might just be as fun as it sounds.

      I raise the bouquet of roses I brought back with me to my nose and smile as I inhale their sweet scent. It’ll take more than a few flowers to convince her to spend another night with me, but they’re a good start.

      I take a step inside the house, but I halt before my shoe even touches the floor.

      There’s someone else here.

      I focus my hearing into the living room where Lucy and I played cards. A shuffling of feet on the floor. The tap of a glass on the end table. The give of the stiff couch cushion as they sit down.

      I relax. Only one man would be so bold as to make himself this comfortable in a killer’s house.

      I walk down the hallway to meet him. He sits on the couch with one ankle propped up on the opposite knee, casually slouching as he scrolls through his phone and sips water from a drinking glass. Not one visible wrinkle on his trademark black suit and tie. He’s barely aged since the day I met him over a decade ago. Agents older than me say the same. No one’s sure how old he is exactly. No one’s ballsy enough to ask.

      You don’t question the Angel of Death, as we call him. But he prefers Spencer.

      His golden eyes target the flowers at my side. “For me?” he asks dryly. “You shouldn’t have.”

      I drop the roses onto the coffee table. “An assignment for Zappia, actually.”

      “So, not for the trollop I found wandering alone half-naked in the kitchen this morning?”

      I keep my expression frozen as my gut clenches. Depending on whatever mood he happened to be in, leaving Lucy alone might have been a very fatal mistake.

      “No,” I answer. “But if you don’t mind me asking...”

      He stuffs his phone into his breast pocket and waves, already bored. “I sent her on her way.”

      My nerves ease up. “Thanks.”

      Spencer sets both feet on the floor. “You’re not here to sleep around with the locals, Hart. You’re here to pay attention.”

      “I can do both.” I lean a shoulder against the archway. “Antony’s spooked.”

      He raises a brow. “Why?”

      “The Lutrovas are back in town.”

      “Is that right?”

      “Can’t confirm it just yet, but he wants me to stay close for a while. I have to attend Enzo’s restaurant opening tonight.”

      He nods. “Keep me updated,” he says, his tone rougher than usual.

      “You didn’t come out here to critique my choice of one-night stands, Spencer,” I say, easily reading his piqued expression. “Cut to it.”

      He wipes a bit of fluff off his pant leg. “I assume you received Myra’s message?” he asks.

      “Black has gone dark,” I recall. “Await further instructions.”

      “You haven’t heard from him, have you?”

      “No,” I answer.

      “Your squad?”

      “No.”

      “And Fitzpatrick?” He doesn’t blink. “No word from him?”

      “Of course not.”

      Spencer stands up, briskly buttoning his jacket out of habit. “We lost track of Black and the others in Colorado,” he says. “He cut off communication after he blew up a hotel in Denver and the Boss ordered him to pack it in and come home. Needless to say, the seizure of Mr. Fitzpatrick has now been reassigned to a more capable agent.”

      I exhale hard. Mercer’s obsession with Fox finally went too far.

      “On the bright side,” he continues, “we got a possible lead on Fitzpatrick nearby.”

      I tilt my head with interest. “How nearby?”

      “Iowa.”

      “That’s very nearby.”

      “Nearby enough to assume that if the Lutrova brothers are back in Chicago, then he is, too.”

      “You think they’ve taken on Fox as a hired hand?” I ask.

      “I think we should be prepared for anything.” His phone vibrates loudly in his breast pocket. He answers it and promptly lowers it to his side, not bothering to cover the microphone. “You stumble on Fitzpatrick, you take him out,” he says to me, his golden eyes gauging my reaction. “That’s not a problem, is it?”

      I stare straight ahead. “Looking forward to the opportunity, actually.”

      “Good.” He walks into the hall. “I’ll be in town until all of this blows over. Keep your eyes and ears open.”

      “I will,” I say with a nod.

      Spencer glares at the bouquet again, his stern countenance spelling out the rest of his orders.

      Ditch the trollop.

      “By the way,” he pauses, “with Black MIA, we’re going to need someone to take his place.” He glances at me. “You don’t mind if I drop your name with the Boss, do you?”

      I straighten up off the wall. “No, sir. Not at all.”

      He nods in approval before continuing through the house. “Hello, Puppet,” he says into his phone. “How are you?”

      The front door opens and closes behind him.

      Dammit, Mercer. Why couldn’t you just let him go?

      If I know Fox as well as I think I do, then Mercer isn’t coming back. The rest of our squad isn’t either. Lots of talent down the fucking drain because Mercer didn’t want to share his toys.

      I pick up the roses and bring them to my nose again.

      A big promotion. A hot date tonight.

      All things considered, today is turning out to be a damn good day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      I lay my foot on the beam and bend over to stretch my hamstring. It twitches with delicious pain, bringing memories of deep pleasure to my mind as Cynthia drones on from the center of the room.

      “Let’s keep moving, everyone. We’re burning daylight…”

      My mind wanders, lingering even more on Dante’s body towering over mine. Muscles and scars. That tattoo. I can still feel his hips grinding against me, thrusting deep inside me, making me—

      “Lucy.”

      I jolt out of it as Cynthia’s harsh voice charges through my ear. “Sorry, Cynthia…”

      She glares at me with her arms crossed. “Are we somewhere else today?” she asks, her wrinkled mouth pursed in annoyance.

      I shake my head and swallow the desire down my throat. “No, ma’am.”

      “Well, once you’re done doing whatever the hell it is you’re doing, can you please meet the rest of us in the auditorium? We’re waiting on you.”

      I glance around, suddenly realizing that I’m the only one left in the room.

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      She rolls her eyes before turning around and exiting the room without me.

      I raise my other leg forward and lean into my stretch, this time trying not to sink too far into my fantasy.

      Dante Hart.

      Scumbag.

      Scumbag with a huge cock but still a scumbag.

      I drop my leg and spin around to catch up with the others.

      “Oh!” I gasp and freeze in place.

      Dante’s lips slide into a devious smile in the shadowed corridor. “Put your leg back up like that…” he says, his eyes trailing my tights all the way down to my toes. “It’s nice.”

      “How the hell did you get in here?!”

      He steps into the room with a bouquet of roses clenched in one hand and shrugs his thick shoulders, hidden beneath a long, black coat.

      “I own the building,” he says.

      “My father owns this building.”

      “And I own your father. Let’s not argue semantics.”

      I sigh with annoyance. “What do you want?”

      He stops in front of me and holds up the flowers. “Courtesy of Mr. Antony Zappia himself.”

      I stare at them with an upturned nose, refusing to take them. “Excuse me,” I mutter, passing wide around him to avoid touching him.

      “You’re right—” He steps into my path and tosses the roses to the floor. “He’s a dick.”

      “Well, he’s got good company, then.”

      He purses his lips. “I assume that comment was directed at me?”

      “You assume correctly.”

      “Whatever did I do to deserve such unkind words, Lucy?”

      “Ms. Vaughn.”

      He chuckles. “Oh, we’re back to that again, are we?”

      “Yep.” I try to pass him again, but he takes a wide stride to stop me. “I have a rehearsal. They’re waiting on me.”

      “They’ll wait longer. You’re mad at me and I want to know why.”

      I seethe with impatience. “Well, for starters, you left me to wake up alone this morning.”

      “I had to work.”

      “It was rude.”

      “Oh, come on…” He narrows his eyes. “You’re not that kind of woman.”

      I lean back. “What kind of woman?”

      “The kind who gives a shit about cuddles and butterfly kisses.”

      “I’m not — but I expect to be treated with a certain level of respect and waking up alone with a strange man wandering around your house doesn’t exactly qualify.”

      He keeps his smile. “Spencer is not strange. A little odd, maybe, but far from strange.”

      I look at my feet. “It was rude.”

      “Perhaps I misjudged you, Ms. Vaughn.”

      “Perhaps you did.”

      “Let me make it up to you.” He leans in closer and that perfect cologne targets my senses again. “Come to dinner with me tonight.”

      I wince to conceal the lust charging up my spine. “Why?”

      “Because I enjoyed spending time with you, and I’d like to do so again.”

      “Are you actually being serious right now?”

      “Yes,” he answers. “Go out with me tonight.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to.”

      “You didn’t enjoy spending time with me?” he asks, already knowing the answer.

      My throat clenches. “I didn’t say that.”

      “Then, come out with me tonight.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I breathe a laugh. “You gangsters really aren’t accustomed to hearing the word no, are you?”

      “No.”

      I clench my teeth. “Mr. Hart—”

      “Dante.”

      “Mr. Hart, please, let me pass.”

      “Come on, Lucy Vaughn.” He locks his eyes with mine, forcing me to take in the shimmering shade of blue. “It’s just dinner.”

      “You do realize you’re the man holding my father hostage, right?”

      “I don’t see how that’s relevant,” he says, smirking.

      “It’s relevant because I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.”

      He holds up his hands. “Then, we agree you have no choice. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      “Mr. Hart, I played my role in your arrangement with my father. I spent the night with you, I laughed at your jokes, I put out for you, and I did it all with a smile on my face.”

      “Debatable.”

      “That is all we ever agreed to and there is no reason for this arrangement to continue on in any way, shape, or form.”

      “Sure, there is.”

      “Oh, really?”

      “Yes.”

      “Enlighten me, then,” I say. “Give me one good reason why I should go out with you tonight.”

      Dante licks his lips and takes hold of me. I inhale quickly to object, but his mouth finds mine, silencing me with a firm kiss. There’s passion on his breath and it bewitches me without a second thought. His teeth rake across my bottom lip, drawing a tender moan from the back of my throat. He strikes a fire throughout my body with a single flick of his tongue before releasing my lips.

      His eyes open, reflecting a crippling desire back at me. “I’ll pick you up at seven, Ms. Vaughn,” he whispers.

      “Okay,” I say, barely breathing. His hands fall from my body and he turns around to leave. “Wait, you don’t even know where I live.”

      “I’ll find you.”

      He exits without glancing back at me once.

      I grip the balance beam to keep from falling over. My lips throb, pulsing with blood, feeling the phantom tug of his mouth.

      Oh, now I’m in trouble…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      So, what does a girl wear out to dinner with a mobster?

      I stand in front of my closet, repeating the question over and over again, glancing quickly at the clock every few moments to be sure I still have time. My hair is ready. My make-up is done.

      What the fuck do I wear?

      Something tight but easy to take off…

      I chew on my thumbnail, feeling my cheeks turn pink. Come on, Lucy. It’s just dinner. He said it’s just dinner, but…

      Is it ever really just dinner? What else is he expecting here? Sex, obviously, but what else? When a girl dates an associate — or whatever — of the Zappia crime family, does that make her an accessory? By even agreeing to dinner, have I set myself up for some serious legal trouble down the road? Could I go to jail for this? What do you even wear to court these days?

      Black. I’ll wear black.

      I slide the hangers back, sifting through various blouses and tops until I find my dresses. One stands out near the back, something I haven’t worn in ages because it’s just too damn nice for casual outings. I don’t want to wear anything too casual and risk — you know — disrespecting the hitman who’s picking up the tab.

      I slide it over my head and wiggle until the bottom reaches my thighs. The scoop top hangs on my shoulders, attached to tight, black mesh sleeves all the way down to white cuffs that hug my wrists. I slide my hands down my body, making sure the dress still fits like a damn glove. The bottom grazes my kneecaps. Perfection.

      6:55, says the clock. Any minute now, I’ll hear a knock on the door and Dante Hart will be on the other side of it. He’ll say hello and tell me how beautiful I look and I’ll drop to my knees like a good girl and unzip his—

      Jesus Christ, Lucy…

      “It’s just dinner,” I say to myself in the mirror.

      I grab a pair of strappy, black heels to slip into before making my way out to the living room.

      “Oh— god!”

      My heart leaps into my throat.

      Dante fucking Hart is in my goddamn living room, sitting in my fucking chair.

      “Good evening, Ms. Vaughn,” he says, calm as ever.

      “What the hell are you doing here?!”

      “Seven o’clock, right?” he asks, glancing at his watch. “I’m a little early.”

      “What are you doing in my apartment?!”

      He gestures over his shoulder. “The door was open.”

      I shake my head. “No, it wasn’t!”

      “Yes, it was.”

      “I’m a single girl living alone in Chicago. I don’t leave my door open!” I point to the door, completely dumbfounded. “How the hell did you get through the chain?”

      Dante grins and stands up from the chair. “Relax. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      And just like that, my pulse normalizes as he glides across the floor toward me. He wears a suit, one much crisper than what he wore yesterday. Even his black coat looks pressed. He shaved, too…

      “You look very nice,” he says. His deep voice echoes in my ears as if we were standing in the center of a cave.

      “Oh…” I look down at my own body, glancing from my breasts down to my shoes. “Thank you. I wasn’t sure where we were going, so…”

      “It’s perfect.”

      I smile. I can’t help it. “Good.”

      “Shall we?”

      He turns around and walks to the door, but he doesn’t open it. His eyes take a long sweep of me from head to toe and I swear I catch his pupils dilating in his wicked blue irises from all the way back here.

      I grab my clutch off the counter and join him by the door.

      He waits, standing still as a board while I stare back at him. Several seconds pass as his eyes wander my face and I fidget in my shoes.

      “Mr. Hart?”

      “I’m sorry…” he whispers, his lips curling. “May I kiss you?”

      I laugh. “You’re asking permission now?”

      “Please.”

      “Um…” My cheeks bleed red. “Yeah, I guess.”

      Dante steps forward and raises a rough hand to my cheek. His thumb traces a line from the center of my lip to the bottom of my jaw before he leans in closer. I freeze in place, unable to even breathe as his lips caress mine, pursing softly for several long, smooth seconds. Pleasure ignites in my womb, sending a thousand tiny tremors down my thighs.

      “Thank you,” he whispers, our lips barely touching.

      “Don’t mention it,” I squeak.

      “Come on.” Dante pulls the door open and waits for me to step out first.

      Oh, yeah. Sure.

      I can totally walk after that.
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I’d hoped it was all a fluke.

      Just a sudden, random feeling brought on by something keenly supernatural. Or food poisoning. Something other than the insatiable desire overwhelming the bloodlust deep inside of me.

      Lucy Vaughn. Whoever she is. Whatever she is. She’s better than anything else I’ve ever done, everything I’ve ever tasted.

      Spencer is right to worry.

      Especially after seeing her in that dress.

      “Right this way, Mr. Hart.”

      The petite hostess gestures for us to follow, firing a pleasant smile at me before twisting around to show off her ass. I ignore it and gaze at Lucy instead, admiring the gorgeous gown hugging her taut, athletic curves.

      Her pupils expand as she scans the entryway with curious fascination. It’s clear a fancy place like this is well outside the realms of her monthly budget.

      I snatch her hand and she jerks her head toward me in surprise. “Come on…”

      She lets me lead her into the main sitting room. The lighting shifts and shadows grow taller the farther away we travel from the entryway. It’s a gentle, romantic atmosphere. Every table is occupied, save the handful scattered about with Reserved signs hovering between the twin candles of the centerpieces. No one speaks much louder than a whisper across their tables, but I suspect that has more to do with choice than a requirement.

      “This is fucking nice.”

      I chuckle at her comment, noting the side-eyes jerking in Lucy’s direction as we pass the tables by. I squeeze her hand, nudging her to pick up her pace as the hostess swings around a table and gestures that it’s ours.

      “Your server will be right with you,” she says, her voice an octave or two higher than normal in that forced-hospitality way.

      “Thank you,” I tell her.

      I let go of Lucy’s hand and reach for a chair, sliding it out for her to sit down. Of course, she raises an amused brow and sits down in the opposite chair instead.

      “You know…” I smile and take my seat. “Last night may not have been a date, but tonight… you should really cut a gentleman some slack.”

      She holds back a grin. “Well, I may not be the only one who needs to revisit the laws of chivalry. Last I checked, a gentleman usually knocks instead of breaking and entering into a lady’s private residence.”

      “No, that’s allowed,” I say. “It only would have been rude if I peeked in on you while you were changing.”

      She pauses. “Did you?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, well!” She sits back, smirking with sarcastic delight. “I guess we’re okay, then.”

      “Good.”

      The server arrives — a young man with dark features and a thick, Sicilian accent — and offers us both a glass of wine and a pair of menus of glance over. I notice the light bulge in his jacket where a small pistol lies hidden in a holster wrapped around his shoulders. The mark of a mob restaurant — even the wait staff is packing heat.

      I smile as Lucy notices the same thing.

      “Hold on…” she murmurs softly after he walks away. She looks around, twisting her neck so far it might break. “Is everyone here a criminal?”

      “Almost,” I answer, truthfully. Her eyes grow wider, locking on the faces at the tables surrounding us. “Don’t stare, Lucy. You wouldn’t want to get whacked.”

      Her head whips forward and she stares at her wineglass instead. “Right…”

      I admire the adorable flush of her cheeks for a moment. “You can look at me.” I chuckle.

      Her face turns up, her pink rouge shining in the red-tinted lamps above our heads.

      “Just be cool, Lucy.”

      “You brought me to a mafia hideout for dinner?” she whispers.

      “I brought you to a nice place for dinner.”

      “A nice place owned by the mob.”

      “I challenge you to find a nice place in Chicago that isn’t.”

      She pauses to chew on her lip, concentrating hard to keep her eyes on me. “Just be cool, huh?”

      “Graceful. Elegant. Poised,” I say. “You know, all the things you claimed to be last night.”

      “Is that doubt I hear rolling off your tongue?”

      “Maybe.” I smile, reacting to the tough, Chicago accent seeping through her teeth. “You going to prove me wrong?”

      Lucy picks up her wineglass. “I assure you, Mr. Hart… I have grace and elegance coming out of my ass.”

      I laugh as a hand slaps my shoulder.

      “God, I love a pretty broad with a dirty mouth!”

      I look up to find Enzo Zappia lingering over me in a dark burgundy suit, looking exactly like his old man minus about twenty years.

      “Enzo!” I greet, extending my hand to him as I gesture around with the other. “This place is wonderful. You’ve done a fine job.”

      He whips my wrist like he’s herding cattle and then lays his hand on his chest. “It tickles me to hear you say that, Hart. I’m honored you could make it tonight.”

      I lean toward him an inch. “Well, your father didn’t give me much choice.”

      Enzo laughs, the sound carrying across the entire room, but no one bats an eye. He’s a Zappia, after all, and the owner. He can do whatever the fuck he wants.

      “But this—” He points at Lucy. “This beauty must have been worth the effort.”

      “She’s certainly proving to be.” His hand slips from my shoulder and he extends it across the table toward her. “Lucy, this is Lorenzo Zappia.”

      Her brow twitches at the name and I detect sly malice behind her eyes. Perhaps bringing her to spend the night out amongst the people who gave her father a gambling addiction and tried to kill him over it wasn’t the wisest of decisions.

      Still, she throws on a pleasant smile and nestles her fingers in his.

      “It’s a pleasure,” she says.

      Enzo leans over and kisses her knuckles, a move that probably infuriates her, but she keeps her cool. “The pleasure is all mine, Ms…”

      “Vaughn.”

      He stands up, smiling wide as he releases her hand. “Ms. Vaughn,” he repeats, shifting his eyes back to me. “Hart, you let me know if you or the lady need anything.”

      I nod. “Of course.”

      Enzo glides away, laying a soft hand on her bare shoulder as he swings by. I expect Lucy to say something as soon as he’s out of earshot, but she keeps quiet, her eyes purposefully locked on mine, and brings her glass to her lips for a stiff sip.

      “What?” I ask her, sensing the words building on the tip of her tongue.

      “Nothing,” she murmurs between sips. She takes her time, pouring a healthy amount down her throat before setting the glass down. “I’m just sitting here… acting poised.”

      “I can tell.”

      She inhales a quick breath and her posture sags. “Not only did you bring me to a mob restaurant—”

      “Lucy—”

      “—you brought me to a mob restaurant where I’d be surrounded by the very men who tried to have my father killed.”

      “I regret nothing.”

      “I should stab you with my fork.”

      “You’re welcome to try.”

      Lucy lets herself look around again, obviously not caring anymore about whom she might offend. “This is fucked up, you know that, right?”

      I pinch the stem of my wineglass. “Come now, Ms. Vaughn. If being around killers actually bothered you, you never would have agreed to spend the evening with me. Again.”

      “What makes you think it doesn’t?”

      “That look in your eyes.”

      “What look in my eyes?”

      “The one you’ve had since the moment I kissed you tonight.”

      She falls silent and I take a victory sip of wine — perhaps prematurely, but it tastes delicious all the same. “Being a decent fuck doesn’t vindicate you of wrongdoing, Mr. Hart.”

      “I never said it did, Ms. Vaughn.”

      “You see, this is the problem with gangsters in this city,” she says, her voice firm but low. “Their entitlement to own things they hold no claim over.”

      “You feel I believe I’m entitled to you?”

      “Why wouldn’t you be?” she asks. “I’m curious, exactly how much money did you shell out to spend last night with me?”

      I bite my lip, holding back my grin. “A lot.”

      “Was it worth it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Every penny?”

      “I’d pay it all again, Lucy. And more.”

      “You’re psychotic.”

      “You’re perfection.”

      She heaves a frustrated sigh. “And I can’t be bought.”

      “You wouldn’t be worth it if you could be.” I smile, seeing the tug of her own mouth betraying her. “Lucy, I did not bring you here tonight to show you off as my trophy nor to boss you around as my slave. I certainly didn’t bring you here to impress you or offend you. I asked you to accompany me tonight because I had to be here, and I couldn’t stomach it alone. I wanted you here with me to make my night a little easier.”

      Her green eyes twinkle in the candle’s flame, growing softer with every word I say.

      I keep talking, luring her in. “You’re light on the eyes, fun to talk to, and speaking of decent fucks…”

      She laughs but quickly covers her mouth with one hand.

      I take hold of my glass again. “Now, can we please cut the bullshit and enjoy our evening together?”

      Lucy narrows her gaze, knowing she’s completely trapped but she likes it. “Fine.” She reaches for her drink. “But I’m not dancing for you again.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of asking.”

      “Thank you.”

      We take a sip of wine while we eye each other across the table. I detect the desire building within her green irises, that same fiery spirit I saw just before she let herself touch me last night. She knows as well as I do she’ll end up in my bed again and it doesn’t frighten her at all. In fact, she wants it. Perhaps even more than I do.

      I lick my lips, my senses erupting at the mere thought of tasting her fine pussy again. It takes every bit of my control not to bend her over this fucking table and take a bite of that perfect ass right here and now.

      Laughter carries over the tepid room, once again booming from Enzo’s powerful Italian lungs. Lucy twists around to see him standing in front of a large table at the far corner, this one sitting upon a platform by the windows near the entrance. There’s another uproar of laughter as the men around the table join his fun. I pause, sensing the questions on Lucy’s lips while her eyes linger on them.

      “Who’s that?” she asks me as she turns back.

      I clear my throat, glancing over her shoulder again. “The young man is Marty Zappia.”

      “And the old guy?”

      She already knows. I can see it in her steady eyes.

      “That is Antony Zappia.”

      “The Mr. Zappia?”

      “Yes.” The asshole who sent me to kill her father. “Lucy, let’s—”

      “I want to meet him.”

      I blink, shaking my head at the sudden request. “That’s not the kind of table you walk up and introduce yourself to—”

      She tosses her napkin off her lap and quickly stands up.

      “Lucy—”

      She dodges my reach and slips away from the table with fast, precise feet. I growl softly in frustration as I struggle to catch up to her before she steps up onto the platform. Her sudden presence draws the eyes of the entire table and Zappia’s guards reach for their concealed weapons.

      “Good evening, Mr. Zappia,” Lucy announces, smiling politely. She extends her hand toward his confused, old face. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. I’m—”

      I snatch her hand from the air and draw her away from the table, gesturing to his bodyguards that I have the situation under control.

      “My deepest apologies, Mr. Zappia,” I say quickly with a forced, well-meaning chuckle. I keep a tight grip on Lucy as she tries to tug away. “My date has had a touch too much wine, I think.”

      “Hart…” Zappia’s eyes stay locked on Lucy, twisting between annoyance and growing curiosity. “That’s quite all right. I’m sure we all will by the time this evening is over…”

      “Excuse us.”

      Lucy digs her heels into the floor and jerks out of my grasp. “Mr. Zappia, if you don’t mind, I’d like a minute of your time—”

      I slide in front of her to meet her eyes, firing a hard look at her. “I’m sure Mr. Zappia doesn’t need—”

      “Let the young lady speak, Hart,” he interrupts me and gestures to Enzo. “Don’t just stand there. Pull up a chair for the girl.”

      I furrow my brow at her smiling face. She doesn’t even waver as she stares up at me. I don’t know whether to kiss her or slap some sense into her.

      “Thank you so much, Mr. Zappia,” she says. “I’ll only be a minute.”

      Enzo sets a chair down on the outside of the table and Lucy lowers herself into it. I stay behind her with my hand on the back of her neck just in case I have to snap it.

      “Now…” Zappia curls his wrinkled lips. “What can I do for you, young lady?”

      She grins. “I just wanted to meet the man whose been taking advantage of my father for the last ten years.”

      Goddammit, Lucy.

      I dig my fingertips into her skin. She doesn’t even flinch, but Zappia sure does.

      “I beg your pardon?” he asks from the corner of his mouth.

      Marty shifts awkwardly in his chair. His shocked eyes bounce from his father’s face to hers and back again with nervous apprehension. Of all the things he’s witnessed since diapers, I imagine watching his old man gun down a pretty girl in a crowded restaurant might be something new. He glances at his watch. There’s fresh tension in the air and every person within earshot of the table falls deathly silent.

      “My father is Terrance Vaughn, sir,” Lucy continues, crossing her legs and folding her hands in her lap. “He’s been gambling in your casino since I was a child.”

      “Vaughn…” he murmurs, scratching his bearded chin. “The dancer man?”

      “Yes.” She keeps her eyes straight forward, ignoring the titter falling off Marty’s lips.

      “Ah.” He looks her up and down with his own smirk. “You somehow feel I am responsible for his addiction, yes?”

      “No, sir. My father is responsible for his own actions,” she answers. “However, I do feel a man of your intelligence should know better than to enable people like him who clearly need to seek help.”

      “People like him are how I stay in business, young lady.”

      “Then, you do admit to taking advantage of him.”

      “I never denied it,” he says. His amused eyes bounce up to me for a brief second. “And besides, the last I checked, your father’s debt had been paid-in-full.”

      “Yes. By me,” she says, lying through her teeth. “And I would appreciate it if the next time my father wanders into your casino, you have the decency to throw him back out.”

      Zappia chuckles for longer than necessary. “I’m not in the business of turning away paying customers, my dear. Especially not ones as eager to lose their money as your father is…”

      Lucy leans forward an inch. I guide her back with my firm grip on her neck. “It’s disappointing to hear you say that, sir. I somehow expected a man of your status and means to be less of a coward.”

      I dig my nails in. “Lucy…”

      “Young lady…” he says with seething eyes. “I believe I’ve entertained you long enough.”

      I grasp her arm to pull her out of the chair, eying the men around us all too willing to do the same. “I apologize, sir,” I tell him. “I’ll see to it that she never addresses you again.”

      “I’ll gamble for him myself.” Her voice makes everyone pause. “I’ll take on your best poker player. If I win, you bar my father for life. If I lose, you can continue bleeding every last dime he has.”

      Zappia rubs his silver beard as the amusement returns to his eyes. “Well, now…”

      Marty leans forward in his seat. “I’d be happy to take on her challenge.”

      His eyes linger far too long on her breasts and I fight the urge to pluck them out of his fucking skull.

      “Ms. Vaughn…” Zappia chuckles softly. “I find your offer intriguing.”

      “I thought you would,” she says.

      “Stop by my casino sometime and we’ll continue this little chat…”

      Quick movement rushes through my peripheral vision, alerting me to the three men piling out of a dark sedan on the street outside.

      “I’ll do that,” she says. “Thank you, sir.”

      Black metal glimmers beneath streetlamps as they each raise an AK-47 and point it at the window.

      “Get down!” I shout.

      I force Lucy to the floor and kick Zappia’s table onto its side to shield her from the windows.

      Marty dives behind it and Zappia does the same as bullets come firing in, shattering the glass into a thousand pieces. I throw myself over Lucy, covering her completely as screams ring out behind us. Many men do as I did and topple their tables over to block the hits. Our table lurches with each blast but the bullets don’t penetrate through.

      “Dante!”

      I hold Lucy closer to me, wrapping my arms around her head until the firing ceases and tires squeal down the street.

      Enzo leaps to his feet and withdraws his sidearm from his coat, shouting obscenities as he races out the front door with a few other men.

      “Lucy…” I hold her pale face in my hands. “You okay?”

      She nods and I feel her heart racing even faster than it did when she called Antony fucking Zappia a coward to his face.

      I kiss her forehead and look out over the table to make sure it’s safe before pulling her to her feet. She clings to my jacket with both hands as I check her from head to toe for any spots of blood.

      “Nice reflexes,” Marty mutters at me. He reaches down and helps his father to his feet.

      Enzo rushes back in, rage turning his face a bright shade of red. “Motherfuckers…”

      Marty stares out the broken window. “The Lutrova brothers…” he says. “Who else would it be?”

      Enzo kicks the fallen table and fires an annoyed glance at his little brother. “And you didn’t want me to splurging on the bulletproof tabletops…”

      Marty turns away while smoothing his jacket down. “Wouldn’t have needed them if you got the bulletproof windows instead like I told you to.”

      Zappia throws up his hands. “Quit bickering,” he barks at them. “Go smooth this shit over.”

      Enzo and Marty step off the platform together, firing soft arguments back and forth while they help frightened patrons to their feet.

      “No one’s wounded…”

      Lucy’s whisper reaches my ears and I look around as she does. She’s right. Not one stray bullet hit anyone. In fact, most of the bullets struck Zappia’s table only.

      There was one obvious target here and he’s staring back at me with wrinkled, gray eyes.

      Zappia nods, his way of saying thank you for knocking over the table just in time to save his brains from splattering the wall, but I didn’t do it for him.

      I take Lucy’s quivering hand. “Come on.”

      We gather her clutch from our table, and I get her out of here as fast as we can move.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I take Lucy home with me. Her body language — a mixture of silence and soft trembling — tells me she’s not in the right state to be in her apartment alone. I don’t want her by herself anyway based on the shitty neighborhood she lives in. She’s more than capable of handling herself, obviously, but getting shot at is hardly the norm for her.

      She walks in around me and I do my usual quick scan of the block before following her inside.

      Lucy pins me to the door before I even get a chance to lock it behind us. Her lips crush mine with a hard, life-affirming kiss. I hold her against me, feeling tremors shake her entire body. I realize that she hasn’t been trembling from fear since the moment we walked out of that restaurant.

      She’s turned on.

      I grip her face in my hands and steal a few delicious kisses for myself before I force myself to stop and breathe.

      “Thank you,” she whispers to me.

      “For what?”

      She laughs. “You saved my life!”

      I shrug. “It was nothing.”

      “Throwing your body over mine in a hail of bullets doesn’t exactly count as nothing.”

      “Hey, I saved Antony Zappia’s life, too. You don’t see him getting all hot and bothered.”

      Lucy slaps my chest with both palms. “Dick.”

      I snatch her wrists and pull her back in. “And what the fuck was with that stunt you pulled at his table? If we’re really going to keep score here, I saved your ass twice tonight.”

      “Oh, please.” She jerks free. “I had that taken care of.”

      “Did you?”

      “The only thing an old prick like him gets off on more than money is the chance at putting a woman in her place,” she says. “I think you know better than anyone that besting me at poker isn’t going to be so easy for little Marty.”

      I suck on my lip as my cock twitches in my pants. “Goddamn, Ms. Vaughn…” I push off the door, flick the lock, and step around her toward the kitchen. “Color me impressed.”

      She follows me down the hall. “I don’t suppose you cook.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I do feel a little cheated out of dinner.” She drops her clutch onto the counter.

      “Me, too.”

      I throw open the refrigerator and scan the shelves, dismissing items as they neglect to entice me enough. I quickly spot a small, transparent box of bright, red strawberries and my lips twitch.

      Perfect.

      I pop the box open and drop it on the counter between us. Lucy smiles as she sees them and instantly snatches the largest one off the top to sink her teeth into. I grow harder just listening to the soft suckling sound her lips make around it.

      “Mmm,” she says, swallowing. “That hits the spot.”

      I take a strawberry for myself to enjoy and I watch her do the same, completely at ease around her. My stomach purrs in satisfaction as the night’s adrenaline wears off and I realize how hungry I am. Her eyes shift about in silence, noticing the small details of the kitchen I honestly know very little about. She’s steady and calm, almost as if the last hour of her life never even happened.

      “Lucy.”

      She wipes a bit of moisture off her chin. “What?”

      I swallow a delicious bite down. “You don’t seem nearly as rattled as I expected you’d be after dodging bullets.”

      She licks the pink juice off her lips. “I guess you make me feel safe.”

      It’s a good answer — truthful, too, if I’m reading her face right — but ridiculously naïve as well. Guilt overwhelms any hunger I have inside. She’s a sweet girl. Smart, talented, and incredibly beautiful. What the hell is she thinking?

      What am I thinking even letting this happen?

      “Mr. Hart…” she says, quickly sucking a sticky fingertip. Her eyes drop and she pauses to gather her words. “What did you mean when you said I tasted like a good kill?”

      The recent memory of her spread eagle on my bed, screaming my name, overwhelms me. I turn around to grab a dishtowel from the drawer and hand it to her to wipe her dripping fingers clean.

      “Have you ever taken a life before?” I ask her, already knowing the answer.

      “No,” she replies quickly, out of reflex alone.

      “It’s… intoxicating,” I say, keeping my voice low. She doesn’t realize it, but she leans further over the counter. “It isn’t for everyone, of course… but for me, it is. It’s why I get up in the morning.”

      Her eyes narrow but not from fear. She’s fascinated. “Why?”

      Now is the moment. I could easily scare her away right now. I could make it so she’ll never want to see me again. It’s honestly the best option for both of us. It’s the right option. The shiny, white end of an impossibly gray moral spectrum.

      But I don’t want to.

      I’m a selfish prick.

      I lick my lips, tasting the sweet fruit on them but it’s not nearly as delicious as she is. Her eyes drop to my mouth and little speckles of passion shine through the green color.

      “Put your palms on the counter,” I tell her.

      Lucy rights herself as confusion spreads across her little face. Still, she does as I told her to while I circle the counter and stand behind her. I sense the shivers taking hold of her body as I press against her back. I lean over and slide my fingers up her legs, drawing her dress upward to settle above her sweet, tight ass.

      She glances back with teasing eyes. “You aren’t going to tell me?”

      I wrap my fingers around her neck, feeling the quick pump of her pulse on my thumb. “I’d rather show you,” I whisper in her ear.

      She quivers in my grasp as fear mixes with the adrenaline in her veins. I reach my other hand between her thighs and I draw a line across her panties to feel the wet pool gathering along her slit. Her body is begging — practically screaming — for it and it probably has been since the moment I kissed her in her apartment tonight. She sighs with pleasure and I slide my zipper down to free my hungry cock.

      I lay a hand on her back to guide her forward and she sinks onto her elbows. Leaning in, I let her feel my swelling hardness push against her ripe folds.

      “There’s a moment…” I say, “right before the light disappears from a person’s eyes when I feel utterly invincible.”

      I push her panties aside and slide my hard cock inside of her. Her body instantly stiffens in surprise. Honestly, so does mine. She’s so tight and slick, I almost shoot inside of her but the promise of more of her keeps me together.

      “It’s powerful and warm, like a damn womb. I’ve scavenged the whole earth in search of a better feeling.”

      I fuck her slowly, feeling every inch of her stretch out around me. She moans with every thrust, each one sounding louder in my ears. I reach around and wrap my fingers around her neck again. She falls silent, holding back the noises begging to cry out from her throat.

      “I found it inside of you, Lucy Vaughn.”

      Her pulse explodes against my fingers. The dangerous cocktail of ecstasy and fear take her over and she falls even deeper into my embrace.

      “I could snap your neck right now,” I whisper in her ear. I squeeze, feeling the wild thump against my fingertips. “Does that frighten you?”

      “Yes,” she answers on her breath.

      “Do you think I will?”

      “No.” Her answer is immediate like she didn’t even have to think twice about it.

      I quicken my thrust, burning a hole right through her. She cries out even louder, bucking her hips back to send me deeper inside.

      “Be mine and I’ll make you feel this way every night.”

      I slide my hand up to her mouth and she instantly parts her lips to take my finger inside.

      “Do as I tell you and I’ll give you everything.”

      She moans around my finger, vibrating it down to the bone.

      “Say my name and I’ll be yours.”

      “Dante,” she gasps.

      I smile. “Again.”

      “Dante!”

      “Come for me, Lucy. Do it now.”

      Her body obeys me, gripping my cock so tight inside I see red. I let her enjoy it. She throws her head back, screaming with insatiable lust. I lay kisses along her neck until she falls against the counter again.

      I pull out of her and spin her around to face me. She kisses me, hard and wet, tender moans still slipping out of her throat.

      “Get on your knees, Lucy Vaughn.”

      She lowers down, her hands on my body the entire time, licking her thin lips as she goes. Her tongue gets to work, lapping at my tip and shaft, cleaning her own taste off me.

      I reach out and grip the counter as the force of her mouth takes hold of me. She knows what she’s doing, and she takes great pleasure in proving it to me.

      I lay a hand on the back of her neck as she takes me inside, all the way into her fucking throat. I clench, feeling her sharp teeth tease me. It’s pure, blissful torment and it will bring me to my fall faster than the damn Roman Empire.

      I take my cock in hand and pull it out, despite her objections. “Show me your tongue.”

      She obeys, tilting her head back and sticking it out. I stroke myself off, aiming my tip inside her mouth. Her little, green eyes beg me for it like a thirsty animal and I would be a fucking monster if I didn’t give it to her. She’s earned it, after all.

      I shoot inside, letting the pool of white form on her delicate, pink tongue. She moans for it, pleasure crossing her eyes once more as it drips along her taste buds. I release her neck and she closes her lips around me, sucking me dry as I groan with delight.

      “Good girl,” I whisper, wiping her chin. I pull her off the floor and kiss her again, sucking on her numb, tired lips. “Go upstairs. I’m not done with you yet.”

      Lucy smiles, her tits practically spilling out of her tight, black dress. She pushes up onto her toes for one more kiss, one that I can’t bring myself to deny her. Her lips taste so sweet, like warm milk and honey.

      I almost object as she pulls away and walks down the hall, her little ass swaying in the most perfect way as she goes.

      Fuck me. It wasn’t all a fluke. That orgasm felt as intense as the last one. Perhaps even more so with those adorable, sultry eyes staring daggers into mine as I shot down her fucking throat.

      I’ve spent my whole life traveling the world, working for all sorts of different, horrible people, some even worse than myself. I’ve gone undercover plenty of times, been shot at even more, but in my entire career, I’ve never once been compromised.

      Not like this.

      I feel it deep inside, taking over the only part of me I thought could never change.

      The killer inside.

      I follow the sound of her heels on the floor, clacking up the stairs toward my bedroom just like I told her to do. Little Lucy Vaughn. From the moment I met her, she’s proved to be nothing but a challenge. One I gladly accepted but a challenge nonetheless. She shouldn’t be here. She’s smarter than this, better than this.

      “Lucy.” She pauses at the top of the stairs and looks down at me from the shadows. “Why are you still here? With me?”

      “Because I want to be.”

      And just like that, she turns around and walks into my bedroom.

      My god. Either it’s finally happened and I’m becoming something else in front of her very eyes or she’s just as crazy as I am.

      I walk up the stairs to my room to find her lying naked on the bed, wearing nothing but her heels and a smile.

      Definitely crazy.

      But I’m not complaining.
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      I roll over onto my side to find Dante lying next to me. It’s barely morning yet. The world is still dark and cold outside… and he’s still here with me.

      I keep waking up, thinking that it’ll be the time when I look over at his side and he’ll be gone. Off to work. Off to do whatever the hell he does while I’m not looking.

      I wiggle my feet, finally regaining feeling in my toes. Tonight was intense and by intense, I mean holy fucking shit. Dante Hart. Mafia hitman. Master of my cunt.

      His chest rises and falls in the dark. I look lower, my curiosity piquing as I slowly push the comforter down to his waist.

      The black eyes of the cobra stare back at me. I’ve never seen it before on anyone and these mob guys are all about showing off their ink to anyone who’ll even glance in their direction. I reach out to touch it, careful not to put any pressure on his tanned skin.

      Dante fidgets in the sheets. I pull my hand back but not fast enough. He snatches it out of the air and opens his eyes.

      “Ms. Vaughn…” he growls.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      His lips curl as he twists his arm around me and pulls me in against him. “You’re cold,” he says.

      I tremble against his warm body, feeling his taut abs against my back. His lips fall to my shoulder and they purse against my skin, sending little blasts of pleasure throughout my arms.

      “Mr. Hart…”

      “Yes?”

      I turn my head to look at him and his lips graze my cheek. “You’re still here.”

      “Where else would I be?” he asks, his warm breath tickling my skin.

      “I don’t know.”

      He draws me even closer to him with his strong arms. “Relax.” His lips crush mine, feeding the lingering desire still torturing my nerves. “Get some sleep.”

      I kiss him back. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because if I do, you’ll be gone when I wake up…”

      “Some might say that’s a good thing.”

      “Dante—”

      He bolts up and balances over me on both arms. “I love the way you say that…” He kisses me and I feel him growing hard against my thigh.

      I grin. “Dante.”

      His lips attack my neck, leaving hard bites on my flesh. I wince with delicious pain, aching all over as he descends beneath the sheets. He cups my breasts and pinches my nipples to life as I writhe under him, begging for him to go lower.

      I moan as his stubbled face rubs between my thighs and his heavy breath strikes my folds. His rough hands push my knees farther apart so that I’m practically doing the splits on his face. He cups my ass, lifting me toward his working mouth and he tongues my clit with devious intent.

      I cry out at the ceiling. My toes immediately curl. He locks his lips around my bud, sucking softly as my hips jerk beneath him. He holds me there, refusing to let me take control, lapping up every bit of moisture that pours out of me.

      “Dante!”

      He groans against me, sending fierce vibrations through my core for me to get off on. I try to hold back, to let this pleasure last longer, but he plays me like his own fucking instrument. I’ll make whatever noise he wants me to, when he wants me to, and I can do nothing but lie here and let him pluck my strings.

      Waves crash in around me and my entire body rides them on his face. He refuses to let me move, wrapping his arms around my legs to keep his tongue locked on me. It’s too much. It’s far too sensitive but I’m not strong enough to pull away. I moan louder, screaming his name, squeezing his thick hair with my trembling hands, praying for a reprieve.

      Dante’s tongue slows down, but he doesn’t stop. He keeps me going, pushing through the waves of ecstasy, forcing me around again while I squirm in his hands. Just as he senses me coming down, he picks up his speed until another orgasm tears through me.

      “Oh — fuck fuck—!”

      I slap his forehead, fighting back, begging for him to release me. Finally, he laughs beneath the covers and his hot tongue sheaths itself back inside his mouth. He climbs up my body, kissing my skin as he goes, and pins my arms above my head. I heave beneath him, completely out of control of my body. Even my toes have gone numb again.

      “There,” he growls, my scent on his breath. “How do you feel now?”

      “Exhausted.”

      “Good.” He collapses onto his side and holds me close again. “Now, go to fucking sleep.”

      I laugh before drifting off in his thick arms.
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      “And what’s that position called?”

      “It’s called a warrior 2,” I explain as I extend my arms out parallel to the floor, one in front and the other behind me, and shift my legs into a forward lunge. The silk, blue robe slides across my skin as I move, leaving wonderful tickles that I just can’t get enough of.

      Dante stares at me from his bed with his arms resting behind his neck. White scars lie scattered across his skin, illuminated by the morning sun. Each one tells a story, one that I’m wildly curious to hear.

      “And you do this every morning?”

      I nod, pushing further into the stretch. “Yoga and other various things. Don’t you have some kind of routine? You’re in great shape.”

      He smirks. “Not really.”

      “Well, you should have one,” I say, taking another deep breath before rising out of it.

      “How about…” He rolls onto his side. “Every morning, I watch you as you do your routine. Does that count?”

      I chuckle and lower my arms. “It’s a start.”

      “Excellent.”

      I wander back to the bed. “So, does this mean I’ll be staying over more often?”

      “It might.”

      I hop onto the bed, smiling wide, and slip back beneath the covers with him. “Well, I can think of worse ways to spend my nights.” I mount him and straddle his thick lap, drawing my fingertip along the curve of the black cobra’s tail on his abs. He grows hard beneath me as I lean over and kiss him, feeling the stubble of his rugged face against mine.

      We pause as the front door opens and closes downstairs.

      “That’ll be Spencer…” he says, sliding me off. He stands up, completely naked and semi-hard, and reaches for his pants.

      I grow nervous, picturing that harsh, golden stare. “Do you need me to leave?” I ask.

      “No.” He laughs, throwing a shirt over his head. “Stay here. He and I have some business to discuss.”

      “What kind of business?”

      “Work business.”

      “Sounds real fucking exciting.”

      He side-eyes me. “Stay here.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He walks away, leaving the door slightly ajar. I listen for his feet tapping against the stairs, but I barely hear him. For a guy so big, he sure doesn’t make a whole lot of noise. No wonder he managed to break into my apartment without me knowing it.

      I fall back against the pillows, my eyes twitching about for a clock but there’s nothing in sight. I have another rehearsal today at noon and I’m already in hot water with Cynthia over yesterday’s poor performance. I couldn’t help it, though. I was far too busy thinking about Dante’s huge talent that I couldn’t tap into my own, but I couldn’t exactly tell her that without getting the sassy side-eye from her.

      I reach for my phone before realizing it’s in my clutch downstairs. I sigh and catch sight of the television remote on the bedside table. There should be a clock on the national news networks. I flick it on and channel surf until I find one.

      My lips curl. It’s only eight-thirty.

      A familiar image on the television stops me cold. A photo of a man with a black tattoo on his abdomen. A cobra, just like Dante’s.

      TERRORIST GROUP EXPOSED.

      I turn up the volume to hear the reporter as she reads from her cue cards.

      “Breaking news this morning as the FBI announces that an underground criminal organization known as Snake Eyes exists… and just might be operating on American soil. The news comes from a supposed leak of their members and clientele, a list that officials are calling absolutely startling. Senator Ronnie Lamb, the front-runner in this year’s presidential election who was brutally killed last week, was supposedly one of their targets.”

      Fear prickles down my spine as I look at the door.

      “Sources have confirmed today that members of Snake Eyes wear the same tattoo on their chests — a black cobra. A nationwide manhunt is currently underway to locate members of this group. However, authorities do urge the public to be cautious. Members should be considered armed and extremely dangerous—”

      A shadow moves in the corner of my eye and my breath catches in my throat. Dante steps into the room, his face cold and dark. He stands between the bed and the door, his eyes locked on the television screen as the reporter rambles on.

      “Dante, what is Snake Eyes?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      He looks at me slowly. “You need to leave.”

      “What?”

      “Get dressed,” he says. “Go home. Forget you ever met me.”

      My heart drops. “Dante, what—”

      “Do it now.”

      I can’t read his eyes. I search them but there’s nothing there. No fear. No hatred. No affection. Just blank, black eyes.

      Like a snake.

      “I don’t understand…”

      “Lucy, go.”

      He turns and walks out, leaving me sitting alone in his bed. The television continues, listing off all the reasons for me to fear him and turn him in as a terrorist.

      It doesn’t make any sense. Dante didn’t bat an eye as he spoke about his work with the Zappias, one of the worst mafia families in all of Chicago. But Snake Eyes? One mention of them and he’s kicking me out the door.

      I slip back into my dress and walk silently down the stairs.

      “Forgetting something, Ms. Vaughn?”

      I turn to see Spencer walking toward me from the kitchen with my clutch in his hand. “Oh, right...”

      His other hand drifts into his jacket pocket.

      He pulls out a small derringer pistol and points it at my face.

      I gasp and turn away to avoid looking death in the eyes.

      Any second now, I’ll hear the bullet. It’ll fire straight at me and pierce my skull.

      Will I even feel it? Will it hurt? Or will the shock be so intense, I’ll black out dead before I even hit the floor?

      God, I fucking hope it’s that last one.

      A shadow darts into the entryway, knocking the gun out of Spencer’s old hands. I look up to see Dante standing over him with a wire twisted between his fingers. He wraps it twice around Spencer’s translucent throat and pulls hard at both ends.

      I scream and my knees give out beneath me, forcing me down to the floor. Spencer scratches at Dante’s arms but the old man can do nothing but choke on his own spit and blood. I can’t turn away, my eyes locked on Dante’s cold stare as he steals a life right in front of me.

      Finally, Spencer topples to the floor and Dante releases the wire. It peels off his skin, leaving a dripping, red smile behind on his frail, wrinkled neck.

      “Dante?” I whisper.

      He bends over to grab my arm and pull me to my feet. I stare into his eyes, dark and cold as ice. He scoops my clutch off the floor and holds it out to me.

      “Go.”

      I take it from him with trembling fingers and spin around to pull the door open.

      Get dressed. Go home. Forget you ever met me.

      What the hell is going on?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I knew it was too good to last.

      What the hell was I thinking in the first place? That I could be normal? That I have a place in this world other than behind the barrel of a gun? No, it was too good to last. Men like me don’t get happy endings. We don’t get the girl.

      We get the girl killed.

      I drag Spencer’s body away from the front door by his feet, leaving a line of blood along the hardwood floor as it seeps from his throat. I didn’t want to do this, but Spencer’s been in Snake Eyes since before I was even born. He was just following orders. He knows our protocols better than anybody and he wouldn’t give a shit how I felt about her. It’s not the death an agent of his caliber deserved, but it’s what he got.

      That look in her eyes. Lucy will never speak to me again but that’s where this was going to end from the start. It should have happened last night when I had the chance to control the outcome.

      I drop Spencer onto the couch and throw a blanket over him. Someone will find him eventually and he’ll get a proper burial out of it. Maybe. There’s no time to worry about that right now anyway.

      Snake Eyes is exposed. By noon, everyone in the country will know about it — the Zappia family included. They’ve seen my tattoo before. It won’t take long for them to connect the dots. I can’t wait around and chance it.

      It’s time to say goodbye to Chicago.

      I rush upstairs and grab my Code Zero kit from the closet. We all have one. Cash, clothing, burner phones, new IDs and passports — everything we need to make a clean break. There should be a text message on the phone already with instructions to tell me what I’m supposed to do next.

      I turn on the phone and wait for the message to come in.

      There’s nothing. No coordinates. No code words. No explanations.

      I dial a number. He answers before the first ring.

      “Dante? Is that you?”

      “Elijah,” I say, relieved to hear my little brother’s voice. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s over, man. Snake Eyes is finished.”

      I’ve never heard my little brother sound so worried before in my life.

      “How is that possible?” I ask.

      “He leaked everything,” he says. “Our names, aliases. Every hit, every job. Everything.”

      I push it aside. I can hunt down that traitorous prick later. Right now, I have to get out of Chicago.

      “I haven’t received my orders from Myra,” I say. “What’s she say about all this?”

      Elijah pauses. “Myra went dark, Dante. There are no orders.”

      “She went dark?”

      “It’s over,” he says again. “It’s every man for themselves now.”

      So, that’s it, then. One card slips and the entire house comes tumbling down.

      “Where’s Lilah?” I ask.

      “She’s with me.”

      I breathe a little easier. “Put her on.”

      A few seconds of noise and I hear my little sister’s voice.

      “Dante? You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I say. “Just a little surprised.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      There’s panic in her tone, too. Of the twins, I expected her to keep her cool better than Elijah. “Where are you?” I ask.

      “We’re on our way to you.”

      “Don’t,” I say. “Stay out of Chicago.”

      “Then, where do we go?”

      That’s a good fucking question.

      If the feds know everything about Snake Eyes, then they know everything about Snake Eyes, including our hideouts and safe zones. There’s nowhere to go but six feet under. Or a concrete cell.

      I’d rather take the former.

      “The house,” I tell her. “Can you two get there?”

      Her voice goes soft. I can barely make out her gentle whispers as she confers with Elijah. “Yeah,” she finally says. “We can get there. Won’t make it until after nightfall, though.”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can get out of the city.” I reach down into the bag, rifling all the way to the bottom to find the pistol buried beneath the stack of clothes and money. “Get rid of your phones, too.”

      “As soon as I hang up, they’re going in the fucking river.”

      “Good.” I slide the clip free, checking to make sure it’s still loaded. “I’ll see you soon, little sister. Keep your head down.”

      “You, too, big brother.”

      The line goes dead. I flip the phone over to tug out the battery and the SIM card before smashing all of it and tossing into the trash.

      Fucking hell. This is all worse than I thought it was. Part of me knew this day would come but I never expected it to happen so soon. I thought I’d have two bullets in my eyes ages before something like this went down. It’s unprecedented and downright fucking scary. If it’s not the cops or the mafia gunning for me, it might be other Snake Eyes agents looking to turncoat and bargain out of spending the rest of their lives in prison by giving up as many of us as possible. You think there’s no honor amongst thieves? Try dropping a loaded gun into a room of desperate killers and see what that’s like.

      I throw on my suit and grab my bag as a car door slams outside on the street below. I stand up and peek outside, paranoia crawling up my spine.

      It’s just a mom piling her kids into the car. Frown lines crumble on her face. She’s clearly holding back every swear word in the English language behind her tight lips, possibly some in Italian given the neighborhood we live in. I can’t blame her. I’m tired of this shit, too.

      I scan the rest of the street and spot an unmarked black car sitting at the corner. I grip my gun a little tighter, squinting to try and make out the driver’s face.

      The door opens and Marty Zappia steps outside.

      Fucking hell.

      Watching today’s news must have been like Christmas morning for the brat. I can just imagine him sitting there, his lips curling with delight as the anchor went on and on about Snake Eyes and the black cobra tattoo that oddly looks just like mine.

      Daddy, please. Let me do him. I’ll make you proud. I promise.

      I wasn’t exactly planning on killing Marty Zappia, but I guess there are worse ways to spend a shitty morning.

      He jaunts across the street, heading straight toward my front door. I pull away from the curtains before his little, weasel eyes find me. Right now, I have the advantage and I have to keep it.

      I go back to my bag to grab the silencer hidden in the front pocket. No sense in alerting the neighbors, especially since I already have one dead body stashed in my living room. I twist it onto my gun’s barrel and sidle back to the window.

      Marty’s gone. Most likely sneaking around to the back garden to catch me by surprise. He’s an idiot, sure, but not stupid enough to knock on the front door.

      The doorbell rings.

      I may have spoken too soon on that one.

      I move down the stairs with my bag, keeping light on my toes, watching his shape behind the translucent windows. His shoulders are down, almost calm and casual. Maybe this isn’t his big day after all.

      I drop the bag in the corner and shift the gun behind my back before cracking the door open.

      “Hey, Hart!” he greets with a smile.

      “Marty…” I scan his body. Both of his hands sit by his sides, not stuffed into his pockets with his fingers wrapped around a trigger. “What’s up?”

      “I, uh…” His smile twitches on his dull face. “I wanted to talk to you about something. Can I come in?”

      Not with my dead mentor on the couch. “Now isn’t really the best time, Marty.”

      “What, you got that girl in there or something?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I’ll only take a minute.”

      My finger slides over the trigger. He’s pushing a little too hard to get in here. “Let’s talk later at the casino, all right?”

      Marty lays a hand on the door. “This is a bit too sensitive for the casino, Hart.”

      Son-of-a-bitch. If I keep resisting, he’ll know for sure something is wrong. “Fine,” I say, sliding the gun into my belt behind my back. “I can spare a minute.”

      He holds up his hands. “That’s all I need.”

      I open the door wider and he steps inside. I keep my eyes on his hands and jacket, looking for any pooches that might indicate he’s holding. If he came into my place completely unarmed, then Marty Zappia outright deserves to die. His old man might even thank me for purifying the gene pool.

      He pauses in the foyer with wide eyes. Luckily, he doesn’t notice my bag in the corner behind me and he keeps his back toward the living room. Let’s hope, for his sake, he stays that way.

      “What’s up, Marty?”

      He chews on his cheek, hesitating. “There’s no real great way to say this and I know you shooting me is a possible consequence, but I’m banking on you hearing me out before doing that…”

      I lean against the door, waiting silently for him to go on. When I say nothing, he fidgets on his feet.

      “I want to hire you to kill my father.”

      My eyebrow twitches. “You what?”

      Marty stands up a little taller, forcing all his piddly confidence into his weak voice. “I want to hire you to kill my—”

      “Don’t repeat that shit out loud, kid.”

      “Someone needs to say it,” he says. “Might as well be me.”

      “Why?”

      “My father’s a thug. Just like my grandfather was before him and my great-grandfather was before him.”

      “So, what? Why fix what ain’t broken?”

      He folds his hands in front of him, entwining his fingers together. I’ll hand it to him. He’s trying very hard to make himself look pretty badass right now and to a less savvy person, it’d probably work.

      “The system is broken, Hart. Every year, my family’s name loses a touch more of its credibility.” He turns up his nose. “I mean… calling out a hit on a man for twenty thousand in casino debt? Twenty? It’s pointless and petty and it sends the wrong message.”

      I shrug. “Not arguing with that.”

      “It’ll take a legitimate businessman to bring my family back to greatness, Hart.”

      “And you’re that businessman, I take it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why come to me?” I ask. “Why not just go to Daddy with this shit?”

      “Because you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. My father has always believed that the man with the highest body count controls Chicago. I disagree but he’s pretty set in his ways, as you yourself can probably attest to.”

      “You’re assuming Chicago wants to change,” I point out, straightening up. “There’s a reason why busting kneecaps never goes out of style. It works. Wearing a snazzy suit and shaking a few hands won’t change that.”

      “I’d like to prove that wrong, Hart. I’d like to convince this city that diplomacy still exists in this world.” He takes a step forward. “I want you by my side when I do.”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      I barely hold in my chuckle. “You want me to be your partner-in-crime?”

      “I know what you did for the dancer man,” he says, raising his brow. “There’s no way he just stumbled on that money overnight and I don’t believe his daughter for a second when she says she paid it off. You’ve got good business sense. We may not like each other much — at all, really — but I know potential when I see it. Also…” His face twitches, like a bad poker player with an ace up his sleeve. “It’s your fault that he’s still breathing at all right now.”

      I pause, replaying the last twenty-four hours in my head, laying the pieces together. “You ordered the hit on the restaurant.”

      “I did,” he says, pride oozing off his pathetic lips.

      “And the Lutrovas?”

      “Convenient scapegoats.”

      “Figures.” I shake my head. “Shooting up a place full of people doesn’t exactly scream diplomacy-in-action to me, kid.”

      “Sacrifices are a part of every war. Once my father makes his, you and I can rebuild Chicago into something greater.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      He inhales slowly, stretching way down into his bravery to quell the tremble in his voice. “If your girl didn’t waltz over to our table at that very moment, all of this would have ended last night.”

      “You saying I owe you something?”

      “I’m saying either you do… or she does.”

      I dig my nails into my palms, deep enough to draw blood. “Leave her out of this.”

      “Gladly,” he says. “Just help me take him out and all will be forgiven.”

      “I’m not looking for a promotion, kid.”

      “Is that a no, then?”

      I pause, not even flinching at his sudden shift in patience. I really don’t have time for this crap, but I can’t burn this bridge just yet. At least not until I’m out of Illinois. Then, he can go as viva la revolution as he fucking wants.

      “Let me think it over, Marty.”

      His eyes roam my front hall again. “This can’t wait, Hart.”

      “What’s the big rush?”

      His phone rings in his pocket. “Excuse me.”

      I grit my teeth, fighting the urge to throw him out by his earlobe while he answers it. It’s only a matter of time before Spencer starts to stink up the place and I’ve got mid-morning traffic to beat. Then again, Marty’s disgusting aftershave will probably cover it up just fine for now.

      “Hello?” He looks at the floor. “No, Dad, I didn’t see the news this morning.”

      Fuck me.

      Well, it was nice knowing you, kid. I guess the revolution will have to start without you.

      I reach behind my back to grip my gun as his eyes slowly rise off the floor and land on me.

      “You don’t say? Yes, sir.” He looks at me with a half-smile. “No, I’ll take care of it myself.”

      I grip the gun and quietly flick the safety off.

      “Bye, Dad.” Marty lowers the phone from his ear and slides it back into his breast pocket. “Well…” He clears his throat. “That was an interesting phone call.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “It appears that I’ve made a mistake coming to talk to you today, Hart.”

      “Maybe you have.”

      “Then again…” His brows bounce. “An undercover agent might be just what I need to slither my way up the crime ladder.”

      “Sorry, kid.” I cringe at his pun. “I’m retired.”

      He chuckles and reaches behind his back. “I hoped you’d say that.”

      His arm jerks forward, drawing his gun from his belt. I do the same, moving far faster than his inexperienced hands. I line up his face in my sights and pull the trigger before he even extends his elbow. His flight responses pull him back but not fast enough to dodge the bullet striking just below his right eye.

      I grab my bag from the corner and bolt out the front door before his body even touches the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      I thought daydreaming about Dante’s big cock was going to be what kept me from giving one hundred percent at rehearsal today. Turns out, seeing a dead body for the first time is way more distracting.

      Scratch that.

      Watching your lover murder a man in front of you is way more distracting.

      I’ve known what he was since the moment I met him. A hitman. A contract killer for the fucking mob. But I still can’t make sense of it. There’s no rhyme or reason for what I saw this morning. One minute, Dante was the perfect man: laughing and cuddling and not killing people. The next minute, his fetish for choking went a bit too far.

      But he let me go. Why did he let me go?

      Wouldn’t letting me go be the last thing a man like him would want to do? Don’t I know too much to still be breathing right now? But what exactly do I know other than he has a really, really sexy tattoo that ties him to an underground crime organization?

      Oh, god. What if he comes back? What if he realizes how much of a liability I am?

      Well, there goes sleeping for the rest of my life.

      “Lucy!” Cynthia’s voice calls out my name from the first row of the auditorium. She’s pissed — as usual — but I don’t exactly blame her.

      I pause, lowering my arms to my sides while the other nine dancers stare at me with impatience. “I’m going to take five…” I mutter. “I’m sorry.”

      Cynthia calls after me but I think I’ll just let her scream this time. My father will be able to smooth this over. Maybe I can play the Daddy-to-the-rescue card girls are always talking about. It should still be in mint condition.

      I rush backstage, push open the exit to the hall, and bolt down to the women’s restroom. My body temperature rises with each step I take. I need cold water and I need it now.

      What the fuck was I thinking getting involved with a hitman?

      I dry heave into the sink, spitting out any water I try to swallow.

      Why the fuck didn’t I just say no?

      I didn’t have to go to dinner with him. He playfully hinted that I had no choice, but it was just banter. It didn’t mean anything. I could have put my foot down, said no, and Dante would have respected that. He’s a decent guy (disregarding the obvious, of course). I don’t see him being the type to force me into something I don’t want to do.

      His eyes. Those black, soulless eyes. I can’t stop going back to how he was when we were alone. Charming. Witty. He’s the only man I’ve met who could keep up with how fast I talk. A horrible poker player but that just made me like him more. No matter how amazing he was, I knew what he was capable of from the start. I shouldn’t be so damned surprised about all of this, and yet…

      Muffled screaming echoes down the hall. The clamor of voices rises from the auditorium, followed closely by the quick rat-tat-tat of what can only be one thing…

      Gunfire.

      My pulse leaps, deafening me completely. I pull the door open and stick my head out into the hall as the bullets cease.

      A voice calls out, one distinctly young but booming and powerful.

      “Where is Lucy Vaughn?!”

      I fall back into the bathroom, overcome with a million different emotions in three seconds.

      A single bullet blows, triggering a wave of fresh screams from the auditorium.

      “Where is Lucy Vaughn?!”

      I clasp a hand over my mouth as tears spill from my eyes.

      What did I do?

      Oh, god — what did I do?

      Another bullet. Another batch of screams.

      They’re shooting them. One-by-one.

      Looking for me.

      If I don’t go out there, more of my friends will die—

      “Lucy Vaughn?!”

      I gasp. That voice was much closer — just outside in the hallway. Boots stomp down the corridor, growing louder and louder. I bolt into a stall and slam the door, too scared to think of what noise it makes.

      The restroom door bursts open. I cower in the corner, unable to move or even think. His boots continue into the room, tapping toward my stall until they pause just outside.

      He kicks the door open.

      I open my mouth to scream but no sound comes out. Fear overwhelms every sense, leaving me a broken shell. I look up into his face and wince in horror at his mutilated skin.

      “There you are…” He pushes his pistol into his belt. “Lucy Vaughn.”

      I blink in recognition. The right side of his head is completely covered by a white bandage spotted red with his own blood, but the rest of his youthful face remains.

      “M…” I push his name off my tongue with all the force I can muster. “Marty Zappia?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      The Chicago skyline disappears from my rearview mirror and I breathe a little easier.

      Part of me knew it would end this way. Not the part about Snake Eyes being exposed — that was a bit surprising — but rushing out of the city with my eyes glued over my shoulder? That was pretty much a guarantee from the start.

      There’s only one thing every employee I’ve met working under the Zappias has in common and that’s a giant target on their back. If they aren’t taken out because of disobedience or (alleged) betrayal, it’s because Mr. Zappia had a bad fucking day and needed to shoot someone to feel better about himself. A thug until the very end, as Marty so accurately pointed out.

      The kid wasn’t wrong. Too bad he didn’t live to gloat about it.

      They’ll go after her.

      Four little words bring my heart to a standstill.

      I slam on my brakes, ignoring the flurry of car horns screaming behind me as they pass me by.

      I shot Marty Zappia in the fucking face. Eventually, his body will be found, if they haven’t tracked him there already. Zappia will send his best to hunt me down and make me pay for killing his precious baby boy. They’ll never find me, but they’ll try really hard and that means interrogating the ones closest to me.

      Starting with the girl I brought to dinner last night.

      Little Lucy Vaughn. Daughter of Terrance Vaughn, the dancer man.

      What the fuck was I thinking?

      I perform a U-turn, spinning around to head back into the city. This whole time, since the moment I saw the television report, I’ve thought of nothing but retreating underground. It’s all a part of our training in Snake Eyes. Focus on the mission. No distractions. Anything less gets you and your squad killed. That was never an issue before now. Sure, I worry about my siblings, but they can take care of themselves. I never have to lay awake at night worrying about Elijah getting caught or Lilah taking a bullet.

      But Lucy…

      I push a little harder on the gas, weaving in and out of traffic as I race back into the city. Traffic slows me down, refusing to let me go faster than ten miles per hour between stoplights. White knuckles poke out of my fingers as I watch the minutes tick up on the digital clock on my dashboard. Her apartment isn’t far, but I could run there faster at this fucking pace. I growl in frustration and try to calm myself down by thinking about her. She’s probably there, stunned and broken, lying in her bed with bloodshot, fearful eyes and it’s all my fault. I strangled a man right in front of her. That was Stupid Shit 101. I let her in.

      I should never have let her in.

      I finally arrive at her building and I run up the stairs as fast as my knees can push me. She’s on the third floor. Apartment B. A one-bedroom loft with two neighbors. One’s an old lady and the other is some college kid with vast amounts of debt he’ll never pay off. I checked on both of them and they’re clean—

      Fuck. I can’t even focus.

      “Lucy!”

      I reach out to knock on her door but it’s already open. Several inches ajar, as a matter of fact. I wrap my fingers around my pistol and nudge the door open a little more.

      “Lucy?”

      It’s trashed. The furniture is torn up. Her throw pillows are shredded apart for no reason. The television is smashed. Flowers on the windowsill have been destroyed.

      This was no robbery.

      Small droplets stain the white carpet from here all the way down the hall toward her room. My nose twitches. The scent is obvious.

      Blood.

      “Lucy!”

      I follow the trail. Please, let there be someone here I can beat on. Or better yet, kill. Someone, anyone who can answer for this before I make them suffer…

      Her bedroom is in worse shape than the living room. There’s more blood here as well, sprinkled along her floor and bed. Red handprints sit on her dresser with mushed fingerprints staining her panties.

      This doesn’t make any sense. Not one goddamn bit. If Lucy were wounded, her first instinct wouldn’t be to grab a fresh pair of underwear.

      I focus my senses, pushing them to see what I haven’t seen yet.

      That smell…

      Fucking hell.

      I grab her bloody pillow and bring it to my nose, recognizing that cheap scent. There’s only one man I know who uses that toxic aftershave.

      Marty Zappia.

      I rush back out into the living room, heading straight for the door. I stop in the frame and check the chain hanging next to the lock. Lucy always uses her chain. She’s not stupid enough to leave it off. If she were here when he came, he would have had to bust through it to get in.

      It hangs undisturbed. She wasn’t here when this happened.

      There’s only one other place she would be.

      Christ, let me get there in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      Marty Zappia smirks at me.

      His mouth only moves on the left side. The other side just hangs there, completely numb.

      “That’s right,” he growls. He holds out his hand and beckons me with his fingers. “Come on out…”

      I stay glued to the corner of the stall, shaking my head. “What do you want?”

      He lunges at me and latches onto my head. I shriek and scratch at him, but it does nothing against his strength. He pulls me from the stall and tosses me hard against the opposite wall. My head strikes it, blinding me with white lights and pain radiates through my eyeballs.

      Marty wraps a fist about my hair and drags me out into the hallway, easily shoving me back down to the auditorium.

      We step onto the stage and my heart plunges toward my toes.

      Blood lines the floor, pooling out from beneath a pile of bodies. I can barely recognize their faces anymore. I can’t even stare at them long enough to try. Nausea rattles my stomach, dropping me to my knees. Marty lets me fall and I land at the end of a quivering, whimpering line of fellow dancers and friends.

      “Lucy…”

      I look up to see my father on his knees in front of me with a bleeding nose. A man stands behind him with a gun pointed to his head while two more of Marty’s men linger nearby.

      “Daddy—!”

      Marty grabs my hair again before I can reach for him. He pulls back, tearing it out at the roots, and points his own gun at me. “Where is Dante Hart?”

      I shake my head. “What?”

      He points his gun across the stage, straight at Cynthia, and fires. The bullet strikes her in the chest. She falls backward, tumbling off the stage onto the floor below. I cry out with my hands over my mouth, too scared to do anything else.

      Marty shifts back in my direction, grazing the gun barrel against my cheek so it burns me.

      “Where is Dante Hart?” he asks again.

      I sob loudly, looking up into his bloodshot eye. “I don’t know! I swear!”

      Marty presses the barrel harder into my skin and I cringe beneath the burning hiss.

      “Stop hurting her!” my father cries out. “Please!”

      Marty tugs on me. “Answer the question and I’ll stop!”

      “I don’t know where he is!” I scream.

      “You were with him last night!”

      My father raises his head, surprise crossing his eyes. I keep my focus on Marty, far too ashamed to look at him.

      “I was!” I say. “But he kicked me out this morning!”

      Marty leans down. “When?”

      My vision blurs but I see a line of blood falling out from beneath his bandage, staining his pale, white skin. “I…” I close my eyes, pushing through to the memory. “Eight! Eight-thirty! I think.”

      “Did he say why?”

      I cringe from his pungent breath. “No!”

      “You’re lying…”

      “No! Please! I’m not!”

      My father jerks his head up. “Leave her alone!”

      Marty extends his arm, pointing his gun at my father.

      I hold up my hands. “Wait— no! I’m telling the truth. Dante saw the news and he kicked me out — told me to forget he ever existed! Please—” I reach for my father, tears pouring free. “Don’t hurt my father, please—”

      “I don’t believe you,” Marty growls.

      He pulls the trigger.

      “No—!”

      My father slumps to the stage and all my senses break down within me. I scream but I can’t hear it. Black auras invade my vision. Bile boils in my throat. Blood spills out from between my father’s glossy eyes, rolling slowly toward me along the floor as the life drains from his face.

      Marty releases me. My numb body strikes the floor and I cradle my head in my hands, unable to lift it or feel any strength at all.

      My father is gone. My father is dead. My father—

      “Lucy…” The voice rumbles my insides. “I’m going to ask you one… more… time.”

      “I don’t know…” I whisper with a weak voice.

      “Where is Dante Hart?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Lucy.”

      “I don’t know!”

      Marty sighs and lowers down to kneel beside me. “That’s rather disappointing.” He reaches out and snatches my chin, forcing me to look up at his wounded face. “Because he did this to me and I would very much like to return the favor.”

      “I swear…” I sob. “I don’t know where he is.”

      “Your loyalty is admirable. It truly is.”

      He stands and wanders over to the edge of the stage, gesturing a hand at two of his men. They move in the corners of my vision, rushing down the aisles with large, red canisters. He reaches down and one of them hands him a crowbar.

      “Unfortunately, that loyalty won’t get you very far, Lucy.”

      I slink away from him, but he bridges the gap between us with a few, quick strides. He kicks me in the ribs. I roll onto my back, too weak to fight him. A strong smell wafts under my nose. I shut down even more, sickened by the distinct scent of gasoline.

      “You know he said something this morning…” Marty says, rubbing the metal between his palms. “Something that I think perfectly reflects your current predicament. He said, ‘There’s a reason why busting kneecaps never goes out of style.’ I’d like to test that theory, Lucy.”

      I shy away from his grin. “Please, don’t…”

      “I thought my old man was wrong, but… I think I’ve had a change of heart.”

      “No…” I push back but he stays on me, lingering over me like a dark cloud. “Please—”

      Marty raises the crowbar over his head, his face contorting into a demon’s scowl, and slams it downward.

      He strikes my right knee. Blinding pain reverberates my leg, crashing through me like a bolt of lightning. I scream, tearing my throat in half while Marty raises it once more. His laughter splits the air and he brings it down, hitting me again with little restraint.

      I cry even louder, praying for the pain to end but it lingers inside of me. My eyelids become heavy. My muscles tense up, preparing for a third whack. Senses start to fade. I think that maybe I will pass out and this agony will let me go — even if only for a few seconds.

      Marty tosses the crowbar across the stage. The clattering sound blends with his feet in my ears as he walks over to kneel beside me again.

      “Well…” he mutters, his voice echoing in my head, “he wasn’t wrong after all.”

      I weep on the floor, cowering away from him. He runs a finger down my cheek, but I can’t feel it. I can’t feel anything except the pain throbbing throughout my leg.

      “It’s a shame, really. I’m sure you were quite talented.” He stands and turns away from me. “Oh, well.”

      I watch him go and he stomps down the center aisle.

      “Kill the rest of them.” His gaze wanders back to me and he smirks. “Let her burn.”

      I divert my eyes as two men walk across the stage and a storm of gunfire takes over my ears. There’s screaming for several moments until finally… there’s nothing left of them but silence.

      The men bolt off the stage as Marty reaches into his pocket. I look down at my swollen knee. It pushes hard against my ripped, blood-stained tights. I try to make out the damage, but my vision refuses to let me focus.

      My father’s limp body lies several feet away. His blood continues to roll toward me, inching closer like a snake in the grass.

      “Daddy…” I whisper, reaching out to him.

      I’m too far away to touch him. If he could move, he’d reach me. I know he would.

      Marty strikes a match and tosses it to the floor, igniting the gas flung around the room. It spreads fast, covering the entire auditorium with the crackling, orange flame.

      If I don’t move, I’ll die.

      I push up onto my arms, struggling to carry my own weight. My knee seethes, refusing to move me across the hard, wooden floor. I fight through it, kicking my left knee behind me while the right one drags against the stage.

      Marty and his men retreat from the auditorium, slamming the doors closed behind them. I can’t make it through the burning seats anyway and I’d be foolish to even try, especially with only one leg.

      Smoke reaches my nose. I keep my head down, crawling backstage, whimpering as my knee scrapes across the floor. Flames race even closer, climbing toward me faster than I can move.

      I grew up in this building. I should know a way out, some emergency exit that will save me, but my mind is a far too preoccupied with the pain owning my body. I slide past the boxes of props and the old set pieces and the dressing rooms.

      This is the last time I’ll ever see them.

      “Help!”

      Maybe there’s someone left inside. Maybe someone hid when they heard gunfire.

      “Help me!”

      I make it to the hallway door and push up onto my working knee to try and shove it open. It refuses to budge, blocked off from the outside.

      “Help me!”

      I pound on it. I scream even louder. Each passing second, my fate becomes clearer.

      I’m going to die here.

      “Please…”

      I collapse against the door. I cry. I weep. The air around me is thick and gray. The fire has reached the curtains, igniting the air above me, burning through the oxygen.

      Hopefully, I’ll die before the flames reach me.

      “Lucy!”

      A single voice lost behind fire. I almost don’t even hear it. Honestly, I probably don’t and it’s just my mind losing oxygen.

      “Lucy!”

      That’s no hallucination.

      That’s—

      “Dante?”

      Tears run over my eyelids. I see a shape across the stage, large and black. A devil amongst the flames. He comes closer, dodging the falling debris as it rains down from the ceiling.

      “Lucy!”

      He touches my face and his features sharpen in my vision. Startling, blue eyes stand out in the smoke against his sweat-covered skin.

      “Lucy, look at me! You’re going to be okay…”

      I push him away. “No…” I shake my head. “This is your fault—”

      “We have to go—”

      “Get away from me! This is all your fault!” He grabs me again. I ball my hands into fists to fight him off. I try to kick him but a blinding pain reminds me of why I can’t. “Don’t touch me!”

      “Lucy—”

      “No! He was looking for you! All of this happened because of you—”

      Dante pulls me forward and shifts around my back faster than I can react. He wraps his arm around my throat, dodging every swipe I make at him. Within seconds, I can’t breathe and my head swims for air.

      He’s choking me.

      I bash his arms, each strike feeling weaker than the last.

      He’s killing me.

      My body gives up.

      I relax into his cruel, heartless embrace as the pain fades away.
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      Six. Seven. Eight…

      I loosen my grip, knowing that she’ll get brain damage if I hold her much longer. She goes completely limp, drifting off into a sleep her body won’t let her wake from. She’s too weak right now, too shocked to come back to me, but it’s for her own good.

      Lucy, I’m so sorry…

      I didn’t make it in time.

      I force open the door, breaking through the board Marty’s men slid between the handles, and rush down the hall toward the theater’s back exit with her in my arms. Her knee shines red in the fluorescent lights, swollen and completely jacked up.

      The knee. Why did he have to go for the knee?

      This wasn’t an interrogation. This was personal.

      One inch. I missed the headshot by one inch. The bullet only grazed him. I didn’t bother sticking around to confirm the kill.

      One bad day. That’s all it takes to create a killer and I pushed Marty right over the fucking edge.

      She’s right.

      This is my fault.

      I kick open the back exit and she nearly slips from my grasp. I jerk her upright, resting her head against my shoulder while I adjust my hand beneath her knees, trying hard not to do even more damage as I walk across the parking lot.

      She didn’t deserve this.

      But I know someone who does.

      I put Lucy into the passenger seat of my car and strap her in to keep her upright. Her eyelids flutter a bit, but she can’t bring herself out of it yet. Good. The last thing I want is her fighting me right now and she will as soon as she comes to. She made that perfectly clear when she told me to get away from her while her world burned down around her.

      I lower the seat to make it more comfortable for her. She looks so helpless and weak, two words I never would have thought to describe her with until now. Beautiful and strong Lucy Vaughn.

      I lay my jacket across her to keep her warm before closing her inside.

      Now, where is that motherfucker?

      I train my ears, listening for the sound of squealing tires or revving engines, anything that will indicate he’s on the move or where he’s going.

      Sirens. A lot of them.

      I can’t chase after Marty without drawing unwanted attention. I sure as hell can’t stick around here to get caught with an unconscious, beaten ballerina in my car.

      Looks like we’re running.

      I climb into the driver’s seat and reach over to feel Lucy’s neck for her pulse. It’s there; slow, steady, but strong. She’ll survive, but I’m not sure how she’ll feel about that. That stage was a fucking bloodbath and she saw the whole damn thing. Witnessing something like that does something to you, but I won’t let her fade away. Not like I did.

      Lucy stirs at my touch and her glossy eyes open. Her lashes stick together with dry tears and sticky make-up residue stains her cheeks. She winces at the slightest twitch of her body.

      “Try not to move,” I tell her, laying my hand on her face. “I’m going to get you some help.”

      “Don’t touch me.”

      I grab the car keys from my pocket. The sirens sound louder, inching closer to us with each second but I can’t take my eyes off her. Her chest heaves up and down. Her jaw is tight and flexed. She’s in extreme pain. All because of me.

      I turn the ignition. “Try to get some rest—”

      “Fuck you.”

      I stare straight ahead and drive out of the lot. We travel three blocks and ease into the late afternoon traffic as countless police cars whiz by us along with two fire engines lagging behind them.

      Black clouds rise into the sky. I glance back at them in the rearview mirror. Lucy’s entire world has gone up in smoke.

      I know how that feels.

      “Take me home.”

      I look over at her red, determined eyes. “No.”

      “Take me home.”

      “You don’t want to go home.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he went there first looking for you,” I answer. “I saw it myself. The entire place was destroyed.”

      “I don’t care—”

      “Lucy, I can help you.”

      “I don’t want your help, Mr. Hart.”

      She’s never made my name sound quite as contemptuous before.

      I look back to the road with my mouth shut, concentrating on the only thing I can control.

      Get Lucy out of the city. Don’t look back. Hope Elijah and Lilah don’t take too long getting to the house.

      Lucy sobs quietly to herself. Her memory must be clearing up. She’ll remember everything. Every sound, every smell, every drop of blood. Every single detail of today will stick with her for the rest of her life.

      She shifts slightly, forcing all her weight into her left leg as she moves, and bites her lip to keep from screaming in pain.

      “Don’t move—”

      “Shut up.”

      “I just want to help you, Lucy.”

      She chuckles darkly. “You’ve done a real bang-up job, Mr. Hitman. Why did they even come after me?”

      “Because they found out I was in Snake Eyes.”

      Lucy turns her head. “Is that it? Because you were exposed?”

      “Yes, and…” I pause. “And I kinda shot Marty in the face.”

      “When?”

      “This morning. Right after you left, he showed up.”

      “You mean right after you kicked me out.”

      “Lucy—”

      “Why would they even care about Snake Eyes anyway? Aren’t you all senseless fucking killers?”

      “I’ve been undercover in the Zappia family for six months,” I explain. “That’s when we discovered our data leak. Our master file was taken. It’s a list of every member in Snake Eyes and it could potentially bring down the entire organization if the wrong hands got hold of it. The next thing we knew, the Russian mob started picking us off. One agent here, a few more there. It was obvious where they got that information, so my boss sent agents to infiltrate notable mob families to make sure no one else caught wind of it — and if they did, our job was to take care of it.”

      She swallows hard. “And Spencer?”

      “What about him?”

      “Was he an agent, too?”

      I bite my tongue, refusing the instinct to lie to her. “Yes.”

      “Is that why he tried to kill me?”

      “It was protocol.”

      “Protocol?”

      “It’s called a Code Zero,” I explain. “If we were ever compromised, we were trained to take out anyone who knew anything, abandon our posts, and await further instruction.”

      “But I didn’t know anything!”

      “You saw my tattoo,” I say. “That was enough for him.”

      A hard laugh shakes her face. “So, if you’d never fucked me, this wouldn’t have happened to me?”

      “Logically speaking, yes.”

      “This is all your fault, then.”

      “Lucy, I take full responsibility for what’s happened to you. I won’t debate that.”

      She leans forward with hatred in her eyes. The setting sun shines through her window, casting a deep, orange light on her wet cheeks. “Why would you even get involved with me, then? Or anybody for that matter? You knew this was possible from the start—”

      “The odds of Snake Eyes being exposed… it was one in a million.”

      “But not impossible.”

      “Statistically improbable.”

      “Then, how did it even happen?”

      Anger spikes inside. “I have a pretty good idea and you can guarantee I’ll put a bullet in his head if I ever see him again.”

      “None of that answers my question,” she says. “Why did you get involved with me when you knew this was a possibility?”

      “Because I needed you.”

      It comes out weaker than I intended it to but I’ve never said anything like it before.

      “You needed me?!” she shouts, wincing in pain as her foot jerks slightly.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t—” I turn back to the road. “I don’t know why. I just did.”

      “That’s not good enough.”

      “Lucy, I’m sorry—”

      “Fuck your needs, you selfish prick!” She bares her teeth in fury. “What about my needs? Did it seem like I needed this?! Or you?”

      I take a quick breath, holding back my own rage. “I’m sorry.”

      “That’s not good enough either.”

      I stare ahead, fighting the urge to knock her out again. “I’m not the type of guy you want to piss off, Lucy.”

      She laughs. She fucking laughs at me.

      “What are you going to do? Whack me? Go right ahead, there’s literally no one stopping you — myself included.”

      She collapses against her seat. Her lip quivers as another crying fit takes hold of her.

      I fall silent and stare into the growing darkness ahead.
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      “Where are we?”

      Lucy looks out the window with wide eyes, scanning the dense tree line hugging the car on both sides.

      “Geneva Lake,” I answer.

      “Wisconsin?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What the hell are we doing in Wisconsin?”

      I note her upturned nose. A city girl through and through. “We’ll be safe here. I have a medic coming to check out your knee.”

      She shifts in her seat again, something she’s done every few minutes since we left Chicago two hours ago. I only wish I had something to give her for the pain lingering in her eyes. She hasn’t complained about it at all, though. Still tough as nails.

      We pass civilization and travel several miles more through nothing but nature. Finally, the house comes into view. It’s almost exactly as I remember it. The white paint has faded and chipped somewhat. My grandfather’s Chevy is long gone but, otherwise, it’s ripped right out of my childhood.

      “What is this place?” Lucy asks.

      I park in the driveway and step outside without answering her. Visions of the past dance in my mind, memories I have long forgotten about. Climbing trees in the backyard with Elijah. Running down the dock to cannonball into the lake. Fighting with Lilah over who gets the largest marshmallow for our s’mores.

      Lucy throws the car door open and swings her legs out. She hisses as her right toes touch the graveled ground.

      “Stop—” I tell her, quickly rounding the car.

      “I got it.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “Don’t touch me. I’m fine.”

      I sigh and stand back as she puts all her weight on her left leg and pushes herself up. Her leg flexes hard but she easily rights herself with little trouble.

      “You still have your balance,” I say. “That’s good.”

      She says nothing and throws my jacket at me. Her bare foot bounces on the rocks and I notice her face contorting with each jerk of her knee.

      “Lucy, come on—” I reach out and she slaps my hand away. “You’re only making it worse.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry…” she says with sarcasm dripping from her teeth. “That’s usually your job.”

      I lunge forward and grab her waist, easily throwing her over my shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      “Ouch!” she shrieks. “Fucking hell—!”

      “Calm down.”

      I kick the car door closed and carry her with me toward the house. Her little fists slam against my back but it’s clearly just for show. Finally, I reach the door and she relaxes, blowing out a loud exhale to make her annoyance loud and clear. I twist the knob but it’s locked.

      “Damn…”

      “Why don’t you just knock?” she quips.

      “Because no one lives here anymore.” I turn around, my eyes scanning the wraparound porch.

      “Watch the leg!”

      I shift to the left to avoid slamming her into the banister. “Sorry…” I take us around the corner until I see the hanging flowerpot at the far end of the porch.

      “What are you doing?”

      I spin around, easing her closer to it. “Reach into that pot. You’ll feel a small, wooden box.”

      She sighs and raises her arm up to feel inside. “Okay…”

      “It slides open. Should be a spare key in it.”

      I walk back to the door while she does it.

      “Got it.”

      I open my palm to her. She drops it in my hand. “Thank you.”

      “How did you know that was there?”

      “Because, Lucy…” I slide the key in but the lock refuses to turn. A hard twist breaks the rust inside. “I used to live here.”

      She snorts. “Really?”

      I ignore her amused tone and step forward. Not exactly how I envisioned carrying a woman across the threshold, but I guess I’ll take it.

      Another wave of memories strikes me down as I glance around the open foyer. A staircase leads up to three bedrooms and a bathroom with a toilet that probably still doesn’t work right. The living room is still just as cramped. It was never meant for entertaining three growing children, but my grandparents made it work. There’s a dining room to the left with an attached kitchen near the back. So many hours spent doing homework at that table, listening to Elijah and Lilah argue about who the hell knows what. Beneath the thick, musty air, it still smells like it always did, like my grandmother’s lilac perfume and sandalwood. The furniture remains in place, covered with thick sheets to keep the dust off.

      “Can you put me down now, please?”

      “Hang on…” I carry her into the living room and pull a sheet off the couch. It flicks a cloud of dust into the air around us and Lucy lets out a small sneeze. “Sorry…”

      “Dick.”

      I lower her off my shoulder slowly, being careful not to bend her legs too much. She settles into the cushions, leaning as far away from me as she can. “Keep it elevated—”

      “I know how to treat an injury,” she snaps, grabbing the throw pillow behind her head and sliding it under her knee.

      I back up and walk to the wall to try the light switch. “No power…”

      There’s a generator in the shed by the lake behind the house that should still be useful. I pause, reeling from the sudden rush of memory. It’s strange how much comes back after you’ve been away for so long.

      I should take care of Lucy first.

      I step down the hall toward the bathroom and pull open the cabinet above the sink. It’s mostly been picked clean. Nothing but a bag of cotton balls and an old bottle of aspirin remain inside. It’ll do, I suppose.

      As I make my way back to her, I stop by my grandfather’s liquor cabinet and pull the sheet off. My lips curl. His whiskey bottles are still here.

      “Take a few of these,” I tell her, handing her the aspirin bottle.

      She squints her eyes to read the label. “These are nine years expired.”

      “Take it with this, then.” I drop a whiskey bottle on the couch next to her and grab another one off the shelf.

      Her eyes narrow, but she doesn’t argue. She twists the cap off the aspirin and throws two into her mouth along with a fast swig of whiskey. “Ugh…” Her face contorts in disgust.

      “Atta girl.” I rip a sheet off the armchair across from her and plop down into it with my own bottle.

      “What are we doing out here?” she asks.

      “I haven’t decided yet.”

      “I have to go back home.”

      I stare at her, drawing blanks. “Why?”

      She looks down, almost ready to cry again, but she holds it together. “Because they killed my father.”

      Payback. Of course. It’d be my first instinct, too.

      “Don’t be stupid, Lucy,” I say. “You wouldn’t last a second and we both know it.”

      Her lips tighten. “Then, what the hell are we doing out here?”

      She looks at me with expectation. Like I’m a man with a plan. I wish I could tell her I had one, but I can’t see past the next few minutes right now.

      “I’m going to go outside and see if I can get the generator started.” I push off the chair and walk toward the front door, grabbing the flashlight still hanging down from the key hooks. “Stay off the knee.”

      She doesn’t say a word as I step outside onto the porch.

      The air is clear and warm, far different than the thick air of Chicago. I’d almost forgotten how it felt out here. Fresh flowers growing everywhere. Small animals just wandering around. The constant sound of the lake lapping against the dock down the thick lawn. It all comes rushing back like a monstrous tidal wave.

      I make my way around the house and follow the path of rocks toward the dock. The shed comes into view, nearly obscured by overgrown trees and thigh-high grass. I step inside and the stench of mold and rotting wood invades my nose.

      The generator sits in the corner with a red gas can nestled beside it. I pick up the can and swish it around, happy to find that some gas still remains inside. I pour a healthy amount into the generator and yank at the string to bring it to life. It twitches, clicking loudly before settling back to silence. I pull it again. It revs a little but fails once more.

      “Come on…” I hiss.

      I ready my arm to pull again but pause as another distant revving sound hits my ears.

      Fucking hell, Lucy.

      I bolt out of the shed and race through the thicket toward the house. Headlights illuminate the dark driveway and I curse to myself for leaving the damn keys in the ignition.

      Suddenly, her spunky determination is a real fucking turn-off.

      “Lucy!”

      I charge down the driveway, chasing the taillights as fast as I can go. She speeds up and the car sways left and right to try and keep me from passing.

      I slap the trunk. “Stop the car, Lucy!”

      She slams on the brakes and I bash into the rear bumper before I can process the change in speed. I fall back and gravel kicks up at me as she tries to speed off again.

      “Goddammit.”

      I race off-road into the woods, picking up my pace to cut her off when she reaches the end of the drive. As she slows down to make the turn, I fling myself in front of the car and she stops to avoid crashing into me.

      “Get out!”

      I quickly rush to the door and throw it open before she can react. I blink at her position, noticing that her right leg is stretched out across the passenger’s seat while she operates both pedals with her left foot only.

      “I’m going back!” she shouts.

      “No, you’re not!”

      “You can’t keep me here!”

      “Yes, I can.” I reach over her lap to shift the car into park before wrapping my arms around her to pull her out.

      “This is kidnapping!”

      “Technically, I guess.”

      I slide the lever to pop the trunk open and throw her over my shoulder as I stand up. She wiggles in my grasp, nearly slipping off my back, so I tap her knee and she shrieks with pain.

      “Sit still.”

      I throw open the trunk and grab a gray canvas bag from inside before closing it again.

      “Help!” she screams. “Somebody help me!”

      “Bellow all you want, Lucy,” I say, smacking her ass. “The nearest neighbor is five miles away.”

      “Help—” I whack her again. “Stop that!”

      “Stop screaming and I’ll consider it.”

      She punches my ribs and I spank her again, this time digging into her cheek with a hard squeeze.

      “Ouch!”

      “What’d I say?”

      “You said to stop screaming.”

      I sigh and strengthen my grip on her as we near the house. “Just stop everything, okay?”

      “Asshole.”

      I carry her up the stairs, this time not bothering to watch whether she strikes the wall. She hisses and growls at me and my lips curl as I take her down the hall to the master bedroom and toss her down onto the old bed. The iron frame squeaks as she bounces into place.

      “Ow!” She glares at me. “Be gentle!”

      “Oh, we’re way past gentle, Ms. Vaughn...”

      I unzip the gray bag and feel inside for the hard, metal rings.

      She spots the handcuffs and her jaw drops. “No! Don’t you dare!”

      I grab her left arm as she tries to roll away and slap one cuff onto her wrist, quickly clicking it as tight as it’ll go.

      “Can’t say you didn’t ask for this…” I say, locking the other cuff around the ancient iron bars of the headboard.

      She tugs against her restraint and tries to slip the cuff off her small wrist but it’s far too tight. “You can’t keep me locked up like this!”

      “No?”

      “No!”

      “Says who?”

      Lucy pulls at the cuff again, growling through her teeth. “I have rights.”

      “Not out here you don’t.”

      “You’re really going to leave me here like this?”

      I grin. “You’re actually pretty cute when you’re pissed off.”

      Rage washes over her eyes and she tugs at her wrist again, getting absolutely nowhere.

      “Now, stay put like I told you,” I say as I leave her.

      “Fuck you.”

      I head back outside and walk down the driveway to retrieve the car. This time, I take the keys with me and lock the damn doors after I park beside the house.

      I knew she was hell-bent on revenge, but I didn’t think she’d be so stupid about it. If Snake Eyes taught me anything, it’s that you never make a decision based on emotion. You wait. You plan. You choose the correct strategy before ever taking the first step. Going after the Zappia family isn’t the kind of thing you just jump into without careful thought and planning first.

      It’s probably best avoided altogether but that’s never stopped me before.

      It won’t stop her either.
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      The lights flicker on overhead. I guess that jackass got the generator running.

      I try to think of every action movie I’ve ever seen. There’s always that one scene where someone dislocates their thumb to get out of handcuffs. I usually turn away at that point because even that small popping sound effect is enough to make me cringe. I’m kind of pissed I didn’t pay more attention before. That information would have come in handy right about now.

      There’s no way I’m slipping out of this cuff. It’s too tight and I’m too squeamish to hurt myself. This old bed is solid. These iron bars aren’t bending. The entire frame was welded together so it’s not breaking for me anytime soon.

      The front door opens and closes downstairs. His boots tap loudly along the old floorboards.

      Dante Hart.

      Fucking psychopath.

      First, he kicks me out of his bed with zero explanation. Then, he strangles a man right in front of me. Then, he comes back, pulls me out of a burning building, and brings me out to the middle of fucking nowhere to a house he supposedly used to live in.

      All because he needs me?

      What the fuck am I even supposed to say to that?

      He climbs the stairs. I see him reach the top down the hall and I pause as he drifts closer to the doorway. His eyes shift in his head, wandering around in search for something.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      Dante moves toward the dresser in the corner. “I’m looking for some clothes,” he says, pulling the top drawer open.

      I push against the mattress to try and get a better look inside, but he slides it closed to move on to the next one down. “For who?”

      “For you.”

      He grabs something black and holds it up. A skirt. Long and wrinkled. I cringe as he tosses it over his shoulder to keep it.

      “Unless you want to sit around in that leotard forever,” he adds.

      “Is that how long you intend to keep me here?”

      “It’s just an expression, Lucy.” He throws open the closet door. “You can leave once it’s safe for you to do so.”

      “I’m not in any danger.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “From who?”

      “From you.”

      I roll my eyes and look over his shoulder as he sifts through the various shirts hanging in the closet. “Whose clothes are these?” He pulls a hanger out, along with a horrendous white and gray striped blouse. “Ew. No…” I point around him. “The red one.”

      He throws the blouse back in and slides the red one off the hanger. “They’re my grandmother’s,” he answers, walking toward the bed.

      “Where is she?”

      “Not here anymore.”

      He tosses them down next to my feet, his face as blank as a canvas.

      “Sorry,” I mutter.

      His shoulders bounce and he wanders to the vanity in the corner. He sifts through the drawers until he finds a large pair of scissors inside.

      “What are those for?” I ask.

      Dante’s lips curl and he snaps the blades twice. “Well, I can’t exactly un-cuff you to get that leotard off, now can I?”

      Anger returns to my cheeks. “I can dress myself, thank you.”

      “It’s not like I haven’t seen it all before, Luce.” He steps forward and reaches for my left foot, drawing it closer to the edge of the bed. “Don’t move. You wouldn’t want to make me accidentally cut you.”

      I sit still as he slips a finger along my left ankle, gently pulling at my tights to slide the scissors in. They tear apart easily as he moves the sharp blades upward. His fingers trail up my leg and I do my best not to twitch at his warm, gentle touch. The scissors reach the top and he pauses before shifting around to my right ankle.

      “This will hurt a little,” he warns, glancing at my knee.

      I inhale a sharp breath as he lays a hand on my foot and pushes the scissors beneath my tights. He moves slowly, twice as slow as he did on the other side, but my leg still jolts as the fabric peels away from my bloody skin. I wince as the blades reach the knee. Dante pauses to look at me, waiting for approval to go on.

      “Go ahead,” I say, gripping the bedspread with my free hand.

      He lifts my tights. Red bleeds into my vision and I clench. His hands move quickly, peeling the fabric while slicing across until it’s all cleared away.

      “Fuck…” I bite my lip.

      “It’s done,” he says, pulling the ruined tights out from under my knee. “Lie back.”

      I slide down, letting my left leg control me as I settle against the old pillows.

      Dante takes the scissors again and snaps away at the tight elastic around my waist, freeing it completely before tossing it to the floor. He lays his hand on my abdomen, sliding his hand down to my groin to fish his fingers beneath the crotch of my leotard.

      I press my lips together to keep from sighing as my body recalls his sensual touch on my skin. My heart leaps and my body begs for him to touch me like he did last night.

      I push the thoughts away as I feel the slow snip of his scissors carving away at it. His fingertips leave a trail up my skin as he goes, sending shocks of pleasure throughout my core.

      “Lucy.”

      “What?”

      “Relax.”

      I blink. “I’m fine.”

      “Then, breathe.”

      My body jolts and I force in a breath.

      Dante smiles as he cuts the fabric between my breasts and slides the scissors up the rest of the way. He moves to my arms next and destroys them along the seams before throwing the shredded leotard to the floor next to my tights.

      Cold air strikes my naked skin and he reaches for the skirt at my feet. “No pants?” I ask.

      “Not unless you want them constantly grazing your knee,” he points out, moving down to slide the loose skirt up my legs. “Skirt is easier.”

      I pause, realizing how right he is. It hadn’t even occurred to me before he said it. I push off the bed as he fits the skirt over my thighs.

      Dante grabs the blouse and pauses with his eyes on my cuffs.

      I lean forward. “Didn’t think this part through, did you?”

      He glares at me, his brain working to come up with a way of dressing me without un-cuffing me.

      “Look, I promise I won’t run off again,” I say, meaning it. I jingle the cuff against the iron bar. “This is really unnecessary.”

      He eyes me for a moment more before sliding a hand into his jeans pocket and pulling out a small, silver key.

      “Thank you,” I say, twisting my wrist to angle the lock toward him with a smile. My hand falls free and I slide the blouse onto my arms. “Thank you, thank you—”

      Dante snatches my wrist and locks me into the cuff again, tightening it down until the clicking stops.

      I drop my smile. “Dick.”

      He flashes a wink.

      Lights shine in through the windows, along with the growing roar of motorcycles racing up the driveway.

      “Who is that?” I ask.

      “Stay here,” he merely says.

      “Oh, ha ha.”

      I fasten the buttons of the old blouse with my free hand as he charges down the hall toward the stairwell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I go outside as the two motorcycles park next to my car. My little brother and sister pull their helmets off, almost completely in sync with each other — as they have been since the day they were born.

      I look at Elijah’s head and cringe. “What the hell is that?” I ask.

      He stares back at me through long, ash brown bangs. “What the hell is what?”

      “It’s called a haircut, man.”

      “What?” He flips his head, striking a quick pose on his bike while his hair shifts along his eyes. “You no like?”

      “Luckily, I know exactly where Gram kept the scissors.”

      “Piss off. I look good.” He gestures to Lilah. “Right?”

      Lilah winces through her own blood-red bangs. “Actually, I’ve been meaning to mention…”

      “Oh, piss on you both.” He laughs.

      Lilah jumps off her bike and rushes at me with open arms. “Hey, big brother,” she says, squeezing my torso so hard my ribs give.

      “Shit—” I force in a painful breath. “You really need to stop working out.”

      “Not until I’m stronger than you.”

      “Getting pretty close.”

      She pulls away as Elijah walks over with his own arms wide open. “It’s been almost a year,” he points out. “Come here. We can resume the shit-talk post-hug.”

      I chuckle and give him a hug, patting his back while my eyes linger over his thick shoulder at Lilah’s smile. It feels much longer than a year since I’ve seen my siblings. The last I saw Lilah, her hair was its natural shade of brown, just like ours. Now, she’s dyed it a radiant red — a look that definitely suits her personality in more ways than one. Elijah looks the same as always, just a mini version of myself with soft features stolen off his twin’s face. The protector in me always checks their faces for new bruises and scars. Thankfully, neither of them has any.

      “You been keeping him out of trouble?” I ask Lilah.

      “For the most part,” she mutters, pointing a sideways glance at him.

      I pull back to look at him. “What’d you do this time?”

      “Nothing for you to worry about,” Elijah says, firing a quick glance at his twin to shut her up.

      I stare him down. “Eli…”

      Lilah leans in. “It’s taken care of, Dante.”

      “Fine…” I give up. “Did you bring your medkit?”

      Elijah looks me up and down. “Yeah, it’s on the bike.”

      “Bring it in.”

      “You hurt?”

      “Not me, no.”

      Elijah and Lilah exchange glances before they each look over my shoulders into the house.

      I head back inside with Lilah while he jogs back to his bike for the kit.

      Metal cuffs clang loudly against the iron bars upstairs. Lucy must still be really pissed off up there. Can’t say I blame her.

      Lilah pauses, her little gray eyes turning upward until falling back on me with accusation.

      I sigh. “That’s…”

      She flashes a sinful smile. “Oh, I know what that sound is.”

      I glower. My baby sister has dozens of confirmed kills but that doesn’t bother me nearly as much as the thought of her having sex.

      Elijah steps inside with his medkit hanging off his shoulder. “So, what’s—” He stops as his ears train on the same sound.

      “Come on,” I say, gesturing them to follow me up.

      We head upstairs and the clanging stops as we reach the landing. Lucy stares down the hallway at us, her eyes squinting to make out the unfamiliar faces. We stop in the doorway and Elijah raises an inquisitive brow.

      “Hi,” he greets her.

      “Hi,” Lucy replies through her teeth.

      “Dante…” He clears his throat. “Why do you have a girl handcuffed to our grandparent’s bed?”

      “Because he’s an asshole.”

      Lilah chortles and leans against the doorway. “I like her already.”

      I step into the room. “Lucy, this is my brother, Elijah, and my sister, Lilah.”

      Her eyes flick between them, sharp and narrow. “My condolences to you both.”

      Elijah moves around the bed, his training instantly zeroing in on her knee. “What did you do to her?” he asks.

      “I didn’t do this to her,” I say quickly.

      “Not directly,” she mutters, holding her vicious stare on me.

      “They’re here to help you, Lucy.”

      “We are?” Lilah asks.

      I glance at her in the doorway. “Please.”

      Elijah leans over to get a closer look while lowering his medkit onto the foot of the bed. “Looks like a blunt object — thin, metal.” His eyes shift toward Lucy. “You were struck twice.”

      “You can tell that?” she asks.

      “Yes…” He unzips the front pouch on his kit and pulls out a pair of rubber gloves. “The first hit your kneecap straight on but the second didn’t—” He pulls the gloves on, pausing above her. “May I?”

      Lucy shifts awkwardly before giving him a quick nod.

      Elijah closes in but he doesn’t touch her. “The second bounced right off your lower thigh here.” He points at the black and purple bruise, tracing a line above her kneecap with a steady finger. “Whoever did this was very sloppy. This wasn’t planned. It was a crime of passion, as they say...”

      Lucy’s face drops. Elijah waits for her to speak but quickly looks over at me. There’s a tension in the air and we all felt it the second we stepped into the room.

      “Lilah—” He snaps his fingers at us. “Ninth grade. You twisted your ankle beating up that the Sullivan kid.”

      She grins. “I remember…”

      I furrow my brow. “So?”

      “Gramps got her crutches,” he continues. “She used them for three days and they’ve been stashed in the garage ever since. Go see if you can find them.”

      I look at Lucy. “I don’t—”

      “Please?”

      He widens his eyes, gesturing silently at me. He’s not going to get anything useful out of her with me lingering over his shoulder, but I don’t want to leave her alone.

      “I’ll help,” Lilah says, sharing a quick nod with her twin. She tugs at my elbow. “Come on.”

      I keep my eyes on Lucy. We make eye contact for a split second before she purposefully looks away again. Darkness grows in my gut but if she doesn’t want to see me then there’s not much I can do about it right now.

      “Fine,” I say. “We’ll be right back.”

      I walk downstairs quietly with Lilah, hoping to hear what they’re saying upstairs but Elijah is too smart for that. He keeps his voice steady and pleasant, like a suave, young doctor on television. My little brother has always been better at talking to people than I have — especially women, but I always gave Lilah credit for that one. She trained him well.

      Lilah plows through the front door and manages to make it down to the grass before exploding. “Who the hell is that?!”

      I pause, studying her amused eyes. “She’s a friend.”

      “You don’t have friends, Dante.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “Since when?”

      I step around her toward the garage and she follows close behind. “I met her in Chicago.”

      “Right, I figured,” she says. “Why the hell isn’t she still there?”

      “Because she needed my help.”

      I reach the garage and bend over to grip the handle. I tug at the door, but it barely budges off the ground.

      Lilah sighs and slides her small fingers next to mine. “Move. You never could get this open.”

      She brute forces it, pulling it open and sliding it back with little help from me.

      “So, how long have you been dating her?” she asks, wiping her palms on her jeans.

      “We aren’t—” I pause. A lungful of dust and mold greet me as I step inside the old garage. “It’s not like that.” I flick on the light switch, happy to see it still gives off enough light to navigate the stacks of old boxes lining the center. “She got into some trouble…”

      “Cut the vague crap, Dante,” she says. “Why did you bring an outsider to our safe place?”

      “Because it was a better option than leaving her there to die.”

      “Still vague.”

      “Lilah, I will explain everything later. Will you please just help me find the crutches?”

      She reads everything she needs off my face. “Okay,” she says with a nod.

      It’s strange to be back here. Almost surreal. The last time my siblings and I were here together, we were stacking these boxes. Elijah and me with packing tape. Lilah with a big, black marker, labeling each box on the off chance any of us ever came back here someday.

      Elijah’s Junk. Dante’s Crap. Lilah’s Treasures.

      That was ten years ago, give or take. We tracked down every record of this place and burned it to keep it safe. I’ve honestly forgotten what crap I decided was important enough to keep stashed away out here. I supposed that’s part of the job I committed myself to. No attachments. Take only what you need to survive. Who you are isn’t important anymore. The job is all there is. Your squad is all you need.

      “I almost forgot about this stuff…” Lilah says, sliding a finger across the top of her own dusty box.

      “You read my mind,” I reply. “Not sure I even want to know what’s inside anymore.”

      “Could be fun to dig in again. Crack open a six-pack, laugh at our old photos.”

      “Maybe.” My eyes linger on the walls around me, stalling so I don’t feel tempted. “Or this stuff was forgotten about for a reason.”

      Lilah slides her boxes aside with her foot to get around them. “So, she’s pissed at you.”

      I bite my cheek but push aside the frustration. “Yes, she is.”

      “Does that have to do with her injury or you cuffing her?”

      “Both.”

      Her brows bounce. “Yikes.”

      “There.”

      I point upward, noticing the horizontal bars hanging on the wall above the side door, covered in dust and spiderwebs. I walk over to pull them down.

      “God, I hated these things…” Lilah mutters, her button nose turning upward. “They were great for hitting you guys with, though. Fair warning to you.”

      I go back to the house while Lilah pulls the door closed behind us.
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      “Well, that’s better.”

      He extends his gloved hand to me as Dante’s hard steps disappear down the stairs with the mysterious redhead.

      “Elijah Hart,” he greets.

      “Lucy Vaughn,” I whisper, shaking his hand.

      “When did this happen to you, Lucy?” he asks, looking back at my knee again.

      I chuckle. “You tell me.”

      He grins, chewing on his lip. “Couple hours. Five tops.”

      “Not bad. So, you and Lilah are…?”

      “Dante’s twin siblings.” He sifts through his bag again and pulls out a small, zipped-up case. “He didn’t mention us?”

      I shrug. “I’ve known him for two days.”

      “Ah.”

      I watch him as he lays the open case out on the bed. There’s a syringe inside, along with a small vial of purple liquid.

      “You’re a doctor?” I ask.

      “Not exactly,” he says. “School was never really my thing, but I’ve had more practical experience than your average doc and everything else is posted online.”

      I stare at him, confused but intrigued. He’s younger than Dante by a few years, I’d guess. Just as handsome and charming, too. His dark hair falls over his eyes as he slides the cap off the needle.

      I flinch. “You’ve done this before?”

      Elijah smiles, bringing out a few of his more playful features. “You’re in good hands, Lucy. I will admit, however, that I have more experience with removing bullets and stitching knife wounds in our line of work, but blunt force trauma should be a piece of cake.”

      He pushes the needle into the vial and fills it with the dark purple color. I stare at the needle as he walks to the corner and pulls the stool out from underneath the vanity in the corner to sit down on next to me.

      I keep still but my pulse spikes in my chest. I’ve never liked needles… or anything sharp for that matter.

      “What line of work is that? Snake Eyes?”

      Elijah pauses.

      “Dante told me some things,” I say.

      “You’ve known him for two days and he told you about Snake Eyes?” he asks.

      I nod, watching his face carefully as bewilderment crosses his eyes.

      “Yes,” he answers my question. “I work for Snake Eyes.”

      “Lilah, too?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Really?”

      “Don’t let her hear the surprise in your tone,” he warns me with a chuckle. “It pisses her off when people don’t think she can do her job. My sister may be small but she’s very, very scary. In fact, she’s one of the best agents they have, or had.” He shrugs. “I guess we’re all unemployed now.”

      I twitch, torn by fear and curiosity. “Cool,” I say.

      He shows me the needle. “I want to inject you with this. It’ll numb your leg so I can take a better look at your knee.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing to worry about. Just a very mild anesthetic commonly used on… large animals…”

      “It’s a horse tranquilizer?”

      He smiles. “It’s a horse tranquilizer — but my own special serum with none of those wacky Ketamine side effects. It’ll keep you lucid. I need you to talk to me while I inspect the damage, okay?”

      I squeeze the bedspread, staring at the large needle with nervous apprehension. “Okay…”

      “You won’t feel a thing unless I want you to.” His voice rolls down my back, soothing and confident. “I promise.”

      I look at his hand, solid as a rock. He definitely has experience. I doubt Dante would have left us alone if he didn’t trust him.

      “Go ahead,” I say, trying desperately to keep my voice from shaking.

      “I’ll inject you four times—”

      “Four?!” I jerk away, clanking my cuff against the bed.

      Elijah holds up a firm hand. “One on each side of your knee,” he says, keeping his grin. “But as I said, you won’t feel a thing.”

      I fidget against the iron bed frame, digging my nails into my palms.

      “Here,” he says. “Close your eyes. Count to ten and I’ll be done.”

      I do as he asks and close my eyes. His hand grazes my knee, but no pain shoots up my leg. A burst of warmth surrounds my kneecap, almost like my leg swallowed a gulp of delicious hot chocolate on a snowy day.

      I crack open one eye and I see him slide the needle out of my skin and shift it sideways to inject the front side. “Whoa…”

      He keeps moving, pushing the needle in and shooting me up on all sides until it’s empty.

      “All done.” He sets the needle down and looks at me. “How was that?”

      “I didn’t feel a thing…” I say, staring at my knee. “Anything.”

      “I inherited the healing touch. Lilah… not so much.” He sits back in the chair, smiling. “Sit tight. It takes a few minutes to kick in.”

      “It feels warm.”

      “Good.” He pauses, his eyes looking me up and down. “So, how do you know my big brother?”

      I lie back against the headboard. “He was sent to kill my father.”

      His eyebrows bounce. “Did he?”

      “No.” My mind flashes back to that stage. “No, he didn’t.”

      “Dante is sent to kill your dad… and you end up cuffed to a bed out here? How does that happen in just two days?”

      “I’ll be sure to let you know once I’ve processed it…”

      Elijah leans over and touches my knee with two fingers. A bolt of dull pain teases my skin.

      “Feel that?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I say, wincing.

      He sits back. “So, why are you cuffed? If you don’t mind me asking…”

      “I… tried to steal his car.”

      “Are you here against your will?” he asks. “Because I’ll get Lilah to kick his ass for you.”

      I shake my head. “No, I guess I’m not. He… saved me, technically.”

      “From who?”

      I close my eyes, fighting the tears just begging to come out. “From the man who did kill my father.”

      “You must have made quite the impression on him, then,” he says. “It’s pretty unprecedented for my brother to give a crap about anybody. Except the two of us, of course.”

      “I guess you could say I did.”

      Elijah chews on his lip, staring at me with fascination before turning his attention to my knee again. He taps it twice with his knuckle.

      “Feel that?” he asks.

      I glance at it as he touches me again. “No.”

      He pinches my kneecap between two fingers. “Not this?”

      A chuckle escapes me. “Nope.”

      “Good.” He slides the stool inward, drawing as close to the bed as he can. “Let’s see if we can’t get this cleaned up…”

      I watch him work, his hands wiping my blood away with moist pads from his kit. I expect pain at any moment, but the drug works magic on me. No pain, no pressure. It’s like I’m standing over his shoulder, staring down at some other girl’s busted knee.

      I chew on my tongue, begging to ask the question that’s been plaguing me since the moment it happened.

      “How bad is it?” I finally ask.

      “Well…” He feels the bone with his fingertips, shifting the cap around in my skin. “It could be much worse.”

      “That doesn’t sound very good.”

      “It’s not bad, though. Here…” He reaches for my hand and lays my fingertips down on my knee. “You feel that?”

      I touch my knee, feeling the jagged line marking the top of it. “Yes…”

      “It is broken — but it’s secure.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means no surgery, for one,” he says. “Just a cast — preferably — and lots of downtime.”

      “For how long?”

      “A month or two?” he says. “Maybe more before you can start bending it again and then loads of physical therapy after that. It’s hard to say whether you’ll regain full mobility. I can’t tell much without a proper x-ray…”

      His voice trails off.

      I bite my inner cheek, holding back tears. With everything I’ve lost in the last few hours, I didn’t want to add my ability to dance to that list. My whole life, my body has been the only thing I could count on. The only thing I could control and shape and understand…

      “Lucy, what are you?” Elijah asks me.

      A single tear falls, but I brush it away quickly. “I’m a ballet dancer.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I figured.” He inhales slowly. “Hey, you’re in good shape. With your age and experience, who knows, eh? I’m not even a real doctor.”

      I laugh. “No offense, Elijah, but you don’t seem anything like your brother.”

      “Oh, believe me, Lucy, I’ve always taken that as the greatest of compliments.”

      The front door opens downstairs.

      “I’ll be back,” he says, looking out into the hall. “I’m just gonna find something I can craft a splint out of for you. Okay?”

      I nod. “Thank you.”

      He pats my hand before standing up, a kind gesture that he makes seem sincerer than anyone else could.

      I make it until he’s halfway down the stairs.

      Then, I start sobbing.
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      “Wow…” Elijah murmurs as he steps into the dining room.

      I look up from the filthy crutches laid out on the table. “In the garage, just like you said. Will probably take a few wipes to get the shit off, but they seem fine otherwise.”

      Lilah hands me a wet rag and takes the seat next to me. “What’s she like?” she asks Elijah with wide eyes.

      “She’s… nice,” he answers.

      “And…?”

      She grabs her own cloth and snatches one of the crutches off the table to wipe it clean.

      “And…” Elijah drags out the nearest chair and sits down across from us, his eyes burrowing a hole in my skull. “She’s a ballet dancer. Just like Mom.”

      I feel Lilah tense up beside me. “Don’t read into that.”

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asks.

      I meet his burning, judgmental eyes. “I’m cleaning the crutches.”

      “You know what I mean, Dante. What’s your game with her?”

      “My game?”

      “What’s going on with her?”

      “Nothing is going on, Elijah,” I say, wiping the dirty pole clean. “She needed my help. I brought her here.”

      “And you immediately tied her up?”

      “She tried to take off back to Chicago.”

      “So?”

      I sigh and toss the cloth down on the table. “Did she tell you who did that to her?”

      “No, but she seemed to know an awful lot about Snake Eyes which is a serious breach of protocol.”

      Lilah’s jaw drops in anger. “You told her about us?”

      “With Snake Eyes gone, there is no protocol anymore,” I argue.

      Elijah blinks and his eyes fall on Lilah. “Well, okay then.”

      “Eli, don’t you dare touch her.” I turn to Lilah. “Either of you.”

      Lilah looks away from me, her eyes locking on Elijah’s and he throws up his hands.

      “We’re not threatening anyone here, Dante,” he says.

      “But…” she adds, pausing. “This whole situation is a tad uncharacteristic for you.”

      I pick up the cloth again. “Things change.”

      Elijah sits back and runs an impatient hand through his thick hair. “Who bashed in her knee?”

      “Marty Zappia,” I answer.

      “Never heard of him.”

      “He’s the youngest of the crime family,” I explain. “Got it in his head that he knows more than his daddy does and wants to take over the business by force.”

      “He wants to overthrow his own people?” Lilah asks. “That never ends well.”

      “That’s what he told me before I shot him.”

      She chuckles. “Why’d you do that?”

      “He asked me to join him.” I fold the cloth over to the cleaner side. “I declined.”

      Elijah points up. “That doesn’t explain the beautiful ballerina upstairs in need of a career change.”

      “The news broke out about Snake Eyes and they figured out who I was.” I grip the crutch tighter to scrub off a stubborn bit of grime. “Marty survived the bullet and went after her to find me.”

      “Why her, though?” Lilah asks, her voice pushing me to come clean.

      “Because…” I sigh. “Lucy and I had been seen in public together.”

      She smiles. “On a date?”

      I ignore her. “He killed everyone at the ballet academy including her father, beat her up, and burned down the theater with her still inside.”

      “Shit…” Elijah mutters, flinching slightly. “And here I thought I knew what a bad day felt like.”

      “She wants payback.”

      “She deserves it,” Lilah says, leaning her clean crutch against the table.

      “I ain’t arguing against it but running back there right now is suicide and I…” My tongue swells. “I don’t want that to happen to her.”

      Elijah stares at me across the table, his lips twitching on his face. “Well, isn’t that something?”

      “What?”

      “Big brother cares about someone other than us. I must admit — I’m a little jealous.”

      “Me, too,” Lilah says.

      I look down and focus on the crutch.

      “Dante, is this serious?” she asks.

      “Lilah.”

      “I’m just curious.”

      “You’ve known her for two whole days, according to her,” Elijah says.

      Lilah gasps. “Two days?”

      I look at her to find her smiling back at me. “I know, but… it doesn’t feel that way.” I pause, unable to believe my own words.

      “I’m happy for you, man,” Elijah says, beaming.

      “Well, don’t get too attached to her,” I say. “Lucy’s not exactly happy with me right now.”

      “Then, go talk to her.”

      I shake my head. “She doesn’t want to talk to me.”

      Lilah rolls her eyes. “Dante, she just lost everything. She needs to talk to somebody.” She leans in closer. “You think that maybe you can possibly relate to that?”

      They both stare at me with purpose, silently reminding me of the day we all agreed never to talk about again.

      I look up, my eyes swiping the ceiling before falling on Elijah. “Is it that bad?”

      He sighs, hesitating his words. “It could be a lot worse, but… yeah. She’s got a long road ahead and it’s not the kind she’ll want to travel alone. I mean… if you weren’t up for it, why did you even bring her here at all?”

      I wipe the last bit of dust off and stand up. Lilah silently holds her crutch over her head and passes it off to me as I walk out of the living room toward the stairs.

      There’s silence as I climb them. I guess Lucy got tired of straining her wrist.

      She sits on the bed with her head down and quickly wipes her face when she notices I’m here.

      “Kind of useless, don’t you think?” she asks, staring at the crutches. “I can’t walk if I can’t leave the damn bed.”

      I lean them against the wall by the door before closing it behind me. A bit of confusion crosses her eyes, but she says nothing more as I walk over and sit beside her on her left side.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Why do you care?”

      I lean closer. “Lucy…”

      “No,” she says. “No, I am objectively not okay. Probably never will be again.”

      “You will,” I say. “It’ll take some time.”

      “What do you know?”

      I take a deep, frustrated breath and look around the room. “Do you know where you are right now?” She shakes her head. “We all moved into this house when I was eight-years-old. Elijah and Lilah were five. Our grandparents took us in because three days prior to that both of our parents were killed in a car accident.”

      Lucy’s eyes change. Apology burns inside of them, but she doesn’t say it.

      “We were all together when it happened,” I continue. “When I came to there was fire everywhere and Lilah was screaming beside me. I managed to get her and Elijah out of the car but there was nothing I could do for my parents.”

      Her lip trembles. “Dante, I…”

      “Don’t think for a second that what you’re feeling is unique or special.” I stare at her with steady eyes. “What’s happened to you is awful, but it happens every day. People die. Families get torn apart. Life goes on.”

      A tear falls down her cheek. “Am I supposed to find this comforting?”

      “I did. Still do.”

      “Yeah, well — at least, you had somebody.” She glances at the door. “I have nobody.”

      “That’s not true.”

      I grab her hand. She tries to pull away but I keep my grip on her.

      “Whether you want me or not,” I say. “I will keep you locked up here until you realize that you do.”

      She closes her eyes and more tears fall from her lashes. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      “You heal,” I say. “You get stronger.”

      “Will I forget?”

      Her eyes open, begging me to say what she wants me to say.

      I shake my head, unwilling to lie to her. “No.”

      She licks her dry lips and speaks with a whisper. “I never told him.”

      “Your father?”

      A single nod.  “I never told him I loved him,” she says, her voice weak and full of pain.

      My fingers twitch around her hand. “He knew.”

      “No. How could he? I never said it. Not once.” Tears flow freely from her eyes now, dropping steadily down her neck. “I never told my own father how much I—”

      “He knew,” I say it again. “Lucy, he knew.”

      “But I never said it.”

      “A daughter never has to. And he loved you. He was proud of you. I saw it in his eyes when he spoke of you. You were everything to him.” I lay my hands on her face to hold her head up. “Lucy, trust me,” I whisper.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “No.” I smile and wipe her cheeks clean. “I spent almost thirty-thousand dollars to get to know you, Lucy Vaughn. I’m going to get my money’s worth.”

      She chuckles softly and I twist to look at her knee.

      “How’s the pain?” I ask.

      “No idea,” she says. “Your brother’s painkillers are… pretty amazing.”

      I run a hand down her right thigh, inching close to the knee. “You don’t feel that?”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      I tickle her bare foot. “That?”

      She hums a no.

      I switch to the other one and she instantly kicks my hand as my fingertips graze the arch of her left foot.

      I laugh. “Oh, you felt that just fine.”

      Lucy bites her lips to hold back a weak chuckle. She falls silent as I push up her leg, slowly moving over her knee and thighs. Blood rushes to her cheeks, glowing pink for me.

      “I feel that, too,” she says.

      “I know.”

      My hand travels her body, sliding up her stomach and over her breasts to land on her cheek. Her face is warm to the touch, shooting sparks through my knuckles.

      “Be strong, Lucy Vaughn,” I say.

      She inhales slowly and nods, her eyes never leaving mine, and leans into my hand as my thumb traces her lip.

      “Thank you for saving my life, Dante.”

      I lean in, drawn to her perfect lips. “I always will.”

      I kiss her and her entire body trembles.

      She reaches for me, embracing the distraction, pulling me closer to her as she returns my kiss. “Don’t leave,” she whispers, sliding her fingers into my belt. “Stay with me, please…”

      I block out the world, an easy task with her taste on my tongue. My nerves ignite, pulling all my blood south as her fingers slip inside my zipper to wrap around my throbbing cock. I twinge at the pleasure she gives, reaching into my pocket for the silver key to free her other hand.

      “Leave it,” she says, her lips twitching.

      Passion fires through me as I cup her ass and move her onto her back. Her left hand stays latched to the bedpost, her body locked beneath me just as she wants. She moves her legs, opening herself to me as she pushes my pants down with one hand.

      I hike her skirt up, driven by my own wild desires for her, and settle between her thighs. I shift her right leg, careful not to bend it, but no pain fires through her eyes. They show only a sharp need to feel something more than this tragedy. I won’t deny her that.

      I penetrate her quickly and she sighs, rolling her fingers into fists. She grips the iron bed frame with her cuffed hand, holding back her screams as I thrust her again.

      “Dante, don’t stop…”

      The old bed shakes and I ignore the sound, staring down at her blissful green eyes. Moments ago, they were broken, like a dying animal in need of mercy. Life shines beneath her lashes, growing more and more with each inch of me she takes.

      I keep my groan behind my tongue, grinding harder inside of her, adjusting my movement to match the cues on her face. She purrs softly, driven closer to the edge.

      “Lucy,” I growl, leaning over to crush her lips with mine.

      She moans against me, begging for me to take her harder. I oblige, rocking her with my hips and relishing in the power charging between us.

      “Is this what you want?”

      “Yes,” she breathes, her thighs twitching around me.

      “Say my name and I’m yours.”

      “Dante—”

      Her body crashes beneath me. I push my lips against hers to muffle the screams of ecstasy taking over her.

      I feel her satisfaction twitching around my cock like a squeezing hand. I stay inside of her, letting her enjoy it until she finally opens her eyes again.

      “Dante,” she begs, “stay with me tonight.”

      I cup her cheek, feeling the heat rise off her face. “I’m not going anywhere.” She tremors in my arms, remnants of pleasure and pain battling inside of her. “I’ll never let anything happen to you again.”

      Lucy Vaughn looks back at me and smiles, trusting every word I say.
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        * * *

      

      I carry Lucy downstairs, cradling her in my arms, moving slowly to keep from bumping her feet against the banister.

      “Careful!” she squeals, wincing as her toes narrowly miss the wall.

      “Stop fidgeting.”

      “I’m not fidgeting.”

      She wraps her arms tighter around my neck, bracing herself for a flash of pain that never comes close to touching her.

      We reach the bottom and I let out a confident sigh.

      “There,” I tease. “See?”

      I kiss her forehead and she stays silent as I turn and carry her through the foyer toward the dining room, following the active noises and voices.

      Lucy’s stomach growls as the scent of bacon stirs in our noses and I wonder how long it has been since she’s eaten. I haven’t touched a thing myself since those strawberries. Yesterday feels so long ago now but the details are still so fresh in my head, a pungent layer of pain and decay in need of airing out.

      “Good morning!” Elijah announces from the table as I step into the room.

      I do a quick scan of the area, noticing that all the sheets have been yanks off the furniture and every surface has been scrubbed down and dusted off.

      Lilah glances up from her seat next to him, barely tearing her eyes away from her laptop as she takes a quick sip from her steaming coffee mug.

      “Drugs wear off yet?” Elijah asks Lucy.

      I drag out a chair and lower Lucy down into it. She holds her leg up, barely breathing as she struggles through the pain to keep it from bending.

      “Yeah…” she answers, wincing.

      “I can fix that,” he says, “but eat something first. The euphoria can be pretty intense on an empty stomach.”

      I grab a second chair and twist it around so it sits in front of Lucy. “You two go into town?” I ask as I cradle her ankle and set it down on the chair. She nods at me, smiling a thank you before I land a kiss on her cheek.

      “Yep,” Lilah mutters, once again barely looking up. Her fingers march along her keyboard, tapping fast. “We stocked the cabinets for you guys…”

      “Also—” Elijah stretches back to the grab a long, black object off the counter behind him. “I couldn’t find much around here to make a proper splint to my standards, so I picked up this brace at the pharmacy. It should be comfortable, and it’ll keep your knee straight.”

      He holds it across the table and Lucy takes it with surprised eyes.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      “Eh…” Lilah shrugs. “Dante took care of us once upon a time. We’ve been waiting for ages to repay the favor.”

      My gaze shifts slowly between Elijah and Lilah, each one of them nodding at me in silent agreement.

      Lucy is one of us now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      Dante sets a plate down in front of me, stacked to the edges with toast, bacon, and scrambled eggs. I grab the nearest fork, eager to fill my stomach so Elijah can kill the intense pain firing through my knee while Dante sits in the chair beside me with his own plate.

      He nudges Lilah’s elbow as her fingers blur across her keyboard. “How many cups of coffee has she had?” he asks the room.

      “Like a pot and a half.” Elijah sighs.

      I scoop some eggs into my mouth and bite into a slice of cold toast. My stomach quivers, thrilled to experience food once again.

      “I’m following a lead on Fox,” Lilah mutters, her eyes glued to the screen.

      “Who’s Fox?” I ask.

      Elijah leans toward me. “The man who singlehandedly took down Snake Eyes.”

      “Allegedly,” Dante points out.

      “Definitely,” Lilah argues.

      I look at Dante. “The one you said you’d shoot if you ever saw again?”

      Lilah’s brow twitches. “Good to know we’re all on the same page about that…”

      “So, you’re the more capable agent they assigned to find him?” he asks her.

      She proudly raises her palms. “Who better, big brother? Except you, but you were busy, so…” She shrugs.

      He nods. “And you found him already?”

      “Not quite,” she says, spinning her laptop around. “Last week, Fox checked into a Botsford Plaza in Colorado. He arrived with some not-so-mystery woman but boarded the elevator with a man who arrived earlier in the day.”

      I peek over at the screen, following the security footage with interest. It shows a golden lobby filled with people in fancy clothes and two men walking together across the room toward the elevators. One has a beard and the other wears thick glasses.

      “Who’s the other guy?” Dante asks.

      Lilah pulls the laptop back. “His room was paid for with a credit card registered to a Bartholomew E. Carson…” she smirks, “a hacker with a record as long as mine — including some private contracting work with the Army around the same time Fox was stationed overseas.”

      “Well, that explains how he managed to decrypt the master file…” Elijah says, chewing on his lip.

      “When did they leave?” Dante asks.

      “Can’t say,” she answers. “The security feed goes dead a few hours later, just after Mercer and your old squad arrived and doesn’t come back on for a few days due to an unexpected explosion on the roof that shut the place down.” I follow their voices, growing more confused by the second but I’m so drawn in I don’t care. “Trail should still be warm,” Lilah continues. “It’s worth checking out.”

      Dante scratches his nose. “Let me know what you find.”

      Lilah and Elijah exchange glances. “I guess that answers the next question,” she says, closing the laptop. “You’re not coming with us.”

      Dante looks over at me for a second. “No,” he says. “And honestly, you two shouldn’t go either.”

      “He’s a traitor, Dante,” Lilah says, her voice firm and cold. “Someone needs to remind him that actions have consequences.”

      “You’re going to kill him?” I ask.

      The entire room pauses, and every eye falls on me.

      “That’s what we do, Lucy,” Lilah says.

      “Not anymore,” Dante says. “I can’t speak for the two of you. I never could. But I’m out.”

      My heart melts inside, burning with responsibility but it warms me up regardless. I look across the table and the twins stare back at me.

      Elijah clears his throat. “Dante, he took out your entire squad—”

      “I don’t care.”

      “If you hadn’t been undercover in Chicago, that could have been you,” Lilah points out.

      “Everything we do is laced with doubt,” Dante says. “I could have been killed at least a hundred different ways before today and it’s the same odds with the two of you. To be honest, I’m tired of living with the deck stacked against me. I say we cash in and move on.”

      “You’re just going to let him go?” Lilah asks.

      “He had his reasons for doing what he did, and I have mine.”

      “Has it not occurred to you that if he never did this then Lucy never would have been attacked?”

      His brow twitches with a subtle rage. “It’s crossed my mind.”

      “So, what are we supposed to do?”

      Dante shrugs with frustration. “Whatever we want to do, Lilah. We have new, untraceable identities. Passports, money. Get your tattoo removed and start a new life. Fox is a fucking prick but at least he left us that much.”

      “As tempting as that sounds,” Elijah says, “there’s a principle involved here, Dante. That used to mean something to you.”

      “It still does.” He pauses and looks over at me. “But the risk isn’t worth it anymore.”

      I look at the table, hiding from their judgmental eyes. They must blame me for his sudden change in personality. I’m officially that woman — the one who seduced the lead singer and broke up the band.

      “Dante…” Lilah says with a heavy sigh. “We’re so proud of you.”

      I tilt my head up to find both of them grinning across the table at him. “What?” I ask, my voice quivering.

      Lilah pushes out of her chair and rushes around the table to throw her arms around Dante’s thick shoulders. “That was beautiful,” she says.

      Elijah’s chair drags out and he runs around the other side to add his own hug to their embrace.

      “Ahh, jeez…” Dante lowers his head, slinking away from them. “Does this mean you two are staying?”

      “Oh, hell no,” Elijah answers.

      “No, we’re heading toward Denver today,” Lilah says as they stand up tall. “We’re just happy you’re not.”

      I laugh with awkward confusion, drawing their eyes toward me.

      Elijah pats my shoulder. “I’ll get you another dose, Lucy,” he says.

      Lilah wraps her arms around my shoulders, careful not to jerk me too much. “It’s about time there was another woman around here. These guys can be such a pain in my ass…”

      “Leave her alone,” Dante says playfully.

      “It’s okay…” I laugh again.

      I look around me, overwhelmed with fresh emotions — ones I’ve never felt before. My own family fell apart a long time ago. I never had siblings to help bear that weight. The Harts may be a family of killers, but they’ve accepted me as their own.

      In the end, maybe it’s better to have a killer’s protection than a saint’s approval.

      Elijah withdrawals a new needle from his kit to inject me with. “This is the last of it,” he says to me. “You’ll have to manage the pain yourself from here on out the old-fashioned way.”

      “I can handle it,” I say, completely forgetting about my fear of needles.

      He looks at Dante. “Do not let her walk on it. At least for the first few weeks. Then, you guys can play it by ear.”

      “I’ll take care of her,” Dante answers.

      “I know you will.” Elijah shoots him a wink before leaning over to concentrate on my knee.

      Lilah slides her laptop into her bag. “We hate to eat and run but we have daylight to burn and a hacker to track down. I’ll keep you updated.”

      Dante nods and stands to hug his sister goodbye. “Good luck.”

      “I always need it.”

      “And be careful.”

      “I never am,” she jokes, planting a kiss on his cheek. She pulls away from him and Elijah stands up to take her place.

      I look down, realizing that Elijah’s already injected me with those magic hands of his. Warmth glides through my leg, tingling my nerves until they go numb.

      “Take care of my big brother, Lucy,” Lilah tells me. “He can be quite the nuisance...”

      “I’ve noticed,” I say.

      Dante glares down at me, his eyes full of amusement and love.

      Love.

      It sinks in slowly, curling around my heart like a snake’s endless tail.

      Dante Hart loves me. He said as much at this very table, dancing around the words, but the intention was obvious.

      I look into his eyes, deep and blue as the ocean, and it’s clearer than ever how much I love him back.

      I’m in love with a killer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      It’s interesting to test how much pain the human body can take.

      If I were a gambler like my father was, I’d be willing to bet that everyone tries to test themselves from time-to-time. Be it by pushing a needle point against the flesh of a fingertip or putting a touch too much pressure on a twisted ankle. Just to know what it feels like.

      Limits are meant to be pushed. Human will is meant to be tested. Boundaries are meant to be crossed. It’s how we grow and learn and change. It’s how we know how far we can go before we snap.

      Adaptation is the mark of a survivor.

      I stand at the top of the shadow-covered stairs with one crutch nestled beneath my right arm. It has been nearly three weeks since I’ve touched the floor. It’s not something you think about until it’s taken away from you. Basic mobility, sense of balance, ease of movement. I can’t even get in and out of the bathtub on my own — although, Dante doesn’t mind at all assisting me with that chore.

      That doesn’t stop me from apologizing each time. He brushes it off when I say it. He brings my fingers to his lips and kisses them without saying a word. I wish I could say I don’t feel guilty for it, but I do.

      I already feel atrophy taking over my legs. Muscles grow weaker each day. Ligaments shrink. It’s a slow, steady fall from grace, but I can stop it if I try.

      Push limits. Test my will. Cross boundaries.

      I lean into the crutch on my right side and grip the banister on my left.

      Come on, Lucy Vaughn.

      Show some strength.

      I step silently, easing down onto my good leg while pumping enough juice into the other to hold it up. There’s the slightest bit of pain, perfectly manageable in every way. There are twelve steps to the bottom. I can easily handle that pain eleven more times.

      I take another step, flexing as the crutch digs sharply into my armpit. There’s more pain there, but again, perfectly within my limits.

      Three more steps and my strength wavers.

      I pause, filling my lungs with air as I put all my weight into my left leg. It shakes beneath me, threatening to knock me off-balance and send me toppling to the bottom — right back to square fucking one.

      “Lucy—”

      “Stop.”

      I hold up my hand, halting Dante at the bottom of the stairs. He stands there, appearing as if from nowhere, no doubt drawn here by the sound of each painful breath.

      “What are you doing?” he asks.

      Moonlight shines through the windows, illuminating his scarred body and perfect face, along with that cobra staring up at me with black eyes from his bare chest.

      “I can do this,” I say, my voice shaking.

      He wants to argue with me. He wants to charge up the stairs, throw me over his shoulder, and force me back into bed upstairs. Instead, he flinches with curiosity in his eyes. He knows better than anybody how stubborn I can be and even if he did drag me back to bed, I’d only get back up again.

      He stays at the bottom, ready to pounce on the worst-case scenario as I continue down.

      Each step is slower and more painful than the last. I lie to myself, shouting inside that I’m still within my limits. I’m still in this to win it. The boundary is a mile away. My threshold for pain hasn’t even begun to—

      The crutch slips from my grasp two steps away from the bottom.

      Dante lurches forward, easily taking my weight with both hands. The crutch clatters on the stairs, sliding the rest of the way before settling at the bottom.

      “There…” I breathe. “See? I told you I could do it.”

      He sighs with annoyance but looks back at me with pride. “Come on…”

      He scoops me up and I embrace the much-needed break, wrapping my arms around his neck as he carries me with him back into the kitchen.

      I look at the table as he sets me down to find small, metal pieces scattered about on top. He travels back to the hall to grab the crutch and hands it to me when he returns.

      “What are you doing down here?” I ask him.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Again? What, I’m not exhausting enough for you, Mr. Hart?” I tease.

      “Oh, no.” He grins. “You are very exhausting, Ms. Vaughn. My insomnia is related to something else entirely.”

      I eye the parts scattered on the table. “And your solution is… what exactly?”

      “Cleaning my gun.”

      He takes a piece in hand — a thin metal tube slightly larger than a toothpick — along with a white cloth, splotched black with grease.

      I blink and the metallic pieces assemble in my head. “Ah, I see.” I snatch a tiny spring off the table and squeeze it between my fingertips once before Dante takes it away and sets it back down where I got it. “There are so many springs…” I note.

      “Yes, there are.”

      “Do they all have different names?”

      “Yes, they do.”

      I point to the one he took from me. “What’s that one called?”

      “The trigger spring.”

      I shift to the next one, this one several inches long but just as narrow. “And this one?”

      “The firing pin spring,” he answers.

      “That one?” I point to another small one, only a centimeter or two larger than the first one.

      He licks his smiling lips. “That is the extractor depressor plunger spring.”

      “You just made that one up!”

      “I really didn’t.” He chuckles and sets the cloth down on the table.

      I point to another. “And what’s—”

      “Lucy…” He folds his hands in front of him and stares at me beneath the harsh kitchen lamp. “What are you doing?”

      I pull my hand away. “Learning.”

      “Why?” he asks, accusation crossing his eyes.

      I swallow to wet my dry throat. “Because I can’t sleep either and I’m pretty sure the reason why I can’t is the same reason why you can’t, too.”

      Dante flexes his jaw. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Lucy—”

      “Dante, I can’t close my eyes without seeing his.” I refuse to blink. “Don’t even try to tell me you don’t want to see him suffer as much as I do.”

      “Of course, I do,” he says. “But I left that life behind when I brought you out here.”

      “Then, teach me.”

      He sits back and the light above us casts shadows over his eyes. “Lucy, you don’t want to be like me. You don’t want to do what I’ve done.”

      “I want to take my life back.” I inhale to calm my shaking body. “I want to make sure I never feel this weak ever again.”

      “I’ll take care of you, Lucy. I can protect you.”

      “It’s not just about me,” I whisper. “Who knows what he’s done to other people or what he will do if we don’t stop him. I want to make sure he never makes anyone feel the way I do right now ever again.”

      “I get it, Lucy. I do, but…” He sighs. “You kill him, another fool takes his place. You kill him and another one steps up. You can’t stop this from happening to someone else.”

      “I don’t care about the next guy. He killed my father. He took my leg.”

      “Lucy, this isn’t you and I don’t want it to be.”

      “What am I supposed to be?” I ask. “Everything I was before is gone. I’ll never dance again.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “But if I don’t, then what?” My shoulders twitch. “What do I do? Teach? Give lessons to children? Watch as they surpass me faster every year? I won’t do that, Dante. It’s too fucking hard.”

      He leans forward. “You think killing a man is easy?” he asks.

      “You’re telling me it’s not? Tell that to Spencer.”

      “It was either him or you,” he says. “Would you rather I had chosen differently?”

      “No,” I answer, shaking my head once. “But I saw it in your eyes, Dante. You killed him without a second thought.”

      “I did that for you.”

      “If you can do that then you can do this. Help me end him and we’ll move on.”

      He shifts closer to me, lowering his voice to a firm growl. “What you’re asking… it’s not right.”

      “I don’t care about right and wrong, Dante.”

      “You will.”

      “How can you — of all people — sit there and lecture me about morality?”

      “I’m not.”

      “Then, help me.”

      “It’s not right… for you.”

      I breathe through the frustration clogging my body. “I’ve spent my entire life doing what was right for me.” I plant my fingers on the table between us. “This is where it took me. It led me to you for a reason, Dante.”

      “Not for this,” he whispers.

      “I’m doing this with or without you.” I pause, forcing my tears away, preparing to say the words out loud to make them true. “He took everything from me. I want to kill him, Dante… and I want you to teach me how.”

      “His family owns the entire city,” he points out. “You can be damn sure they all know who I am by now. We can’t touch him.”

      “Marty Zappia is just a man,” I say. “Every man has a weakness.”

      Dante looks down again, hiding the darkness bleeding into his blue eyes. “You’re sure about this?”

      I don’t hesitate. “Yes.”

      “There’s no going back, Lucy,” he whispers. “You open that door, it doesn’t close again.”

      I hold my eyes steady. “I’m sure.”

      Dante takes a breath, filling his lungs to the very top and holding it there for several moments before forcing it out. “Okay…” he says, reaching out for the disassembled gun grip in front of him. “This is a Glock. 9mm. I’m going to put it back together. I’ll take it apart again and then you’ll do the same, so watch closely.”

      I nod, leaning over to get a better view while my heart pounds in my chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I know a thing or two about grief.

      There are few things in the world that can fill that void. The promise of vengeance and a deep dicking every night just so happen to work for Lucy Vaughn.

      I’ll oblige. It’s the least I can do.

      I twist her brunette hair in my fingers and pull back a little more, listening for the painful purr at the back of her throat. Instead, she giggles, turning her head back to steal a kiss from me. I let her have one before pounding her a little harder from behind and listening again for any sound she may make to tell me I’ve gone too far.

      Lucy’s tolerance for pain has certainly shifted. She’s always been strong, but this is a different level entirely.

      No matter how badly we get hurt, there’s always a little bit left over. There’s no such thing as healing to one hundred percent. Scars remain, inside and outside. Viruses live on in our systems, dormant cells just waiting to revive and cut us down again.

      But we learn to live with it. We bear the risk on our shoulders every day because each new sunrise brings a little more peace. After a while, that pain becomes a part of us. Some of us don’t even notice it’s still there.

      My whole life, I believed I was a broken man. I’ve never experienced love — the bonds of my family excluded, of course. I’ve never touched a living thing in this world without crushing it in my palm.

      Except her.

      She looks at me like no one else ever has. She needs me like no one else ever will.

      When I touch her she doesn’t cry or bleed.

      When I touch her… she likes it.

      “Dante?”

      I blink, breathing hard, realizing I’ve been staring at the wall. “Yeah?”

      “Why’d you stop?”

      Lucy slopes down onto her back, gently rounding her cursed leg up and around my body in a perfect curve. Even with the brace, she’s the most graceful creature on this planet. She probably doesn’t even need it anymore, but I haven’t let her take it off yet. I’m too scared that she’ll bite off more than she can chew. I fear her pain far more than she does.

      “Come here,” I whisper, reaching out to her in the dark.

      She takes my hand and shifts closer, letting me pull her onto my lap and she straddles my waist. Her right leg stretches out while her good knee rings around me, locking us together. I take her face in my hands. Her angelic features glisten in the soft moonlight shining in from the window above the bed. The sweat on her brow drips down her pale cheeks and the darkness inside me fades as she smiles back.

      Lucy Vaughn, an everlasting light. It’d be a sin in and of itself to let that light burn out.

      She kisses me. Electric passion twitches her lips like she just can’t get enough. She wants more of me — more of my dick, specifically — and I’ll give it to her, but first…

      “I love you, Lucy Vaughn.”

      Her eyes flutter and her lips curl. “More than a good kill?”

      She’s joking, of course, but it’s a fair question.

      Before Lucy, there was no better feeling than marking a hit off my list. I’d start to twitch for that endorphin rush if I went too long without taking a life.

      An itchy trigger finger is bad for business.

      Mercer told me that after he recruited me into Snake Eyes. It’s why he sent me out here to infiltrate the Zappia family. There’s no shortage of people who need killing in the mob business. I’d be right at home there and I was — for a time.

      The last thing I ever expected to find in the midst of bloodshed was a way out of it.

      “Yes,” I finally answer, brushing my lips against hers.

      “I love you, too,” she hums. Her lips press against mine and a chuckle escapes her throat. “I’ll have to get back to you on whether or not it’s more than a good kill.”

      I smile. In all this chaos, Lucy hasn’t lost her warm wit and sense of humor.

      She’ll need it.

      But I can’t let her go through with it.

      She wants to feel secure in her own body again. I won’t deny her that. I’ll teach her how to defend herself and how to build strength and how to use the strength of others against them. I’ll do that no questions asked, but I won’t let her spiral out of control.

      Marty Zappia will pay for what he’s done. I’ll make sure of that.

      But it won’t be her.

      I won’t let her bear that weight.

      I pull her in closer, holding on to her so tight I can feel her heart beating against her ribs. Her fingers run down my body, sliding across my scars like a piano man tickles his keys. She takes my cock in her hand and guides it back inside her willing warmth, clenching her tightness around me because she knows I like it. I grunt with pleasure and she raises her left leg to hook over my shoulder. I push deeper inside, every inch slicker and warmer than the last.

      “Fuck me, Dante,” she begs, submitting herself to me.

      I hug her little body against mine, relishing in her flexibility as I round her onto her back and take her quickly against the bed. Her tightness never ceases as I pump away at her. Moans escape her and her eyes flutter closed. Her body feels as good as it always has, even better than I ever imagined it would be the moment I saw her photo.

      It’s hard to believe that I’ve only known her for two months. Just two months out of nearly thirty years in this world. I’ve met thousands of people. A few became friends, even fewer became lovers. A lot more than them became kills. But only one defined who I was and gave me a purpose.

      Lucy Vaughn. The foul-mouthed dancer from Chicago.

      She cries out one final time. Her back arches and her legs twitch with release. I watch her face as it contorts and her teeth drag across her lips. Perfection personified.

      I thrust deep inside, feeling my own climax take hold of me and she watches me come just as I watched her. I growl through clenched teeth as every muscle flexes to bring me down. My skin is on fire and my joints swell. I feel her hands on me, traveling up my abs and arms to hook behind my neck and guide me down to her humming lips.

      I kiss her until I can’t anymore, until my body fights for rest and my vision fades.
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        * * *

      

      I sleep like a damn baby.

      When I wake up, she’s gone.

      There isn’t a sound in the whole house. I can’t sense her feet shuffling across the old floorboards or her crutch tapping along beside her. She’s gotten pretty good at hobbling from room-to-room without me, but I still get nervous with her on the stairs and she’s always — always — lying next to me when I wake up.

      But not this morning.

      “Lucy?”

      I sit up and scan the floor for my slacks as panic sets in. A blitz of worst-case scenarios teases my mind. What if she fell? What if she passed out and hit her head? What if she took off with my car again?

      Oh, fuck. What if she took off with my car again?

      “Lucy!”

      My bare feet tap hard against the stairs as I rush down. I’m wide awake now, searching each room for her usual lounging places. She loves to relax on the couch with a book and the kitchen chairs are the perfect height to rest her foot on, but she’s nowhere to be found.

      “Lucy!”

      I shove the front door open and the tension crashes from my shoulders.

      “Shh…” she whispers from the porch floor.

      I tilt my head. She’s balanced on her left leg with her left hand planted in front of it. The rest of her is in the air. Her braced knee is stretched out parallel to the floor with her other hand shooting high above her. A perfectly straight line from her fingertips to the floor.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Half-moon pose,” she replies, calm and steady.

      I heave a sigh, checking out her tight shorts and tank top. “I see that.”

      Lucy rises out of it so quickly my heart lurches, but she keeps her balance the entire time. “You’ve seen my morning routine before.”

      “Once,” I say, remembering. “It’s been a while.”

      “I felt really good this morning,” she says. She plants her left foot onto the floor and raises her right to hook her fingers in her toes before extending it out to the side. “I didn’t want to waste any more time.”

      “You’re not wasting time, Luce,” I say. “You’re healing.”

      “I’ve healed,” she says with her eyes closed and her balance on form. “Now, it’s time to start training.”

      “I don’t think you’re ready yet.”

      “You mean you’re not ready yet.”

      I bite my cheek. “I don’t think you should start training until you can, at the very least, stand on your knee.”

      She brings her right foot down and lays it flat against the porch. Her eyes open and she stares right at me as she lifts her left ankle off the floor, putting all of her balance into her busted leg.

      “Lucy…” I warn, waiting for the moment pain crosses her eyes and her leg collapses beneath her.

      It never does.

      “Trust me. I can handle a bit of morning yoga, Dante,” she says, her voice solid as stone. “I know my limits.” She lowers her foot and I exhale the breath I’ve been holding since she raised it. “You know… I’ve done this every morning this week.”

      I blink. “You have?”

      She smiles. “You’ve been sleeping so well. I didn’t want to jinx it.”

      My heart flutters. This goddamn woman. She’s somehow managed to be weaker and stronger than me at the same time.

      I cup her cheeks, drawing her magnificent face up to kiss her. Her hands settle on my bare waist as I pull her closer to me and hold her there.

      She laughs. “You seem a bit high-strung, Mr. Hart,” she teases. “Maybe you’re the one in need of some yoga.”

      “Maybe.” I stare down into her fearless eyes and she fills me with her strength. I pinch her pink cheeks, shaking my head to scold her. “Get inside.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      She plants a playful kiss on my cheek and snatches her crutch from its place leaning against the house. It’s obvious she doesn’t even need it anymore, but she tucks it under her arm for my benefit, smiling back at me as she goes.

      Lucy walks inside.

      She’s walking again.

      She doesn’t need me to carry her anymore. She doesn’t need to wrap her arms around my neck and hold on while I do the work. It stings for a moment, then the warm pride sets in.

      The world tore her down, ripped her to shreds, laughed at her, and tried to burn her alive.

      But here she is. Walking. Smiling. Thriving.

      She’s ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      My father never taught me how to defend myself. He was never much of a fighter to begin with. If anyone tries to mug you, just give ‘em what they want. Your life isn’t worth the cash in your purse.

      He wasn’t wrong but I can’t help but wonder if he’d still be alive today if he knew how to disarm an attacker.

      There were only four gangsters in that auditorium, Marty Zappia included. There were twelve dancers, myself and my father included. We outnumbered them. We were all physically fit with trained bodies but not a single one of us walked out of there.

      Dante raises his gun and points it at my face.

      It has taken a bit of time, but I’ve managed to push aside my fear response. I don’t shudder or cringe away from it anymore.

      “It’s just a gun,” Dante told me on the first day. “You should be no more afraid of it than it is of you.”

      I stare down the barrel. I breathe easily. I know its parts inside and out. I know how it works, how to make sure it doesn’t work. I think back to that morning with Marty. I was so numb. I couldn’t think straight. Fear shut me down out of reflex. But now?

      Now, a new reflex kicks in.

      I snap forward and grab the top of the gun with my left hand. I tug back and down, forcing Dante to bend in my direction. With my right hand, I jab forward and stop less than an inch away from his jawline.

      Dante sighs with disappointment. “You’re still too slow,” he says. “I should be disarmed already.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “Not hard enough.”

      I release him and step back, feeling a dull ache in my knee. It’s manageable but I shouldn’t ignore it. I lower myself into the armchair by the corner to give myself a break and Dante takes my cue to grab his bottle of water off the shelf across the room next to the pile of ottomans and throw cushions stacked on the old sofa.

      We pushed all the furniture out of the way to give ourselves enough space for our training. The place looks nothing at all like it did when we first arrived, but I guess I’ve changed, too.

      Dante twists the cap off his water bottle. “You shouldn’t hold back anymore either,” he says. “Hit me.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t.” He chuckles. “Lucy, you’re a performer. Do you rehearse one way and do something completely different on opening night? Or do you practice the way you’re going to perform?”

      I smile. “Point taken.”

      “It’s the same principle. You don’t want the first real punch you throw to be the first time you really need it to land. If you hesitate at all, they’ll take advantage of it. Action beats reaction every time.”

      “Okay.” I reach down for my own water stashed by the chair leg. “I’ll do it.”

      Dante wipes the sweat from his brow and kneels in front of me, planting himself in my eye line. “Your size already puts you at a disadvantage,” he says. “Generally speaking, you never want to pick a fight with someone larger than you but there aren’t a whole lot of ninety-pound, five-foot-tall gangsters out there.”

      I take a sip of water. “I’m five-seven, thank you very much…”

      “But you can still keep the upper hand,” he continues, smiling. “Your reflexes can take you pretty far, but you have to work on your speed.”

      I nod, listening carefully. He’s mentioned variations of this to me since the first day we started. I’m small, damaged, and weaker than most men. I may never be large, undamaged, or stronger, but that doesn’t mean I have to lose.

      “Winning requires control,” he says. “Control over your opponent as well as yourself. The second you lose either one, the fight is over.”

      I set my bottle on the floor again. “Got it.”

      “And if you do, there’s no shame in running away.”

      “Have you ever run away from a fight?”

      “No,” he says, “but I can think of plenty of times when I should have.”

      I think of the scars on his body and I can tell he’s thinking about them, too.

      “Isn’t that what you’re doing now?” I ask slowly. “Running away from a fight?”

      Dante inhales sharply and holds it. “No,” he answers. “Right now, I’m choosing to not get involved. There’s a difference.”

      “Because he was your friend.”

      He squints. “Who have you been talking to?”

      “Lilah.”

      He hums with annoyance and takes another sip from his bottle.

      “You said you wanted to kill him,” I say.

      “I did.”

      “You don’t anymore?”

      “That’s…” He pauses. “It’s more complicated than that.”

      I raise a brow, signaling that I want to hear more, and Dante releases another sound of annoyance.

      “Yes,” he says. “Fox and I were close. Or as close as you can be in a job where you can’t trust anybody.”

      “Lilah said you were drinking buddies.”

      He chortles. “I guess that’s accurate.” His smile fades. “A month before I met you, Mercer contacted me.”

      “Your squad leader,” I recall.

      “He asked if Fox had ever mentioned anything sensitive. Bits of personal information that could be used to lure him out of hiding.”

      “Did he?”

      Dante bites down. “There was a girl,” he says. “Someone back home in Los Angeles. He loved her but, he couldn’t have her for… whatever reason. He didn’t say why. I told Mercer that and a few weeks later, she was attacked on national TV.”

      I blink twice. “The movie star?”

      He nods. “They went after her to get to Fox. No one’s heard from them since.”

      A chill rolls down my back. “You’re afraid of him.”

      He laughs. “No, Luce. I could easily kill Fox if I wanted to.”

      “Then, why—”

      “Because we’re even,” he says over me. “They went after his girl because of what I told them… and you were hurt because of what he did in response. The way I see it, he and I are even, and we’ll stay that way as long as we stay out of each other’s way.”

      He reaches for my calf, wrapping both hands around it to massage the muscle beneath.

      “How’s it feel in there?” he asks, changing the subject.

      “Okay,” I answer, focusing on my knee.

      The dull pain subsides as the satisfying rub of his fingers takes over.

      “Ready to go again?” he asks.

      I nod and he lets go of me. “As long as I get more of that massage later.”

      “You disarm me, Lucy, and I’ll do so much more than massage that body of yours.”

      “Deal.”

      I stand in front of him.

      He raises the gun and points it at me. Before he can even take a breath, I reach out and snatch it, yanking him off-balance and throwing a firm punch into his jaw. I twist the gun from his grip and spin away before he can react.

      I point the gun at his face and his eyes grow wide. “Okay…” He smiles and rubs the side of his jaw. “That wasn’t bad.”

      I laugh at the adrenaline rush tingling my nerves. “Yeah,” I say. “Not bad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      I’d almost forgotten how satisfying it felt to train my body. I’ve missed that harsh muscle burn, the kind that lingers inside days after exercise. A gentle reminder of how far I’ve come and how much further I have to go. It feels amazing to be in-between those worlds again rather than lagging behind them.

      But not as amazing as Dante’s hands gliding across my wet skin.

      Steam rises off the bathwater around us. I hum softly, relaxing even more against his chest, resting my head back on his hard shoulder.

      “That’s nice…” I say.

      Dante digs his thumbs a little deeper into my back, just an inch or two above the shoulder blades. “Here?” he asks.

      “Mmm-hmmm…”

      He chuckles and continues to rub the knot beneath the surface. His lips fall to my neck and he leaves a trail of kisses up to my earlobe. I fall even deeper into my relaxed state, closing my eyes and listening to the soft thumping of my heart beating in my chest.

      “Lucy?”

      I try to respond but I can’t will myself out of the deep, blissful coma.

      “Lucy?”

      His hands dip into the water, sliding down my body to cup my breasts and give them a firm squeeze. I chuckle softly, enjoying the groping, letting him do what he wants to me. He nibbles at the flesh of my neck and draws me even closer to his body as his hand reaches between my thighs.

      My sigh becomes a moan. “What are you doing?” I ask, lifting my head and gazing back at him.

      “I thought it was obvious,” he jokes, crushing his lips against mine while his fingers rub me a little more.

      I laugh, kissing him back. Pleasure burns inside of me, taking me over until he suddenly stops.

      “You tease…”

      He presses his lips against my shoulder and laughs with me. “You’ve called me worse things.”

      “Can’t argue that…” I latch onto the sides of the bathtub and pull myself away from him, pivoting around to the opposite side to face him. “What’s your favorite so far?”

      He searches his memory. “Let’s see…” I extend my foot to his lap and he takes it in his hands. His lips curl. “Two-bit Chicago thug with a gun to replace his balls definitely stands out.”

      I laugh, blood rushing to my cheeks. “That feels like so long ago now.”

      “It was,” he says, pressing a line up the arch of my foot. “Time moves differently in my line of work.”

      “Yeah, I understand why you just wanted to get laid that night,” I joke. “I doubt you would have bothered with me if you knew how much trouble I’d be.”

      His eyes stay soft on me. “It was never just about getting laid with you, Luce.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He shakes his head. “It really wasn’t.” His chest rises and falls. “I mean, sure… you were hot, and I desperately wanted to fuck you, but…” I kick my heel against his tattooed chest, laughing at him. He takes my foot again and his smile fades. “But I saw that portrait of you in your father’s office and… it reminded me of a simpler time. A life gone cold.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, studying his warm, blue eyes.

      Dante pauses and reaches below the water for my other foot. “My mother was a dancer, like you.”

      “Really?”

      He nods. “We were on our way home from one of her performances when we crashed.”

      My heart bleeds for him. I open my mouth to say something, but I can’t find the right words.

      His thumbs roll over the ball of my foot, gently pressing in as his gaze lingers on the water between us. “Eli and Lilah don’t remember much about her dancing, but I used to watch her practice.” He smiles at the memory. “She had to do it late at night because she had no time during the day between taking care of us and other responsibilities and I could never sleep even back then, so…”

      He pauses to look at me and I can’t stop the smile from touching my lips.

      “After our parents died, my grandparents told me that Harts don’t break,” he says. “We bruise, we bleed, but we don’t break. We always get back up. A hundred scars later, I’ve never forgotten that.”

      My chest clenches, feeling more like a Hart than ever before. “They sound like good people,” I say. “I wish I could have met them.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe you will.”

      “I thought you said your grandparents were dead.”

      “No, I said they weren’t here anymore.” He smiles. “I didn’t say they were dead.”

      I glower playfully. “I want to meet them.”

      “Maybe you will,” he repeats.

      I smile again, knowing he means yes. “So, I reminded you of her?” I ask. “My picture?”

      “You? Oh, god. No.” He shakes his head. “No, my mother was graceful and elegant and poised and—” I kick him again and he laughs at me. “Well-mannered, beautiful, smart—”

      “I will drown you in this tub!”

      “You’re welcome to try.”

      I lunge forward and he takes me into his arms as I wrap my hands around his thick shoulders. Water spills over the sides as I try to wrestle him downward, but he doesn’t budge an inch.

      Finally, I fall against him and he kisses me in victory.

      “Jackass,” I say.

      He grins. “Oh, that’s a new one. I like that.”

      “How about cocksucker? Do you like the sound of that one?”

      “You know I do.”

      “Limp dick piece-of—”

      His jaw drops. “Limp dick?”

      I laugh. “Oh, have I gone too far?”

      “I might have to get out the handcuffs again for that one.”

      “Promise?”

      Dante takes my face in his hands and pulls me back in for a hard kiss. More water tumbles over as I shift to straddle him and pin him to the edge. We hold each other in a wet embrace, passing sweet kisses back and forth. My stomach lurches as he cups my ass and quickly stands up, carrying me with him as he steps out of the tub.

      Water drips off our bodies, gently tapping against the hardwood floor as he takes us down the hall to the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      Dante’s hand shoots forward, reaching for my neck.

      I dodge, twisting around to land a backhanded punch to his face. It’s a glancing blow, just barely scratching his temple as he springs away. I use the short moment of imbalance to launch forward and shove him back even more, leaping vertically to kick him hard in the chest.

      Dante grunts in surprise and stumbles to one knee. I stand above him, digging my feet into the floor as I pull back my hand to deliver another punch. He looks up just in time and grabs my fist, jerking me down. I grit my teeth as I fall to the floor and he moves to pin me with a smug look on his face. I perform a quick spin, taking him by surprise as he falls to his side and I force him onto his back instead.

      I slam my palms against his shoulders and lean all the way down to kiss him. He holds my face, breathing hard as he laughs between kisses.

      “How did I do?” I ask, righting myself on his hard waist.

      “Good. Well…” He chuckles. “Usually, you wouldn’t make-out with your opponent once they’re pinned… but, yeah. Good.”

      “I guess I shouldn’t kiss you ever again,” I joke. “Wouldn’t want to develop a habit for it.”

      He leans up. “I think we can make an exception, just this once.”

      I laugh and kiss him again, feeling the sweat on his skin.

      The roar of motorcycles echoes from down the driveway outside. Dante’s brow twitches with excitement I rarely see. There’s nothing that gets him quite as excited as his siblings.

      We jump off the floor and walk outside onto the porch as the two bikes park side-by-side near the house.

      Dante smiles as Elijah and Lilah dismount. “Well, this is unexpected.”

      Elijah pulls off his helmet and sets it on his bike. His eyes study me as he steps closer. “Ditto,” he says. “I guess I don’t have to ask how the knee is…”

      “It’s fine,” I answer, performing a quick kick with my heel.

      Lilah joins us and Dante’s face twitches as the large, purple bruise above her right eye comes into the light. “Do I have to ask?”

      She lets out a thin growl. “No.”

      “Lilah got beat up by a girl,” Elijah says, not even trying to retain his grin.

      She shoots him a hard glance. “Just… don’t.”

      Dante’s cheeks twitch with delight. “What happened?”

      “It’s a long story,” she mutters. “Not worth getting into right now.”

      Elijah leans over to whisper. “A girl with a boy’s name—”

      “Elijah,” she snaps.

      Dante chuckles, shaking his head. “You’re okay, though?”

      “I’ll live.” Her attention shifts to me and she looks me up and down. “What’s going on here?”

      “Just doing a bit of training,” I answer, wiping a bead of sweat from my brow.

      “Training for what?”

      “Your timing is pretty good, actually,” Dante tells them. “We could use your help.”

      The twins exchange a quick glance before their lips curl with curiosity.
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      “Security,” Lilah says. “And lots of it.”

      I listen from the kitchen table while Lilah and Elijah practically finish each other’s sentences as they report back what they found on their impromptu trip to Chicago. When I told them about Lucy’s desire to kill Marty Zappia, they didn’t ask questions. They hopped back on their bikes and left — knowing exactly what to look for when planning a hit.

      “They added more when they suspected the Lutrovas were in town,” I note. “It’s not surprising they doubled-up after finding out I was undercover for months.”

      Elijah shakes his head. “They didn’t just double-up…”

      “This was full-on Fort Knox,” Lilah adds. “We couldn’t even get close to the casino.”

      I pause to look at Lucy sitting beside me. She’s leaning forward with wide eyes, hanging on every word they say. “Why not?” I ask.

      “They were checking everyone for tattoos,” Elijah explains. “Zappia’s casino is officially a snake-free zone.”

      Lilah smirks at me. “You really pissed them off, big brother.”

      “I can imagine.” I reach for Lucy’s hand beneath the table and her little fingers settle against mine. “What about Marty’s rebellion?”

      Elijah shrugs. “We asked around, but…”

      “There was nothing,” Lilah says. “Whatever Baby Zappia was planning, it seems to have been forced to the back burner for now.”

      Lucy’s hand twitches. “Or he changed his mind,” she says, her voice laced with ice. “He might have mentioned a change of heart while he was beating me.”

      “In either case, there didn’t seem to be much of a family feud going on,” Lilah says. “Word is they’ve gotten awfully cozy inside the fortified walls of their casino.”

      “There are tunnels underground,” I recall. “Used to smuggle booze back in the day. They must be using them to get around without going outside.”

      “They’ve run scared to the depths of them,” Elijah says. “The oldest brother leaves every so often to do some business at his restaurant with two very large men at his back, but little Marty hasn’t been seen outside for weeks. Daddy, too.”

      Lilah’s voice goes soft. “It seems like a dead end, big brother. We can’t get in and they’re not coming out.”

      My heart aches for Lucy. This wasn’t the news she wanted to hear. She sits quietly, thoughts twisting behind her little eyes.

      “We’ll keep looking,” I say, refusing to give up.

      I’m not going to let Marty Zappia coward his way out of this. I made a promise that he’ll pay for what he did to her. If I have to burn the casino to the ground in order to do it, then that’s what I’ll do.

      “There has to be some other way to get his attention and—”

      “I’ll go in.” Lucy sits up in her seat, rolling her shoulders back with confidence.

      “Luce—”

      “I don’t have the tattoo,” she says. “I can make it through security, no problem.”

      “No.”

      “What better way of getting his attention is there than bringing him face-to-face with a ghost?”

      My head wags back and forth. “It’s too dangerous for you to go in alone.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Lilah says slowly. “We drove by the ballet academy. It’s ashes. As far as the Zappia family is concerned, Lucy Vaughn is dead.”

      “And I want to keep it that way,” I growl.

      “I can draw him out,” Lucy argues.

      “No.”

      “Dante, she’s the best card you have,” Elijah says.

      The training in my head battles the hard pull of my heart. Every mission requires risk. Every risk brings a greater reward or a soul-crushing penalty. I can’t stomach the thought of experiencing the latter. Not with her.

      “And besides…” Lucy says, her eyes hard with determination. “Little bastard owes me a poker game.”

      I look at her with surging pride, once again torn between strangling her to death or fucking her until she’s numb.
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        * * *

      

      “No pain at all?”

      Lucy shakes her head at Elijah. “Not much,” she answers. “I mean, I can’t go too hard for very long, of course. It throbs a bit right here…” She raises her leg to prop her foot up on the sofa and Elijah slides in to take a better look.

      I stare at the two of them from across the living room. Lucy with her pink cheeks and Elijah with his wide, medically-fascinated eyes. I find myself wishing for him to overrule her and drop some terrible bomb of bad news.

      Sorry, Lucy. Your leg is about to fall off. No more training. No more plots for vengeance. You’re never going back to Chicago. You’ll have to stay here forever and—

      “She’s strong.”

      Lilah’s voice pulls me out of it.

      “I know,” I say.

      “I didn’t.” She leans beside me in the doorway. “I thought for sure she’d still be limping around here.”

      “If I’d had my way, she would have been.”

      Lilah grins. “That’s my big brother right there. Always trying to stay in control.”

      “Can you blame me?”

      “No,” she answers, “but I find it strange that even after all this time, you still believe you can be.”

      “This is different,” I argue. “She’s different.”

      “No, it’s not. Do you remember the day Mercer recruited me and Eli?”

      My eye twitches. “I could have killed him…”

      “And that would have been very unwise considering the consequences involved.” She laughs. “Sure, Mercer was a monster, but he kept this family together. We live in darkness, Dante. We always have.”

      “But she doesn’t have to.”

      “That’s not your decision to make,” she says. “It’s hers. Just like it was for all of us.”

      I watch Lucy smile from across the room. She chuckles at something Elijah says to her. Their voices blend in the air between us and my head keeps it from filtering out. I can’t focus on anything else but the light shining from her eyes. It’s still there, even after everything she’s been through. That won’t always be the case. Eventually, her soul will reach its limit and that spark will die. It could be years from now. Or next week. Maybe even tomorrow.

      “She’s strong, Dante,” Lilah says, “and best of all, she’s got us.”

      I smile. “Not a bad team, I guess.”

      “Give Lucy a chance. I’d say she’s earned it.”

      I look at my little sister again. Lilah is rarely wrong — a fact that she’s more than happy to point out at any possible occasion — and she’s not wrong right now either. Lucy is capable of making this decision for herself and even more than that, she’s capable of going through with it. There’s no doubt in my mind she’ll pull the trigger on Marty the first chance she gets and that scares me even more than it scares her.

      The living room table screeches along the wood as Elijah pushes it a little closer to the wall.

      “What are you doing?” Lilah asks them.

      He crosses the room to join us, giving Lucy plenty of space. “Just a test.”

      Lucy stands up from the couch and slips her shoes off her feet. “Something I haven’t tried since… well…” She looks at me for a moment and brings her heels together in the center of the empty floor.

      Since our first night together when I asked her to dance for me.

      I stay quiet as I watch her move. Lucy rises onto her pointed toes, easing up slowly until she can’t go any higher. There’s a slight tremble in her shins but she keeps herself upright and raises her arms above her head. She purses her lips and exhales, forcing all of her air out before finally tiptoeing along the floor in a straight line. Her arms fall to her waist, waving softly up and down.

      I smile as she does. It feels like only yesterday I brought her out here. The first week, she cried every night in my arms. Sometimes, it was because the pain was too much to handle. Others, it was the memory of her father’s blood-covered face. Mostly, it was the thought that she’d never dance again that brought her down. A life gone cold.

      And now, here she is, bending and twirling to the songs in her head like Marty Zappia never happened.

      She’s the light in my darkness.

      Her ankle twists and she slips off-balance. I lunge forward and grab her before she falls, holding her up as she laughs at herself. Elijah and Lilah break out in applause and congratulations.

      “I did it!” Lucy cries, throwing her arms around my neck.

      Her eyes shine with ecstatic tears. I feel my own rising to the surface as I hold her against me.

      I won’t let this happen.

      I won’t let her become a killer.

      Not like me.
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I walk into our bedroom, following the gentle shuffling sounds of her getting dressed. She and Lilah picked out the perfect outfit for her to wear to the casino, something of Lilah’s she found out in the garage, stashed away in old, forgotten boxes.

      I nudge the door closed and she looks over her shoulder at me.

      “Do I look okay?”

      I smile at her. It’s a red dress that hugs the very best parts of her. The bottom swishes about just above her knees and anyone who wants to look can see the scar Marty left along her knee. I wonder if that’s intentional.

      “You’re perfect,” I tell her.

      Lucy turns around. “I’m not sure if that’s what I asked, but I’ll take it.”

      Her hands fall to her sides and I don’t see a single tremor in her fingers. She’s not nervous at all. Her training drives her forward, leaving behind any ounce of fear or doubt she may have inside.

      “Come here,” I say, luring her in with my eyes.

      She steps forward, her gaze locked on mine. “What?” she asks, her cheeks turning as red as her dress.

      I take her face in my hands and I press my lips against hers. Her breath tingles my face, warm desire exhaling from her lungs as I move my hands down her body.

      “Dante—” She tries to pull away, but I kiss her even harder, drawing her in so her body betrays her thoughts. “We have to go soon.”

      “There’s plenty of time.”

      I let a grunt slip from my throat. I push my hips against hers so she can feel my hard bulge begging to be inside of her. She falls back on the bed, pulling me down with her, believing that she’s in control. I fight the burning urge to fuck her right here and now.

      I take hold of her little body and push her closer to the headboard, aligning our bodies to keep her pinned where I want her to be. A moan slips over her tongue and stabs me in the heart as I slide my hands up her body. I guide her arms above her head, pushing past her fingers to take hold of the hard, metal ring hanging near the bottom of the headboard.

      The cuff clicks into place, secured tightly around her left wrist.

      Her eyes fly open. “Dante, what—”

      I push off the bed. “I’m sorry, Lucy.”

      “No!” She sits up and tugs, but the handcuff is far too tight. Panic crosses her eyes followed closely with blinding anger. “Don’t do this!”

      “It’s for the best.”

      “Let me go!”

      I put my back to her, unable to even look into her twisted, betrayed eyes. The metal hammers against the iron bars, growing louder and louder with each bang of her wrist.

      “I’ll be back in a few hours to let you out.”

      “Don’t take this from me, you bastard!”

      I step out into the hall and close the door behind me, shutting her inside as someone quickly ascends the staircase.

      Lilah reaches the top and stares daggers at me as I walk around her. “Yeah, because this will totally end well.”

      “Don’t start, Lilah. We’re leaving now.”

      She heaves an annoyed breath but follows me down the stairs without another argument. Elijah lingers near the bottom with his arms crossed. He also says nothing as I pass by him, but his eyes say everything I already know.

      I’m an asshole.

      The bed knocks louder against the wall above our heads. Lucy’s harsh voice carries down the stairs, shouting obscenities and promises of retribution. Each word burns a hole in me. Each step away from her tears me apart, but I know I’m right.

      She’ll forgive me someday.

      Even if she doesn’t, at least, I know that I finally did something right in this world.
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      Without Lucy, there’s no way we can get inside the casino by walking in the front door. Lilah and Elijah weren’t kidding when they mentioned the new security put in place to keep people like us out. During my employment with the family, you could walk right in and be frisked inside. Now, no one even gets within a few feet of the front door without a full-body scan and a quick check for tattoos.

      Marty Zappia is inside. I’m sure of it. It’s Friday night in Chicago. For six months, I watched Marty waltz inside that casino every Friday night at nine-thirty. He’d get a glass of scotch from the bar, offer his father a quick hello in his office upstairs, and then he’d plant himself at the poker table until three. I’ll admit, he was a good player. More often than not, he’d take the whole damn table down. Decent men like Terrance Vaughn sat there every weekend only to be bled dry by an entitled brat. Mortgages wasted, savings account swindled. And Marty did nothing but smile.

      That ends tonight.

      The Zappia tunnels are the best-kept secret of the family. I spent months trying to figure it out, knowing that if the Russians passed on the Snake Eyes master file, the family would immediately go underground. We wouldn’t be able to contain the leak after that.

      There’s one way in the casino’s back door and only blood members of the Zappia family know how to find it.

      So, I need to find myself a damn Zappia.

      The alleyway behind Enzo’s Fine Italian reeks of week-old trash and dried blood. There’s more than one reason why Enzo built his restaurant at this location. Sure, it’s a quick stroll away from several theaters and other entertainment venues but it also has a secluded and mostly covered alleyway — perfect for the occasional physical interrogation of anyone who owes him something.

      The irony will strike him eventually.

      The back-exit swings open and two heavy men step out first before Enzo does. Big, black coats. Greased hair. A tire of blubber wrapped around them both. Intimidation is their sole purpose.

      They’ll go down fast.

      “Enzo!”

      They all look up at me standing in the center of the alleyway, about a dozen feet shy of the exit. The brutes puff up immediately, ready for a fight, but Enzo’s tanned face turns white.

      “Hart…” he mutters, falling even further behind their thick shoulders. “What, uh… what brings you back to Chicago?”

      “I need to have a chat with your little brother.”

      “Marty?” he asks from the corner of his mouth. “What for?”

      “So I can blow his fucking brains out.”

      Enzo blinks and laughs. “Over what? That whore you brought in here? Get over it. She’s dead. Fuck off.”

      I step forward, keeping their focus on me. “Enzo, I’m going to kill your bodyguards,” I begin. “Then, you’re going to take me to the casino where you’ll lead me in through the tunnels. Bring Marty to me and I’ll let you walk out alive.”

      “Talk all you want, Hart.” He titters. “I find it really fucking entertaining.”

      I smile. “I’m not talking to entertain you, Enzo. I’m talking to give them enough time to get behind you.”

      “What?”

      Enzo spins around as Lilah and Elijah fire their silenced pistols, striking each of the bodyguards in the back of the head. Blood sprays on Enzo’s face from both directions and he falls back against the exit door. The rotund idiots tumble to their knees and fall into a cuddling embrace on the rank ground before bleeding out through their temples.

      “Jesus Christ!”

      I draw my Glock and step forward to point it at his face. “Do I need to recap the plan, Enzo?”

      He shakes his head and his thick cheeks slide around on his face. “No, sir!” he shouts, his jittery voice echoing off the walls. “Get you into the casino. I can do that. No problem!”

      I stand up and stash my gun in my belt. “Get up.”

      Enzo crawls to his knees and pushes off the ground, wiping the sticky trash off his legs as he stands. He eyes Elijah, but his gaze eventually falls on Lilah and they stay on her with confusion.

      “I wouldn’t stare,” I warn him, watching Lilah’s eyes harden with annoyance.

      He twitches in my direction and Elijah shoves him forward, grinning at his twin.
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          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      That motherfucker.

      I pull on the cuff and it digs harder into my wrist.

      “Dante! Get back here, you son-of-a-bitch!”

      He’s long gone already, I know that, but calling him names feels pretty good right now. It always has, to be honest.

      My veins throb as my circulation ceases, pinched too hard by my desperate attempts to slip free. I squeeze my fingers together, willing them to collapse in on themselves but I can’t manage to reshape them no matter how much I bend or twist them.

      I’ll never trust him ever again. Who the fuck does he think he is? Or any of them for that matter? Who gave them the right to tell me what to do? This is my fight. It has been since day one and now Dante fucking Hart thinks he can just walk in here and bench me?

      I don’t fucking think so.

      They really locked me up and left me here. I have to wonder if Dante planned this from the start. He never had any intention of letting me kill Marty myself. He lied to me for weeks, letting me believe I was building toward something. At least, there’s one silver lining from my training and that’s the fact that I can probably get one solid hit in before Dante’s forced to kill me in self-defense.

      I spin around and raise my legs, aiming my bare feet at the metal bars. This would be a whole lot better with shoes, but alas, I hadn’t put them on yet before Dante walked in here with his gorgeous, fuck-me eyes and chilling, seductive voice.

      What a fucking asshole.

      I slam my heels into the bar, hoping to snap enough pressure on it so it breaks my cuff free, but it doesn’t budge.

      That lying, manipulative prick.

      I hit the bar again, throwing every bit of force and strength I have. Again, it does nothing but shoot a bit of pain up my leg toward my knee.

      And I’m a damned moron for falling for his shit.

      Another hit and my knee joint seethes. “Fuck,” I hiss, rubbing the bone to soothe the fresh pain. I collapse against the bed, tears building in my eyes. “Goddammit…”

      I can’t give up. I can’t let Dante take this from me. Today, even now, when I close my eyes, I see Marty Zappia staring down at me with a crowbar in his hands and flames behind him. I see my father’s body tumbling down as life itself drains from him. I see the blood-soaked bodies of my friends.

      I will not let someone else feel the satisfaction of ending him.

      I sit up and take a deep breath. There has to be some way I can free myself from this mess. I pull closer to the headboard to inspect the cuff. Dante always knows just how tight to make it so I can’t slip out, even with my small wrists. There’s no room to wiggle but I may be able to slip out if my thumb were just a little bit…

      Fuck.

      I inhale deeply. Pain has been a constant part of my life for so long now. I can take a little bit more.

      I grab a pillow and shove it between my teeth.

      My hands shake as I press against my thumb. I haven’t the slightest idea what I should be feeling for, but I don’t have time to waste here. I concentrate on the joint at the bottom of my thumb and push, biting the pillow hard as pain takes hold of me.

      My thumb pops, dislocating from the joint.

      I shriek from the sharp pain burrowing through my hand and the pillow falls from my mouth. My hand collapses, shrinking to the perfect size to slide it free of the cuff.

      “Oh, shit…” I seethe, cradling my hand.

      I stuff the pillow back in my mouth and fight through the pain, knowing that I can’t leave it like this. Following my instincts, I slide the thumb back toward the joint and it locks back in, firing a bolt twice as painful up to my elbow. Tears stream down my face, dripping onto the pillow in my mouth as I scream in agony.

      But, at least, I’m free.

      I push off the bed, race down the stairs, and run out the front door. The sun sits just above the horizon, turning the sky a startling shade of blue. The same color as Dante’s perfect fucking eyes.

      The bikes are gone, as I expected. We decided to take them with us, as a quick getaway may have been impossible in a car in Chicago traffic. I spin around to find the car, praying that Dante didn’t change any more of the original plan and take it with him.

      I heave a sigh of relief as I catch sight of it in the driveway. Good. I can still salvage this mess.

      I walk back inside and go up the stairs for my shoes. As I strap them to my feet, I come up with a new plan of my own.

      My knee aches and my hand swells, turning redder by the second, but this pain will be worth it in the end.

      Marty Zappia will feel much worse before I’m through with him.
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          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      I step inside the Zappia Casino and I think of my father.

      The great Terrance Vaughn. Not a particularly intelligent man, but he knew how to wow a crowd better than anybody. I remember watching him dance back when I could barely walk. Charismatic and wild. I wanted to be my father when I grew up.

      Of course, his true colors shined through eventually and that dream slipped through my fingers, but I never once forgot how great it felt to be his daughter, even with all of his faults.

      I loved my father. He was taken from me far too soon.

      My eyes fall on Marty Zappia.

      His face has healed, somewhat. There’s still a large scar drawn along his right cheek and I wince a little as I walk closer to the table. The bullet must have shredded the nerves on his face. His right eyelid droops to the side and his lips hang there as if they’re melting off. Half of his eyeball is stained red, too. The monster inside of him bleeds through. He can’t hide it behind his youthful face anymore.

      I pause near the hexagonal poker table at the center of the room. Marty sits directly in front of the dealer, sliding his stiff fingers along a tall stack of chips while the remaining three players sweat. There’s only one chair available to the left of the dealer.

      I lay my hand on it to claim it. “Do you mind if I join the table?” I ask.

      Marty’s lazy eye flicks in my direction. There’s a spark of recognition followed by a burst of doubt before it quickly sinks in. He pulls a handkerchief from his pocket and dabs the uncontrollable drool gathering on his numb lip. I smile, taking great pleasure in how unattractive he is now.

      Finally, he nods.

      I sit down in the chair and I offer my ante to the dealer before she deals out the cards. I keep my eyes low, fighting the urge to stare again at Marty’s mangled cheek, and concentrate on my cards. My skin tingles as I sense his eyes on me. I’d give anything to read his thoughts right now. He believed I was dead. Oh, how disappointing it must be to see me sitting across from him right now.

      Finally, I let my gaze trip over to him to have my suspicions confirmed.

      Ghostly pale. Blood-shot eyes. His face trembles in anger.

      I smile. “You’d think a man with your face would know that it’s rude to stare.”

      The air shifts at the table. Two of the other players fold their cards without looking at them and stand up from their chairs.

      I glance at my cards.

      “Stop,” Marty says.

      The dealer pauses and puts her hands on the table to halt the game. Marty glares at the remaining player in the chair between us until the man cowers away, quickly abandoning us along with the others.

      I fold my hands in front of me. Poised to perfection. “Hello, Marty,” I greet.

      “You died.”

      “Not so much.”

      His lip quivers. “How did you get out of the theater?”

      I shrug. “A mutual friend.”

      “Is he here now?”

      “Last I knew, he was on his way here to kill you,” I answer. “But he’s not the one you should be scared of.”

      Marty sits back in his chair, his eyes never leaving my face. “You walk into my father’s casino alone and I’m the one who’s scared?”

      “You will be.”

      A bit of spit drips off his limp lip. He wipes it clean with his cloth and stuffs it back into his suit pocket. “You shouldn’t have come here, Lucy Vaughn.”

      “But Marty…” I lean forward. “You promised me a game.”

      “Your daddy’s dead, honey,” he gloats. “He won’t be stopping by here again, so I’d say you got your wish.”

      “Obviously, there’s been a change in terms.”

      His black eyes sparkle. “Oh?”

      “You have something I want,” I say, “and I have something you want. It’s very simple.”

      “What do you have that I want?” he asks, his nose curling.

      “Dante Hart.”

      Marty’s face contorts and I know he feels that bullet carving a hole in his face again — just as I felt the sting of a crowbar the second I laid eyes on him.

      “Where is he?” he asks.

      “I can show you where you can find him… if you win.”

      “And if you win?”

      “You die.”

      He laughs. “That hardly seems fair—”

      “Fairness would be if I walked upstairs and shot your father in the head while I made you watch,” I interrupt. “Fairness would be if I slaughtered everyone here, broke your legs, and burned this place to the ground with you still inside.” He narrows his eyes. “No, Marty. I think your death is plenty fair.”

      His face dips and his fingers flick over his chips. “You’ll lead me to Hart?”

      “And his entire family. All yours.”

      He smirks. “Trouble in paradise?”

      I glance down at my throbbing, purple wrist. “Something like that.”

      “And what happens to you?” he asks. “It would seem if you lose… you don’t really lose. Hart does.”

      “I lose either way,” I point out. “If I win, the entire Zappia family comes for me. If I lose, the Hart family does. In either case, I don’t walk out of Chicago alive.”

      “Then, why bother?” he asks. “Why not stay dead?”

      “Revenge.” I stare him down. “You took everything from me, Marty Zappia. I’d like to return the favor. Surely, you’re not as much of a coward as your old man is.”

      His face blurs, blending between hatred and malice.

      “Well, Lucy Vaughn…” He thumbs his chips again. “We have a deal.”
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      Enzo leads us to a green warehouse on Montrose Beach, about a half a mile away from the casino itself. It’s completely abandoned and fell to the elements ages ago — or that’s what Antony Zappia wants people to think.

      “You’re making a mistake, Hart,” Enzo mutters over his shoulder. He keeps glancing back and his eyes shift between the three guns trained on his back. “Killing Marty — it’s ain’t worth it.”

      “I beg to differ.”

      Enzo throws open a door to reveal a staircase falling to the basement level. He navigates the stairs slowly as each step leads into greater darkness. Elijah finds the light switch and flicks it on. The old fluorescents flicker a dusty yellow, just barely illuminating the old storage area.

      Enzo stalls at the bottom. “Look, the kid’s a jerk — I’ll be the first to admit it — but he just did what he had to do for the family, all right?”

      I grab his coat, flinging him hard against the shadowed wall. “For the family?” I repeat, digging my gun barrel into his neck. “Enzo, the last thing you want to do right now is associate yourself with what he did to the Vaughns.”

      “I don’t get it…” he mutters, shaking his head. “Why do you even care?”

      I release his coat and step back. “Keep walking.”

      “No…” He digs his heels in. “I’m curious. Killing is your job, Hart. With us, with Snake Eyes, whatever. It’s what you do. Marty knocks off a few nobodies and you’re suddenly a vigilante for justice?” He kisses his teeth. “There’s only one reason why men like you go off-book and that’s big a pair of tits and nice, tight pus—”

      I point my gun at his foot and fire off a single round. Enzo doubles over but I spread my fingers over his neck and squeeze to force his head back against the wall.

      “I said, keep walking,” I growl.

      His face contorts in pain, but he does as he’s told and pushes off the wall, limping toward a grimy shelf in the corner.

      “Here—” he says, pausing to lean against the wall. “Behind the shelf, it’s a false wall.”

      Lilah steps forward and pulls the shelf out of the way.

      “Open it,” I tell Enzo.

      He hobbles closer to it, leaving a bright trail of blood behind him, and pushes against it. The wall gives and slides open, revealing a dark tunnel lit up only by a string of old lights.

      “This leads up to my father’s office,” he says. “It comes out in his closet.”

      I glower. The one place I could never check.

      “After you,” I say.

      “Come on, man…” he begs. “They find out I took you this far and I’m a dead man.”

      “You either risk it or you die here. Make your choice.”

      He limps along with his head down and we follow him through the old tunnel several paces behind.

      Lilah leans in close to me. “Going a bit extreme, don’t you think?”

      “Coming from you?”

      Elijah holds up his hand to curb the rage beneath Lilah’s stare. “It’s a fair comment, Dante. You’re not thinking straight here.”

      I look between the two of them. They have every right to be concerned. I don’t exactly feel like myself tonight, but I can’t get Lucy’s screaming voice out of my head. She’s still there now, angry and cursing my name in the very bed I take her in every night and it’s tearing me apart.

      “She deserves closure,” I say.

      “Okay, yeah,” Lilah says, “but make sure you live long enough to go home and tell her about it.”

      I can’t picture it. I don’t even want to. I don’t want to imagine what look she’ll have on her face when I walk up those stairs and tell her the man she’s been dreaming about killing with her own hands for months is dead and I did it for her. Will she be happy? Relieved? Grateful? Maybe someday, but not tonight.

      I’ll probably sleep on the couch this week.

      Enzo stops at the end of the hall and juts his chin upward. “Here you are,” he says, gesturing to the staircase. “The door code is 2398. You folks have a good night.”

      I grab his shoulder, stopping him from spinning around and walking back the way we came. He heaves another sigh before gripping the railing and pulling himself up the stairs to the door.

      Enzo opens the door. I take in the unfamiliar angle of Antony Zappia’s office closet as I sense someone else on the other side of the wall. An old man sifting through paperwork. Just another standard Friday night for cranky, old Zappia.

      I dig my gun into Enzo’s hip. “Announce that it’s you,” I whisper.

      “Hey, Pops,” he says. “It’s me.”

      “Enzo?”

      The closet swings open and Zappia falls back.

      “Hart?!” he asks.

      I shove Enzo inside and point my pistol at the old man’s face. “Sit down.”

      Zappia raises his hands in surrender while Enzo shimmies over and plops down on the seat in front of the desk. His wrinkled eyes shift between myself and my siblings, his pupils growing wider with each glance.

      “What the hell are you doing—”

      “I’m not here for you, Mr. Zappia,” I tell him.

      “He’s here for Marty,” Enzo pipes in while he gently raises his bloody foot.

      Zappia lowers his hands and exhales hard. “Yeah, I figured you would be someday…”

      He walks over to his desk and sits down below the dull light of his security monitors while the rest of us take our places. Elijah plants himself in front of the office door, Lilah lingers by the closet, and I stay above Enzo’s shoulder to keep an eye on both Zappias. A man at every exit. Basic Snake Eyes training bleeding through.

      I gesture at Zappia’s hands. “Keep them above the desk,” I tell him.

      “Yeah, yeah.” He lays his palms flat on top. “When I heard about what he did to your girl, Hart, I wasn’t happy.”

      “Neither was I.”

      “But I understood it,” he adds. “If I were in his position, I probably would have done the same. I mean… you really fucked up his face.”

      “He drew first.”

      “And with this Snake Eyes shit?” He scoffs. “We didn’t know what to think. All we knew for sure was that dancer knew you.”

      “So, you sent Marty to kill her?”

      “I sent Marty to ask her questions!” he says. “The next thing I know there are over a dozen dead bodies on the news and Marty’s laughing like a damn madman.”

      I grit my teeth. I’ve killed a lot of people in my life, but I’ve never once laughed about it. Maybe tonight I’ll make an exception.

      “I just want him, Mr. Zappia,” I say. “My quarrel isn’t with you.”

      Enzo hisses. “Tell that to my damn foot!”

      “Hart…” Zappia shakes his head. “He’s my son.”

      “I understand your loyalty,” I say. “However, I think you’ll find that loyalty is a bit one-sided.”

      He furrows his brow at me. “What?”

      “That morning, Marty came knocking on my door. He told me that he wanted to take over the family. That you were a thug like your father and his father before him.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “He ordered the hit on the restaurant. When it failed, he asked me to kill you. I said no.”

      Zappia pauses and his eyes drift over to Enzo. They share a look of apprehension and doubt. “You got proof?”

      “My word only,” I say. “I understand your hesitation, Mr. Zappia. He is your son. But if you ask me, I’ll be doing you a favor.”

      He leans back in his chair and gives his beard a quick, dry rub. This doesn’t seem at all surprising to him meaning he’s already suspected it of young, ambitious Marty. The black sheep of the Zappia clan.

      “If I can confirm this…” he begins, “then I’ll take care of it myself.”

      It could mean a thousand different things but the only thing it doesn’t mean is that I get to pull the trigger.

      “I’m sure you can imagine that confirming his death is very important to me.”

      “If that happens, I’ll be sure to drop you a postcard,” he says. “But this is my family and we have our ways of dealing with this.”

      “Not good enough.” I keep my calm. “I didn’t come here to negotiate his life. I came here to put a bullet between his eyes, just like he did to Terrance Vaughn, and I’m not leaving here until I do. It’s up to you whether or not the rest of you go down with him.”

      He fidgets back and forth and his chair squeaks beneath him. I see his eyes drop to his desk, no doubt searching for some sort of weapon to take us on with. There’s nothing worth using and he knows that if I don’t shoot him first, Lilah or Elijah will.

      Finally, he sighs. “All right…” He spins to look over his shoulder at the monitors and his eyes scan the crowds downstairs.

      I look with him and I instantly catch sight of Marty at the poker table in the same chair he sat in every Friday night for six months. There’s only one other player at the table. A girl who looks almost like—

      Lucy.

      I lunge closer, accidentally bashing my knees into his desk. Zappia lurches from fear and follows my eyes to the monitor.

      “Turn up the sound,” I tell him, keeping my eyes locked on her face.

      “Dante…” Lilah crosses the room and pauses behind me, her eyes bugging out of her head like mine. “What is she—”

      “You have something I want…” Her voice cuts me to the bone. It’s her. It’s really fucking her. “And I have something you want. It’s pretty simple.”

      “What do you have that I want?”

      “Dante Hart.”

      Goddammit, Lucy.

      I roll my hands into fists. What the fuck is she doing here? How is she here? She can’t be here right now. She—

      “Where is he?”

      Marty’s voice is just as grating as ever. I fight the fantasy of ripping his throat out with my bare hands.

      “I can show you where you can find him… if you win.”

      “And if you win?”

      “You die.”

      She came out here to confront him herself. Not only that, she’s offering me up as bait.

      No. I don’t think so.

      Zappia points at the monitor. “That’s your girl…” Confusion paints his face. “I thought she was dead!”

      “She will be,” I growl, anger burning my chest.

      I dart toward the door.

      Elijah blocks my way. “Dante, relax!”

      “You’ll lead me to Hart?” Marty asks.

      “And his entire family.”

      White knuckles poke out of my fist as my nails dig harder into my skin.

      Marty chuckles. “Trouble in paradise?”

      “Something like that.”

      Lucy fucking Vaughn.

      “Move.” I grab the door and jerk it open before Elijah or Lilah can stop me.

      She’s officially gone too far now. I can’t believe I once considered this part of her to be attractive. That stubborn defiance. That ill-mannered mouth. Her complete inability to follow orders — even ones put in place to make sure she fucking keeps breathing.

      I charge down the stairs onto the casino floor and march toward the poker table.

      She doesn’t even see me coming.

      Her jaw drops as I raise her out of the chair by her arm. “Lucy, what the fuck are you doing here?”

      Marty climbs out of his seat, shocked by my sudden presence.

      “I’m doing what I have to do,” she says, her voice solid as a rock.

      “How did you—” I look at her left hand and freeze.

      “Ouch!” she cries as I grab it and hold it up.

      The joint is swollen and purple. I’ve seen it before because I’ve done it before.

      I loosen my grip on it, falling silent at the lengths she went to defy me and the lines she crossed to take what was hers.

      God, I fucking love this woman.
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      “Are you fucking crazy, Lucy?”

      Dante keeps a firm hold on me. Every eye in the house is on us but he doesn’t seem to care about that at all. His blue irises are thick and wild. I can’t tell if he’s about to bend me over his knee or rip my clothes off.

      I tug at his vise grip on my arm. “Let go of me—”

      “Are you serious?” he barks back. “I did a good thing here, Lucy. The right thing. I saved you from destroying yourself, gave you a chance at redemption, and you fucking ruined it!”

      “I never asked for that!”

      “Yes, you did! Every kiss, every smile, every damn day. Your life is worth more than mine and I won’t let you throw it away over this.”

      “This is what I’ve been fighting for, Dante! Who are you to tell me I’m wrong?”

      “I don’t want this life for you. I never have — and I can’t believe you would sell us out after everything we’ve done for you!”

      “I didn’t sell you out!”

      “Sure as hell sounded like it!”

      “Oh, come on.” I gesture at Marty’s stunned, confused face. “I was never going to tell him anything. I was playing him.”

      “Playing him?”

      “Yes!”

      “How?!”

      I inhale fast to reply but Marty’s weasel-like tone interrupts me. “This is quite the lover’s quarrel you two are having but I feel like I should point out where you are right now.”

      Dante and I glance around the casino, noticing the half-dozen guns pointed at our table.

      Dammit, Dante. I had this under control. Now, we’ll both die.

      The crowd parts and Mr. Zappia himself walks through with his hands in his pockets and a sour look on his face. I follow Dante’s eyes upward and I catch sight of Elijah on the balcony just outside of the office, standing there with his gun lying against Enzo’s throat. Lilah must be nearby, too.

      “Everybody leave,” Zappia shouts, waving his arms at the nervous customers scattered about.

      They bolt for the exit, leaving the armed men behind at the tables around us. The entire room falls so silent I can hear my heart pounding in my ears.

      “Young lady…” Zappia says, stopping a few paces away from us. “You are quite the handful, but I admire your… tenacity.”

      I clear my throat. “Thank you?”

      Dante squeezes my arm to reel my tongue in, but he still can’t get rid of that amused spark in his eyes.

      Marty cracks his knuckles and smirks with delight. “I’ve been waiting a long time for this moment, Hart—”

      “Sit down, Marty,” Zappia says.

      Marty blinks. “Dad, I—”

      “I said, sit down.”

      Marty falls in line and lowers himself back into his chair.

      Zappia turns to me again. “You, too, Ms. Vaughn.”

      A quiver of fear stabs me as I look up into Dante’s eyes. He nods slowly, urging me to do as I’m told, and I take my seat. His hand never leaves my body and settles on the back of my neck.

      Zappia takes the dealer’s place at the head of the table and the harsh lights above cast wicked shadows down his old, lumpy face. “If I recall correctly, I promised you a game. Isn’t that right, Ms. Vaughn?”

      “Yes, sir,” I say.

      He gathers the playing cards from the table and shuffles them with quick, precise fingers. “Unfortunately, your father’s problem is no longer an issue — a fact that we can all comfortably attribute to my son. Correct?”

      I stare across the table at Marty’s mangled face and he glares back at me with a lazy, impatient eye.

      “Yes, sir,” I reply.

      “Just shoot them, Dad,” Marty spits.

      “Why would we do that, Marty?” Zappia growls. “If we did, then we’d all just be a bunch of thugs.” He pauses to further emphasize the word. “Am I right?”

      Marty frowns and sinks back into his chair.

      “That’s what I thought…” Zappia shakes his head at him. “You want to kill me? You want to run this business and lead this family? You gotta earn it. You don’t earn your place by sitting at the casino counting cards — you carve it from fucking stone. You claim it with your bare fucking hands.”

      Marty wipes his chin to curb his boiling rage.

      “Now, we’re gonna play a hand,” Zappia continues, his eyes flicking between the two of us. “Winner take all. Loser gets buried out back. Deal?”

      Dante presses into me. His calloused skin is hot, his temperature spiking high, but his touch remains firm and confident on the back of my neck.

      He knows I can win.

      I know what he’s capable of if I don’t.

      I glance up, taking note of Elijah’s lingering presence on the catwalk with Enzo. Lilah’s still nowhere to be seen.

      “Deal,” I say.

      Zappia shifts his attention to Marty and he waits for his answer while shuffling the deck again.

      Marty’s good eye twitches in its socket. He’s a nervous wreck inside and everyone can see it. A caged animal that’s been poked one too many times with a stick.

      “Deal,” he finally says, spitting the word out like battery acid.

      Zappia throws on a smile, but he’s far from amused. He deals the cards, tossing them hard against the felt table into two stacks of five.

      I pick up my cards as Marty does, studying his eyes as his gaze falls on them. There’s a slight twitch in his brow but it’s not enough to tell me anything.

      I turn my hand over, praying that luck falls in my favor. There’s only one shot at this. Nothing matters unless the cards are on my side.

      Two kings and an ace. A four and a seven.

      I keep my face relaxed, refusing to show him anything that might tip my hand. It’s not the best draw, but it’s manageable.

      I lay the four and seven face down and Zappia deals two new cards at me. I wait for Marty’s play before touching them. He does the same and throws down two of his cards for trade.

      We turn them up together and I breathe a silent sigh at the double A’s staring up at me.

      Full house. Aces over kings.

      Marty’s brow twitches again. Either he has a good hand or he’s lost complete control of that jacked-up face of his.

      “Let’s see ‘em,” Zappia says.

      Dante gives my neck another comforting squeeze, reminding me to breathe.

      I lay my hand down and Zappia’s lips curl. We look at Marty as he flings his own cards onto the table and fires a knowing, sinister smile in my direction.

      Four twos. Four of a kind.

      My heart stops.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Vaughn,” Zappia says, “but my house always wins.”

      Dante raises his gun and points it across the table at Marty, drawing laughter from the back of Zappia’s throat.

      “You’re in over your head, Hart.” He chuckles.

      Dante stands firm. “I wouldn’t exactly call you an impartial dealer.”

      Zappia shrugs. “He’s my son.”

      “You should say your goodbyes now.”

      “Think, Hart. You’re surrounded—”

      I jump as Lilah appears behind Zappia, almost out of thin air.

      “Check again, old man,” she says, planting the barrel of her gun against his head with a blood-soaked hand.

      I look around the casino and my jaw drops.

      Six bodies lie on the floor, partially hidden from view behind the other tables. Silent pools of blood seep from bright, red smiles on their necks, staining the carpeted floor beneath them.

      They never saw her coming.

      I look up and Elijah grins.

      Zappia’s eyes fall, growing smaller in his head with each passing second. “I guess this is it, then…” His head slowly rises to look at Dante.

      “Only for him,” he replies.

      Zappia shakes with rage. “You think I’m going to sit here and watch you kill my son—” Lilah pokes the back of his head with her gun and he winces.

      Dante guides me out of the chair. “Not me,” he says. He takes his gun by the barrel and holds the grip out to me. “She is.”

      I stare at the gun in his hand and a plague of fear washes over me. Suddenly, my fingers turn numb and my thoughts crumble to bits.

      “If this is what you want, Lucy, then it’s yours,” Dante says, pushing the gun closer to me.

      I study his stormy eyes, so full of love and longing. Love for me. Longing for a life together that leaves this kind of chaos behind us.

      A life without Marty Zappia.

      I wrap my fingers around the grip. I feel the full weight of it in my palm. Not just the tiny pieces inside that I can strip apart and put back together with my eyes closed but the full weight of every bullet. One little piece of metal and this is all over. One pull of the trigger and Marty Zappia disappears for good.

      Just like my father.

      I could shoot Marty now but no good would come of it. It won’t give me what I really want, which is just one more day with my father. One final chance to tell him how much I loved him. It won’t honor his memory like he deserves. He raised me to be strong but not like this. Not behind the barrel of a gun.

      Dante slides his hand over mine and takes the gun as it slips from my fingers. “Come on,” he whispers, his lips grazing my forehead. “Let’s go home.”

      A tear falls down my cheek. He brushes it away with his thumb. I nod, tingling with warmth from his gentle, loving eyes. A world without chaos.

      A life with Dante Hart.

      He takes my hand and leads me away from the table.

      “Hart!”

      We spin around as Marty lunges out of his chair, kicking it to the floor behind him. He reaches back, fury bleeding from his eyes, and pulls out the gun stashed in his belt.

      Dante draws and fires before Marty can even stand.

      The bullet hits him between the eyes. Marty falls to the floor in a silent, deafening clump.

      Zappia exhales, the breath shaking his entire body for several long moments. “Get out of my fucking city,” he murmurs. His eyes roll upward to look at us as grief overwhelms him.

      Dante lowers his gun back down to his side and gives the old man a quick, understanding nod.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      When I wake up, she’s gone.

      My senses tune automatically. I smell the jolting aroma of fresh coffee and cooked bacon. I hear my brother and sister tossing insults back and forth downstairs. It’s like I’ve been transported back in time to a world before the three of us became what we are now.

      Lucy laughs. The sound carries over their teasing voices and I smile.

      I throw on a shirt and pants before heading downstairs.

      “Good morning!” Elijah calls as I enter the kitchen.

      He sits next to Lucy with his medkit beside him, re-wrapping her wrist as he’s done about once a day since we came back home. Lucy doesn’t even flinch as he puts pressure along the purple bruise. Tough as nails. Always will be.

      “Hey, big brother,” Lilah adds with a stiff yawn. She refills her coffee mug to the very top and takes her seat at the table across from them.

      Lucy. Her brunette hair sits on top of her head in a loose ponytail and her cheeks fill with pink life as she gazes up at me.

      “Hi,” she says, smiling.

      Just two letters and my heart skips. I bend down to kiss her forehead and she leans into it, welcoming the soft embrace.

      I gesture behind me as I sit down next to Lucy, making note of Elijah and Lilah’s black bags lying stacked near the front door. “Going somewhere?” I ask.

      “We have a little business to tend to.” Elijah nods, laying the last of the bandage around Lucy’s little wrist.

      “What kind of business?”

      Lilah swallows a large gulp of her coffee. “Nothing to worry your pretty little head about—”

      “Lilah—”

      She laughs. “Seriously. It’s nothing. More than anything, we just want to give the two of you some privacy.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Lucy says. “This is your house more than it is mine.”

      “We disagree,” Elijah says.

      “And…” Lilah shrugs. “We need to take a little time for ourselves. Snake Eyes was a part of us for so long. Living off-mission feels… strange.”

      I nod. “I know what you mean.”

      “Maybe it is time to start over,” she says. “Build a new life somewhere.”

      “Maybe it is,” I say.

      I reach for Lucy, laying my hand on her shoulder. Her lips twitch as I run my thumb over her skin, and she looks at me with love.

      Elijah reaches into his bag and pulls out a cellular phone. “We set up a secure line for all of us to keep in touch,” he says, sliding it across the table at me. “Just in case.”

      “Exactly what everyone needs when easing into civilian life,” I joke.

      He chuckles. “It’s an interesting transition.”

      I take the phone and fight the urge to give them instructions. They stare across the table at me, expecting me to give them orders, but I keep quiet. My days of trying to control them are long over. I’m not even sure if I ever had them at all.

      Lilah grins. “We’ll be careful.”

      “I know.”

      She stands up and walks over to me. I join her in a hug, and I brace myself for her tight, unyielding squeeze.

      “Take care of each other,” I say.

      “Ditto,” she says.

      Elijah takes her place. “Please stop letting Lucy hurt herself…” he jokes, but not really. “My medkit is only so big.”

      “I would if I could,” I say, looking at her mischievous face.

      Lucy laughs and shrugs her little shoulders. “I’ll try and behave.”

      “Liar,” I say.

      The twins say their goodbyes to Lucy and grab their bags by the door. I sit with her, staring into her green eyes while listening to their bikes take off down the drive.

      “You think they’ll be back?” she asks.

      “Someday.” I nod. My lips curl. “But not for a while.”

      I grab her hand and pull her toward me. She slides off her chair and over mine, straddling my waist as our lips press together. I touch her little body and a powerful urge rises in me to take her here and now.

      Lucy moans against my mouth, tasting my tongue as she sways her hips on me. Her hand falls south, and she cups the growing bulge, massaging me the way I like it.

      The phone vibrates, tittering softly against the table.

      I reach for it, sighing. “What do they need now?”

      Lucy’s mouth falls to my neck, silently teasing me with kisses as I bring the phone to my ear.

      “Yeah?” I answer it.

      “I heard you were looking for me.”

      I slide Lucy off my lap, leaving her in confusion as I step outside onto the porch.

      His voice — young but hard with experience — twitches a nerve deep in my brain.

      “Fox Fitzpatrick.” I say his name and my tongue tastes like bile. “How did you get this number?”

      “I know a guy who knows some things.”

      I snort. “So I heard. What do you want?”

      “To talk.”

      I listen for any background noise — anything that might hint at where he is — but Fox is too well-trained for a screw up like that. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve been doing a lot more than talking lately, Fox. There’s an awfully long line of dead agents behind you right now.”

      “They tried to take someone important from me. I reacted. Perhaps you know a thing or two about that.”

      My gaze pulls toward the house. “I might.”

      “Then, it shouldn’t be too far of a stretch to suggest a truce between us.”

      I chuckle. “And here I thought you called to threaten me.”

      “I thought about it. There’s only one way Mercer could have known about her.”

      I go quiet. He hears it.

      “It’s all right, Dante,” he says.

      “Cut the crap, Fox,” I say. “What I did doesn’t compare to what you’ve done. What you did brought a great deal of pain on me and my family and that’s not something I’m prepared to forgive.” I hear his breath, calm and steady. “Actions have consequences.”

      “I know that,” he says. “My life is nothing but consequences as of late, but I have people who depend on me. I’m betting you do, too.”

      “You’re not wrong about that.”

      “I’m not asking for forgiveness. Just a little distance.”

      I glance around my childhood home and fill my lungs with clear, forest air. “Well, as it stands, distance isn’t too far out of my way right now… but I suppose you already know that, too.” He says nothing. “I have more important things to worry about than you, Fox.”

      “Same goes for me.”

      “But if I ever see you again face-to-face, well…” I pause. “You know how that will end up, don’t you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, then.” I take a breath, forcing my rage into the background and locking it away. “Good talk.”

      I hang up and stuff the phone into my pocket. My ears readjust, taking in the noises of wildlife and the steady rolling of water against the dock.

      “Dante?” Lucy stands in the doorway with twitching green eyes. She tilts her head at me. “You okay?”

      I smile, looking her up and down. “Yeah.”

      “Who was that?”

      I bridge the short gap between us and lay my palm against her cheek. “No one who matters.”

      My lips find her skin, gently grazing the smoothness of her forehead. Her scent fills my nose and her warmth changes my cold skin. She turns her face up and I kiss her softly, absorbing as much of her as I can.

      “Wanna play cards, Mr. Hart?” she asks, holding a deck in her hand.

      I bend down and pick her up. Joy spreads across her face as she wraps her arms around my neck. “Whatever you want, Ms. Vaughn.”

      I carry her over the threshold and kick the door closed behind us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Week Ago

      

      

      Rob from the rich. Give to the poor.

      It’s an ideology so beloved people have written songs about it. The classic tale of heroic vigilantism that people usually have no moral issues with despite it going against most standards of basic American economics.

      But I ain’t Robin Hood.

      And this rich prick had it coming anyway.

      Ian Botsford is the latest in a long line of assholes. In the Chicago branch of the family, anyway. The Las Vegas boys have a decent reputation and I haven’t dug up any skeletons in the sand that tell me otherwise. They give vast amounts of their wealth to charity. Two of them work for the family business, one of them is a baseball player, and the other plays bass for a rock band. Their mother comes from a political family and — surprisingly — actually uses those powers for good. I’ve got nothing against them.

      This guy, Ian, on the other hand…

      What a prick.

      On the surface, he seems like a decent guy but you start peeling back the layers and you discover a few particularly creepy traditions passed down to him from when his father ran the Chicago location, including one annual party that’s so skeevy even I won’t touch it.

      Mr. Ian Botsford and his wealthy, social elite buddies like to lure young ladies (the more jail-baity, the better) into his hotel to be auctioned off to the highest bidder for the night. I mean, I’m not exactly the picture of healthy morality, but come on…

      Gross.

      If the mainstream media found out about this little moral abomination, the good branch of the Botsford family will surely suffer the consequences for Ian’s creepiness. Luckily, guardian angel Boxcar discovered it before the press did and I’m more than willing to keep this information quiet.

      For a price.

      I’ve spent the last several weeks traveling to various Botsford Plaza Hotels around the country, inserting a special, completely undetectable, line of code into their payroll systems. Nothing too crazy, just a worm that eats up one percent of every dollar that passes through. Each Botsford Plaza moves — on average — one million dollars each month through their payroll accounts. So far, I’ve uploaded this worm to twenty-five hotels throughout North America. One percent of one million dollars times twenty-five. Let me do the math for you.

      Two-hundred and fifty thousand dollars.

      And I don’t even have to leave my desk.

      In the morning, Ian will receive an untraceable letter from a courier explaining what I’ve done and why. It’ll be up to him to figure out how to keep his CEO cousin happy but in the grand scheme of things, this will be little more than a parking ticket for him. Not really my problem. I’ll be in Fiji doing Jell-O shots off an islander’s voluptuous tits by then.

      Sure as hell beats the hell out of Boston.

      I sit back in my desk chair and stare at the clock on the wall. Three minutes until midnight. The payroll department finalizes its transactions at 12:01 east coast time every payday. They never miss it. It’s the very definition of clockwork and quite possibly the most impressive thing about the staff at Botsford Plaza Hotels. They know their shit. From management to maids, those places are run tight as virgin priestesses.

      12:00. Almost there…

      I crack my knuckles and sit up, looking through my own reflection staring back at me in my desktop computer monitor. It’s been a few days since I’ve shaved and even longer since I’ve hit the gym, but I’ve been busy, dammit. What’s your excuse?

      I slide my glasses off and wipe the fingerprints clean before clacking the keyboard, preparing to activate the rather hungry worm slipping its way through twenty-five separate payroll systems. All I have to do is tell it to start chomping and my bank account fills up like magic.

      12:01.

      It’s showtime, Synergy.

      I move to activate the worm and my security system alerts loudly from my phone.

      Well, shit.

      I spin around in my chair and roll over to my second desk to check the monitors. Someone is outside of my apartment door — make that two someones — and they aren’t here to sell me Girl Scout cookies, that’s for sure. Unless the ladies changed their uniforms to include spec-ops black.

      One is male, mid-twenties with ash brown hair in desperate need of a trim — not that I’m one to talk about that. The other is female. She’s petite but muscular with hair that looks like a beaten-up red crayon. She stands in front of the security panel with a screwdriver in her hand, thinking she can probably brute force her way through my system. She can’t, but it’s cute she’s trying.

      I enable voice decryption and flick on the microphone. “Um… Excuse me, madam,” I say. She instantly pauses and stares straight ahead into the camera. “I don’t mean to alarm you two, but the police have been notified and they’re on their way to this location.”

      She smiles at the camera. “No, they aren’t.”

      Say cheese.

      I open my facial recognition software and it goes to work, scanning every point and dimple of her little face. Now, I just have to keep her talking while it checks her against every law enforcement and identification database in the world.

      “Open the door, Mr. Carson,” she says. “We just want to talk.”

      “Oh, I’d love to chat with you, sweetheart,” I say. “Ditch the shadow and we’ll go have a drink. My treat.”

      She glances back and rolls her eyes at the guy as he chuckles softly. “Mr. Carson, we’re looking for a friend of yours.”

      I glance back at the facial recognition software. Sixty percent finished and not one damn match? That’s odd.

      “I don’t have any friends,” I say.

      “Oh, sure you do.”

      “Which agency are you with?” I ask. “Let me see some credentials.”

      “We’re not with any agency. Our interests are more personal.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific...”

      The software halts, matching her face to one name: Lilah Anne Hart.

      Deceased. Born in Madison, Wisconsin. Died in Madison, Wisconsin.

      And yet… here she is.

      “How’s this for specific, Bart?” she says, her tongue sharper. “Either you open this door and answer my questions right now or I’ll huff and I’ll puff and I’ll kick your fucking teeth in.”

      I raise my brow. “You talk a lot of smack for a dead girl, Lilah.”

      She flexes her jaw in anger as I speed-read her file.

      Her parents died when she was five, leaving her and her two brothers in the care of their ailing grandparents. No record of a home address, which is extremely strange…

      They went through a lot of trouble to erase it from existence.

      Why?

      I look at the monitor again. “And the gentleman behind you must be Elijah, your also dead twin. Hello there.”

      “Where is Fox Fitzpatrick?” she asks, cutting right to the damn chase.

      Holy shit.

      I cross-check their names against the master file — yeah, the master file, the one I cracked into to help Fox expose his former employer, only the deadliest criminal organization on the planet.

      Snake Eyes.

      The news was hard to miss that week. It all started with a dead presidential candidate and a kidnapped movie starlet. It ended with her in the hospital and several news outlets accidentally receiving the master file from an anonymous source. The FBI confirmed it a few days later: an underground organization of mercenaries exists and they’re just waiting to do your dirty work. Just name your price.

      If that weren’t bad enough, anyone could be among them. Your child’s teacher. Your weird neighbor. The barista making your morning coffee. Even your representative in Congress might have ties to them.

      The country has been a mess ever since.

      And now, Lilah and Elijah Hart have come knocking on my door.

      I scan their files again. Elite Snake Eyes agents. He’s a medic, for the most part, and she’s…

      Ah, crap.

      A chill of fear crawls down my spine. I don’t feel it often anymore, but it definitely makes itself known whenever Snake Eyes is involved and right now there’s two of them standing at my damn door.

      “Who?” I ask, stalling.

      “Fox Fitzpatrick,” she repeats. “We know you know him. We know you were with him at the hotel in Colorado. Just tell us where he is now, and I’ll leave your index fingers intact so you can keep tapping away at those keys.”

      I stand up and grab my messenger bag off the floor. “I assure you, you are quite mistaken,” I say, rushing to unplug my laptop and shove it inside.

      Again, her lips curl on her smug, little face. “That’s all right. Our mistake. We’ll just go ask your wife instead. Perhaps she knows where her old army buddy is.”

      I freeze.

      “I don’t have a wife,” I say.

      “Oh, we both know that’s not true.”

      Fuck.

      My chest tightens. I bite my tongue until I taste blood.

      Lilah’s eyebrow inches upward. “Mr. Carson?”

      I throw my bag over my shoulder and grab my phone, feeling completely torn in half by the fight-or-flight stand-off wrecking my sympathetic nervous system. There are two options here: I can stay and fight or I can crawl through the window and slide down the fire escape before they realize I’m gone — hopefully.

      I should stay. It’s the heroic thing to do, right? Stand my ground. Protect what’s mine. Once more unto the breach—

      “Mr. Carson?”

      I step over to my desktop computer and activate the worm, filling my account with a quarter of a million untraceable dollars to run away with.

      See? I told you I wasn’t Robin Hood.

      My name is Bartholomew Eugene Carson, but you can call me Boxcar.

      Everyone else does.
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            Prologue

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Family.

      It can mean a lot of things. It can mean the people who share your name. The friends who stood by you during war. The ones you couldn't help but fall in love with.

      For me, it means secrets and lies.

      Killers and thieves. Each and every one of them.

      I look at Boxcar lying on the casino floor beside me. He's still unconscious and bleeding slightly from a fresh welt above his eye. He should have disappeared when he had the chance. He's done it before.

      But he couldn't leave us behind. That's not the kind of man he is.

      I gently raise his head and rest it in my lap. Handcuffs dig into my wrists. I ignore them, channeling the pain into rage instead, but it tapers off quickly as I scan the wrecked room.

      The other girls are bound and gagged by the bar, surrounded by agents with guns. Lilah's knocked out on the floor beside them. As much as that pleases me to see, it's not helpful to our current situation. Fox is out cold. Dante, too.

      My heart aches. I realize how hopeless it is.

      I dab the blood off Boxcar's cheek with my sleeve. I wish I could tell him it'll all be all right. That he was everything I could have ever wanted in a husband. That he would have been a great father.

      But I'm not sure what's real and true anymore.

      Secrets and lies. Killers and thieves.

      A family forever broken.

      But this is the family I chose.

      What does that say about me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, sweetie, how much for the 9-iron?”

      I twitch. Nothing pisses me off more than when random, strange men start firing terms of endearment at me, but I can’t risk losing another sale right now.

      I throw on my best customer-serving smile and crane my neck to get a better look over the counter. “Oh, that one is two-hundred and fifty.”

      “Dollars?!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He waddles toward the counter and his bulbous gut quivers beneath his shirt. “It’s a damn golf club.”

      “It’s an antique,” I point out, still smiling.

      His eyes blink as if I just spoke some foreign language. “It’s a golf club.”

      I hold my breath, trying very hard not to sigh with annoyance. “It’s a really nice golf club, sir...”

      “I’ll give you twenty for it.”

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      “I’m sorry, sir. Prices are final.”

      He scoffs and tosses the club to the floor. “What the hell kind of pawnshop is this? I want to speak to the manager.”

      I clear my throat. “You’re looking at her.”

      His cackle travels through my ears and down my spine. “No, honey. I mean the owner—”

      “Yeah. That’s me.”

      He looks me up and down and his eyes pause just a hair too long on my cleavage. “You? What are you, like, four-foot-nine?”

      “Five-five in heels but that’s not really relevant to the one-hundred-year-old golf club you just dropped on my damn floor.”

      He chuckles. “And what are you gonna do about it, huh?”

      “Pick it up, please.”

      He keeps laughing and little drops of spit hit the counter between us. “Yeah, sure, honey, I’ll get right on that once you’re done sucking me off like a good girl.”

      I sigh. Saturdays always bring in the absolute worst customers, especially the last ones of the night. There’s something about this city that attracts the most worthless scum in the world, but I guess that’s one of the reasons why I strayed out here in the first place. It’s easy to get lost in the fray and blend in with the bright lights of Hollywood Boulevard.

      City of Angels, my ass.

      “Pick it up,” I repeat.

      He steps back, humoring me. “Okay, okay…” He waves his hands and bends over to grab the club.

      I watch him closely, looking for any sudden flexes in his muscles. His fingers wrap around the thin grip, instantly going white with his tight squeeze. There’s a stiffness in his abdomen as he clenches up and he quickly inhales.

      Yep. That’s what I thought.

      He rises fast, spinning around to strike me with the club. I’m sure he has his reasons. An uppity woman having the audacity to disrespect him most likely at the top of his list. I’ve dealt with insecure fuckwads like him in the past and I’m positive he won’t be the last of them.

      I easily block the blow with one hand, wrapping my fingers around his wrist and holding it in the air. He tries to tug away but he can’t. The surprise in his eyes is absolutely delicious.

      “Apologize,” I say, calm as standing water.

      “What the fuck—”

      I twist his hand, bending it just a touch more than its meant to, and he squeals like a little, pink piglet.

      The club slips from his hand and I grab it as his instincts kick in. He tries to fight back but not before I pull him down to the counter and hold him against it with the club, pushing it hard into the back of his neck like a rolling pin.

      “Okay, Porky. I’m going to ask again and then I’m going to get mad,” I say. “Apologize, please.”

      His wet breath heaves against the glass countertop, fogging it up with his stench. “All right — all right! I was just fuckin’ around. Don’t gotta be such a bitch about it—” I dig in harder and he shrieks. “Fuck, lady! I’m sorry!”

      I push into him as I let him go, bouncing back to put a bit of distance between us. “Now, get out of my shop.”

      I keep my grip on the club as he rises, ready to beat him with it if he drifts even an inch closer.

      He straightens up and adjusts his jacket, his eyes once again falling to my chest. This time, he looks right through my tits and notices the dog tags hanging from my neck.

      “Christ, lady, what are you? Army?”

      “Once upon a time,” I answer.

      His face shifts from annoyance to respect. “Thank you for your serv—”

      “Dude, get the fuck out.”

      He spins around and rushes outside without looking back.

      I hop over the counter and walk across the aisle to hang the golf club back up onto the wall where he got it. A quick glance around the empty shop tells me there were no witnesses to that little spat — either that or they all bailed the second he tried to hit me.

      That’s Los Angeles for you. I ain’t seen nothing, officer.

      Oh, well. It’s almost midnight anyway. Might as well close up and count the pennies I earned today selling old and used shit to the masses.

      Tomorrow is Sunday. Sunday is my favorite day of the week. It’s my day off. It’s quiet. And best of all, debt collectors take the day off, too.

      Twenty-four whole hours to myself. It’s all I have to look forward to every week.

      And then it’s back to this dump I call my basement.
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      “Fawn, you stay back.”

      I nod and roll my eyes, thankfully hidden behind the shaded goggles on my head. “Yes, sir.”

      It’s not the first time Sergeant Rhys has told me to keep to the rear in a potentially dangerous situation. Honestly, I don’t really blame him. Society is hardwired to protect women and children and I get that, but I signed up for this war just like every other man in my unit. By default, they are soldiers.

      I have to prove it.

      “Damn, you are seething right now…”

      The soft chuckle beside me belongs to Fox Fitzpatrick, possibly the only friend I’ve made since I was shipped out to this damn desert.

      “No, I’m not,” I say, steadying the tone of my voice.

      Fox looks ahead at the sergeant to make sure he’s not watching and quickly raises his goggles up to scratch his nose. He squints his brown eyes to block the harsh sunlight above our heads. As he targets the stubborn itch, he accidentally wipes a bit of dirt on his clean-shaven, underwear model-like cheeks. At least the gritty look is in around these parts.

      “Okay,” he says, grinning as he slides his goggles back into place over his eyes. “Yeah. Sure.”

      “You’d think he’d let me take point,” I say. “I’m the one who noticed the damn signal in the first place.”

      “Eh, you don’t know who could be in there,” Fox replies, resting his rifle on his shoulder. “Better to let them go in first to check it out.”

      “Yeah, it’s a great strategy. Stick their best close-quarters combat soldier in the back with the sniper. That’s definitely how you win wars.”

      He laughs again. “Seething…”

      “Shut up.”

      The five of us close in on the warehouse and Rhys signals us to stop. Fox readies his rifle in both hands while I keep my grip on mine.

      “Fawn, Fitzpatrick,” Rhys says. “You two check the perimeter. Neutralize anyone who comes out — except us.”

      “Yes, sir,” Fox and I reply in unison.

      The three of them slowly push into the building with their heads down and guns up. A sting of jealously strikes me but I shake it off quickly. Maybe Fox is right. I have a better chance of going home again if I play it safe, but I didn’t exactly enlist in the United States Army to work on my tan.

      Fox and I walk side-by-side around the warehouse. I switch to my sidearm while he scans the distance around us for any sign of movement. I peek around every corner we pass, each one revealing nothing at all.

      “This isn’t right…” I mutter. “Intel said there were at least a dozen men here.”

      “Maybe they’re all inside?”

      “They’d have regular perimeter patrols. There’s supposed to be an entire armory in there. This doesn’t make any sense.” I look up as we reach the rear of the warehouse, noticing the crushed roof along the back wall. “This place has already been hit…”

      Fox scans the damage himself. “Think we’re too late?”

      “Shh—” My ears perk to a sudden, rhythmic sound. “Do you hear that?”

      He lowers his gun and tilts his head, raising his ear higher into the air. “Is that music?”

      I remove my helmet so I can lay my ear against the hard, stone wall. “American music…”

      “These guys certainly have a thing for pop culture.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Calling the kettle black, aren’t ya?”

      “Shut up.”

      I exhale a soft laugh but quickly stop. Now isn’t the time to tease Fox about his movie star crush.

      I push my helmet back on and stand up to keep moving around the warehouse.

      “Hello?”

      We pause and turn back to the singing wall. The music’s volume dims.

      “Hello?!”

      Fox knocks on the stone. “Hello!” he greets.

      “Oh, thank fuck.” The man laughs. “English-speaking people!”

      I stare at Fox with confusion. “Are you all right, sir?” I ask.

      “I’m doing much better right now.”

      This must be the American journalist being held captive inside the warehouse.

      “We’re here to get you out, sir. Sit tight,” I tell him.

      “Oh, believe me, honey — I’m not going anywhere.”

      I flex my jaw and Fox’s lips curl once again.

      “Is there anyone inside with you?” Fox asks the wall. “Any guards or other prisoners?”

      “Nope. It’s just me.”

      I holster my sidearm and we move around the building to find a place to dig away rocks that won’t cause the rest of the building to collapse on the guy. Although, after hearing him call me honey, I don’t think it’d be the worst loss the world has ever known.

      We start rolling debris out of the way, constantly glancing over our shoulders in case someone is looking to sneak up on us, but no one shows up. Whatever this place was used for, it was abandoned a long time ago.

      Something definitely isn’t right here.

      Finally, a hole forms and light shines through to the other side. The man’s laughter echoes through it as he crawls out with a small messenger bag on his shoulder and he collapses against the sand at our feet.

      He’s just a damn kid, no older than myself or Fox. His hair is dirty, along with his skin and clothes. There’s a smear of dried blood wiped along his forehead beneath a pair of filth-covered glasses.

      He rolls over onto his back and smiles up at the two of us with dry, cracked lips. “You wouldn’t happen to have some water, would you?” he asks.

      Fox reaches for his canteen and kneels to hand it to him. “So, uh…” he says, “want to tell us what’s going on?”

      The kid sits up and chugs the entire canteen dry, spilling more of it onto his chin than down his throat. “I got trapped,” he finally chokes out.

      “Right…” I mutter. “We received word of an American journalist being held captive in a weapons cache—”

      “Never happened,” he says, shaking his head.

      Fox stands up. “Never happened?”

      “Sorry. I lied.”

      Fox and I blink with confusion.

      “You what?” I ask.

      He reaches out his hand and Fox takes it to help him up. “Yeah, sorry. I hid out in here during the last raid and the ceiling kind of caved in on me…”

      I take in the features of his face. Full, boyish cheeks. Dimpled chin. Green eyes. He stands about an inch taller than me. I glance down at his sneakers and jeans and all the way back up to the thin, white dress shirt that’s now completely soaked through with sweat and dirt.

      “The last raid in this area was three days ago,” I say.

      “Is that all? Feels longer…”

      Fox shifts on his boots. “Okay, wait. Go back. What do you mean, you lied?”

      The man pats his duffel bag. “I hacked your equipment.”

      My jaw drops. “You did what?”

      “I sent the intel,” he admits. “Made up a story about a bunch of evil terrorists guarding some crap, I don’t know. Dehydration has me kind of loopy—”

      “You realize that’s a felony, right?” I ask.

      He chuckles, flashing his perfect, white teeth at me. “Believe me, honey, there are far easier ways to get me in handcuffs.”

      Fox lays a hand on my shoulder and gently eases me back to keep me from punching this bastard in the jaw.

      “Sir, that’s enough of that, please…” he says to him, although Fox can’t keep the smile from spreading on his face. “So, the roof caved in, trapped you inside, and you hacked our equipment with a distress signal to come and get you out?”

      The man nods along with him. “Right.”

      “How?”

      “I wrote a program to transmit a frequency wave that hijacks any vulnerable government equipment within about ten miles. Kid stuff, really. The only downside is that I had no way of differentiating between American equipment and the not-so-American equipment. So, they could just as easily be headed here right now to shoot me, but it was either take the gamble or die of starvation and/or exposure and that sounds really unpleasant, so…”

      He shrugs.

      I narrow my eyes at him, inhaling slowly to keep my annoyed rage at bay. “Who the hell are you?” I ask him.

      He adjusts the strap on his bag and grins at me.

      “I’m Boxcar.”
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      Los Angeles.

      What a fucking dump.

      I promised myself I’d never travel this far west again unless out of absolute necessity, but I guess having two assassins on my trail qualifies.

      Elijah and Lilah Hart. I spent my flight over here reading up on them. Apparently, they aren’t the only members of the Hart family in Snake Eyes. The other being their big brother, Dante, and I definitely hope he’s not traveling around with them right now. If I have any luck left in the world — and that is one big if — he’s hiding out in their childhood home on Geneva Lake.

      That’s right, assholes, not quite as hidden as you thought.

      Let’s just say I did the right thing running away with my damn tail between my legs. This family isn’t one I want to fuck with. I get the feeling my research only scratches the surface of that iceberg. There’s only one person I know who can confirm my suspicion and he’s living happily ever after in the Hollywood Hills with his movie star girlfriend-slash-stepsister.

      I dial his number from a coffee shop down the street from their new house, taking advantage of the shop’s free wi-fi signal to bounce the call through various towers and encrypt my location. Sure, the Hart twins found me in Boston, but I won’t make it so easy for them to track down my location in Los Angeles.

      “Hello?”

      “Fox! Old buddy, old pal! How are you?”

      I speak a little too loudly, drawing the attention of the damn hipsters and wannabe novelists sitting around me so I lower my voice. Adrenaline tends to mess with my ability to maintain calmness and my pulse is thumping like a damn drumline right now.

      “Boxcar?”

      “Yeah, man. Hey, listen… I’m in Los Angeles. Come have a drink with me.”

      There’s a long moment of silence before Fox finally sighs.

      “What did you do?” he asks.

      I snort in defense. “What did I do? What do you mean what did I do?”

      “Fox, who is it?”

      “Go back to sleep, Dani,” he whispers.

      I hear the ruffling of bedsheets as he stands up.

      “You still asleep, man?” I ask. “It’s noon.”

      “No, it’s five in the morning, actually,” he says.

      “What?” I glance at my laptop’s clock, trying to count the difference in hours, but I give up quickly. “Where are you?”

      A door slides closed. He answers at normal volume. “Tokyo.”

      “Tokyo?!” I spit, once again drawing side-eyes from people around my table. “Why the hell are you in Japan?”

      Fox yawns. “Dani’s on her contractually-obligated press tour for Night Trials.”

      “Oh, yeah. That movie you had a perfectly good screener for but refused to send me.”

      “You’ll see it with the rest of the world next month, Box.”

      “Dick.”

      “Why are you in Los Angeles?”

      I chew on my inner cheek. I really hoped to talk to him in person about this. There’s not much he can do from the other side of the Pacific Ocean and there’s no way he’ll make it here before the Hart twins do. Still, I can’t not tell him there are former Snake Eyes agents out there looking for him.

      “You have a problem, Fox.”

      “What kind of problem?”

      “Last night…” I lower my voice, taking full control of its volume. “Some Snake— reptilian folks showed up at my place in Boston looking for you.”

      “Are you sure?” he asks quickly.

      “Positive. My guess is they figured out who was behind the exposure and they aren’t too happy about it.”

      “Do you know who they were?”

      “Yeah, Elijah and Lilah Hart.” I wait for a reaction, but silence screams back at me. “Fox?”

      “I’ll be on the next flight home.”

      “No,” I say. “That’s a horrible idea. As of right now, they don’t know where you are.”

      “But they know where you are,” he says. “You don’t want to get cornered by the Harts, Boxcar… especially Lilah.”

      I laugh, forcing any manliness I have to the surface. “I think I can handle—”

      “No, Box,” he interrupts. “You really can’t.”

      I deflate. “I know, man. I’m kinda in over my head here.”

      “Lay low,” he tells me. “Just go into hiding for a while until I can come home and deal with it myself.”

      It’s always been my first instinct. Run away. It’s not like I don’t have the means to do it right now. I have plenty of untraceable money to throw at an escape plan. There’s nothing stopping me, except…

      “I can’t, Fox.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they know about Caleb.”

      Fox exhales. “Then, you know what you have to do.”

      “I know, but…” Our brief history rushes to the front of my mind. “I don’t wanna.”

      “Boxcar.”

      “This isn’t exactly the reunion I had in mind!”

      “Well, it’s the one you’re getting,” he says. “You can’t walk away from this. If she’s in danger, you have to tell her about it. Now.”

      “Yeah, but…” I snap my fingers. “I know! You can call her and I’ll—”

      “Nope.”

      “Dammit.”

      I sit back and sigh loudly.

      Caleb Fawn. The love of my life.

      The bane of my existence.

      “Fine. I’ll go see her.”

      “If something goes wrong, she can protect you.” He’s not wrong. Caleb saved my ass plenty while we were all overseas. “You should be able to find her in the loft above—”

      “Above her shop.” I twist my neck until it pops. “Yeah, I know.”

      “Been keeping tabs on her?”

      I wince. “Kind of.”

      “Well,” he says, “you never know. Maybe she’ll be happy to see you.”

      I laugh. “Doubt it. I haven’t seen her since…”

      My words fail.

      Almost two years later and I still can’t say it out loud.

      “Since we came back,” I say instead.

      “Just keep your cool and everything will be fine,” Fox says. “I’ll try and get stateside as soon as I can.”

      “Stay away, man,” I say. “I’m not worth getting caught over.”

      It’s quite possibly the most heroic thing I’ve ever said but it’s also honest. Fox’s life matters to other people.

      Mine? Not so much.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” he says. “I can’t just sit out here and do nothing. I’m coming home.”

      “Fine.” The air around me weighs heavy and smothers my shoulders. I push it aside. “Oh! How about — instead — you stay in Japan and take Dani to one of those love hotels. Trust me, you’ll thank me later.”

      Fox chuckles. “I’m not doing that.”

      “Seriously! I read about one in Shinjuku. They’ll deliver a girl to your room and you can eat sushi off her bellybutton. Dani will love it!”

      “This conversation is a pretty sterling example for why you’re still single, Boxcar.”

      “Ooo! Look at me!” I mock. “I’m Fox Fitzpatrick. I’m a man of action. I jump out of windows and date movie stars! We can’t all be James Bond, dude. Some of us are perfectly content with being Q.”

      “Quit stalling and go talk to Caleb.”

      “Fine. Say hi to your sister for me.”

      “Stepsister.”

      “Still weird.”

      “Bye, Box.”

      “Buh-bye.”

      I hang up and fall forward until my head hits the table.

      Caleb Fawn.

      The last time I saw her, she told me she never wanted to see my face again.

      Not exactly how a man pictures the end of his honeymoon, but…

      Shit happens, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I jiggle my hands, listening to the metal clanging of handcuffs latched around my wrists. The chain is fastened to the floor beneath my chair, making it nearly impossible for me to stand up. I guess this is where they throw prisoners of war they need to question. It sure would be nice if they did that — or, at the very least, made some sort of contact with me. The walls are made of metal and I’ve officially sweat out all the water that soldier gave me.

      It has been about an hour since they dropped me into this room. I could easily have picked the cuffs by now, but I’d really rather not get shot today. It’s not like I could just sneak out of here without someone noticing.

      I’m fucked. No ifs, ands, or buts about that. I’m on the road to Fuckedville with a one-way ticket. No stops. No piss breaks. No way out — but can they really blame me for doing what I did? I’m sure they would have done the same if they could. Stuck in the desert with no water, trapped with nothing but a laptop and brains. Of course, I sent out that signal. I’d do it again if I had to.

      Finally, the door opens and that same tall, butch son-of-a-bitch who threw me in here steps inside. Sergeant Rhys, if I recall?

      “Excuse me,” I say, clearing my dry throat. “May I have some water, please?”

      He slams the door behind him and lingers over my chair. “You’re in some trouble, son.”

      “I’m also an American citizen,” I say. “Last I checked, that warrants a sippy cup.”

      He smirks and crosses his arms over his chest, flexing his mighty biceps as if it would intimidate me. “How did you hack our equipment?”

      “I already told you.” I sigh. “Your equipment functions through satellites, which transmits waves—”

      “You’ve said that already.”

      I pause. “Well, sir, you asked twice.”

      “Where’d you learn to do that?” he asks.

      “I looked it up.”

      “Where?”

      “The internet.”

      He chuckles but he’s far from amused. “You looked up how to hack into highly sophisticated government equipment on the internet?”

      I scoff. “Your equipment is hardly sophisticated, Sergeant. I can list off about a half-dozen more exploits that are just as easy to break into and don’t require nearly as much effort. Anyone with even the slightest knowledge of radio frequencies and mechanical engineering could figure it out.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      He chews on his lip for a moment. “You’re in some trouble.”

      “You have a real problem with repeating yourself, man…”

      “But I can get you out of it.”

      I raise a brow. “How?”

      He turns and grabs the second chair from the corner and sets it down in front of me. “How old are you?” he asks.

      I straighten up a little taller as he sits down, listening to the familiar jingle of cuffs. “Twenty.”

      “As it stands right now, you’re looking at about twice that in prison.”

      “Oh, please,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I sent out an S.O.S.”

      “And you put the lives of myself and four of my men at risk in the process.”

      “That’s not very PC of you, Serg,” I say. “I believe one of the soldiers who dug me out was a woman.”

      “Kid...” He leans forward. “I’m serious. Now, I can ship you back home today where you won’t see the outside of a cell until you’re sixty or… you can wise up and work for us.”

      I wait for his stare to break but he never flinches. “What?”

      He eases back in his chair. “You say our equipment is subpar.”

      “Your equipment blows, actually.”

      “So, fix it,” he says. “I’m sure you have a few ideas in that head of yours, right?”

      “I might.”

      He stands up. “You work for us, tighten our security, keep me and my men safe, and you won’t see a day behind bars.”

      “For how long?”

      His chin juts to the side. “You got somewhere else to be?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “Quite…” He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a key. “Let’s just say long enough for me to forget to ever ask you what the hell you’re doing out in the middle of the damn Afghani desert alone in the first place. Does that sound fair?”

      My eyes scrape the floor. “Yeah, that’s fair.”

      “Smart kid.”

      He gestures for my hands and I raise them as high as the chain will allow.

      “Come on,” he says, letting the open cuffs fall to the floor. “Let’s go meet my team.”

      He leads me outside. I immediately hold up a hand to shield the sun from melting the fucking eyes out of my skull. I don’t know how they do it. Here I am in a white shirt and its done nothing to keep me cool since I got here while these guys walk around in outfits made of who-knows-what. Looks thick, whatever it is. I can’t imagine what these guys must smell like after a single day…

      The camp is small, surrounded by nothing but desert on all sides. A large tent sits in the center with communications equipment stacked on tables and large generators to power them. There are three jeeps parked in a line on the far side next to a pair of very cringe-worthy porta-potties. On the opposite side, some soldiers sit around a long table with prepackaged food, enjoying a shade that I would very much like to get under.

      We finally walk into a small barracks with about two dozen cots — two rows of twelve with an aisle between them. The tent overhead has been torn in several places and crudely repaired with duct tape. It must be downtime as most of the cots have body-shaped lumps in them. I guess you catch whatever sleep you can out here.

      The air grows tense as we pass the occupied mattresses. Some soldiers stand to attention, but the sergeant waves them down. All of them stare at me as I pass by them and their faces tell me all I need to know about their thoughts.

      Who’s this asshole?

      Rhys stops at the back of the tent and my eyes instantly fall on the girl who helped dig me out.

      She lies on her back with her neck propped up on a really uncomfortable-looking pillow with a very tempting bottle of water in her small hand.

      “Team, this is Carson,” Rhys announces, his eyes scanning the four cots at the back.

      I force myself to stop gawking at the girl to make eye contact with the other three. One gives me a smile. He helped me out and gave me water, so we’re cool. The others I also recognize but only because one kicked me to the ground while the other put me in cuffs as soon they laid eyes on me.

      Not so cool.

      All four of them stand up and Rhys steps to the side. “This is Rogers,” he says, pointing to The Kicker, a muscular man with buck teeth and black hair. His hand moves down the line to The Cuffer, yet another muscular guy except he’s got red hair and a cleft chin. “This is West — Fitzpatrick — and Fawn.”

      Fawn. That’s cute.

      “Sup?” I greet.

      “Carson is going to be joining our unit from here on out,” Rhys explains.

      The girl blinks with confusion. I don’t notice if the others do the same as my eyes are pretty much locked on her. Her hair is trimmed short, auburn in color. The tent blocks plenty of light but I can easily see green irises shining out from behind her long eyelashes. Pointed cheekbones, concave cheeks.

      She’s fucking gorgeous.

      What the hell is she doing all the way out here?

      “In what capacity, sir?” she asks.

      Rhys shrugs. “I don’t know. A civilian… intelligence freelancer. That sounds official enough. Basically, he broke our equipment and he’s gonna fix it for us.”

      “Well, it’s not really broken,” I say. “It’s just shitty…”

      “Either way, he’s part of our unit and we’ll treat him like it from here on out. Sound good?”

      “Yes, sir,” they all say in unison.

      I flinch at the sudden bark of voices. I guess I’ll just have to get used to that if I’m going to be hanging out with the cast of Platoon.

      “Fawn,” Rhys says. “I’m sticking him with you. Keep an eye on him.”

      Her posture sinks. “Sir—?”

      “Show him around. Teach him the rules. Keep him from getting shot at.”

      She steps forward, trying very hard to keep her cool. “Sir, I’m not—”

      “As you were, boys,” Rhys says, spinning around and darting down the aisle fast enough to dodge her questions.

      I turn back to the team, my eyes once again falling on her. “You can call me Boxcar,” I say.

      Fitzpatrick steps forward as The Kicker and The Cuffer wander back to their cots again to ignore me.

      “Fox,” he says.

      “Rabbit,” I say, shaking his hand.

      He chuckles. “It’s my name.”

      “Cool. I figured, but then again, why give up the opportunity to list off cute, woodland creatures, am I right?”

      Fox’s hand drops to his side and he gestures to the girl. “This is Caleb.”

      Caleb.

      She stands still, ignoring the hand I extend out to her. Only her eyes move, staring down over her little button nose at my dirt-covered fingers.

      “Excuse me,” she says.

      As she darts past, I catch a quick whiff of her scent — one far more pleasant than I ever thought possible in this area of the world. I can’t imagine she has perfume stashed in her footlocker, but I detect flowers in my nose for a brief, wonderful moment. I turn to watch her exit and my eyes fall to her perfectly toned ass as it sways back and forth with anger.

      I look at Fox. “Was it something I said?”

      “Rabbit, probably.”

      “Ahh…”

      Fox pats my shoulder and shifts around to plop back down onto his cot. “She’ll adapt. Always does.”

      He gestures for me to sit down on the cot next to his — Caleb’s cot — and I’m not about to pass up the opportunity to smell her again, so I lower myself down.

      I gaze over my shoulder, meeting the suspicious eyes of the other soldiers scattered about the tent. I lean forward to whisper. “Am I gonna get a code red in here, or…?”

      He chuckles, running his hand over his buzzed, brown hair. “Nah. Tensions are just a little high right now.”

      “Why?”

      “War.”

      I smile. “Of course. Silly me.”

      Fox’s attention draws behind me and I turn again to see Caleb rushing back into the tent. Her eyes are downcast. Her cheeks are bright red with a subtle, controlled rage. As she reaches her cot, she spots me sitting on it and she halts in her tracks.

      “Caleb…” Fox clears his throat with playful eyes. “You okay?”

      She inhales a deep breath, one that obviously fills her lungs to the very top. “I’m fine.” Her voice quivers softly.

      “So…” I point around. “How long have you guys been out here?”

      Fox looks up, counting in his head. “We’ve been at this camp about six months,” he answers. “Before that, it was a year in Iraq.”

      “Damn,” I say. I glance up at Caleb. “You, too?”

      “Yeah.” She doesn’t even look at me. Her hands rise to her hips and I see her fingertips dig into her sides.

      “Wow. I’ve only been here a few days and I already can’t stand it.”

      “What are you even doing out here?” Fox asks.

      “Just… stuff. Hey—” I look around. “I thought they didn’t allow lady soldiers this far into the combat zone or am I wrong?”

      Fox starts laughing but cuts it off quickly. “They usually don’t, but somebody assigned her without realizing her name was unisex. No one super important has noticed yet and she’s too good to trade, so… we keep it quiet.”

      “Ohhh…” I look up at her and she throws me a sideways glance. “Looks like we’re both outsiders around here.”

      “Excuse me,” she says again.

      She spins around and swishes those little hips away. Of course, I stare at those tight cheeks as she exits the tent again.

      “Does she do that a lot?” I ask Fox.

      He shrugs. “I guess you just bring that out in people.”

      “Story of my life.”

      Caleb Fawn. My reluctant protector.

      This should be fun.
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      “Sergeant!”

      He quickens his pace in a futile effort to avoid me. Does it piss me off? You’re damn right it does. It always has ever since the moment I was assigned to his unit. The lack of mutual respect between us is wearing thin.

      “Sergeant!”

      I watch him flinch as he turns around. He slides his hat off to rub the thick, prickly hairs on his round, sweaty head.

      “What is it, Fawn?” he asks.

      “Sir, I have a problem with this.”

      He kicks a lump of sand with the heel of his boot. “With what?”

      “With Carson.”

      “Look, I don’t like it either, but he could prove useful.”

      “I don’t mean that,” I say. “I mean passing him off to me. I’m not a babysitter.”

      His lips twitch. I can’t tell if he’s amused or pissed. Maybe both. “Well, what would you have me do with him?”

      “I… I don’t know but it’s not my job to look after civilian intelligence freelancers.”

      “Your job is to do whatever I tell you to do.”

      “I ain’t arguing against that, sir,” I say, “I just think my skills could be put to better use than this.”

      “Fawn…” He sighs with impatience. “You should thank your lucky stars you’re even out here in the first place. I could have sent you back home, but I didn’t.”

      “I know that. And I really appreciate that, but—”

      “I like you, Fawn. I do.” He slides his hat back on to block out the harsh sun and I sense the tone of his voice harden. If I want to make an argument, I better do it now. “You’re one hell of a good soldier and you can hold your own against most everybody here.”

      “Sir—”

      “But I can’t help it if I sleep better knowing you’re not first in line to get shot at or worse. Now, Carson has a job to do and it’s your job now to make sure he does it. Understood?”

      “I don’t trust him.”

      “And neither do I. Let’s just say that’s another reason why I’m entrusting him with you.” He takes a quick step closer. His brow hangs over his eyes, casting a purposeful shadow along the bridge of his nose. “Understood, Fawn?”

      I force my argument beneath my tongue. There’s no changing Rhys’ mind on this. It’d be stupid for me to keep bashing my head into this wall and I’ve already got a big enough headache right now as it is.

      “Understood,” I say.

      “Now, go play nice and keep a close eye on him,” he says, spinning on his heel. “Find him a bed and some clean clothes.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Like you mean it, Fawn.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Atta girl.”

      He wanders off, leaving me more pissed off than when I first walked out here.

      Goddammit.

      I head back to the barracks to get out of the sun and embrace the shade for a few moments until I reach my cot. Of course, Carson — or whatever the hell he calls himself — is sitting on it with his mud-covered slacks and filthy hands.

      “Caleb…” Fox looks up at me, obviously hinting at me to play nice just like Rhys told me to. “You okay?”

      I inhale a heavy breath. “I’m fine.”

      “So…” Boxcar makes a wide hand gesture. It’s obviously meant to grab my attention, but I keep my eyes down. “How long have you guys been out here?”

      “About a year now,” Fox answers him. “We’ve been at this camp for about six months. Before that, it was a year in Iraq.”

      “Damn. You, too?”

      I shift my hands up onto my hips, feeling his eyes on me. There’s a temptation in me to meet his gaze but I force it aside. I’ll admit, there’s something interesting about him but he can’t be trusted — that much is obvious.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “Wow. I’ve only been here a few days and I already can’t stand it.”

      “What are you even doing out here?” Fox asks him.

      I finally let my eyes fall on him.

      “Just… stuff.”

      Bingo. He won’t even answer the question. He doesn’t even have a rehearsed lie to answer with instead. He’s changing the subject and Fox the Trusting is falling for it. Whatever this Boxcar is doing out here, it’s not good.

      I study his face. Youthful but wise — he’d be almost charming if he knew how to use it right.

      Boxcar cranes his neck to look up at me and I almost flinch. “Looks like we’re both outsiders out here.”

      “Excuse me.” I turn around and exit the tent again, feeling his trained eyes on me the entire time.

      If I’m going to figure out what he’s really up to, then I’m going to have up my game here. It pains me to even think it, but my gender might be the most helpful thing in this scenario. I saw the way he looked at me and I can use that to my advantage.

      Win him over. Gain his trust.

      Figure out what he’s up to before he gets us all killed.

      “Caleb.”

      I glance up from my hiding spot behind the crates stacked up near the jeeps. Nothing but desert as far as the eye can see. It’s about the only calming sight one can find out here and it’s exactly what I need right now.

      “Fox,” I greet him as he bridges the short distance between us.

      “You want to talk about it?” he asks, smiling wide.

      “Not really, no.”

      “Come on. It’s not that bad.”

      “That’s easy for you to say…” I cross my arms. “You’re not the one that has to play bodyguard to some annoying tag-a-long.”

      He chuckles. “You have to admit, it could be worse.”

      “This isn’t funny, Fox.”

      “Boxcar doesn’t seem so bad.”

      I sigh. “Except for the part where he could easily be up to no good. You saw how he dodged your questions. What the hell is he even doing out here?”

      “We’ll figure that out. In the meantime, we might as well make the best of it.”

      I breathe a laugh. “You and that optimism, Fox. I don’t know how you do it out here.”

      He gives a half shrug. “I’ve already lost the most important thing in the world to me. Whatever this place can throw at me… it won’t be nearly as bad as that.”

      I nod softly. Fox and his taboo girl. He talks about her more often than he’ll admit and probably thinks about her even more than that. Part of me wonders if he came all the way out here just to avoid her name in sparkling lights around every corner.

      “Well… could be worse, right?” I muse.

      He pauses for a moment. “Yeah. Definitely.”

      Liar.

      I don’t blame him, though.

      My mind drifts back to Boxcar and I practice a friendly smile to use on him.

      It’s time to find out who the hell this guy is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      Sundays. My one day off.

      I used to keep Fawn’s Pawn open seven days a week but that wasn’t sustainable. Even control freaks like me get tired sometimes and there’s only so much one girl can do on her own.

      I sit down on my couch. It’s just after noon. I have the entire day to lounge, relax, eat shitty food, and watch Netflix. I’ve been looking forward to it all week and nothing is going to stop me. There’s not a single thing in the world right now that can’t wait until Monday.

      I grab a soda and a bag of chips and head into the living room. As I sit down, I sink deep into the couch cushions and take a long, calming breath.

      Oh, yeah. Here we go—

      A knock strikes my door.

      “Ignore it…” I whisper aloud.

      I sit as frozen as ice, refusing to make a noise until I hear them leave.

      Another knock thumps against wood, this one more eager than the last. I take a quick breath, letting it soothe the rage building in my chest. This is my day off. My one day off. I’ll just sit here and wait and eventually they’ll piss off and disappear.

      The impatient fist bangs even harder and I can’t hold back my voice.

      “Go away!”

      “Caleb, it’s me.”

      Oh, hell no.

      Hell fucking no.

      I’m dreaming. That’s what this is. It’s just a horrible nightmare. It seems awfully realistic. I look around my living room, marveling in the accurate representation of my loft. My couch in the center of the room facing the television. One cardboard box in the corner full of movies because I haven’t bothered to buy shelving. Behind me is the kitchen — if you can even call it one. Bare and simple. Across from that is my unmade bed.

      I just have to wake up, that’s all.

      I’ll wake up and his voice will once again be a distant memory.

      “Caleb!”

      Please wake up.

      “Go away!” I shout again.

      “Please, Caleb. We need to talk—”

      “Don’t finish that sentence, Boxcar! I swear to god…”

      I succumb to the truth.

      This is no dream. This is really happening.

      I am Rosemary staring down into the black bassinet. That baby with the glowing red eyes is mine.

      I perk up my ears, preparing myself to argue with him a little more but, to my surprise, he says nothing. Not one damn word. I don’t know why he’s here and sure as hell don’t want to know… but I find his silence interesting nonetheless.

      Not interesting enough to get me off this couch, though.

      I reach for the television remote and flick it on, quickly navigating to my Netflix menu. There’s a certain show I’ve been dying to binge-watch and today’s the day I’m finally going to make a massive dent in season two.

      I push play and sit back into the cushions to immerse myself in the opening theme song.

      The picture freezes. I grit my teeth, waiting for it to buffer and keep going.

      Any moment now…

      A message pops up, covering the entire screen.

      Please check your internet settings.

      I pick up the remote again and navigate to the settings menu.

      Incorrect password. Please re-enter your password.

      Heat rises on my skin. I raise an eyebrow and tap my password in.

      Incorrect password.

      I input it again, this time making extra sure every button I push is correct.

      Incorrect password.

      I hop up off the couch, heaving a thick, annoyed sigh as I head over to the router to make sure—

      Wait…

      That son-of-a-bitch.

      I rush to my door and throw it open.

      Boxcar stands in my hallway with his laptop balanced on one knee. He jolts as I step outside, nearly letting the thing fall to the floor but he catches it and closes it before it slips.

      “Did you just change my wi-fi password?” I seethe, staring him down like the bug he is.

      “Yes, I did,” he answers.

      “Change it back.”

      “No.”

      My eye twitches. “Boxcar…”

      “Caleb…”

      “Change it back!”

      “No.” His eyes halo around my head. “Hey, you grew out your hair. It looks nice—”

      “Box…” I growl.

      He clears his throat and adjusts his posture, standing up a little taller. He only has about an inch or two on me in height but he’s trying very hard to stretch that out as much as possible.

      “I need your help,” he says.

      “I don’t care.”

      He’s tired. I can tell that by the gray circles nestled beneath his glasses. He hasn’t combed his hair in a while either. His jacket is wrinkled. His fingers twitch subtly at his sides — meaning he’s had way too much coffee today or he’s scared shitless. Maybe both.

      I shake off the analysis. “Why would you think I’d care?” I ask.

      “Caleb…” He pauses. “I just need a bit of your expertise—”

      “No.”

      “—and maybe a place to crash.”

      “Hell no.”

      “Please, Cal.”

      He’s desperate. Good.

      “No means no, Box,” I say, turning back around. “I don’t have time for this.”

      I step back into the loft and slam the door behind me, leaving his sorry ass outside.

      “Caleb…”

      I keep walking across the room toward the router. Hopefully, I can reset it to the factory settings and change the password to something he can’t easy crack into again.

      “Caleb.” His voice sounds muffled but close as if he’s pressing his face against the door. “If you help me, I’ll… I’ll do it.”

      “Do what?”

      It takes him a few moments to respond. “I’ll sign the papers.”

      My breath catches in my throat. I spin back to the door and fling it open. He stands in the doorway, staring back at me with sadness behind his eyes.

      “You’ll what?” I ask.

      “I’ll sign the papers.”

      Holy shit.

      Whatever is going on with him must really be serious if he’s making this kind of bargain. “You can’t just throw that out there unless you mean it, Box.”

      “I mean it,” he says, his voice low. “If you help me, I’ll give you the divorce.”

      I study him a little closer. There’s pain in his eyes. The kind I’ve never seen in him before.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Does that mean you’ll help?”

      “It means I’ll listen,” I say. “I make no promises.”

      “I’ll take it.” He rolls his shoulders back. “Can I come in?”

      I hesitate. Bad things tend to happen when Boxcar and I are alone together, no matter the context.

      “Talk,” I say, refusing to budge.

      “Okay…” He slides his laptop into his messenger bag and tosses the strap over his shoulder before leaning against the door frame. “So, I assume you’re up-to-date on this Snake Eyes business?”

      “For the most part.” I shrug. “Fox filled me in on a few things. I thought you wiped out any record of his involvement.”

      “I did,” he says. “As far as the law is concerned Fox was never involved, but Snake Eyes remembers him pretty well. Two of them showed up at my place last night.”

      I perform a quick scan of him again, checking for fresh bruises or scrapes or gunshot wounds. Old habit, I guess. There’s little to see of him around a long-sleeved shirt and jeans. He definitely dresses like he’s from the New England area nowadays. It’s a little warm for it on this side of the country. He left in a hurry.

      “What did they want?” I ask.

      “They were looking for Fox. I denied I knew anything so…” He pauses and his eyes fall to the floor between us. “They said they’d come ask my… his old army buddy instead.”

      That would be me, obviously. It’s no surprise that Snake Eyes is pissed off at Fox for outing them. Of course, some have taken it upon themselves to retaliate.

      “Why didn’t you go to Fox with this?” I ask.

      “I did. He’s safe for now — in Japan.”

      I scoff. “So, I was an afterthought? Real cool, Box…”

      He glares at me over his black rims. “Like you’re going to fault me for going to our buffer first?”

      I pause for a moment before nodding. “Fair enough.”

      He looks back at me with growing concern. I originally assumed that was for his own well-being but now I realize that’s not the case at all. He didn’t rush out here to save his own ass.

      He came out here to save mine.

      I take a step back and open the door the rest of the way.

      Boxcar follows me inside with wandering eyes. “So, this is nice…” he says.

      “It’s a dump, actually.”

      He instantly smiles and my heart flutters.

      Dammit. This is exactly why I didn’t want him in here in the first place. Boxcar might be a damn twerp but he’s an adorable one, too. I’ve always thought so, even when he grated my nerves so much I wanted to shoot him.

      I clear my throat. “Do you want some coffee, or…?”

      “I think I’ve had more than enough in the last twelve hours, honestly…”

      “A beer, then?”

      I wander across the room to the kitchen and pull open the refrigerator.

      “Sure,” he says.

      I pop the caps off two bottles and slide one over to him. He takes a drink, keeping his eyes on me the whole time.

      “So, how’s the shop?” he asks.

      I bite my inner cheek. Are we really going to do this? The small talk? The quick catch-up?

      “It’s great,” I lie. “Doing really well, actually.”

      He gives me an ambiguous look like he knows more than he’s letting on, but he says nothing to confirm it. “Good.”

      “I’d ask how you’re doing with whatever, but I honestly have no idea what you do anymore,” I say, taking a sip from my beer, quickly shifting the attention away from my own failures. “Except for exposing sex scandals in Washington.”

      He winces. “You heard about that?”

      “I might have.”

      He looks down to hide his embarrassment. “Hey, the old bastard had it coming.”

      “I agree. So, is that all you’ve been up to? Punishing horrible men who prey on innocent people?”

      “Mostly, I guess. Odd jobs, here and there.”

      “You must keep awfully busy, then.”

      “Well, what can I say? Not all heroes wear desert camo.”

      I catch myself from staring too hard through his spectacles and getting drawn into his bright, green eyes. I’ve forgotten how easy it was.

      “Um…” I blink. “So, Fox. He’s in Japan.”

      “Yeah!” he says, jumping at the chance to pick apart someone else’s life. “With Dani — and can we talk about that for a second?”

      “I know!” I gasp. “They actually got together!”

      He shakes his head with wide, stunned eyes. “Of all the things—”

      “That could possibly happen — I know!”

      “I never thought for a second they had any chance of ending up together.”

      “Neither did I.”

      “First, the guy comes back from the dead,” he says, holding up his thumb. “Which was pretty much the weirdest phone call I’ve ever received.”

      “He called you?” I ask, leaning forward.

      “Yeah.”

      “When?”

      He looks up, thinking fast. “Uhh… when he got to LA, he called from the airport.”

      My jaw drops. “That fucker told you first?”

      Boxcar laughs and takes another drink. “Fox loves me more than you,” he teases.

      I try not to react to his laughter. “You’re just loving this, aren’t you?”

      “A little bit.”

      I take a slow sip of my beer. “He came into my shop,” I recall, smiling. “Out of the blue, no warning. Just walked in like everything was normal. Like he hadn’t been dead for the last two years.”

      “That must have been traumatic.”

      “It was. I closed the shop and brought him up here for a hug and a really vague explanation that ended with him borrowing my sniper rifle. It didn’t make much sense until he came back with Dani. Then, it all became very clear.”

      “If you ask me, I would have preferred the face-to-face ghost encounter,” he says. “Shows a bit more respect to you, in my opinion.”

      “I guess that explains why I didn’t get a phone call before you showed up here.”

      “More or less.” He takes a breath. “If I had called first you would have boarded up the windows and doors. I would never have gotten in here at all.”

      I laugh. “You’re probably right.”

      We stare across the counter at each other in a stiff holding pattern. The calm before the storm.

      “So, what’s she like?”

      I blink. “Dani?”

      “Yeah.”

      “She’s really nice, actually,” I answer. “Not at all what I expected of a girl like her.”

      He nods. “She seemed cool. I didn’t get a chance to talk to her with the murderous assassin squad taking over our hotel.”

      “We’ve gone to dinner a few times since Fox moved out here.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he teases. “You’re just hanging out with movie stars now?”

      I laugh. “Sometimes, yeah.”

      He takes a drink, pouring the rest of it down his throat as he smiles back at me. “This city has changed you, Caleb Fawn.”

      “Jealous?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Her new movie is really good—”

      “Whoa.” He holds up his hand. “He showed it to you?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “That son-of-a-bitch…”

      “Oh, come on.” I laugh. “You’re surprised he didn’t send an advanced copy of a big movie to a hacker known for leaking sensitive information?”

      He pauses. “Got more beer?”

      “Of course.” I turn around and grab two more bottles off the shelf. “Although… drinking is probably not what we should be doing right now since there’s not one but two assassins after you. Is that right?”

      He takes one of the open bottles from me anyway and chugs a thick sip. “Ah, yes. The Hart twins.”

      “Who are the Hart twins?”

      “Lilah and Elijah. Old acquaintances of Fox’s,” he says. “They aren’t too happy their little secret has been blown.”

      “Not surprising…” I lean back against the refrigerator door. “How scary we talking here, Box?”

      “Well, on a scale of Pee-wee’s Big Adventure to The Exorcist… I’d say it’s about a Suspiria.”

      I chuckle. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

      He backs up from the counter and gestures into the empty living room. “Speaking of which, where is the famous movie collection?”

      My eyes fall. “Eh, I had to dwindle it down a little over the years.”

      Shame settles in my gut as Boxcar wanders into the corner and peeks into the old box.

      “Is this what’s left of it?” he asks, bending down to sift through it.

      “Yeah.”

      He winces. “You dwindled down a little more than a bit, Cal.”

      “Things have been kind of tight lately.” I push off the refrigerator and step lightly into the living room. “You know, we should probably focus on—”

      Boxcar stands up quickly and faces me. “How long have you lived here?”

      “I don’t know. A while. Why?”

      His eyes take in his surroundings a little deeper and my chest clenches. “It doesn’t really look like it,” he says. “It looks like you just moved in.”

      “I’ve been busy,” I say. “Interior decorating hasn’t really been on my list of priorities. Can we please talk about something else? Maybe the deadly assassins on their way here to torture us both?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      Boxcar steps forward, drawing so close to me I can just barely smell him. My nose erupts, filling my head with old memories I fought long and hard to forget about.

      “I want to know what’s going on with you,” he says.

      I take a step back. “Since when?”

      “Caleb, I’m your husband.”

      “No. Do not throw the H-word around like it means something. That’s not how this is going to work.”

      “It does mean something,” he says, his eyes locked on mine. “I’ve always cared about you—”

      “Oh, please—”

      “You’re the one who kicked me out, remember?” he argues. “I didn’t just pack up and leave you.”

      “You didn’t exactly fight to stay either, did you?”

      “Would it have mattered?” he asks. “I highly doubt it would have made a difference to you.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Seemed pretty true three days later when I was served with divorce papers, Caleb.”

      “Please, Box…” I sigh from exhaustion. “Can we not?”

      He shifts on his feet, taking a few steps away from me with his head down. Boxcar has always worn his feelings on his sleeve and right now is no different.

      “No.” The urgency in his tone shoots up my spine. “Caleb, I know about your situation here. I want to help you.”

      I grit my teeth, breathing deep to calm the anger brewing inside. “I don’t need anyone’s help.”

      “You don’t have to act strong, Caleb,” he says. “Not for me.”

      “Don’t you dare go there, Boxcar. Drop this. Now.”

      “You know, I did as Fox asked me to. You let him borrow some supplies and in return, I looked into your debts and I really didn’t like what I saw.”

      I step back again as the weight of years of mistakes falls on me. “Box…”

      “What happened after I left, Caleb?”

      “Life happened!” I shout. “Real life. Most of us don’t have the luxury of knowing how to steal from rich guys’ offshore bank accounts. In the real world, people like me have to actually work for what we have.”

      “I’m not going to apologize for taking advantage of a broken system. And don’t turn this around. All I want to do to is help you.”

      “I never asked for your help!”

      “And you never have to,” he says, his voice growing softer. “That’s the whole point. You and me — we were supposed to be a team, but you couldn’t handle that. You couldn’t handle the idea of relying on anybody. Especially not a man and especially not one like me.”

      I pause as his words strike me cold. “Box, what…”

      “I knew exactly what I was getting into with you, Caleb. Fox…” He pauses, chuckling softly. “He even tried to talk me out of it. He told me I didn’t have it in me to keep up with you and I knew he was right, but I wanted you anyway. You were stronger than me, faster than me, better than me, in every way imaginable but that just made me want you more. I thought undying devotion would be enough to make you want me back but, turns out, you couldn’t see past the coward standing behind you.”

      I take a breath, but it catches in my throat. “You think I thought you were a coward?”

      “I think you had every reason to,” he says, gesturing at me. “I mean, look at you. You’re perfect and badass and brave, but I’m not. Be honest, Caleb. If Fox wasn’t so hung up on Dani, would you have ended up with him or me?”

      My jaw drops. “Is that what you really think?”

      “Am I wrong?”

      “Completely,” I say. “Fox died.”

      “So, you settled for me?”

      “That’s not what I mean and you know it.” My ankles twitch, pulling me closer to him. “Fox meant a lot to me, but I never once looked at him the way I looked at you. Men like that — the soldiers and the fighters — they don’t stick around for very long. You can’t depend on them to always be there because each one of them has a bullet chasing them down and it hits them eventually.”

      He blinks with confusion. “We’re not out in the desert anymore, Cal.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” I say. “Even today, Fox is still running from it. Ask Dani if you don’t believe me. Ask her if she ever wakes up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat wondering if today’s the day she’ll never see him again. You don’t want to live like that.”

      “Is that why you pushed me away?” he asks. “Because somewhere out there there’s a magic bullet with your name on it?”

      “Can you really blame me? You were there. You saw it,” I whisper. My eyes burn but I fight the tears begging to spill over. “We lost… everything. We lost Fox — or we thought we did. I didn’t want to put you through losing me, too.”

      “That wasn’t your call to make.”

      “Yes, it was.” My voice breaks but I hold it together. “Part of me was really pissed off when Fox showed up alive, but I understood why he did what he did. Soldiers don’t get to be selfish and put others in the crosshairs meant for us. And — again — if you don’t believe me, ask Dani. She has a few scars that more than prove my point.”

      Boxcar shakes his head. “You keep saying that, but… we’re not Fox and Dani. It’s an unfair comparison and if you really believed what you’re saying then why did you marry me in the first place?”

      “Because you made it so easy to get lost in you,” I say. Instinct drives my words, bending my tongue too fast for me to stop it. “It was so easy to block out the world, even if it was only for a moment. I clung to you because you were different. I didn’t care that you were weaker than me or slower than me because you were smarter. You saw more of me than anyone else did. You’re no coward, Boxcar. You’re the bravest man I’ve ever known, and I couldn’t handle that because it meant that someday, you’d try to take that bullet for me.”

      “Of course, I would,” he whispers. “You’re my fucking wife.”

      Boxcar steps toward me, closing the gap between us with two long strides. I don’t fight it when his lips crush mine. I lean into his embrace, falling deeper into his arms as he wraps them around me.
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          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      “So, what’s the deal with you and Caleb?”

      Fox pauses, barely glancing at me over the top of his tray. His expression changes just enough to hint that he knows exactly what I’m asking about but teasing me would be way more fun for him.

      “Why, Boxcar, whatever do you mean?”

      I close my laptop, bored of staring at the same blank satellite feed as always. “Oh, come on. You know damn well what I mean.”

      He shakes his smiling head. “It’s never gonna happen, man.”

      “With you two, or…?”

      “With either of us.”

      I lean forward. “So, you’ve tried?”

      He wipes his mouth and sits back in his chair. “No.”

      I furrow my brow. “Why not?”

      “Lack of interest.”

      “Bullshit. I’ve been here for weeks and the only guy she even talks to is you, dude.”

      “That’s not true. She talks to you all the time.”

      “Shut up and keep your head down doesn’t count as playful, sexy banter, Fox.”

      “Depends on the context.” He grins.

      “Touché…” I sigh. “How am I supposed to get to know her if she won’t talk to me?”

      “She likes movies. Try that.”

      “Movies?” I pause. “What kind of movies?”

      “Classic ones. The older, the better. She told me once that she’s got a pretty epic collection back home.”

      I nod slowly. “I can work with that…”

      “She talks to the sergeant,” he adds.

      A stab of jealousy pierces my chest. “That son-of-a-bitch…”

      Fox laughs. “Caleb’s not shacking up with Rhys, man. She’s not into anybody here. She’s a professional.”

      “But she’s also a woman with needs and… stuff. She’s never come on to you?”

      “No.”

      “Really?”

      “If she has, I haven’t noticed.”

      I pause, staring harder across the table at him. “How could you not notice?”

      “Because… as I said before, I’m not interested in her.”

      “You got a girlfriend back home?” I ask him, pulling my laptop open to check the satellite feed again. Still nothing within twenty miles of our camp.

      “Not exactly,” he answers.

      “Then, what’s up? What’s wrong with Caleb?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with Caleb. She’s great, but…” His head shakes again.

      “But…?” I gesture with my fingers to lure more words out of him. “But she’s… what? A werewolf? A replicant? What?”

      “She’s great…” Fox repeats, still grinning, “but I’m really hung up on another girl back home in Los Angeles.”

      My brow twitches. “Why haven’t I heard about her before?”

      “Because I don’t talk about her much.”

      “Why not?”

      A shadow slides over his shoulder, instantly drawing my eyes away from him. “Don’t talk about who?”

      Her voice whistles through my ears, sending a jolt of warmth throughout my entire body. Caleb stands at the head of the table, staring down at the two of us with loose arms dangling at her sides. Her t-shirt is tight and tucked into her belt, creating the most perfect curve from her belly to her impressive breasts.

      I swallow. “Do you know about some girl in LA?”

      Caleb smirks. “Is he talking about Roxie again?”

      “Roxie?” I repeat, shooting a look across the table at Fox. “Sounds made up.”

      “Because it’s not her real name,” Fox says, glaring up at Caleb’s amused face. “It’s her stage name.”

      “Hold on.” I close my laptop again. “I can think of only one girl named Roxie and it ain’t the blonde from Chicago.”

      “I love that movie,” Caleb says.

      I pause, once again completely magnetized by the sound of her voice, and thoroughly enthralled that she took the bait. “Me, too…”

      She scoffs. “You like musicals?”

      “I like corsets and dangerous women.” I shift my focus back to Fox, “I can think of only one girl named Roxie and she’s…”

      “Exactly who you’re thinking,” Caleb says, her perfect mouth curling even more.

      I stare at Fox, waiting for him to refute it but he stays silent. My jaw drops. “You know Roxie Roberts?”

      Caleb crosses her arms. “Oh, he knows her all right.”

      Fox takes a quick breath. “She’s my stepsister.”

      “No way!”

      Excitement builds in my chest — even more when I realize that Caleb has taken the seat beside me. I clear my throat, coming back down as I put Fox’s tale together.

      “Wait, you’re in love with your stepsister?” I ask. “No wonder you’re all tortured and shit.”

      “I am not tortured,” he says, laughing it off.

      “You are a little bit,” Caleb says.

      “Does she know?” I ask.

      He nods. “She did when I left home.”

      I shake my head. “With all due respect, man — why would you sign up for this when you could be in Hollywood banging a babe like Roxie freakin’ Roberts?”

      Caleb chuckles beside me and for the first time, I feel the warm satisfaction of making her laugh. It jars me so much, I almost don’t even hear Fox’s answer.

      “Because I can’t touch her,” he says. “It’s a long story, but… I left and now she has everything. If I’d stayed, that wouldn’t be the case.”

      I nod along with his words, feeling a dull ache for him. I know a little something about not being able to have something — or someone — you want.

      “Rhys wants to know if you’ve found anything.”

      Caleb’s voice pulls me back. I open my laptop again to refresh the satellite feed.

      “Not quite,” I answer. “Just a bit of noise and…” I pause as a dark spot catches my eye. I zoom in to find three large trucks traveling in a straight line together. “A really suspicious-looking convoy heading north...”

      Caleb shifts out of her chair to linger over my shoulder. She heaves a sigh. “Yeah, Carson. Just a bit of noise.”

      There’s anger in her tone, meaning any progress I might have made with making her laugh is officially worthless.

      “It wasn’t there a minute ago,” I say. “They’re obviously using the edges of that sandstorm to stay out of sight and—”

      “How far out are they?” she asks over me.

      “About eighteen miles. And, by the way, your old crap could only see like twelve miles out. So, you’re welcome.”

      “Shut up and bring your laptop.”

      She walks off, bolting in a straight line toward the command tent across the camp.

      “Well…” I shrug. “It doesn’t quite have the same ring to it as shut up and keep your head down, but I guess I’ll take it.”

      Fox stands up. “One of these days, you just might get a shut up and kiss me out of her,” he jokes.

      “Dude, it is so not cool to toy with my emotions like that. I am a very sensitive man.”

      He laughs and we leave the tent, following her bootprints through the sand.

      His hand slaps my shoulder. “Box, let her go,” he says. “You can’t keep up with her. No one can.”

      The warning digs at me. I know it’s true. Caleb is Wonder Woman. Strong, independent. An Amazonian rockstar. I would have to be Superman to make the slightest dent in her, but it would only slow her down for a moment.

      Fox is right. There’s no way a guy like me will ever get close to a girl like Caleb Fawn.

      But that won’t stop me from trying.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The mysterious convoy settled at an abandoned warehouse about ten miles east of our camp. Sunset is just moments away, giving the sky a deep purple glow, meshing with the pale sand surrounding us.

      I keep quiet, watching intently as Fox peeks through his rifle’s scope from about a mile away. This fucking guy. I’d hate his guts if he weren’t so damn nice. Cool as James Dean and as suave as mid-80s’ Patrick Swayze. No wonder his mother named him Fox.

      “They don’t look hostile,” he mutters. “This is something else.”

      I squint through my glasses, seeing only the blurred lines and black dots on my laptop’s radar, along with a rather menacing cloud taking up half the screen. “Storm inching closer…” I note, scanning the distance.

      Fox grabs his radio. “Caleb, are you in position?”

      Her voice comes through. “Yes.”

      “Can you see inside?”

      “Not from this distance. I’ll get closer.”

      “Whoa—” I say. “Should she really be getting closer to that?”

      “She’ll be fine, Boxcar,” Fox says. This is what she does.” He clicks the radio. “I’ll cover you. See if you can find out what they’re doing.”

      “On it.”

      Fox rolls his shoulders, shaking out his tension. He pauses to glance over at me and he smiles. “She’ll be fine,” he repeats.

      “I know,” I say.

      I inhale a deep, frustrated breath. He sees through it completely but there’s not much I can do about that. There’s not much I can do about anything right now, other than watch. I can barely even do that out here in the dark.

      “Here.”

      I look up from the radar and Fox hands me a pair of binoculars.

      “Night vision,” he says.

      “Ooo…”

      I flick them on and bring them to my eyes, being careful not to scratch my glasses. The once-black warehouse now glows with shades of green.

      Caleb catches my attention, slowly slinking onto the grounds from the west side dressed all in black. Her short hair is secured back out of the way, but harsh winds attempt to pull the hidden locks free.

      “Damn, she’s cool,” I say.

      Fox chuckles and clicks his radio back on. “Slow down, Caleb. You have movement around the corner.”

      I flinch, pulling my gaze away from her long enough to catch the very armed, very scary-looking, man headed right for her location around the building.

      “Shoot him—!” I gasp.

      “Calm down, Box…” Fox’s voice slides off his lips, smooth as butter.

      “But he’s—”

      “Box.”

      Caleb retreats into the shadows before the patrol makes it to her location. He continues, completely unaware she’s even near him.

      I exhale the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “Okay…”

      Fox turns away from his scope to pat me on the back. “See? Relax…” he says. “Panic only when necessary.”

      “How do I know when panic is necessary?”

      He shrugs. “Watch me. If I’m not panicking, then you shouldn’t be either.”

      “But you’re cool as fuck, dude. You never panic.”

      “I’ve panicked before.” His eyes flick in thought. “Once.”

      “You can hold his hand later, Fox. Do you mind giving me an update on my path, please?”

      My chest sinks at the sound of her voice. Fuck…

      Fox focuses through his scope again. “You’re all clear, Caleb.”

      “Thank you.”

      He clicks the radio off and offers me an apologetic nod. “Sorry.”

      I collapse against the sand.

      “All right. I can see inside.”

      I raise my head and look through the binoculars again, this time trying not to focus too much on Caleb alone. There’s a whole warehouse around her and not a single person inside will care if they had to put a bullet in her.

      “Any idea what they’re doing?” Fox asks her.

      “Not a clue,” she says. “I’ll take them out and look around, though.”

      I furiously shake my head at Fox.

      He nods. “Negative, Caleb. Come on back. We’ll report to Rhys and check it out again after the storm passes.”

      “I agree. I just wanted to freak Carson out a little bit. Did it work?”

      I sigh.

      “That’s an affirmative,” Fox answers, smiling.

      “Cool.”

      He lays his rifle down and pats me on the back again, giving me a weak, yet purposeful, smile.

      Let her go. You don’t stand a chance. Move on.

      I fight the overwhelming urge to smother myself in the sand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      I feel his eyes on me long before I look up.

      Carson — or Boxcar, whatever — sits on his cot across from mine with his laptop balanced on his outstretched legs. We make eye contact for a moment before his shaded eyes shift to the loud display of manliness happening a few feet away from the back of the barracks.

      I ignore the grunting and groaning and focus on putting my revolver back together.

      Rogers and West sit on the floor across from each other with Fox’s footlocker between them. Their hands are locked in a fierce arm wrestle while the ropey muscles of their arms quiver in a hard flex. Neither one of them seems any closer to winning than they were fifteen seconds ago.

      “Do they do this a lot?”

      “Carson—!” I jolt to my left as he appears on the floor beside my cot. “What are you doing?”

      “Starting a conversation with you,” he says.

      “Why?”

      He shrugs.

      I sigh, gesturing softly with my hands to push him away. “You’re in my bubble…”

      He shifts back a little but maintains that schoolboy smirk across his mouth. “So, do they?”

      I slide a little to the right. “Do they what?”

      “Arm wrestle.”

      I look at Fox as he leans over the battle playing referee. “Yeah.”

      “Do you?”

      I turn back down to the revolver parts now littered along my mattress. “No.”

      “Why not?” he asks, admiring my toned arms. “You seem like you’d be good at it, even against these guys.”

      A hard slam finally hits the footlocker. Rogers launches up in victory as West growls in defeat.

      “That’s two out of three,” Fox recounts. “Pay the man.”

      West spins around to his cot and fishes beneath his pillow for money.

      Boxcar smiles, still awaiting my answer.

      “I was banned from competing,” I say.

      “What? Why?” he asks.

      “Because she cheats!”

      I raise an eyebrow at Rogers. “I don’t cheat. You just suck.”

      He leans closer, rolling his freshly-won money into his pocket. “Cheater…”

      “Well, that doesn’t seem fair,” Boxcar argues.

      “You want to try her?” Rogers laughs, gesturing at me. “Go ahead, Mulan. Show him your moves.”

      “I’d really rather not…” I mumble.

      Boxcar stands up. “I’m in.”

      I roll my eyes. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, come on,” he says. “I challenge you to an arm wrestle, Caleb Fawn.”

      “No.”

      “Caleb…” Fox says. “You know the rules. You can’t back down from a challenge.”

      “Yes, I can.” I stay seated. “Watch me.”

      Boxcar nudges my arm. “I promise I’ll go easy on you.”

      The guys wince and with good reason. Boxcar hardly even reacts, ignoring the obvious warning signs of rage prickling at me.

      “Fine,” I say, my eyes turning red. “What’s your wager?”

      “Well,” he says, smirking wide, “let’s keep it simple. If I win, I get a kiss.”

      Anger spikes in my cheeks. “A what?”

      “A kiss.”

      “Are you fourteen?”

      “And a half,” he jokes.

      I glance around the tent, suddenly realizing how silent it is. Fox stands back with his hand latched over his mouth, simply fucking amused by the whole thing while Rogers and West look terrified.

      “No,” I say.

      “What’s wrong, Caleb?” Boxcar asks. “You scared I’ll actually win?”

      I pick myself up off the cot, seething. “And if I win?”

      His smile makes gentle dimples in his cheeks. “What do you want me to give you?”

      My eye twitches. “How about you just owe me some money? That seems fair.”

      “Okay.”

      He moves around the cot and lowers himself to the floor beside the footlocker, firing off a sly wink at me while he waits for me to join him.

      I glower at Fox’s grinning face before kneeling and facing Boxcar. He’s already in position with his right arm forward, eagerly awaiting me to take his hand. I hesitate before laying my elbow down and placing my palm against his.

      I touch him and a bolt of warmth charges up to my shoulder blade.

      Fox clears his throat. “Okay… are we ready?”

      “Ready,” I say, wrapping my fingers around Boxcar’s.

      His knuckles quake with nervousness but he tries to hide it. “Ready,” he says.

      Fox takes a quick step back. “Three, two, — Boxcar, don’t look down — one. Go!”

      Boxcar flinches. “What?”

      It’s too late for him to absorb the warning. I flex, bringing his attention back to me and he gives my hand a hard shove in the other direction.

      I’ll admit, he’s not as weak as he seems. He doesn’t have a bodybuilder’s physique, but I can’t help but glance at his bicep as his shirt tightens around it.

      Boxcar lets out a struggled breath. My ears twitch. A grunt escapes his lips. It travels down my spine, all the way to my kneecaps. I shake it off, ignoring the quiver between my thighs as I tighten my grip on him. His eyes wander my face and, for a moment, the struggle in him fades into lust. It twists at me, knocking me off-balance enough that my strength almost slips completely.

      His eyes flick downward, and I shift my shoulders forward to deepen my cleavage.

      “Cheater!” Rogers shouts.

      I feel Boxcar’s strength waver for just a moment but that’s all I need to send his hand flying down to the footlocker.

      Boxcar shakes his head, jerking his eyes away from my breasts. “Wait — what?”

      Fox reaches for my hand and raises it high. “And we have a winner.”

      I stand up. “Sorry, Carson. You can pay me back later.”

      Boxcar stays on the floor, positively dumbstruck while his eyes blink away from my chest. “Damn…”

      “I told you not to look down, man,” Fox tells him, shrugging his wide shoulders.

      I walk back to my cot. Rogers and West shake their heads at me again. I ignore them and return my focus back to the disassembled revolver, hoping this throbbing feeling beneath my skin goes away as soon as possible.

      Manly grunts resume but they don’t affect me nearly as much as Boxcar’s did. I keep my head down, breathing steadily as the menial task takes hold of me and my pulse resumes its normal rhythm.

      “Fawn!”

      I look up to find Sergeant Rhys standing at the end of my cot. “Yes, sir?” I ask, jumping up.

      “Where’s Carson?”

      “Oh, he’s—” I pause mid-point, realizing that he’s not on his cot.

      A quick glance around tells me he’s nowhere to be seen. It’s just Fox, Rogers, and West.

      “He was here a few minutes ago.”

      Rhys stares back at me with annoyance. “Well, go find him. We don’t need him wandering around alone, remember? Bring him to me. I need to see that radar footage from earlier.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      I bend over to find my boots, silently cursing his name.

      Dammit, Carson.

      Fox gestures to Rhys. “Sir, have you heard from command about the convoy?”

      Rhys’ face falls. “Yeah. They said to ignore it.”

      “Ignore it?”

      He nods. “Apparently, it’s not interesting enough to waste resources on. I’ll keep you guys updated if they say anything else but, in the meantime, ignore it.” He spins around to leave. “And find Carson.”

      I wait for the sergeant to disappear before sighing hard. “Did you see him leave?” I ask Fox.

      He shakes his head. “I’ll go with you.”

      I slide my jacket on and wait for him to lace his boots before charging outside into the windy night.
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      “This guy is really starting to piss me off,” I murmur, glancing around the nearly abandoned camp.

      Fox grins. “You should cut him some slack.”

      “Why?”

      “Caleb, come on. It’s obvious.”

      “I know it is and I don’t like it. This isn’t the place for his crush.”

      “It’s not just his.”

      I stop in my tracks. “Excuse me?”

      He smirks. “Caleb.”

      “What?”

      “Caleb.”

      My jaw sags. “You think I…? Him?”

      “Yup.”

      “That guy?”

      “Yup.”

      “The man named Boxcar?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      He laughs. “It’s not that crazy, Caleb.”

      “Did he put you up to this?” I ask. “I don’t need you trying to incept me, Fox. You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “Says who?” I glare at him and he laughs again. “Caleb, I’m not not on your side here. But I do think you’re jumping the gun a little bit with the suspicion that this guy is somehow a criminal mastermind sent to infiltrate the US Army and kill us all.”

      “Then, what is he doing here?”

      “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

      “I will.” I cross my arms. “As soon as I find him.”

      Fox points over my shoulder. Boxcar sits about twenty feet away, leaning nonchalantly against a crate with his laptop once again balanced on his thighs.

      I look at Fox. “You planned this,” I accuse.

      He spins around with a smile on his lips. “I’ll be inside.”

      “Really?”

      His eyebrows bounce as he leaves, jaunting back to our tent with a slight hop in his step.

      I sigh and walk over to the crates where Boxcar lounges.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Hey.” His hand juts out and grabs mine before I can react. “Check this out.”

      With a quick yank, he pulls me down to sit beside him on the crate.

      “What?” I jerk my hand free, annoyed.

      He adjusts the screen on his laptop to give me a better view. “So, while we were out earlier, I took some photos of the license plates on the vehicles of that convoy.”

      I look at the screen over his shoulder as he clicks through his photos. “Uh-huh…”

      “Then, I modified the Army’s facial recognition software to recognize numbers and letters instead of facial features so that—”

      “The Army gave you their facial recognition software?” I interrupt.

      “Well, no…” He shows a slight grin. “I borrowed it. Anyway, the military has surveillance feeds all over Kabul, so I ran the software against the last forty-eight hours or so of footage, and…”

      I wait as his fingers rush across the keys. “And?”

      He stops and tilts the screen even more in my direction. “Do any of these faces look familiar to you?”

      The footage is blurry but the hairs quiver on my neck. I lean forward to get a better look.

      Three trucks sit on the side of the road near the center of town. A dozen men linger nearby, each one wearing black tactical gear, loading large boxes into the truck beds. One of them catches my eye. He’s tall, wide-set, pale-skinned, with a neck nearly as thick as his shaved head.

      I point at him. “He was at the building today.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.” I shift my finger to the next guy. He’s shorter, bearded, but just as muscled. “This one, too.”

      Boxcar pauses the footage and stares at them both. He says nothing, but a soft groan gets stuck in the back of his throat.

      “Do you think the facial recognition software might… you know… recognize their faces?” I ask.

      He peeks at me over the rims of his glasses. “Not bad, Fawn.”

      I watch him work. His trained fingers click and tap away, never making a single mistake as he starts and stops the footage, snatching various screenshots of their faces.

      “Where did you learn to do this stuff?” I ask him.

      “Self-taught. Mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      He leans back against the crate and looks at me. “Why do you ask?”

      I pause, torn between smacking that smug look off his face and… well, not. The light of the laptop reflects off his glasses, casting a blue glow onto his face and tricking me into seeing the more handsome features of him. Prominent cheekbones. Thick — but not bushy — eyebrows. Sharp, playful lips...

      I lean away. “What are you really doing out here, Carson?”

      “Getting some fresh air.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He inhales a quick breath. “Does it matter?”

      “It matters to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s my job to keep people safe and I can’t do that unless I trust the ones around me.”

      “Ahh.” He closes the laptop and shifts on the crate to face me. “Is that all?”

      “Is that not enough?”

      “No, it is.”

      I wait, expecting him to continue, growing more and more frustrated with each silent moment. “You know what? Nevermind—”

      I move to stand. He grabs my arm.

      “Wait…” His grip softens and he sighs. “You can’t tell anybody.”

      I raise my brow. “Why not?”

      He hesitates. “Because… it’s not exactly legal.”

      I fucking knew it.

      “So, you are a criminal mastermind sent to kill us all in our sleep?”

      “Pfft! I wish.”

      He gives my arm a quick tug to pull me back down. I sit beside him again, but I stay on the edge in case he makes any sudden moves.

      “I went to Europe for a vacation, figured I’d get a rail pass and wander around for a bit. See the world and whatnot,” he explains. “Some bastard pick-pocketed me in London and I had to improvise. I didn’t have money to go home or stay in hotels, so…” he pauses, searching my face, “I started breaking into houses and sleeping on couches while the owners were gone.”

      I smirk. “You’re a vagrant?”

      He laughs. “I’m a drifter.”

      “Same thing.”

      “I didn’t do anything super shady,” he says. “Just went in, got some food, and caught a few Zs. I didn’t steal any valuables. I left no trace besides a few missing slices of bread and a beer. Or two.”

      I shake my head, but I can’t hide my amusement. “How did you not get caught?”

      “It’s actually really easy to tell who’s out of town. Newspapers pile up. Mail doesn’t get taken inside. Closed curtains. No lights. Once I was inside, I just tried to find out when they’d come back. Usually, there’d be a clue or two but if not… just hope for the best.”

      “And how did you go from drifting around Europe to trapped in a warehouse in Afghanistan?”

      “Oh, right. That.” He winces. “I got caught.”

      “Of course, you did.”

      “I was in Paris and I stumbled on this gorgeous house outside of the city. Best of all, the owner obviously traveled a lot. So, I made myself at home for a little while… until…”

      “Busted.”

      “I woke up to find two very large men standing over me with two very large guns,” he continues, holding his hands up at least two feet apart to show their length. “I’m talking assault weaponry. The kind you don’t typically see on civilians in France.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I said a damn prayer and hoped it’d be quick.” He laughs. “Then, this woman walked in. Tall, blonde, older — probably in her fifties, but I got kind of a cougar vibe from her—”

      “Carson.”

      “Right.” He clears his throat. “Obviously, she asked what the hell I was doing there. I explained everything. Just a poor boy with nothing on him but lint and a computer, looking for a way back home.”

      “And?”

      “And… she offered me a job.”

      I blink. “What?”

      He pats his computer. “She was really interested in knowing what I could do, seeing as how I managed to override her home security system and disable the alarms so I could get in. Which was not easy, by the way. By far the most advanced system I’ve ever stumbled upon. The conversation quickly turned kind of scary, but I wasn’t about to piss off the woman with the two hired guns standing behind me, watching my every move.”

      “What kind of scary?”

      He takes a breath and his eyes shift around us for prying ears. “She started talking about United States military servers and whether or not I’d be able to crack into them to gather personnel files.”

      I furrow my brow. “What kind of personnel files?”

      “Mission debriefings. Confirmed kills. Pretty much anything I could find on active duty soldiers currently deployed,” he says, his voice low. “Soldiers like you guys.”

      I pause. “What did she want with that?”

      “Honestly, I was too scared to ask,” he says, “but it seemed like they were recruiting for something.”

      “Any idea what for?” I ask. He shakes his head. “Why didn’t you say no?”

      “I got the feeling I didn’t have a choice.”

      Comply or die. Can’t say I wouldn’t do the same.

      “Did you catch her name?” I ask.

      “She never said it and I didn’t ask,” he answers. “The others just kept calling her boss. The next morning, she put me on a helicopter and flew me down here with her two goons and two other hackers she hired to do the same thing. About a week went by and then…”

      His voice falls and I see fear in his eyes.

      “What?” I ask.

      “I guess they got what they wanted out of us,” he says slowly. “They lined the three of us up and I watched as they shot the others dead.” He points to his eyes. “One bullet through each eye, like a damn execution.”

      A chill runs down my spine.

      “At that moment…” He exhales as if he can’t believe it himself. “A bomb struck our building and I ran like hell. I didn’t get very far, just hid out in another warehouse in the compound but then that one got hit, too. When I couldn’t get out, I sent that fake intel.”

      I nod. “And three days later…”

      “You and Fox showed up to dig me out.”

      I sit back, wheels spinning in my head. “That’s quite the story.”

      “It’s all true, Caleb,” he says. “Every word.”

      “It sounds crazy.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      I pause, studying his deep, green eyes, looking for any tell I can find that will show me if he’s lying but I come up short.

      “It’s not completely unbelievable.”

      “Then, you’re gonna love this,” he says, opening his laptop again. He brings up the security footage and pushes play. “Meet the two goons who brought me down here.”

      I stare at the footage, watching as the bald man and the bearded man pass by the cameras. “They’re the ones who killed the other hackers?” He nods. “Are you sure?”

      “I wouldn’t forget those faces. They’re here… somewhere.”

      “You’re safe here, Carson,” I tell him. “No one’s going to find you out here.”

      “I’m not worried about me. I’m worried about the next poor boy who gets caught in their crosshairs.”

      “You should go to Rhys with this.”

      “I’m not about to admit to stealing government documents and handing them over to a very obvious terrorist organization.”

      “Then, why tell me?” I ask.

      His eyes grow softer. “Because you asked. And…” he pauses to lick his dry lips, “your trust is important to me.”

      Not one damn tell to prove he’s lying.

      “Why?” I ask.

      He hesitates. “Just… is. Also, you’re my bodyguard, right? You have a right to know what to look out for.”

      A short smile crosses his lips, caving in the dimples on his chin. The desert wind strikes my face, but it just makes the blood in my cheeks tingle a little more.

      I look away, clearing my throat. “We should get back inside.”

      I shift upward and he quickly stands with me.

      “Caleb,” he says. “I don’t want anyone else to know about this. Can you keep this between us? Please?”

      I nod, sensing the shame in his tone. “Okay.”

      He lets out a light sigh. “Thank you.”

      I turn to leave but Boxcar takes a quick step forward to stop me.

      “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you earlier,” he says.

      “With what?”

      His lips twitch. “With that whole kiss thing.”

      Red tickles my cheeks even more. “You didn’t.”

      “Good.”

      “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you with the whole beating you thing,” I add.

      “You didn’t,” he says. “Also, you cheated, so…”

      I grit my teeth. “I did not—”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He chuckles. “It was worth it.”

      I hold back my laugh. “Shut up and get back inside. Rhys wants to see you.”

      He takes a quick stride toward me. There’s fear in his eyes but it’s quickly overruled by the obvious lust controlling him. His fingers latch around my arm and he gently pulls me in to plant a soft kiss on my lips.

      My entire body breaks, torn in half by duty and desire. I pull away to stop our kiss and take a slow breath, but it only gets caught in my throat as my lips tremble for more of him.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he whispers.

      He bends over to grab his bag off the crate and his soft touch slides off my arm.

      The wind kicks up, slapping the loose tarps strapped to the crates nearby. I can barely hear it over the blood pounding in my ears. I bite my lip, trying to quell the seductive urge to feel his mouth again. This is wrong. It’s all wrong, and yet…

      Boxcar slides his laptop into his bag and throws it over his shoulder, preparing to step around me to head back into camp. My feet move on their own and I block his path.

      I kiss him back. His hands immediately cup my face, holding me close as our lips lock over and over again.

      My god, his mouth. I don’t know how he’s doing it, but this is quite possibly the most intense kiss I’ve ever experienced. It’s the perfect blend of soft and firm, wet and dry, with just the right amount of tongue — and his hands. He moves one down my body, wandering over my breast to curl around my lower back and hold me against him. I feel his chest heaving with mine and his fingers trembling along my skin and his growing, hard—

      Oh, god.

      Fuck, what am I doing?

      I step back, nearly falling over from the lack of blood entering my brain. “I have to go—” I spin away from him, instantly regretting it as his hands slip from my skin, but I keep moving.

      I rush to the barracks without looking back, knowing I’ll never be able to pull my eyes off him if I do.

      My feet carry me back to my cot and plop down onto it, burying my burning face into my rock-hard pillow.

      “Well, what did he say?”

      I raise my head to find Fox staring back at me from his cot next to mine. “It didn’t come up,” I answer quickly.

      He raises a curious brow. “What did come up?”

      “Nothing important.”

      I kick off my boots and fall back down onto my pillow.

      Thankfully, Fox doesn’t push it, but I can feel his sly eyes studying me with amusement. I ignore it. I’ve completely lost the ability to focus on anything other than the phantom kiss tugging on my mouth and the deep throbbing taking hold everywhere else.

      Oh, this is bad. So very bad.

      I can’t let this happen. I have to take back control. It was a one-time thing. A fluke. Just one kiss. That’s all it was. Just one perfect, mind-blowing kiss.

      Nope. Don’t even think about it.

      I, Caleb Fawn, do solemnly swear not to sleep with Boxcar.

      Not today. Not tomorrow.

      Not ever.
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      Boxcar.

      He kisses me and it all comes crashing down like a damn tidal wave. His tongue touches mine and lightning strikes down to my toes. I lean closer to him, feeling the soft touch of his fingers gliding across my lower back beneath my shirt.

      I moan, the sound caressing my throat. Boxcar hears it and tunes into our own special frequency. His hands inch along the sensitive skin of my spine, tickling me the way only he knows how.

      I reach for his belt.

      Boxcar groans as his zipper falls. I touch the thin skin of his calm shaft. It twitches against my fingers, surging with fresh blood, growing hard in my palm. I’ve forgotten how thick he was. My core throbs with warmth, begging to recall what he feels like inside.

      I push his briefs down and his manhood stands firm between us, throbbing for me in my hand with each gentle stroke I give him. His lips never leave mine as his fingers slip beneath the elastic of my slacks to cup my rear. I quiver against his warm, squeezing hands. He pushes my slacks down to my ankles, along with my moist panties, and stands back up to push me hard against the counter. I hop up onto it and spread my knees, wrapping my legs around his waist as he steps into position between them.

      “Box…” I whisper against his lips.

      He pauses, staring into my eyes through the thick rims of his glasses. I take the glasses off his head and drop them on the counter behind me to get a better look at him. He’s barely aged a day since the last time I saw him. I wonder if he can say the same about me. Stress has beaten me up plenty but if it’s done the same for him, he’s not showing it. He’s still youthful and playful as he ever was with his adorable green eyes and thick, brown hair.

      He caresses my face, sliding his thumb across my cheek as he holds my stare. His eyes sparkle with desire for me, the same desire I saw in his eyes in Afghanistan.

      I reach for his hips and pull him closer, drawing a heavy breath from the bottom of his lungs as his cock presses even harder against my slit. He trembles as I take hold of it and guide the tip to rest on my entrance.

      Boxcar’s lips curl and he steals another firm kiss. He sheaths himself inside of me, pulled in by my guiding fingers. We both pause and lean against each other with closed eyes as that old, familiar ache reignites the air between us. He looks at me with laughter in his throat, torn between the instinct to come and the desire to make this last.

      If only I had that choice. I feel my climax already, lingering on the edges of me, just begging to break down my walls. His thickness dominates me with a subtle pain. My feet hang by his sides, twitching with warmth as pleasure radiates my toes. Boxcar rocks us both and I can do nothing to fight the forgotten passion overwhelming us both. He drops his lips to my neck. I feel the edge of his teeth digging into my skin and the soft caress of his tongue tasting me.

      “Don’t stop…” I moan.

      Boxcar grips my waist to guide his hard, purposeful thrusts. After all this time, he still knows how to hold me and exactly where to touch me to control the fire inside of me. What Boxcar lacks in life, he more than makes up for in his bed. He’s the type of lover who studies his woman and takes his time on her, never once batting an impatient eye as she enjoys herself beneath him.

      Some things never change.

      He takes me into his arms to slide me off the counter. I wrap my legs tighter around his waist, refusing to let him slide out of me for even a second as he carries me across the room and lowers us both down onto my bed.

      He pins me against the mattress, reminding me that I’m his woman and no one else’s. He fucks me like a man should fuck his wife.

      I push his jacket off his shoulders, craving to feel even more of his smooth skin. He leans up and slides it off his arms, tossing it to the floor as I reach for his shirt. It ruffles his hair as he jerks it off his head and I chuckle softly to myself as he tries to fix it. I put my hands on his body, luring him down to my lips again. He pushes deeper inside and I moan against his mouth, urging him to keep fucking me, but he holds himself steady instead.

      Boxcar lays his hands on me, fishing them beneath my shirt. His fingers crawl upward to caress my breasts and feel my nipples as they poke his palms. He takes his time sliding my shirt up, re-learning every gentle curve of me, every freckle and spot on my skin. I twitch with impatience, knowing that the pleasure gently tapping on my walls is just the beginning of what he’s capable of doing to me.

      He pulls out of me. I grit my teeth in disappointment but that feeling fades as Boxcar’s mouth descends my neck and over my breasts. His tongue travels my navel, leaving wet kisses along my taut skin all the way down. He pushes my knees farther apart, straining my muscles until they hurt. My back arches. My toes curl. My entire body submits as his lips clamp around my surging clit.

      I moan at the ceiling. Quick, constant breaths keep me light-headed and weak, completely unable to process the supreme pleasure dominating me from the inside out. His tongue laps at me, zeroing in on my most sensitive spot. He gazes up at me with purposeful eyes, locking on mine as I writhe beneath him.

      Boxcar lays a firm finger against my opening. I’m not even sure how much more of this I can take before I’m screaming his name. I know exactly what he can do with those strong, trained fingers of his. I look into his eyes again, seeing impish delight in his pupils. He slides a single finger inside and waits for my moans to subside before playing me with expert precision. Flawless and true, he massages a thunderous climax out of me, refusing to stop his gentle rub even as I clamp down on his hand.

      “Box!” I scream, barely able to catch my breath as he slides a second finger inside and fucks me hard and fast.

      He keeps his hand working as he travels upward, leaving hot, eager kisses along my flesh before finally finding my lips again. I ache for more of him, especially the wide thickness of his cock.

      Boxcar laughs and pulls his fingers out of me, reading my expression like a book he’s read a thousand times. He knows what I want. He knows how I want it and where. He always did.

      Maybe he always will.

      He grabs me and guides me around onto my hands and knees. I feel him press against me, hard and firm as ever, before he burrows his cock back inside of me where he belongs. With one hand on my waist and another resting on my shoulder, he pounds me with hard, deliberate thrusts.

      “Oh, god—!” I moan through my teeth, relishing in the masterful glide of his cock against my insides.

      He angles his charge, pushing me to the edge once again. Breaths tumble off my lips faster and wilder and I go stiff as he finds the most perfect rhythm inside. He takes me with a firm grind, forcing me to come on his cock as his own animalistic grunts tear his throat apart.

      Everything crumbles. I lose control of my senses. Orgasm washes everything away, leaving me throbbing and broken in his steady grip, but he doesn’t stop pounding me. I let him have me, feeling his own pleasures taking him over.

      My tongue taps the roof of my mouth, remembering and craving his taste upon it. I bite my cheek with impatience. I twist around to watch him, paying attention to the subtle expressions on his face, waiting for the moment I know he’ll explode for me.

      I shift forward and he slides out of me. I turn around, enjoying the subtle confusion on his face as I guide him onto his back. He doesn’t question it, happily moving down and submitting to what I want. I kiss him, tasting myself on his lips as our tongues dance. Memories rush into my mind. Forgotten moments between the two of us, ones that I thought were lost for good. Hell, ones that I wanted to be lost for good and yet…

      Seeing him again, like this. Tasting him. Feeling him. Loving him.

      I don’t want to forget again.

      I descend his body, leaving firm kisses down his chest as I go. His fingers curl around my hair and he voices several low groans the closer I get to his throbbing cock. I look up at him, enjoying the sweet look on his face, as I open my mouth for him.

      “Fuck…” he whispers, his head dropping to the pillows. “I can’t hold it.”

      I swirl my tongue around his tip. His hand tightens around my hair as he comes between my lips. My taste buds implode, completely satisfied with the taste of him and the nostalgic musk of his sweat. I send his warm desire back, feeling that hot tickle dripping down my throat, moaning softly as my tongue caresses his perfect glands.

      Boxcar sits up quickly, grabs my shoulders, and forces me onto the pillows. I laugh as he does it, noting the manly twinkle in his eye as he pins me to the mattress. I flex and shift us both with a quick jerk, twisting him around onto his back before he even knows what hit him. Surprise jolts his eyes but he quickly laughs and settles against the bed.

      “There she is…” he says, smiling.

      I narrow my eyes and take control of my wild pulse. “Who?” I ask.

      “My warrior woman.”

      My eyebrow twitches. He looks at my naked body on display above him. I let go of his hands and sit back, straddling his waist as the adrenaline abandons me.

      “Yours, huh?” I ask between breaths.

      He shrugs. “Was that ever a question?”

      I suck my numb lips, biting down to experience the pain as feeling returns to my limbs.

      Boxcar. The only man I’ve ever wanted. The only man that’s ever wanted me back — that I know of.

      So, why I am so unsure of this?

      “Get up,” I say, sliding off him and planting my feet on the floor.

      “Wait—” Boxcar grabs my arm, wrapping his fingers tight around my elbow. “Don’t do that thing.”

      “What thing?”

      “You know damn well what thing.” He releases my arm and sits back. “That sudden attack of conscience you get even after you’ve done nothing wrong.”

      I snap my lips shut. His understanding of my character is just as annoying now as it was back then. Giving in to Boxcar has always filled me with a keen sense of guilt. He’s absolutely right. It has no real reason for existence other than it just does.

      “Caleb, lie down with me.”

      I sit still, unable to move, unable to take what I really want. “Boxcar—”

      “Lie down with me.”

      I close my eyes as his voice twitches my senses again. It’s firm and demanding. It’s a side of him that rarely shines out, but it amuses me every time it does. I look back at him and his playful eyes overwhelm me with calm.

      Finally, I give in and lean beside him. He guides me closer and rests my head against his chest. I feel his muscles flex beneath me. He’s stronger than he used to be. He’s obviously been working out since the last time I saw him, and I’ll admit — he looks good.

      Boxcar draws a line across my head, pushing stray hairs away from my eyes and tucking them back behind my ear. “Talk to me, Caleb,” he says. “What’s going on in there?”

      I breathe deep, relishing in his scent as it travels through my nose. “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      He keeps his hands on me, his fingers gently gliding along my shoulders to stop me from running again.

      It feels like I’ve always been running. Running from him, running from life, running from mistakes and circumstances outside of my control.

      Running away from that bullet.
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      “I don’t deserve this.”

      I tighten my arms around her, feeling her soft skin glide along my fingertips. I fill my lungs with her scent because this just might be the last chance I’ll ever get to.

      One minute.

      We couldn’t go one minute post-coitus without her flight instincts kicking in.

      “Don’t deserve what?” I ask her.

      She raises her head off my chest. “I don’t… you don’t deserve this. You deserve better.”

      I grin. “Shut the hell up, Caleb.”

      “I’m serious, Box.”

      “And so I am.” I shake my head, pushing this crap away. “This idea you have in your head — this belief that you being human is somehow selfish — is bat-shit insane.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is. Caleb, you’ve been a civilian for almost two years. The war is over for you. You’re home. You can be happy. You can start a new life. You can have sex and experience normal things without feeling like shit. I know I have.”

      She pushes off the mattress, her face twisting into a foul expression. “Oh, really?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, you’ve been living a life full of experiences since we separated, huh?”

      And here we go.

      I exhale a sharp breath. “Oh, come on, Cal. Don’t turn that into something. You know what I mean—”

      “Have you?”

      “Haven’t you? I do recall Fox mentioning something about you spread-eagle with some beefcake.”

      She rolls her eyes. “He was just messing with you, Boxcar. Don’t turn this around. How many women have you hooked up with?”

      I fall on my hands and rub the heat rising in my cheeks before combing my fingers through my hair. “Caleb…” I heave a frustrated sigh. “It really doesn’t matter to me if you’ve been with other men—”

      “Boxcar.”

      And there’s the tone. That rage-fueled growl from the back of her throat. It’s the sexiest thing in the world unless it’s directed at you. Then, it’s downright scary.

      “I don’t know,” I spit out, stalling.

      I close my eyes, searching my head for the perfect response to get me out of admitting to my epic dry spell, but the truth is all I have. Then again, I’ve never been able to muster any sort of superior cognitive function after an orgasm. Especially not one I shot down Caleb Fawn’s throat.

      She sighs with annoyance. “Don’t forget to carry the one, Box.”

      Panic rises in my chest. “Like, one or two—”

      “One or two?”

      “I don’t really keep track,” I lie, avoiding her eyes.

      I can feel her firing daggers at me, but I really don’t want to admit the truth. I don’t want to admit that I haven’t gotten laid in almost two years because I’m so hung up on her that the idea of being near another woman makes my skin crawl.

      Caleb slides off the bed but by the time I realize she’s moving, she’s already out of my reach.

      “Wait, Caleb…”

      She bends over to grab her shirt off the floor. “You should go.”

      I stand up and step closer to her. “Now, hold on. Go ahead, Caleb. Your turn.”

      “My turn?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “How many men have been in this bed since we separated?”

      “Box…”

      “Tell me about the beefcake. What’s his sign?”

      She scoffs and rolls her eyes so far back I think she might lose them. “Just forget it, Boxcar.”

      I stare at her, refusing to blink as she pulls her shirt over her head. It wasn’t my intention to compare notches on our bedposts but she’s the one who started this.

      “Caleb, how many?”

      “I don’t have to answer that.”

      “Oh, but I did?”

      Her jaw flexes and red clouds fill her cheekbones. She’s pissed and that’s fine, but this double standard shit isn’t going to fly.

      “I don’t know,” she says again, bending down to scoop her pants off the floor.

      “Five?” I ask. “Six? Eight? Twelve?”

      Her hands shake with anger as she tries to step into her pants but they’re inside out. “Zero.” She says it so quietly, I can barely hear it.

      “I’m sorry—” I cup my ear and lean forward. “One more time.”

      “Zero!” She tosses the tangled-up pants to the floor. “There. Are you happy? It’s zero.”

      I stay quiet, guilt stabbing at me as her face falls.

      “That part of myself, I…” She shakes her head. “I gave up the idea that I could have a meaningful relationship a long time ago, Box. But it’s real nice to know that you had no trouble bouncing back.”

      Fuck.

      “I didn’t, actually.” Desperation oozes off my voice but I don’t care anymore. She deserves the truth and I’m an asshole for not telling it in the first place. “I lied before. It hasn’t been one or two…”

      She knows I’m not lying but the anger doesn’t leave her forehead. “This was a mistake, Box.”

      “Caleb, come on. Don’t go there yet…”

      She picks up her pants again. This time, her hands are solid as rocks as she steps inside of them to cover herself up.

      “Thanks for stopping by and letting me know about what’s going on—”

      “Dammit, Cal—”

      “You can see yourself out.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Caleb, please. Don’t walk out on us again.”

      She stops. “Again?”

      “Yes, again.” I hop out of the bed and grab my jeans off the floor. “Honey, I don’t know if you’ve been keeping track since the beginning, but I have and every single time we’ve separated, it was all your bright idea.”

      “Oh, that is bullshit.” She points a finger at me. “Don’t put that on me. You’re as much to blame as I am.”

      “I beg to differ,” I say, zipping my fly. “I’m all-in, Caleb. I always have been. You’re the one who lives with one foot off the bed. Also, you have absolutely no right to be upset even if I had been with anyone else. The only reason why you are upset right now is because you are latching onto the first possible excuse you can find to run away again.” Her expression changes but it’s not enough to shut me up. “You know what? Maybe I was wrong. Maybe we are still out in the desert. Feels awfully familiar in here.”

      “Why are you still here?”

      “Good fucking question.” I throw my shirt on and step into my shoes before grabbing my jacket off the floor. “I’m out.”

      She stands still with her arms crossed over her chest like a damn wall.

      This conversation is officially over. We’re officially over. Again.

      “What’s my password?” she asks quickly.

      Another dagger stabs my chest as I pull open the door. “It’s I love you,” I answer with my head down. I bend over to pick up my bag. “One word. All caps.”

      I close the door behind me. Part of me wishes I’d looked back in time to see her reaction, but it wouldn’t have made a difference anyway. They’re just words. Words are about as meaningless to Caleb Fawn as wings on a catfish.

      Just no fucking point.
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      Los Angeles.

      What a fucking dump.

      I’m not sure what I expected was going to happen today but sex with my estranged wife was definitely not on the docket. I absolutely assumed my chances of getting inside of again were next to nothing. There was a greater chance of my plane getting taken down by a kaiju monster over St. Louis than I was of ever fucking Caleb Fawn again, but here I am. My dick isn’t even dry yet and I’m already on the street outside.

      Fuck it. I did what I came here to do. I told her about the Hart twins. I told her about Snake Eyes gunning for Fox. I told her to watch her back and I don’t need her to watch mine anymore. I played my part. No guilt. No regrets. No nothing. She’s on her own now — as she always intended.

      Magic bullet? What a crock of shit. There are plenty of reasons why Caleb and I don’t work. Her ridiculous fear of death isn’t one of them. Being with me should make her feel better about it, not worse. I should make her feel safe and warm and—

      Unless, of course, I don’t.

      Suspicions confirmed. Caleb needs a big, manly hero to make her happy. Not some nerd with a laptop. Don’t need a scrawny human shield like me helping her out. Nope. Not needed. I get it. I do, but—

      I kick an abandoned can on the sidewalk, but the aluminum clanging sound isn’t nearly as satisfying as I hoped it’d be. I pause and look around, ready to side-eye anyone who targets me for littering or some bullshit, but no one even looks up from their feet or their phone. Not that I’m complaining. I prefer it when strangers mind their own goddamn business.

      I hail a cab and an address slips off my lips. There’s only one friend I have in this city and his place just so happens to be vacant.

      Fox’s house — or should I say Roxie Robert’s house, as I’m pretty sure she paid for it — sits in the Hollywood Hills, nestled down in the valley between two pop stars and some old film director who’s way past his prime but no one has the heart to tell him to pack it in. Hell, I’ll do it. I’ll shout it from the porch across the street. It might make me feel better, although it goes against my strangers should mind their own goddamn business philosophy.

      The cab drops me off. As I stare at the solid, black gate in front of me, I start to feel a little nostalgic.

      Once upon a time, impenetrable fortresses like these were my weekend projects. I’m not sure why I got into it in the first place. Boredom, probably. I was a sixteen-year-old early high school graduate with nothing to do. My minimum wage parents didn’t have time between the five different jobs they worked to give a crap about what I did with my time. I couldn’t afford higher education, even with scholarships. I had to find something productive to do with myself.

      So, I started picking locks.

      It started with the bathroom door. Then, the front door. Then, the neighbor’s front door. Then, things kinda snowballed all the way into a pair of handcuffs in the back of a police car. I picked those, too.

      After that, it was security systems. A lot of them.

      I didn’t steal anything. I wasn’t a thief yet. I just liked the idea of being somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be. I liked penetrating walls that weren’t meant to be overcome and experiencing the deep satisfaction of doing it so much that I didn’t care about consequences once I got in.

      Hmm.

      My fascination with Caleb Fawn suddenly makes a whole lot more sense.

      I scale the black gate and sit on the edge, being extra careful not to pierce my damn ballsack on the spires at the top. There’s a security camera here and, luckily, it’s the same crappy brand peddled out to rich people for five hundred percent over the value of its parts.

      And people call me a thief.

      I reach into the bottom of my bag for a small screwdriver and pop off the back of the camera to expose the wires. This brand has an exploit that the manufacturer themselves aren’t even aware of. If you cross the blue and red wires and then short it out, it’ll take down every single camera on the network and they won’t turn back on until the unit itself is replaced — or until I fix it. I’m not about to completely disable my best friend’s security system.

      What am I, an asshole?

      The cameras shut down. I crack a smile as I hop the rest of the way over the fence. I don’t bother checking for witnesses. I honestly don’t care and it’s not like the owners won’t vouch for me or anything. I marvel at the perfect landscaping for a few seconds until I reach the front door where yet another hurdle presents itself, this one in the form of a numerical panel with a keycard slot.

      It’s a model CX-22B, by the looks of it. No, I take that back. It’s the 22C. Either way, it’s easy to crack with the right tools.

      Damn, Fox. Paranoid much? Eh, I guess he has every reason in the world to protect himself and Dani. I highly doubt most people around here have to worry about an underground organization of assassins trying to bust their doors down.

      Then again, this is Los Angeles.

      I pull out my laptop, along with a “key” of my own invention from the pocket on the side. I don’t have a cutesy name for it. It’s a USB-powered skeleton key, basically. I slide the keycard into the slot and plug the cable into my laptop. A few keystrokes later and my program gets to work, brute-forcing its way through as many key combinations as possible.

      The CX-22C requires a six-digit code, meaning there are one million possible combinations. It automatically sounds an alarm if you miss it more than three times in a row — making it the preferred system over the 22B. I programmed my skeleton key to override that function, but I still might be here a few minutes.

      Finally, it lands on 122407 and a green light shines to unlock it, along with disabling any alarm system the place might have.

      I twist the doorknob, but it doesn’t budge.

      Oh. Of course. Some people still use actual keys.

      I pull out my lockpick and knock out the final hurdle without breaking a sweat.

      My phone rings as I open the door.

      I answer it. “Your security sucks, man.”

      “You know, I would have given you the code,” Fox says.

      “My way is more fun.”

      I glance around the foyer. Various movie posters hang on the walls inside frames that probably cost more than my rent back east. Dani stares back at me from every one. Damn, she’s pretty. Natural blonde hair — although, I hear she keeps it black nowadays. Bright, blue eyes.

      Fox is one lucky bastard, but I’ll never tell him that. He’s smug enough already.

      “How did you know I was here?” I ask.

      “A concerned neighbor called Dani to tell her about a strange man in glasses climbing our fence.”

      “Don’t you rich bastards have anything better to do than spy on your neighbors all day?”

      “Apparently not,” he answers. “You’re going to fix it, right?”

      “Of course. I just needed… a distraction.”

      “Ahh, jeez,” he mumbles, recognizing my tone. “What’d you do?”

      “What’d I do?! You mean what’d Caleb do?”

      “What happened? Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine,” I say, rolling my eyes. “So am I, by the way, since you’re so full of concern.”

      “Please, tell me you didn’t do something stupid.”

      I pause to admire their giant kitchen. Stainless steel appliances. Hardwood floors. I could definitely move in here for a while. Damn place is so big, they probably won’t even notice I’m here.

      “Define stupid,” I say.

      “Tell me what you did and I’ll tell you if it was stupid.”

      I check the refrigerator for something strong and alcoholic. “I kind of… slept with her.”

      “Already?” Fox asks. “It’s been like two hours.”

      “Hey, there’s no one more surprised about that than I am, dude.”

      “Whatever happened to never give a second chance to a girl with a boy’s name?”

      “I never said…” I pause. “Actually, that sounds exactly like something I’d say.” I find something imported stashed in the door and grab two bottles of it. “Where’s your bottle opener?”

      “Top drawer, left of the fridge,” he answers. I slide open the drawer and snatch the bottle opener off the top before shoving it closed. “Although, you probably shouldn’t be drinking right now considering the circumstances.”

      “She said the same thing,” I say. “Didn’t stop her from tearing my pants off.”

      “And how exactly did that lead to you sulking around my kitchen?”

      I plop down onto the couch in the living room, once again scanning the unfamiliar surroundings of their quiet, yet echoey, home.

      “We got married,” I say.

      There’s a long, heavy pause.

      “It’s been two hours…”

      “No—” I shake my head. “Not today. Before.”

      “Yeah.” He chuckles. “I know, Box.”

      I raise a brow. “You know?”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “How did you know?”

      “I worked for the most dangerous criminal organization in the world. I had more than enough means to check in on you two every so often.”

      “I feel so violated…” I joke.

      I spot a familiar picture nestled in a frame on a short end table across the room. I push off the couch and wander over to get a better look.

      “Two years ago. Right after you died…” I mutter. “They shipped us both back home and they dropped us off at the airport in Vegas, of all places….” I chuckle. “I thought it was a sign. She thought I was an idiot, but she said yes anyway.”

      I grab the frame, overwhelmed with crippling nostalgia at the desert sand surrounding the three of us. It’s a silly photo — completely unprofessional given the setting — but I can think of plenty of times overseas when that was the norm. Fox stands in-between me and Caleb with his arms wrapped around our shoulders, holding the three of us together like he always did.

      “I dunno, without you around, we just kind of panicked. Needed something to cling to, so we chose each other.”

      “Why didn’t you tell anybody?” he asks.

      I set the frame back down. “Three days later, she kicked me out. Three days after that…” I sigh. “I haven’t seen her since.”

      “You’re still married?”

      I smile. “Technically, yeah. She wanted to divorce, but… I’ve been avoiding that.” He says nothing as I roam the room with restless feet. “Fox, I need to ask you something. It might sound weird but just bear with me…”

      “Go ahead.”

      “What are you scared of? Like — worst-case scenario, worst nightmare you can think of. What is it?”

      “Well, that’s easy,” he says, his voice low.

      “Dani?”

      “Yeah. Losing her — or even worse…” He pauses. “Even worse would be the thought of putting her through losing me… again.”

      “But still, you stay with her even though you know that could happen any day now?”

      “Of course.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve cheated death once already,” he answers. “That doesn’t happen twice.”

      I bite my lip. “Right…”

      “Box, we don’t get a lot of time in this world,” he says. “Especially people like us. You live the life you can while you can.”

      “If only Caleb thought the same way, man.” I chuckle. “She’s got it in her head that she has to push me away.”

      “Then, you go to her and you convince her otherwise. Dani and I have our fair share of problems, believe me, but… I live each day with her as if it’s my last. You two should do the same.”

      Christ. He’s right. As usual.

      Caleb Fawn might be a high-maintenance and downright frustrating woman but she’s my woman. Always has been — whether she cares to admit it or not.

      “So, tell me, Fox…” I say, “did I do something stupid?”

      “Only if you don’t fix it.”

      I chug the rest of the bottle and set it down on the table beside the old photograph. “Your house kinda sucks, dude,” I say. “I’m a little disappointed.”

      “Have you found the theater yet?”

      I pause, impressed. “You have a theater?”

      “Later. Now, you should go back to Caleb. I don’t like the idea of either of you being alone with the Harts out there looking for you.”

      “She’ll be fine…”

      “Box.”

      I sigh. “All right. I will return to my wife.”

      “Well, that sounds weird.”

      “I don’t know.” I smile. “I kinda like the sound of it.”
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      My husband is a fucking idiot.

      God, I hate the sound of that…

      ILOVEYOU? I-fucking-LOVEYOU? Since when did we ever say that each other? Even on our wedding night, the L-word didn’t come up once and I liked it that way. Not that I never felt it for him, but I don’t waste time on redundancy. It goes against my training. Every second counts during times of war. One second wasted could mean your death and the deaths of everyone around you. If something is a given, you don’t take the time to express it because the ones that matter should already know and the ones that don’t probably aren’t worth the effort.

      Then again, he’s right. We’re not out in the desert anymore.

      The L-word doesn’t matter when nothing else works. I came from a family that looked perfect on the outside. Love this. Love that. But there was darkness lurking around every corner waiting to remind you it exists. For years, I thought that’s how the world worked.

      Then, I met Fox. He had his own bit of darkness following him around but for the first time in my life, I knew what it was like to have a friend.

      Then, Boxcar crashed into my life. Along with the L-word.

      I stare across the room at my television, but I haven’t managed to turn it on yet. I still can’t get past the way he said it. Head down, eyes barely open. He couldn’t even look at me, but I could tell he wanted to.

      I love you.

      I love you.

      I love you.

      Why is that so hard for me to say?

      I push off the couch, grab my phone, and slide on my shoes. It’s far too quiet up here and I’m starting to get tinnitus in my ears. There’s only one thing that’s always managed to calm me down and I’ve got a whole arsenal of weapons stashed downstairs in need of cleaning.

      I bounce down the stairs, tying my hair back into a loose ponytail as I go. The back room of my shop is a little-known secret — one that I’ve managed to keep quiet for the most part. I have a few elite clients that pop in now and again to pick up the latest tactical gear and weaponry (the most recent being the newly resurrected Fox Fitzpatrick). It’s not the most legitimate of black-market business practices but when you’re in as much debt as I am, you play to your strengths. My military expertise makes me a hell of a lot more trusting than the street gangs around here.

      I squeeze behind the counter of my shop with a dusting cloth wrapped around my hand, ready to attack my back room without mercy.

      The hairs stand up on the back of my neck.

      I pause, sensing the slow, quiet movement smack dab in the middle of my very closed pawnshop.

      “Hello, Ms. Fawn.”

      I scan every reflective surface around me, sizing her up before I even turn around. She’s petite like me but, also like me, not the kind you want to fuck with. Tight jeans, even tighter black shirt. Sporty hair the color of spilled fruit juice on white carpet. And her eyes. Knowing, experienced.

      Deadly.

      I turn around and she grins at me. “We’re closed on Sundays,” I say.

      “I know.”

      “Come back tomorrow.” I toss the cleaning cloth onto the counter between us.

      “I’m not here for…” she points a finger and draws a line across the nearest shelf, “whatever the hell this stuff is.”

      “Then, what do you want?”

      She wipes dust on her jeans. “I’m looking for your husband.”

      This must be Lilah Hart. My brain works in the background, calculating how fast it would take for me to secure a reasonable weapon. I’ll need five seconds minimum to get to the back room, but she could easily scale the counter in less than three.

      “I don’t have a husband.”

      “The state of California seems to think otherwise.”

      I shrug. “We separated years ago. I haven’t seen him since.”

      Her little cartoony eyes squint at me. “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “He flew into town early this morning,” she says. “He didn’t stop by?”

      “Nope.”

      “Bummer.” She heaves a tiny, defeated breath. “Any idea where he’d go?”

      “It’s a big city. Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but I have some work to do and you’re trespassing, so if there’s nothing else…”

      Lilah’s lips twitch to the side but she doesn’t move. “Actually, I didn’t just come here looking for Bartholomew Carson. There’s a much bigger fish I’m after.”

      I point behind her. “In that case, I have a decent selection of antique fishing lures. Take your pick.”

      Impatience coats her painted eyes, but it’s gone just as soon as it appears. “Caleb, where is Fox Fitzpatrick?”

      I tilt my head, feigning confusion. “He’s dead.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Try again, honey.”

      “No, really.” I chuckle. “Two years ago. He was killed in action overseas. I was there.”

      Lilah inhales all the way to the bottom of her lungs and takes a short step closer to the counter. She lays her fingers against the glass, leaning over in a decent attempt at intimidating me. “I know that’s bullshit, Caleb. I know he’s alive. I know your husband made contact with him in Colorado a few weeks ago. Now, I’m tired and I’m cranky and I’m getting really bored with this shit.”

      “Sounds awful.”

      “Tell me where he is, and I’ll let you walk away.”

      “Glendale Avenue,” I say. “Forest Lawn Memorial. That’s where you can find Fox — his empty box, anyway. There wasn’t much left of him to ship back home.”

      She reaches behind her, obviously to rest her hand on the weapon she’s got stashed in her belt. “You’re not doing yourself any favors protecting him, Caleb.”

      I brace my toes, ready to move. “Feels pretty good, though, Lilah.”

      Her white teeth drag across her bottom lip. “You know, I’m curious. Just between us girls...” Her brow crinkles. “Why Carson? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you could seriously do better.”

      “Boxcar.”

      “What?”

      “His name is Boxcar,” I say. “And you picked the wrong morning to mess with me, Gidget.”

      Her bicep flexes. I quickly snatch her shoulder and force her down against the glass but she’s much faster than that brutish man from last night. Lilah twists out of my grasp and draws her pistol to point it at my face.

      I dodge behind the counter, reaching beneath it to grab the baseball bat hidden out of sight as two silenced bullets strike the wall behind me, followed closely by another that shatters the glass counter and pierces the floor near my head.

      I swing the bat, striking her outstretched hand before she can pull of another shot. It connects with her knuckles and she growls in pain as the pistol flings across the room.

      Instead of charging after it, Lilah leaps over the busted counter, swinging her trained feet in front of her to kick me hard in the chest. I fall off-balance and she plants herself between me and my back room.

      I keep a white-knuckle grip on my bat as she charges forward and lands a solid punch against my jaw. Pain radiates through my face. It’s the first time I’ve felt pain like this in years and it instantly ignites all adrenaline in my body.

      This fucking bitch is going down.

      Lilah pulls back her arm, preparing for a second, even harder, punch. As time slows down, I wait for the perfect moment to block her attack. I grab her wrist out of the air with one hand. I drop the bat from the other and wrap my fingers around her little neck.

      Surprise flashes in her eyes. She lets me shove her backward against a shelf. A set of novelty mugs tumble and shatter to pieces on the floor beneath us. She raises her knee and bashes it against my ribs. I keep my composure until she juts forward and hits me in the nose with a firm head-butt.

      My grip loosens. She slips out of it and delivers a hard backhand against my cheek. I wobble again but scoop the baseball bat off the floor as I move.

      Lilah raises her hands to block my swing but misses. The bat’s tip connects against her right eye. Her body twists and she falls to the linoleum, hopefully blinded by pain and white lights dancing along her vision.

      I step forward and kick her hard in the torso, knocking the wind out of her lungs. She wheezes for air as she tries to claw her way out of my reach.

      I raise the bat, ready to bring it down on her when a strong hand grips the back of my neck, followed closely by a sharp stab deep in the flesh above my collarbone. I spin around to see a man standing behind me with a depressed syringe held in his surgical-gloved hand.

      It hits me quickly. I lose all feeling in my shoulders, all the way down to my fingers and toes. The man wraps his arm behind me and another beneath my legs to raise me up as gravity descends on me. I try to hold on, but I can’t keep the numbness from invading. Paralysis takes over.

      I close my eyes, expecting to lose consciousness, but my mind stays alert.

      The man sighs at Lilah. “Quit fooling around,” he says, his voice echoing through my ears. “You said you had this covered.”

      Lilah lurches off the floor. “I had it under control,” she argues, tapping the fresh bruise taking over her face around her right eye. She winces as she pushes against it and fires an angry look at me.

      “Apparently not,” he says, jolting me up to get a better hold on me.

      I try to roll free of him, but I can’t move a muscle. Everything feels rock-solid and cold. My brain is still warm and lucid.

      I’m trapped in my own body.

      “You,” I say.

      Lilah flinches in surprise. “I thought you knocked her out.”

      “No,” he says. “She’s still in there. We need her talking, remember?”

      She rolls her eyes and grabs her gun off the floor. “Whatever. Where’s the car?”

      “It’s out back.”

      I stare up at him as he carries me through the back hallway to the alleyway. He shares the same eyes as Lilah, along with the same cheekbones and nose. His hair is ash brown and a little too long with bangs hanging down over his eyes. He must be the other Hart twin, Elijah.

      My vision blurs as he drops me in the backseat of their car, just barely cradling my head to keep it from jerking around. I can’t feel it right now, but I’ll probably have a twisted neck for weeks after this. Bastards.

      Elijah slides into the back with me and sits me up as Lilah climbs into the driver’s seat. “Caleb,” he says, leaning into my line of sight. “Say something.”

      I open my mouth — or, at least, I think I do. My throat tingles, the muscles clenching open and closed. “Fuck you…”

      He smiles. “Colorful girl.”

      “Pfft, please,” Lilah spits from the front seat.

      “Lilah…” he says. “You had your shot with her. Now, it’s my turn.”

      He points ahead, signaling her to focus on the road with his eyes locked on me. He studies my numb features with scientific intent. I feel the gentle pressure of his fingers against my face, holding my head steady as the car shakes back and forth on the street.

      “Caleb,” he says, his voice calm and patient, “you managed to beat up my sister, and for that, you have earned my respect. You’ve proven to be a very impressive young woman. However, if you don’t start telling me something useful, I’m going to have to hurt you and I don’t like doing that as much as my twin does.”

      “You gonna torture me?” I slur with curling lips.

      He tilts his head. “I could, but with your training, you probably know a little something about withstanding interrogation and we’re in a bit of a time crunch.”

      I take a deep breath. “Then, I guess we’re done here…”

      Elijah squints. “Caleb, when I say I’m going to have to hurt you, I don’t mean physically. Torture might not work on you, but… it might work just fine on that husband of yours. Something tells me he’s not great at putting up with pain for very long.”

      “You’d be surprised, actually…”

      “Either way, we will find Fox Fitzpatrick,” he says. “You can either put us on the right track now or you can watch while my sister rips off Carson’s thumbnails.”

      Rage burns in my chest but I can’t do a damn thing about it in this state. “You won’t lay a hand on him.”

      “That’s certainly up to you, Caleb.”

      “No… you won’t even get close.” I chuckle softly and he stares back at me with amusement. “Trust me.”

      Elijah drops my head, letting me fall forward. “Damn.”

      “He couldn’t have gone far,” Lilah says, her shifty eyes studying me in her rearview mirror. “We’ll find him.”

      “Or…” Elijah raises a brow. “We’ll just let him come to us.” He finds my phone stashed in the back pocket of my jeans. “What did you say he called himself? Boxcar?”

      I don’t answer as his gloved thumbs tap away at my phone.
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      “Caleb.”

      I whisper her name so softly even I can barely hear it. It’s a necessary measure as I’m surrounded by highly-trained soldiers and each one sleeps with one eye open — but for good reasons.

      Hopefully, sneaking out with Caleb in the middle of the night isn’t on that list.

      I lean over her a little more, as close to her ear as possible. “Caleb—”

      She shoots up in her cot. I lay my hand over her mouth and put a finger against my lips with my other hand, urging her to keep quiet.

      “Shh…” I whisper.

      She mimics my soft volume. “Carson, what are you doing?”

      I nudge my head back, signaling for her to follow me outside. She stares at me for several moments, blinking with confusion, until finally reaching down to grab her boots from beneath the cot. I slide back and throw my bag over my shoulder while I wait. She rises, nods, and we silently drift between the sleeping soldiers into the darkness outside.

      Caleb follows me through the camp. I keep to the shadows, avoiding the paths of the patrol guards.

      “We don’t have to slink around like this,” she says at normal volume. “This isn’t a prison.”

      “I know… but it’s fun.”

      We reach the jeeps parked at the far side. I open the backseat door to the last one in line — the one farthest away from prying lights.

      “Also,” I say, “there’s something I want to show you and I’d rather do it privately.”

      She pauses, her bright eyes flicking between me and the backseat. Finally, she climbs inside and I follow her in after doing a quick scan of the area to make sure no one sees us.

      I sit down on the seat next to her and pull my laptop from my bag. She slides away from me on purpose, putting as much distance as she can between us until her back hits the door on the other side.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “I’ve been looking into that house,” I begin. “You know, the one in France I told you about?” She nods. “It’s weird, but… it’s like it doesn’t exist at all.”

      Caleb tilts her neck to get a better look at the map on my laptop screen. “How so?”

      “I mean, there’s nothing in public records. There’s no documented history of it ever being built. Even satellites show an empty lot.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “It’s not,” I answer. “Which means that someone very powerful went through a lot of trouble to keep it hidden… and I think I know who.” I scroll through my notes, flying by various bits of information and saved photographs. “The only mention of that land’s ownership is in a very redacted document buried deep in the Parisian archives. A man named Marlow Black bought the land in 1952 and that’s where the history ends. However—”

      “Carson.”

      Her eyes go soft on me, but I keep going.

      “I dug through the Black family tree and found out that he had a daughter in 1965.”

      “What are you doing?”

      I stop scrolling on her face and turn the computer in Caleb’s direction. “Marilyn Black. Born in 1965. Died young in 1988. But I met her last month at that house in Paris.”

      Caleb lingers on the woman’s photo for a few moments before she shakes her head. “She could have had a daughter…”

      “No, I checked that. Marilyn Black didn’t have a daughter, but she did have a son. He died in 2004 at age nineteen — but how much you wanna bet he’s still walking around out there, too? And get this—”

      “Carson…” She sighs. “You need to let this go.”

      “Why?” Adrenaline pounds in my chest. “There’s something going on here, Caleb. Something bad.”

      “And you escaped it,” she says. “The last thing you should be doing is digging back in. This obsession is just going to get you killed.”

      “I’m not obsessed. I’m curious,” I say. “And you should be, too.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they probably have a file on you right now… and that’s my fault.”

      Caleb sits back in her seat and gazes out the window at the pitch-black sky. She shows no expression to tell me whether she agrees with that last part, but I didn’t say it to gain sympathy. If something happens to anyone out here because of those files, then I’m going to feel responsible for it — gun to my head or not.

      “What are we doing out here?” she finally asks.

      “I wanted to tell you about this.”

      “Right.” She crosses her arms. “We could have done that anywhere. What are we doing in this jeep?”

      I smile and close the laptop. “Because I didn’t just want to tell you about this.”

      She glares at me. “Uh-huh.”

      “If we happen to make-out, too, it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”

      Her eyes roll back and she reaches for the door handle.

      “I’m kidding!” I grab her arm, but she shoots a hard look at me and I fall back. “I would, however, like to talk about the other night—”

      “No.”

      “Caleb, come on. Contrary to my behavior sometimes, I am not fourteen,” I joke, drawing a fraction of a smile on her mouth. “We’re adults and I would like to talk about the other night like adults. Please?”

      She releases the handle and settles back against the door, arms crossed like a pair of thick armor. “Okay.”

      I take a deep breath and look into her eyes, instantly stunned into silence. Fuck, she’s perfect. Beautiful, strong. Inside and out. Mysterious, charismatic. I can’t get her out of my head nor can I get the taste of her off my lips — not that I’m complaining or anything.

      “Well?” she asks.

      “I don’t know,” I choke. “That’s as far as I got.”

      Caleb sighs. “You can start with an apology.”

      “An apology?”

      She nods. “Yeah, an apology.”

      “I’m not going to apologize for kissing you,” I say. “I’m not sorry.”

      “It was highly inappropriate,” she says, her brow creasing with intensity.

      I twist in the seat to face her. “I gave you a little peck, Caleb. You’re the one who turned it into a full-blown, tongue-on-tongue—”

      “I did not!”

      “Oh, so you tripped and fell?” I ask, throwing all my sarcasm into it. “Is that how we’re playing this?”

      “I’m not playing anything—” She pauses and exhales a heavy sigh. “This is ridiculous. I’m leaving.”

      “No—!”

      I latch onto her arm again and pull her away from the door.

      “Let go of me,” she says.

      “Not until you admit that you kissed me back.”

      “No.”

      I tighten my grip around her wrist. “Then, we’ll just have to sit here all night and you can explain to everyone else what we were doing out here when they catch us in the morning.”

      “You really have no sense of decency, do you?”

      I shrug. “It comes and goes.”

      She tugs her arm, but I don’t let go. “Carson.”

      “Just admit it, Caleb.”

      “What? That you’re an asshole? Done. You’re an asshole.”

      “Admit that you kissed me, you liked it, and that you’ve been avoiding me ever since because you’re scared you’ll do it again.”

      “Yeah, you’ve really got that like-an-adult thing down.”

      I sigh and release her. “Fine. Don’t admit it. Doesn’t change the truth and we both know it.”

      Her eyes twitch with anger as I ease back into the seat. I even rest my hands behind my head to sell the point home.

      I kissed her. She kissed me. She wants more.

      “You’re wrong,” she says.

      “Oh, yeah?” I smirk.

      “Yeah.”

      “Then, why haven’t you left yet?”

      She grits her perfect teeth. “You are so annoying.”

      I laugh. “You’re stalling.”

      “For what?”

      I grab her again and pull her across the seat.

      “Carson—”

      I take her face in my hands. Her warm cheeks tickle my palms as I place my lips against hers, knowing full well she’s capable of breaking my nose with a single punch. Still… feeling her again, tasting her, kissing her, even for a moment…

      It’s worth the risk.

      My heart slams in my chest. Desire overwhelms fear. My blood runs hot and fast, so quick it leaves my digits numb against the soft skin of her face. I suck lightly on her bottom lip as a tremor shakes her entire body.

      Caleb opens her jade eyes and stares into mine. I wish I could be a fly on the walls of her brain. It’d be nice to know if I should block my balls right about now.

      She licks her lips, trembling softly in my hands, and leans over to kiss me back. Just like the other night, she parts her lips and I feel the warm jerk of her tongue against mine. I pull her closer and she straddles my waist, settling into my lap like a perfect puzzle piece.

      A moan escapes her throat, tickling my lips as it vibrates off hers. She slides her hard body against me. I twitch as every drop of blood inside travels south. I feel behind her, gliding my fingers beneath her shirt to touch her smooth skin.

      She reaches for my belt and my muscles lock.

      Holy shit.

      “Boxcar.”

      I flinch. It’s the first time she’s ever called me that.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      She stares me down, little eyes burrowing into mine. “If you tell anybody about this, I’ll kill you.”

      I nod furiously. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She kisses me again, this one firmer and harder while she tugs my belt free and slides my zipper down. I slip my hands beneath her shirt, taking aim for her breasts as I drop my kisses to the smooth skin of her neck. Her body quivers even more. She moans softly as I pinch her earlobe between my teeth.

      I feel an ache of disappointment as she pulls away suddenly, but it all subsides when I realize she’s just pushing her pants to the floor. She’s right back on top of me in seconds, half-naked and willing, and I feel the dripping warmth of her caressing against my shaft. I kiss her again while her hand reaches for my cock. She grips it and stops, her wide eyes confirming my girth. She says nothing but I get the confidence boost of my life staring into her impressed eyes.

      I keep my gaze on her, letting her lead, longing for the moment when I’m finally inside of her. She slides my tip back, angling it to penetrate her but she doesn’t lower herself down. She lets it sit there, quivering against her entrance while her wetness drips onto me. I feel her body and squeeze her breasts, trying not to go crazy as she teases me.

      Finally, she lowers herself onto me. She bites her lip to hold back her moan. Even I burrow my face in her chest to keep her overwhelming tightness from taking over me.

      I lay my head back, almost ready to explode. “Oh, fuck—”

      She clamps her lips down on mine. We moan into each other as she slowly grinds herself on me. Her hips glide up and down, perfectly clenching my cock from the inside. I buck upward to thrust in deeper as she shakes on me.

      “Shh—!”

      Caleb slaps a hand over my mouth and locks her body in place above me as her eyes focus on something outside the windows.

      I slowly crane my neck to look outside. A patrolman wanders alongside the jeeps, stepping softly against the sand. It takes all of my control to stop thrusting her. My dick begs for me to just keep going but I sit still, counting the excruciatingly long seconds as this fucking prick takes his sweet ass time.

      He finally turns the corner. The second he drifts out of sight, Caleb lowers her hand from my mouth and kisses me hard. She adjusts her movement to keep the jeep from rocking and drawing attention to our location, but she doesn’t stop that perfect grind on my cock inside of her.

      I keep fucking her, the new fear of getting caught fueling an even sharper pleasure. She grips my jacket and her body goes tense. Her face contorts with ecstasy, twisting even more as I push against a sweet spot inside of her. I grip her waist tighter, replicating the movement, memorizing every inch of her as lust colors her cheeks.

      Caleb falls forward to stifle her moan against my shoulder. I smile even wider, feeling her tightness go wild as she climaxes on me.

      I am a fucking god.

      My balls tighten and I can’t hold back for another moment. I pull out of her as I come and point my tip into my shirt to keep from getting my DNA all over government property.

      She stays still on top of me, desire hot on her breath. Her body shakes with each exhale, just like mine, but I can see the thoughts building behind her eyes.

      “Shit,” she says.

      She slides off me and reaches down to fish her pants off the floor.

      I push my spent cock back inside my briefs and pull them up. “Well, that—”

      “Never happened.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say—”

      “I would,” she interrupts again. “And if you know what’s good for you — you will, too.”

      I watch her pull her panties back on, blinking with confusion. “Okay, hold on…”

      “I can’t do this kind of thing,” she says, still out of breath. “I have a reputation to keep here.”

      “Okay, I get that, but… you kind of just did it.”

      “And that was a mistake.”

      I sigh, smiling. “Caleb, slow down.”

      She zips her fly and shoves her feet into her boots. “I have to go—”

      I grab her arm. “Stop.”

      She freezes in place with her eyes on the floor, refusing to look at me.

      “I said I wouldn’t tell anybody about this, and I meant that,” I say. “I’ll take this to the grave if you really want me to, but I won’t pretend it never happened.”

      “Fine,” she says, flicking her dark eyes at me. “It happened. It was fun. We both enjoyed it, but it won’t happen again. It can’t.”

      I let go of her. “Why not?”

      “You know why not.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Reputation and duty or whatever but you’re not going to be out here forever.”

      She looks straight ahead. “This… this isn’t who I am. You’re not…”

      Her voice falls again.

      And there it is.

      I’m not sure why I didn’t see it coming until this moment. This isn’t about her.

      It’s about me.

      “Oh.” I collapse into the seat. “I get it.”

      Why would she ever go for an asshole like me when she’s surrounded by heroes like Fox fucking Fitzpatrick?

      “You’re right,” I say. “This was wrong. It shouldn’t happen again.”

      I reach for my bag and throw it over my shoulder without looking at her.

      “I’ll go first,” she says.

      “Cool.”

      She takes a quick look out the windows before climbing out and closing the door softly behind her.

      So, that’s it. The end of my affair with Caleb Fawn.

      It crashed and burned just as quickly as it began but holy shit — it sure was fun while it lasted.

      I fucked the untouchable Caleb Fawn. Not only that, she enjoyed it. She even admitted it, but she never had to. I fucking felt it and she sure as hell wasn’t faking it.

      I’ll let this feeling linger for a few more minutes before heading back to the barracks and crashing right back down to zero.

      I scoop my laptop off the floor and open it to see Marilyn Black staring back at me from the old photograph.

      Caleb’s probably right. I absolutely should let this go. I suppose that’s a consequence of growing up a lonely kid with an overactive imagination. I’ve always had a thing for puzzles. Crossword, jigsaw. You name it, I solved it. What I have here now is a bunch of corner and edge pieces with nothing in the middle to connect them together. I could keep digging through the box to figure out what the mystery picture is, or I could move on and live with the unfinished puzzle lingering in the back of my head for the rest of my life. Of course, if I do that, then I sure as hell better have something better to occupy my headspace.

      I close my laptop and look around the jeep as my memories of the last half hour come crashing back in.

      Caleb.

      I think about her mewling on top of me and I smile.

      There’s no way I can let this be a one-time thing.

      I’m not leaving Afghanistan until I make Caleb Fawn fall in love with me.

      Shouldn’t be too hard, right?
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      “Caleb?”

      I knock softly on her door. The ride back was excruciatingly long, mostly because of the time I spent in my head planning out what I was going to say to her. I have it all figured out. A few variations of phrases Fox told me plus plenty more of my own personal things that I’d only ever say out loud to her and no one else.

      I just have to see her face and it’ll all come out.

      “Caleb?”

      I reach for the doorknob and twist it, feeling a sudden bolt of shock as the thing pushes open. Sure, Caleb is the only person who lives in this building, but I doubt she’d leave her door unlocked, especially with the street access at the bottom of the stairs. I step inside and look around as another stab of guilt plunges deep.

      The room is exactly as I left it. The bedsheets are still flung about. The pillows are ruffled. My nose fills with the very scent of her, enough to make me halt in my shoes and take notice. Just like it always did since the moment I met her.

      “Caleb?”

      I check the bathroom, but she isn’t there either. She could have gone out. If not, there’s only one other place she would be and that’s downstairs in her shop. I smile, remembering that there’s only one thing that never failed to relax her. If I were a betting man, that’s exactly where she’d go after what just happened between us.

      I head for the back of her loft to the staircase leading down to her shop.

      “Shit…” I mutter, looking around. “Shit.”

      Broken glass. Toppled merchandise. Bullet casings.

      Whatever happened here, it wasn’t good.

      And worse, it’s my fault.

      “Caleb!”

      I look up, scanning the corners for a security camera. There’s one in each corner and two more that cover the cash register and the front entrance.

      I rush to the management office in the back, biting my cheek in the hopes that they aren’t just dummy cameras to deter theft. Caleb’s just stubborn enough not to invest in a system and given the state of her bank accounts, she probably justified the non-expense of not having one.

      The old office has two desks, one with the most ancient CRT monitor sitting on top. The monitor blinks as I flick it on, almost puttering out completely. It eventually kicks on, along with the VHS player connected to it with a tape inside labeled Sunday.

      I shake my head, promising to install something a hell of a lot better than this when this is all over.

      I rewind the tape and there she is.

      Lilah Hart.

      Every ounce of air dispels from my lungs. My heart expands several sizes, ready to explode with anger.

      From what I can see, Lilah managed to break in through the alleyway exit behind the building just minutes after I walked out.

      Goddammit.

      I should have stayed.

      Why didn’t I stay?

      I fast-forward the tape, watching as Caleb enters the back of the shop. Lilah confronts her at the counter. Every second brings me closer to despair, knowing that I’m about to see one of two possible conclusions: A — that Caleb was defeated and kidnapped, or B — that Lilah made me a widower. Neither option will make me happy, but one will definitely make me more pissed off than the other.

      The fight begins. I can’t help but smile at the reminder that Caleb is a fucking badass. Sure, she’s beautiful and feminine and all that good stuff but that’s not what made me hard for her in the first place. It was the warrior in her that did that. There’s something undeniably sexy about a woman who can pin a full-grown man against the wall and make him beg for his mommy.

      My heart sinks as a dark shadow enters in through the back and sneaks up behind her. Caleb had Lilah on the damn floor and Elijah just swoops in — that fucking bastard.

      Fuck. I should have stayed. This would have been a fair fight if I had.

      Caleb collapses into his arms and my rage wins.

      Fuck this shit.

      I’m getting my wife back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      I’ve got the drive. I’ve got the determination.

      Most of all, I’ve got Caleb Fawn’s secret back room to arm myself with.

      The Harts probably didn’t even realize it was here and Caleb was smart enough not to draw Lilah’s attention toward it during their fight.

      I walk inside and breathe in that old, nostalgic smell of assault rifles and gunpowder. I flick on the light to see guns lined along the walls.

      A lot of guns.

      Oh, Ms. Fawn. You haven’t changed at all, baby.

      The alleyway door opens and closes.

      I freeze, sensing hard boots tapping against the hallway floor. I scan for the nearest available weapon and my lips twitch at the sight of Caleb’s “special occasion” gun: her Model 60 Smith & Wesson revolver, obviously returned to her since Fox and Dani’s cross-country excursion a few weeks back. She never let me even hold it before and there’s no way I’m going to pass up the opportunity now.

      I grab it off the wall and confirm it’s loaded as the boots step further inside the shop.

      The Harts must have come back. Maybe they saw me go inside and decided to come finish me off. I won’t make it that easy, that’s for sure.

      As I prepare to leap out, my heart stops in my chest. Every man has imagined themselves in this situation before. Guns drawn with the villain in their sights. A very grateful damsel hanging on their arm.

      But no one really thinks about how terrifying it is.

      Crap, I’m gonna die.

      I take a breath, forcing the crippling doubt away before standing up and pointing my gun at the dark figure lingering around the shop.

      “Hold it.” I lock my body, refusing to let it tremble. “Let me see your hands.”

      The man pauses and his arms slowly rise in surrender. He’s much too tall to be Elijah Hart. He’s dressed very differently in a bold leather jacket and black jeans.

      “Turn around,” I tell him.

      He obeys and shifts to face me while I ease forward to get a better look at him. He’s clean-shaven with trimmed, blond hair and bright, blue eyes like he’s out of a goddamn fairy tale or something.

      As I step closer, he sighs and drops his hands.

      I twitch. “Hey, put them back up—”

      “I’m not here for you, mate,” he says, his voice sharp with a thick, English accent. “You can drop your piece.”

      I keep it pointed at him. “Who are you?” I ask.

      “What happened here?”

      “I said, who are you?”

      “Nevermind,” he says. “I’ll figure it out myself—” I pull back the hammer with my thumb and a laugh spills off his lips. “Mr. Carson, please. Don’t embarrass yourself here.”

      “How do you know who I am?”

      “Because I’ve been tracking the same pair whose been tracking you across the country.” He holds his hand parallel to the floor and slowly brings it down with his words. “Lower the gun and we’ll talk.”

      I let my arm fall to my side, but I keep my finger hugged around the trigger. “You’re after the Harts?”

      “I’m after a Hart,” he says. “Fellow by the name of Dante.”

      I recall the name. Lilah and Elijah’s big brother.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because my client is offering a lot of money if I bring him in alive.”

      I pause, glancing the man up and down. “You’re a bounty hunter?”

      “In layman’s terms, yes.” He extends his hand to me, flashing a quick, polite smile as he moves. “My name’s Archer Allen.”

      My trigger finger relaxes as I shift the gun into my left and reach out to shake his hand. “Boxcar,” I say.

      He nods as if he already knows that and steps back to glance around the shop. “What happened here?” he asks again.

      My tongue weighs heavy in my mouth. There’s no way for me to verify anything this guy says right now, but I don’t have time to mess around.

      “The twins broke in and kidnapped the owner,” I answer.

      Archer looks at me with a wrinkled nose. “What would they want with him?”

      “She knows where they can find their target.”

      “I thought you were their target.”

      “No, they’re looking for a friend of mine.”

      “Who?”

      I close my mouth. I’ve already told this guy as much as I’m comfortable with. There’s no way in hell I’m name-dropping Fox Fitzpatrick right now.

      “A friend,” I say instead.

      He shrugs. “And how do you fit into all this rubbish?”

      “I’m her husband.”

      “Ah.”

      He gives his smooth chin a quick scratch and walks away from the counter, glass crunching beneath the heel of his boot.

      “So, the Harts show up looking for you and snatch up your wife instead, is that right?”

      “Pretty much,” I say.

      “And she knows where they can find this, uh… friend of yours?”

      I slowly move out from behind the counter, keeping on my toes as I watch him for quick, sudden movements. “Yeah.”

      “That’s a pickle, mate,” he says. “I don’t envy you right now.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Did they leave any evidence? Anything that’ll tell me where they went?”

      I stare back at him as my mind twirls with fresh information and surging adrenaline. “No,” I answer. “Not that I’ve seen yet…”

      “Hrm…” He fishes into his jacket for his phone. “Well, maybe little Lily has used Granny’s card again…”

      I step closer. “What?”

      He pauses, falling silent as he regards me with apprehension.

      “Hey, you said we’d talk,” I say. “I answered your questions.”

      “Mostly.”

      I give him a little space, drifting backward toward the busted counter again. “Who hired you to find Dante Hart?” I ask.

      He smiles for a split second before exhaling a short, defeated breath and dropping his phone back into his jacket pocket. “Antony Zappia.”

      I search my memory for the name, quickly landing on that night in Denver with Fox. Sipping beers, telling tales of time gone by.

      “The mob family?”

      His eyes shine with surprise. “You know ‘em?”

      “I’ve heard a few stories.”

      “Well, big brother Dante up and pissed them off,” he continues. “About half a year back, Zappia hired him as his own personal hitman completely unaware that the man was an undercover Snake Eyes agent.”

      “Why was he undercover?”

      “Didn’t ask, don’t care,” he says. “The family found out about Snake Eyes along with the rest of the world and Dante put a bullet in Antony’s son’s face on his way out of town.” He waves his palms along his cheek. “Fucked the boy up real good.”

      “So, Zappia’s looking to track down Dante. Why are you going after the twins instead?”

      “Because Dante disappeared into thin air, but his little brother and sister have not.”

      “You catch them, you draw him out?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Sounds like a decent enough plan — assuming he gives a shit about his baby siblings.”

      “He does.” Archer shifts on his feet, changing direction toward the back of the shop. “And if I can find a clue for where they buggered off to, I can get on with it. Is there security footage?”

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      He takes another step toward the office.

      “Wait…” I hold up a hand. I’m constantly full of bad ideas but again — I don’t have time to wonder whether this one will come back to bite me in the ass. “We can help each other.”

      “Sorry, buddy,” he says, grinning. “I work alone.”

      “And as a perpetually single married man, I can respect that — but you’re not going to catch the Harts all by yourself.”

      “I only need to catch one.”

      “Then, even your odds,” I say. “Help me get my wife back and I’ll help you track them down.”

      His eyes bounce from my head to my toes. I cringe inside. I know exactly what’s going through his head right now because they’re the same thoughts the other soldiers in Fox and Caleb’s unit used to have years ago. Who is this chump? What use is he? Ditch him. He’s dead weight.

      Finally, Archer takes another step closer, rolling his fingers into hard fists. “Get out of my way,” he says, his voice a deep growl.

      I slide back, easing myself between him and the office door. “I can tell you where Dante is,” I say, drawing a twitch from his brow. “Their childhood home. They tried to wipe out any record of it, but they missed one. Odds are, that’s where you’ll find him.”

      Archer darts closer. “Where?”

      “You help me get my wife back and I’ll tell you.”

      “Or…” He grabs my jacket with a tight grip, raising me an inch or two off the floor. “I could beat the hell out of you until you tell me.”

      “For anything else that would probably be enough,” I admit, keeping his wild eyes centered, “but when it comes to this woman, rest assured that I will fuck you up.” I hold a hard, steady tone. “The Harts for my wife. That’s the deal.”

      “All right,” he says with amusement. “Calm down, Sparky. You have my attention.” He loosens his flexed hands and lets go of me before taking a step back and reaching out to straighten my jacket down. “May I please see the security footage?”

      I step to the side. “Knock yourself out.”

      He passes around me into the office and I reach into my messenger bag for my laptop.

      I officially have about sixty seconds to find out if this guy is who he says he is.

      My ears perk, listening carefully to his every move behind the wall as I silently type his name into various databases.

      I run a quick search through the Snake Eyes master file just in case. Thankfully, his name is nowhere on it — but then again, neither is Fox’s.

      “Bloody hell—!”

      I flinch and lower the laptop screen halfway. “What?”

      “That’s your wife?”

      My soul swells with pride. “Yes, it is.”

      Archer’s head peeks around the door frame and he offers a slow nod of approval. “Not bad, mate.”

      “Thank you.”

      He slides back into the office and I hear the gentle whirring sound of the tape rewinding. I don’t blame him. I’d watch Caleb whack that bitch in the face over and over again if I weren’t too scared of her dying at any moment.

      I tilt the laptop screen up again and watch the progress bar reach its end.

      Archer Allen. Bounty hunter.

      A damn good one, too.

      Born in London. Former MI-6 agent. Dismissed from duty about five years ago but those records are sealed tight.

      For the most part, he’s legit with the small exception of him being in the country on an expired visa.

      I close the program as his feet come tapping back into the shop. He passes around the counter and his blue eyes scan the floors and walls for clues again.

      “See anything?” I ask him.

      His head tilts with disappointment. “Nothing on the monitor,” he says. “Not that I’d know if I did. The bloody thing is a hundred years old.”

      I scoff with amusement. “Yeah, I’m going to fix that.”

      “Is that what you do?” he asks. “Install security systems?”

      “Not exactly.” I watch as he pulls his phone out again. “What was that about Granny’s card?”

      Archer swipes it on. “Lilah’s got a credit card open in her dead grandmother’s name,” he explains.

      “That’s not very smart.”

      “She used it to gas up their bikes in Denver last week,” he continues, “I followed the trail from there to Iowa to Boston and now here.”

      “The Harts went to Iowa?” I ask, my chest skipping.

      He nods with confusion. “Can’t say why. I tracked them to an old farmhouse and all I found was a very old lady with a nasty case of dementia and a real bastard of a dog. I pissed off, thinking I must have missed something when Lilah used the card again outside of Indianapolis.”

      I smile inside. Mrs. Clark must have picked up a few acting skills from Dani. At least I get to confirm to Fox that his friend is still safe and loyal.

      “You said they had bikes?” I ask.

      “Yeah.”

      “They had a car on the security footage.”

      “Must be a rental,” he says, throwing his focus back at his phone.

      “Or they stole it,” I point out.

      “I prefer a bit of optimism,” he quips. A few seconds pass and he grits his teeth. “But still no recent charges...”

      I spin back toward my laptop. “They drove off in a black sedan. I can check to see if any have been reported stolen in the last twelve hours.”

      “Right.” Archer chuckles. “Let’s run a search for the most common type of stolen car. That’s sure to narrow it down.”

      “If you have another suggestion, I’m all ears.”

      I start my search and he says nothing to argue. It annoys me not knowing where to look. Information and intelligence have always been on my side but, right now, I feel absolutely hopeless.

      Caleb is gone. I have no idea where they’ve taken her. I have no clue where to look. Granny’s credit card aside — the Harts are ridiculously smart. They won’t peek their heads out until they want to be found and by the time that happens, it’ll be too late to stop whatever it is they plan on doing to her.

      “There have been three reported stolen in Los Angeles today,” I read. “Two were found shortly after and the other was a false alarm.”

      Archer sighs. “I guess we wait for them to slip up.”

      “I don’t have time to wait until they slip up.” My phone buzzes in my pocket. I ignore it. “And did it ever occur to you that they’re using that card on purpose?”

      “What do you mean?” he asks.

      “You’re dealing with two world-class assassins and you think you’ve outsmarted them by tracking their dead grandmother’s credit card?” I shake my head. “Think about it, Archer. Who’s chasing who here? They’re leaving breadcrumbs and it isn’t to feed the birds.”

      I finally reach into my pocket, angry at the persistent vibration against my thigh.

      “You think they’re leaving a trail? Why?” he asks.

      I open my mouth to answer but fall silent as I see Caleb’s name staring back at me from my phone. “It’s her…” I mutter.

      Archer steps closer, cracking a bit more glass beneath his feet. “Who?”

      I answer it and tap on the speakerphone. “Caleb, where are you?”

      There’s no reply, just the gentle humming of voices in the background and the dull scratch of the phone’s microphone brushing against fabric.

      “Caleb?”

      “It’s just a butt-dial, mate.”

      I shake my head, smiling wide. A little bit of weight slides off my shoulders.

      Caleb Fawn, you beautiful bitch.

      “No, she did this on purpose.”

      I lay the phone down next to my laptop and keep an ear on it. The voices are obviously Lilah and Elijah, but I can’t make out what they’re saying.

      Archer moves around the counter to peek over my shoulder. “Why?”

      “Because she knows me.”

      With a few fast clicks, I tap into the call and a map of Los Angeles pops up on the screen. Several seconds pass before it zooms in on the west side.

      “They’re on Santa Monica Boulevard — heading toward the pier.”

      “Shit.” Archer groans. “I hate Santa Monica.”

      “Me, too,” I mutter. “As long as she keeps the call open, I can track them. I should be able to snatch a picture of the license plate from red-light cameras. Once I have that, this program will track the car using every security camera in the city in real-time, giving us a handy map of where they’re going and where they’ve been.”

      Archer’s head slowly tilts. “Who the hell are you?” he asks.

      I smile. “I’m Boxcar.”

      “And where the hell did you learn to do this shit?”

      I chew on my cheek as memories take hold of me.

      “Afghanistan,” I answer.

      I spin away from the counter and step toward the back room as Archer follows me inside.

      “Hold on,” he says. “You were in Afghanistan?”

      “Yes.”

      I turn back to catch the look on his face. Predictably, his jaw drops as his eyes drink in the stunning array of assault weaponry and gadgets.

      “Civilian, though,” I add. “I’m not military, but she was.”

      Archer leans against the doorway. His face curls into a wicked smile, once again thoroughly impressed with my choice of spouse. “They don’t make birds like that back home.”

      “There’s never been a bird quite like Caleb Fawn,” I say, reaching for an M16 attached to the wall. I check the shelves below it for ammo.

      “What’s your plan, mate?” he asks. “You just going to load up, drive on over there, and what?”

      “Get my wife back.”

      “Right… but these are world-class assassins, as you pointed out. What makes you think a little run and gun isn’t going to make them pop a bullet in her brain before you even get close?”

      Adrenaline spikes inside of me. I bring it back down with a deep breath. I don’t have the training to make something like this work without a solid plan. For starters, I’d need a sniper, but Fox isn’t here. Archer looks more the brute force type.

      I lay the weapon back down on the shelf. “We have the upper hand right now and we have to keep it. The Harts don’t know I’ve tracked them. They probably don’t know about you either.”

      “Uh-huh…” Archer hums.

      I gesture around the room before walking out. “Grab what you need.”

      “Need for what?”

      “To catch a Hart.”

      “And then, what?”

      I slide my laptop back into my messenger bag. “Then…”

      My brain twitches with yet another bad idea but the consequences of this going south aren’t nearly as horrible as the thought of losing Caleb. Again.

      “We’re taking a trip to Hollywood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I stare down at the disassembled revolver pieces littered about on my cot. This is the third time I’ve cleaned my weapon this week, but I don’t care. Mindless, menial tasks are just about the only thing keeping me sane right now.

      What the hell was I thinking in that jeep? Scratch that. I know exactly what I was thinking. I was thinking about how I could barely recall the last time I’d gotten any. I was thinking about how I can’t stand most of the men around here but then in walks Boxcar. He’s normal, smart, practically adorable in just about every way. Just looking at his green eyes in the dark was enough to melt my damn panties right off.

      Fuck, he felt so good.

      But we can’t do this. It was a one-time thing. It’ll never happen again.

      Shit. I said the same thing after that kiss, didn’t I?

      I’ll just have to stay away from him between missions. Shouldn’t be too difficult, right?

      “Hey, Caleb.”

      Dammit.

      Boxcar stands at the foot of my cot with his arms crossed. I look away, scanning the empty tent, hoping that someone else will walk in here and interrupt whatever the hell he’s about to do.

      “Go away, please,” I say.

      “Hey…” He holds up his hands. “I come in peace.”

      I drop my head down again and tighten the third screw on the side plate to keep the cylinder in place. “What do you want, Carson?”

      “To talk.”

      “We have nothing to talk about.”

      “Just... hear me out,” he says. “Please?”

      I pause, inhaling a lungful of thick, humid, desert air. Still, I keep my head down and half of my focus stays on my weapon. “Fine.”

      “I know you’ve been avoiding me since the other night…”

      “I’m not avoiding you. I’m your bodyguard,” I say.

      “Caleb, you haven’t looked me in the eye in a week. Either you’ve got quite the crick in your neck or you really like my shoes.”

      I sigh and raise my head to look at him. He instantly smiles and my muscles turn to jelly. “There. I looked at you. Can I have a moment to myself now?”

      “Not yet.” He clears his throat. “I still have something to say.”

      “Then, say it.”

      I keep my eyes steady on him, desperately trying not to swoon. Somehow, he’s grown more attractive since that night.

      “Okay…” He shifts over to Fox’s cot and sits down across from me, giving me his undivided attention. “I think — and it’s possible you might, too — that the two of us kind of got off on the wrong foot…” His hands jerk nervously. “And I don’t mean that in a puny way. I wasn’t referencing the two of us getting off…”

      I deepen my glare. “Boxcar.”

      “Right.” He shakes his head. “Obviously, I like you, Caleb. I think you’re beautiful and strong but there’s so much more to you than that. I would like the chance to go back in time and get to know you as if the night in the jeep never happened — as amazing and strange as it was.”

      “Strange?”

      “Well, I don’t know about you, but beautiful women don’t often mount me in public places.”

      I fight my chuckle. “Okay. Strange, it was.”

      “What say you, Caleb Fawn?” he asks. “Can we start over? As friends? Or… acquaintances, at the very least?”

      Those damn green eyes.

      “Fine,” I say.

      He points down at my revolver. “Where did you even get that?” he asks. “Doesn’t exactly look standard issue.”

      “It…” I hesitate, choking on every lie before the truth slips out. “It was my father’s.”

      “They let you bring it out here with you?”

      “No, it—” I pause for a moment more. “He found it out here and his commanding officer gave it to me when I arrived.”

      Boxcar’s brow rises with interest. “Your dad’s out here, too?”

      “Not anymore,” I answer. “His convoy was hit by a pipe bomb just before I enlisted.”

      He opens his mouth to speak but nothing comes out at first. “Damn…” he finally whispers.

      “His CO told me that my dad never fired it. He was saving it for a special occasion, whatever that means. Apparently, he always kept it on him except for the one time he forgot it in his footlocker…” Boxcar’s eyes twinge with sympathy. “It’s been my good luck charm ever since.”

      “Can I hold it?”

      “No.”

      He raises his hands again and chuckles. “Okay.”

      His smile tickles my toes, but I shake it off, hardening my shell. “What else do you want to know?”

      “Where are you from?” he asks.

      I hesitate, feeling a bit of that self-consciousness ease in. I wasn’t expecting to dive into even more of my history so quickly, but I guess I shouldn’t feel so weird about sharing intimate details with someone I’ve already been intimate with.

      “Oklahoma,” I answer.

      Boxcar pauses. “Whereabouts?”

      “I was born in Tulsa. Grew up in Oklahoma City.” I watch his face, noting the dots connecting in his brain to form a new picture of me. “You?”

      “Tennessee,” he replies. “Born and raised in Memphis.”

      “Really?” I look over at him. “Do you like Elvis?”

      “No one from Memphis likes Elvis.” He chuckles. “Fox told me you like movies.”

      “Did he?”

      “He did.”

      “What else did you get out of him?”

      Boxcar chews his lip. “Not a lot but I get the feeling he doesn’t know much to tell.”

      “That’s probably true.”

      “What’s your favorite movie?”

      I chuckle. “That’s a pretty loaded question.”

      “Try and narrow it down to one.” He smiles with a cool confidence I haven’t noticed before. “Off the top of your head. First one you think of.”

      “The Shining,” I say quickly.

      He tilts his head. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s awesome. It’s scary and funny, often at the same time.” Excitement surges through me. It’s rare for me to find anyone out here who wants to talk movies. “I’ve always had an odd thing for Jack Nicholson, too. Even when he’s threatening to bash Wendy’s brains in, he never quite loses his adorableness.”

      “You’re a little messed up, Caleb Fawn,” he jokes, grinning.

      “Does that change your opinion of me?”

      “Nah.”

      “Well, what about you? What’s your favorite movie?”

      “The Lion King.”

      I pause. “Your favorite movie is The Lion King?”

      “Hell yes.” He nods with zeal.

      “Why?”

      “You try watching that opening sequence and not shedding at least one tear!” We laugh. “It’s got everything. It’s heartbreaking, it’s hilarious, it’s got an artsy love scene set to a cheesy Elton John song. It’s perfect.”

      “Okay.” I wet my lips, forcing my smile to calm down. “I’ll accept that answer.”

      “Also... I always liked the idea of becoming something bigger than yourself,” he continues. “You might be a weak kid now but someday you’ll be a king, you know?”

      I nod softly. “I guess I can relate to that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Well, yeah. I’m from Oklahoma,” I say. He laughs. “Where I’m from, every girl dreams that someday they’ll get out of this dump, move to Broadway or Hollywood, become some big star, and everyone who ever wronged them would end up shining their shoes.”

      “Did you?”

      “Yeah,” I say, forcing a lazy shrug. I gesture around. “Obviously, not every dream comes true.”

      He gazes back at me, pausing to let the words sink in. “I guess I can relate to that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You didn’t dream of getting trapped out in the Afghani desert and almost dying of heat exposure?”

      “I can’t say I did.” His laugh fades and he bites the edge of his mouth. “I guess it hasn’t been all bad, right?”

      I give a short smile, feeling a sharp, pleasurable twinge in my core. “I guess not.”

      His eyes fall to my lips, but he quickly looks away and stands up off the cot. “Well, I won’t bother you anymore,” he says. “I just wanted to clear the air and all that…”

      “Boxcar.”

      “What?”

      I stand up, ignoring every ounce of regret screaming inside of me as I touch my lips to his cheek. When I pull back, his eyes are twice as wide as before. He blinks quickly to hide it.

      “I just wanted to do that,” I tell him.

      “Cool,” he says, smiling and shrugging his shoulders. “Hey, I’m gonna grab some dinner. You wanna join me?”

      “Don’t push it.”

      He spins around, grinning wide. “It was worth a shot.”

      My own smile spreads, this one far too intense to hold back.

      This damn guy. No matter how hard I try to distance myself from him, he keeps pulling me right back in.

      He wanders out of the tent, leaving me alone with a very real and peculiar sense of being watched.

      “Well, that was interesting.”

      I jolt as Fox walks into the tent. “How long have you been out there?” I ask.

      He smirks. “Since The Lion King.”

      I sigh. “It’s not what it looks like.”

      “Liar.”

      “We’re friends.”

      “No, you and I are friends.” He grins. “You two are not friends.”

      I scoff. “Shut up.”

      He chuckles and plops down onto his cot as I sit on mine. “I’m not poking fun here, Cal. I think it’s great. Maybe a little irresponsible given the setting, but… great.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “This could be very bad for both of us.”

      “Well, just be smart about it and you’ll be okay.” He glares at me. “You know, no more sneaking off to midnight rendezvous together…”

      I blink. “You saw that?”

      “I might have.”

      “Crap…” I eye him closely. “How much did you see?”

      He holds up his hands. “I didn’t see anything. Just him pulling you out of bed… and you coming back a half-hour later looking like you just committed murder.”

      My shoulders sink. “This is bad.”

      He smirks. “But I guess it hasn’t been all bad, right?”

      I roll a fist and slam it against his shoulder. He winces with painful laughter and moves his hands up to block the second hit.

      “I’m sorry.” He laughs. “I couldn’t resist.”

      I settle back, letting my fingers relax. “It was a good line, though, wasn’t it?”

      Fox nods. “He really likes you, Caleb.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t break his heart too hard.”

      “What makes you think I will?”

      “I’d answer that,” he says, “but you’d probably hit me again.”

      “Fair enough.” I sigh. “I’ll spare you the pain.”

      “Thank you.”

      He lies down on his cot and closes his eyes.

      My ankles bounce, plagued with a nervous jitter that I haven’t been able to shake for days and that little kiss on the cheek just made it so much worse.

      “Hey, Fox,” I say. “You hungry?”

      He smirks, eyes still closed. “Just go.”

      I stand up and slide my boots on.

      “Caleb.”

      “Yeah?”

      He peeks out at me through one open eye. “Be smart,” he says.

      I look down to hide the blush invading my cheeks. “I will.”

      Fox closes his eyes, but his smirk remains as I step outside into the camp.

      Dusk eases into the sky, painting the golden sand a deep shade of blue. A bustle of laughter and voices draws me toward the other side of camp where most have gathered for what passes as dinner around here, Boxcar included.

      He sits alone, as usual, gazing at his laptop screen. It reflects off his lenses and as I drift closer, I notice the satellite feed glaring back at me.

      I ease into the seat across from him without saying a word. His expression doesn’t change. I wait a few moments to see if it does. I expect him to smile back at me as he closes the laptop and perhaps fold his hands together in front of him to hide the red in his face. But he doesn’t.

      He holds that somber expression with an iron will. “They’re back,” he finally says.

      “Who’s back?”

      “Them.”

      He turns the laptop in my direction. I instantly recognize the layout of the warehouse we checked out weeks ago.

      “The convoy?” I ask.

      He nods. “I’ve been watching this place like a damn hawk. No one has come anywhere near it since we left it until about ten minutes ago. One car drove up and two guys got out. It’s gotta be the ones who brought me here, I can just feel it…”

      “I thought you were going to let this go, Boxcar.”

      “Would you?” he asks. “Be honest, Caleb. If these people dragged you down here and tried to kill you, wouldn’t you want to know why? It couldn’t have all been for nothing.”

      I bite my inner cheek. The last thing I want to do is fuel this obsession, but I don’t want to lie to him either. “Okay, fine,” I answer, “but there’s nothing you can do about it. Command told us to ignore it, so—”

      “Command told the military to ignore it. Not me. I can go. They haven’t been there long, there’s still time to get there before they disappear again.”

      I blink. “And do what? Ask them politely why they almost executed you? It’s stupid, not to mention suicidal.”

      He turns the laptop away from me. “I might not get another chance.”

      “Is that really the worst thing in the world?” I ask. “You’ve already escaped, Boxcar. As your bodyguard, I strongly deny this request for you to leave camp.”

      “I’m not asking permission,” he says. “Just a blind eye.”

      “Box…” I inhale a deep breath. “If you really want to go out there then be smart about it. Tell Rhys.”

      “I’m not bringing other people into this.” He shakes his head. “No way.”

      I push out of my seat. “Then, I will.”

      “Caleb—” Boxcar reaches across the table and grabs my hand, drawing the eyes of most everyone around us. “No. Please.”

      “Boxcar, there’s not a single person here who will condemn you for what you did,” I say. “Gun to the head, I’m pretty sure most of us would have made the same choice.” His grip relaxes, but it doesn’t fall. “If you want to find out what’s going on in that warehouse then this is your best chance. You don’t have to trust them but trust me.”

      He drops my hand. “All right…”

      There’s betrayal in his tone but I can’t just let him wander out there and get killed. I feel a connection to Boxcar, one I’m not entirely sure how to describe, but one thing is certain: I’m not ready to let it go yet.

      Not until I know for sure what it means.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      “Does this look better in green or blue?”

      I raise my head. Lilah stands in front of a mirror in the corner with two expensive cocktail dresses in either hand hanging from padded hangers. She stares at me with expectation, like we’re just best friends out for a day of shopping and caramel lattes.

      However, in my experience, one friend usually isn’t duct-taped to a chair and pumped full of a rather extreme sedative.

      My tongue feels weak and heavy but at least I’ve stopped slurring. “No idea,” I say.

      She scoffs and tosses the blue one down before sliding the green one off its hanger. “You know, you’re making this whole thing way more unpleasant than it needs to be.”

      I force a laugh and look around the abandoned boutique. It wasn’t quite this deserted twenty minutes ago when Lilah walked in here and politely asked everyone to leave while Elijah knocked out the poor check-out girl. She’ll wake up eventually, although I’m surprised they are so willing to leave a trail of witnesses around.

      Lilah pulls her shirt off and I catch sight of the black cobra tattoo swirling down from between her covered breasts, nestled inside a tight, red bra. I’ve only seen Fox’s tattoo once. He wants to have it removed but every tattoo removal place in the country has been on high alert since Snake Eyes was exposed. Something tells me the Harts aren’t too eager to remove theirs. They seem like the type who take a lot of pride in their work.

      “I’m really digging the green…” Lilah ponders aloud. “It brings out my eyes.”

      “I don’t know…” I quip, staring at the bright, crimson shiner taking hold of her forehead. “Green and red are more holiday colors, don’t you think?”

      She spins around to face me and her lips twitch. “Cute.”

      I shrug.

      Lilah pushes the dress down to the floor and grabs the blue one to try on as Elijah steps in from the back.

      “For fuck’s sake, Lilah…” he says, shaking his head and averting his eyes. “Is this really the time for that?”

      “Well, this bastard is taking too long.” She slides the blue dress down over her sizable chest. “I’m bored and I never get to buy new clothes.”

      “Because we don’t exactly have anywhere to put them,” he says. “We live on the road, remember?”

      “Not for very much longer, if you’re to have your way.” She steps back in front of the mirror to check out the dress and tilts her head in approval. “You know what, I think you’re right, Caleb. Blue is better.”

      “Yay,” I mutter.

      Elijah hops up to sit on the counter and crosses his arms. “My way?”

      “Oh, please,” she says. “You’re obviously considering going through with what Dante suggested.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “No. Of course, I’m not.”

      She pulls the dress off and Elijah twists his neck in my direction, rolling his eyes with annoyance. It’s clear which one of them inherited modesty and which one obviously has no shame whatsoever.

      “Lilah, I just think that it might be nice to try living a normal life for once in our lives,” he says.

      “Uh-huh…” she murmurs, her eyes full of suspicion as she slips back into her own shirt.

      “I really don’t think there’d be any harm in trying. It’s not like I’m about to go shopping for a mini-van or anything.”

      “Okay. Hey, Caleb.” She zips her pants. “You and I aren’t that different.”

      “We’re what?” I ask.

      “We both come from very interesting backgrounds,” she says, counting on her fingers. “We’re both highly-trained in various forms of combat and possess unique, but valuable, survival skills.”

      “What’s your point?”

      She sighs. “When you came back from the war, did normal life come easy to you?”

      “Lilah, come on—” Elijah interrupts. “No offense to you, Caleb, but this doesn’t seem like the type of thing we need your opinion on.”

      “Don’t be rude, Elijah,” she says, batting her thick eyelashes. “Her opinion is just as valid as anyone else’s.”

      “I’m not saying it isn’t, but it might be a bit tainted considering we tied her to a chair.”

      “Caleb, be honest.” Lilah crosses her arms in defiance. “You came back home and you looked around. Were you happy to be here or were you confused as all hell?”

      “Oh, it was great, actually,” I say, forcing a tight smile. “Normal life is the best thing ever. In fact, you two should start right now. Go home. No hard feelings. Bye-bye.”

      Elijah raises a victorious brow at his twin. “See?”

      “I’m going to take her sarcastic response as full agreement to my original point,” Lilah says. “As much as Dante wants to believe it, we can never live normal lives. I wish it were possible, I do, but…” She shakes her head. “He and Lucy are living on borrowed time and we all know it.”

      Elijah falls silent and subtle agreement fills his eyes.

      I raise my head up a little higher. “Who are Dante and Lucy?”

      He sighs, firing a hard look at Lilah. “Nice going.”

      “What difference does it make?” I ask. “You’re planning on killing me anyway, right?”

      Lilah snorts with a sour expression. “I don’t kill anyone unless someone pays me to.”

      “Then, who’s paying you to kill Fox?”

      They both press their lips together and their eyes lock.

      Elijah hops off the counter and wanders behind it to check the outside security feed. “I think that’s a good place to hit the pause button on this conversation, sis.”

      Lilah shifts on her feet. “Fine.”

      I watch them closely. The slight flare of their nostrils. The low twitch of their brows. The fear hidden deep in their eyes. The answer to my question isn’t a simple as I thought it’d be. There’s someone behind the scenes sliding a pointed finger along their throats to keep them quiet.

      Lilah kneels next to my chair and pulls her pack in closer so she can stuff a few slinky dresses inside of it.

      “No,” I say, breaking the awkward silence.

      She looks up at me, preparing to shoot down any judgmental snark I might throw at her. “No, what?”

      “Normal life doesn’t come easy,” I answer. “It sucks, actually. I’ve been here for two years and it’s still a struggle to even get out of bed in the morning.”

      The tension slips from her shoulders. “Would you go back in, if you could?”

      “Not sure. Depends, I suppose.”

      “On what?”

      “Whether or not anyone wanted me around at all.”

      Her face falls a little more, but a quick blink brings her attention back to me. “What about your husband?” she asks.

      I laugh softly. “If you can even call him that.”

      “Honey…” She shifts into a side-eye. “We dropped your name once and he came running out here from fucking Massachusetts.”

      A smile visits my mouth, but I hold it down. “I guess he did.”

      She stands up and tosses her now stuffed bag onto a seat near the wall.

      “Lilah, you don’t have to do this,” I say. “Just leave Fox alone and we can—”

      “Don’t confuse my docile tone for weakness, Caleb,” she says quickly. “I came here to do a job and I intend on finishing it. It’s nothing personal.”

      “Fox is like a brother to me.” I glance at Elijah. “Surely, you can imagine why I want to protect him.”

      “I’m sorry.” She swallows. “But it’s your family or mine.”

      I open my mouth to argue further but quickly realize there’s no point. Lilah and Elijah are trained killers. Appealing to their humanity isn’t going to get me very far. No amount of sisterly bonding over boutique dresses is going to change her mind.

      “I’m sorry about your eye,” I say instead.

      She smirks. “No, you’re not.”

      “You’re right. You deserved it.”

      Her curved brow points upward and she spins on her heel to join Elijah behind the counter.

      Before she takes three steps, the lights of the store go dark and she freezes in place.

      “Elijah…” she says, “what’d you do?”

      “It wasn’t me.” He stares at the computer again and I hear the frantic taps of keys and clicks of the mouse. “The outdoor security cams have been overridden.”

      “So, under-rid them.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Move.” Lilah nudges him aside to take control but the monitor shuts off the second she touches the keyboard. “Dammit…”

      An explosion echoes from the back rooms, sending Elijah and Lilah into a quick sprint toward the source. With their eyes finally off me, I try to pull the tight tape keeping me latched to the chair, but I can do nothing useful in my current condition. I doubt I could even stand up on my own with this shit still pumping through my body.

      “Caleb.”

      I look over my shoulder, drawn to his quick, piercing whisper. “Boxcar?” I gasp.

      He kneels in front of me and pulls a pocketknife from his pack.

      “What the hell are you doing—”

      “I tracked your phone call,” he says, smirking like a smartass.

      “Yeah, except it was their phone call. You walked right into a damn trap.”

      He pauses. “I did?”

      “Yeah, you did,” Elijah says behind him.

      I deflate. Boxcar peeks around and does the same as Lilah and Elijah raise their guns.

      “Drop the knife, Boxcar,” Lilah warns.

      Boxcar gazes up at me over the rims of his glasses. His fingers spread wide and the tiny knife tumbles to the floor.

      “Sorry,” he whispers to me.

      “It’s okay…” I say, trying to hide the fear clenching my chest.

      Now that he’s here, Elijah’s threats from earlier come hurtling back to me.

      Lilah grabs his arm as Elijah pulls up a second chair and positions it across from me. They force Boxcar onto it and Lilah keeps one hand on his shoulder to hold him in place.

      “Please, don’t hurt him,” I say.

      “Tell us where we can find Fox and we won’t,” Lilah says. “Last chance.”

      Elijah withdraws a cylindrical canvas bag and unrolls it across the counter to reveal various knives inside, each one just waiting to carve into Boxcar.

      My heart sinks.

      “Please,” I beg.

      Boxcar stares back at me and I recognize his eyes. It’s that same cocky glance like he has everything under control but he sure as hell doesn’t. He nods at me, but fear overtakes him as Elijah passes a glittering blade in front of his widening eyes and into Lilah’s outstretched hand.

      “Boxcar,” Lilah begins again, “think about it. It’s just Fox Fitzpatrick.”

      Boxcar shakes his head. “He saved my life.”

      “And he really fucked up ours,” she replies. “Along with the lives of hundreds of others. He could have gone out quietly. Instead, he chose to sink the ship while he snuck off in a damn lifeboat.”

      “Boo-hoo,” he mutters.

      I inhale sharply as Lilah flexes her fingers around the knife. “Box…”

      “No, I stand by it,” he says with even more of that damned cocky glance. “Why should we care about a bunch of assassins having a career crisis?”

      “Because…” Elijah says, clearing his throat, “it wasn’t just a bunch of assassins who had their lives torn away by all of this. I can think of one innocent girl in Illinois who may never walk again and the reason why traces right back to Fox’s actions. Who knows how far out that ripple has traveled and how many lives have been tampered with because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut.”

      “Killing Fox won’t change any of that,” Boxcar says.

      “No, but it’ll make our boss very happy. Believe me when I tell you that it’s better off for everyone involved, including the two of you, that she stays that way.”

      “We’re not giving up Fox,” I say through my teeth, drawing Boxcar’s shaking eyes.

      He nods back at me. “Do what you want. Cut me, kill me. I don’t care.”

      “You’re willing to die to protect him?” Lilah asks.

      Boxcar doesn’t hesitate. “Yes. He’d do the same for me.”

      “Are you willing to watch her die to protect him?”

      I can see it in his eyes. No. He’s absolutely not willing to watch me die at all. His tense shoulders submit down and his jaw flexes.

      “Box, no,” I say. “They aren’t going to kill me. They’ve already told me that.”

      Lilah smirks. “And you believed me?”

      Her hand slips off Boxcar’s shoulder as she steps in my direction. He shifts in his chair but Elijah forces him back down with a strong hand.

      “We were told to take care of Fox Fitzpatrick,” she says, calm as ever. “The reward is well-worth an extra one or two lives and I will bear that weight if I have to.”

      She touches the cold blade to my neck and Boxcar pinches his eyes closed.

      “Please, stop—” he says.

      “Tell us where Fox is,” she says. I feel the sharp pressure on my skin and Boxcar’s resolve crumbles even more. “You have three seconds before I spill every drop of her onto the floor.”

      “Box, don’t—” I cry.

      “Three.”

      He grits his teeth.

      “Two.”

      The knife digs deeper.

      “One—”

      “Okay!” Boxcar shouts. “He’s here…”

      I exhale as sadness overwhelms me. “Box…”

      “In Los Angeles,” he tells them. “I’ll take you to him.”

      Lilah lowers the blade and passes it back to Elijah. Her cold eyes return to me and she turns up an even colder smile. “I guess he didn’t rush out here just for you after all,” she says.

      The twins wander away from us to gather their things. I feel Boxcar’s stare on me, but I can’t bring myself to even look at him.

      Dammit, Boxcar. She was bluffing. Even if she wasn’t, you shouldn’t have traded Fox’s life for mine.

      Elijah walks back over to my chair and swipes the duct tape around my wrists with his knife. My arms slink down into my lap on their own. I think for a moment that I’ll try to lift them, but I can barely get them elbow high before they fall again. He moves to lift me up and carry me out.

      Boxcar steps forward. “No,” he says. “I’ll do that.”

      Elijah pauses and releases me, taking a slow step back as Boxcar kneels in front of me.

      “You okay?” Boxcar whispers.

      I don’t answer. Instead, I give a half shake of my head.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his eyes dark with shame. “There’s no other way. He’ll understand.”

      “Let’s go,” Lilah barks, growing impatient.

      Boxcar helps me out of the chair. I feel my knees caving beneath my weight already. I lean against his willing shoulders to keep myself up. He sighs and bends over to scoop me into his arms, but I don’t do a thing to argue. The swelling warmth in my chest wouldn’t allow it anyway. He holds me closer. I rest my head on his shoulder, accepting the embrace.

      As twisted as she is, Lilah is right. Boxcar would sacrifice just about anything to save my life. I can’t deny or ignore that fact any longer. He may be all I have left once this is all over.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, moving as quickly as my dead muscles will allow and his grip tightens around me. He holds me as close as possible, almost as if it’s the last time he ever will.

      The Harts lead us out into the back alleyway and into their black car. The two of them sit up front while Boxcar keeps a firm grip on me. Fox’s address passes off his tongue and he squeezes my hand to beg for my forgiveness.

      “If you’re lying,” Lilah hums from the driver’s seat, “I’ll kill you.”

      “He’s not,” I murmur, leaning against Boxcar’s shoulder.

      “I figured, but it’s fun to say.”

      I don’t have the energy to laugh at her joke, nor would I if I did.

      I can’t believe I’m about to go through this all over again.

      The death of Fox Fitzpatrick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      “So, let me get this straight…”

      Rhys heaves a thick sigh and I feel the phantom noose tighten a little more around my neck. He leans forward from his spot on the edge of the table in the command tent, his eyes burrowing a little deeper into mine.

      “You got kidnapped by an old lady?”

      Rogers and West chuckle behind my chair but I ignore it. “It wasn’t so much the old lady as it was the giant men with assault rifles,” I say. “But… yes.”

      “And you think she’s here?”

      I shake my head. “Not her but they are. I saw them on the local surveillance footage from Kabul.”

      He raises a brow. “And how did you get a hold of that?”

      “It wasn’t difficult. Isn’t it my job to keep an eye on things around here anyway?”

      “We’re a little far from Kabul, kid.”

      My head drops. “You can press charges against me later but — please — we’ve already wasted enough time. They could be gone by now.”

      Rhys pauses as his eyes scan the others behind me. “Fawn,” he mutters, “you vouch for this?”

      “I wouldn’t have brought it to you if I didn’t, sir,” she answers.

      I fight the urge to turn around and look at her, no matter how comforting the act might be right now.

      Rhys narrows his eyes in thought. “And you have no idea what they wanted those files for?” he asks me.

      “No, sir,” I say. “They could be for some kind of recruitment, but I can’t be sure. It’s what I’ve been trying to find out since I got here.” He goes silent again and scratches at his fuzzy face. “I’m telling you the truth. I have no reason to make this up and you know it.”

      “Oh, I have no doubts you’re telling the truth, kid,” he says. “That’s not what’s bothering me.”

      I furrow my brow as Rhys stands up and rounds the table.

      “I’ve suspected for a while now that someone over our heads was… a little less than truthful,” he says. He waves me over as he rolls out a map of Afghanistan across the table. “The warehouse you found is here,” he points at the map. “Now, a few weeks before we picked you up, we tailed another convoy to a compound about fifteen miles south of camp. We called it in and command told us to forget about it.”

      “Just like they said to forget about this one?”

      He nods. “This has happened about a half-dozen times in the last year. Same story, different location. We track them down, command tells us to back off for no apparent reason.”

      “You think someone up top knows who they are and what they’re doing?”

      “I wasn’t sure until just now.”

      “So, what do we do about it?” Fox asks.

      I look over my shoulder, drawn by his steady voice. He stands behind me, tall and confident. I’m thankful to see trust in his eyes, the same trust I see in Caleb. Since the moment I arrived here, Fox has had my back more than anyone.

      I won’t forget that.

      “Well…” Rhys stands up tall. “We can call it in and wait for them to shoot us down again or we can just say fuck it and deal with the slap on the wrist later.”

      A flowery scent teases my nose and I know that the new boots behind me are Caleb’s. I glance behind me to see that Rogers and West aren’t sitting anymore either.

      “I don’t want anyone getting slapped for this but me,” I say.

      Rhys chuckles. “Where’s the fun in that, kid? Everybody suit up. Let’s find out what these bastards are up to.”

      I sigh as the four of them spin around and march out of the command tent one-by-one. Caleb lingers behind with me.

      When I finally glance up, she’s smiling.

      “What?” I ask, my stomach growling with dread.

      “You look about ready to hurl,” she says.

      “I might.”

      “Well, keep it together,” she says. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “It’s not me I’m worried about.”

      Being friends with Caleb Fawn is a lot harder than I thought it’d be. Suddenly, every threat is far scarier than it should be. Every potential bug in the code is a virus just waiting to wipe out everything of value. Everything that means something to me.

      Caleb nudges my shoulder. “We know what we’re doing, Box,” she assures me.

      I nod, losing any drive I have to argue with it, but the black tar taking hold of my gut remains.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I balance my laptop in the sand and scan the radar for anything that could be a potential threat. Fox lies prone next to me with one eye pressed against his scope, looking far more tense than usual.

      “I see two inside,” he mutters into the radio. “They’re sitting at a table. Looks like they’re waiting on something.”

      “Copy that,” Rhys whispers back.

      I pick up the binoculars, flicking on the night vision to get a better view of the black warehouse in the distance. Caleb jumped at the chance to join Rhys, West, and Rogers in surrounding the warehouse and I’ve been a fucking wreck ever since. Even the usual shut up and stay here wasn’t enough to calm me down. I see her now, her petite figure standing out among the tall, muscled forms of the others.

      I didn’t hurl before we came out here but I sure as hell might now.

      “Hey, Boxcar.”

      I jolt slightly at Fox’s voice. “What?”

      “Don’t give up.”

      “On what?”

      “On her,” he says, still focusing through his scope.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He peeks out at me, his brown eyes calling bullshit. “Take it from me, man. There aren’t a lot of things I believe in anymore… but I believe in you guys.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because what’s the fucking point otherwise? The world binds us to certain people. Most are bad but some are pretty good. I highly doubt the two of you just stumbled onto each other out of coincidence but even if you did, you can’t waste it.” He pauses. “Not like I did.”

      I stare ahead into the black desert. “You make it sound easy.”

      “Don’t make it difficult. She’ll do that enough for both of you.”

      “That’s probably true.”

      Fox clicks on his radio. “Fall back, Serg. They hear you.”

      I raise the binoculars as panic strains my chest. Two blurry figures pass by the warehouse windows from the inside, one larger and balder than the other and my blood runs cold.

      “It’s them…”

      I search for Caleb, but I’ve lost her. Rhys and West stand around the front side, pressed hard against the wall to avoid detection. I can’t find Caleb or Rogers anywhere.

      “Where is she?” I ask.

      “She went around the back,” Fox answers, readying his radio again. “Caleb, they’re heading in your direction. Get out of sight now—”

      A single bullet fires.

      “Fox—” Caleb’s voice cuts off.

      “Man down!” Rhys says. “Fitzpatrick, we’re going in. If you get a shot, take it.”

      My heart stops.

      “Who’s down?” I ask. “Fox, who’s down?!”

      “I don’t know,” he says.

      Another wave of gunshots spills out, flooding the air with a popping echo. I freeze in the sand, ready to bury my head in it, but I can’t stop staring at the warehouse.

      Caleb.

      She’s in there. I can’t do a fucking thing from back here.

      I push up off the sand and start running.

      “Boxcar, stop!”

      I ignore Fox’s warning, forcing one foot in front of the other. Regret builds with each step, but I swallow it down between heaving breaths. The warehouse draws closer every second but each one that passes could mean a bullet through Caleb’s perfect green eyes.

      Finally, I charge through the front door and my nose twitches with the scent of blood.

      Rhys. West. Rogers. Each of them lies on the floor, face down and still, with a pool of red flowing out of their heads. I slink back as a wave of nausea hits my gut.

      “Holy shit!”

      A giant hand slaps my shoulder. His voice echoes in my memories, that same barking drawl that bossed me around for days.

      “It’s you!”

      I look up into the hard, black eyes of the bald man and cringe. For a second, I wonder if it’s a good thing that he looks happy to see me but then I realize that it just means he gets to tie up a loose end.

      “Boxcar…”

      Caleb’s whimper breaks my heart even more. She sits in the chair at the table with her fingers weaved together behind her head and for a moment, I breathe easier. Then, I notice the bearded man with his gun pressed against her head and it all melts away.

      “Please, don’t hurt her,” I say.

      The bald man forces me into the chair beside her. She stares back at me with a blood-splattered face, her eyes drifting behind my head as I feel the hard, metal tip of a gun push against my skull.

      “The Boss will be delighted to know we found you,” the bald man says. He pulls back the hammer beside my ear and I flinch. “Don’t worry about the lady. We won’t kill her… yet.”

      The bearded man’s laughter cuts short and his body crumbles to the floor behind Caleb’s chair.

      “What the fuck—”

      More blood strikes Caleb’s face. I spin around in time to see the bald man’s eyes roll back into his head before he joins his friend on the floor. My jaw drops at the dark red dots in the center of each of their foreheads.

      Fox fucking Fitzpatrick.

      I heave a nauseous breath, full of happy relief, and turn to look at Caleb.

      Her palm crashes into my face.

      “Ow!” Pain fires down my neck as she climbs to her feet. “What—!”

      “What the hell were you thinking?!” she shouts. “Running in here like that. Are you insane?”

      I stand up and she shoves me backward. “I did it to help you!”

      “This isn’t a game, Boxcar!” She pushes me again and I grab her wrists as my back touches the wall. “You could have been killed but you still ran in here…”

      “Of course, I did.”

      “Why?!”

      There are a million different things I could say to answer her but there’s only one thing I want to do that will tell her everything. I hold her face, smearing the blood on her cheeks, and crush my lips against hers with a firm kiss. Her resolve shifts in my direction and she kisses me back, gripping my waist to push me against the wall.

      We break away, each of us taking deep breaths to calm ourselves as our lips brush together. My fingers tingle from the heat rising off her face, blending with mine.

      “I’d do it again,” I whisper, laying my forehead against hers.

      She looks at me with more fear in her eyes than I’ve ever seen. They close and she shakes her head as she turns away from me.

      Fox steps in from outside. He exhales at the display of red-covered bodies. “You guys okay?” he asks, calm and steady.

      “Yeah,” Caleb says quickly.

      He looks at me, sensing the tension between us, but I nod in agreement.

      I lean back against the wall again as blood’s stench invades my senses. It brings me back to that moment in the warehouse when I watched these same men murder two other innocents before pointing their guns at me. That same metallic smell. I’d be covered with it already if it weren’t for Caleb and Fox. It’s best not to think about it, I suppose. I’m still here. I’m still breathing.

      And so is she.

      “We’ll take our men back with us,” Caleb says, gesturing at Fox to help her. “Grab his legs.”

      He lays his gun down and walks over to Rhys’ corpse. Caleb scoops her hands beneath his shoulders and the two of them raise him off the floor as if he weighed nothing at all. As if he wasn’t living and breathing just five minutes ago. I bet he’s even still warm.

      This is all my fault.

      “Boxcar.”

      Fox lays a hand on my shoulder. I blink out of it, realizing that they’ve already carried Rhys and West outside into the jeep.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      “You in there?”

      I clear my throat and exhale the stench out of my lungs. “Yeah.”

      “I need you to look around,” he tells me. “See if you can find anything that’ll tell us what they were doing out here. Can you do that?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      He drops his hand and steps away.

      “Fox, I’m sorry.” I look to the floor at our dead enemies and the pool of blood flowing beneath each of them — struck down by Fox’s bullets. “That… can’t be easy.”

      Fox looks at their bodies. “It never is,” he says, “but you two are still here. That’s something.”

      There’s a slight tremble in his tone but it’s not enough to bleed into his optimism. Honestly, I’m not sure how he’s managed not to break, given everything he’s been through. I push off the wall, clinging to what remains of my strength.

      I get to work while Fox and Caleb gather Rogers off the floor.

      There’s not much to look through. Not even a document or a note. A computer would be nice. Whatever they were doing out here, they made damn sure they weren’t going to leave a trail.

      I pause above their bodies. The obvious place to look would be their pockets but the idea of rummaging through a dead man’s clothing gives me the chills. Still, I fight through the feeling and kneel to check them.

      Over a dozen pockets between them and not one damn wallet. No identification. No notepad. Nothing.

      I sit back in disappointment, ready to abandon them completely, but a bit of ink catches my eye just above the bald man’s navel.

      I lift his shirt a little higher, revealing the coiling tail of a cobra etched into his skin. Thin, black eyes stare back at me from between his pecs.

      A memory triggers in my brain, fueled by deja vu.

      This snake. I’ve seen it before but not inked into someone’s skin. It was…

      I sat at Marilyn Black’s table with a cup of cold tea in front of me. She drilled me with questions for hours. She wore a silver pendant around her neck. I never thought a second thing of it until just now.

      It was a cobra. Just like this tattoo.

      I step over to the bearded man and pull up his shirt, too.

      The same black eyes stare back at me from his abs.

      “Box, it’s time to go,” Fox says from the doorway.

      “What about them?” I ask.

      “Leave them.”

      I hesitate but I force myself to stand up and follow Fox outside into the jeep.

      Matching tattoos are usually reserved for two groups of people: drunk college girls and criminal organizations. There can’t be too many that use this cobra to mark their members.

      Coincidence? Or another piece of the puzzle?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      A large truck is already parked by the command tent by the time we reach camp.

      Caleb called ahead to give them a head’s up, but there’s no way the upper command could have sent someone out to replace Rhys so quickly.

      The three of us step inside the command tent to find a tall man standing at the head of the table with at least five other mystery men lingering behind him. All of them are tall with dark features and wear recently pressed BDUs. Frowning faces all around except for the tall man. He grins wider as he sees us, the edges of his wrinkled smile hidden beneath a salt and pepper mustache.

      “You must be Fitzpatrick!” he says, zooming in on Fox. He steps around the table and thrusts his hand forward, snatching up Fox’s before he can even react.

      “Yes, sir…”

      “From what I hear, you’re quite the shot. I look forward to working with you,” he says. He scans the rest of the new men seated around. “I’m Sergeant Paxton. I’m taking over this camp starting now, and you’ll be joining my squad. Welcome aboard.”

      Fox opens his mouth to argue but Paxton talks over him, pointing a hard finger at Caleb.

      “Fawn, right?” he asks, spinning back to a stack of paperwork. He slides a file out and opens it, smiling. “Caleb?”

      “Yes, sir,” she says.

      “You’re going home in the morning.”

      Caleb goes stiff. “Sir—”

      “I understand the mix-up, but you’re not allowed out here. Should have been shipped back the second your boots hit the ground.”

      “Sir, I’m a valuable member of this team—”

      “Not anymore.”

      “I ask you to reconsider, sir.”

      “And I ask you to know your place.”

      She falls silent, crushed and vulnerable, and it pisses me off.

      “Sir.” Fox steps forward. “I can vouch for Fawn. She has a right to be here.”

      “The decision has already been made. And you.” Paxton shifts over to me and stares with black eyes. “Who the hell are you?”

      I throw on my best, shit-eating grin. “I’m Boxcar.”

      His lips twitch. “Boxcar?”

      “Yep.”

      “And just what do you do here, Boxcar?”

      I look at Caleb. Her head is down, her eyes just barely open to hide her sadness.

      This fucking guy.

      “I’m a civilian intelligence freelancer,” I answer.

      He laughs hard. “What the hell is that?”

      “I monitor security.”

      “Is that all?”

      “I also run and maintain the satellite system surrounding this camp for twenty miles, which means nothing drifts in and out of that radius without me knowing about it — including the truck that transported you and your boys here tonight.”

      “Is that right?”

      “You entered that radius at about seven-fifteen,” I point out. “Made it here in record time.”

      “Well, the loss of a leader like Rhys hits an operation like this fairly hard,” he says. “I came out here the second I heard from camp.”

      “Except that Caleb didn’t make that call until seven-eighteen.” His amusement drains from his wrinkled face. “You were already on your way here by then.”

      Paxton blinks once and leans in closer, using every inch he has on me to his intimidating advantage. “You’re out of here,” he whispers. “I don’t need civilian intelligence freelancers clogging up my camp.”

      “Or monitoring your calls, right?”

      “Boxcar…” Fox warns softly.

      “Get out of this tent.” Paxton spins around and fires another look at Caleb. “Both of you. Fitzpatrick, you stay here and brief me on what happened out there tonight.”

      Caleb immediately turns and steps outside, but I linger behind, drawing close to Fox’s ear.

      “Watch your back,” I whisper.

      He flexes his jaw and gives me a subtle nod as I pass by him.

      “Caleb!” I pick up my pace to catch up with her. She doesn’t turn around and keeps her quick stride toward the barracks. “Hold on…”

      “Not now, Boxcar.”

      “Wait, wait—” I slip my fingers around her elbow, but she quickly tugs free. “Caleb, stop.”

      I swing in front of her to block her.

      “What do you want?” she asks.

      Her eyes stay low like a cowering animal, outright refusing to look at me, and I bleed inside. There’s nothing I want more than to hold her right now but the spiked armor she’s got on won’t make that easy.

      “I want you to know that you can talk to me,” I say. “Anytime you want. I’m here.”

      Caleb shakes her head. “I don’t want to talk, Box.”

      “Then, what do you need?”

      She finally looks up and I see that darkness overwhelming the green in her eyes. “I need you to leave me alone.”

      “I can’t do that,” I say, digging my heels into the sand. “We need to stick together. Now more than ever. I don’t know who this Paxton guy is, but I don’t think he is who he says he is—”

      “No.”

      “No, what?”

      “The team is gone, Boxcar,” she says, her voice a dead tone. “You’re free to go home. I’m not your bodyguard anymore. Let’s just be thankful we made it this far at all and move on.”

      “Caleb…” I sigh. “You don’t want that.”

      “It doesn’t really matter what I want.”

      “It matters to me,” I whisper. “I’d like to think that what I want matters to you, too.”

      Her eyes drop again. “No.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “What difference does it make?” she snaps. “We go home and what happens?”

      “We look out for each other.”

      “I don’t need anyone to look out for me.”

      I grit my teeth. “Don’t shut me out, Caleb.”

      “You were never in, Boxcar,” she says. “Excuse me.”

      “Caleb—”

      She steps around me, but I don’t have the patience to chase her down again.

      Goddammit, Caleb.

      I’m not sure why I’m so surprised. Caleb’s personal bubble is fortified with titanium, but I thought maybe we’d grown past that. Apparently not. I’m still just Boxcar, the boy who follows her around like a lovesick puppy and that’s what I always will be even after everything we’ve been through.

      Maybe there’s a silver lining to all of this. I’m finally going home. No more drifting for scraps of food or places to sleep. I’ve got an all-expenses-paid flight back to American soil. Back to Tennessee where I belong. Not that there’s much waiting for me when I get there except for my parents but they decided a long time ago that they didn’t want me around.

      And Caleb? She’ll go back to Oklahoma. Her mother will probably be happy to see her — happy that she came home alive, unlike her father. They’ll reminisce and catch-up. Maybe she’ll ask Caleb if there were any cute guys deployed with her. Caleb will surely roll her eyes and dismiss it but, if I’m lucky, she’ll think of me.

      Sure. I guess we’ll call that a silver lining.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “Caleb.”

      I don’t look away from the black desert ahead of me as Fox leans beside me on the crate.

      “Fox,” I greet.

      “This is a good thing, you know that, right?” he says.

      “Feels pretty crappy.”

      “It will for a while,” he says. “Then, you’ll get over it and life will return to normal.”

      Normal. I’ve been out here for so long, I’m not even sure what that means anymore.

      “And what about you?” I ask.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “I don’t like these new people, Fox. I think Boxcar is right. They can’t be trusted.”

      He grins. “Well, that’s progress.”

      “What’s progress?”

      “You trusting Box.”

      I scoff. “Even a broken clock is right twice a day.”

      “Just…” he lays a hand on my shoulder, “do me a favor, all right?”

      “What?”

      “Don’t go home. Go somewhere you’ve never been before. Do something you’d never thought you’d do.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s good for you.” He chuckles. “And later, when I get back, drinks are on me and you can tell me all about it. Also… cut Boxcar some slack. He did the right thing tonight.”

      I cringe, remembering that gun to his head. “You should have stopped him,” I say.

      Fox sighs. “It was his moment. No matter how much you want to deny it — he earned it. No offense but it takes a pretty strong patience to get to know you and that little bastard’s built from steel.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “I guess that’s not wildly inaccurate.”

      “Don’t give up on something that could be great because you’re scared of how it’ll end up,” he continues. “Live in the moment every so often. It might surprise you.”

      I exhale until my lungs are empty. “All right,” I say. “I’ll try.”

      “And don’t waste your time worrying about me,” he adds. “I’m coming home, too. It’ll just take longer to get there.”

      “Promise?”

      He opens his arms to me. I step closer to return his hug.

      “I promise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’ve never been able to sleep the night before a big change.

      People tell you that’s when you need the most rest, but it’s never worked out that way for me. The night before basic training. The night before the first day of school. Even the night before a big family vacation is restless and wild. My mind just won’t quit churning out thoughts and images to the point where I give up completely and stare at the ceiling until dawn and hope for the best.

      Tonight is no exception. Tomorrow morning, I’m going home. It’s a big change. Life is one way today, but it’ll be something else tomorrow. The only difference now is that the man sleeping in the cot across from mine risked his life to save mine a few hours ago. I may never get the chance to thank him for it. I may never even have the courage to do it.

      My heart hasn’t stopped pounding since he kissed me. I believe him completely when he says he’d save me again but I’m not sure if I should be thankful or angry. Maybe both.

      Live in the moment, Fox told me. I could think about this for hours, repeating and dissecting every single syllable I’d mutter at Boxcar in response to his actions but none of it will be as real or satisfying as doing what I really want to do right now.

      I sit up and glance around the tent. It’s been silent for hours, lumps of sleeping bodies completely still in the dark as a light sandstorm rattles the tent around us. My eyes fall on Fox for a moment and I give a quick smile to the best friendship I’ve ever had in my life before looking forward at Boxcar.

      I tiptoe over to his cot. The pitch blackness makes it hard to navigate but my senses hone in on his silent breath.

      He instantly stirs as I sit down beside him, flashing open his eyes with a quick boost of adrenaline.

      “Shh,” I tell him, laying my finger across his mouth.

      Boxcar says nothing but I don’t need him to. I pull his blanket down and slowly ease my way inside of it to lie beside him, constantly glancing around for sleepless eyes. Luckily, no one moves as I replace the blanket over us. I see Boxcar’s eyes in the darkness, full of confusion and excitement. He waits, holding back as if it’s all just a cruel trick.

      I slide my finger over his mouth. His lips purse against my fingertips before I lean forward and kiss him as quietly as possible.

      Boxcar’s hand rises to my face. His trembling fingers burrow into the hair behind my head. I feel his heart pounding like mine, scared of getting caught but not willing to stop either. He embraces me and his hardness grows against my thigh. My senses burst for him, but I can’t let myself give in completely. Not here. Not without suffering the consequences.

      But I know I’ll never sleep unless I feel him one last time.

      Our lips dance. Silent but wild. His tongue passes over my lips and I quiver at his taste. I touch down his body and he inhales a sharp breath as my hand slides into his pants. He rests his forehead against mine while I stroke him, fighting every urge he has to vocalize his pleasure and expose the moment to the world.

      Boxcar eases me onto my back. His hands travel south, gliding over my breasts and navel. I gasp as his hand touches my panties and he lays his other hand against my cheek to remind me to keep quiet. Even in the dark, I can sense that playfulness in him and he takes great pleasure in teasing me.

      He crushes his lips against mine as he caresses my clit. I dig my nails into his skin, but it does nothing to dissuade him. My throat tightens, wanting so badly to moan. I hold it closed, even as his mouth falls to my neck and teases the sensitive skin beneath my ear. My resolve sways as pleasure builds with each quick rub he gives me.

      Just when I think I’ll burst, Boxcar slides his hand out and grips my pants with both hands. He pauses, fighting the urge to take me, and silently asks me with his fearless eyes.

      My mind tells me to say no. Stop this before it goes too far. But my body won’t abide that. I kiss him softly, fighting to breathe in the hot, desert heat, and reach down to slide his pants down below his ass. He kisses me back with open eyes and they scan the quiet barracks as we push my pants to my ankles.

      I open my knees to him. Boxcar settles between them, moving so slowly it drives me crazy. He pins me to his cot. I feel his hard girth sliding between my folds. I bite my lip as he exhales against my neck, fighting his passion while thrusting inside of me. My mouth opens, silently begging to be fucked the way his eyes tell me he wants to fuck me.

      The cot creaks beneath us. We freeze with our lips gently caressing. I look around, begging for just one more moment of this bliss.

      Thankfully, no one stirs. Boxcar’s lips curl against mine and he kisses me to keep me quiet as he tests the waters, sliding his hard cock out only to pump me once. My heart thumps wildly. I clench my closed jaw. I hold him against me while his slow, steady thrusts drive both of us insane.

      Harder, faster. I want so much more of him, but I can’t have it. Pleasure aches in my sex, slowly building inside. I keep still, fighting the urge to meet every buck of his hips. He shifts into a grind along my pelvis and my clit throbs, surging waves of sweet thrills throughout my body.

      A squeak escapes my throat. Boxcar lays his hand over my mouth, but he doesn’t stop. He stares into my eyes while his cock owns me from head to toe. His finger slips between my lips. I taste his skin, biting softly against his knuckle instead of moaning. Boxcar takes the pain with a smile and lays more soft kisses on me while masterfully grinding his hips.

      Climax takes hold of me and a soft chuckle teases him. His hand presses harder against my mouth. He wraps his other arm around me and stops thrusting as fire shoots through me. My entire body screams in ecstasy. I know I’d barely be able to control myself if it weren’t for Boxcar holding me together.

      Finally, the wave falls. I lay my hand on his, sliding it slowly away from my mouth to signal my control. He kisses me again, firm and true.

      Then, his hips move, and I sigh softly, feeling his stiff grind inside of me again. He buries his face in my shoulder, focusing on his own pleasures. I let him take me as he wants. Still silent, still slow, but just as passionate as ever. He swells inside of me and I wince at the threat of his teeth etching a line in my skin as his body goes tense with orgasm.

      Boxcar pulls out of me and his tip splashes along my navel, warm and wet. He balances above me on quivering arms with playful eyes, returning each of my kisses as we both hold back the laughter in our throats.

      We lie together until my pulse returns to normal and my toes don’t feel as numb. Boxcar calmly pulls the shirt off his back and blindly wipes his semen off my belly. I smile a thank you and he smirks as he tosses the dirty shirt to the floor. I feel in the dark for my pants and slip them back on while Boxcar pulls his up.

      He reaches out before I stand and draws me in for one last kiss full of passion and warmth. I let it happen, feeling just as much ache for him as he does for me.

      My skin grows cold the second his touch leaves me. Not even the desert heat keeps me from shivering as I lie back down on my own cot and pull the blanket over me. I look out across the tent, sensing Boxcar’s deep green eyes on me in the dark. Happiness grows inside of me. The kind I’ve never felt before in my life. I think for a moment, wondering if anything in the world can bring this down.

      Then, I look around again at the empty cots of my unit and I remember where I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Just yesterday, I had my team’s blood on my hands and today, I’m going home.

      I always thought I’d feel differently about it. I thought I’d feel happier, but something feels out of place, like a puzzle piece that just won’t fit right until you realize you’ve got it in backward.

      I look straight ahead at Boxcar’s cot. He’s still there, sleeping quietly. His dirty shirt still sits in a clump on the floor. My lips twitch along with the rest of me at the memory of last night.

      Fox’s cot is empty. Just as empty as Rogers’ and West’s. Usually, it only takes a hiccup to wake me, but I must have slept through him tying off his boots.

      I throw on some fresh clothes and step outside into the desert sun. It’s somehow harsher than usual and each breath feels less satisfying than the last. I scan the camp for Fox’s face but he’s nowhere to be seen.

      “Fawn!”

      Paxton waves me toward the command tent and I slip inside. The men he brought with him sit around the tent, each one of them staring me down as I scan their hard faces.

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Chopper leaves in an hour,” he barks, chewing on the end of a pencil. “You and Carson better be on it.”

      I nod. “Absolutely, sir. We will be.”

      “Good.”

      He waves me off and bends down to sift through a stack of paperwork on the corner desk.

      I linger for a moment more. “Sir, I’d like to speak with Fox before I go. Do you know where he is?”

      “Who?”

      “Fitzpatrick, sir.”

      Paxton pauses and stands up taller. “Oh, him,” he says, sliding the pencil out from between his teeth. “Fitzpatrick was transferred out this morning.”

      “Where?” I ask, my skin crawling with confusion.

      He hesitates, furrowing his brow so a shadow casts over his eyes. “Doesn’t matter anymore,” he mutters. “Damn plane went down. He’s gone.”

      My heart sinks. His tone is so cold, so impersonal like he just lost a pawn on a chessboard.

      “Excuse me?” I ask.

      He glances up and his eyes glide over me. “I said Fitzpatrick is gone,” he repeats with annoyance. “Shot down. No survivors.”

      My senses cease. I can’t feel anything. No desert heat. No sounds. No scents. Just the blinding, white lights of rage filling my vision.

      “That’s not possible,” I finally say, refusing to believe it.

      I just saw him. He was here last night. I spoke to him. He can’t be gone.

      Paxton laughs and my hands roll into fists. “No, honey,” he spits, “that’s reality. Now get out of here. I don’t have time to hold your hand after every broken nail.”

      I lunge forward. The others shout as I wrap my fingers around Paxton’s throat. His eyes grow wide with surprise and every bit of amusement drains from them as I squeeze.

      “Fawn! Let go!”

      They tug at me, but I hold on tighter as my heart breaks into small pieces.

      Fox. The only friend I have in the world and this fucker tells me like this?

      They finally yank me off. I raise my hands, surrendering to the strength of three men. They pull me away from him and Paxton’s fucking grin returns to his face.

      “You’re lucky you’re out of here today, Fawn.” He smirks. “If you weren’t, I’d have to make quite the example out of you.”

      His eyes slide down my body and it’s easy to read the meaning dripping off his words.

      I jerk my arms free from their grasp and spin away from him to leave the tent. A small crowd gathered behind us and I push through them, driven to distance myself as far away from this moment as possible.

      “Caleb?”

      I pause near the barracks, completely blanking on how I got here in the first place.

      Boxcar reaches out for me and he studies my face, cupping it softly to hold it up. “Whoa—” He looks over my shoulder at the dispersing crowd across the camp. “What’s going on?”

      I try to look him in the eyes, but everything feels so heavy. Tears push through my throat, breaking through every attempt I make to hold them down.

      “Fox…” I whisper.

      Boxcar pulls me out of the sun and guides me back into the barracks. “Caleb, what happened?” he asks. He stops us and holds my face again. “Look at me.”

      His face blurs. My gaze wanders over his shoulder, landing directly on Fox’s empty cot.

      “Fox is gone…” I say it so softly even I can barely hear it. “His plane went down, and…”

      Boxcar pulls me closer, tightening his embrace around me without a care for what it might mean to others.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, his words stiff but powerful. “It’s going to be okay, Caleb.”

      I shake my head, rejecting the very thought. “He…” My voice fails and I choke as tears fall from my eyes.

      My knees give under me and Boxcar holds me tighter to guide me down to the floor. I cry into his chest and he repeats his words softly in my ear.

      “It’s going to be okay, Caleb.”

      Maybe someday I’ll believe that.
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          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      If pissing off Caleb Fawn were an Olympic event, I’d take home gold every single time.

      Naturally, when it came time to do it on purpose, things went exactly as planned. So much so, in fact, that I can barely even hide the victory smile attacking my lips.

      I look down at Caleb in my arms. She stares straight ahead out the windshield, watching as we ride closer and closer to Fox and Dani’s house. I nudge her chin to bring her face up to mine. Bright streetlights pass by the windows, illuminating her already stunning face with orange light. There’s a quiet anger behind her eyes, obviously, but I flash her my token, cocky smile. A hidden smirk made just for her.

      Caleb blinks at me with suspicion and her face finally falls.

      She gives me that look.

      What the hell did you do, Box?

      I tighten my arm around her and brush my lips against her forehead.

      She looks up at me now with pride, annoyance, and a bit of fear. I don’t blame her at all. Obviously, I have a plan. She’s gathered that much from my silent eyes, but she has no idea what that plan entails other than giving up the secret location of our most trusted ally.

      Not the greatest of starts.

      Then again, if Caleb and I were to adopt a motto, that’d be it.

      Lilah stops the car in front of the black gate outside of Fox and Dani’s Hollywood mansion. She glares at me through the rearview mirror and I give Caleb’s hand a decent squeeze before I get out to open it.

      The sun sits just below the horizon and I blink for a moment when I realize the time. At this time yesterday, I was imagining very, very different plans for my weekend. In the last twenty hours, I’ve stolen a quarter of a million dollars from a billionaire pervert, ran away from two assassins, flew across the country, banged my estranged wife, broke into my friend’s house, befriended a bounty hunter, avoided torture, and I’ve done it all with little on my stomach other than cheap airline pretzels and imported booze.

      Needless to say, my plans don’t usually go as anticipated.

      Let’s hope this is the one that sticks.

      I open the black gate and Lilah rolls the car inside, leaving me here to walk the rest of the driveway alone. I close the gate and scan the street outside, eying the other houselights on the street. Sure, strangers should mind their own business but a suspicious, prying eye might come in handy right now.

      I pick up my pace and make it to the car as Lilah and Elijah slowly ease up the front steps.

      “What’s the code?” Lilah asks, gazing at me over her shoulder.

      I throw open the back door to gather Caleb and hide any tells that might give me away. “Uh… 1-2-2-4-0-8.”

      Caleb manages to push herself up out of the car with some of her own strength. I breathe of sigh of relief knowing that whatever the hell Elijah did to her isn’t permanent. If this plan goes south, I may need her to back me up. She grips my jacket to keep steady and we spin around to find the twins staring at us from their spot on the stoop.

      “What?” I ask.

      “That code doesn’t work,” Lilah says.

      “It doesn’t?”

      She rolls her eyes. “No.”

      Caleb and I walk slowly up the stairs and I tap the numbers in myself.

      The panel flashes a crimson red.

      I furrow my brow. “1-2-2-4-0-8,” I say aloud as my finger taps it in slowly.

      Again, the panel flashes red.

      Elijah snatches my hand before I can type it again. “This panel wouldn’t happen to have an alarm function for multiple failures, would it?”

      I pause. “Of course not.”

      Lilah’s gun taps my cheek. “How about you get it right this time… just in case,” she warns.

      “It’s zero-seven,” Caleb says.

      I look down at her, still playing dumb. “Is it?” I ask.

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Lilah pokes my cheek a little harder. “I swear to god, I will shoot one of you.”

      “Okay, okay—” I tap the numbers into the pad. “1-2-2-4-0-7.”

      The panel shines green and the door unlocks.

      “Told you,” Caleb gloats.

      I flash her a smile and adjust my arm around her as we step inside the house. Elijah flicks on the first light switch, illuminating the dark entryway, along with the foyer and front hallway.

      Caleb stays quiet as her eyes jut around, noticing the extreme lack of Dani’s presence on anything. The movie posters are gone, along with the picture frames that once littered the end tables.

      “This is Fox’s house?” Lilah asks.

      “Yep,” I answer. I lead them through to the living room and I let Caleb slip down onto the sofa next to a few throw pillows stacked by the arm.

      Lilah pauses at the photo of us in the desert and she shrugs. “Seems a little strange for his tastes…”

      “That would be the point, wouldn’t it?” I ask. “Why hide in the shadows when no one will expect you out in the open? Plus, it’s big and nice —” I pat the pillow next to Caleb’s shoulder. “Perfect for special occasions.”

      Her eyes flick up at me. I flash a smooth smile, letting my hand linger a little longer on the pillow before I step away. She slinks closer to the pillows, doing nothing to draw attention as she inches her hand beneath them.

      “Well…” Lilah lets out a thick sigh. “If this is Fox Fitzpatrick’s house then where is Fox?”

      I shrug. “Upstairs, probably.”

      “And he didn’t come running when his front door opened?” Elijah asks.

      Lilah’s nose turns upward, no doubt smelling the exact same suspicious air.

      “It’s a big house,” I say. “I’m sure Caleb comes and goes all the time, right? He’s used to it.”

      Elijah eyes Caleb for confirmation and she nods from the couch. “Well, how about you and Lilah go get him…” He steps closer to Caleb and plants the barrel of his gun against her head. “And I’ll stay here with her.”

      Rage tickles at me. Caleb with a gun to her head has never been my favorite sight in the world, but I have to keep my cool. I look at her and she gives me the most subtle of nods.

      “All right.” I gesture for Lilah to follow me. “Let’s go get Fox.”

      I head toward the stairwell, training my ears to pinpoint Archer’s location. Any creak in the floorboards would be great right now but this house is way too perfect for any flaw. Even the stairs make no noise as Lilah and I walk up them.

      She pokes her gun into my side, just to remind me it’s there.

      “Hey, Fox!” I announce as we reach the landing.

      I realize how unfamiliar I am with the layout of the place. I could go left or right, but each direction gives me about a half-dozen options for doors.

      Lilah digs her gun in a little deeper, forcing me to choose left.

      “Fox?” I ask again.

      We keep walking and I push open the first door to peek inside.

      As we pass, I feel a shadow brush through the open doorway.

      “Hey, buddy.”

      I bite my lip to keep from grinning at Archer’s horribly disguised voice and turn around to see a shotgun nestled against Lilah’s red head.

      “Is that the best American accent you can do?” I ask.

      Archer shrugs. “Sounded good in my head.” He looks at Lilah. “Hands up.”

      She slowly raises her hands, presenting her palms forward with a look of inconvenience crossing her face. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Archer Allen.” He grins with pride.

      She scoffs. “What kind of name is that?”

      His lips fall. “Give Sparky your gun.”

      “Sparky?”

      I hold out my hand. “Just do it.”

      She exhales hard and drops it into my open palm as Archer clicks a handcuff onto her wrist. He attaches the other cuff to himself, latching the two of them together.

      “Oh,” she says, rolling her eyes into the back of her skull. “You’re that Archer Allen…”

      He tilts his head. “You’ve heard of me, love?”

      “Don’t get cocky,” she quips. “Your record is far from impressive.”

      “It’s about to get a whole lot better.”

      Her lips curl. “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

      She lashes out, striking his jaw with a hard punch while simultaneously kicking my shin, bringing me down to my knees. Another quick jut of her heel knocks the gun from my grasp. She twirls around Archer, gaining enough momentum to strike him with a hard backhand.

      Archer drops his shotgun to block the blow, grabbing her fist in his palm just inches away from his face. Lilah punches with her free hand but he snatches that as well. He draws her closer, so close her face is only an inch from his.

      “Now, that’s enough, love—”

      Lilah head-butts him. She wiggles free enough to boost off the wall and punch Archer in the face. He tumbles to his knees and Lilah uses the moment to reach into her pocket.

      I spot the bobby pin in her hand. “Archer, the cuffs!”

      She moves with trained, expert precision and slips her hand free of the picked cuff before I can even reach the gun.

      I lunge forward to stop her, but she swings around, connecting her hard elbow against my nose. A haze of white light strikes my vision, blinding me while Lilah trips me down to the floor.

      A hard metal ring tightens around my wrist.

      I try to tug away but Archer and I are bound together in cuffs.

      Archer sits up with wide eyes. Lilah looks back over her shoulder and flashes him a wink before bolting down the stairs.

      “My god…” he whispers. “She’s amazing.”

      I try to slip my wrist free in a blind panic. “Keys, Archer!”

      He blinks out of trance and fishes into his pockets. I leap to my feet and grab the two guns off the floor as we go. We race for the stairs together while Archer tries to unlock us. My heart pounds in my chest, aching from failure as I try not to imagine what they’re doing to Caleb right now.

      We reach the bottom and the. cuff slides free of my wrist.

      “Boxcar—”

      Caleb’s voice brings me to a standstill. She’s still on the couch. Her chest rises, steady but nervous. Elijah points his gun forward at us and Lilah stands behind Caleb with a long pocketknife against her throat.

      I pass Archer’s shotgun back to him, along with Lilah’s handgun. “Don’t you dare hurt her,” I warn.

      “Not bad, Sparky,” Lilah says, “but your plan was a little sloppy.”

      “Where is Fox really?” Elijah asks.

      “He’s not here right now,” I answer.

      “Obviously,” Lilah growls, digging the knife deeper against Caleb’s neck.

      I shudder. “You don’t want to do that.”

      “I kind of do actually. I really don’t like people wasting my time…”

      Archer takes a short step closer and pumps his shotgun. “Neither do I,” he says. He gestures between them. “So, how about the two of you just come with me.”

      Elijah furrows his brow. “Who the hell is this?”

      “Bounty hunter,” Lilah mutters under her breath.

      He rolls his eyes, unimpressed. “Oh.”

      Archer steps forward again. “Oh?”

      Elijah lays his finger over his trigger. “That’s close enough,” he says.

      I reach out and lay my hand on Archer’s arm, but my eyes never leave Caleb’s. She looks so confident, even now. Even with a knife to her throat and a gun inches away from her head.

      My warrior woman.

      Her eyes twitch toward the couch, silently signaling at me to take cover as she pulls her hand free and the revolver flashes in the light.

      Caleb pulls the trigger, firing one shot at random to take the twins by surprise. Lilah ducks behind the sofa, withdrawing her knife as Caleb rolls forward onto the floor.

      I grab Archer and pull him down with me to safety as Elijah fires several rounds in our direction before pointing the gun down toward the floor, directly at my wife.

      “Caleb!” I cry, watching in slow motion as she raises her revolver.

      She fires a shot at Elijah, but he dodges in time. The bullet strikes the wall behind him as he takes cover with Lilah behind the sofa.

      Caleb can just barely push herself up, but she manages to roll over onto her stomach and slide her revolver across the wood floor toward me.

      “Cover me!” I tell Archer.

      He peeks out around his chair and fires a few rounds toward the twin’s hiding place as I rush for the revolver.

      Adrenaline pounds in my ears, fueling bravery I’ve never felt before in my life. The twins could easily get one shot off and I’d be done for. Any moment now could be my last, but I won’t let that be true for Caleb Fawn.

      I kneel beside her and she latches onto me as I pull her off the floor.

      Archer stops to reload. We all pause as the police sirens grow loud outside. Red and blue lights blink, shining through the pale, white curtains.

      “About time…” I point the revolver toward the chairs and hold Caleb in my other arm. “By the way… I lied. The door does have an alarm for multiple failures. Usually, it’s more than three in a row but I reprogrammed it so the police were alerted silently after the first failure, so technically you called the cops on yourselves. Kid stuff, really.”

      Lilah pokes her head out, staring daggers at me while Elijah does the same.

      I smile. “I’d say you have another minute tops before they come bursting in here, so you have two options. You can get arrested and spend your night trying to explain the cobra tattoos to the LAPD… or you can go with Archer.”

      Lilah stands up, refusing to back down. “And how do you expect to get out of this without them shooting you?”

      I shrug. “I’m Fox Fitzpatrick’s best friend. My presence here will get cleared up in about fifteen minutes.”

      “I’m his best friend,” Caleb argues in my ear.

      “Not the time, honey.” I hold her closer and steady my grip on the gun. “Now, what’s it gonna be?”

      Lilah seethes, her chest rising and falling with angry breaths while Elijah slinks a little further away from Archer’s shotgun.

      “Remember when you asked me why him?” Caleb says, drawing Lilah’s eyes. “This is why.”

      I smile as the sirens blare from the driveway.

      The twins stand and Elijah drops his gun on the couch. “Fine,” he says, shifting toward Archer. “Lead the way.”

      Archer grins and gestures them to start walking into the hallway.

      Lilah jerks back, reaching around Elijah to grab the shotgun’s barrel. Elijah bends over, allowing for Lilah to roll over his back and attack Archer, landing her knee in his groin. He keels over and the shotgun slips from his grasp and into Lilah’s.

      She points it at us.

      I twist around to shield Caleb from the inevitable blast.

      “Boxcar!” Caleb shouts.

      It’s so loud, my ears ring. Feet pound on the floor, passing over us as Lilah and Elijah bolt for the back of the house.

      “Goddammit—!” Archer pulls himself off the floor and follows them, keeping his head down in case another shotgun blast comes hurtling toward him.

      “Caleb—!” I look down, seeing red blood splattered on her jacket beneath me. “Oh, god. No…”

      She looks at me with wide eyes. “Boxcar, it’s not me…”

      I look at my shoulder as the pain reaches my brain. “Oh, wow.”

      “Don’t move, Box.” She tries to push my jacket aside to get a better look.

      I slip onto my side. “That really hurts,” I say, somehow surprised.

      “Bloody bastards…” Archer mutters as he bounds back into the room. “They’re gone. Run out the back.”

      “He’s been hit,” Caleb says, her voice dripping with fear. She tries to push off the floor but even every bit of her strength can’t get her up.

      Archer steps forward, but I wave my unwounded arm to stop him.

      “Go,” I say. “You can’t be here. Run.”

      He pauses, his eyes falling from me to the blood and back again with hesitation.

      “Go,” I repeat, gritting my teeth as another bolt of pain strikes my chest.

      Archer spins around with the shotgun in hand and runs for the back exit as the front door bursts open.

      Caleb cradles my face, tears shining in her deep, green eyes. I smile through the pain, knowing that she’ll be okay.

      I saved her.

      Part of me goes numb. I settle a little harder against the floor.

      “Boxcar, wait,” she says. “Stay with me.”

      I feel her warm touch on my skin. Those hands. Those perfect hands that somehow manage to be rough and comforting at the same time.

      Her voice echoes in my head as black uniforms circle around us and my vision goes dark.

      “Boxcar!”
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      ‘Til death do us part.

      What the hell was I thinking?

      I stare out the hotel window from a large armchair, scanning the bright horizon. It’s nothing but colorful lights for miles but I know come morning the Las Vegas Strip will lose most of its magic. The glitter and gold Botsford Plaza won’t dazzle nearly as much. Nothing ever looks as enchanting during the day than it does at night.

      My husband stirs in the bed, drawing my eyes away from the dancing lights outside.

      My husband.

      Never has a word frightened me as much as that one.

      He doesn’t wake up. He just slides around beneath the covers for a moment before settling onto his side, lightly gripping the pillow under his head.

      Husband. Wife. They never meant anything to me before. Just titles people threw around because partner sounds so dull and boring. Husband and wife carry a far heavier weight to them, like life or death.

      Death. Best-case scenario, he lives long enough to watch me die. Or I live long enough to watch him die. The former is far more likely. In a perfect world, that’s the only way a marriage ends.

      He’s already been through enough of that. I’ve already seen my fair share of it. To imagine spending my life with someone only to have them torn away from me as if they never existed. This is what people strive for? This is what poets and novelist spend their days spewing out over and over again like it’s some goddamn beautiful achievement?

      Boxcar turns onto his other side and his arm stretches out, searching for a warm body that isn’t there. It breaks my heart. I could easily walk over there right now, slide back into the bed, and he’ll feel me. He’ll pull me closer and he’ll smile in his sleep and everything will go on the way it should be. But that won’t always be the case.

      Someday, be it next year or next week or even tomorrow, he’ll reach out and I won’t be there. He’ll awaken, sit up, and realize that I’ll never slide back into his bed ever again. I’ll be gone from this world, but he’ll still be here, cursed to forever wake up alone as if I never existed at all. Just another casualty in life’s war. It happened to my father. It happened to Fox and Rhys and the rest of our unit.

      And it’ll happen to me as soon as my bullet catches up.

      That’s not fair. Boxcar doesn’t deserve that.

      “Caleb?”

      I look over at him. He’s propped up on one elbow, staring over at me in the dark with that adorable, boyish smirk.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, reading me like a damn book.

      The city lights pull me back one more time. The sky bleeds a lighter shade of blue. Dawn must be breaking. I wonder if Fox saw the sunrise one last time before he died. I hope he did.

      “Caleb?”

      Boxcar stands over me now, shirtless in slacks, with heavy eyes full of love and longing for me and only me. Three blissful, never-ending days in a bed together and he still looks at me like he’s never seen me before.

      But someday…
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          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      Well, that was unexpected.

      Who am I kidding? This is Caleb Fawn. This wasn’t unexpected at all. It was downright inevitable. I’m not sure why I thought exchanging vows would somehow mean she was ready for commitment. It’s more surprising that it lasted a whole three days before she booted me out of our hotel room.

      But we’re married now, so I’m gone but not out. If she needs some time to vent and think, then I’ll give her that time. I don’t mind doing that but, eventually, she’ll open her door to me, and things will go back to normal until her next attack of conscience. Hopefully, if I’m lucky, these bursts of frustration will happen less and less until they disappear completely. I’ll keep my patience until then.

      She’s worth it.

      For now, I’ll hang out in this hotel room a floor down from hers and wait it out. She’ll come down here, knock on the door, and she’ll smile. I’ll kiss her, she’ll kiss me back, and I’ll carry her to the bed for a bit of tender punishment. If there’s one person I know better than myself in this world, it’s Caleb Fawn.

      A knock strikes the door and a grin spreads over my face.

      See? I told you.

      I open the door and pause, looking into the eyes of a pudgy, middle-aged man in a suit.

      “Bartholomew Carson?”

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      He holds out a brown envelope. “You’ve been served.”

      I let him drop it into my hand. Just as quickly as he arrived, he spins around and bolts down the hall toward the elevator without even a glance back over his shoulder. A straight-up fucking hit and run.

      I close the door and stare at the envelope for a full minute before opening it and sliding the pages out.

      PETITION FOR DIVORCE.

      You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.

      She did it. She actually freakin’ did it. When she told me she never wanted to see my face again, she meant it in every possible way.

      This is a joke. It has to be a sick prank. Ha-ha, Caleb. Very funny…

      I scan the pages one-by-one, feeling even more nauseous the more I read. She’s signed them already. Her name in black ink right here. Caleb Fawn. All they need now is my signature and the best thing that ever happened to me will be like it never happened at all.

      Fuck that shit.

      I slide the papers back into the envelope and grab my messenger bag off the floor. If she wants to split up for a while — fine — but I won’t give her the satisfaction of filing these forms and dropping me for good. She can’t do that if I never send them back to her and she can’t force me to give them to her if she doesn’t know where I am.

      You don’t want to see my face ever again? I’ll make that easy for you, Caleb Fawn.

      I open the back pocket of my bag and I slide the envelope inside, zipping it tightly closed to hold them there.

      Sorry, honey. No divorce today. Looks like you’re stuck with me.

      I catch sight of the notepad inside the bag and I hesitate before pulling it out. I sketched that black snake from memory the best I could. The same snake I saw dangling from that pendant around Marilyn Black’s neck. Her mysterious family. Their nonexistent land in Paris. Even the military and this fucking Paxton guy. There’s a bigger picture here but I don’t have enough pieces to put the puzzle together or make any sense out of it.

      My curiosity grows.

      I throw my bag over my shoulder as I leave Las Vegas for good.
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          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      Did Robin Hood ever take an arrow for Maid Marian? I honestly can’t remember.

      One thing’s for sure, though. Being a hero isn’t what it’s cracked up to be. Everyone knows getting shot hurts. I knew what to expect, but what I never expected was for there to be so much pain from such a tiny graze.

      The blast slid across my back, scratching my shoulder in multiple places. If I’d been one second too late or an inch to the left…

      Let’s not think about it.

      A handful of stitches later and it was done. My concern was on Caleb the entire time. The doctor who checked her out had no idea what Elijah injected her with. Some kind of homemade tranquilizer, incredibly potent and super not legal. Given the rate it’s leaving her system, he thinks she’ll be fine after a good night’s rest in her own bed.

      I carry her up the stairs to her loft, ignoring the throbbing pain in my back. There aren’t a lot of moments in life when I get to play the cool guy. I’m not passing up the chance to carry the damsel over the threshold.

      Caleb reaches out and twists the doorknob for me. The loft is exactly as it was before. A perfect constant to an otherwise chaotic day.

      I carry her inside. She cautiously squeezes my jacket a little tighter as I lower her down onto her bed.

      “Try and get some rest, okay?” I tell her, laying her arms at her sides. “You should have your strength back by morning.”

      “Are you leaving?” she asks.

      Her eyes shake. It’s clear what she wants the answer to be and it makes my heart grow a little larger.

      “No.” I pause to watch the short breath of relief as it passes through her. “I’ll be here…”

      Caleb shifts onto her side and her hand falls to the sheets beneath her, gently crawling toward me as fast as her weak muscles will allow. Her hand touches mine and she smiles back at me.

      “It’s going to be okay, Caleb,” I whisper. I lean forward to raise her head and adjust the pillow to a better position beneath her neck. “I’ll be right back.”

      She nods, trusting every word. “Thank you.”

      I let her touch linger on my skin for a few more moments before I make myself stand up. There’s nothing I want more than to lie next to her right now but there’s the small matter of the very disappointed bounty hunter lingering around in the hallway to deal with.

      Archer stands outside the door, leaning against the wall with Lilah’s discarded pistol in one hand. He admires it briefly before glancing up at me with hard eyes and sliding it into his belt.

      “You didn’t tell me that friend of yours was Fox Fitzpatrick,” he says.

      I close the door behind me. “It wasn’t relevant.”

      “Like hell, it wasn’t.” He pushes softly off the wall. “Do you have any idea how much his head is worth to the right people? Had I known he was here, I wouldn’t have wasted my time chasing after Hansel and Gretel.”

      “He’s not a part of this,” I say, keeping a steady tone. “Leave him alone.”

      “And why the hell would I do that?”

      “Because I will make your life a living hell if you don’t.”

      His lips curl. “And just how do you intend—”

      “Archer Allen. Former MI-6 agent,” I begin. “You were dismissed for reasons unknown but I’m sure I could crack those files wide open within the hour but on the off-chance that won’t do any damage to you, I’ll just focus on the very expired visa you’re traveling with and go from there. Can’t exactly cash in on bounties if you’re thirty-thousand feet in the air on your way back to Teabag Land. Or if that’s not enough, just give me about twenty minutes. Everyone has a skeleton or two. I’m sure you have at least one worth digging up.”

      Archer chuckles. “All right.” He sighs. “I will look the other way on Fitzpatrick… but how about we say you owe me a favor someday?”

      “I can live with that.”

      “But I will say this, I don’t envy you or him. It’s not just the Harts out there looking for retribution against Fox Fitzpatrick.”

      “Who?”

      He lowers his voice. “No one knows her name. Only a few know her face but everyone knows what she does.”

      There are only two words I can think of that carry that kind of ominous fear. “The Boss.”

      “You might want to let him know.”

      I nod. “I will.”

      Archer leans back again, flashing a look of expectation. “I held up my end of the bargain. Now, where can I find Dante Hart?”

      I reach into my bag for a notepad. “Wisconsin,” I answer.

      His brow shrinks. “What?”

      “His childhood home is on Geneva Lake.”

      I scribble the address down from memory and tear off the sheet to hand it to him.

      Archer takes it from me and stares at it for a moment. “Well, I have to ask. How do you know this?”

      I crack a smile, smug as hell. “Library card.”

      He stares at me with confusion.

      “The Walworth County Library burned down in 1992,” I explain. “Only about half of the physical records were salvaged and transferred to the library the next county over, including the membership information of their grandmother, Mary Elizabeth Hart.”

      He blinks. “Bloody hell…”

      “The card was never officially used but her name still pops up in their member database, along with their home address. Geneva Lake, Wisconsin. Given the trouble Dante and the twins went to erase the place from record, I’d say he’s probably there now.”

      Archer folds the paper in half and shoves it into his jacket pocket. “Well, I’m impressed, Sparky,” he says. “You’d make quite the private dick if you wanted to.”

      “Thought about it, but I look stupid in hats.”

      He laughs and pulls out his wallet. “You ever do find yourself looking for a job in hunting, give me a call.” His fingers flick toward me, squeezing a black business card between his fingertips.

      I take it from him and slide it into my bag. “Maybe I will.”

      His grin stays on his face as he turns to take the stairs down. “Be seeing you, mate.”

      “Be seeing you,” I repeat, watching him closely until his shadow disappears out the door and it latches closed behind him.

      Caleb is asleep by the time I get back inside. I bolt the door behind me and slide the chain in place, feeling more than a little overprotective. Nothing lurches my heart more than seeing her this vulnerable. She’ll be back to her normal self by morning and she won’t need me anymore. She has never needed me, honestly, but it’s never been a goal of mine to make her either.

      Want, on the other hand. If I could figure out how to make her want me, then all my problems would be solved overnight.

      I set my messenger bag down on the counter.

      Caleb Fawn. I’ve never in my life wanted anything more than I want her. I spent days in a warehouse praying for water and I can safely say I didn’t want it to rain out in the fucking desert as much as I want Caleb Fawn in my life.

      But none of that matters if she doesn’t feel the same way.

      I reach into my bag and slide the brown envelope out. It’s been almost two years since I stuffed it into the back pocket and swore I’d forget it ever existed, but it always lingered in the corners of my mind like an awkward growing pain.

      I pull the papers out and lay them on the counter in front of me. She signed them and sent them over to me before the ink was even dry. Her signature even has a slight smear to it on every page, like she just couldn’t wait to get it over with.

      I grab a pen from my bag and sign each one. I don’t want to, but I can’t force her to stay with me. I could slip out right now and spend the next two years avoiding her again. We’d still be lawfully wedded but we wouldn’t be married like I want to be.

      I slide the papers back into the envelope and I leave it on the counter for her.

      I told her I’d stay, and I will. If tonight’s the last time I’ll get to feel her next to me then I won’t miss it.

      I kick off my shoes and lie down beside her. She rolls over and lays her head on my shoulder. Her hair brushes my nose. Her hand falls to my chest. Her toes swipe against mine.

      A few short hours of this bliss and I’ll leave.

      Hopefully, by the end of it, I’ll be strong enough to let her go.
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Ugh. My fucking head.

      I swear, if I ever stumble upon Elijah fucking Hart again, I’m going to punch him in the face. Seriously. How a full-body tranquilizer manages to make me feel like Nurse Ratched sawed into my head and scooped out my brain using her fingers, I’ll never know.

      I head straight for the bathroom for a bottle of aspirin, refusing to even turn on any lights along the way. It’s like the world’s worst hangover and if the nausea in my stomach tells me anything, it’s about to be one of those hangovers.

      My dry tongue rejects the handful of pills I shove inside. I try to gather some spit to swallow them down but it’s like sandpaper in my mouth.

      I stumble through the loft with half-open eyes and navigate the kitchen to find an empty glass.

      “Boxcar?” I ask the abandoned room.

      He was here last night. I remember his arm around me. His warm body pressed against mine. Mostly, I remember not even questioning it like it was always meant to be that way.

      I fill the glass with water and choke down the pills lodged beneath my tongue.

      “Boxcar?” I ask again, instantly regretting the volume in which I chose to shout it.

      There’s no answer. No surprises there. Our last moment in this place before last night wasn’t exactly a happy one. I said fuck you and he replied with I love you and I didn’t do a thing to reciprocate no matter what my heart told me.

      My emotions take a swift turn toward annoyance until I spot the brown envelope sitting on the counter.

      It takes me a moment, thoughts fighting to overcome the splurge of pain and misery, but eventually, I remember what they are. I remember everything.

      The envelope is a bit crinkled but it’s the exact same one I touched two years ago. When I never got a response from Boxcar concerning our divorce, I assumed he torched the documents and ran off. I never thought he kept them. He dodged my communications for two months after that and eventually, I stopped trying. He made tracking him down damn near impossible.

      I open the envelope and I slide the papers out.

      This moment has drifted through my head many times over the last two years. I imagined how relieved I’d feel for it to be over and done with. For Boxcar to go on living without the constant threat of my death lingering over him. Now that the moment is here, I stare down at my old signature and his next to it and cold darkness strikes my chest.

      Bartholomew Carson. My ex-husband.

      I never thought I’d be anyone’s wife. I’m not even sure I ever wanted to be. Sure, I’ve had boyfriends, but they all bailed on me. I was too emasculating. I didn’t wear enough make-up. My hobbies were strange. They all found something in me they didn’t like.

      Except Boxcar.

      I thought our differences made us weaker, but I was wrong. When I think of us together, it’s not the moments of anger or frustration that stand out anymore. It’s the good, tender moments that do. The way he always caressed my face before a kiss or the gentleness in his voice, even when what he was saying was harsh or blunt.

      And now, he gives me this. The thing I’ve wanted for two years. It’s the last thing he wanted but he made that sacrifice anyway, along with taking that bullet for me.

      He didn’t have to do that.

      And just like that night in Afghanistan when he plowed into that warehouse to save me, I feel an overwhelming urge to smack him for it.
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          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      I drop the last of the overpriced outdoor cameras in the garbage sack and toss the thing over my shoulder.

      Designing the ultimate home security system for a beautiful Hollywood actress and her live-in bodyguard is a dirty job, but there’s no one out there more qualified than me. I also owe him — a lot — so I won’t be charging him a dime for my time. Not that I would anyway. The challenge is, honestly, the most fun I’ve had in ages outside of the twenty minutes I spent in Caleb’s bed yesterday.

      As I step back inside the house, murmuring voices pull me toward the kitchen. I find Fox and Dani bent over the island counter, facing each other with serious, somber expressions.

      Dani’s short, black hair falls over her face, casting deep shadows of doubt across her perfect, pale skin. That plastic surgeon did a bang-up job fixing the Gash Seen Around the World. You can’t even see it unless you’re really looking for it, unlike Fox’s identical scar on his freshly shaven face. I guess Dani made him drop the beard, but he looks far more handsome without it if you ask me.

      I drop the sack to the floor near the garbage can and Fox looks down to see what’s inside.

      He sighs. “Seriously?”

      “Dude.” I slide onto the stool by the counter. “Trust me.”

      He and Dani share a nervous glance, she looking far more fearful than Fox.

      “Guys, I have this completely under control.” I open my laptop. “The system I’m custom-building here is going to be amazing. I did the same thing to my own place in Boston.”

      “You owned a 4.3-million-dollar house in Boston?” Dani asks.

      “No, a condo near—” I blink. “Is that how much this place costs? Good for you.”

      She sighs loudly and stares across the counter at Fox.

      “Let’s just…” He waves a hand to try and calm her down. “Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt before we make any calls.”

      “Calls?” I ask. “What calls?”

      He scratches nervously at the scar on his cheek. “We’re a little concerned…”

      “About what?”

      “About the assassins who know where we sleep, Boxcar.”

      “Don’t be. They only know where you sleep. I made sure that they wouldn’t know Dani lives here. And besides, those two are going to be very busy for a while. I have a bounty hunter tracking them down as we speak.”

      “There’s also a bounty hunter who knows where I live,” Fox argues. “On all counts, we should probably move again.”

      I close my laptop to give them my undivided attention. “No one is moving anywhere. Look—” I gesture behind me at the kitchen table where I’ve stacked boxes upon boxes of new tech I bought on my little shopping spree this morning. “I’ve got new, non-shitty cameras to install in every room of this glorious mansion and in every corner of that perfect green lawn of yours. Noise sensors, pressure sensitivity plates, booby-traps — the works.”

      Fox smirks. “And on what sleazy politician’s dime?”

      I pause. “I’m going to plead the fifth on that one, but it doesn’t matter. Just consider it a generous donation or… hush money, if you will.”

      Dani’s little eyes grow wider with concern. “I’ll call the real estate agent,” she says to Fox.

      “No one’s calling the real estate agent!” I chuckle. “Trust me, guys. When I’m done here, this place will be an impenetrable fortress.”

      The front door opens and a voice echoes in from the front hall.

      “Hello?”

      Fox glares at me as it closes.

      “I said, when I’m done,” I say.

      Caleb steps into the kitchen from the hallway.

      “It’s just Caleb,” I say, pointing. “She’s mostly harmless.”

      She gestures over her shoulder. “Did you guys know your front gate is wide open?”

      I flinch. “Okay, that was my bad. Sorry.”

      “I’ll go close it,” Fox says, his voice dry as sand. “Then, I’ll get started patching up the bullet holes riddled throughout my living room.”

      “Hey, I took a bullet in your house and I didn’t sue you,” I joke. “You should be thankful.”

      “It was a graze.”

      “Pfft, like anyone here has had worse,” I challenge.

      Fox gestures at Dani with his hard eyes.

      I swallow hard. “Oh, right. Sorry,” I say to her.

      To her credit, Dani smiles. “It’s okay.”

      As Fox passes Caleb, the two of them exchange a kiss on the cheek. “Hey, Cal.”

      “Hey, Fox.” She cranes her neck and calls over her shoulder. “Did you bring me back something Japanese?”

      “I might have.”

      “Yay.”

      “Hey, Caleb,” Dani greets.

      “Hey, Dani.” Caleb pauses near me and I notice the brown envelope in her hand as she lays it on the counter near my laptop. “Mostly harmless?” she asks me.

      “I stand by my phrasing,” I say.

      Dani clears her little throat and twists away with a smile. “I’m going to go help him,” she says, her eyes jolting between us with a knowing glimmer.

      “Bye, Dani,” I say. She takes off and I wait until her echoing feet disappear out the front door. “Okay, she is fucking adorable.”

      “I know, right?” Caleb says.

      “I didn’t even know the human race was capable of imbuing that much cuteness into one living being.”

      “I think she’s already taken, Box.”

      “Story of my life.” I shake my head. “Eh, that’s not really my type, anyway.”

      “I’m not sure how to take that.”

      “Let me know when you figure it out.” My eyes fall down her body. “You feeling okay?”

      “Not too bad,” she says. “No side effects to speak of other than a massive headache but a few tequila shots on the way over here did wonders for that.”

      “Good.”

      Her eyes graze my shoulder. “And you?”

      I point at it, acting cool. “What? This? It was nothing.”

      She flicks my arm, shooting a sharp pain across my back.

      I hold back my wince. “Okay, that was just mean.”

      She chuckles. “Sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” I look into her green eyes and the pain disappears. “How did you know I was here?”

      “Where else would you be?”

      “Decent point.”

      She puts her fingers on the envelope and slides it a little closer to me to change the subject. “So, you kept these…”

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Hardcore masochism.”

      Her lips twitch. “Box.”

      “It…” I give half a shrug with my good shoulder. “It never really occurred to me to destroy them.”

      She stares at me and I see her running the words through every bullshit detector she has. “Is that true?”

      “It’s half-true,” I say. “I don’t know. I guess it was the only thing I had that reminded me of our marriage. As brief and tumultuous as it was. We didn’t exactly exchange rings.”

      Caleb stares at me in silent pause and, for the first time, I can’t figure out which direction the wheels are turning in her head. “Boxcar…” She wets her lips, hesitating on her words. “I—”

      “Wait—” I hold up a hand and rise off the stool. “Before you do that thing I know you’re about to do, I need to say something first.”

      She goes quiet and I shift a little closer to her.

      “I’ve spent the last two years running from you because I didn’t want to lose you — and yes, I know that makes absolutely no logical sense, but that’s the truth. That wasn’t fair to you and what you wanted and I’m sorry.” I push the envelope over to her. “No more games, Caleb Fawn. I love you. I always have. Ever since the moment I saw you and it didn’t have anything to do with the wild hallucinations brought on by extreme dehydration and heat exposure.” She chuckles softly and my heart swells. “You’re it for me… but I get it if that doesn’t go both ways and I’m prepared to let you go if that’s what you want.”

      “Is that all?” she asks, red flooding her cheeks.

      “Yeah.” I smile and shift a half step back. “Go ahead, then. Lay it on me.”

      She pauses as her lips curl. “Well, before that sudden interruption, I was going to say…” She swipes the envelope off the counter, sliding it fast out from under my fingers. “I love you.”

      Fire shoots down my spine.

      The L-word.

      Caleb Fawn just said the actual L-word and she said it to me.

      “But…?” I ask.

      She smiles wider. “I love you, Boxcar, and it has nothing to do with how badass you looked holding my revolver. Though, I’d be lying if I said it didn’t turn me on a little bit.”

      I laugh. “Okay…” I take an unsteady breath. “So, what does that mean?”

      “It means that you went really above and beyond for me. You could easily have ignored that call the Harts made and ditched me, but you didn’t. The man who does that deserves a heck of a lot more than a second chance, I think.”

      “You might be right.”

      “But…”

      I deflate. “So close…”

      “But the ball lies in your court, Box. It’s up to you to decide if a woman like me deserves a second or a third or even a fourth chance.”

      There’s a lack of confidence in her voice as if I’m about to reject her outright and kick her to the proverbial curb. A laugh permanently bounces in the back of my throat. To even think that I’m capable of rejecting her is downright ludicrous.

      “Is that even a question?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I could rephrase it as one.”

      “Don’t bother. I wouldn’t be here now if every high and low with you wasn’t worth it, Cal.”

      “You’re quite the glutton for punishment.”

      “Your bite always tickled a little,” I joke. “Well, you know where I stand. What say you, Caleb Fawn? Will you stay my wife?”

      Her fingers grip the envelope a little tighter as she scans the floor. She bends down and grabs the garbage bag full of shitty cameras by my feet and tosses the papers inside.

      “I think I will,” she says.

      I grip the counter behind me to keep from falling over. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      I force a nonchalant shrug through my shoulders. “Cool.”

      Caleb laughs and leans forward, filling my nose with that oh-so-familiar flowery scent of her. As her lips press softly against mine, she lays her palms on my chest and she smiles as my heart bashes wildly against my ribs.

      I cup her adorable face and steal another firm kiss off her perfect, pink lips before I glance down at the garbage bag again. “But we should probably shred those…”

      “I know.” She chuckles. “It was more of a symbolic gesture.”

      “Gotcha.”

      I pull her back in and her fingers crawl around my back as I crush my lips against hers. My senses ignite, breathing a heavy fire through my lungs with every soft caress of her mouth on mine.

      Caleb Fawn. My beautiful wife.

      For real this time.

      “Ah, jeez.”

      We pull away from each other as Fox shakes his head from the doorway. Dani lingers behind him with bright red cheeks.

      “Sorry, Fox.” Caleb laughs, wiping her mouth.

      He steps in and makes his way toward the refrigerator. “No, it’s okay.” He sighs. “It’s like being back in Afghanistan again. In fact…” He pulls it open and fishes out three bottles of beer from the door. “This is the first time since then that the three of us have been in the same room together and I think that deserves a moment.”

      Fox pops the bottles open and slides two across the counter toward us, taking the third one for himself.

      Caleb stops the refrigerator from closing and grabs a fourth bottle. “With honorable mention to Dani, of course.”

      Dani shakes her head from the doorway. “I wasn’t even there.”

      “With the amount Fox talked about you, yes you were.”

      I laugh. “I’ll agree with that.”

      Dani’s grin spreads across her face and Fox’s head falls. “Is that so?” She steps forward and takes the bottle from Caleb.

      Fox sighs. “I admit nothing.”

      Dani nudges his ribs and he slides one arm around her petite shoulders before planting a quick peck on her forehead.

      My eyes shift between the three of them and my memories take me back to the place I never wanted to go again.

      “I fucking hate sand,” I say.

      Fox and Caleb give nods of agreement as the three of us bring our bottles together, clinking them once before we each take a drink.

      “Does that mean you won’t be sticking around the golden coast?” he asks me.

      I shrug. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that just yet. There’s still plenty of work to do out here.”

      “Like what?”

      I glare at Caleb. “For starters, I’m going to upgrade that atrocious security system you have in your shop.”

      She scoffs. “If I even have a shop anymore…”

      “I’m going to fix that problem with your bank, too.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Boxcar…”

      I shake my head. “Don’t argue with me, honey. My money is your money—”

      “And your money isn’t even yours.”

      “Eh, what’s a few numbers in a computer?” I shrug. “Besides, I still owe you for losing that arm-wrestling match.”

      “But I cheated.”

      “Oh!” I set my bottle down. “So, you actually admit it?”

      “Guys.” Fox raises his voice, silencing the two of us with little effort. He grins and shakes his head. “Nevermind.”

      I clap my hands together. “All right. I have a security system to rebuild.”

      “Yes, please,” Fox says. “Fix my house.”

      I curl my fingers around Caleb’s hand. “We just need to run upstairs and check something real quick…”

      He squints. “Boxcar.”

      “It’s just a quick check of the upstairs rooms,” I say, pulling her with me into the hall. “Location scouting for cameras and wires and all—”

      “You don’t need Caleb for that.”

      I gasp. “I’ll have you know, this woman is highly-skilled in many things. Her expertise will come in handy bringing this place back online.”

      “Uh, yeah,” Caleb says, following my lead. “I got loads of knowledge.”

      Fox heaves a defeated sigh and Dani giggles as Caleb and I rush up the tall stairwell.

      I pause at the top, suddenly torn by the multiple choices of doors but Caleb shoves me toward the second on the left. She pushes it open, revealing an ample-sized guest room with a king-sized bed.

      I nod. “This will do.”

      I close the door and push Caleb against it, finding her lips again as she tugs my belt. She wastes no time taking what she wants. I feel her fingers grip tightly around me. A quiet groan teases my throat as my cock springs to life, growing harder with each stroke.

      I drop my kisses to her neck. I feel her quiver against the door, easing closer to me as a moan starts on her tongue.

      “Shh.” I chuckle. “We should probably be quiet—”

      “Shut up and fuck me.”

      I smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I pull her off the door and guide her toward the bed. She falls onto it and she raises her arms as I pull her shirt over her head. I unzip her jeans with one hand, fishing my fingers into her panties while my tongue tastes her sweet lips.

      Caleb sighs with pleasure as my fingers split her pink folds and I draw circles around her throbbing bud. Her hips twitch, rubbing against my hand a little harder, taking the joy she deserves. My wife writhes beneath me, inhaling quick, shallow breaths, gripping the bedspread under us with both hands.

      I look upon her like the goddess she is.

      “Don’t stop…”

      My lips curl against her perfect mouth. “Like I ever could.”

      I push a finger inside of her. She moans, twitching elegantly as more pleasure rocks her. Her muscles grasp me from the inside and I imagine what it’ll feel like when my cock is finally inside of her again.

      I push off and stand over her, watching her mewl as I pull her jeans off her perfect legs. She sits up and tugs on my open pants, drawing me closer to her as she slides my briefs down to expose my hard cock. I lean over her, forcing her down onto her back, sliding in place between her thighs as I crush my lips against hers.

      She grips my shaft. I groan above her as her tight fist positions me between her folds. Another moan steals her away while she rubs the hard tip on herself. I balance on my arms above her, admiring the pleasure washing over her face as she gets herself off. She bites her lip to hold back her moans. I chuckle at her torment, enjoying every splendid moment of her taking what she wants.

      Her eyes sparkle with climax and she guides me inside just in time for me to feel her tightness surge along my shaft. I thrust deeper and she smiles, bucking her hips to meet me with a fast, steady rhythm.

      She drags her nails up my body, forcing my shirt over my head. I wince, forgetting about my wounds.

      “Sorry!” she cries.

      I chuck the shirt across the room and shake my head, lowering my lips to hers again without a care in the world. Pain blends with pleasure. Desire overwhelms everything. My dick swells, throbbing wildly inside of her with each hard thrust.

      Inside of Caleb Fawn, the stone-cold warrior woman who never wanted anything to do with me, but I couldn’t get enough of her.

      She throws her head back and moans. “Boxcar…”

      I adjust the movement, thrusting upward because I know what it does to her. Like a damn magician, I give the most subtle flick of my wand and miracles dance in front of her eyes. She digs her nails into my back, driving my passions for her. I kiss her again, sucking her bottom lip between my teeth, and she breaks beneath me, coming so hard even I see stars.

      I grip her body and fuck her a little harder until she brings me down. I come inside of her, embraced in her warmth and she covers my face and neck with soft kisses to keep me from falling apart.

      I collapse onto the bed beside her and she rolls over to face me. I study her eyes, just waiting for that moment when panic rises up and overwhelms her.

      Any second now, she’ll sit up. Her hands will twitch. Her forehead will crinkle and guilt will drive her to find her panties as fast as humanly possible.

      “Caleb?” I whisper.

      She blinks slowly. A smile trembles her lips. Her eyes never leave mine, seemingly content and satisfied.

      Still, I wait for disappointment.

      Any moment now…

      Caleb shifts up and my heart sinks as the horrible prophecy takes shape in my mind. I close my eyes, preparing for the worst.

      Then, I feel her head settle against my shoulder and her soft touch lands on my chest.

      My god.

      I’ve done the impossible.

      I made Caleb Fawn fall in love with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Bloody hell.

      I step one foot inside the Zappia casino and my nose twitches from the stench of blood.

      “Hold it.”

      A large man blocks my path. His young eyes flick with nervous caution.

      “The casino is closed,” he says. “Leave now.”

      I hold up my hands. “I ain’t here to gamble, mate. I was called here.”

      “You’re the hunter.” He nods, quickly realizing who I am. “Mr. Zappia said he was expecting you.”

      I say nothing.

      He clears his throat and extends an open palm to me. “If you’re carrying, you need to give it up now. No weapons in the casino.”

      “Since when?”

      His eyes twitch but he keeps his hand out. This kid is either new around here or very creeped out. Maybe both.

      I don’t push it. I reach behind me to retrieve my pistol from my belt. “What happened here?” I ask him.

      He takes the gun from me. “Mr. Zappia is upstairs,” he says, sliding out of my way. “He’ll tell you what you need to know.”

      I move to pass him, but he juts out ahead of me again.

      “Wait…” His eyes fall to my chest. “You need to raise your shirt.”

      I keep an annoyed eye on him as I reach to untuck it from my belt. “Looking for wires, mate?”

      “Not exactly.”

      Tattoos.

      I shouldn’t be surprised. It’s been months since Snake Eyes was exposed but a worldwide manhunt for its members is still a top priority.

      I pull my leather jacket aside and present my bare chest to him. His eyes instantly fall to my abs where the now infamous cobra tattoo would be if I were a member. I’m not one, but it’s oddly flattering that he assumes that I could be. As horrible as they are, Snake Eyes agents are the best of the best.

      Or were, I suppose.

      “All right,” he says. “You can go on up.”

      I take a step around him toward the stairs, my eyes scanning from one corner of the room to the other. It’s strange seeing a casino during the day when the tables are empty and the air doesn’t smell like cigar smoke and cheap booze.

      It’s even stranger when it’s a damn crime scene.

      As I ascend the stairs to Zappia’s office, I get a better look over the catwalk. The higher I climb, the more bloodstains I see. They’re scattered around the room, mostly hidden behind tables. I count six total.

      Make that seven.

      What the hell happened here?

      “Allen…”

      Enzo Zappia greets me in front of the office doorway. His face is sunken and gray. Black circles surround his eyes, making him look far older than our late-twentysomething age group. He’s seen some shit, that’s for sure.

      “What are you doing here?” he asks.

      I shrug. “Your old man called me.”

      “Is that Archer?”

      Enzo glances over his shoulder. “Yeah, Pops.”

      “Bring him in.”

      We step inside and I notice Enzo limping toward the couch in the corner. His foot is wrapped up in a white bandage with thick, red blood seeping through the straps. He plops down, hissing in pain.

      I stay standing in front of Antony Zappia’s desk.

      The old man glares up at me from his chair, looking far worse off than his offspring. Broken, defeated. Barely even breathing.

      “Mr. Zappia,” I greet as politely as possible. “I know it’s taking longer than we agreed, but I just got a lead on Hart’s location. It won’t be long now.”

      His eyes shift in his skull, floating from exhaustion as if they’ll suddenly detach and roll out of their sockets.

      “Let him go,” he finally says.

      Enzo leans forward. “Pops…”

      Zappia silences him with a look. “Archer,” he says to me, “Dante Hart is no longer your concern.”

      I furrow my brow. This is a far different tune than the one he sang when he hired me. Back then, he was angry, full of vengeance, and extremely willing to line my pockets with every dollar he had in exchange for dragging Hart back here by his toenails.

      I clear my throat. “Sir, if I may ask…”

      “I am old,” he says, licking his pale lips. “I am tired, and I am finished. I had my homeland taken from me. My middle son disappeared without a trace. Last night, my youngest was gunned down in front of me… and I can’t say he didn’t deserve it.” He falls quiet for a moment. “I deserved it.”

      Enzo stands up, grimacing from the pain in his foot. “Pops—”

      “Your contract is canceled,” Zappia tells me, ignoring his eldest son. “You will be compensated for your time and expenses, plus more if you don’t find that sufficient.”

      I glance at Enzo. He stares silently at the floor with white-knuckle fists.

      This is far from what I expected when I received his call this morning. I expected to beg for more time with a gun to my head. I’m not sure if I’m more thankful to be alive or more disappointed for losing a lucrative client.

      “That’s more than sufficient, sir,” I say. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Zappia says nothing more. He turns in his chair, sinking a little further down into it. A little more and he’ll fuse with it completely. Maybe he’s better off that way.

      I turn and walk back out onto the catwalk. As I descend the stairs, I look at the floor again, wondering which of these bloodstains belonged to Marty, the youngest Zappia boy.

      The guard by the entrance pauses and reaches behind his back as I head his way. He silently hands me my gun and I offer a nod of gratitude before pushing open the entrance and stepping out into the thick, Chicago air.

      Bloody hell is right.

      I don’t envy the Zappia family, but I don’t pity them, either. Blood and heartache are what you should expect when you’re the most powerful mob family in Chicago. I saw the surprise in Zappia’s eyes. He didn’t see this coming at all.

      Oh, well. I guess I need to find a new client.

      “Allen.”

      I pause, hearing Enzo’s deep growl behind me in the casino entrance. He hobbles over to me, frowning and wincing, and I have half a mind to wrap a hand around my gun’s grip.

      “Enzo…” I say.

      He halts in front of me. “Find Dante Hart.”

      “You heard the old man,” I say. “I’m fired.”

      “Well, I’m rehiring you. Whatever my father offered you for Dante, I’ll triple it.”

      I raise a brow. “Why?”

      “Because I want you to put a bullet in his fucking skull… and I want the twins, too.”

      The twins. Elijah and Lilah. Dante’s little brother and sister.

      I’ve been tracking them myself the last few weeks during my search for Dante. A whole family of Snake Eyes agents, each of them deadly in their own way. I’d rather not run into them again but if the price is right…

      “What do you want them for?” I ask.

      Enzo glances around, growing impatient. “Dante killed my little brother and I’d very much like to return the favor.”

      “And Lilah?”

      “That girl is a monster,” he says, his gaze twitching over his shoulder. “I saw it with my own eyes. She slit the throats of six men without making a sound. I’ve seen a lot of fucked up things in my life, but that…”

      His voice falls and his spine visibly shudders with disgust.

      I glance at the casino doors, doing everything in my power to conceal the admiration in my eyes.

      “Well,” I take a step back, “I wish I could help you, Enzo, but I don’t kill. I capture. Even if I did, you’re talking about killing three Snake Eyes agents and that’s worth a hell of a lot more than triple the original bounty.”

      “Name your price.” He steps closer. “Do what you have to do, but bring her to me. Alive.”

      I recoil from the stench of his infected foot and body odor. “Fine.”

      He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a business card. “You contact me through the number on the back only. This whole arrangement is off-the-books. Understand?”

      I flick the card between my fingers before stuffing it into my jacket. “I understand.”

      Enzo spins around and limps back through the entrance.

      I exhale a thick breath, thinking hard about what he just asked me to do. I’m lucky to be alive after my last encounter with the Hart twins. If I’m going to walk back into the snake pit to shackle Lilah for good, I’m going to have to be smart about it. I doubt she’ll let me walk away again.

      I climb into my motor home across the car park and slam the door behind me. My eyes scan the place, from the driver’s seat to the washroom to my bed in the back, instinctively checking for stowaways before I sit down at my table in the kitchenette and open my laptop.

      Unfortunately, I haven’t the slightest idea where the twins are. I lost track of them back in Los Angeles. I let them go once I had a good lead on Dante. I didn’t need them anymore. They could be anywhere by now.

      I pull out my phone to check my alerts. Tracking the Harts in the first place wasn’t easy but it got a little simpler once I dug a little into their family and discovered that Lilah has a credit card in her dead grandmother’s name. Not the smartest of cons but, as a new friend pointed out to me, she’s probably leaving a trail on purpose. I haven’t the slightest idea why that is but if she’s dropped a breadcrumb recently, then that’s a solid clue as to where they’d be right now.

      My alerts are empty. No new charges since Los Angeles.

      The only other lead I have is their childhood home in Geneva Lake, Wisconsin. I was heading there today when I got the call from Zappia. Every minute spent riding in the wrong direction is another opportunity for them to disappear for good.

      But if Dante is hiding out there, there’s a chance the twins will be, too…

      I glance longingly at my bed in the back but there’s no time for a nap. It’s two hours to the lake. I can sleep once I’ve got her.

      Her. Lilah Hart. Petite, cute. Hair the color of fire with eyes to match. Our brief interaction included us in handcuffs, her knocking me senseless, and slipping free of said shackles — all within the span of about twenty seconds.

      Needless to say, she left quite an impression on me.

      I reach behind me and slide the pistol out of my belt again. It’s not mine, truth be told. It’s hers. Lilah dropped it back in Los Angeles. I’m not sure why I kept it, but I feel an odd jolt of excitement at the thought of returning it to her.

      I meant what I told Enzo. I don’t kill. Never have. If he wants Dante and Elijah dead, that’s his problem, but I’ll nab Lilah for him. The price is fair and, hell…

      It might even be a little fun.
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      Harts don't break.

      We bruise. We bleed.

      But we don't break.

      I'm not sure I believe that anymore.

      Because I am absolutely, completely, beyond the shadow of a doubt, broken.

      In the end, as I lie here on this dank and bloodstained casino floor moments away from my inevitable death, I realize I’m more surprised than anything else.

      It wasn’t the job that broke me. It wasn’t Death himself circling in and out of my life through a damn revolving door. It wasn't the blood or the scars or the gunshot wounds.

      It was a boy.

      A goddamn blond-haired, blue-eyed boy.

      Archer.

      You just had to go and be the hero, didn’t you? And now, well...

      Absolutely, completely broken.

      I’m not even mad. I'm just surprised.

      I open one eye to take a look around the room. My vision is blurred but that should clear up, hopefully. The burning smell creeping up my nose tells me there was definitely an explosion.

      I stay still as I listen closely to the others around me. Caleb sits nearby with Boxcar passed out in her lap. There's an agent pacing behind us. Another one near the bar, his itchy trigger finger constantly tapping against the side of his rifle.

      I hear voices. A woman? The sound echoes between my ears as I try and shake off the numbness still coursing through me.

      Sobbing. Someone's sobbing.

      Lucy.

      I slowly tilt my head to get a better view of her. She sits on the floor in a singed white dress by the bar. Dani is beside her, along with Sofia. They all lean on each other with tears streaming down their faces.

      Lucy notices me on the floor, but she's smart enough not to draw attention to me. She looks at the front card table instead.

      I check the agents lingering around us. They’re not looking at me either.

      They’re looking at my brother with a gun to his head.

      Okay.

      Now, I’m mad.
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      I’ll never love again.

      There’s just no point. Sooner or later, everyone is a disappointment. They lie. They cheat. They do something to hurt you and show their true colors.

      Nope. Not for me. I’ve got all I’ll ever need right here. No boy will ever compare to my brothers, so why bother looking for love at all?

      A truck exits onto the driveway from the highway. I can’t see it yet from my spot at the end of the dock, but I know just by the sound of the engine that it’s my grandfather’s Chevy. Grams probably already told him all about what happened at school today.

      T-minus three minutes until he rips me a new one.

      I move my right ankle, briefly touching the toe of my sneaker to the foggy water beneath the dock. It hurts a lot, but a little pain never killed anybody. I do it again just to prove it.

      See? Not dead yet.

      The Chevy comes into view. I watch over my shoulder as it rolls toward the house, headlights bright on the white gravel in front of it. It stops in its usual spot between the house and the garage and my grandfather quickly hops out. His hard eyes focus on me across the lawn. I exhale with dread.

      T-minus sixty seconds.

      He reaches into the bed of his truck and pulls out two crutches before walking in my direction. I twist forward to stare out at the water, hiding from the inevitable look of disappointment bounding in my direction. Water slaps against the dock beneath me. Cicadas cry out on all sides. His steps shift from grass to wood and I close my eyes.

      Here we go...

      He takes a knee on my left and lays the crutches on the dock between us. “Hey, Lily,” he says.

      “Hey, Gramps,” I say, avoiding his eyes.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      He exhales, amused. I always say that.

      “How’s the ankle?” he asks.

      “It’s fine.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      I tap the water again. Still alive. “A little,” I answer.

      “Was it worth it?”

      I blink. “What?”

      He sits down, dangling his feet off the edge like me. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Grams didn’t tell you?”

      “Oh, she did,” he says. “As did the school when they called me and the kid’s mother when she called me, too. But I want to hear it from you.”

      I swallow hard. “I got into a fight.”

      He nods. “Why?”

      “Because he made me mad.”

      “How? I thought you liked the Sullivan boy.”

      My cheeks blaze with anger. “Not anymore.”

      “Did he call you a name?” he asks.

      “No.”

      “Did he touch you?”

      “He didn’t do anything to me.”

      “Then, how did he make you mad?”

      I choke down the lump in my throat. “He made fun of Elijah,” I spit out. “Called him a wimp.”

      My grandfather tilts his head, drawing my eyes toward his kind, patient gaze. “Is that all?” he asks.

      “No,” I say, biting down. “He said Dante was a psycho.”

      He sighs. “Those are just words. They’re not worth putting a kid in the hospital over.”

      I look down into the water, avoiding his eyes again as a lone tear tumbles down my cheek. “I know. I just thought...”

      He rests a steady hand on my knee. “What?”

      “I thought that if I did what I did, then they’d all talk about me instead,” I say. “They’d leave Eli alone.”

      To my surprise, he smiles. “That’s why you did it?” he asks. “To protect your brother?”

      I nod, saying nothing more.

      He exhales, looking relieved. “So, he didn’t do anything... inappropriate to you? Anything you weren’t ready for?”

      “No.”

      He relaxes a little more. “I gotta tell you, honey, I haven’t slept a full night since you started dating. That Sullivan kid made me nervous as all hell.”

      I blink twice. “So, you’re not mad?” I ask.

      “No,” he says. “I’m not mad.”

      “Disappointed?”

      “Don’t tell your grandmother, but I’m actually a little proud. You stood up for yourself and your family, but...” He squints. “Lilah, violence isn’t always the answer. In fact, it almost never is and should be avoided, especially by a little one like you. I don’t want to see you go down the same path as your big brother.”

      “I’m sorry, Gramps,” I say weakly.

      He kisses my forehead. “And Elijah needs to learn how to fight his own battles. He won’t always have you around to do that for him. Okay?”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “He’s a Hart,” he adds. “Just like you and me. And what do Harts do?”

      My lips twitch. “We always get back up.”

      He nudges my chin. “That’s right, Lily. We always get back up.”

      I smile and wipe my cheeks as he stands.

      “Come on,” he says, grabbing the crutches. “Let’s get inside. It’s taco night! Don’t want to miss that.”

      He extends his hand to me. I take it, using his strength to help me up and keep my balance. He gives me one crutch and props the second beneath his own arm to show me what to do.

      “Keep your weight off it for a while,” he says, looking at my ankle.

      I lean against the crutch. “I will.”

      “Should have some ice packs in the freezer, too. Make sure you use them.” He pauses, his wrinkles showing as he admires me. “You’re growing up too fast on me, honey.”

      “Sorry,” I say, blushing.

      “And, you know...” We start slowly down the dock toward the house. “While we’re on the subject of boys...”

      I cringe. “Gramps.”

      “It might behoove you to know that they don’t typically respond well to girls who beat them up,” he says, amused. “Don’t be too rough. Boys don’t like that.”

      “Don’t worry.” I scoff. “I won’t be dating ever again.”

      “You say that now but sooner or later—”

      “No, I’m done,” I say, hitting every word. “I don’t need boys. Not now. Not ever.”

      Gramps doesn’t reply. He merely nudges my chin again and smiles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twelve Years Later

      

      

      Water slaps against the dock beneath me. An old, metal rowboat drifts away with each gust of the warm breeze before getting tugged back in by the ancient rope still clinging to it.

      I hug my knees as I stare out across the lake. The sun rose about an hour ago and the world has been glowing ever since. I breathe it in, taking comfort in the fact that this view hasn’t changed in the twenty years since I first saw it. I wonder if it could say the same about me.

      Definitely not.

      “Hey.”

      I flinch, recoiling away from the sudden voice in my ear. “Dammit, Eli…”

      He kneels beside me with that smug smirk on his face. There’s only one person in the whole world with the ability to sneak up on me and that’s my twin brother, Elijah.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” he asks me, running his fingers through his overgrown, chestnut hair.

      I sigh. “Oh, who could with that racket going on all night long?”

      He winces with a casual glance at the house behind us. “They certainly are… affectionate.”

      “It’s disgusting.”

      Elijah chuckles. “You’re just jealous.”

      “No,” I say, picking up my coffee mug. “I just think they could be a little more considerate. Also, they’re using Gram and Gramp’s bed and that is just weird.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” He settles into a seated position. “You think it might be time for us to pack up? Give them their space for a little while…”

      I nod. “Oh, yeah.”

      “Good. I already brought our bags down. We’ll leave after breakfast.” He nudges my arm, the classic signal that he’s about to drop some wisdom on me. “And Dante deserves some happiness after everything he’s been through. Lucy couldn’t have come at a better time if you ask me.”

      “Phrasing.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah.” I smile and down the last sip of my coffee. “I know. Dante and Lucy forever. We’ll carve it into a tree.”

      “Where do you want to go?”

      It’s a heavy question. We used to be able to wander the world and go wherever we wanted, whenever we wanted to. With Snake Eyes exposed, that’s a little more difficult to do.

      “St. Louis?” I suggest.

      He tilts his head and nods. “Sounds good to me. It’s been a while since we’ve seen them.”

      We stand up off the dock. I brush a little bit of dirt off my pajama slacks as we trudge through the solid bushes of weeds between the lake and the house. I have half the mind to stick around and help clear this place out but there’s no telling what tomorrow will bring. There might not be a point in making this place as beautiful as it used to be if we have to drop everything to be on the run at a moment’s notice.

      But that’s the life that chose us.

      Secrets always see the light of day and something as big as Snake Eyes couldn’t be kept hidden forever. Gun to the head, I’d have to admit that I felt a sudden rush of relief the moment the news broke.

      Terrorist group exposed.

      We aren’t terrorists. At least, not in the ways most think when they hear the word. We provide a service to those who can afford it. Intelligence. Covert ops. Assassinations. Every major power in the world has dipped their toe into Snake Eyes at one point in time but no one will ever admit it. The Boss has kept a record of every transaction since the group’s inception. Every name, every target, every dollar exchanged. It was called the master file.

      And it was stolen.

      Fox Fitzpatrick. A sniper from my big brother’s squad. I met him a few times. Quiet, handsome in that boy next door kind of way, but he didn’t belong. Dante couldn’t see that, though. He and Fox were friends, or as close to friends as you can get to someone you occasionally travel the world and kill people with. Drinking buddies, mostly.

      When he disappeared nine months ago on a mission, something didn’t feel right. They found traces of his blood in a warehouse in Rome and everyone assumed the Russian mobster he was sent to kill got to him first.

      A squad of Snake Eyes agents was wiped out in Russia shortly after, sending up red flags throughout the entire organization. Dante’s squad tracked down their cargo plane in the woods outside of Moscow. The vocal recorder in the cockpit had been destroyed but our tech team managed to retrieve three seconds of audio.

      “We thought you were dead.”

      “I am.”

      It was Fox. Two little words gave him away.

      The Lutrova crime family started picking off agents one-by-one after that. They weren’t quiet about it, either. They wanted us to know who they were, what they were doing, and why. No agent was safe.

      That’s when we discovered the data leak. When Fox took off, he didn’t go empty-handed. He took the master file with him and he traded it to the Russians to save his own skin.

      A traitor and a coward. Just like I always suspected.

      Afterward, Dante was sent to Chicago to infiltrate the notorious Zappia crime family. The Lutrovas and the Zappias have a rich history and it was possible the Russians passed their Snake Eyes knowledge on to the Italians. The rest of us got to work. The entire organization united under one common goal: Find and kill Fox Fitzpatrick. We have a special term for when a rogue agent needs to be put down.

      It’s called a Code Black.

      Months went by and the Boss got impatient. She put more pressure on the leader of Dante’s squad, Mercer, to fix the problem he started when he recruited Fox in the first place.

      Mercer and his squad headed to Los Angeles where Fox grew up. Go after his family and lure him out of hiding. It worked but, in the end, Fox’s famous stepsister ended up in the hospital and Fox disappeared again, leaving little trace behind.

      If I were a betting woman, I’d wager that they found Fox, but they didn’t live to speak of it. Mercer was taken down by the killer he created. It’s almost poetic.

      I think about how easy it could have been for Dante to be there and it makes me sick. They may have been drinking buddies once but I’ve no doubt in my mind that Fox would have put a bullet in my brother’s brain without a second thought.

      Elijah pushes open the back door and holds it for me. We step into the house and ancient memories flash in my head the moment I inhale a breath. Sitting at the dinner table with my brothers and our grandparents. Sprawled out on the couch watching cartoons on one of the four channels we got out here. Sprinting down the dock to cannonball into the lake.

      A happy childhood to anyone on the outside looking in, but it wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows, I’ll tell you that much.

      “Hey, guys. You hungry?”

      I smile at the girl standing in front of the stove. Brown-haired, green-eyed Lucy Vaughn. My big brother’s girlfriend and honorary Hart — until Dante makes it official. And he will if he knows what’s good for him.

      Lucy grabs a package of bacon from the fridge and sets it down to pick at an itch beneath the bandage on her wrist.

      Elijah points a firm finger at her. “Stop doing that.”

      Her hands quickly rise in surrender. “Sorry! It just tickles.”

      “If you didn’t want to deal with itchy bandages then you shouldn’t have dislocated your own thumb.”

      Lucy opens her mouth to argue but thinks twice. “Okay, you have a point.”

      I set my mug down on the cabinet next to the coffee pot. “Don’t scold her for being a badass,” I say to Elijah. “I would have done the same if Dante pulled that crap with me.”

      He glares. “As a medical professional, I have an obligation to urge members of my family to stop hurting themselves.”

      “And as a woman who used to be outnumbered by her brothers, I have an obligation to stick up for the new girl.” I smile at Lucy beside me. “You go, Lucy. Girl power. Fight the man.”

      She beams at me. “Thank you, Lilah.”

      Elijah sighs. “Fine. Do what you want. Just don’t expect me to stitch you up every time.”

      I scoff. “Yes, you will.”

      “You’re right. Damn this familial love thing.”

      “And to answer your question, Lucy…” I say. “Yes. I’m starving.”

      “Good,” she says. “Bacon and scrambled eggs are coming soon.”

      “You…” I point at her as I pour myself a fresh cup of coffee. “I like you.”

      She chuckles. “The way to the Harts is through their stomachs.”

      I never had a sister. Never really wanted one. But I adore Lucy Vaughn. Elijah is right. She couldn’t have come into our lives at a better time. After two decades of taking care of us, Dante’s finally found someone worthy enough to take care of him. It makes the idea of us separating again much easier to swallow.

      Elijah points over his shoulder. “I’ll go grab my medkit,” he says, casting a quick glare at Lucy’s now imperfect bandage. “Don’t fiddle with it anymore until I get back.”

      She winks at him. “Okay, Eli.”

      He walks off, slightly stomping as he makes his way up the creaky stairs to the second floor.

      We wait until he’s out of earshot before laughing.

      “He really takes his work seriously, doesn’t he?” she asks me.

      “Oh, that’s nothing,” I say, waving a hand. “You should see him if you accidentally rip out your stitches.”

      She flinches. “Ouch. You’ve done that?”

      I nod as I sip my coffee. “It was an unfortunate career hazard. I guess those days are over with now...”

      Lucy cracks a few eggs into a mixing bowl. “What are you guys going to do?”

      I’ve spent my entire adult life as an assassin for Snake Eyes. Daily life was a mystery. Any mission could have been my last. I never thought I’d live to even get the chance to experience a seemingly normal life. I’m not even sure I ever wanted to.

      I shake my head. “I have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      “Does that hurt?”

      Lucy doesn’t flinch as Elijah presses into her purple wrist. “No,” she answers.

      “Not even here?”

      She winces. “Okay — yeah — that’s a little tender.”

      I pour the rest of my coffee down my throat and my tongue twitches for another cup. “Jeez, Eli. Give her a safe word or something.”

      Lucy laughs. “It’s not as bad as yesterday.”

      “Good,” he says, snatching a fresh wrap from his medkit. “I’ll give you this, Lucy Vaughn. You heal fast.”

      “Ballet has beaten me up since I was a kid,” she says, keeping her smile. “I imagine that’ll come in handy hanging out with you guys.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I say.

      As I stand to move toward the coffee maker, I hear the soft thud of feet coming down the stairs.

      “Hopefully not as much as before, but…” Elijah nods. “Yeah.”

      Dante emerges from the stairwell and I smile at him. It’s odd how much some things never change. It’s been years since I’ve watched him bound down those stairs, but the result looks exactly the same. His dark hair sits sloppily to one side. His sleepy eyes shy away from the corner window facing the sunrise. Wrinkled clothes and puffy cheeks.

      “Good morning!” Elijah says, keeping his focus on Lucy’s wrist.

      “Hey, big brother,” I add, fighting my own yawn as I sit down in front of my laptop to finish booking our hotel rooms.

      Lucy tilts her head upward and smiles at Dante. “Hi.”

      One little word and my brother melts. Even my heart warms a little as I watch him lean over to kiss her forehead. A tough brute like him brought down by a damn ballet dancer. It’s actually kind of sweet.

      Dante takes the seat next to Lucy and gestures toward our bags stacked up near the front door. “Going somewhere?” he asks.

      “We have a little business to tend to,” Elijah says, finishing the wrap on Lucy’s wrist.

      Dante flashes a suspicious eye. “What kind of business?”

      I swallow a healthy sip from my mug. “Nothing to worry your pretty little head about—”

      “Lilah—”

      “Seriously. It’s nothing.” I laugh as I close my laptop. “More than anything, we just want to give the two of you some privacy.”

      Lucy shakes her head. “You don’t have to do that. This is your house more than it is mine.”

      “We disagree,” Elijah says.

      “And…” I shrug. “We need to take a little time for ourselves. Snake Eyes was a part of us for so long. Living off-mission feels… strange.”

      Dante nods. “I know what you mean.”

      “Maybe it is time to start over,” I think aloud. “Build a new life somewhere.”

      Dante reaches for Lucy and lays a thick hand on her shoulder. “Maybe it is.”

      A new life. I have no idea where to even start.

      Elijah reaches into his bag and pulls out a cellular phone. “We set up a secure line for all of us to keep in touch,” he says, sliding it across the table at Dante. “Just in case.”

      “Exactly what everyone needs when easing into civilian life,” Dante jokes.

      “It’s an interesting transition.”

      Dante scoops the phone off the table and pauses with that I’m about to give you orders look in his eyes. He’s always been responsible for us, ever since we were children. When I beat up a kid on the playground at school, it was always Dante who sweet-talked him out of telling on me. When Elijah and I went on missions alone, it was always Dante who stuffed an extra clip of ammo into our side packs while we weren’t looking. I think I might miss it.

      “We’ll be careful.” I smile.

      “I know,” he says.

      I stand up from the table and move to wrap my arms around him. He returns the embrace, wincing at my strong squeeze.

      “Take care of each other,” he says.

      I pull back and look between him and Lucy. “Ditto.”

      Elijah slides in. “Please, stop letting Lucy hurt herself…” He scolds him with a smile. “My medkit is only so big.”

      “I would if I could,” Dante says, staring daggers at Lucy’s devious face.

      She laughs and shrugs her little shoulders. “I’ll try and behave.”

      “Liar,” he says.

      I offer Lucy a hug and I lean close to whisper in her ear. “Give him hell, girlfriend.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      We chuckle and I move away to allow Elijah to give her wrist a final perfectionist tweak before heading for the door.

      I stand for a moment in the living room, glancing around at the house I grew up in. Coming and going from this place has always been bittersweet. I feel the need to stand and memorize every detail because any time could be the last time I see it.

      Sure, things are different now. Snake Eyes is gone. We’ve barely heard anything from them since February. There are no more missions. No more bullets to be dodged or stitches to tear loose.

      There’s just life.

      I’ve never felt so unsure. So utterly directionless.

      Elijah nudges my arm on the porch. “Ready?”

      I exhale the breath I’m holding and reach into my bag for the keys to my bike. “As I’ll ever be.”

      A cool wind eases through the trees around us, combating the early summer warmth lingering in the air. My spine tingles, but after taking several steps toward my motorcycle in the driveway, I realize that it’s not the weather giving me goosebumps.

      I spin around and scan the woods for watching eyes.

      We’re not alone here.

      “Lilah?” Elijah glances at me from his bike. “You forget something?”

      I shake my head, taking my time looking from one tree to the next but I see nothing out of the ordinary no matter how many times I check.

      Finally, I give up. We’re five miles from any semblance of civilization. Maybe I need a vacation more than I thought I did.

      “No,” I answer, securing my duffel bag to my bike. “I’m good.”

      I pull my helmet on and turn the keys in the ignition, feeling my bike purr with life beneath me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Well, that was close.

      It’s a good thing my reflexes are still good or else I’d probably be pinned beneath Lilah’s boot right now.

      I keep still behind the tree, pressed hard against the bark with my breath drawn in tight, listening to the rumble of their bikes as they roll down the long driveway.

      I found them.

      All three Harts but the twins look as if they’ll be gone for a long while. There’s no time to celebrate just yet. This house wasn’t exactly easy to locate, and I have no way of tracking them, wherever the hell they’re going.

      I wait until their bikes disappear into the distance before grabbing my bag.

      The front door bursts open. I freeze again as Dante walks out onto the porch with his phone pressed against his ear.

      Shit. I don’t have time for this. If I don’t run now, Lilah will slip away again, and I’ll be back to square one.

      “Fox Fitzpatrick.”

      I pause as my curiosity piques. It’s not every day one gets to eavesdrop on a conversation between two deadly fugitives.

      “How did you get this number?” Dante asks, scanning the tree line around the driveway. I drop back. “So I heard. What do you want?”

      An echoing engine roars in the distance, reminding me of my real objective as Dante continues to bicker on. Part of me doesn’t want to hear this at all. It’s Snake Eyes business and I’ve already witnessed my fair share of that before.

      Dante chuckles, looking angry. “And here I thought you called to threaten me.”

      I look at him again, hoping he doesn’t suddenly come pacing in my direction.

      “Cut the crap, Fox,” he says. “What I did doesn’t compare to what you’ve done. What you did brought a great deal of pain on me and my family and that’s not something I’m prepared to forgive. Actions have consequences.”

      My phone chimes in my pocket and I rush to silence the alert tone. Thankfully, Dante’s running so high on adrenaline he doesn’t hear it.

      I relax into the tree and smirk as I read the message.

      One new charge on their grandmother’s card. Two rooms booked this morning at the Botsford Plaza Hotel in St. Louis. The twins are headed south.

      Gotcha.

      Finally, a young woman appears on the porch to beckon Dante back inside. Brunette, athletic. Very cute.

      Not bad at all, mate. Not bad at all.

      He joins her on the porch and whisks her up into his arms to carry her inside.

      I seize the opportunity and sprint through the woods toward the highway.

      See you soon, Lilah.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      “Lily? Eli? Is that you?”

      There are few things in this world that make me feel better than my grandmother’s smile.

      “Yeah, Grams,” I say, stepping into her room. “It’s us.”

      She throws her book to the floor and pops up out of her chair by the window, grinning wildly as she crosses the room toward us. “My god!” She reaches me and cups my face. “What happened to my babies?”

      I hug her, being extra careful not to squeeze too hard, but I can’t help it. This woman raised me. “You look amazing, too, Grams.”

      She releases me and slides over to Elijah. “And who’s this handsome creature buried beneath the bangs of a 90s sitcom character?”

      I laugh and he rolls his eyes.

      “Fine.” He sighs. “I’ll get a haircut.”

      “That’s my good boy.” She turns back around to her chair. “And where is Dante?”

      Elijah and I pull two chairs free from the small table in the corner.

      “He’s traveling,” I answer, keeping it vague.

      Our grandparents aren’t aware of our activity in the most dangerous criminal organization in the world — and they hopefully never will — but we still have to account for all the traveling we do. Volunteer work for me. Doctors Without Borders for Elijah. International trade deals for Dante.

      “Still?” She shakes her head. “Boy needs to settle down.”

      “He’s traveling with his girlfriend,” Elijah adds. “So, he just might be doing that very soon.”

      Her eyes grow wide. “Really?”

      I nod. “She’s nice. You’d like her.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Lucy.”

      “Lucy, Lucy,” she repeats. “I like that. What does this Lucy do?”

      “She’s a dancer.”

      “Exotic?”

      I chuckle. “Ballet.”

      “Oh, that’s okay, then.”

      Elijah clears his throat. “Where’s Gramps?”

      “Oh, he’s out back playing golf with the guys,” she answers. “But I’m sure he’ll ditch them if he knows you’re here.”

      “I’ll go surprise him,” he says, standing up.

      “Don’t give the man a heart attack, now. He owes me a back rub.”

      “I won’t.” Elijah laughs on his way out.

      Grams looks at me with a serious expression lining her wrinkled face. “Now, what’s with the bruise?”

      I sit back, wondering for a second what she means, and then I recall the purple shiner above my right eye. Cuts and bruises are such a common thing for me that I don’t even think twice about them anymore.

      “Oh…” I brush my hair away to poke at it. “This was nothing. Just a stray punch in my self-defense class.”

      “You’re taking self-defense classes?”

      “No, I teach one.”

      “I was gonna say...” She smirks. “You’ve always had a knack for taking care of yourself. It’s a good talent to pass on.”

      I fight that awful churn in my gut. Lying is second nature to me. That doesn’t mean I enjoy it. “Thanks, Grams.”

      “And men?”

      “What about them?”

      “Don’t tell me a cutie like you can’t snag one.” She points a finger. “Especially not when a beast like your brother can find a girl.”

      I chuckle and look down. “I haven’t exactly been baiting that hook lately.”

      “Well, why not?” she pauses. “Are you a lesbian? It’s okay if you are, honey. I won’t judge. In fact, a few of my favorite memories from my youth include me and my friends experimen—”

      “No,” I cut her off. “No. Not a lesbian, Grams. I’m just… very busy with work.”

      “Well, if you ask me, it’s about time for you to start getting very busy in the bedroom.”

      I blink. “Grams…”

      “How old are you?”

      “Uh…” I think hard. “Twenty-six?”

      She kisses her teeth. “By the time I was your age, I had a seven-year-old.” She points a wrinkled finger at me. “Find a man, toss up your legs, and start making some babies.”

      I cringe at her words. “Grams. Please, no…”

      “I’m not saying it’s required,” she says. “There are many perfectly happy people out there without children and I respect that. However, in all the years I’ve mentioned this to you, you have never said the words, Grams, I don’t want children. Until you do, I reserve the right to bug you and your mother would have done the same.”

      “And why aren’t you bugging Elijah about this?” I ask.

      She cackles. “Oh, I will.”

      I breathe a laugh. “Grams, I…”

      The words linger on my tongue, but I can’t seem to force them out. Nailing down a man and firing out kids is something reserved for normal people with normal lives. I’ve never thought twice about that but now that Snake Eyes is gone…

      “I’m not ready for that kind of thing yet,” I say.

      She smiles. “Okay. I won’t mention it again… until next year.”

      I nod, offering her a little hope. “Maybe next year.”

      “Lily!”

      My grandfather walks in with his arms outstretched. I instantly laugh at his baggy golf pants and the silly hat hanging off his head.

      “Hey, Gramps.”

      I stand up to hug him and he gives me a weak squeeze. He’s aged the most between them but they’re still so warm and spry. Not nearly as cold and decomposed as their doctored death certificates claim they are.

      When you join Snake Eyes, you’re dead to the world. Our grandparents already buried our mother and father. We weren’t going to make them go through that again.

      We couldn’t leave them at the lake house by themselves for various reasons, among them being Gramp’s deteriorating health, so we put them here under new identities. Attachments are dangerous in our line of work and we didn’t want anybody using them against us. They’re as dead to the world as we are. It’s the safest thing for them and they’re happy here. They’d be happier if we visited more often but doing so would only draw suspicion.

      “How long will you be staying this time?” Gramps asks as he takes a seat next to Grams.

      “A few days,” Elijah answers. “We’re both cashing in on some vacation days.”

      “Good for you.” He stops to slap Grams’ hand. “Oh, we should introduce him to—”

      “That new nurse!” she says over him.

      Elijah deflates. “Guys, no.”

      “Oh, but she’s so pretty!” she continues. “Long blonde hair, big blue eyes. Good teeth. And she’s hosting bingo night tonight! You have to stay and meet her.”

      Elijah looks at me, drawn to the grin stretching across my face. “Maybe some other time.”

      “Well,” she throws up her hands, “I just want to make sure my grandbabies are taken care of.”

      “We take care of each other, Grams,” I say. “Always have.”

      “And you always will but you can’t give each other everything. All twins split up eventually.”

      I look at Elijah. He stares back at me looking about as jaded as I am. “We won’t,” I say.

      He nods in agreement. “Seems pretty guaranteed.”

      “In that case,” Grams sits back and sighs, “the two of you are in for some awkward wedding nights.”
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      We stop at a gas station down the street to fuel up our bikes on the way to the hotel.

      “I’m gonna grab a drink,” I say, popping onto the curb. “Want anything?”

      Elijah shakes his head. “No, thanks.”

      I step inside. A bell jingles over my head, drawing the eyes of the young kid behind the counter. He barely nods as I pass by, but I feel his stare lingering on me for far longer than necessary. I ignore it and split down the aisle to the line of glass doors along the back wall but the prickle on the back of my neck remains.

      I look over my shoulders toward the windows, catching sight of Elijah outside with our bikes. His face is glued to his phone while he waits for me, fingers swiping and poking at the screen. I glance up at the corner mirrors, but the cashier’s gaze has also dropped.

      I open the door at the edge of the aisle and reach inside for an iced coffee.

      “Hello, Lilah.”

      I freeze in place the moment her voice touches my ears.

      She lingers over my shoulder, standing a few inches taller with her three-inch heels. Her black hair flows down to her navel on one side. She slides her white sunglasses off her nose and drops them into the breast pocket of her blue suede jacket. Chic and trendy. Bright colors and poised to youthful perfection.

      Not what you’d expect from a deadly assassin but that’s exactly what Snake Eyes is all about.

      I leave the coffee and close the door. “Hello, Myra.”

      Every powerful person has a right-hand man. The Boss of Snake Eyes is no different. No one speaks to the Boss directly. Myra is her eyes, her ears, and, occasionally, her trigger finger if the occasion calls for it. When she talks, you’re not talking to Myra. You’re talking directly to the Boss herself.

      She smiles at me as if we’re old friends. “How are you?” she asks.

      I glance over her shoulder to the parking lot to check on Elijah but he’s none the wiser. “I’m still alive,” I say. “That’s something.”

      “So it is.” She nods with understanding. “And your brother?”

      “Elijah’s fine.”

      “I meant Dante.”

      I take a silent breath, pulling in every telltale sign I could possibly have. “I don’t know.”

      Her smile deepens, barely cracking her porcelain features. “You haven’t heard from him?”

      “No,” I answer. “Not since the exposure in February. You know that.”

      Myra shifts her pointed toes. “I find that hard to believe.”

      “It’s the truth. He contacted us that morning. We were supposed to meet up, but he never showed. I don’t know where my big brother is. I really wish I did, believe me.”

      “That’s too bad,” she says, reaching into her briefcase for a pack of cigarettes, “because his silence is very loud. Too loud, according to the Boss.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She pauses for a moment, her eyes flicking between her precious drag and the annoying cashier, before silently turning and leading me toward the restrooms in the back. I follow her into the ladies’ room. She flicks the lock with a hard nudge.

      The cigarette balances between her lips as she lights up. “Lilah, where is Fox Fitzpatrick?” she asks.

      I furrow my brow. “I don’t know.”

      “Your search turned up nothing?”

      “Our search led us to Los Angeles,” I recount. “We found no sign of Mercer or his squad. We had a possible lead on Fox but that turned out to be a trap set by his little hacker buddy. He wasn’t there and we aren’t entirely sure where he’d be.”

      She eyes me with an impatient twitch. “Then, what brings you all the way out here to the Show Me State?”

      I shrug. “We’re on our way back to Chicago to look for Dante again.”

      “You’re abandoning your mission?”

      “We’ve received no orders since February…” I say slowly. “The organization is gone.”

      “Lilah, I assure you that’s not true. We’ve had a few setbacks—”

      “Getting exposed is a pretty big setback.”

      She exhales some long-winded smoke at me. I hold my breath. “That doesn’t change the fact that you have a job to do. I’m struggling to understand what you stand to gain by lying to me.”

      “Myra, I’m not—”

      “I’m just going to cut to the chase here,” she interrupts. “I have a theory and right now, every word falling out of your mouth is confirming it. That doesn’t look good for you or your family.”

      “What theory?”

      “That your big brother is helping Fox and you’re covering for both of them.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Fox and Dante were always thick as thieves.”

      “My family has been nothing but loyal to the Boss. Dante would never help Fox escape like that.”

      “Escape?” She raises a brow. “Do you think our organization held him hostage?”

      I pull back. “I didn’t mean that.”

      “Fox Fitzpatrick joined voluntarily, just like the rest of us.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I misspoke and I apologize, but you’ve got the wrong idea. Dante isn’t working with Fox.”

      “How can you be so sure if you haven’t seen nor heard from him in months?” she asks, tilting her head.

      I swallow to wet my dry throat. “I just know.”

      “Well, don’t take this the wrong way, Lilah, but the Boss can’t make decisions based on your biased instincts regarding your kin. She makes decisions based on factual information. And this is what we know to be fact…” She leans forward. “Fox is missing. Dante is missing. And Spencer is dead.”

      Spencer. He was with Dante in Chicago for his undercover assignment in the Zappia family. The morning Snake Eyes was exposed, Spencer tried to kill Lucy and tie off a rather small loose end.

      Dante disagreed with that.

      “He is?” I ask, lying.

      Myra studies my expression. I pump as much genuine surprise into it as I can. This is the first time I’ve heard this news, after all…

      I have to act like it.

      “Yes,” she says. She lays a finger along her own throat and slices. “Cut open from ear-to-ear with a garrote. Sounds an awful lot like Dante’s specialty, right?”

      “Yeah, but…” I shake my head. “Spencer was his mentor. I can’t imagine he’d even consider—”

      “I sincerely hope that’s true,” she says, unblinking, “because it looks like Dante burned every bridge he had that morning and made a rather clean getaway. Almost as if he knew what was coming.”

      Heat fills my cheeks. “He didn’t know.”

      “Prove it.” Her face softens. “Lilah, I came to you personally because I respect the value you and your family brings to this organization. I’d hate to lose you.”

      There’s only one way to interpret that last part. I try to keep my eyes steady on her, but they end up falling to the floor between us instead.

      Myra slips a hand into her briefcase. “As of this moment, your entire family is under suspicion of treason. You and Elijah included, as the two of you seem to be the only agents who have gone after Fox to come back alive.” She gives a calm smile. “You can imagine how that looks from my Jimmy Choos.”

      I bite down, refusing to speak and risk incriminating myself even further. Not that the United States Constitution matters much in this situation but I, at least, want to increase my chances of walking out of this bathroom.

      “It would be in your best interest to find Dante as soon as possible and clear his name,” she continues, retrieving a thin file from her case. “The truth will come out and the more loyalty your family exhibits, the better off you all will be.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Now, that said…” She holds the file out to me. “I have a mission for you.”

      I blink. “A mission? What kind?”

      “Just another one of the Boss’ various loose ends,” she says. “Tying up as many of those as possible these days.”

      I open the file and a familiar face looks back at me from a photo. Thick, blonde hair. Shiny, blue irises. A chiseled, fairytale prince face I’ve beaten on before.

      I roll my eyes. “Archer.”

      “You know him?”

      “I’ve bumped into him once or twice. Last I saw him, he was in LA. Any idea where he is now?”

      “Oh, he’s here, actually.”

      I look up from the file. “He’s here? Why?”

      “From the looks of it,” she muses, “he’s trailing you.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. But find out why and shut it down. We don’t need bounty hunters tracking our agents. Mr. Allen has officially overstayed his welcome in this world.”

      I close the file. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “I know you will. Make it fast.” She pauses by the door. “Or slow… whichever is more fun for you.”

      I nod.

      “Like I said, Lilah…” she says, her eyes soft. I’d almost call them caring if I didn’t know what she was capable of. “The Boss is giving you a second chance to prove your family’s loyalty. Most don’t get that. Especially nowadays.”

      “I understand.”

      “Say hello to Elijah for me.”

      She drops the cigarette to the floor and crushes it under her heel as she walks out of the bathroom without glancing back.

      Dammit. She’s right.

      All of this looks suspicious as all hell. Snake Eyes gets exposed and Fox’s old drinking buddy immediately kills his mentor and goes missing? Even I would start pointing fingers if I didn’t know any better. Dante did all of that for Lucy, but Snake Eyes doesn’t know about her. If Myra caught a whisper of her existence or about how he strangled a fellow agent to save her, she’d be on the Boss’ list of loose ends in a heartbeat.

      I can’t let that happen. Lucy’s the best thing to ever happen to my brother. She’s family and if there’s one thing we’ve always put before Snake Eyes, it’s that. Dante wants out of this life. He wants to leave the organization behind in favor of a blissful happily ever after and he’s going to get it.

      For all intents and purposes, Dante Hart is gone for good.

      Which means I have to prove my family’s loyalty the old-fashioned way.

      I flip the file open again. Archer Allen stares back at me from an old ID badge. MI-6. British Intelligence turned bounty hunter. I have no idea how a guy like this ended up on the Boss’ shit list but it’s not my job to ask questions.

      It’s my job to kill.

      I head back out to the parking lot and slip the file into my bag before Elijah has a chance to look up from his phone.

      “Hey, check this out,” he says, gesturing to his screen. “Two bedrooms. Two baths. Good neighborhood.”

      I raise a brow. “What are you talking about?”

      “An apartment for us.”

      “Where?”

      “Here.”

      “Here?”

      He glances up. “Why not? Grams and Gramps are nearby. We’re finally able to see them more often. If we’re going to settle somewhere, it might as well be here for a while.”

      I lean against my bike and cross my arms. “And this has nothing to do with the hot nurse they want to set you up with?”

      “Well, playing doctor is my specialty.”

      I grab my helmet. “Gross.”

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, why?”

      “You went in there for a drink and came out empty-handed.”

      “Oh. I just… changed my mind,” I say, thinking fast. “I’ll grab something at the hotel.”

      He furrows his brow. “You sure that’s it?”

      I push away the urge to tell him everything. My twin and I have worked as a team ever since the day we were born. It’s different now. Elijah deserves a shot at a normal life, just like Dante. It’s what he’s always wanted. He’s not like me. The day we were recruited into Snake Eyes, I was excited. He was terrified but he’d do whatever it took to keep our family together.

      I nod. “Yeah. You know, you should take Grams up on that offer tonight. Double date bingo.”

      He squints at me through his bangs, taking the bait. “You think so?”

      “Why not? Sounds fun. I’ll hang out at the hotel, eat my weight in room service, take a bath…”

      “Be careful now, Lilah.” He laughs. “You wouldn’t want to accidentally have some fun.”

      “That is my fun.”

      I slide the helmet on and sit down on my bike.

      Taking out Archer Allen solo will be easy enough. Elijah doesn’t have to know about it or Myra’s threat to our very existence.

      Luckily, if Archer really is trailing me, then all I have to do is stay out in the open long enough. He’ll come to me.

      And besides, Elijah’s right.

      I might accidentally have some fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      The hotel lobby is mostly deserted. Every time I glance up, I’m blinded by the golden sheen mirroring off every surface of the place. Even the chandelier above the entrance glitters like a damn jewelry store. These Botsford Plazas are gaudy as all hell.

      But it doesn’t surprise me at all that Lilah Hart likes to travel in a bit of luxury.

      I keep my face obscured behind a wrinkled magazine I borrowed from the adorable girl behind the front desk. She’s flashed her long lashes at me since I sat down several hours ago, but I’ve got my eyes set on something a little more mature.

      The twins check-in around seven-thirty in the evening.

      She catches my eye immediately. I grip the magazine tighter to keep it from slipping from my fingers and watch as the two of them fetch their room keys from the front desk. I’m too far away to hear the girl as she says the room number. I may be able to sweet-talk that information if I really need to.

      Lilah glances over her shoulder in my direction. I dip low to avoid getting caught. Blood rushes to my head, stirring the adrenaline in me and I smile to myself. I wonder if she can feel me looking at her. Could she sense me this morning, too?

      Her voice finds my ears and I peek out to find them standing across the lobby at the elevator. They chat quietly as they wait. I keep my head down to avoid the reflective surfaces.

      Finally, they board the lift and the doors close behind them. I toss the magazine aside and stare at the numbers above, waiting to see what floor it stops on.

      It halts on the 9th floor before dropping back down to the lobby. Now that I know that, I can start forming a more solid plan. To catch Lilah, I must get her alone. They don’t know I’m here. I have the element of surprise working in my favor, but I don’t exactly have this cat in-the-bag just yet. I got the drop on her back in Los Angeles, too, but that didn’t quite go as planned…

      I sit back in my chair to think. I’ve collected more creative bounties than this one before. I should be able to handle it, but I find myself blocked all the same. She’s dangerous and so is her twin but that’s par for the course in my line of work.

      What am I missing?

      The elevator opens. I grab the magazine again as Elijah steps off, looking cleaner and more confident than before. He’s ditched his bomber in favor of a nice suit jacket and combed his shaggy hair back. Someone’s ready for a hot date.

      Good. The fewer Snake Eyes agents in the building, the better.

      I wait to see what he’ll do. Elijah heads outside with his keys in hand, barely stopping, which means Lilah won’t be joining him. She’s upstairs, alone…

      This just got a little less complicated.

      I stand up and head for the front desk.

      “Excuse me…”

      The girl turns around and beams at me. “What can I do for you, Mr. Smith?”

      I lick my lips and deepen the accent. “I have a favor to ask you,” I say, sliding the magazine back to her. “But I promise I won’t get you into any trouble.”

      She leans forward. “What is it?”

      “The couple who checked in a few minutes ago…”

      “The redhead?”

      I nod. “I went to school with the girl, haven’t seen her in years. You think you can tell me her room number so I can go up and surprise her?”

      She chews on her lip. “That’s against company policy.”

      “I know, I know. But I promised I wouldn’t get you into trouble…”

      Her eyes shift with envy. “She an old girlfriend?”

      “Oh, quite the opposite.” I smirk. “In fact, she made my life miserable.”

      “I could call up for you,” she suggests, chuckling softly. “Tell her you’re here.”

      “But that would spoil the surprise, wouldn’t it?” I flash a wink, but she hesitates again. “Please, love… I’ll make it up to you.”

      Her eyes fall and I smile, casting a bit more magic her way. There’s nothing in this world handier than an English accent and a handsome mug, I can tell you that.

      She glances over my shoulder and breathes a sigh of relief. “Oh, she’s right there! You can surprise her now.”

      I twitch around and there she is.

      Lilah steps off the elevator with her head down. She stares at the phone in her hand and glides straight for the hotel bar at the other end of the lobby.

      My jaw drops to the floor.

      Elijah’s not the only one who ditched the jacket and jeans tonight. Lilah wears a blue sundress with sharp, black high heels. The skirt hangs just past her knees. Her hips sway as she moves. Her red hair sits in a bun on her head, secured to her scalp with two strategically placed black sticks. A few bangs fall over her right eye to cover the bruise still lingering from her encounter with Caleb Fawn.

      I smile to myself. Not very many places on her to hide a weapon, that’s for sure…

      “Is there something else I can help you with, Mr. Smith?”

      I spin back around to the desk girl. She glares at me with hellish green eyes. I suppose actively drooling over another woman in front of her completely voids any favors I may have had but that’s that.

      I clear my throat. “No, thank you.”

      She forces a polite smile before twisting around to ignore me.

      I follow Lilah across the lobby into the hotel bar. The place isn’t nearly as empty as the rest of the lobby, but the lighting is much darker, casting a cooler, romantic atmosphere that I should be able to work with. I might not have to rely on the element of surprise after all.

      I can get her alone the old-fashioned way.

      She gets a drink from the bar — a tall glass of red wine — and heads for the booth in the corner. I take a moment to stand in the dark and stare. I can’t help it. Lilah Hart isn’t just a deadly monster…

      She’s absolutely fucking gorgeous.

      Her black heels poke out of the bottom of the table, one bouncing lightly as she softly kicks her ankle. Angel-perfect skin covers every inch of her. The light above her table draws a shadow over her face and down to the cleavage overflowing out of the V-neck dress.

      I pause by the bar and ask for a beer before heading for her table. I don’t usually require liquid courage to woo a lady but this one might be more trouble than most.

      I walk over and pause over her shoulder. My nose twitches, catching that clean scent of her and my mouth waters.

      “Hello, Lilah.”

      She turns her head, eyes flicking up and rolling away just as quickly. “Archer Allen,” she says, annoyed. “The bounty hunter.”

      “Do you mind?”

      I don’t wait for a response. I slide into the booth across from her, quickly gripping the gun from my belt and resting it on my knee beneath the table. This is Lilah Hart, after all. Luckily, she doesn’t seem to notice my precaution.

      She sighs. “What do you want now?”

      “I saw a familiar face in an unfamiliar place. Figured I’d make the most of it.”

      “How did you know I was here?”

      I take a swig from my bottle. “I didn’t.”

      “You just happened to stumble on me in some shitty hotel bar in St. Louis?”

      “Weird, isn’t it?”

      She chuckles to herself before sliding her wineglass closer. “I guess that’s what we’ll call it.”

      I move as she does, raising my drink and we both take a sip. I let the cold liquid settle on my tongue to chill my nerves.

      Fucking gorgeous…

      “What brings you all the way out here?” she asks. “Tracking a bail jumper?”

      “Not exactly. I’m on vacation.”

      Her nose curls. “In St. Louis?”

      “I’ve got a thing for very tall, arch-like structures,” I quip. “Also, there’s a rather intriguing underground fighting tournament somewhere nearby. The Midwest Alphas. You heard of them?”

      “Oddly, yes,” she answers. “I have.”

      “It should be some decent fun if you’d like to tag along.”

      She scoops her phone off the table and swipes it on. “No, thanks.”

      Dig deeper…

      “Where’s your twin tonight?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Aren’t you usually attached at the hip?”

      “Usually.”

      “Trouble on the home front?”

      “Archer…” She sets her phone down again. “I don’t want to talk about my family.”

      Jackpot. Her tone is solid. There’s a hint of sadness in her eyes. She’s not here on some mission. She’s here for an escape... and she’s dressed to impress.

      Getting her alone won’t be as hard as I thought it’d be.

      I throw on a charming smile. “What would you like to talk about?”

      “With you? Nothing.”

      “That’s a shame, love. I’m quite fond of a decent battle of wits.”

      “Don’t call me that,” she says, side-eying me. “It’s so cliché.”

      I smirk. “Most American women melt over it. Especially when I whisper it in their ears.”

      “I’m not most American women.”

      “Precisely why I gathered my courage and sat down here.”

      She tilts her head. “Courage?”

      “Well, the last time we saw each other, you left quite a mark.”

      Her lips curl. “Sorry.”

      I lean forward slightly. “That didn’t sound very sincere.”

      “Because it wasn’t.”

      “You could have killed me, you know.”

      “Maybe I should have.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      She shrugs. “You weren’t my target.”

      “Is that all?”

      She dips forward and my eyes instantly wander south to the impeccable cleavage spilling onto the table. “What are you implying, Archer Allen? That I’m harboring some intense, sexual attraction toward you that kept me from pulling the trigger?”

      “Oh, no implication required, love. That’s exactly why you spared me.”

      Her jaw sags in disbelief. “Wow.”

      “I don’t hear you denying it.”

      “Because it’s ridiculous.”

      “And you still don’t deny it.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Why bother? You’d only call me a liar anyway.”

      “Tell me the truth.” I shift in my seat, sensing an opportunity. “For the next five seconds, I’ll believe any word you say.”

      She presses her lips together. “You want me to be honest with you when you’ve had a gun trained on me since the moment you sat down?”

      Shit.

      I sit back and squeeze the grip a little tighter. “Old habit.”

      She slides down an inch in her seat and I feel her bare toes trace up my leg. My breath catches in my throat as her touch drifts over the pistol on my knee and her toes come to rest on my groin.

      I smile. “Wrong gun, sweetheart.”

      Lilah locks eyes with me as she digs her toes in a little deeper.

      I bite down on my inner cheek as my blood pumps south.“Well, then…”

      “I’ll tell you what, Archer,” she says, firmly stroking my erection to life. “I have a room upstairs. We can go up and let bygones do their thing. Or you can fuck off and go watch your stupid bum fights.”

      “So, you are attracted to me, then?”

      She jabs me with her toenail. I recoil as pain fires down my thigh. “On second thought, never mind,” she says, quickly sliding out of the booth. “I’ll find someone else to entertain myself with tonight.”

      “Wait—” I snatch her wrist, refusing to let go as she fires a death glare in my direction. “What room?”

      Her pupils dilate. “914.”

      I release her and sit back, letting my gaze trail all the way to her shoes. “I’ll be there.”

      “When?”

      “Soon,” I say, picking up my beer. “I paid nine dollars for this American piss water and I’m going to enjoy it. Don’t worry, love. I’m not going to stand you up. My cock would never forgive me.”

      She flashes a genuine smile and leans forward over the table. “Archer…”

      I admire the curve of her breasts as she drifts closer. “Yes?”

      “Call me love again and I’ll keep your cock in a glass jar above my fireplace,” she growls. “Got it?”

      I clear my throat. “Yes, ma’am...”

      She walks away, practically gliding into the lobby. I can’t keep my eyes off her ass to save my life. Graceful, elegant. A legitimate femme fatale for the modern age.

      I wait for her to disappear around the corner before deflating completely. “Bloody hell…” I mutter to myself as I pour the last of my beer down my throat. Bland and tasteless but at least a little buzz settles in.

      My cock throbs, hard and hopeful. It really won’t forgive me if I screw this up, but I’m not here to fuck, unfortunately. No matter how good her toes felt on me. No matter how much I’d like to bend her over…

      Lilah Hart. The gorgeous monster.

      I won’t let you go again.
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      Getting Archer alone was as easy as I thought it’d be.

      I step onto the empty elevator and press 9. As the doors start to close, I lean back against the opposite wall and take a deep breath, bringing all my focus together to stay calm and collected. My exposed skin touches the cold surface, sending a chill down my spine as I mentally prepare myself for what I’m about to do.

      Killing is my job. But even great actors get a little stage fright on occasion.

      A hand stops the doors just in time and they open on Archer’s tilted expression. “I’m sorry…” he says, “but I have to ask…”

      I straighten off the wall. “Ask what?”

      He steps on. The doors close behind him and he stares at me with a wide smirk. “Do you have protection?”

      My stomach flutters as the car starts ascending. “A girl like me always comes prepared.”

      Archer licks his lips and gently rests his hands on either side me, pinning me between him and the wall. A nervous shudder trails my back as I look up into his bright blue eyes. I detect the various scents of him, from his worn leather jacket to the fresh beer on his breath and the stiff cologne behind his ears. My pulse triples, anxiously waiting for the moment when he finally goes for it…

      He puts his hands on my waist and spins me around to face the wall. I pause, following his roaming hands as they slide down my hips and legs.

      “Are…” I grimace. “Are you frisking me?”

      Archer feels down to my ankles and back up my legs, quickly sliding in and out from between my thighs. “A girl like you always has something to hide.”

      I turn to face him, and he pins me to the wall again. “You missed a spot.”

      “Trust me. I’ll get to it.”

      He presses his smiling lips against mine, firing sparks through my fingers and toes. I kiss him back, barely parting my mouth. He wants more, I can feel it, but I’d rather tease a man for as long as possible than give him what he wants.

      I open my eyes and we stare at each other, breathing heavily for a long moment. He leans down and lays a hand on my thigh, slowly crawling his fingers beneath my dress. My skin flutters with his touch and I sigh as he reaches around to cup my ass. He kisses me with an open mouth, enveloping my lips with his and I can’t hold back any longer.

      The elevator stops and the doors crawl open. His hands fall away as titters erupt behind us.

      Archer turns around and flashes a wink at the trio of young girls as they board, each one dressed to the nines and on their way out for a night of clubbing.

      “Good evening, ladies,” he says, grabbing my hand and pulling me with him into the hallway. “You all look lovely.”

      The accent hits their ears and they all give me looks of approval before the doors close on their pink faces.

      “You weren’t kidding about the accent,” I say, taking my hand back and reaching into my purse for my room key.

      “Are you going to pretend all night that you’re immune to it?”

      I scoff. “Who’s pretending?”

      We pause in front of room 914 and I unlock the door. Archer lingers over my shoulder, standing barely an inch away from me. A nervous rumble plagues my stomach for a second as I glance up into his powerful blue eyes.

      Nope. Not pretending at all…

      I break contact and push the door open to put a little distance between us. He closes it behind us. I watch the mirrors around me as he scans the golden room. Archer Allen isn’t an ordinary man. An ordinary man would be looking around for ordinary things, like condoms or drinks or what kind of luggage I have. Archer’s a bounty hunter. Trained and savvy. I must keep that in mind.

      I check the time. It’s just after eight o’clock. I can’t imagine bingo night lasting anywhere past nine, so I’ll have to be quick if I want to get this job done before Elijah comes back.

      I bend down to slide my heels off.

      “Wait.” Archer steps closer. “Leave them on.”

      I tilt my head and kick them free. “Request denied.”

      He chuckles. “You know, your foot beneath that table was the most action I’ve had in months.”

      “How unfortunate.”

      “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “You’re a busy gal, but…” he narrows his eyes, “when is the last time you had some good time off?”

      I laugh but his expression never changes. “You really want to know that?”

      “Sure.”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I shake my head once. “It’s not relevant.”

      He winces. “That long, eh?” My jaw drops and he laughs. “You spend a lot of time traveling the world, am I right?”

      I don’t answer, feeling a growing annoyance as he takes a step around me.

      “Mission-to-mission, place-to-place,” he continues. “Never quite settling down. And you work with your brothers, so I imagine you don’t travel too far away from each other and that could start to feel a bit cramped.”

      “What’s your point?”

      Archer stops behind me. “My point is… that a woman like you needs a release every once and a while.” He brushes his lips along my shoulder, inching slowly toward my neck. “You need a man to give you what you need or else… you might snap.”

      I twist around to face him, feeling a spike of defensiveness. “I take care of myself.”

      He furrows his brow with amusement. “Oh, that’s not the same.”

      “It’s good enough.”

      “You say that now.”

      “What?” I laugh. “You’re telling me that once I go Brit, I’ll never come stateside again?”

      He grins. “It’s true.”

      “It’s cocky.”

      “That, too.” He falls backward onto the bed and balances on the edge. “Come on, Lilah. What happens in St. Louis stays in St. Louis.”

      My toes tingle against the thick carpet beneath my feet. “It’s been… a while.”

      “Why?”

      I bounce my shoulders. “Men find me intimidating.”

      “You don’t say?” He smiles at me. “A month? Three? Four?”

      “A year.”

      He exhales hard. “Ouch.”

      “Not entirely my fault,” I say, stepping toward him. “It’s been a really stressful year at work, to say the least.”

      Archer lays his hands on my waist and guides me closer. “I’ve got my work cut out for me, then…”

      I grip the edges of his leather jacket as I straddle his lap. His hands constantly move, slowly inching along my thighs and beneath my dress. A shiver trails my back as he rests them on my hips, keeping me steady on him as he gazes into my eyes.

      Fuck, he’s attractive.

      I wouldn’t say blond hair and blue eyes have ever been anywhere near what I’d classify as my type, but Archer Allen is something else. When I first met him, it was dark, and the adrenaline was pumping through me. I could barely make out his features. But here, up close and personal…

      Oh, boy.

      I think twice before I kiss him. For the first time in my life, I can’t see ten seconds into the future. If I start, I might not be able to stop. I imagine sliding off him and bolting for the door. That would be the smart thing to do but I can’t bring myself to leave his lap.

      Our lips touch and the world dissolves in a seething fire. My entire body quivers in his hands. He squeezes me a little tighter, pulling me in closer and I feel his hardness press against my begging core.

      Fuck.

      My mind goes blank, resting on a cloud of selfish need. I want him. I want all of him. His lips fall to my neck as his hands climb my shoulders. He slides my dress straps down, following them with his lips, gently tasting me. Ripples of pleasure spread across my skin, coupled with the subtle pain of his frequent bite. He exposes my breasts and presses his face between them, softly grunting as I grind our bodies together.

      His eyes fall to the cobra tattoo above my navel and he pauses. It’s a brief moment that lasts no longer than a second, but it brings reality crashing down on me.

      I have a job to do.

      Archer continues, fishing a hand beneath my skirt and shoving my panties aside. He looks into my eyes as he teases me. I bite my lip, feeling his thick finger inching inside of me and my body betrays me.

      Sex has always been a tool for me. Just a way to make sure a man keeps his guard down before I deliver a killing blow. But Archer...

      Feeling him now with his ocean-blue eyes and his thick fingers filling me over and over again…

      I don’t want to stop.

      I lay my palms on his chest and guide him onto his back. He keeps his fingers in me, increasing the pressure inside and I have to practically beg myself not to come all over his hand. It’s like we’ve done this a thousand times before and he knows exactly what buttons to push to turn me into his slave.

      I reach for his belt, eager to finally sneak a peek at the giant erection I coerced beneath that table. He watches me as I unzip him, his eyes falling to the black ink on my abs again. I fight an internal battle, torn in half by duty and the masterful stroke of his fingers inside of me.

      I free his cock and my eyes grow wider.

      Archer lets out a deep chuckle from the back of his throat as he slides his fingers out of me. “Speechless already?” he asks.

      I quiver with need, but I still hesitate.

      He sits up and wraps his arms around me to hold me closer. I kiss him, drawn to his lips like a magnet. We guide our bodies together. I nearly melt as he angles his cock toward my slit.

      I can’t do this.

      I have to stop before it goes too far. Before I can’t turn back. There’s still time. There are still a few precious seconds left for me to do what I came here to do.

      He buries his face in my neck, obscuring his closed eyes. I reach up with my right hand to slide one of my hair sticks free, feeling the razor-sharp edge scratch along my scalp.

      A metal bracelet clicks in place around my left wrist.

      I tug away but Archer’s grip tightens. He entwines our handcuffed hands and looks up in time to see the pick lingering above his head.

      A bolt of adrenaline fires through me. I flex, quickly aiming my weapon at his throat. He blocks me with his free hand and overpowers the stab with his brute strength.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he asks.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Capturing you.”

      “Like hell, you are.”

      I try to pull off another stab, but his grip is far too tight. He refuses to release me and easily yanks me closer, spinning us both around to pin me to the mattress.

      “Drop it,” he warns, holding me down.

      I push upward but the stick just shakes between us. He’s far too strong for me to overpower him alone.

      Fuck.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck—

      “I said, drop it.”

      He pries it from my grasp and tosses it to the floor.

      I look at his exposed erection still pointing at me.

      He notices and fear passes over his face. “Don’t you dare—”

      I smash my knee into his groin. He instantly loses his balance and groans in pain as I shove him off me and reach for the second stick still poking out of my hair.

      “No—”

      Archer grabs at it before I can so I sink my teeth into his forearm.

      “Bloody hell, woman!”

      He juts downward and slams our heads together.

      White light floods my vision and we both recoil in pain.

      “Fuck me…” I whine, feeling the harsh throbbing between my eyes.

      “Not after this stunt, love,” Archer says, pushing me back toward the pillow.

      I blink repeatedly to curb my double vision, but he’s already clamped another cuff around my free wrist by the time I can think straight again. I kick at him. He easily jumps back to avoid each blow.

      “Calm down,” he says, stuffing his cock back into his pants.

      I try to pull myself free, but I’m latched to the headboard. “Uncuff me now and I promise I’ll make it quick.”

      Blood falls down his chin from his nose. He wipes it off but even more comes spilling out. “No.”

      “Now.”

      He takes a single step closer and smirks. “No means no, love.”

      I growl and pull at my cuffs again. The bed frame smacks the wall but it’s far too resilient for me to break apart without help.

      I search for anything within reach to free myself with, but it’s no use.

      Archer Allen, the bounty hunter.

      He caught me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      I caught her.

      I may have broken my nose in the process, but it was worth it.

      Lilah stares at me from the bed, half-naked and seething with hatred. I can’t really blame her, though. She takes as much pride in her work as I do in mine — and she just failed miserably.

      I fetch my jacket off the floor and reach into my pocket for my phone and Enzo’s card. A bit more blood rolls down my chin from my right nostril and I wipe it away before dialing the number.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ve got her,” I say, drawing even more of Lilah’s attention. She holds her breath and tilts her head, trying to listen in on the call.

      Enzo chuckles. “Allen, you beautiful bastard. Where?”

      “St. Louis. I can deliver her tonight.”

      “Make it tomorrow night,” he says. “Don’t bring her to the casino. Take her to the silos, just north of town by the river. I’ll meet you there at nine. Don’t be late.”

      He hangs up. I glower at his lack of phone etiquette.

      “Deliver me where?”

      I smirk at her, but I don’t answer.

      “Who sent you?” she asks.

      Again, I stay quiet as blood continues to trickle from my nose. That head-butt may not have been the best idea…

      “Archer!”

      I scan her room. “Do you have any tampons?”

      Her brow twitches. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s not a trick question nor am I making an immature remark about the origins of your current attitude,” I say, pinching my nostrils. “I just need to stick something up my nose until it stops bleeding and we both know there’s one product that gets that job done better than any. Now, do you have any tampons?”

      She scoffs and juts her chin toward the corner. “Duffel bag. Front pocket.”

      “Thank you.”

      I walk over to it and yank the zipper open to find a small stash of feminine products stuffed inside. She sits there, watching me with slow, controlled breaths, most likely thinking hard about how she can turn this entire thing around. There’s no doubt in my mind that she can — and will — if I give her even the slightest opportunity. My guard has been up since the start but now it’s fortified with solid steel.

      I tear open the tampon package and shove the thing up my nose, biting down to fight the pain vibrating into my brain. The string tickles my lips, annoying the hell out of me, but I’ll just have to live with it until the bleeding stops.

      Lilah hums a quiet laugh in response to my pain, but she’s got her own new bruise forming along her forehead.

      I return to the bed, pulling up a chair to sit on. “Now that the foreplay is out of the way, let’s get to the good stuff,” I say. “Why did you just try to kill me?”

      “Why did you just try to capture me?”

      “Look around you, love.” I chuckle. “I did a little more than try.”

      “That’s a real odd choice for your last words. Care to try again?”

      I smile at her. “Enzo Zappia.”

      She rolls her eyes. “That guy sent you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Seriously?” I sit back and wince as I shove the tampon even deeper into my nostril. “You and your brothers made a real mess of his daddy’s casino.”

      “Boo-fucking-hoo. They have to replace some carpet. Big deal.”

      “And his little brother?” I ask. “Are they supposed to replace him, too?”

      “Marty was a waste of the air in his lungs,” she says. “You don’t know the whole story, Archer. His death was justified.”

      “I’m not interested in justice, Lilah. I do a job and I get paid. Makes no difference to me who is right and who is wrong.” I lean forward. “Or are you going to argue that you question every job you’ve ever done?”

      Her jaw flexes in frustration. “So, Enzo wants payback, huh?”

      “Yes. Dante killed his brother.”

      “And he wants me taken out in revenge?”

      “No, he wants Elijah taken out in revenge.” Her expression shifts. “An eye for an eye. Brother for a brother. You… he just wants.”

      She frowns. “Are you going after Elijah next?”

      I don’t answer. I stare at her, watching with interest as the concern passes through her eyes. “Hmm…”

      “What?” she asks, glaring back.

      “You care about them.”

      “I care about my brothers? Yeah. A lot.”

      “Hmm,” I mutter again.

      “This shocks you?”

      I shrug. “Enzo said you were a monster.”

      Her mouth slowly closes. The slightest twitch plagues her brow as her eyes look straight ahead at the wall behind me.

      “Generally speaking,” I say, clearing my throat, “he’s a Zappia. That’s rather pot and kettle if you ask me.”

      She keeps her head down and doesn’t say a word. It’s not the reaction I expected. I figured she’d roll her eyes again, maybe let out a witty retort. This is Lilah Hart. Brutal, deadly. History books may call her far worse someday, and yet, here she is, sitting quietly in obvious offense.

      I stand up and move toward the bathroom, slowly pulling on the tampon string. I toss the bloody thing away and rinse my skin clear with water from the sink. Her scent lingers on my fingers. I take a second to inhale a deep breath of her before washing it off.

      I grab her duffel bag off the floor and dump the contents out onto the bed beside her.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “You seem awfully calm,” I note, sifting through her stuff.

      A few shirts. Another sundress like the one she’s wearing now, only green. Panties and a make-up bag. A cell phone, which I promptly turn off.

      “So?” Her head tilts. “You disappointed that this isn’t my first time?”

      I slide my hand into the empty pockets, feeling slowly along the inner seams. A lump in the bottom corner stops me. Hard and small. No larger than a pebble.

      I glance at her and she squints with annoyance.

      “This isn’t my first time either,” I say, smiling as I tear the GPS tracker free. I drop it in my palm, admiring the tiny tech before tossing it across the room. “Who’s keeping tabs on you? Snake Eyes? Your brothers?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “Nope. Just curious.” I stuff her belongings back into the bag. “For my next trick, you’re going to accompany me downstairs. We’ll walk through the lobby hand-in-hand and out into the parking lot, calm and steady-like...”

      “Why would I do that?”

      I glance at her impeccable breasts and the tattoo above her navel. “I’m a licensed bounty hunter. You’re a Snake Eyes agent wanted by every law enforcement agency in the world. Please. I dare you. Make a scene. Or do you want to know what happens to terrorists in federal custody?”

      She goes silent again and looks away from me.

      I know she won’t try to run. Not yet, anyway. The longer she sticks with me, the more chances she’ll have to escape. That wouldn’t be true if the FBI ran in here and snatched her up. She has no choice, but I can’t get too cocky just yet.

      I step closer to her. “Ready?”

      Lilah looks at me with those fiery eyes. “As I’ll ever be.”

      My lips curl as I bend over but my guts twist as I lay the gun against her head. “The bounty was dead or alive,” I lie. “I’d prefer the latter but I’m more than willing to cash in the former.”

      She nods, showing no fear at all, but it doesn’t make me feel any better about it. I’m a hunter, not a killer, but she doesn’t need to know that.

      I reach into my pocket for the handcuff keys, fixing my eyes on her as I reach around to free one hand. She leans forward slightly, pressing her nude torso against me. I try to ignore her smooth skin and that seductive scent of her before it makes me do something stupid.

      As the cuff slips off her wrist, I quickly latch it onto mine and shift backward before my obvious erection becomes even more obvious.

      “Stand up,” I say.

      Lilah moves slowly, scooting her rear toward the edge of the bed and planting her bare feet on the floor. I guide the shoulder straps of her dress back up to cover her breasts and she smirks at me.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      I pull her up to stand and entwine our fingers to keep her from slipping free. Her nose turns up with annoyance, but she says nothing. I fetch my gun off the table nearby and stash it in her bag as she steps back into her shoes.

      We move into the hallway, walking together toward the elevator. I keep one eye on her the entire time, watching for the slightest twitch. She remains calm and steady, as we agreed.

      The elevator doors open. We make eye contact for a second before I force her to step on.

      “Your turn,” I say.

      She stares straight ahead at the closing doors. “For what?”

      “We know why I went after you. Why did you try to kill me?”

      Her lips curl. “Because you were my target.”

      The elevator stops and opens on the golden lobby. A line of men stands outside, waiting to board with young women stashed beneath their arms. I pull Lilah off and wait until they’re out of earshot before digging for more information.

      “Your target?”

      She keeps her smile. “Yes.”

      “Who sent you?”

      “My employer.”

      “Right, but who paid for it?”

      Lilah presses her lips together in silent amusement without breaking her stride.

      I stop in my tracks and give her arm a slight yank. She spins back and flutters her dark lids up at me.

      “Who wants me dead?” I ask.

      “Is that a long list or something?”

      I search the lobby, ignoring the snarky quip. If Lilah was sent here on official Snake Eyes business, then she wouldn’t be alone.

      “Where’s your other half?” I ask.

      Her shoulders bounce. “I haven’t the slightest idea.”

      My chest sinks as my ego dissolves. “You lured me to that bar, didn’t you?”

      “Yes, I did.”

      “I didn’t entice you upstairs at all, did I?”

      “No, you did not.”

      “Dammit…”

      I tug her along with me. Hairs stand on the back of my neck. That adorable front desk girl frowns at us as we pass by. I give her a kind nod, but she quickly twists away.

      “If it makes you feel any better,” she says as we enter the parking lot. “I’m sure your dashing blue eyes would have melted the panties off a lesser woman.”

      “Don’t get too high up on that horse, Lilah,” I say into her smirking face, desperate to win back any piece of dignity I can. “You were dripping more than a wet sponge up there.”

      “Over the thought of watching you bleed out onto the carpet? Of course, I was.”

      We reach the edge of the lot and I throw open the door to my motor home. “What was that about you being a monster again?”

      She flexes her jaw in anger as I lift her inside. I keep strong hands on her in the dark, guiding her toward my bed in the back. I sit her down on the edge and quickly uncuff myself to latch her left hand to the custom bars of my headboard.

      “Lie down,” I tell her.

      Lilah doesn’t move. She stares up at me with hateful eyes but I’m in no mood to play games. I push her down onto the mattress and slide her back myself, straddling her to keep her in place while I cuff her right hand.

      Those deep, brown eyes. Still calm as ever like she knows something I don’t. It’s frightening, to say the least. I’m not out of the woods here until she’s in Enzo’s hands and my bank account is full.

      Her back arches slightly and she makes the slightest moan as she squirms beneath me. “Kinky.”

      I shake my head. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?”

      “I’ve been called worse.”

      “Of that, I have no doubt.”

      I slide off her, desperately trying to think of anything other than that perfect body lying before me. My cock twitches with disappointment in my jeans, finally settling into its natural, flaccid state. If I didn’t make my move at that moment, I’d be dead. I may have gotten inside of her for a brief, wonderful second. There are worse ways to die, I suppose.

      She bends her knee, slightly raising her hip, and her skirt inches upward toward her panties. My eyes fall to her thighs, as smooth and enticing as every other piece of her, but I force myself to lock onto her eyes instead.

      “Do you really think that’ll work?” I ask.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

      I chuckle as I step away from the bed. “Get comfortable, love. You’re going to be here a while.”

      She blinks slowly, keeping her eyes on me as she wiggles her hips and settles deeper into the mattress. “What’s the matter, Archer? You might not want to kill me but surely you’re a bad boy in other ways?”

      I bite my inner cheek and walk over to her side. She licks her lips as I lean down, drifting so close I can feel her warm breath on my cheek.

      “Not that way,” I whisper, taking a quick step back.

      She rolls her eyes and pushes herself up to sit. “Fine. Don’t take the bait.”

      I sigh and wander into the front to grab a drink from my fridge. “Just out of curiosity, how many men have you fooled with that wounded lamb routine?”

      “I lost count years ago.”

      “Very few moments have made me more ashamed to be a man than this one.”

      She shrugs. “I do have to give you some credit. Most would be balls deep inside of me right now.”

      “Hypothetical question.” I pop open a can of soda and take a sip. “If I were, how would that help you?”

      “I’d throw my legs over your shoulders, grip your neck between my knees, and twist.”

      I swallow hard. “Bloody hell.”

      “Then, it’d be a matter of finding a key to get myself out of these cuffs, but I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.”

      I cant my head. “When you get there?”

      “Oh, come on…” She smiles. “I’ve got until tomorrow night to break out of this. If you think some handcuffs and a fancy headboard are going to hold me here then you have no idea who you’re fucking with, Archer.”

      My heart skips. I’m not sure if I’m terrified, turned on, or both. She doesn’t just have the perfect body. Her senses are perfectly tuned to everything. She heard every word of my conversation with Enzo, meaning she was just playing dumb before. How much has she picked up on since we met at the hotel bar?

      “You might want to get some sleep,” I say.

      She doesn’t respond. Lilah just sits still, staring straight ahead at me with those dark, predatory eyes. Maybe she is the monster Enzo claims she is. I almost don’t want to turn my back on her, but I spin around and make my way to the driver’s seat up front.

      Four hours to Chicago.

      It’s gonna be a bumpy ride.
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      Archer Allen is better than I thought he was.

      He learned quickly from his mistakes back in Los Angeles. It was a bit foolish on my part to assume he’d be just as easy to manipulate this time.

      I have to wait this out. My brothers and I have a system in place for this kind of thing. Soon, Elijah will realize I’m not where I’m supposed to be. He’ll call Dante and they’ll track down where I am. They always have before, even without GPS trackers sewn into the seams of our bags.

      Archer finding that was an unfortunate mishap, but it’ll only slow them down by a few hours. Now, whether they’ll figure it all out before I’m handed off to be filleted by Enzo Zappia…

      Well, I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.

      A soft blanket falls over me. I open my eyes to see Archer towering over me beside the bed.

      “Did I wake you?” he asks.

      “I wasn’t sleeping,” I claim, pushing to sit back against the headboard. “What are you doing?”

      He adjusts the blanket to cover my feet. “You looked cold.”

      “Well, I’m not.”

      “Bullshit. Your nipples are about to slice holes in that dress.”

      I force a scoff in disgust, refusing to admit how right he is. It’s damn freezing in here.

      He throws another blanket onto the floor in front of the bed and slides his leather jacket off, revealing tight, toned arms sticking out of his shirt.

      “What are you doing now?” I ask.

      “We’re just outside of Chicago,” he says, hanging the jacket on a hook sticking out of the wall. “I’m going to get a little rest.”

      “On the floor?”

      “Well, my bed is currently occupied, and I don’t fancy getting my neck twisted in my sleep, so… the floor it is.”

      I breathe a laugh. “Fair enough.”

      He falls out of sight as he lays down. I scan the dark trailer, searching for a way out but it’s not here. This headboard was created exactly for a situation like this and nothing short of snapping my thumbs is going to get me out of these cuffs. Sure, I could borrow a page from Lucy Vaughn’s Manual for Escaping Shitty Situations, but I get the feeling I’m going to need full use of my hands sometime very soon.

      My cell phone is still in my duffel bag. If I can get to it and turn it back on, then my brothers could easily track it. It would only take a second…

      There’s no brute-forcing my way out of this. I’m going to have to find another way.

      “Hey, Archer?”

      After a few moments, I hear his voice from the floor below. “What?” he mutters.

      “Why was I sent to kill you?”

      He chuckles. “You tell me, love.”

      “I don’t know. As you pointed out, I don’t exactly ask questions when I’m given a job.”

      “Why ask now?”

      My lips twitch. “Personal curiosity.”

      I wait through several seconds of silence before he finally sits up and balances on his hands behind him.

      I blink away as his handsome face comes back into view, cradled perfectly by shadows around us. “The Boss’ list of loose ends isn’t for just anybody,” I say to distract myself. “You must have done something to piss off the organization at some point.”

      He pauses with a furrowed brow. “This came from the Boss herself, then?”

      “How did you know the Boss was a woman?” I ask.

      “Lilah, I knew about Snake Eyes long before Fitzpatrick turned rogue.”

      “Really?”

      “If I had to guess…” he bites his cheek in thought, “I earned my loose end status about five years ago.”

      I shift up into a more comfortable position. “How?”

      “I was with MI-6,” he begins. “I got called in for a classified assignment in Afghanistan. The US government suspected one of their own of traitorous activity, but they didn’t want anyone tipping him off to the investigation, so they sent me instead.”

      “Who were you investigating?”

      “High-ranking bloke named Paxton,” he answers.

      “Yeah. He’s one of ours. Or he was.”

      “I learned that fairly quickly,” he says with a nod. “Before I could alert anyone to my findings, I woke up in a box buried beneath six feet of sand.”

      I pause. “You were buried alive?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did you get out?”

      He stares at the bed between us for a few quiet moments. “In some ways, I never did.”

      My chest clenches. I take a deep breath only to push it back out again as my lungs fill with that phantom stench of smoke and fire.

      Archer clears his throat and turns away from me. “That’s enough story time for now.”

      He lays down again, leaving me in suspense. I roll the blanket beneath my ankles to keep them warm and I shimmy in place to get more comfortable.

      “Hey, Archer.”

      “What?”

      “Thanks for the blanket.”

      He doesn’t reply, but I sense a smile.
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        * * *

      

      “Rise and shine, love!”

      I jerk awake to find Archer standing over me in nothing but a white towel wrapped around his waist.

      He grins at me as he pulls open the top drawer of a dresser beside the bed. Beads of water fall from his hair and trail down his chest and back, drawing wavy lines along the taut skin over his muscles.

      I turn away from the fresh and clean scent of him. The cuffs dig into my wrists, instantly reminding me of how fucked I am.

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      “Early,” he answers, grabbing some underwear and socks from the drawer.

      I glance around for a clock. “Wanna narrow that for me?”

      “No.”

      I yawn. “Cool.”

      Archer smirks and takes his clothes to the foot of the bed. I watch with one eye as he dresses himself, fiercely tempted to gawk at every inch of him. He’s built like a damn tree with a thick, muscled torso and strong legs. Unbelievable arms and, of course, stunningly equipped where it counts.

      He glances up and smiles as he pulls his pants up. “See something you like?”

      I roll my eyes. “Not in a million years.”

      “I didn’t hear you complaining last night. Before the whole attempted murder thing happened, I mean…”

      “I was working,” I say. “All part of the job.”

      “Sure, it was,” he says, winking at me before throwing a tank top on.

      I shift up to sit and my head throbs, threatening a serious caffeine headache if I don’t drink something fast. “Look…” I say, “I know we’re supposed to be mortal enemies and all, but can I please have a cup of coffee?”

      “No.”

      I collapse against the headboard. “Oh, come on. I said please.”

      “I don’t have coffee.”

      “You…” I raise my head. “You don’t have coffee?”

      “I don’t drink it.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s really bad for you, you know.” He walks into the kitchenette and reaches for the cupboard above the sink. “You should switch to tea.”

      I recoil in disgust. “I can honestly say that in all of my years of killing people, I’ve never wanted to make a person suffer as much as I want you to at this moment.”

      “That’s quite the honor.” He chuckles. “Feeling pretty good about myself right now.”

      “God, I hate you.”

      “I’ll make you some tea. You’ll feel better.”

      “Ugh…”

      I glance at my bag in the corner. I need to get to that phone. Especially if this bastard is withholding coffee. Chaining me up is one thing. Depriving me of caffeine is another.

      I sit up taller. “Can I use the bathroom?”

      “No.”

      “That’s inhumane.”

      “Says the monster.”

      My anger spikes. “Don’t call me that,” I murmur.

      His head pops up. “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      I turn away and stare at the wall, trying to shake off the insult but it still burns. It’s been hours since I disappeared from the hotel. Surely, Elijah’s figured out I’m gone by now.

      Unless things went really well with that nurse.

      Well, shit.

      Archer walks over to the bed and leans over me with the handcuff key. “You have sixty seconds,” he says.

      I flinch with excitement as he frees my hands but quickly deflate as he bounds our wrists together with a single pair of cuffs.

      I blink. “You’re going in with me?”

      “It’s that or nothing at all.” He pulls me off the bed and flashes me a smile. “I could sing a little song while you tinkle if it’ll make you feel better.”

      I groan.

      We walk to the bathroom and I look again at my duffel bag in the corner.

      He stops. “Wait—”

      I startle at the sound of his voice. We halt right outside the sliding door. He pokes his head into the bathroom and reaches in to grab the razor off the sink.

      “Wouldn’t want you getting your hands on this…” he says, proud of himself.

      “Then, you should take the toothbrush, too.”

      Archer pauses, the wheels spinning in his head as to whether or not I’m joking. In the end, he reaches back in and snatches his toothbrush, along with his package of nail trimmers and tweezers.

      I wink. “Good call.”

      He takes a step back to let me inside. “Sixty seconds,” he repeats.

      I step inside the tiny bathroom and, to his credit, he slides the door closed so it’s only open enough to poke his cuffed hand through. A quick glance outside shows that he’s turned his back to give me privacy.

      Hell. I’m almost starting to like him.

      Almost.

      “Can you really kill a man with a toothbrush?” he asks.

      I chuckle as I awkwardly try to figure out how to do my business with only one hand. “Well, yeah. I mean… I never have, but it wouldn’t be too hard, I think.”

      I regard the toilet paper roll beside me and a plan pops into my head. I check Archer again to make sure he’s not peeking before silently collapsing the tube and sliding it off the rack.

      “Just stab the handle into his eyes,” I say, buying time as I try to twist the white roller apart with one hand. “Or shove it down his throat. Or, depending on the thickness, I could probably force it up into the brain through his nose…”

      He says nothing. I kind of wish he’d sneak one peek just so I could see the terror in his eyes but, thankfully, he doesn’t even glance back.

      I smile as I pull the metal spring from the tube. “Archer?”

      “I now regret asking that question.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I prefer to make it quick. I wouldn’t do any of those to you.”

      “Oh, you’ve mentioned that.”

      “At the worst, you’d just feel a little pinch.” I stand up and flush, quickly straightening the spring and using it to pick my cuff. I don’t slide it completely free, just far enough to let me slip out when I need to. “Or a cold sensation.”

      He turns around and slides the door open with a quick jerk. “Cold sensation?”

      I look into his face, finding great amusement in his stunned expression, like a spooked child staring at me from across a campfire. “Do you really want me to describe that one?”

      Archer blinks. “No, thank you.”

      I rinse my hand in the sink and shake the water off. “So, what’s next? Is it back to bed with me?”

      “Well, if you promise to behave—”

      I slip free from the cuff and reach for the back of his neck. His face twists in surprise. I yank him forward and smash his head into the door frame.

      Archer shakes it off quickly and juts forward to take hold of me. I use his momentum against him and deliver a hard punch to his gut. He keels forward. I smash my knee into his face on the way down.

      It’s not enough to knock him out cold but it’s enough to buy me the few seconds I need.

      I jump over him to make it to my bag. I pick it up and dump it onto the bed, sifting through it for the hard, plastic case.

      It’s not here.

      He tossed the phone back into the main compartment with my clothes. I saw it. It was here.

      I shove my hands into the bag to check again but there’s nothing there. It’s empty. I—

      A wet rag clamps over my mouth. Archer’s strong arms squeeze around me as I take in a single undeniable breath of chloroform.

      I push off the floor, raising my legs to kick against anything I can. Archer groans, but he takes the beating, planting his feet and holding the rag over my nose and mouth until I can’t fight it anymore.

      The chemical seeps into my system. My vision blurs. My lungs burn. His arms stay locked in place around me until my muscles relax and he guides me down to the floor.

      I roll onto my back and Archer smirks over me as I pass out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      Headlights flash through my bedroom window, igniting the posters above my bed. I sit up, already wide-awake, and wander over to the window to see who’s here in the middle of the night. I have a good idea of who it could be, but I don’t want to get my hopes up too much.

      I spot the old car creeping up the driveway. My chest surges with excitement.

      Dante’s back.

      I quickly rush out into the hall with both ears tuned to my grandparents’ bedroom beside mine. Gramps would have woken up by now if he heard the car, so Dante should be safe.

      My bare feet whisper along the floor and stairs as I head down. I grab my jacket and slip on my shoes, eager to see my big brother again. How long has he been gone this time? Two weeks? Three? He’s barely been home at all since he turned eighteen, but he was always eager to get out of here. Gramps used to tell him he would, most likely in the backseat of a cop car if he kept going the way he was going.

      But I don’t care about that.

      He’s my big brother.

      Dante is standing next to the garage by the time I make it outside. He’s bent over with the hood of his sweater obscuring his face, but I’d recognize those wide shoulders anywhere. He softly yanks on the ancient door handle to try and pry the garage open.

      I chuckle and roll my eyes. “You never could get this thing open,” I whisper.

      He silently shifts to the side, giving me room to slink in beside him. We grab the handle together and pull, moving the door slowly to avoid any loud squeaks on the track as it opens.

      “Thanks,” he says with a grunt.

      He turns away from me and walks back to his car.

      I pause with concern, instantly noticing the limp in his step. “Dante, are you okay?” I ask.

      He doesn’t answer. He grabs a small duffel bag from the passenger seat and takes it with him into the garage, his hood still pulled up over his head. As he walks past me, I notice the red and black bruises on his knuckles. The stains on his clothes. The smell of sweat and blood.

      “Dante?”

      He gestures me into the garage. “Come on,” he whispers.

      My heart is racing as I follow him into the dark garage. Dante sets the bag down on Gramp’s workbench in the very back and flicks on the lamp beside it.

      He drops his hood and I gasp. His bottom lip is busted open. I can hardly see the whites of his eyes, they’re so swollen and bruised. A butterfly bandage rests along the bridge of his nose.

      “Oh, my god! Dante—”

      “I’m fine,” he says, quickly blocking my hand when I try to touch him. “It looks a lot worse than it is. Believe me.”

      “What happened to you?”

      He opens the duffel bag. Stacks of money rest inside bound together by worn rubber bands. A lot of them. More than I’ve ever seen in my life.

      “Dante, where did you get all that?” I ask.

      He smiles. “I won.”

      “You won?”

      “Remember the fights I told you about?” he asks. “The tournament?”

      “That Alpha thing?”

      “I won,” he says again. “The whole damn thing.”

      “Wow,” I say, genuinely proud as his smile grows. “That’s amazing.”

      “And that’s not all. After the fight, there was this guy there that wanted to talk to me. Told me I had potential — great potential — and he wanted to recruit me into his squad.”

      “Recruit you for what?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m gonna meet him again tomorrow to talk, but...” He exhales excitedly. “Lilah, this is it. My ticket out of here. He said I’d get to travel the world, hone my skills, be someone important.”

      I cringe inside. “You’re leaving again?”

      Dante pauses. His shoulders sag as he studies my expression. “Lilah, I have to go,” he says.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “I can’t stay here, you know that. Gramps said he didn’t want me around you guys anymore.”

      “Okay, but...”

      He takes a step closer. “What?”

      I look down. “We said we’d always stick together,” I say.

      Dante rests his thick hands on my shoulders. “And we will,” he says. “But right now, you gotta stay here.”

      “I wanna go with you.”

      He shakes his head, amused. “No. Stay in school.”

      “I’m serious.”

      “I know, but you’re still just a kid.”

      “I’m sixteen!”

      “Exactly.” He chuckles. “You and Eli should be doing kid things. Not following me around.”

      I cross my arms, too heartbroken to argue with him.

      He sighs and drops his bruised hands to his sides. “Look, I brought this money for you, all right? It’s yours. I’ll send more.”

      “I don’t want it,” I murmur.

      “Then, give it to Elijah. He’ll keep it safe for when you guys can get out of here for real. Until then...” He nudges my chin, forcing me to look at him. “You stay here. Someone’s gotta take care of Eli, right?”

      I roll my eyes, unable to resist our inside joke. “He’s always getting in trouble.”

      “That’s right.” He smiles. “We’ll be together again soon. You just gotta grow up a little first.”

      I punch him in the arm. He winces but laughs through the pain as he steps away from the workbench.

      “I should go before Gramps realizes I’m here,” he says. “Take care of yourself.”

      “When will you be back?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. Keep working on that left hook while I’m gone.”

      “I will.” I smile. “I love you, big brother.”

      He opens his car door and smiles back. “Love you, too, little sister,” he says before lowering himself inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      My face rests against a hard and cold surface.

      I open my eyes and wince as the sunlight burns in. My head is throbbing harder now, plagued by a loss of the caffeinated fuel I love so much and a heavy intake of harsh chemicals.

      “Take it easy now…”

      I raise my head off the table and turn my neck to find him sitting on the other side of me.

      Archer leans back with his feet up and a book in his hands. Another one of my tampons hangs from his bloody nose, the string dangling down over his swollen purple lip.

      I try to sit up, but my hands catch beneath the table. I feel the long chain connected to my handcuffs and wound around the steel tab leg. The table itself is bolted down and solid as a rock.

      I’m not getting out of this one.

      Archer turns a page and doesn’t look up from his book. Calm and cool as one can be with a fucking tampon shoved up his nostril.

      “You know what?” I say, sitting up as far as I can. “I’ve changed my mind.”

      “About what?”

      “I won’t make it quick. When I kill you, it is going to hurt.”

      He laughs. “Is that right?”

      “Oh, it’ll be excruciating. It’s going to hurt so badly, your own mother will feel it.”

      “That will be awfully impressive considering she’s dead already.”

      I fall silent, feeling a sudden stab of guilt out of nowhere.

      “What?” he asks. “Don’t let my orphan status keep you from throwing down another witty retort.”

      “When did she die?” I ask.

      “While she was having me.” He sets the book down. “Lived in orphanages until I was sixteen, then I ran off. Never met my father, so he’s basically dead, too.”

      I lay my head on the table again. “Where’s my phone?”

      “I moved it last night while you were sleeping.”

      “To where?”

      “Somewhere else.”

      I fill my eyes with emotion — any that I can muster. “Archer, please.”

      He slides his feet off the table and rests his chin on his palm as he stares at me. “No.”

      “If all you care about is money, I have plenty to spare.”

      “Do you, though?” He raises a brow. “Running around and racking up debt on your dead granny’s credit card doesn’t scream fiscal responsibility to me.”

      I pause. “What?”

      “Mary Elizabeth Hart,” he says, making my chest cave in. “Your grandmother. You have a card in her name. Mostly, you use it for hotel rooms and gassing up your bikes, but I’ve caught you throwing away money at a boutique here and there—”

      “How long have you known this?”

      “For as long as I’ve been following you.”

      “And how long has that been?”

      He smiles. “Before LA, there was Boston. Before that, Iowa. Denver…”

      I raise my head, more shocked than angry to be honest. “You’re kidding me.”

      “You had no idea?”

      “No.”

      He sits back, smug as fuck. “One thing I can’t figure out, though, is why you have that card at all. As you’ve pointed out, you have plenty of money to spare but you’re also smart. There’s no way I outsmarted you in figuring this out — you know better. So, why have the card?” he asks. “Why leave a trail?”

      My pride bleeds. I’ve had that card since I was a damn teenager. I never thought for a second that anyone would notice it and I sure as hell didn’t think about it leaving a trail for anyone to find.

      Fuck.

      I take a deep breath. “I’m begging you, Archer—”

      “Beg all you like, Lilah,” he says, grabbing his book again. “I’ve waited a long time to get you in chains… and I won’t let you go.”

      I seethe, feeling an overwhelming urge to crush his skull beneath my heel. “You look like a fucking idiot with that thing in your nose.”

      He tugs the tampon out and looks at it. “By the way, what brand is this? I want to stock up.”

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      I turn away from him and lay my head back down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Nine o’clock comes quickly.

      Lilah spent the entire evening with her head down on that table. She hasn’t said a word. She just stared off into the wall as if there was something staring right back at her. I wish I could say I felt nothing for her but the more time I spend with Lilah Hart, the more her human-like she seems. I almost feel sorry for her.

      Almost.

      I drive us to the silos just north of Chicago where Enzo plans to meet us. We arrive several minutes early. There’s no sign of Enzo or his people or even civilization. Just shadowed darkness amongst old rusted equipment on forgotten lands.

      I fetch the handcuff key from my pocket and kneel beside her at the table. “Ready?” I ask.

      She glares silently and shifts her wrists toward me.

      I pause, suspecting a trick, but her eyes are as cold and dead as the earth outside. Did I really break her? Where’s the fighter I’ve heard so much about? The brutal and deadly Lilah Hart?

      I slip one wrist free and stand her up. She moves with me, easing around to let me cuff her hands behind her back. No sudden moves. No snarky quips.

      No Lilah Hart.

      I open the trailer door and lead her outside.

      Lilah shuffles her feet in the dirt. I peek behind her once more, just to be double sure her hands are empty. I’ve seen her pick and slip out of handcuffs in the blink of an eye — twice — and I’m determined not to make that mistake again with her.

      The silos cast a deep shadow over us. This place was abandoned years ago, now covered with decayed wildlife. The light posts are broken, surrounded by shattered glass. It’s just dark enough that I can barely make out the stars above our heads.

      I look at Lilah to see that she’s doing the same, gazing up into the sky. Her chest rises and falls, as calm as the moment I caught her. If she’s got a plan, then it’s a good one. If she doesn’t, then maybe I do feel sorry for her.

      “How long have you been in Snake Eyes?” I ask, trying to kill the pang in my chest.

      She blinks once but doesn’t move. “A while.”

      “Give me a number.”

      “What does it matter to you?”

      “Personal curiosity.” I smirk. “Oh, come on. Who knows what Enzo’s gonna do to you? Might as well pass on your legacy now.”

      Lilah wets her lips and presses them together for a moment of thought. “The day I was recruited, a man walked up to me in a parking garage,” she begins, softly sighing. “He told me his name was Mercer Black and that my big brother worked for him. I knew the name, but I also knew that I wasn’t supposed to know him, so I pretended like I didn’t. He pulled a knife on me and told me not to scream.” She pauses and laughs to herself. “I remember thinking that this was it. This was how I would die.”

      “What happened?”

      “My muscle memory kicked in before the thought even left my head. I disarmed him and stabbed him in the shoulder with his own knife.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      I shift in her direction. “That’s young.”

      She shrugs. “Dante was furious with Mercer, but he broke the rules. He was supposed to be dead to the world, but he stayed in contact with me and Elijah. Mercer found out and came to kill us, but when he saw what I did – what I could be trained to become – he gave us a second option. I made my first kill a week later.”

      I shake my head. “That’s no way for a girl to grow up.”

      “Oh, I grew up long before that…” A quiet breath escapes her lips as she stares straight into the black dirt. “I watched my parents die when I was five-years-old.”

      A rush of emotion takes my nerves. I’m tempted to say something, but I wouldn’t know what to say even if I could.

      “I still remember every detail,” she says, her voice just above a whisper. “From the moment the truck swerved into our lane to when the… to when the paramedics laid those sheets over their faces. I remember the smoke and the fire. I couldn’t breathe. There was blood on my hands and all I could do was scream.” Her eyes flick, daring to look at me but they don’t quite make it. “Dante pulled me from the car, then went back in for Elijah. When he laid him down beside me, he wasn’t moving. I could see Eli’s chest rising and falling. I knew that was a good thing, but I still couldn’t stop screaming. Dante threw his arms around me and said, ‘I’ve got you, little sister. I’ve got you.’” She pauses. “Since that moment, it’s been us. We knew we had to stick together. Snake Eyes was no different. A family of killers was better than no family at all. Nine years later and that’s still true.”

      I open my mouth to speak but nothing comes out. I can hardly breathe, trapped in a box beneath six feet of dead earth.

      “So, what do you think, Archer?” she asks, finally turning her head to look at me. Her eyes glisten behind a blanket of soft, unfallen tears. “Am I a monster?”

      My lungs ache as I take a deep breath and the air burns inside. “No,” I answer.

      Lilah nods as a bright beam of light covers her face. She squints and rolls her shoulders back, standing a little taller as her sad expression fades.

      Three black cars pull into the empty lot, stopping all in a line about ten yards away from my trailer.

      The driver steps out of the middle car and calmly walks to open the back door.

      Enzo Zappia emerges from inside with a blissful grin crawling across his face, along with two armed men in black suits. He says nothing but his deep cackle grows louder with every step he takes toward us.

      “Allen,” he says, clapping once, “I had my doubts. I honestly didn’t expect you to catch her so quickly.”

      “Little bit of luck,” I say. “Little bit of skill.”

      “And a lot of fun, I bet.” He sneers at Lilah, his eyes throbbing like a predator in heat.

      I look at her to find her leering up at me. “A little,” I say.

      Lilah keeps that blank expression but the edges of her mouth twitch slightly.

      Enzo grabs her by the arm and pulls her toward him, breaking our eye contact as he twists her around. He stares her down, bearing his crooked teeth, and my guts churn inside. “It’s nice to see you again, Ms. Hart,” he says.

      “Meh.” She shrugs.

      He chuckles and pulls her closer to run his nose along her neck. “Don’t look so disappointed. You had this coming.”

      She doesn’t blink. “So do you.”

      Enzo digs his nails into her arm. “Take a good look around. This will be the last time you see the outside world.”

      I take a step forward as he tugs her away from me. “We should discuss payment.”

      He barely glances at me. “You’ll be paid once the job is done.”

      “Hey…” I reach out and take hold of Lilah’s other arm. “I brought the girl. As we agreed.”

      “I told you to take out the others, too,” he says, giving her a solid yank in his direction. “They’re still breathing, right?”

      I tighten my grip on her. “I told you before. I don’t kill. I capture.”

      “And I don’t pay good money for a half-assed job.”

      “I never agreed to kill the Harts,” I say. “I agreed to deliver her. I did my job, so I get paid.”

      “Let her go.”

      “No.”

      He tugs again. “Allen, knock it off.”

      “No.”

      Lilah rolls her eyes. “Am I moving in with my new daddy or not?”

      “Shut your hole, bitch,” Enzo growls.

      “Hey.” I frown. “Don’t call her that.”

      Enzo’s eyes widen. Even Lilah’s face flashes with a bit of surprise.

      “Oh, I’m sorry…” His voice drips with sarcasm. “I didn’t mean to offend the lady I’m about to hang upside down from a fucking bridge.”

      Lilah tears her arm from his grasp. I take a step forward to stand between them.

      “The contract is canceled,” I say, guiding her backward with one arm. “We’ll be leaving now.”

      Enzo gawks at us, amused but annoyed. “You’re not going anywhere, Allen.” He waves his arm and his men step forward, each of them drawing their pistols to point at us as a few more come piling out of the other cars.

      “Uh, Archer…” Lilah mutters behind me.

      “I know.” I keep moving back, my eyes bouncing from each of the half-dozen men intent on slaughtering me to get to her.

      “If you’ve got a plan, now would be a good time—”

      “I know.”

      She sighs as our backs touch the trailer. “Uncuff me and give me a gun.”

      “Hell no.”

      “I can help you.”

      I meet those big, brown eyes and my resolve crumbles. As much as I’d hate to admit it…  if there’s anyone with a reputation interesting enough to handle a situation like this, it’s Lilah Hart.

      I grit my teeth as I reach for the key in my pocket. “Bloody hell…”

      “Last chance, Allen,” Enzo barks at me. “Let her go and maybe I won’t leave you out here to die.”

      Lilah shifts around and I drop the key into her palm. I instantly hear the clack of the cuff slipping open and she reaches for the gun stuffed in my belt.

      She pauses. “This is my gun,” she says.

      “Yes, it is,” I confirm.

      “Why do you have my gun?”

      “You dropped it in LA.”

      “And you kept it?”

      I peek back at her and smile. “I liked it.”

      She squints at me. “Give me a boost and then roll under the trailer.”

      “Wait—”

      “Now.”

      “Allen!” Enzo shouts. “You got nowhere to go…”

      I ignore him and spin around, clasping my hands together as Lilah raises her foot. She steps up and I flex to push her into the air.

      “Kill ‘em both!”

      Lilah pulls herself onto the roof and I fall to my knees to roll under it as she told me to.

      Bullets strike the dirt beside me.

      “Shit, shit, shit.”

      I shift to the other side to hide behind the wheels as dozens of rounds plow into the vehicle.

      Enzo rushes to his car with his damn tail between his legs and jumps into the backseat to avoid the firefight. His driver follows, looking equally as pathetic as he fumbles for the keys.

      I throw the door open and crawl inside the motor home, keeping my head down as I make my way toward the back for another pistol stashed beneath my mattress.

      Windows shatter over my head. I shield my eyes as the glass falls, but I keep moving with my gun in hand. I raise my head to look outside, counting six men rushing in to surround us.

      A bullet strikes one man from above, splattering his face with red as he topples to the ground. I cringe at the sight and the rest of them point their guns upward.

      I hear her moving above me, rolling and shifting on the roof, bullets popping one after the other until only two men remain standing.

      Lilah cries out and the gunfire stops.

      A body drops above my head and the RV lurches as I hear her slip off and fall to the ground on the opposite side.

      I rush out to find her rolling over onto her knees. She tries to stand as she cradles her right side. My chest tightens as she drops her hand, revealing her torn dress and crimson blood drips from her fingers.

      “Lilah…”

      “Archer, get down!”

      A shot rings out from behind me. I prepare for pain, but I feel nothing as I drop to my knees. Lilah bolts forward and throws her gun over my head. The handle connects with the man’s nose. He falls back as Lilah jumps up and kicks him to the ground.

      He flips onto his back and she raises her sharp heel over his neck.

      I turn away before she stomps down, but I hear bones cracking beneath her foot.

      The last remaining man sprints down the gravel road, racing toward Enzo’s speeding car.

      Lilah grabs her gun off the ground and raises it with her left hand, aiming for only a second before firing a single shot into the back of his head.

      He falls beneath a red mist of blood, his limp body sliding a bit before coming to a hard stop.

      She fires several more shots at Enzo’s car, shattering the back windows before it races out of sight around the dark corner.

      I push myself up. “Damn…” I scan the circle of bodies left behind and the blood dripping down her right side. “Are you all right?” I ask.

      “I’ve had worse,” she says, staring down the long street toward the city.

      Fucking hell. The Zappia family isn’t exactly known for their honesty and integrity, but I sure as hell didn’t expect Enzo to refuse to pay up. Now, what the hell am I supposed to do with her?

      I eye the handcuffs lying in the dirt at our feet. “Come on,” I say, gesturing to the trailer. “We should get out of here.”

      She hesitates, glaring at me as she takes several long, uneasy breaths. Finally, she nods and steps up into the trailer it while I bend over to grab the handcuffs.

      As soon as I’m close enough, I grab her wrist and twist it behind her.

      “Hey—” she bites, wincing as the pistol drops from her grip. “What the hell are you doing?”

      I pin her against the counter from behind. “I caught you,” I say, grabbing the open cuff, “and I’m going to get paid for it.”

      She shoves me backward and slips free, twisting around the face me. “I saved your fucking ass just now!”

      I ignore it, forcing my conscience away as I grab for her hands again. “There are plenty of people out there willing to pay good money for a Snake Eyes agent—”

      “Oh, fuck this.”

      Lilah lashes out, connecting a solid punch against my jaw. I move to wrap my arms around her, trapping her hands against her sides. She kicks the wall as hard as she can. The walls crack from the impact as I tumble backward into the window above the bench. Broken glass scratches my back. She slams her heeled foot down on mine and I cry out in pain.

      “That’s enough!” I shout, trying to get a better grip on her.

      “Let me go!”

      “No!”

      Lilah growls with frustration, squirming and kicking at everything she can. “I’m going to kill you so badly!”

      I raise her up a little higher and chuckle in her ear. “And if I fancied wearing boots, love, you can rest assured I’d be shaking in them right now.”

      “Stop calling me love!”

      “I’ll call you whatever I damn well please!”

      Lilah slams her head back against my nose, smashing it for the third damn time in two days. Spots cover my vision and my strength slips. She slides one arm free and she throws her elbow back to connect with my eye.

      “Stop that!” I snatch her wrist before she can pull off another hit.

      Lilah spins away and shoves me, but I maintain my footing. I pull her back in, refusing to let go of her wrist as I pin her against the refrigerator.

      Her head smacks against it. “Ow!”

      She raises her other fist to strike me again. I grab it before it connects with my face.

      “I said, that’s enough!”

      I slam both of her hands against the freezer door above her head, leaning in as far as I can to press our bodies together. Her chest heaves with intense anger and she glares up at me in the dark with fire in her eyes.

      “Let go of me,” she says, “or else I’ll—”

      “Or else you’ll what?” I challenge. “Is this really all you’ve got? If you ask me, you’re not even trying—”

      She crushes her lips on mine. Heat spreads from her mouth, flourishing up my cheeks and down my neck like a shock wave. I act on impulse alone, feeling our lips twist together until I release her hands to touch her body instead.

      I lift her onto the counter and she tugs my belt loose. My pulse pounds in my ears, overwhelming every other instinct except the urge to fuck.

      This damned woman. Just one taste of her and I’m bewitched to the core. I’m a dead man walking and part of me doesn’t even care as long as I finally get to take my frustrations out on that perfect body she’s been teasing me with this whole time.

      Lilah spreads her legs as my hands move beneath her dress. I hook my fingers in her panties and pull them down to her ankles. She kicks them free, letting them dangle off one foot as she wraps her thighs around me.

      I take hold of my cock and guide myself between her slit, barely even hesitating before penetrating her as deep as I can go.

      Her jaw drops. Mine does, too. We freeze together with wide-open eyes, our chests heaving and bodies roaring. Her insides throb around me, begging me to fuck her, but I keep still for another moment to let it all sink in.

      I pump her once and a moan instantly falls from her lips. I kiss her, hard and fast, as I take her over and over again. Each pound draws an even deeper moan from the back of her throat. Fire burns through my loins, tempting me right to the edge but if I’m about to die then I’m going to take my time and enjoy this.

      I grab her wrists again and pin them to the cabinets above her head. She lets me do it. She submits, pulling me even deeper inside with the power of her legs alone. Adrenaline pumps through us both, refusing us even a moment’s thought as we get completely lost in each other.

      I step back and she grips my jacket, tightening the hold of her thighs as I carry her to the table. I drop her down on it and she settles back, spreading her legs even wider for me. I grip her waist and groan, feeling the trailer thump back and forth as I rail her hard into the table.

      Lilah mewls, arching her back off the surface, and I feel everything she feels as I look into her blissful face. Ecstasy falls from her mouth, matching my wild thrusts, and it takes everything in me not to fill her to the fucking brim right here and now.

      She raises one leg and rests it on my shoulder. A quick, unsettling fear tickles at me but as she twists her hips slightly, I know this move isn’t to kill me.

      She clamps her jaw and moans, swaying her hips to fuck me back.

      My god. She’s amazing.

      I dig my nails into her skin, overwhelmed with passion as her pussy hugs my cock. She comes hard for me, screaming and twitching tight enough to throw me over the edge.

      Before I can burst inside of her, Lilah reaches down and pulls me out. She grips my shaft with tight fingers and jerks me off, easily making me come all over her open thighs and navel.

      We both stare at each other, grunting and groaning and gasping for air as our bodies reset.

      I step back and my cock slides from her fingers. She sits forward with stunned eyes and grips the table’s edge to hold herself up. After several long and silent moments, I pull up my jeans.

      “We should get out of here,” I say, swallowing to wet my dry throat.

      Lilah slides her toes to the floor and bends down to grab her panties. “Yeah, okay.”

      I shuffle slowly to the driver’s seat as she escapes into the bathroom and slides the door closed. If there’s any fear in me at all, I can’t feel it over the throbbing desire still plaguing my groin. Lilah could easily come back in here and grab a knife from the drawer to stab me with or shoot me in the back of the head before I even sit down.

      I insert the key into the ignition as the bathroom door opens again. She walks over, calm and composed, and sits down in the passenger’s seat beside me. Her eyes stare straight ahead. Her chest rises and falls. She barely even blinks.

      Finally, she looks at me and nods.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      What the hell did I just do?

      I look at Archer again for the hundredth time while he keeps his eyes forward on the dark road ahead. Neither of us has said a word since we left the silos. We’re a few miles outside of Chicago right now… I think.

      Archer pops the turn signal and veers quickly off the highway onto a dirt road. I say nothing, constantly searching the darkness for where we are or where we’re going.

      Finally, he pulls over and shuts the vehicle off, casting the world around us into pitch darkness.

      “Come with me,” he says as he stands up.

      I sit still, glancing over my shoulder as he moves toward the back. He turns on a light and it flickers above our heads.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      He grabs a first aid kit and a bottle of rubbing alcohol from the cabinet by the sink. “You’re hurt.”

      I glance down at my dress. Dark blood stains my right side but not nearly enough to make a big deal out of. “So?”

      “So…”

      He opens the kit on the table and gestures at the bandages as they spill out.

      I shake my head. “I’ll have Elijah take a look at it. No offense.”

      “All right, then…”

      Archer slides his jacket off, revealing a trail of bright red down his spine through his white shirt. He carefully pulls his shirt off over his head. I suck my bottom lip between my teeth. A thin layer of sweat coats his skin, making the few scars he has stand out in the dim light around him. Beneath that lies plenty of well-taken care of muscles. Deltoids, abs, and lats. The man must have started lifting when he was twelve or something…

      He stands in front of the mirror by the door and cranes his neck back to get a better look at the scratches down his spine.

      “Seems like you’re fairing worse than I am,” I say.

      “Well…” He side-eyes me. “I suppose that’s what I get for messing with you.”

      I stand up, catching sight of a bit of glistening glass shoved into his back. “Here…” I say. “Don’t move.”

      He obeys, but he keeps a wide, unblinking eye on me. I lay my hands on him and my fingers tingle as I pinch the shard.

      “This might sting a little.”

      I yank it out and he flinches as I reach for the alcohol.

      “Yes,” he says, exhaling hard. “Yes, it did…”

      “Then, you’re gonna love this,” I say, shaking the bottle in his direction. “Sit down.”

      Archer bends over the bench beneath the shattered window and brushes the broken glass to the floor before sitting down.

      I move in beside him with the first aid kit and he shifts sideways to show me his back. Luckily, that was the only glass left from me slamming him into the window. Just a series of scratches, nothing more, but leave no wound unclean, as Elijah always says.

      “This is odd,” he says.

      “What is?”

      “You nursing my wounds.” He glances over his shoulder and smirks. “Aren’t you supposed to be killing me?”

      “Eh, don’t remind me.”

      “Does this mean your plans have changed?”

      “I haven’t decided yet.” I soak a cotton ball with alcohol and dab it along his scratches. He flexes his back to deal with it. “You didn’t bat an eye when I mentioned Elijah before. Does that mean you don’t plan on cashing me in?”

      He exhales a laugh. “I haven’t decided yet.”

      I glance at the table beside us. When I turn my attention back to his scratches, I catch him doing the same. He blinks away, pretending like he wasn’t staring at the location where he just fucked me into oblivion.

      Heat spikes between my thighs. I will myself to ignore it. I’d be flat out lying if I said I didn’t enjoy it. In fact, I haven’t enjoyed it quite like that in a very long time, but I must keep a shred of focus here. Archer sitting half-naked in front of me isn’t helping maintain a professional atmosphere either.

      I toss the pink and red-stained cotton balls aside. “You’ll be fine. Just try not to slam into any windows for a while.”

      Archer grins. “I’ll try my best, love.” I frown and he holds up a hand. “Sorry. Not love.”

      I slide off the bench, but he reaches for my arm.

      “Wait,” he says. “Let me look at your side.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’ve been shot,” he says, amused. “By the time you reach your brother, it could be infected and dripping with puss and other unsightly fluids.”

      “It’s just a graze, Archer.”

      “Please.” He gestures to the bench beside him. “You took that bullet saving my ass, it’s the least I can do.”

      I sigh, but the logic is sound. “Fine.”

      I take a seat again. Archer slips the dress straps down my shoulders. I raise my right arm, instantly struck with more pain than I anticipated. With my jaw held tight, I inhale an extended breath as Archer peels the fabric away from dried blood and torn skin.

      He keeps a stern face, but I notice his eyes fall, drifting over my breasts and landing on my tattoo again.

      “Is what you said to Enzo true?” I ask, taking any distraction I can.

      He grabs the alcohol. “Which part?”

      “That you don’t kill.”

      “It’s true.”

      I shudder as he lays his hands on me. “So, you were never really going after my brothers, too?”

      “I was not,” he says, slowly wiping the damp cotton along the wound. My nerves twitch and scream but the pain doesn’t last with his warm touch balancing it out. “He asked me to. I said no, I’m a hunter. Never really been much good at anything else.”

      I nod as he lays a bandage in place over my wound.

      After a few moments, he takes hold of my wrist and slowly guides my arm down to my side. “Well, you were right. It’s barely even a scratch,” he says, sliding the straps back up. “You should be fine. Just try not to get shot again for a while.”

      “I’ll try my best.”

      Neither of us moves. We sit still, stuck in an endless loop of awkward glances and denial.

      Finally, I snap.

      “Why did you come onto me before?”

      His eyes widen. “Why did I come onto you?”

      “Yes.”

      “I believe if you run that instant replay again in your head, you’ll find that you kissed me.”

      “That was just supposed to be a distraction...”

      He laughs. “Well, it worked.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      “Let’s do it again.”

      My jaw drops. “Are you serious?”

      “Why not?” He gazes at me with expectation. “Here we are — alone — out in the middle of nowhere. No one will ever know.”

      “You do realize that you tried to re-capture me to sell me to the highest bidder, right?”

      He shrugs. “So?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I don’t trust you.”

      “The feeling is mutual, love,” he says, enjoying the anger on my face. “But that never stopped me before and I bet it hasn’t stopped you either.”

      I grit my teeth. “Archer—”

      “I want to fuck you, Lilah Hart.” He pauses, letting the words sink in. “I want you to sit on my face. I want to shove my tongue so deep into your cunt, I taste your fucking eyeballs.” He stands up and stares me down. “You can distrust me all you want. That’s fine by me. But I get the feeling you like a little danger in your bed. I know I do.”

      He walks backward, taunting me as he slowly creeps toward his bed. I sit in silence, softly buzzing on the bench, until he disappears into the shadows.

      Well, shit.

      My blood pumps through my veins, reawakening the same lust from before. It struck me so hard then, standing in front of him, pinned by his hands. I wanted it. I wanted everything he gave me and more. I still do.

      But I have a job to do.

      I close my eyes. For nine years, every decision I’ve made was for them. Help the organization and they’ll help you. That’s how this has always worked. It has kept me and my family alive, but…

      My eyes open with annoyed clarity. “Hang on…” I stand and follow him with a few wide strides. “Is this why you parked out here?”

      His lips curl in the doorway. “Will you hurt me if I say yes?”

      “Probably.”

      “Then, yes.”

      I scoff. “Why would you say yes to that?”

      “I’m a glutton for good punishment.” I turn and he grabs my arm. “Stay.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you want to.”

      “I really don’t.”

      “Then, I want you to. That should count for something.”

      “It really doesn’t.”

      “Well, go on,” he says, calmly releasing me. He takes a step back and leans against the wall, crossing his arms over his bare chest with smug delight. “Leave.”

      My heart pounds into my ribs with passion and rage. There are a hundred reasons to turn around and walk out of here, preferably leaving him an ice-cold corpse on my way out, but none of them account for that throbbing power between my thighs.

      Archer steps forward, his face tilted downward to stare into my eyes. “What are you afraid of?” he whispers. “That I’ll hurt you… or that you’ll like it?”

      I roll my eyes. “You couldn’t hurt me even if you tried.”

      “I’ll take that bet.”

      He touches my chin, guiding me closer to his lips. Warm breath glides over my cheek, followed by his hand resting just below my ear. “If you have a safe word, you best let it be known now.”

      Our lips graze, just barely touching as his fingers curl around my neck.

      “I can’t remember it.” I smile and lay my palms on his chest. “I’ve never had to use it.”

      He kisses me, long and firm, and my knees quiver beneath me. “Was I right about you?” he whispers, pulling my dress down my arms. “You need a man who can give you what you need…”

      His teeth sink into my shoulder and I tremble with the pain. “Yes,” I breathe.

      My dress falls to my ankles. Archer lays his hands on my breasts, feeling and squeezing me as he nibbles at my neck.

      “Tell me what you need,” he growls, sliding one hand into the front of my panties.

      He cradles my clit between two fingers. My breath catches in my throat as he massages me with firm strokes.

      “Lilah…”

      His voice passes through my ears and travels down my back, igniting every dormant nerve. My entire body shakes for him and he knows it.

      His lips curl. “It’s not just the orgasm, is it?” He leans in closer as his hands work me a little faster. “You could just do that yourself. No… you need to get fucked.”

      I gasp as climax takes hold of me. I hold onto his thick arms, relying on his strength to hold me up as my knees give out and I writhe against his hand.

      I find my balance again and heave an impatient breath. “You need to shut up and do it already.”

      Archer laughs and bends over to pick me up. I wrap my legs around him as he carries me to the back. “Any final requests?” he asks.

      I fall to the bed and reach for his belt. “You can come anywhere you want. Just don’t do it inside.”

      His brow bounces. “That’s all?”

      “Do not come inside me,” I say, adding bite to my tone to show I’m serious.

      He raises his hands in surrender. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I slide his zipper down and my mouth waters. He pushes my hair back to get a better view of my face. I’ve honestly looked forward to sucking this cock since I first saw it in that hotel room. It stands hard in front of me, veins pulsing and precum smeared along the tip. Archer burrows his fingers in my hair and bites his cheek, waiting until I part my lips.

      I grip the base and guide it toward my mouth, licking my lips before finally taking him inside. He sighs above me as I suck the tip, turning me on even more as his grip on my hair tightens. He doesn’t force it deeper. He lets me do as I please. His pleasure, his warm flavor. It spurs the need in me and before I know it, the throbbing between my thighs returns with a vengeance.

      Archer leans back and his cock slips from my mouth. “Lie down,” he tells me.

      I slide backward, watching as he pushes his pants down to his ankles. I lose myself in his naked form, letting my eyes travel over the hills and valleys of his thick muscles as he makes his way onto the bed.

      Archer grabs my panties and pulls them down. He tosses them away and his eyes stay bewitched on my curves as I spread my knees for him. He crawls on top of me, his cock pressing against my entrance, but he doesn’t thrust. He towers over me, letting his eyes wander my body and they once again linger on my cobra tattoo.

      “What?” I ask.

      Archer guides my arms upward and he pins my wrists above my head. “I love the way it looks on you,” he whispers, kissing me harder and I twitch with urgent need.

      He releases my hands and descends me, leaving a trail of kisses between my breasts and down my abs. He traces the black ink with his tongue, fueling the fire in me as he travels closer to my begging slit.

      I raise my knees to his shoulders and his eyes slowly rise. My thighs hug his ears and his face fills with cautious uncertainty.

      He’s the one who said he liked a bit of danger in his bed. I could easily snap his neck right now. I won’t… but you’d be surprised the difference a touch of adrenaline can make in bed.

      The fear fades as quickly as it arrived. Archer runs his stubble along my inner thighs. He purses his lips and blows a bit of cool air against my already sensitive clit. My back arches as shivers dance throughout my body. It’s almost enough to make me come all over his face, but I hold back so I can feel his tongue on me.

      Archer nibbles my folds, teasing every inch of me before he finally licks circles around the bud. I moan for him, bucking my hips for a firmer touch and he presses his face in harder. My thighs quiver. My entire body tightens more with every satisfying lap he gives me.

      He pulls away and I cringe with disappointment. Before I can catch my breath, he grips my body and turns me around. I balance on my knees as he falls into place behind me. His thick erection presses into me again and I burn even more for him. I still ache from the delicious pain of him stretching me out on that table and I want nothing more than to feel that again.

      His hand touches my back and he pushes me down, forcing my face against his pillow. “Give me your hands,” he growls.

      I crane my neck to look at him as he reaches forward with a pair of handcuffs.

      My flight instincts kick in, but Archer grabs my left wrist and expertly cuffs me before I can escape. “Archer—”

      He overwhelms me and takes hold of my other wrist. “Don’t worry, love,” he says, pulling my arms taut behind me. “I thought I couldn’t hurt you even if I tried.”

      I shudder as the second cuff clicks into place. “I told you not to call me that.”

      Archer leans down to whisper. “I’ll call you whatever I want while you’re tied to my bed.”

      He thrusts behind me, entering me to the hilt. I cry out in pleasant surprise. He keeps one hand on my head as he pounds me hard and fast. Pain. Pleasure. It tingles my nerves one after the other, crashing into me with every deep thrust. I twist in blind ecstasy, taking the torment with quick, steady moans.

      Archer attacks my ass with a swift, open-palmed spank. I jerk upright a few inches before he forces me to the pillow again.

      “Your ass is exquisite.”

      He slaps me again and my toes curl. I try to speak but my tongue gives nothing but moans, turned to mush by the pleasure radiating in my core.

      He pulls out and I embrace the moment to catch my breath. Archer releases his iron grip on my hair and leans down to kiss my lower back. He moves off the bed onto his knees and his tongue slides down my crack.

      My core clenches but everything relaxes as soon as his tongue finds its way into my dripping pussy. He fucks me slowly, gently lapping inside and I bury my face in the pillow to smother my screams. He replaces it with two thick fingers. I quiver with soft sighs as he laps my aching clit and penetrates me.

      Another spank jolts my nerves, followed quickly by the sharp bite of his teeth on my rear. I cry out through a clenched jaw, teetering on the edge of ecstasy until he slides his fingers out and presses them hard against my anus.

      I ball my fists and wait for pain, but Archer doesn’t enter me. He teases me with firm circles, stroking the tight star while he slips his tongue in again. I shiver from the inside out. My hips round on his face, refusing to stop as climax takes me over. He shoves his tongue deeper as I come, tasting me until I hear a deep chuckle behind me.

      Archer stands up and hooks his fingers around the cuff’s chain, pulling my arms straight behind me. Metal rings dig into my skin, but the discomfort only magnifies the surging warmth in me.

      He uncuffs one of my hands and my burning arms fall to the bed. “On your back,” he says.

      I move slowly and rub my tender wrists as I move to lie down. He’s on me immediately, crushing his lips on me and massaging my breasts with both hands. His fingers slide up my torso before pushing my arms above my head.

      He takes hold of my wrists again and slips the handcuffs around the bars of his headboard. Again, I jolt with fear as he forces me into the same position I so desperately wanted to free myself from earlier today but there’s a dark piece of me that wants this.

      Needs this.

      Archer sits on his knees and pulls me closer, aligning his cock with my slit. I hover over the mattress and my head spins, feeling completely weightless as he does what he wants. Any other moment, with any other man, I’d struggle. I’d find a way out, no matter the cost. But the fight or flight response in me has stalled out completely, leaving me with a feeling I can’t say I’ve experienced very often in my life.

      Safe.

      Archer kisses me. Rough hands. Soft lips. As he leans forward, his cock slips inside again, filling me with aching pleasure. I forget all about the pain in my wrists and the bullet wound on my side. I forget about yesterday and I ignore what may come of this in the morning.

      I kiss him back, rounding my hips to grind on him and he groans with pleasure. His grip tightens on my skin. I draw his bottom lip between my teeth and bite down until he winces with a sly smile and takes me with harder thrusts.

      He straightens up and keeps his eyes on me as I writhe and twist in my restraints. The heat builds in me as he pushes himself a little deeper inside. My toes curl. My thighs twitch. Everything in me submits to him as I come again.

      “Archer.” I moan his name, digging my nails into my palms.

      I hear his deep, satisfied chuckle again. He continues fucking me, refusing to give me a break. I doubt he would at all, even if I begged him to.

      Archer lets out a final guttural moan and pulls out of me as he comes. He gives himself a few tight strokes and shoots onto my taut belly. I smile, feeling turned on again by the very sight of it.

      He leans over me, reaching above my head with the tiny key to uncuff me. I hug my wrists, rubbing the life back into them as Archer kisses me once more. He picks me up off the mattress as he settles into a seated position. I wrap my legs around him, feeling his warm seed drip from my belly to his thighs but neither of us seems to care.

      Our lips lock and our hands roam. We stare at each other as chills fire down my back. I focus on catching my breath, waiting for the moment when my brain kicks back on and urges me to get out of this, but it never quite does.

      Archer snatches my wrists, quickly moving my hands in front of his face. He lets out a quiet sigh of relief before releasing them.

      “What?” I ask, raising my brow.

      He smiles. “Just checking.”

      I lick my lips. “You afraid I’ll try and stab you again?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Well…” I shift forward and guide him down onto his back, “there’s still time.”

      His face twists. “Is that your version of dirty talk? Because I must say, it lacks… charisma.”

      I lay my palms on his thick chest and watch the pleasure in his eyes as I move my pussy along his growing rod.

      “Oh, I’m just getting started.”
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      “You know, I’ve heard that having an erection last longer than four hours is bad for you, but…” Archer stares at the ceiling, his chest working hard to fill his lungs. “I feel amazing.”

      I roll over onto my side. The morning sun hits the covered windows on either side of us and I can finally make out the small details of his face. Thick cheekbones. Chiseled jawline. His tattered, blond hair has several dark strands buried inside. He really is quite handsome, but I’m not about to stroke his ego any more than I already have.

      So far, this feels strange. Not the sex, obviously. That was great, but… there are far too many factors here to get comfortable. We’ve officially managed to spend the night without one of us trying to kill the other, but there’s no way this was meant to last.

      “What are we doing, Archer?” I ask.

      He rests his eyelids. “I believe the kids nowadays call it fucking.”

      “Kids have always called it that.”

      “Good to know bending you over will never go out of style.”

      I fight my smile. “Archer, come on.”

      He peeks at me. “You want to have this conversation now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Like… now now? I’m barely flaccid.”

      I stare at him even harder.

      “Okay, how about this?” he asks, shifting onto his side. “Let’s get dressed. I’ll drive us to the nearest backwoods diner for some coffee and pancakes and we’ll work it out.”

      “Work it out?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re a bounty hunter sent to catch me,” I note. “I’m an assassin sent to kill you.”

      He nods. “Right.”

      “And you think we can work it out?”

      “No, I think we should stay here and keep fucking until I come sawdust.”

      “You’ve run out of steam.” I laugh. “I can tell.”

      His mouth sags and he quickly rolls on top of me. “Then, I’ll just have to recharge with my face between your thighs. How does that sound?”

      I inhale. “I’m finding it hard to think of a counter-argument.”

      He grins. “You’re right. Our bodies need sustenance, preferably in the form of coffee and pancakes now that I’ve mentioned it. That sounds delicious.”

      My stomach twinges in agreement. “But you don’t drink coffee…”

      “I might make an exception for you.”

      Archer lands a kiss on my cheek before sliding off the bed, bearing his entire toned physique as he walks through to the kitchenette. I sit up and hug my knees, embracing the warm sheet around me as cool air touches the sweat on my skin.

      “I am aware of the severity of our situation, Lilah,” he says, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. “Every possible outcome has crossed my mind at least once in the last several hours. A few of which are obviously more pleasant than the others, but I’m still here and so are you, so I’m willing to bet that we’re both holding out for one of those pleasant outcomes. Are you with me so far?”

      I nod.

      He twists the cap off the bottle. “I don’t want to cash you in,” he says, holding my eyes. “Now, tell me the truth. You don’t really want to kill me, do you?”

      My gaze falls down his body again and I let it linger on his impressive manhood. “No,” I answer.

      He scoops my dress up off the floor. “Then, throw this on and let’s go get some pancakes.”

      Archer tosses it at me. I catch it as our smiles stretch across our lips.
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          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Lilah Hart. The most adorable monster I ever did see.

      There’s something about a stack of pancakes that brings out the child in almost anyone. Melted butter, dripping syrup. Bits of fresh blueberries stabbed with a fork. Sticky lips on a smiling face.

      We spend several minutes in silence, filling our bellies and staring at each other across the table. The rest of the diner is populated by truckers and random travelers who happened to wander several miles away from civilization like we did. Probably not for the same reasons, however. I’d imagine she and I are unique in that regard.

      Lilah could be thinking anything right now. I watch her eyes closely, making sure she doesn’t get any sudden ideas with the butter knife resting by her plate. I should be more concerned than I am, but I can’t stop picturing what she looked like every time she came on my—

      “Would you like a refill, sir?”

      I twitch out of it and glance at the waiter standing over us with a coffee pot. “No, thank you…”

      “I’ll take one,” Lilah says, sliding her half-full mug closer to the table’s edge.

      The waiter tops it off, all the while eying the thick, black sweater Lilah wears so no one notices her stained dress. He catches me staring at him. I squint with the feigned possessiveness of a jealous boyfriend and he scampers off to the next table down.

      Lilah picks up her mug with both hands and she inhales the fresh, warm scent. “Coffee…” she whispers before taking a sip.

      “So, have you spoken to anyone about your substance abuse problem?” I ask.

      She sticks her tongue out at me and sets the mug down. “You sound like Elijah.”

      “A medical professional. Perhaps you should listen to him.”

      “Perhaps you should mind your own damn business.”

      I laugh. “Fair enough.”

      Her tongue swipes her inner cheek. “So, who’s your favorite bounty?”

      “My what?”

      “A guy with your record must have a few good stories,” she says. “Who’s your favorite?”

      “What was that about minding your own damn business again?” I tease.

      “We can continue staring awkwardly at each other if you’d rather do that.”

      “No, no. I’ll tell you.” I shift forward in thought. “Well, this one isn’t bad.”

      “Never banged a bounty on your kitchen table before?”

      “I can’t say that I have, no. And you? Have you ever slept with a job?”

      She raises a sharp brow. “It’s my specialty.”

      “I honestly can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”

      “It’s not exactly news that female agents have certain attributes that make some jobs a little easier.”

      “So…” I lean forward. “That’s a yes.”

      “Not like this.” Her eyes find mine. “Never because I wanted to.”

      “No need to sugar-coat it, love,” I tell her. “You won’t hurt my feelings.”

      “It’s true.” She takes a quiet sip of coffee. “This started out as a simple death-by-seduction, but…” She smirks. “How did you put it? I was dripping more than a wet sponge.”

      “Oh, don’t stop.” I grin. “My ego is loving this.”

      Her eyes roll back. “Never mind. Just forget I said anything.”

      “Wait, go back to the part where you said you want me more than any other man in the history of always.”

      She scoffs. “I never said that.”

      “Well, that’s what I heard.”

      “You heard what you wanted to hear.”

      “Or I heard what you so desperately wanted to say but couldn’t.”

      She sits back and downs the rest of her coffee. “That’s pathetic.”

      I smile and watch as the pink fades from her cheeks. I’m only teasing her and if this were any other girl, that’d mean nothing, but this is Lilah Hart. The fact that I’m able to tease her this way without fearing a fork through my eyeball speaks volumes.

      “So, Lilah, what’s your back-up plan?”

      “What do you mean?” she asks.

      “Your employer has gone belly-up,” I say. “Once you outrun the wanted posters, you can do anything you want. You could settle down. Leave it all behind.”

      She draws circles on the table with her fingertip. “If only it were so simple…”

      “What makes it difficult?” I ask. “Find an open-minded bloke. Have some kiddos. Keep them up all night with horror stories of what Mommy did once upon a time. Easy peasy.”

      Her head shakes, but her lips curl. “I haven’t really thought about it.”

      I haven’t either, to be honest. Not sure why I expected her to.

      I reach into my jacket and grip her cell phone hidden inside. As I pull it out, Lilah’s eyes widen. They follow my hand as I lay the phone on the table between us.

      “I’m dropping the bounty,” I say.

      She picks it up, immediately holding the power button down with her thumb. “Yeah?”

      I nod. “On you and your family.”

      “So, I can just stand up from this table and walk out of here without worrying about you tracking me down again?”

      “Well…” I lick my lips, tasting traces of sweet sugar. “It’d be nice if you and I could keep in touch. Wouldn’t it?”

      Her eyes fall with hesitation. “Archer, I can’t.”

      “You can’t or you won’t?”

      “Both.” She shakes her head. “We’ve already pictured the more pleasant outcomes here but what we both need is the smart outcome and that’s where the two of us split for good and never speak of this again.”

      “That doesn’t sound very smart.”

      “I was sent to kill you, Archer. Not capture. Kill.” She squints her begging eyes. “I’ve done that dozens of times before, but I’ve never once been compromised. Not until now.”

      “Emotionally or physically?”

      “It doesn’t matter which.”

      “Yes, it does.”

      “Either way, I failed my mission. We both know what happens to those who get on certain people’s bad sides. We’re better off staying as far away from each other as possible.”

      “We can protect each other,” I say. “It’s not as—”

      “Archer...” She hangs her head. “No.”

      I sit back and as she desperately tries to avoid my eyes. She brings her coffee mug to her lips, quickly realizes that it’s empty, but keeps it there to hide behind it for as long as possible. When she finally sets it down again, her eyes glide to the window instead.

      I didn’t expect this to hurt. I didn’t expect much at all, really. I’ve been thinking one hour ahead for days now, never knowing where I’ll be until I get there. After last night, it feels wrong to part ways so quickly.

      Her hands fall beneath the table and she runs her palms over her knees. “I should go,” she says, sliding out of the booth. “I need to call Elijah and let him know I’m okay.”

      I reach out and take her hand as she passes by. “Lilah, this is the middle of nowhere.”

      “So?”

      “So, you don’t have to leave right this second,” I say. “Let me drive you home. I’ll give you a ride back to Wisconsin and we can talk on the way about—”

      Her hand jolts out of my grasp. “What did you just say?”

      Oh, fuck.

      Lilah takes a step back. “How do you know that?”

      I reach for her hand again, but she jerks her elbow back. “Lilah—”

      “Archer, how do you know that?”

      “I’m a bounty hunter.”

      She lunges for the knife next to my plate. I slam my hands down on hers, pinning her wrists to the table and drawing plenty of eyes in our direction.

      “Archer, let go.”

      “Drop the knife and I will.”

      “Tell me how you know that, and I’ll consider maybe dropping the knife.”

      We stand still, both of us flexing in an awkward stalemate until the waiter appears beside us.

      “Is there a problem here?” he asks, his young voice shaking.

      “We’re fine,” we both spit out at once, refusing to break eye contact with one another.

      He shifts backward but doesn’t leave.

      “Look…” I lower my voice and slide her hand a few inches to pull her closer. “I know about the lake house—”

      “How?”

      “I’m getting to that. Bloody hell, woman. Be patient.”

      She bares her teeth. “Archer…”

      “Boxcar told me about it.”

      The anger in her fades, instantly replaced with fear. “Boxcar?”

      “Yes.”

      “Fox Fitzpatrick’s little hacker buddy knows about it?”

      I nod and gesture to the knife. “Please…”

      Lilah raises her head and scans the prying eyes around us as the knife clatters against the table. “I have to go…” she whispers.

      “I’ll take you—”

      “Stay away from me.”

      “Lilah—”

      She jerks from my hands and bolts for the nearest exit.

      “Shit.” I stand up, reach into my pocket for some cash to toss on the table, and chase her outside. “Lilah, stop.”

      She quickens her pace, forcing me to do the same.

      I catch up to her as she throws open the door to my trailer. “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Do you have any idea what Fox is capable of?” she asks, beelining into the back to grab her duffel bag.

      “Yes, I do.” I block the door. “Calm down.”

      “I shot Boxcar.”

      “It was a flesh wound. Trust me. He’s fine.”

      She throws the bag over her shoulder. “They could be on their way there right now. I have to call my brothers and tell them that Fox fucking Fitzpatrick knows about our goddamn safe house!”

      “Dante already knows that.”

      She freezes. “What?”

      “He spoke with Fox two days ago.”

      Her expression twists. “No, he didn’t.”

      “Yes, he did. Just after you and Elijah left. I saw it myself.”

      Lilah drops the bag to her side. Fear, confusion, hatred. It all passes through her eyes in seconds. “Dante talked to Fox?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nod and reach out, throwing caution to the wind as I rest my palms on her shoulders. “Lilah, take a moment and think.”

      “I don’t know what to think anymore, Archer.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She straightens up. “Nothing. Get out of the way.”

      I tighten my grip on her shoulders. “No.”

      “Move.”

      “Lilah…” I stare into her eyes, trying to hold them as they skip down to the floor. “Don’t panic.”

      “I don’t panic,” she says. “I act. This is me acting and you don’t want to know what it feels like to get in my way, Archer.”

      “If you were going to hurt me, you’d have done it already.”

      She hesitates. “Move.”

      “What exactly is your plan?” I ask. “Hotwire a car? Blow down the highway as fast as you can before one of the locals notices it’s gone?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “Let me take you,” I offer again. “We’ll meet up with your brothers and decide what to do then.”

      She knocks my hands away. “You’re not a part of this.”

      “I disagree.”

      “I said I didn’t want to kill you, Archer. That doesn’t mean I won’t.”

      I shift a step back to give her space, but I stand my ground. “Just out of personal curiosity,” I say, “if you did kill me, would you feel bad about it?”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes twitch with impatience. “For about five minutes.”

      I tilt my head. “That’s longer than I expected.”

      “Well, you know what they say about Lilah Hart…” she seethes, gripping her bag a little tighter. “She’s a monster.”

      “Yeah, well—” I grab her arm as she tries to pass by. “You’re my monster… and that’s good enough for me.”

      I crush my mouth on hers, pulling her closer and the bag slips from her fingers. She grips my arms, nails digging in as I cup her face and hold her against me. She parts her lips, allowing my tongue to dance with hers as a little moan escapes her throat.

      I pick her up without breaking our kiss and she wraps her strong thighs around my waist, yielding to what we both know she wants.

      “Archer…” she sighs against my lips.

      “What?” I set her on the table and reach for my belt.

      She spins around to bend over. “I really hate you right now…”

      I free my hungry cock as she raises her dress. “The feeling is mutual, love…”

      Her entire body quivers as I thrust inside of her. She squeezes hard around me, making me dig my fingers into her hips to keep myself standing upright.

      I lay a hand on her back and force her down until her face hits the table. She moans for me, raising one knee to guide me deeper inside. I fuck harder and faster, holding her tightly to keep her from shifting too far away. Everything throbs, pushing me quickly toward release but every moment inside Lilah Hart is pure ecstasy. I don’t want it to end and I especially don’t want it to end until long after I see that glimmer of satisfaction in her eyes.

      Her mouth opens in a silent scream. She slams a fist against the table. I feel the deluge of warmth from her wide-open slit, but I don’t stop.

      I won’t stop until she’s begging me to.

      Lilah arches her back and presses her palms into the table to lift herself up. She twists her head around to lock lips with me and I shove my tongue into her fucking throat.

      My senses soar again, just as they did all night long. Just one taste of her skin. Just one deep stroke in her cunt. That’s all it takes for me to get completely high on her. I forget everything else, driven wild by greed.

      “What the fuck, Lilah?!”

      I freeze mid-thrust as a man’s voice cries out from behind us.

      Lilah deflates in my arms. “Oh, shit…” she whispers.

      We glance over our shoulders at the two men standing in the trailer doorway.

      Her brothers. Dante and Elijah Hart. Two trained killers with their pistols pointed at me… and me with my pants around my fucking ankles behind their sister...

      “Oh, shit…” I mutter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      “I, uh…” I clear my throat and show an awkward grin to my brothers. “I can explain this.”

      Elijah blinks, his jaw hanging open as he lowers his gun to his side.

      Dante glares at Archer, refusing to drop his arm. I’ve pissed off my big brother quite a few times, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen him look this irate before in my life.

      Archer doesn’t move. Any sudden movement will surely entice Dante’s trigger finger and I highly doubt either of us wants him to pull out with them staring at us.

      I look at Elijah, tapping into whatever mystical twin telepathy we might have to turn this situation around if that’s even possible. I’m bent over a fucking table, for Christ’s sake…

      Elijah reaches for the open door. “So, we’ll be outside,” he says, glancing around Archer at me. “You good?”

      “Yep,” I say, my cheeks burning. “Just need a minute…”

      He moves to close the door, but Dante won’t budge.

      “Come on,” Elijah says, easing Dante’s gun downward. He guides them both backward until Dante reluctantly spins away.

      The door latches. I drop my head in shame.

      “Fuck,” I say.

      Archer pulls out of me. We move quickly and silently, dressing and adjusting ourselves until we end up staring awkwardly at each other again.

      “So,” Archer bites his lip, “should I be scared?”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “I’m about to die, aren’t I?”

      “Probably.”

      “Well…” He flashes a wink. “I guess it was worth it.”

      I chuckle softly. “I can get you a head start.”

      “Much appreciated, but before that…” He takes a step toward me. “I want a rain check on our conversation.”

      I press my lips together to try and curb the desire I have for him, but it doesn’t work. Archer’s hold on me is frightening, to put it mildly.

      “Fine,” I say. “We can stay in touch. Sort of. Maybe. A little.”

      He smiles and bends over to grab my bag. “That’s all I ask.”

      I take it from him and smile at his flushed cheeks. “Thanks.”

      “For what?”

      “Just…” I lick my lips, still sweet from sugar and Brit. “Thanks.”

      He lays a finger under my chin and tilts my face up to kiss me.

      A fist slams against the door. “Lilah!”

      I sigh. “Okay, Dante!”

      Archer winces. “Is he always like this?”

      “Ever since that Sullivan kid in ninth grade…”

      “Who?”

      “Never mind.” I kiss the edge of his mouth. “Get behind the wheel. Speed off as soon as I leave.”

      “Promise you’ll meet me.”

      “Meet you where?”

      He grins. “In St. Louis.”

      I roll my eyes. “How long have you been wanting to say that?”

      “My whole life.” He chuckles. “Friday. The hotel. Be there. Wait—”

      I pause by the door and he grabs my handgun from the kitchen drawer behind him.

      He holds it out to me. “I believe this is yours.”

      I smile one more time. “You can keep it.”

      His lips curl as I step outside.

      My brothers stand there, silently staring at me. Dante’s still just as pissed off, but I catch a hint of amusement hidden in Elijah’s glare.

      The engine turns and Archer does as I told him to, racing off almost immediately from the parking lot.

      Dante furrows his brow with murder in his eyes. “Where’s he going?”

      “Far away,” I answer. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Call him back.”

      “No.”

      “Lilah—” He stops and slinks away in disappointment.

      Elijah shakes his head at both of us. “Am I the only member of this family who knows how to keep their pants on in life or death situations?”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, please…”

      “I don't think a certain level of professionalism is too much to ask for!”

      “He's right,” Dante says, frowning hard. “This is a bit much, even for you, Lilah.”

      I recoil. “Oh, don't you dare lecture me, Dante.”

      He stares at me. “What's that supposed to mean?”

      “You dragged Lucy into this kicking and screaming. Literally.”

      “She was a danger to herself,” he says.

      “And who the hell gave you the right to decide that for her?”

      “I saved her life after Marty beat her and left her for dead.” He points a finger at me. “This is not the same thing, Lilah. I'm not sleeping with the man sent to hunt me down!”

      “No, you’re just bosom buddies with the prick who started this shit in the first place.”

      He blinks. “What?”

      “Talk to Fox Fitzpatrick lately, big brother?”

      Elijah lets out a scoff. He waits for him to deny it but when Dante says nothing, his face falls. “Have you?”

      “Right after we left home, apparently,” I say. “He didn’t wait two goddamn minutes before phoning him up—”

      “That’s not what happened,” Dante interrupts. “He called me.”

      My chest aches. I didn’t want to believe it. I wanted Dante to say it was all bullshit and that Archer was a liar. What I want and what’s real rarely intersect, but I wanted to be right about this one.

      Elijah shifts on his toes. “And you didn’t think this was important to mention?”

      Dante looks between us. “It wasn’t.”

      “That’s bullshit,” I say. “Once again, you’ve compromised our childhood home for your own selfish crap, Dante. He could be there right now, lying prone across the lake, waiting to put two bullets through our skulls — and that’s on you.”

      Elijah’s eyes grow wide. “Call Lucy. Tell her to get out of there.”

      “She’s fine,” Dante says. “Fox won’t hurt her.”

      I step back in anger. “You sound awfully confident about that.”

      “He won’t,” he says again.

      “So, what’d you talk about, then?” I ask, crossing my arms. “Movies? Politics?”

      “I agreed to keep my distance and so did he. That’s all.”

      “Are you sure that’s all? Is there anything else you’d like to get off your chest?”

      Dante stares me down. “What are you getting at, Lilah?”

      I bite my tongue in hesitation. “Did you or did you not have anything to do with exposing Snake Eyes?”

      His eyes never leave mine. “You think I did?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think,” I say. “Myra, on the other hand—”

      “Myra is here?”

      “Just answer the question, Dante!”

      “No! I didn’t have anything to do with it!”

      “Guys…” Elijah gives a cautious glance around the parking lot. “That’s enough.”

      We stare in silence for many deep breaths before Dante turns his back on me and paces several feet away.

      I look at Elijah. “How did you find me out here?”

      He holds up his phone. “Your signal pinged about twenty minutes ago. We were nearby.”

      My brow rises. “In Chicago?”

      “When you disappeared from the hotel, I asked around,” he explains. “Found a girl on staff who saw you leave with a blond-haired, blue-eyed, British guy. Sounded familiar.”

      I nod. “I didn’t exactly leave with him. He caught me.”

      Dante blinks. “He caught you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You?”

      I sigh. “I put my guard down for one second, okay? Archer tracked us to St. Louis from LA and we…” I hesitate. “I screwed up.”

      Elijah keeps his focus. “From then, it was just checking security footage and tracing his ride to Chicago. Trail was going cold, so it’s a good thing you turned your phone on when you did.”

      Dante digs his heel into the dirt. “Still not fast enough to stop you from doing something stupid.”

      “Dante, chill,” Elijah says, raising his hand. “Lilah, what did Archer want with you?”

      I turn away from Dante’s scowl. “Enzo Zappia. He wasn’t happy about what we did to his little brother, so he hired Archer to track us down. He brought me back to Chicago. Enzo refused to pay up and things got violent.”

      Elijah checks me up and down with trained eyes, searching for wounds. “You okay?”

      My mind instantly flashes to the aftermath of me spread eagle on Archer’s table. “Nothing too bad…”

      “The girl at the hotel said you two talked at the bar.”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me the second you saw him?”

      “Myra gave me a mission to take him out,” I say. “I didn’t want you to know.”

      Elijah steps back. “Why not?”

      “I thought I could handle it myself.”

      My brothers pause and look at each other, their faces quickly filling with silent dread.

      “What?” I ask.

      Elijah nudges Dante’s arm. “Show her.”

      “Show me what?”

      “Dante recognized him.”

      “Archer?”

      Dante steps closer to me with his phone in hand. “About a year back, Mercer and I were in Paris for a routine hit. It was done quickly, and we still had a few hours to kill before getting to the airport, so we stopped into a safe house there for a few beers and some shut-eye.”

      “Okay… and?”

      “And Myra was already there… but she wasn’t alone.”

      He holds out his phone and I take it from him. It’s a photo of a man standing outside of an open car door on a Parisian street corner.

      Archer.

      I furrow my brow. “Why did you take this?”

      “Mercer asked me to at the time,” he says. “Said he didn’t recognize him and wanted to check him out. I assumed he found nothing because I never heard another word about it.”

      “What was he doing at a Snake Eyes safe house with Myra?” I ask.

      Dante flexes his jaw. “All I know is that he left when we arrived, and Myra was in nothing but a bathrobe and heels.”

      “Oh, please. He wouldn’t—”

      I shut my mouth. I don’t know nearly enough about Archer to make that kind of assumption.

      “Lilah…” Elijah sidles closer. “Did he say anything to you that put up a red flag? Anything to indicate that he knows more than he should?”

      I think of his story about him being buried alive. I never heard the end of it. Now, I wish I’d asked more questions instead of moaning and grunting in his ears all night.

      “He’s not Snake Eyes…” I say, shaking my head. “He doesn’t have the tattoo.”

      “And he’s not in the master file either,” Elijah says. “Lilah, he’s something else.”

      I look at the photo again and a sharp pang stabs deep in my chest.

      Dante snatches the phone from me. “We should get going. Lucy’s waiting.”

      He walks off toward his car, leaving the two of us alone.

      “Hey…” Elijah lays a hand on my shoulder. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah,” I say, gritting my teeth. “I’m just fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      We drive back to Geneva Lake in silence. I periodically catch Dante’s awkward stare in the rearview mirror, but he looks away each time with that angry, big brother scowl. It’s almost enough to make me snap at him but I’m far too exhausted to pick that battle right now.

      Lucy meets us on the porch in a tight top and yoga pants with a fresh layer of sweat coating her brow. Her eyes soften as the three of us climb out of the car and she grins wide as she sees me.

      “Hey!” she says. “Welcome… back…”

      Her head follows Dante as he brushes past her and pushes through the front door without pausing.

      She looks at me and Elijah. “Do I want to know?”

      I sigh and drop my duffel onto the porch. “It’s a long story.”

      Elijah smirks. “Lilah banged the bounty hunter.”

      Lucy’s jaw drops.

      I fire a warning glance at Elijah. “Okay, maybe not as long as I thought…”  I pull my sweater over my head and Lucy’s mouth sags a little more at the dried blood down the side of my dress. “It’s not as bad as it looks,” I assure her.

      “Lucy…” Elijah slides his medkit off his shoulder, “can you get us some water, please?”

      She nods and heads inside as the two of us sit down on the porch steps.

      I slide the dress down my shoulders and turn the wound toward him so he can get a better look at it.

      “Who patched you up?” he asks, gripping the bandage.

      I wince as he tears it off with one quick rip. “He did,” I say.

      The front door creaks open and Lucy returns with a clean cloth and a bowl of water.

      “Thanks, Luce,” Elijah says.

      She sets it down behind me and eyes the wound on my side. Not a lot of concern crosses her face, so I guess it really isn’t as bad as it seems. “I guess I’ll go talk to Dante…” she muses.

      I chuckle. “Have fun.”

      She breathes an understanding sigh and disappears back inside.

      “This was sloppy,” he says.

      I smirk. “It’s fine, Elijah. No stitches necessary. Just clean it and bandage it. It didn’t even hurt… much.”

      “I wasn’t talking about that.”

      My smile drops. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      Elijah pauses as he wrings the excess water from the cloth. “We’ve always been a team,” he says. “You and me.”

      “I know.”

      “Then, why didn’t you tell me what was going on?”

      I drop my head as he wipes the wound. “I just… you have a shot, Elijah.”

      “At what?”

      “You never wanted this.” I take a deep breath. “This lifestyle. You stuck it out for me. I wanted to give you a chance to be who you really wanted to be… for one night.”

      He fishes through his kit for a new bandage, staying quiet for several long, torturous moments before he replies. “I get it,” he finally says. “I just don’t like how you did it. We know better than to assume any job will be easy.”

      I nod. “I’m sorry.”

      “And for the record… this is who I want to be.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      I crane my neck to look at him.

      “Lilah…” he continues, “you’re my sister. My twin. Okay? Hot nurses come and go. You don’t. I don’t ever want you to think otherwise.”

      I pause, slightly intimidated by his strong tone. Elijah doesn’t put his foot down very often, but when he does, I feel a surge of pride.

      “Okay,” I say.

      Elijah takes the bowl of pink water and tosses it out into the bushes off the porch. “What about your wrists?”

      “My wrists?” I notice the red and purple marks. “Oh…” I shake my head. “They’re fine.”

      “He tie you up?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He didn’t… hurt you, did he?”

      “No.”

      “Because I’ll beat him up for you.”

      “No,” I say again, smiling. “You wouldn’t have caught us the way you did if he had.”

      “Good.” He stands and leans down to grab his medkit.

      I take his hand. “So…” I smile wider. “Was she cute?”

      Elijah breathes a reluctant laugh. “Yes,” he answers. “She’s cute. And smart.”

      “Funny?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good teeth?”

      He laughs. “Not the first thing I noticed, but yeah.”

      “You gonna see her again?”

      “I might, if things calm down.” He pauses, his eyes twisting with hesitation. “So, what’s the deal with you and the bounty hunter?”

      I wince. “I have no idea.”

      “What exactly happened?”

      “I don’t know.” My pulse skips as I stand up with him. “One minute, we’re fighting — like actual fighting — punching and kicking each other, and the next…”

      His face screws up. “Weird.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. If he really is working with Myra, then I can’t trust him at all. I can’t believe a word he said to me.” I kick the stairs beneath me. “I feel like an idiot.”

      Elijah throws his arm around my shoulders. “That’s ‘cuz you are one—” I jab his ribs with my elbow. He laughs it off. “It’s okay. Don’t beat yourself up. Dante will do that enough for you.”

      “Think he’ll get over it?”

      “Yeah.” He waves dismissively at the front door. “You know him. He just needs to let off steam. You two will be back to calling each other big brother and little sister in no time.”

      “And what about you?”

      “Eh…” He tilts his head with a sour expression, milking the moment for as long as possible before letting me down easy with a warm smile. “I already have.”

      I rest my head on his shoulder. “Good.”

      I’m such an idiot.

      There were more than enough red flags waving over Archer’s head. With everything I don’t know about him, why the hell did I fall for this… whatever the hell this is?

      Elijah gives my shoulder a light squeeze. “Think you can do it?”

      I take a deep breath. When all is said and done, there’s still a principle in play here.

      He knows too much. He knows about the lake house and that Dante’s alive and all of my own foolish weaknesses.

      Archer Allen has to die.

      “Yes,” I answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Three more days until Friday. I can find some way to kill time until then without going mad.

      I hope.

      I can’t go a minute without sensing her around me, tasting her on my lips, or catching a whiff of her scent.

      Lilah, Lilah, Lilah.

      My favorite bounty, indeed.

      Even the stench of blood and sweat and the promise of man-on-man beatings isn’t enough to curb the very thought of her.

      The two fighters circle each other in the ring, trading blow after blow while the eager St. Louis crowd blazes around me. They chant the names of their fighters and coo over the pretty blonde with the microphone who lassos them in. I must admit, these Midwest boys aren’t bad, but I prefer a little more style in my mixed martial arts.

      The fight ends with one of them tapping out and the blonde arrives on cue to soothe the losing side’s wallets with her robust cleavage.

      I glance at my watch. Three more days…

      I leave the tournament a few dollars richer than when I went in and head across the parking lot toward my trailer to try and get some sleep.

      A cold scent stings my nose, stopping me in my tracks as I step inside. That deadly and familiar mix of nicotine and Chanel No. 5.

      “Close the door, Archer.”

      I deflate with the sound of her voice, willing the chill to cease as it fires down my back. Her shape hovers in my peripheral vision, casting a ghostly shadow over my damn bed. Dark blue dress. Jet black hair. Pale white skin.

      I pull the door closed behind me before daring to look up. When I do, she purses her painted lips around the butt of her cigarette and the cherry burns orange.

      “I’ve asked you before not to smoke in here,” I say.

      Myra blows the smoke out, creating an arch over her head to fill the space around her with floating, white wisps. She flicks the cigarette to the floor and crushes it with her open-toed heel as she stands.

      “Well…” she says, “I am impressed.”

      I wince with annoyance at the fresh, black stain on my carpet. “With what?”

      “You’re still alive, for one.”

      “No thanks to you,” I say. “If you wanted me dead so badly, why didn’t you just do it yourself?”

      Her shoulders bounce. “Two birds, one stone. I’m efficient.”

      I lean against the table and cross my arms. “I don’t suppose you’ll fill in the blanks on that one. The short version, if you don’t mind.”

      She smiles at me again, gently tilting her head. “The Boss is building a new team.”

      “For what?”

      “For whatever the fuck she wants,” she says, dropping patience. “The short version is that the organization is looking for new blood. We need a good hunter and, naturally… I thought of you.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “I’m going to give you thirty seconds to redact that.” She takes several steps forward, stopping in front of me. “This was a test, Archer. I wanted to be sure you still had a little bit of that…” she reaches out and straightens my jacket collar, “survival instinct.”

      I slowly cup her wrists and guide her back a step. “That’s one bird. Who’s the other?”

      She stands a little taller and crosses her arms. “Lilah.”

      “What were you testing her for?”

      “Doesn’t matter. She failed. You didn’t.”

      I hold a fixed expression as I search her stone-cold face. “So, you pop a bit of popcorn, raise the gates, and watch as the two rats tussle over the last piece of cheese, eh?”

      “I’ll be honest,” she chuckles, “I had no idea which way it would go. You went above and beyond expectations.” She smiles wider. “I’ve never been prouder of one of my creations.”

      I look away. “And Enzo hiring me to hunt her down. Was that you, too?”

      “One part me, two parts blissful serendipity.” Her smile shifts into a scowl. “And by the way… stop taking jobs tracking down our agents. It looks bad.”

      I squint. “I thought that’s what you hired me for…”

      “I hired you to track them down for me. Not for two-bit mobsters.”

      “They pay better.”

      “They pay with money. I pay with heartbeats.” She bridges the short gap between us again. “Join the team, Archer. This is a you’re either with us or you’re against us type of situation.”

      “It always is with you.”

      “Then, I’ll save the really scary bits and skip right to it.” She caresses my cheek with the back of her hand. I fight the urge to recoil. “You’ve always been my favorite but remember one thing: I pulled you out of that box. I’ll stick you right back in again.”

      I stand still as she gives my face a gentle, but firm, slap before spinning around to the door. “And what happens to her?”

      Myra blinks with curiosity. “Do you care?”

      “No,” I answer, flashing a smile. “I’d just like to watch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      We arrive at the Botsford Plaza Hotel at seven-thirty on Friday night.

      I walk in through the front entrance and quickly blink to adjust to the bright, golden light reflecting from the chandelier above my head. My trained eyes scan the sea of blurred faces, searching for the easiest exit routes and my heart skips with excitement.

      It’s been a while since my brothers and I went on a mission together. One last job and we can put this chapter behind us and move on with our lives.

      One last kill.

      I nod to the girl at the front desk. “I’m checking in.”

      She gives a forced smile as I slide my credit card across the counter. Her eyes twitch at me several times, looking me up and down, but I don’t have time to care about whatever the hell her problem is right now.

      “All right,” she mutters. “You’re all set. Room 526. Would you like one key or two?”

      “Two, please.”

      Her brows bounce as she lays two keycards on the counter with my credit card. “Enjoy your stay.”

      I swipe them up and escape from the front desk to cross the lobby.

      It’s a busy night tonight. The lobby is packed with groups of people lingering around, dressed for a good time. I probably would have done the same if circumstances were different but it’s difficult to hide a decent pistol in a mini skirt.

      Not impossible, though.

      I pause by a stack of magazines, quickly glancing around for prying eyes before sliding one of my keycards inside and leaving it behind on the table for Elijah.

      My hand drifts behind me, instinctively searching for the gun stashed in my belt, as I walk into the hotel bar. I tap a toe to my other heel, feeling the knife stashed in my ankle holster, hidden from sight. I haven’t spoken to Archer since I agreed to meet him here at the hotel, but if my instincts are correct, then I’m sure I’ll find him exactly where he found me.

      I look at the table in the corner and butterflies attack my gut.

      Archer sits at the same booth with a bottle of the same crap beer he ordered before. His hair is clean and combed back but a few yellow strands tickle his forehead. He’s shaved, too. And that darned leather jacket is as sexy as ever over a freshly ironed dress shirt.

      I take a moment, feeling the weight of the job on my shoulders and the eyes of my brothers on my back, before slowly stepping through the crowded bar.

      Archer glances up, his eyes as drawn to me as mine are to his, and he smiles.

      Fuck, he’s gorgeous.

      My feet move on their own, taking trained and purposeful steps in his direction. Before I reach the table, his gaze falls to my toes and back up, lingering on my tight jeans and the deep V-neck of my red blouse.

      “Hello, Lilah,” he says. The second syllable rolls off his tongue and tingles my spinal cord.

      “Sorry if you’ve been waiting long.”

      He shakes his head. “Just in time for happy hour.”

      A waitress appears at my side with a glass of red wine on a tray. She sets the glass down with a smile and Archer gives her a wink.

      “Have a drink with me,” he says, gesturing to the seat across from him.

      I hesitate. The faster I get this over with, the better off we’ll all be. Frankly, I’m scared of what I’ll do if I stare too long into his wild, blue eyes.

      I cave and sit down, sliding toward the center of the booth. It’s not my preferred place to be. I’d much rather sit with my back to the wall and my eyes on the entrance—

      “You seem quiet,” he says.

      “No, just…” I settle in and smile. “Just a long ride back here.”

      “For a few minutes there, I thought you wouldn’t show.”

      “I almost didn’t.”

      “I imagine your brothers spent a good bit of time indoctrinating you against me.”

      I chuckle. “They certainly did.”

      “What made you come anyway?”

      His eyes sparkle in the dim, golden light, but I hold it steady.

      “I wanted to,” I answer.

      He smiles and raises his bottle. “That’s a point for me.”

      I take hold of my wineglass and bring it to my lips. Before I take a sip, I inhale through my nose to catch the various scents found in good wine.

      I freeze, detecting a faint chemical lingering beneath it.

      Ketamine.

      I suppose I have Elijah and his chemistry set to thank for this one.

      I set the glass down without drinking it and meet Archer’s eyes across the table again.

      My guts churn. All my worst fears about this man are steadily coming true.

      And I have no one to blame but myself.

      “Everything all right?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say quickly.

      I slide my shoe off beneath the table and extend my foot to caress his calf.

      Amusement strikes his cheeks. He says nothing and lets my toes crawl toward his groin.

      “How about we just… continue this in my room?” I ask, gently knocking against his bulge with my big toe.

      Archer bites his lip, pausing to enjoy a few hard strokes from my foot before standing up from the booth. “Lead the way,” he says.

      I step back into my shoe and walk with him, casually scanning the unending sea of faces in the lobby as we move. The magazine I stashed the room key in has been turned face-down, signaling a successful pick-up.

      Archer leads me to the elevator.

      “You know what?” I grin. “Let’s take the scenic route.”

      I pull him along with me, all the way across the lobby to the stairway. I turn my back to the door and flash him a seductive smile before pushing it open. He follows me in with just as much enthusiasm and I’m pinned to the wall before the door even closes behind us.

      Archer kisses me hard. I can’t help but part my lips for him. It feels the same as it always has, as warm and tender as the night we spent together, and that just makes it worse.

      Tears build behind my eyelashes as I reach behind my back and curl my fingers around the cold, hard grip of my gun. I bring it forward and press the muzzle beneath his chin.

      Archer stops our kiss and sighs. “Lilah…”

      “Shut up.” I put pressure on him. He takes a step back with his open hands slowly rising. “Tell me who you really are.”

      He stares past the gun, ignoring it to make eye contact with me instead. “You know who I really am.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “It’s not, love.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “It’s true,” he says. “I’m Archer Allen. MI-6 turned bounty hunter—”

      “Turned Snake Eyes agent?”

      “I’m not an agent.”

      “Then, how do you know Myra?”

      He flexes his jaw as his eyes twist with memory. “She dug me out of that hole.”

      “Why?”

      “Because she’s the one who put me in it,” he says, his voice cracking. “I laid in that grave for who knows how long, praying to anyone who would hear me and gasping for air. All the while, I heard her laughing above me, chanting at me to last just a little while longer and I did. I survived within an inch of death and she’s spent the last five years holding the life she granted me over my head.”

      My grip loosens. “How?”

      “By forcing me to work for her,” he answers. “Odd jobs, here and there. Tracking down rogue agents and… civilians. Anyone she wanted without much of an explanation.” His eyes fill with regret. “Innocent people…”

      I swallow to wet my dry throat. “Is that true?”

      “I’ve no reason to lie to you.”

      “Did you sleep with her?”

      He deflates. “Never because I wanted to.”

      Nausea wrecks my gut. I have no reason to feel badly about that, but it still burns.

      “Lilah…” He looks at the gun between us and lowers his hands. “Do it.”

      I blink. “What?”

      “If this will make you happy… do it,” he says. “At least, then, I would have done something decent with my life.”

      I put a bit of pressure on the trigger, but my hand locks up. My eyes shake with tears. My ankles sway beneath me. I struggle to remain upright as I stare back at him, feeling my nerves twist into knots.

      I can’t do it.

      I can’t kill him.

      He lunges forward, knocking the gun out of the way to cup my face and kiss me. The gun slips from my grasp and clatters to the floor. The sound echoes throughout the dark stairwell and I lose myself completely in his embrace.

      I kiss him back, falling into his strong hold as he pulls me against him.

      Archer breaks our kiss, sliding his mouth along my cheekbone. His lips press against my ear and he speaks, his voice so low I can barely make it out.

      “She’s listening.”

      I lean back as he reaches down and pulls my red blouse up to my navel. He holds a stiff finger against my skin, making eye contact with me as he slowly traces along the black cobra tail. I look down his shirt. He nods as he points to the button between his pecs.

      He’s wired.

      Myra is here.

      She could have agents stationed anywhere in this building. If she catches one peek at Dante, he may never see Lucy again. Maybe she already has and it’s too late to warn him...

      I have to get upstairs.

      I hold two fingers up and point them at my eyes, silently asking if she’s watching as well. He shakes his head and taps one ear.

      Audio only. That works for me.

      I grip the edge of his jacket and pull him in for another kiss. We don’t hold back. Our lips smack together. We moan and groan. His hands run amok on me, sliding all the way down to silently pick my gun up off the floor and return it to my belt.

      Fortunately, this is a performance I can get behind. If anyone thinks to attack me in here while we’re distracted, they’re in for a surprise. We climb one step at a time with wide-open eyes, listening for doors and echoing feet, until we make it to the fifth floor.

      I throw open the door and pull Archer with me into the hallway. We move fast, navigating the long corridor until I find room 526. My brothers are on the other side of this door, ready and willing to put a bullet in Archer’s skull, but the plan has officially changed.

      Archer could have turned us over to Myra, but he didn’t. He could have walked away with more money than he’d ever dreamed of, but he didn’t. He chose to save me instead.

      And I choose to trust him.

      I lay my palm on his chest to guide him backward. He nods with curiosity as I slide the keycard into the door. The light flashes from red to green and the lock clicks open.

      I roll my hand into a tight fist, laying my thumb along my fingers. It’s a subtle hand gesture, one commonly used among Snake Eyes agents to signify one thing:

      Safe.

      I push the door open and step inside, leading with my closed fist.

      My brothers stare at me across the golden room with wide eyes, their pistols held at their sides.

      Dante eyes my fist. “Lil—”

      I hold my two fingers to my lips to silence him, making sure to keep my other fist in front as Archer closes the door behind us. I slide the fingers back to my ears, gesturing that we’ve been bugged and Archer points to the button on his shirt.

      Elijah moves to grab the pen and notepad off the table in the corner. He hands them to me. I write out a message.

      Myra.

      Dante points at Archer with his gun but I stand my ground, flexing my fist again in front of me. He lets out an angry sigh and holsters his weapon, casting a hard glare at Archer as he backs down.

      I lower my fist and I scratch out another note.

      We have to leave. Now.

      My brothers nod and head toward the door, eying Archer as they pass him by.

      I turn to him and he lays a warm hand on my cheek.

      “Go,” he whispers.

      I tug his sleeve, urging him to come with us but he shakes his head and snatches the notepad from my hand.

      He writes on it and holds it up to me.

      I can buy you time.

      My heart stalls. If I leave him this way, he’s done for. There’s no way he can explain how we all managed to escape without giving himself up. One wrong move and his cover is blown. One misstep and he’s dead.

      I push up onto the tips of my toes, locking our lips and holding him close. He kisses me back with just as much intensity and my senses burn a little brighter.

      I whisper in his ear. “I’m sorry.”

      He moves back to look at me with a furrowed brow. I ignore the concern in his perfect eyes and spin around, kicking him in the head.

      Archer slams against the wall and tumbles to the floor, completely knocked out on impact.

      I take one last look at him before turning away and joining my brothers. “Let’s go,” I tell them.

      Dante moves quickly down the hall, but Elijah stays behind him with me. He lays a reassuring hand on my shoulder and I give him a silent nod. I can hide emotion from my big brother all day, every day. But never from my twin.

      We reach the stairwell and Dante halts in place. He holds up his hand to stop us as the pounding of boots echoes from the stories above. He jumps back but not fast enough to go unnoticed.

      A few heads peek out over the railings and they quicken their pace in our direction.

      “There they are!”

      Dammit.

      We all reach for our pistols with trained hands as the first few gunshots pop into the floor in front of us.

      “Down! Go!” Dante shouts.

      Elijah and I rush the stairs as Dante provides cover, firing multiple shots upward at the agents who dare stick their heads out again.

      We cling to the wall, running fast until the door to the third floor swings open and two agents attack us.

      I use my forward momentum to kick off the wall and slam a hard fist into one’s throat. He lets out an animalistic choke and falls to his knees while the other agent points his pistol at me. Elijah fires first, killing him instantly, and I waste no time doing the same to the man on his knees in front of me.

      Dante grunts in pain above us.

      “Dante!” I gasp.

      Elijah pulls me back as an agent falls from the story above. He screams all the way down before slamming head-first into the bottom floor.

      Dante catches up with a fresh cut above his left eye, but he pushes us forward. We hop over the bodies to continue down. We don’t make it half a floor until the lobby door opens and four more agents in tactical vests come piling in.

      “Shit,” I mutter, clenching my teeth as we all spin around.

      We go back to the third floor and Elijah slams the door closed behind us.

      “There should be another stairwell on the other side,” I say.

      Dante nods and the three of us bolt down the corridor. The stairwell door behind opens as we near the elevators and my heart jolts with each trigger pulled.

      We all slam our backs to the wall, squeezing into the alcoves by the doors to dodge the bullets.

      “On second thought…” I say, poking the elevator call button beside me.

      Dante drops to his knees and takes aim down the hall. I plant myself behind him, firing over his head, and we easily take down three agents together.

      “Elijah,” I shout. “Flank.”

      Elijah turns to watch our backs. I keep an anxious eye on the elevator as two more engage us from the stairway in front.

      If Myra just wanted to bring me in, she wouldn’t have brought this many agents to do it. This is overkill. You don’t send this many agents for one job unless you’re expecting a fight.

      I guess the Hart family isn’t under suspicion of treason anymore.

      This is a Code Black.

      “More on this side!” Elijah says.

      I look over my shoulder as he fires down the hall at four agents, one of whom is dressed a little differently than the others.

      Myra never did like wearing black.

      She pokes her head around the corner and makes eye contact with me in her sleeveless, white dress. Her red lips curl as she looks from me to Dante and back again. Vindication crosses her face and my blood boils with rage.

      The elevator finally arrives, dinging softly behind me and I sigh with relief. We all back up against the doors and quickly step on as soon as they open.

      I pound the key to the lobby, keeping my head down as more bullets pelt against the alcove. “Come on…” I growl, tapping a little harder.

      “They’ll beat us down there,” Dante says, checking his clip.

      Elijah gasps beside me. “Lilah—!”

      I look up to see Myra standing by the closing doors with her pistol pointed inside.

      I act on instinct, aiming my gun at her and we pull our triggers at the same time.

      My bullet strikes her right shoulder and she stumbles backward as the elevator closes.

      I brace myself for pain.

      Elijah falls to his knees beside me.

      My jaw drops as blood spills down his shirt. “Elijah!”

      I grip his arm, but he slips from my grasp. Dante lunges for him and the two of us guide him down to the floor.

      Elijah rests his back against the wall with heavy eyes as the color drains from his face.

      Dante lays his hand over Elijah’s heart to put pressure on the wound but crimson blood pours from between his fingers.

      I check behind him. “There’s no exit wound…”

      Elijah groans and slumps a little further down.

      “No, no…” I say, cupping his face. “Stay with us, Eli. This is nothing.”

      Elijah twitches awake and grabs Dante’s hand. “Get…”

      Dante leans in to pick him up. “Elijah, stand up.”

      I nod. “Come on—”

      But Elijah shakes his head and pulls Dante closer.

      “Get her out.”

      Dante pauses and stares into his eyes. After a few seconds, he nods and lets go of Elijah’s hand, letting it fall to his side.

      “No,” I whisper as my twin closes his eyes. “Elijah? Elijah!”

      Dante takes his gun and stands up. “Lilah, we have to go.”

      “What are you doing?” I ignore the black hole growing in my gut and shake Elijah again. “Eli…”

      The elevator reaches the lobby and Dante plants himself by the doors with his pistol ready.

      Elijah slouches even more. I try to pull him back up but gravity weighs heavy on him.

      The doors slide open and Dante leans into the corner to dodge the incoming gunfire from the far side of the lobby.

      “Lilah, let him go! There’s no time!”

      His eyelids don’t move.

      His chest doesn’t rise or fall.

      My heart breaks.

      Oh, god.

      No.

      Dante grabs my arm. “He’s gone, Lilah.”

      “No.” I jerk free. “No, no. He’ll get back up. We always get back up—”

      “Lilah! Look at me!” He takes my face in his hands and warm blood wipes along my cheek. “I need you here, okay?”

      “We can’t leave him!”

      “Get up.” He pulls me to my feet. “It’s what he’d do.”

      I push him away. “No—”

      He shoves me back against the wall as another round of bullets rain into the elevator. Dante grabs my gun off the floor and forces it into my open palm. Muscle memory latches around the grip. I hold it steady as everything else inside of me spirals out of control.

      Dante aims into the lobby, carefully hugging the wall as he fires several rounds toward the bar. He takes a quick step back, grabs my hand, and yanks me out with him. We quickly take cover behind the nearest couches, narrowly dodging a few close hits along the way.

      My eyes stay on Elijah and he wakes up.

      His eyes flash open. He sits straight up and pulls himself off the floor.

      He grabs his gun, rolls out to join us, and we all escape together.

      The way it’s always been.

      I blink and he’s still in the elevator, slumped over in a pool of blood.

      “Lilah!”

      I force it all into the back of my mind as the doors slide closed on him. I check how many rounds I have left and slam the clip back in while I tilt my head out.

      Four agents remain between us and the entrance and I only have two rounds left. There’s nothing but chairs and catatonic civilians between us and them. Myra and the others are on their way down right now. If we wait to move any longer, we’ll be trapped here.

      I push upward and aim across the room, firing high to catch an agent in the throat. Dante does the same and the two agents topple to their knees.

      “I only have one left,” I say. “Where’s the car?”

      “Out back,” Dante says.

      I point across the lobby to the bar. “Go through the kitchen to the parking lot. I’ll clear the rest and meet you out front.”

      He hesitates. “Lilah…”

      “Go! Now.”

      I slide the knife free from my ankle holster.

      Dante looks from me to the blade and back again before nodding. “I’ll see you in thirty seconds,” he says.

      “Thirty seconds,” I repeat.

      I aim up at the golden chandelier hanging from the ceiling, squinting hard to make the last bullet count. I fire and we move fast, bolting in opposite directions across the lobby.

      The bullet tears through the chain and the chandelier plummets to the floor behind the agents.

      It distracts them for a second but that’s all I need.

      I rush toward them and launch over their couch, kicking one in the jaw while I tackle the other to the floor. I slide the blade along his neck, digging in deep enough to scrape the bone. As the other agent jolts back up, I flip the knife over in my palm and throw it at him as hard as I can. It plunges into his eye and he slouches over in a twitching heap.

      The stairwell doors open across the lobby and a half-dozen more agents rush out.

      I bolt for the entrance, throwing open the doors, and running outside as Dante’s car peels around the building. He slows to a crawl and I hop inside, slamming the door behind me as several agents make it to the entrance.

      “Keep your head down!” Dante shouts, leaning over and navigating fast through the lot.

      Bullets shatter my window, but I’ve already stuck my head between my knees.

      I force myself to breathe through the ninety-degree turns and the screeching tires and the wailing car horns.

      Eventually, the world goes quiet. City lights disappear behind us. Concrete buildings become trees. Smog blends into fresh air.

      I breathe. It’s all I can do.

      Dante lays a hand on my back. “You can look up now,” he whispers.

      I hold my shaking head in my hands.

      He’s wrong. I can’t bring myself to look up.

      I’m not ready to see an empty backseat yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Dammit.

      No.

      I kneel in the elevator next to Elijah and place my fingers against his neck. I feel for his artery, pressing hard and hoping for the faintest pulse, but the bullet tore right through his heart.

      He’s dead.

      “You told her our little secret.”

      Myra stands in the hallway behind me. Agents pass by, gathering bodies and cleaning up after the siege.

      Blood trickles down her right shoulder and, for the first time since I met her, she looks nervous. Her white dress is ruined. The color has rubbed off her ruby red lips. She picks at the chipped polish on her thumbnail with gently shaking hands.

      “I told her what I had to to keep breathing,” I say. “Can’t blame me for that.”

      “That is what you do best.” She holds me with scolding eyes. “You were supposed to keep her at the bar.”

      I stand up. “That would have looked suspicious. She saw right through the spiked wineglass.”

      “So, she takes you upstairs to a room of her choosing, where you’re ambushed by not one — not two — but three Harts. Lilah knocks you out cold and we show up just in time to keep them putting you down for good?”

      I rub my sore neck. “That’s about right, yes.”

      She reaches out and yanks the button bug off my shirt. “And I didn’t hear a word of this because…?”

      “Hell if I know. It’s your tech.”

      She seethes impatience. “I certainly have my work cut out with you, don’t I?”

      “I’m a hunter,” I point out. “You didn’t hire me for bloody espionage.”

      “And now, she and Dante are gone.”

      “You didn’t follow them?”

      “We did.”

      I smirk. “You lost them?”

      “The Harts have been in the organization for a decade. Dante practically invented some of our more modern disappearing techniques.” She sighs. “They’re gone.”

      I hide the relief. “I’m sure they’ll turn up.”

      “As soon as you find them, yes.” She raises a brow. “Clear your schedule, Archer. You’re going to be very busy for a while.”

      “What makes you think I know where they’d go now?”

      “According to my sources, you were on your way to pick him up very recently.”

      I play dumb. “What sources?”

      “Not your concern. Just get it done. The Boss has already run out of patience with this matter and she doesn’t want them causing problems next week.”

      “What happens next week?”

      She opens her mouth to answer but the stairway door opens down the hall.

      Enzo Zappia steps into the hallway with a wide grin and a brown briefcase at his side. His jaw drops as he hops over the dead bodies like a giddy child on his way toward us.

      I look at Myra. “What the hell is he doing here?”

      “He’s my client,” she says, turning on her heels. “Efficiency, Archer. If I’m going to waste time hunting our own employees, I might as well make a little money while I’m at it.”

      My eyes fall to Elijah again. She sold him. She fucking sold him.

      Enzo stops in front of us and laughs as soon as he sees Elijah in the elevator. “Oh, now that…” He sighs. “That is a beautiful sight. Well done, Ms. Myra. My father will be very happy to see this. Should perk him right up.”

      “It was my pleasure, Mr. Zappia,” she says.

      He flashes a flirtatious wink. “Enzo, please.”

      Myra ignores it and stares at him, patiently waiting until he takes the hint. He holds out the briefcase and she snatches it from him.

      He grins at me. “Hey, Allen. No hard feelings, right? I was kind of a dick before but that’s business. You understand.”

      I hold back the urge to crush his face. “Entirely.”

      Myra lowers the briefcase to her side. “Archer, please carry the package to Mr. Zappia’s car.”

      The package?

      He’s a fucking person.

      The twin of the woman I love. I couldn’t see how much they resembled each other until now. The same long eyelashes. The same nose and cheekbones. His hair is a dark chestnut. I suppose that’s Lilah’s real color beneath the fire-red dye…

      “Archer.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say, shaking out of it.

      I lower down to my knees to pull Elijah off the floor. His blood coats my hands and it chills me to the bone. This is Hart blood. Lilah’s blood. It easily could have been her in my arms right now.

      Enzo extends his hand to Myra. “It’s been a pleasure.”

      She doesn’t take it. She eyes me instead, watching with a squinted gaze as I gently lift Elijah onto my shoulder.

      “Come back up here when you’re done,” she says to me. “We still have work to do and I can’t hold off law enforcement for much longer.”

      I nod as Enzo steps onto the elevator. He chuckles to himself, carefully avoiding the pool of blood beneath us.

      Myra stares at me, unblinking and cold, until the elevator doors close.

      Enzo leads me outside to a black sedan parked behind my trailer. My lips twitch with amusement. This asshole actually came alone, though I suspect he didn’t have much choice considering how many of his men Lilah slaughtered all by herself.

      “Here…” Enzo pauses behind his car. “Toss him in the trunk.”

      I walk past him and open the backseat instead.

      “Hey! I said the trunk. I don’t want to get blood on the upholstery.”

      I lower down and slide Elijah off my shoulder to lay him inside.

      “Hey, Allen! You stupid or something?”

      I spin back around toward Enzo. He stares at me with an annoyed, twisted expression as I roll my hands into white-knuckle fists.

      “Give me your phone,” I growl.

      “What?”

      I jab him hard in the jaw and he falls to the ground like a damn rag doll. While he cries out in pain, I search his pockets for his phone. I quickly find it in his suit jacket and throw it across the parking lot.

      “What the—”

      I silence him with a hard kick to the gut. His clothing tears in my grasp as I grab him and jerk him off the ground. He struggles but he’s no fighter, coughing and gasping for air through his bruised solar plexus.

      I toss him into the trunk and slam it closed. The car rocks up and down as he bounces around inside and shouts for help.

      My phone rings in my pocket. I answer without looking.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Her voice is calm yet pointed.

      I scan the hotel windows, searching for her spying eyes. “Taking out the trash,” I say.

      Myra kisses her teeth. “You’re making a huge mistake, Archer.”

      “Noted.”

      “You love her, don’t you? I can see it all over your face.”

      I inhale a deep breath. “Even if I didn’t, I’d still do this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because fuck you and your ugly shoes.”

      She cackles. “You know, my mother told me I was wrong about you. That my instincts were off, and you weren’t fit for this team.”

      “She was right.”

      “I guess so.” I hear her burning cigarette paper. “Enjoy the quiet while it lasts, Archer.” She lowers to a whisper. “It’s about to get very loud…”

      I drop the phone to the ground and smash it beneath my heel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      I stop on the front porch.

      Wind chills my skin. Insects buzz around me. Water slaps against the dock across the lawn. It’s the same as it always is out here but the inside of the house won’t be the same ever again.

      My ankles fuse to the wood beneath me, refusing to take another step.

      Dante pauses as well, his legs just as stiff and cold as mine are, and we stand together in the darkness.

      Lucy opens the front door, her eyes wide with worry as she studies our wounded faces. “What happened?” she asks.

      Dante inhales but the air slips right back out.

      She looks behind us, growing more terrified. “Where’s Elijah?”

      The sob strikes me down and I drop to my knees. My hands break my fall, but I struggle to hold myself up as tears spill onto my blood-soaked fingers.

      Whispering voices fade in and out above me. I can’t make out the words through my own gasping breaths but whatever they are, they make Lucy walk back inside.

      Dante lowers himself down to sit beside me. His arms wrap around my waist and he pulls me in, holding me against his chest with unyielding strength.

      “I’ve got you, little sister,” he says. “I’ve got you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I killed a man.

      Put a gun against his head. Pulled the trigger, now he’s dead.

      It’s not how it is in the movies. There was no crescendo of music. No dramatic break of tension. Just a few pounds of pressure, a bit of recoil, and then... he was on the ground.

      “Good job, baby girl. Tomorrow, we’ll get you tatted-up!”

      As much as I hated Mercer calling me baby girl (and the fact that he said it with his hand firmly planted on my ass), I really feel like I did a good job. I killed a man and received praise for it. Some nameless man I never saw before. I killed him... and it felt good. I felt powerful. I felt important.

      I protected my family. Even Gramps would be proud, right?

      “Hey.”

      I flinch beneath the steaming shower head. “Dammit, Eli...” I say with an annoyed gasp.

      He chuckles from behind the curtain. “Did I scare you?” he asks.

      I turn the water off and wipe it from my eyes before extending my arm through the curtain for my towel hanging just out of reach.

      “A little,” I answer.

      Elijah puts the towel in my hand. I unfold it and look down at my bare, ink-less chest. Tomorrow, I’ll have a cobra tattoo. Just like Dante’s.

      I quickly cover myself before opening the curtain.

      “Thanks,” I say, combing my fingers through my hair.

      “You okay?” Elijah asks.

      “Yeah. Just jumpy, I guess.”

      He nods. “So, how’d it go?”

      How’d it go?

      He says it so casually like I just ran an errand in town.

      “It was...” I pause, unsure how to answer it without him thinking I’m crazy.

      Am I crazy? Should it bother me more than it does that I just committed murder for a little money? But it wasn’t only for that. It was for us, so our family could stay together. Elijah understands that. He’d understand me if I just said what I was thinking out loud.

      “Amazing,” I whisper. “It was unlike anything I’ve ever felt before.”

      “That’s what Dante said, too,” he says, his eyes lacking any judgment whatsoever.

      “Mercer said they’d have another mission for me in a few days.”

      I pick up a second towel off the counter next to individually wrapped soaps and tiny bottles of generic shampoo. A Chicago hotel room tonight. Tomorrow night? We don’t know.

      But that’s part of the job.

      I begin patting my arms dry. “Have they assigned you to anything yet?” I ask.

      Elijah shakes his head. “Not yet, but Dante told them I was good with a needle. Mercer said they’d be no shortage of nicks and cuts for me to practice on. Seems like they’ll make me a medic, or something.”

      “That sounds cool.”

      “Yeah, it’s...” He smiles. “It feels right.”

      I nod. “It does.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks. “With all of this?”

      I take a breath to really think about it before answering. Am I really okay with this? Am I really okay with being a contract killer at seventeen?

      Maybe. Maybe not. But the alternative was unacceptable.

      “I have to be,” I answer. “Are you okay? With all of this?”

      He hesitates. He knows he can say whatever he wants to me. My twin and I have agreed and disagreed plenty over our lifetime, but we’ve never been too scared to say what we’re thinking.

      “I’m okay if you’re okay,” he finally answers.

      “I’m okay,” I say.

      “Then, I’m okay.” He stands a little taller. “And now we have Dante back, too. That’s all that matters to me.”

      “Agreed.” I smile. “We always said we’d stick together. If this is how we do that, then I’m in. I don’t care what I have to do, what I have to... become. As long as you guys are there.”

      “Agreed,” he says.

      “I don’t know who I am without you, Eli.”

      He chortles. “Now you’re just getting sappy.”

      “No, I mean it,” I say. “If you weren’t here right now, I don’t know who I’d be or what I’d do. You’re a piece of me, one these snakes could never touch. And...” I look down as I remember the thrill of a gun in my palm. “I want you to be there to remind me of who I am if I lose sight of it. All right?”

      Elijah squints, though I know he understands. He’s the only one who would understand.

      He pushes my tattered hair behind my ears and cups my cheeks. “I’m not going anywhere,” he says, his voice rigged and confident. “Ever. And neither are you. All right?”

      I swallow around the lump in my throat. “All right.”

      Elijah pulls me closer and kisses my forehead. I rest my head against his chest, feeling instantly at home again.

      Feeling safe.

      Maybe for the last time.
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      I wake up the next morning in my own bed with no memory of how I got here.

      There’s a glass of water on the bedside table. I stare through the clear liquid, making out the familiar faces in the picture frame behind it by the lamp.

      Me and my brothers when we were teenagers. Bright eyes and smiling faces. Young and full of life.

      We didn’t know any better back then.

      I bury my head in my pillow for another hour or so before pulling myself out of bed.

      I hear the two of them talking but their voices quickly fall as soon as they hear my feet on the stairs.

      Lucy meets me at the bottom and offers a kind smile. “Hey,” she says.

      “Hey…” I repeat, stepping around her.

      Dante sits in his chair at the kitchen table with a full plate of breakfast in front of him, but he hasn’t touched a bite of it. There’s a fresh bandage on his forehead, haphazardly placed over the cut on his left eye. I can’t help but think what Elijah would say if he saw it.

      “Are you hungry?” Lucy asks me.

      I shake my head. “No,” I say, plopping into the chair across from Dante.

      “Coffee?”

      “No.”

      I don’t mean to sound rude. I know she won’t take it that way, but I still offer her an apologetic look. Lucy smiles again with understanding, quickly embracing the care-taking role. We did the same for her after her father was killed. It makes sense that she’d step up now.

      She fills a glass of water and sets it down in front of me anyway before taking the seat next to Dante.

      I look at the empty chair beside me. Elijah’s chair. I still feel like his feet will come skipping down the stairs at any moment. Strangely, I never want that instinct to leave me.

      “We left him there,” I say, though I don’t mean to.

      The words slip off my tongue before I even realize it. But what’s done is done.

      Dante stares at the table. “We didn’t have a choice.”

      “Yes, we did.”

      “Lilah…” He deflates. “It was either him or all of us. He told me to get you out and I did.”

      I’m sure that thought will help him sleep for the rest of his life, but it does little to comfort me.

      Lucy rests her hand on his shoulder and another pang strikes my gut.

      I left Archer there, too. I have no idea if Myra spared him at all. I probably never will.

      What’s done is done.

      My ears twitch at the sound of tires rolling up the gravel driveway. Dante leaps out of his chair as I do, both of us beelining for the first weapon in sight on our way to the front door.

      “Lucy, stay here,” he says, gripping his pistol. She nods and does as she’s told, clinging to the kitchen table with both hands.

      We rush out onto the porch and I breathe a sigh of relief. The motor home comes to a stop near our garage with a black sedan sloppily cinched to the back of it.

      “It’s Archer…” I say, relaxing.

      Dante holds his weapon a little tighter and slides a bullet into the chamber.

      “Dante—”

      He takes wide strides off the porch. I follow close behind him all the way to the trailer door.

      Archer takes one step out and throws up his hands. “Hold on…” he says. “I come in peace.”

      I pause, my eyes instantly drawn to the blood on his shirt beneath his jacket. That wasn’t there before…

      Dante points the gun at Archer’s face. “How did you know we were here?”

      “That’s a long story and I’ll be happy to explain it, but first…”

      Archer gestures to the black car behind the trailer.

      I take a step back and move a little closer, catching sight of something in the window.

      A body lies on the backseat.

      Elijah.

      Dante joins me and lowers his gun to his side.

      “I thought he deserved a proper burial,” Archer says, slowly dropping his hands. “With his family.”

      I lock eyes with him before my vision blurs with tears. He doesn’t blink. He just stares back at me with that urge in his eyes, the same urge that I feel to run into his arms right now.

      Dante steps between us, breaking our eye contact. “Were you followed?” he asks.

      Archer shakes his head. “No.”

      “Were you followed?!”

      “No,” he says again, calm and steady. “I went several hundred miles out of my way to be sure.”

      “Hey! Get me out of here, you son-of-a-bitch! I’ll fucking slit your fucking throat, you British piece-of—”

      We pause and look toward the trunk as the rapid-fire slurs continue.

      Archer reaches into his pocket for the car keys and tosses them at Dante. “For you,” he says. “The man who ordered his hit.”

      Dante catches them and moves to the trunk.

      I stand still and stare at Archer as I recognize the muffled voice inside. My heart races with revenge and grief and love — all at the same time. Archer risked his life to bring Elijah back here… and he risked a hell of a lot more capturing a damn Zappia, too.

      He meets my eyes. “I’m sorry for your loss, Lilah.”

      My lower lip trembles.

      Dante pops the trunk and the shouting stops. For the first time in days, my big brother smiles.

      “Hey, Enzo,” he says.

      “Aw, shit.”

      I walk over and stand beside him. Enzo’s beady eyes flinch in my direction. I take pleasure in his sweat-covered, panicked face.

      “Warm enough in there for you?” I ask.

      The harsh summer sun beams down at him as he squints in anger.

      “Hang in there, Enzo.” I glance over my shoulder at the lake behind us and reach up to lay my hand on the trunk door. “We’ll get you cooled off soon.”

      “Wait, wait—”

      I slam it closed on him and he starts screaming again.

      Dante turns to Archer and walks back over to him by the car. They stare at each other for several moments before Dante finally nods.

      “Thank you,” he says.

      “You’re welc—”

      Dante punches Archer in the nose.

      I gasp as Archer falls back against the car. His hands fly to his face, cradling his already busted nose. My instincts tear in two, leaving me frozen between my brother and my lover. I expect Dante to keep pounding on him, but he steps back instead and walks away to join Lucy on the porch.

      Archer stands upright and nods as blood trickles down his lip. “I guess I deserved that.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      He shrugs and wipes it away. “I kind of banged his little sister…”

      I sigh. “Thank you.”

      Archer shifts backward and blocks his face. “You’re not going to hit me, too, are you?”

      “No.”

      He relaxes. “Then, you’re welcome.”

      I look him up and down. “Are you okay?” I ask. “Do you need a tampon or something?”

      “No.” He smiles. “I think I’ll manage.”

      “How’s the head?”

      “Hardly felt it, love. And it worked, obviously… until I tossed a gangster in a boot. That stood out a bit.”

      My smile fades. I take a slow, deep breath before finally letting myself look at Elijah in the backseat. I move around to the other side of the car, feeling the weight on my shoulders as it doubles with each step I take.

      I open the back door and slide inside, sitting down on the seat next to my twin’s body. I expect him to open his eyes and scold me for waking him, but he just lies there. Still and cold.

      I raise him up and place his head on my lap. “I’m so sorry, Eli,” I whisper.

      I’ve been shot. Stabbed. Burned. Thrown out of windows.

      None of it hurt as much as this.

      I run my fingers through his shaggy hair. He never did get that haircut. He never got a second date with that nurse. He never had the chance to live the normal life he always should have had if it weren’t for me.

      “Lilah.”

      I glance up at Archer standing by the door.

      “What do you need?” he asks.

      “Tell me the truth. For the next five seconds, I’ll believe any word you say.” I bite my quivering lips as tears fall down my cheeks. “Was this my fault?”

      Archer furrows his brow and takes a knee beside us. “No,” he says. “This wasn’t your fault, love.”

      I nod once. I pull Elijah closer. I rest my forehead against his as Archer lays a strong hand on my back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Dante emerges from the house about an hour later with swollen, red eyes and the brunette by his side.

      They move around the house to the dock and he pulls the small rowboat ashore. He drags it through the tall grass and sets it down near the driveway. I think to offer my assistance, but I stay with Lilah instead until she pulls herself out of the car and wipes her eyes.

      “Do you have a knife?” she asks me.

      I rush into my trailer and fetch one from the drawer for her. She uses it to trim a lock of Elijah’s hair. After tying it together with another strand, she puts the lock in her pocket and gives the knife back to me.

      “Thank you,” she says, her voice breaking.

      Gravel crunches behind me as Dante draws near. He silently kneels where I was before and Lilah’s head falls to his shoulder. I take several steps back. If they speak to each other, I don’t hear it, nor would I want to be an intruder on the moment. I never had a family. I’ve never been close enough to anyone to even have one. I can only imagine what they must be feeling right now.

      “I’m Lucy.”

      I turn, suddenly noticing the brunette standing beside me with an extended hand. I take it and give her a soft shake, careful not to disturb the bandage around her wrist.

      “Archer,” I say.

      Her eyes look just as red and swollen as Dante’s. It must be a powerful feeling to be the woman a man like Dante Hart breaks down for.

      As she releases my hand, her gaze lingers on her wrapped wrist and tears swell in her eyes. She forces them down and stands a little taller as Dante and Lilah rise. They carry Elijah across the driveway to the boat waiting there and rest him inside with his arms folded across his chest.

      They decide to burn him.

      I don’t hear them discuss it. It’s silently understood between Dante and Lilah, although I assume they’ve all spoken to each other about what their wishes would be at one point or another. There’s no eulogy. No kind words spoken. Lucy circles the house once and gathers a handful of fresh flowers to lay around him. Dante fills the bottom of the boat with gasoline from a can he found in the shed by the lake.

      Lilah lights the match. I’ve had my eye on Lilah Hart for weeks now, following and watching as she does her job — and does it well — but I’ve honestly never seen her any stronger than this moment.

      As the flames rise, I stand beside her and take her hand. She squeezes my fingers. I feel a shake in her muscles, but she powers through it without tears.

      Eventually, Dante breaks from Lucy’s embrace and turns to us. His eyes fall to our hands for a moment before he looks up again and nods.

      “Let’s get to work,” he says.
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        * * *

      

      Hell hath no fury, as they say.

      Though, I’m not sure these broken Harts are what they had in mind.

      I stand with my back to the wall in their living room. It’s a cozy house, not unlike what I always imagined a happy childhood would look like. Lilah sits in an armchair beside me while Dante and Lucy take the couch by the wall. I see bits of everyone’s personalities scattered about the house. Family photos. Old magazines. Yoga mats and ammo boxes.

      “I want to kill them,” Lilah says, hugging her knees. “All of them.”

      Dante shakes his head. “I get that, I do, but—”

      “But nothing, Dante. We can’t just sit here.”

      “Why not?”

      She gestures at me. “If Archer can figure out where we are, they can, too. It’s only a matter of time.”

      His stare flicks at me with annoyance. This man already has plenty of reason to despise me and I wish Lilah would stop reminding him of every single one of them, but…

      “She’s right,” I say. “Myra made mention of something happening next week. She didn’t say what, but the Boss wants to make sure you’re all dead before then. They’ll be turning over every last stone until they find you.”

      Lilah nods. “We hit the road and keep moving.”

      “And how long will that last?” Dante asks.

      “For as long as it has to,” she says. “Dante, I’m sorry. I know you wanted to settle down here, but you can’t. Not yet. Not until we take out the Boss.”

      He scoffs quietly. “Lilah, we don’t even know who the Boss is.”

      Lucy frowns. “None of you met your own boss?”

      “She was more of a phantom than anything else,” he explains. “Myra spoke for her.”

      I bite my cheek. “I may know where to start looking.” Again, he squints at me. “Myra slipped up back at the hotel. She said her mother didn’t trust her instincts about me and that I wasn’t fit enough for their new team.”

      Lilah furrows her brow. “Her mother?”

      “Shit…” Dante’s shoulders sag.

      “What?”

      He takes a breath. “One night, about three or four years ago, Mercer caught me checking out Myra.”

      Lucy leans forward. “Oh, really?”

      “Four years ago,” he repeats, smiling at her.

      She crosses her arms. “Uh-huh.”

      “Anyway, he offered to arrange a swap. A night with Myra for me, for a night with Lilah for him.”

      Lilah recoils. “Ew.”

      “I told him to piss off, obviously,” Dante continues, “and I never thought much else about it until now.”

      I nod. “Your sister for his.”

      He nods back.

      “Myra is Mercer’s sister?” Lilah asks.

      “If that’s true, then Mercer…” Dante says, “was the Boss’ son.”

      Lilah plants her feet on the floor and turns to look at me. “Did Myra say what this new team was for?”

      “No,” I answer. “Just that she needed a hunter.”

      She turns back around and stares at the floor.

      Dante studies her flinching eyes. “What you got, Lilah?”

      She licks her lips. “If Mercer really was heir to the Boss’ throne, then she would have been more than a little unhappy when he went missing.”

      He nods. “And she’d go nuclear if the prime suspect exposed the whole damn organization, too.”

      “She’s going after Fox,” Lilah says.

      “Then, they’ve already found him,” he adds. “They wouldn’t have set a plan in motion otherwise.”

      “That’s why you’re such a high priority right now, Dante. They think you’ll warn him, and he’ll disappear again. If there’s anyone better at hiding than you, it’s him.”

      Lucy bounces. “And that’s why they needed a hunter!” She gives a sheepish smile. “Sorry, just wanted to contribute.”

      Dante lays a proud hand on her knee. “We need to find out everything we can about the Boss.”

      I push off the wall. “Shouldn’t be too difficult to trace with a family tree. And I know a hacker who owes me a favor.”

      “Use it,” Lilah says. “Then, we’ll knock right on her fucking door.”

      “Lilah…” Dante tilts his head.

      “What? I don’t know about you, big brother, but I want to cut the head off this snake.”

      “So do I, but think about what that means,” he says. “You’re talking about waging war against Snake Eyes.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “The Lutrovas did it.”

      He laughs. “The Lutrovas are the most powerful Russian mob family in the world. We don’t have their resources.”

      “I can’t use that excuse,” she says. “Not after what she did to Elijah. We have to try.”

      His eyes stray toward Lucy. I understand the instinct to covet and protect what’s yours, but Lilah has a point. I don’t like the idea of war, I never have, but I’ll follow her into battle if I have to.

      Finally, Dante sighs. “We’ll need a team.”

      “We have one.”

      “Yeah.” He scoffs. “Two assassins, a bounty hunter, and a ballerina.”

      Lucy pouts. “Hey…”

      “You’re training, Luce, but you’re too green. Something like this is going to take a little more skill.” He stares at Lilah. “We’ll need a sniper.”

      Lilah’s face falls. “No.”

      “If you want to wage war, he has experience with that.” He keeps calm. “Fox is our best bet.”

      “For what? Getting stabbed in the back? Even if we knew where to find him — which we don’t — what makes you think he’d even agree to help us?”

      I raise a hand. “I know where he is.”

      She twists in her chair. “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “I’m a bounty hunter,” I say with a wink. “A good one.”

      She screws up her face. “Eh…”

      “I caught you, didn’t I?”

      Her head falls to hide the smile.

      Dante rubs the bridge of his nose. “Fox is Code Black, just like us,” he says, staying on topic. “Strength in numbers is the best strategy.”

      Lilah bleeds skepticism. “I doubt he’ll be eager to play nice considering what we did to his friends…”

      He shrugs. “We have to try.”

      She squints with annoyance as he throws her words back at her. “Fine,” she says, shifting focus to me. “Where is Fox?”

      “Los Angeles,” I answer.

      “The house in the Hills was really his?”

      “Yep.”

      She grits her teeth. “Dammit…”

      Dante stands up. “Then, that’s where we’re going.”

      “When?” Lucy asks.

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      “I’m going with you,” she adds.

      Dante smiles. “And if I thought for a second I could talk you out of it, I would have already tried.”

      Lilah nods. “We should have Grams and Gramps moved first. I don’t like the idea of them being there alone with Myra wandering around.”

      The smile fades from his face. “Neither do I.”

      “What should we tell them?” she asks. Her voice is small, like a weak child, and my heart breaks for her.

      Dante shifts on his feet, looking no stronger than she sounds. “Nothing,” he says, flexing his jaw. “We’ll say he got called to volunteer overseas for a few months. They don’t need to know otherwise.”

      Lilah blinks hard and exhales toward the floor. “We always knew something like this would happen. Eventually, one of us wouldn’t come back.”

      “Yeah.” He clears his throat. “It was supposed to be me.”

      He turns to leave. Lucy rises from her chair to follow him out, nodding politely as she passes us by.

      I step behind Lilah’s chair and lay my hands on her shoulders. “You still in there, love?” I ask, massaging her neck.

      Lilah turns her head up. “I think so…” She forces a smile. “So, Boxcar owes you a favor?”

      “He does.”

      Her eyes tilt with curiosity. “Why?”

      I wince. “Oddly enough, I promised to look the other way and not hunt down Fox Fitzpatrick…”

      She laughs. “Whoops.”

      I pinch her chin. “You let me worry about Sparky. He’ll help. His wife might not like it, but… he can be reasoned with.”

      Lilah’s right eye twitches with the mention of Caleb Fawn. “Hrmm…”

      I smirk. “Don’t worry. We’ll keep them all out of reach of baseball bats.”

      Her jaw drops as Dante returns to the room.

      “Come on,” he says, walking straight through toward the front door. “We need to find something heavy.”

      Lilah swallows her retort and stands up to follow him outside. I stay close but when we reach the door, she turns to look at me.

      “You can stay here if you want,” she says. “You don’t have to watch.”

      “Watch what?”

      She looks out the front door at the black sedan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      I pull Enzo toward the dock by a chain attached to handcuffs on his wrists.

      He stumbles on the uneven terrain, constantly twisting his neck around to watch as Dante, Lucy, and Archer follow us down to the water’s edge. When we reach the end of the dock, I keep a tight grip on the chain and drop him to his knees.

      Enzo cries out as he crashes against the wood, but he quickly falls silent the moment Dante sets the cement block down in front of him.

      “What’s this?” he asks, his voice shaking.

      “It’s your atonement, Enzo,” I say, wrapping the chain around the block. “Got any last words?”

      Enzo twitches wildly, looking back and forth from our faces to the deep lake behind him. “Now, hold on a minute. We can work something out here.”

      “Pass.” I lock the chain in place and take a step back.

      “Oh… you Hart bastards,” he seethes. “Every one of ya a bunch of hypocrites. What makes your sins any better than mine, eh? Or Marty’s?”

      I look at Dante and he stares back at me. The answer to that is absolutely nothing. Either one of us could be in the same position as Enzo right now and the cosmic scales wouldn’t budge an inch.

      Doesn’t change a goddamn thing.

      Enzo huffs a little louder. “You kill my brother, I kill yours. We’re even. Let me go!”

      “Are we?” Dante growls. “Are we even, Enzo?”

      “Hey…” He points his chained hands. “You did more to us than we did to you. Yeah, Marty fucked up your girl, but you got your revenge and I got mine. It’s done.” His panic grows. “You don’t want to do this. Killing me will get back to my little brother and you really don’t want that.”

      “Giovani?” Dante recalls.

      Enzo nods repeatedly. “Trust me. He already ain’t happy about what you did to Marty. You kill me, too? Let’s just say running to the ends of the earth won’t be far enough.”

      Dante considers it for a moment. “Good.”

      “You think I’m bad? Or my father? Gio’s a goddamn psychopath.”

      I shrug. “Sounds like we’ll be doing the world a favor, then.”

      Enzo turns away from us and pleads to Archer instead. “Hey—hey, come on! What happened to I don’t kill, eh? You capture, right?! Do something!”

      Archer doesn’t blink. “For you, mate… I’ll make an exception.”

      I raise my foot to Enzo’s chest. “Say goodbye, Enzo.”

      “Wait, you fucking bitch—”

      I kick hard and he falls backward off the dock. Dante bends over to pick up the cement block but he pauses to stare at Enzo as he flaps around in the water like a damn fish. Curses fly from his mouth, barely audible as he struggles to keep his head above water.

      We look each other, neither of us showing a hint of hesitation at what we’re about to do, but there’s a tingle on the back of my neck I can’t ignore.

      I feel Archer’s eyes on me, but I resist the urge to turn to him. He already knows who I am and what I do, but he’s never seen it like this. If I look at him now, there might be horror or disgust on his face. I don’t want him to see me that way, like the monster Enzo said I was.

      Dante drops the block into the lake. It splashes water onto the dock as it shoots straight down into the muddy abyss.

      Enzo lets out one last scream of agony before the chain goes taut and the weight pulls him down with it.

      Bubbles rush to the surface from below. I watch every single one as they pop. Ripples spread outward to the far ends of the lake until the water finally stills again.

      Lucy steps forward and takes Dante’s hand, entwining their fingers in a show of love and support. This isn’t the first Zappia we’ve killed to keep us safe and it may not be the last. There’s no doubt in the world that Lucy Vaughn won’t be standing beside us for the next one, too.

      Archer Allen, however…

      I force myself to turn around. He stands just over my shoulder, his handsome face blank and cold. Even his blue eyes, usually as bright as stars, seem a little darker.

      “We should talk,” I say.

      Archer says nothing. He follows me down the dock and through the tall grass all the way back to the house.
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      I push open the door to my old bedroom and Archer chuckles as we step inside.

      “I can’t say I imagined you the type for pink wallpaper,” he says.

      “My grandfather did that.” I close the door behind us. “Didn’t have the heart to tell him.”

      He takes a quick walk around and pauses to look out the second-floor window. The sunset bleeds onto his face, highlighting those perfect eyes and that square jawline, and I melt inside. I look to the floor to try and make this easier, but my voice still cracks on the way out.

      “Archer,” I swallow, “don’t think that you have to stay—”

      “Lilah.” He smirks. “Are you breaking up with me?”

      “I’m giving you a way out.”

      “I don’t need it.”

      “I’m being serious here.”

      “And so am I.” He squints. “If you truly want me to leave, then I’ll leave. Just say the word and I’m gone, but I’m here for you, love.”

      My lips twitch. Somehow, I’ve grown to like him calling me that.

      “Is that all?” I ask.

      He tilts his head slightly. “I’m here for me, too, I suppose.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Part of me never left that box…” he says. “Just like part of you never left that car.”

      I look away, willing myself not to remember, but the next breath I take reeks of black smoke and burnt hair.

      “I know a thing or two about darkness,” he continues. “Light is a luxury people like us rarely ever find but I see it and I feel it when I look at you.”

      A lump grows in my throat. “You’re an idiot.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m your idiot,” he says. “And that’s good enough for me.”

      “Archer, if you stay here… everyone that’s ever gotten close to me has—”

      “Don’t do that, Lilah,” he says over me. “It’s so cliché.”

      “It’s true. If you go now, you still have a chance.”

      “For what?” He leans against the wall with his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. “A normal life?”

      “For life. Every day with me is dangerous. I wake up in the morning and I don’t know if it’s the last time I ever will.”

      “Well, I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention…” he pushes off and steps toward me, “but my life up until this point has been exactly that.”

      “Archer, that’s—”

      “I used to wake up and wonder if I’d ever find a family. Sixteen years in the system and no one ever wanted me. Then, I’d wake up and wonder if I’d be able to eat that day, but I worked hard because that’s what I had to do to survive. For years, I’ve woken up and it’s been all about the job. I was only as good as my next bounty… until I saw you.” His eyes grow softer. “Now, I wake up and my first thought is your face, love. So, if you’re asking if I could live with waking up and wondering if it’s the last time I ever will, then my answer is yes. Waking up next to you on the day I die doesn’t sound all that bad.”

      I bite my lip to try and force the tears away, but they fall down my cheeks as he cups my face.

      “I understand, I do, but…” He pauses. “You can’t let what’s happened to Elijah break you.”

      I step back, trying to put some distance between us but he keeps his hold on me. “Elijah was a part of me.”

      “And he always will be. That will never change.”

      “He took care of me,” I say, choking back a sob. “Him and Dante, but… his death is just as likely. Always has been.”

      “All the more reason to let me in.” He guides my head up. “If you ask me, love, you don’t need another man to take care of you. Even without your brothers, you’re more than capable of handling yourself. What you need is a man who’ll put up with you.”

      I chuckle as he quickly wipes away my tears with his thumb.

      “Lilah, you’ve spent your life surrounded by rogues and killers,” he says. “You had to be just as fierce as them or else they’d walk all over you… or worse.” He shakes his head. “You don’t have to be like that with me. You can relax and smile. You can close your eyes and trust that when I lay my hands on you, it’s not to hurt you. You can submit to me knowing that I’ll put your body first.”

      I shiver beneath his touch. “Archer…”

      He leans in and kisses me, softly caressing my lips before pressing in hard. It shakes me to the core, lulling me even deeper into his arms. I don’t have the strength to stop it.

      “Lilah…” he whispers, breaking our kiss. He rests his forehead against mine. I gaze back at him, losing myself in the bright blue hue of his irises. “I can’t leave you. I won’t… not unless you ask me to but, even then, you’ll probably have to kill me.”

      I breathe a laugh. “What makes you think I won’t?”

      “Oh, I love it when you talk dirty...”

      He kisses me again. I fall even deeper as his hands travel around my back, holding me against his body. His tongue parts my lips. His fingers crawl beneath my shirt. It’s sweet and gentle, like nothing I’ve ever felt from any man before now. My heart bleeds his name, crying out in splendid torment.

      “Let me love you,” he whispers, kissing my neck. He pulls my shirt over my head and leaves quick nibbles along my collarbone as it tumbles to the floor.

      I kiss him harder. Everything twitches, sizzling with ever-growing warmth. All I want is to submit to him and close my eyes to forget about the outside world and everything that led us to this moment. No more blood or killing. No more mobsters or evil organizations ruining our lives. Just him and me.

      I guide us back to the bed and we lower down onto it, shifting to fit us both on the old, twin-sized mattress. He balances on his side, embracing me as I lie on my back beside him.

      Archer moves his hand down my belly. I melt as his finger slips between the zipper on my jeans. I shift my legs, parting them to let him in. He seduces me with a teasing touch, just barely gliding between my thighs while his mouth continues to work against my neck. I shake as his teeth scratch my earlobe, feeling an intense rush through my veins as desire takes hold of me.

      “Archer…” I breathe.

      “Say it again, love,” he says, smiling against my neck.

      He slides a single finger inside and my jaw drops. I lay my head back and moan softly. Shivers dance along my spine, crippling me with each firm thrust of his hand. He crushes his lips against mine, absorbing every sound as the pressure builds. He presses my clit, rocking it side-to-side, expertly playing me like a damn musician. I roll my hips, intensifying every sensation and he plays along, matching my movements until my body tightens and I can’t move anymore.

      “Archer!”

      He chuckles as I come, resting his hand to feel my inner muscles twist around his fingers.

      Before I can even form another thought, he pushes up to balance on his hands above me. His eyes glide down my body before he lowers himself to kiss me again.

      I close my eyes as he descends me, leaving a trail of tender bites over my breasts and navel before grabbing my jeans and panties and pulling them down to my ankles. He throws my knees over his shoulders and licks his lips, saying nothing at all as he latches his mouth on my clit.

      Pleasure overwhelms to me, surging through my body with each lap and suck he gives me. I moan for him, slowly losing control of my senses as he devours me. I grip his hair, pulling him deeper and he eats with even greater intensity.

      I climax again, feeling my wetness overflow and he doesn’t stop until I force him to. My rushing breath does little to curb the aching desire I feel for him. I cup his face and draw him in to kiss him.

      “What do you need?” he asks, words flowing between hard kisses. “I’ll do it.”

      My bottom lip trembles as tears threaten my eyes again. “Hold me,” I say, barely even able to hear my own voice.

      Archer doesn’t think twice. He extends his arms around me and pulls me in. The sob strikes instantly, locking my throat and spilling tears down my cheeks. His arms flex, squeezing tighter as his lips purse against my head.

      “I adore you, Lilah Hart,” he whispers. “From the little toes on your feet to the fiery eyes in your head… and I will be with you until the bloody end.”

      I cry harder, naked and vulnerable. There’s nothing else I can think to do but lie here, wither, and die — and I know that I would do just that if Archer weren’t here with me now. I shiver from a cold, aching dread. Even my tears feel like ice against my face. My fingers stiffen. My spine shakes. My heart feels like it’s about to stop at any moment. I might not even mind if it did.

      Archer grabs the blanket at our feet and lays it over us. His body heat bleeds into my skin, cradling me in a cocoon of comfort. It leaves me breathless. The chills cease and I kindle with quiet blooms of pleasure as his hands stroke my skin.

      “Close your eyes,” he tells me. “I’ll be here when you open them again.”

      I take a deep breath, tilting my face up to look at him. He slides a finger along my forehead to brush the tear-soaked strands out of view and offers me a sweet smile.

      I study his face, searching for anything out of the ordinary but there’s nothing. There’s no malice hidden behind his eyes. There’s no sly mischief peeking out, ready to tear the mask off and expose who he really is.

      I rest my head against his chest with closed eyes. His hands stay on me, gently lulling me into a warm slumber.

      Archer Allen, the bounty hunter.

      He caught me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      I was right.

      Waking up next to Lilah Hart ain’t bad at all.

      Especially when it happens multiple times in a single night.

      I sense large amounts of coffee and pancakes in our future, but not yet.

      I roll over to look at her on the bed. She lies with her face smashed against her pillow. Smeared makeup paints soft rings around her eyes. Deep red hair is sprawled out around her head like the devil’s halo. Naked but warm. Vulnerable and stunningly gorgeous.

      A man could get used to this.

      I kiss her bare shoulder and run a finger along her cheek, pushing a strand of hair away from her eyes. They flutter open and she gazes up at me with tired excitement.

      Lilah pushes up to balance on her side and kisses me. Her strong hands guide me on top of her as she lays back with her legs spread wide.

      “Still got more than sawdust in there?” she asks.

      I smile against her lips as her fingers wrap around my shaft. “I bloody hope so...”

      I grow hard in her palm and I reach between her thighs to please her as well. Her warm and wet lips part easily as we moan together, our pulses quickening faster with every bated breath.

      I balance on both arms above her and she slips my throbbing cock inside. She’s still as tight as she was hours ago. I feel her clench around me and her body rumbles as I thrust slowly.

      My eyes fall down her body, over her muscles and scars and that damned tattoo. A brand, more like. She’s marked for death. A simple pawn in someone else’s war. There’s no loyalty in that life.

      I’ll fight like hell to show her that a life with me won’t be like that.

      She digs her nails into my back, tempting me to punish her and I pound her harder. Her lips spread as wide as her legs and she pulls me in for a deeper kiss.

      Lilah Hart. My little monster.

      She tightens her perfect thighs around my hips and rolls us around to put me on my back. I don’t leave her for longer than a second before she impales herself on me again. I hold her up and she rolls her hips, rocking my cock in and out of her tight slit.

      I feel up her body to cup her breasts and scratch downward to tease her clit. She bites her lips with pleasure, watching me admire her while she fucks me with a hard and steady bounce.

      “Keep this up, love...” I say, “and I’ll break your rule.”

      She shows a calm smile while her hips keep rolling.

      “Do it,” she says.

      My loins tighten, racing toward the edge. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” She lowers down to kiss me, pressing her breasts against my chest. “I want you to.”

      Passions burn inside but I hold them in. “You first,” I tease.

      Lilah smiles and rises up, leaning back to place her palms on my knees. She controls the grind, taking her time to guide the thrust where she wants it and how fast. Her chest bounces as she rides me. Her hair tumbles over her face and shoulders. Her mouth sags as she comes and she lets out one long, blissfully satisfying sigh.

      She’s perfection personified. Beauty incarnate. A modern Aphrodite, if she had a talent for shooting people.

      I release every hold I have. I come for her and she moans more with every throbbing spurt. Goosebumps spread along her arms and breasts. She grinds her hips and I feel her tighten on me again. She falls forward for her second orgasm and I wrap my arms around her as she shakes.

      Lilah slides off and lies down with her head on my chest. Her breath rushes past her lips and spreads across my skin like a red-hot fever.

      A light knock taps against the door.

      “Hey, Lilah!” Lucy calls from the other side. “Breakfast in five!”

      “... Okay!” Lilah replies.

      I laugh quietly. “Well, that’s bloody awkward.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You have no idea.”

      I turn her onto her back and pin her hands above her head, leaning down to cover her neck in soft, warm kisses.

      Lilah hums. “She said five minutes, Archer...”

      “I need ten.”

      She throws her head back and laughs.
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        * * *

      

      I guess even a family of killers sit around the breakfast table in the morning. It’s nice to see that some things remain consistent no matter where life takes you.

      Lilah stands up to go refill her coffee mug for the third time. I fire a look of judgment at her and she smirks back while she raises the mug to her lips and takes a big gulp to spite me.

      I laugh to myself, letting my gaze drift down to her toes until I remember we’re not alone.

      Dante stares at me across the table with a butter knife clenched in a tight fist. I swallow hard and force my eyes downward.

      Lilah returns to the table and sits beside me, briefly running her fingers along my shoulders and shooting sparks down my spine.

      “Okay…” Dante drops the knife a little too hard against his plate. “We need to lay down some ground rules here.”

      Lilah looks at him. “For what?”

      He hesitates. “For you two having sex in this house.”

      Her brow rises. “Seriously?”

      Lucy sighs from her spot beside him. “Dante…”

      “We could hear you last night and…” he says, folding his hands together on the table, “it makes me uncomfortable.”

      I sink into my chair, but Lilah leans forward.

      “Are you actually being serious right now?” she asks him.

      “Yes.” He nods. “I think, from now on, you shouldn’t… in the house, anymore…”

      Lilah’s jaw drops. “Do you have any awareness of how loud you and Lucy are?”

      His eyes bounce between her and Lucy’s pink face. “We are not!”

      “Yes, you are! It’s like the walls of your room are made out of friggin’ balsa wood!”

      He points a thick finger across the table. “That is bullshit. And anyway, we’re not talking about me and Lucy. We’re talking about you and Archer. As the oldest, I have some authority here.”

      Lilah throws up her hands. “We’re adults! You can’t play that card. This isn’t high school.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “So, you’re allowed to bone here whenever you want but I’m not?”

      Dante takes a defeated breath. “I just think you could be a little more considerate.”

      “A little more cons—” Lilah pushes her chair back and stands up.

      “Where are you going?”

      “You and I are going upstairs,” she says. “I’ll stand in your room, you stand in mine, and I’m going to prove that the gold medal in Inconsiderate Sex Olympics goes to you.”

      He cringes. “Lilah, can we not?”

      She bolts for the stairs and Dante sighs, quickly standing to follow her stomping feet across the house.

      I look at Lucy. “Are they always like this?”

      “It’s oddly comforting after a while,” she says with a nod.

      “Ah…”

      She raises her mug. “Welcome to the family.”

      I do the same and we connect our mugs as the shouting continues upstairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      After breakfast, the Harts tend to Elijah’s remains.

      They wrap his bones in a few of his old pillowcases and bury them beneath the tree by the lake. They scoop his ashes into an old vase, one from their grandmother’s vast collection, and scatter the rest in the water.

      I retreat to my trailer to give them the privacy they need to say their final goodbyes. Never in a million years can I imagine that kind of pain and I honestly never want to try. To share a womb with someone, to be born with them, to grow up with them, to live by their side, only to have their life snuffed out in front of you in the blink of an eye. There are many fates worse than death. I thought I knew at least one.

      I was wrong.

      Lilah and Dante push the empty boat back into the water and anchor it to the dock with some fresh rope before heading back inside with the vase.

      A few minutes later, Lucy steps outside with a packed suitcase in each hand and Elijah’s red medkit draped over one shoulder. She carries them to Dante’s car and fits them into the trunk. I give her a silent nod from my doorway. She waves solemnly before lowering herself into the passenger’s side.

      Lilah walks out onto the porch with her own duffel bag, now stuffed full of new clothes, gear, and weapons galore, I’d imagine. She drops it by the stairs and heads around the house to the dock with her head bowed.

      Dante emerges, locks the door behind him, and glowers at me.

      I stiffen.

      “Archer,” he says as he walks across the driveway. “I need to talk to you.”

      I raise my hands in defense. “Yeah, sorry about last night. We got a little carried away…”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      I step off the trailer stairs. “All right. What’s on your mind?”

      His eyes linger down the dock to land on Lilah. “Look after her,” he says.

      “Is that trust I hear in your voice, mate?”

      “It’s desperation.” His expression hardens. “Lilah is all I have left in this world. I know what’s going through her head right now and it ain’t good.”

      I frown in thought. “She’s a smart girl.”

      “She’s also scared,” he says. “She’s cornered but she won’t admit that. She’s not thinking clearly and she’s going to make some bad decisions. I can only do so much, Arch. I need you to be there when I blink.”

      I take a step back. As much as I think I know Lilah, I’ve only known her for a short time. Dante’s her big brother. He knows everything I do and more because he was there when it happened. He’s been there since the day she was born. I may never know her or understand her or love her as much as he does but he’s putting his trust in me that I might someday.

      I nod. “All right.”

      Dante studies me. “Do you really care about her?”

      “I do.”

      “Then, prove it.” He turns away. “Keep my baby sister alive and I will never question you again.”

      “That’s one tall order.”

      He smiles to one side. “Well, if you weren’t up for it, why are you even out here?”

      I take a moment to let that sink in as he walks to his car. Lucy stares back from the front seat and smiles, looking relieved that we managed to interact without him striking me again. Progress is progress.

      “We’ll be right behind you,” I say.

      Dante nods at me before lowering himself into the driver’s seat.

      He’s right. I made a choice the moment I set foot out here, one not easily taken back. Loving Lilah Hart won’t be simple. Embracing her means accepting all of her, from Snake Eyes to her brothers to the complex lives they live. They’re willing to make a place for me here and that’s more than I can say about anyone else whose come and gone in my life so far.

      Lucy Vaughn said it best.

      Welcome to the family.

      I walk down the dock toward Lilah, taking soft steps to try and sneak up on her but she calls me out before I even get close.

      “Did he give you a scary big brother speech?”

      “Rather tame, actually.” I smile. “I dare say, he might like me.”

      She glances over her shoulder with amusement. “You’d be the first.”

      I stand behind her and wrap one around her waist. Contrary to her brother’s belief, this woman needs no protector. If she did, it certainly wouldn’t be me, but I feel more than a little protective of her anyway. I lay my other arm over her shoulder to rest my palm on her heart, feeling the subtle tap of her pulse beneath my fingers.

      Lilah lays her hand over mine and grips the sleeves of my jacket to hold it a little tighter around her.

      “I won’t ask you again, love, but I need to just this once,” I say. “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah,” she answers, her voice strong and warm. “I just wanted to take a last look.”

      We stare out across the lake together. A gentle breeze whistles through the bright green trees. The water sits undisturbed, save for the occasional fish poking his head out and sending small ripples across the surface.

      My heart skips. It really is quite beautiful here.

      “We’re coming back,” I tell her. “I promise.”

      Lilah turns her head and I kiss the edge of her mouth.

      I’m not sure if she believes me or not but I couldn’t be more serious. That promise wasn’t just to her. It was to Dante and Lucy. To myself. And to Elijah, especially.

      Lilah Hart deserves a future beyond this bloody mess.

      I won’t stop until I give it to her.

      I turn her around and take her hand, entwining our fingers together as I kiss her forehead. “Ready?” I ask.

      Lilah looks at me with those fiery eyes. “As I’ll ever be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      I shouldn’t be as nervous as I am right now.

      I’m a war veteran. I’ve befriended Russian mobsters. I’ve stood up to — and exposed — the deadliest criminal organization on the planet.

      But all of that somehow pales in comparison to telling a man that you’re going to ask his daughter to marry you.

      Especially when that man is your stepfather and his daughter is one of the biggest stars in Hollywood.

      Maybe Boxcar was right all along. This is weird.

      I step out of my car onto the driveway. It’s been at least a month since I’ve set foot here, mostly because Bennett told me to never come back. Dani included.

      We would have stayed in Iowa forever, but a few contractual obligations brought us back to Los Angeles. We couldn’t be sure for how long and Dani no longer felt safe in her condo after what happened there, so we sold it and got a place together in the Hills. Something a bit fancy for my tastes but easily secured and fortified just in case we needed it.

      And, as it turns out, we did.

      Bennett wasn’t too happy about our new arrangement, obviously, but Dani finally found it in herself to cut off contact with him and take control of her life.

      We haven’t heard from him since. I’ve kept in touch with my mother, of course. That’s another reason why I was happy to return home. She thought I was dead for two years. I wasn’t about to leave her again.

      I knock on the door as the butterflies twist my stomach. With everything I’ve done, everything I’ve been put through to get here… and I can’t handle this?

      The door opens and Bennett glares at me, looking worse than I thought he would. Shaving has obviously become a low priority. Laundry, too. He’d be almost unrecognizable without Dani’s eyes staring back at me.

      “Hey, Bennett,” I greet.

      “What do you want?” he asks.

      Charming as ever.

      “Can I come in?” I ask.

      “No. What do you want?” he repeats.

      I glance over my shoulder at the front gate down the driveway. There are usually a few cameras lingering on the street or a tour bus slowly rolling by full of tourists just hoping to catch a glimpse of Roxie Roberts. Luckily, they’ve moved on to the next hot thing and haven’t managed to figure out her new address yet.

      “We need to talk about Dani,” I say.

      A flash of concern passes over his face, but it doesn’t stick around. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine.”

      “Then, piss off.”

      I reach out to stop the door from slamming in my face. “Bennett.”

      He sighs loudly and steps back. “Fine. You got five minutes.”

      I follow him inside and close the door behind me. He marches across the front hall toward his study. I move slowly, scanning the shelves and end tables as I pass them by. A thin layer of dust coats everything. He must have fired the cleaning staff. Or they quit.

      Bennett’s study looks about the same as it always did. Stuffed full of his own particular brand of organized clutter. He falls into his desk chair. I stay standing, ignoring the subtle hint to claim the couch beneath the window.

      I take a deep breath, staring down at his tired face. He appears so weak to me now but that doesn’t make me feel any better about this.

      “I’m going to ask Dani to marry me tonight,” I say.

      His eyes twitch. “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am. After the premiere.”

      “And I’m saying no.”

      “I didn’t come here for permission, Bennett. I came here to tell you, in person, so you didn’t hear about it from someone else.”

      “How kind of you.” He shifts in the chair and it squeaks beneath him. “Is that all?”

      I scoff, holding my anger inside. “What the hell is your problem with me?”

      “Where would you like me to start, Fox?” he asks, smirking.

      “It’s not my fault you married my mother,” I say. “We were teenagers, not children. We didn’t grow up together. Our relationship isn’t as big of a taboo as you think it is.”

      “You think that’s it?”

      “What else is there?”

      “While I don’t exactly like the idea of my stepson diddling my daughter under my own roof, that has little to do with my dislike of you. You’re a fucking punk, Fox. A stupid jock who never would have amounted to anything if I didn’t kick you out of my house. Did it ever occur to you that maybe I don’t approve of your relationship — not because I married your mother — but because you’re just not good enough for her?”

      I flex my jaw. “You have no idea what I went through to get back to her.”

      “And I don’t care.” He rubs the stubble on his face and laughs. “None of it will make up for the fact that you shot her three months ago. Or am I the only one who remembers that part?”

      “I knew what I was doing.”

      “Oddly enough, the fact that you know how to shoot my daughter through the chest without killing her isn’t actually a huge comfort to me.” He leans forward over his desk. “Whatever you went through over the last five years doesn’t matter. What you brought home with you does and, honestly, you scare the hell outta me. I can’t stop you from doing whatever you’re going to do, and I can’t control her anymore either, but know this: anything that happens to her from now on is on you.”

      “I know that.”

      “Then, we’re done here.” He sits back and shakes his head. “Congratulations on your engagement,” he says with no feeling at all.

      I resist the urge to argue with him some more. It won’t change his mind and that snark in his tone tells me everything I need to know.

      I walk out of the study, feeling even worse than when I walked in, but I did what I came here to do.

      “Fox?”

      My mother stands at the top of the stairs.

      I smile. “Hey, Mom.”

      “I thought I heard your voice.” She picks up her pace to meet me at the bottom. I extend my arms out to her and she gives me a hug. “Is everything okay with you?”

      “Yeah,” I answer. “I’m fine.”

      “And Dani?” She releases me and takes a quick step back. “How is she?”

      “She’s...” I glance at the closed office door. “She’s great.”

      “I miss having her around, not gonna lie,” she says.

      “Well, you’re always welcome at our place. You know that.”

      She nods slowly. “So, you two are still...?”

      “Yes, we are still.”

      I wait for that look of disappointment but it never quite surfaces.

      Instead, she smiles and lays a hand on my shoulder. “Whatever makes you happy, Fox,” she says. “With what you’ve been through that’s really all that matters to me.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. “Thanks, Mom. You, too.”

      She clears her throat and drops her hand. “Speaking of which, I, uh... I’m going to be staying with your grandparents for a while.”

      “In Seattle?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” She hesitates. “Bennett and I are splitting up.”

      “Really?”

      “I tried to make it work, but...” She pauses as a rush of anger shadows her eyes. “I can’t stay with the man who kicked out my son like that. Keep thinking if he hadn’t have…”

      “Mom...” I shake my head. “You can’t put all the blame on him. I chose to enlist.”

      “I know. And I couldn’t be prouder of you for that, it’s just...” She swallows. “He’s not the man I thought he was in many ways. It’s time for me to go.”

      “Well, you know I won’t disagree with that.”

      She chuckles. “I figured.”

      “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I will.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “Today, actually,” she says. “I packed a bag this morning. Next step was to call you and let you know but you took care of that for me.” She glances at Bennett’s door. “What brought you out here, anyway?”

      “I, uh...” I take a breath and reach into my pocket for the small velvet box. I pull it out and her jaw drops with her growing smile. “I’m proposing tonight.”

      “Fox...” She takes the box from my hand. “Can I...?”

      “Yeah,” I say as nervous jitters twist my insides.

      She opens it and her grin widens. “Oh, Dani will love this.”

      “Think so?”

      “Of course. Vintage?”

      I nod. “Caleb helped me track it down.”

      She snaps the box closed and sighs. “Congratulations, honey.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Let me know how it goes.” She bites her lip. “Should I stay in town? Will there be a party?”

      I slip it back into my pocket. “No, you go ahead. We’ll probably keep it quiet. Might plan a trip up the coast to see you instead.”

      “That works for me.” She steps forward and hugs me again. “I love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I give her another tight squeeze as my nerves calm down. It’s strange. All this time, through all the bullshit, it’s still a hug from Mom that fixes everything.

      She kisses my cheek as she pulls away. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I step back. “I gotta go.”

      “Me, too.” Her laugh is dry. “Bye, Fox.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      I step outside, feeling a little relieved that it’s probably the last time I’ll ever have to leave this house. Sure, I have a few good memories of this place, but I can count them on one hand. The night I met Dani. That first kiss. That first time.

      But it’s time for me to go, to quote my mother. To walk away from the last decade and begin anew. This ring burning a hole in my pocket is just the start of that. Danielle Roxanne Roberts has been the one thing keeping me alive this whole time. The past is done. The future is waiting. I’m not going to delay it anymore.

      Tonight, I’m going to ask Dani to be my wife. And she’ll say yes.

      I pause by my car, feeling my stomach twist into knots again.

      She’ll say yes.

      I think.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Roxie! Look over here!”

      “Give us a smile, Rox!”

      I do as they ask, sinking a little deeper into that persona. Smiling and twirling Roxie Roberts. Maybe someday I won’t have to be her anymore but that’s not tonight.

      Tonight is premiere night for the most anticipated film of the year, Night Trials, Part 3. The final chapter in the trilogy, thankfully. Flashing cameras, shining lights, and a red carpet. Some will tell you that these things never get old no matter how many times you do them, but after the year I’ve had, I’ve learned that there are far more important things in this world than money or fame.

      Fox.

      I can’t see him, but I can feel his eyes on me. Ever since he came home, he’s made it his mission to keep me safe. Even when I’m sure he’s not watching me, the hairs stick up on the back of my neck. I’ll look around and there he’ll be with that hint of protection in his eyes.

      My bodyguard. And none of these people have any idea he’s here.

      They can’t know. If they did, it’d draw his enemies right to us.

      I’ve told him to stay home and out of the spotlight. My life revolves around flashing lights. It can’t be helped. If a news camera isn’t pointed at my face, then someone’s cell phone is. Any of them could snap a photo of him and expose his location.

      He just smiles and says it’ll be okay.

      I believe him. Why wouldn’t I?

      I scan the crowd, hoping to catch a glimpse of him in his baseball cap, but he’s too good.

      “Roxie, are the rumors true?”

      I blink out of my trance, feeling the familiar ache in my jaw from smiling for too long. I focus on the face of a dark-haired man in front of me. I recognize him. One of those late-night TV hosts.

      “Rumors?” I repeat.

      “That you’re quitting Hollywood.”

      I force a laugh into his mic. “Why would you think that?”

      “You turned down Bruckburg, honey,” he says. “Plus three other career-defining scripts. And I heard through the vine that you fired your agent.”

      I nod. “My father and I decided to cut our business relationship,” I say. “But the rest is just rumors.”

      “So, you’re not quitting?”

      “Just taking a break. I’ve been running nonstop since I was eighteen. I need a vacation,” I joke.

      “That’s good to hear, Rox. This town wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t know about that.”

      He moves on down the line to my co-star. I continue forward through the haze of screaming fans and blinding cameras, wondering if that sounded as convincing as it did in my head.

      The rumors of my retirement have followed me around ever since The Iowa Incident. Hollywood’s biggest starlet gets kidnapped and ends up fighting for her life in a hospital in Iowa City. The inevitable made-for-TV movie has already written itself. It all made for some good click-bait, but an international criminal organization got exposed at the same time.

      Still, the only thing the gossip shows cared about was me.

      Not the assassinated presidential candidate.

      Not the world-wide manhunt for Snake Eyes agents who could literally be anyone.

      No. Just Roxie Roberts and her sliced-up face.

      I’m not that fucking important.

      So, yeah. I’m retiring from this bullshit life the first chance I get. I just have to make it through one last night of red carpets and shining lights.

      I look straight ahead, silently counting the number of steps I have left to take before I can finally duck inside the theater and escape out the back.

      Again, I feel that wave of warmth down my spine. Fox’s eyes are on me. Somewhere in the crowd, he’s watching my every move. My valiant watchman.

      I wish he’d let me watch over him, too. He’s been through so much in so little time. He’s seen and done things no one should ever have to go through.

      It’s changed him. He won’t admit it. He avoids my questions about it. There’s a piece of him I can’t touch, not for lack of trying, but because he won’t let me close enough.

      And it scares me.

      He hasn’t slept through the night once since we came back from Iowa. He gets up and walks around the house in the dark as if he’s hunting ghosts. Maybe he is.

      But he always comes back. He slinks into bed and lays an arm around me. I pretend to be asleep as his lips graze my forehead or my shoulder or my hand, whichever is closest. It’s like he doesn’t think I’m real and he has to touch me just to make sure.

      “Give us one last smile, Roxie!”

      I pause outside the theater and turn back around to give them what they want. The crowd waves and screams my name. Cameras flash, blurring my vision until I see spots.

      One last smile.

      I stretch my lips wide. I hold a hand high. In my head, I say goodbye. Adios. Sayonara.

      The door opens ahead of me and my assistant, Lena, waves me inside. I pick up my pace, following her in and leaving the red carpet behind for the last time.

      “Finally,” I murmur, exhaling hard.

      Lena’s stiff lips twitch. She’s done her fair share of these things, too. Later tonight, I’ll tell her my plans to retire. Hopefully, it won’t come as too much of a shock to the poor girl, but I know plenty of colleagues who would kill for an assistant like her. She’ll find work again in no time. I’ll make sure of it.

      She gestures me to the left. “This way,” she says. “They’re funneling the talent through the employee hall to steer clear of the lobby.”

      “Awesome.”

      I follow close behind her with my head down. The lobby is already packed with PR reps and gossip reporters, but I’ve already fulfilled my contractual obligations.

      Lena holds the door open for me and I walk into the shadowed back hallways. She closes it behind us, blocking out the noise.

      The back of my neck instantly turns cold. Fox’s watchful eyes aren’t on me anymore.

      I pause.

      “Come on,” Lena says, stalling a few paces ahead until I catch up.

      My shoes clack along the dirty linoleum floor. “Where is everyone else?” I ask.

      “Just ahead,” she answers, barely glancing back.

      The farther I go, the larger the stone in my gut grows. I’ve been to dozens of these premieres, been led through so many back exits that I’ve lost count, but something about this feels so unnerving.

      We round the corner and I realize why.

      There are six of them standing side-by-side along the walls. Black masks and tactical vests. The same as the ones worn by the squad that killed Senator Lamb and attacked me in my apartment.

      Snake Eyes.

      I spin on my heels to run but they grab me before I even take a step.

      “Help—”

      A hand clamps down over my mouth. At least three take me down to the floor. They jerk my arms behind me, locking my wrists together with a zip-tie. I hear the sudden rip of duct tape as they tear off a piece and slap it over my mouth.

      “Wait...” Lena says above me, her voice shaking. “You said you wouldn’t hurt her—”

      Thwip. Thwip.

      She falls silently to her knees and tumbles to the floor in front of me. Blood spills out of two wounds in her face. A bullet through each eye.

      I scream as the black hood pushes over my head and tightens around my neck.

      They raise me up and shove me forward. If it weren’t for two of them tugging on my arms, I’d trip down to the floor. They hold me up until one of them tosses me over their shoulder like a rag doll.

      Tears spill down my cheeks. I want to scream. If I do, they might kill me, too.

      Dammit. Think fast, Dani…

      What would Fox do?

      I have to fight back. I don’t stand a chance against a Snake Eyes agent — let alone six — but I can at least buy some time for Fox to catch up and find me.

      I twist in the man’s arm, rolling off his shoulder. The floor smacks hard and I grunt as pain fires through my elbow. Strong hands grip me again, but I squirm in their grasp, shrieking and fighting against the duct tape to break my lips free. The corner slips off and I open my jaw wide to rip the rest of it open.

      “Help me!”

      Fingers clench the bag, my hair along with it, and they tug upward. I scream in agony, putting the full force of my lungs into it. It echoes down the hallway. I scream again until something hard hits me in the back of my head.

      Spots take over the darkness in the hood. Dizziness plagues my guts and for a second, I think I might be sick. Fuck, it hurts so bad. I may pass out, if only to make this pain go away...

      They pick me up again. I can’t fight at all anymore.

      A door opens. I feel a warm breeze along my arms and legs. We’re outside. Movement echoes around me. The parking garage, maybe?

      They hold me tighter. Fingers dig in deep enough to leave bruises.

      Fuck, this hurts. Everything hurts. I can’t see anything.

      Fuck.

      If Fox doesn’t find me now, he’ll be too late. They’ll shove me in a car and drive away.

      Dammit, Fox. Where are you?

      I slip from the agent’s grasp again. Gravity pulls me down to the ground and I slam onto my knees. I cry out in pain as another pair of hands try to pick me up again, but they fall away just as quickly.

      Knuckles strike skin. Feet shuffle around me. Bodies fall to the ground following loud grunts of pain.

      I roll over and slide backward until my head collides with a car door. Someone trips over my knees and falls. They don’t get back up. I kick the legs away as I breathe a sigh of relief.

      Fox found me.

      I stay back, curling into a ball to get out of the way, listening to the carnage of grunts and fists and splatters of blood.

      Finally, the violence ends.

      I whimper in the silence. “Fox?”

      Boots tap along the concrete toward me. He kneels beside me and lays a hand on my shoulder to draw me forward. I lean to expose my tied wrists. He carefully cuts the zip-tie with a knife.

      I rub my temples, soothing the pain for a moment, before pulling the hood off.

      “Fox—”

      I freeze. The man beside me isn’t Fox.

      He’s a few years older than him. Thin, dark hair. Chiseled, handsome face. Dressed in black from head-to-toe. I look over him at the red-haired woman behind him, casually standing among the mountain of dead bodies with blood on her hands.

      I fill my lungs to scream.

      The man places his knife against his lips in warning. “Yeah, please don’t do that,” he says, his voice calm and deep.

      I bite down, shaking in fear.

      “Dani...” the woman says, glancing around. “Where is Fox?”

      “Who?” I ask.

      She rolls her big eyes.

      The man closes his knife and yanks the remaining duct tape hanging off the edge of my chin. I cringe at the flash of pain along my lips.

      “Dani, they didn’t come alone,” he says, nodding his head toward the nearest body. “Help us help you. Where is Fox?”

      These people... I don’t even know who they are. How do they know Fox? What do they want with him? How did they manage to kill this many Snake Eyes agents so quickly? They must be highly trained. They might even be...

      I stare into the man’s eyes. “What do you want with him?” I ask.

      He stands up and extends his hand to me. “Let’s just say he owes me a drink.”

      I look between him and the woman, making a split-second decision. I take his hand and he pulls me off the cold concrete floor. A few spare spots dance in my vision, so I lay a hand down on the car behind me to make sure I stay standing.

      The woman steps forward, forcefully kicking a limp hand out of the way as she slides a little flip phone from her pocket.

      “Call him,” the man says to me. “Fox had you memorize a number, right?”

      I hesitate. Yes, he did. For emergencies, in case something happened and we got separated. In case of this exact situation… but how would they know that?

      I still don’t know who these people are or what they really want with Fox. I could be a moment away from death right now. But if that’s true, then I want to hear his voice one more time.

      I reach for the phone with a quivering hand. They wait, watching me closely with trained eyes. I blink to sharpen my vision as I dial the number in.

      “Speakerphone,” he says. “Please.”

      I do as he says and turn it on. The dull ringing echoes throughout the garage and I cringe with the throbbing pain still lingering between my eyes.

      “Dani?” Fox’s voice comes through almost instantly. “Where are you?”

      I stay silent and look up at them for instruction. The man glances back at the woman behind him and they both nod.

      “Hey, Fox,” he says. “It’s been a while.”

      There’s a short pause. “Dante?” Fox asks.

      I blink. Dante Hart?

      The big brother of Elijah and Lilah Hart, the twins who attacked Caleb and Boxcar and shot up our house.

      Oh, crap.

      A fresh fear chills my bones.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” Dante says. “We need to talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            #6 Cruel Love

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Marilyn

        

      

    

    
      If you want something done correctly, you must do it yourself.

      You’d think, after all this time, I would have learned this by now.

      Unfortunately, all leaders get complacent sometimes. As soon as they do, the work gets sloppy. Overall quality suffers. Reputations get destroyed. The next thing you know, your entire life’s work is a single spark away from going up in flames.

      But we must never sulk. We must never show weakness, not to our enemies and especially not to our allies.

      We put on a smile.

      We roll up our sleeves.

      We get back to work.

      And if we’re lucky, we remember why we loved our job in the first place.

      The elegant feel of a knife clenched in our palm. The warm scent of blood teasing the nostrils. The satisfying sound of your enemy’s lover in pain.

      The sense of pride in a job well done.

      Oh, how I’ve missed this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      It was worth it.

      Every sleepless night in the desert. Every tortured second behind the barrel of a gun. Every bullet taken or fired from my own gun.

      It was all worth it because of this.

      I run my fingers down Dani’s arm, being careful to avoid the bruises still lingering around the gunshot wound on her shoulder. We lie together on my bed with nothing but a cotton sheet draped along our waistlines. My heart races, blood still pounding through me after that last climax. She rests on her side with her back to me, blissfully spent and snoozing in the moonlight. I curl an arm around her and kiss the back of her neck. She sets her hand on mine, entwining our fingers together.

      Everything I’ve done has somehow brought her back to me. I know I shouldn’t be proud. I’ve done awful things, things I’ll never atone for, but...

      Maybe I’ve earned this. Maybe something out there has taken pity on me and granted me this second chance.

      I hold Dani even tighter. Something that powerful could easily take it all away again.

      Over my dead body.

      “It’s so quiet,” Dani whispers in the dark.

      I smile. “That’s why I like it.”

      “Me, too.”

      We listen a little longer to the world outside of our cabin. It’s nothing but wind and cicadas for miles, but that was exactly the whole point. I look out the window beside us and smile at the stars and clouds in the Iowa night sky above Mrs. Clark’s farmhouse.

      It’s pure paradise. Out here, we can forget the past and embrace the future — whatever future we choose.

      But all of that could change after tonight.

      “Stay here with me,” I whisper in her ear.

      Dani doesn’t react. For a moment, I think she’s dozed off, but she eventually turns onto her other side to face me.

      “I wish I could,” she says.

      “But you can,” I say, gently touching her cheek.

      She shakes her head once. “I have to go back, Fox.”

      “Just blow it off.”

      “I’m not the one hurt the most if I do that.” She looks down. “I don’t want to do that to him.”

      I sigh. Contractual obligations. She skips out on those and Bennett’s career suffers. He’s the one still elbow-deep in the Hollywood lifestyle. Dani, on the other hand...

      She likes the quiet now.

      Her father will never see us as anything but a mistake. She knows that, but Dani is mature enough to end their professional relationship... well, professionally. Me, on the other hand...

      Let’s just say I’m not the biggest fan of the two weeks notice.

      I kiss her forehead. “Okay,” I say. “We’ll go back.”

      She touches my chest. Her warm hand lingers on my cobra tattoo for a second too long. “You should stay,” she says.

      “Not gonna happen.”

      “You’re safe here.”

      “But you’re not safe there,” I say. “They found you once, they’ll find you again.”

      “Meaning they’ll find you, too.”

      “I’ve fought for five years to find my way back to you, Dani. I’m not letting you out of my sight again.”

      Somehow, she smiles. “Okay,” she says. “We’ll go back.”

      I kiss her. I wrap my arms around her, holding her close. She rests her thigh on my hip, drawing us even closer together. Ever since she showed up on my doorstep again in that sling, every day has been better than the last. Every kiss, every moment has been one to savor and cling to as long as possible. I’d hoped, foolishly and selfishly, that this would be it. That she and I would find forever out here far away from judgmental parents and dangerous criminal organizations.

      She straddles my lap and I sit up to kiss her again. I relish in the warm comfort of her skin as a cold dread threatens my heart. For the first time in my life, I feel peace. I never thought that’d be possible for me after everything I’ve done, but out here in the quiet, somewhere between her tempting lips and the whisper of bed sheets, I’ve found peace.

      “I love you,” Dani says, our lips brushing together.

      I chuckle. “You stole my line.”

      She smiles. “You stole my heart. It’s only fair.”

      I kiss her. I close my eyes and I let go. I lose myself in her all over again, ignoring the damn black cobra permanently lingering between us.

      After tonight, I might never get another chance.

      Tomorrow, we go back to Los Angeles.

      Home sweet home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Two Months Later

      

      

      One more night.

      That’s all we needed.

      Just one more night of red carpet wonder and camera flashes. After this, her contractual obligations were over, and we could start planning our future together.

      Instead, they found us.

      Why did it have to be tonight of all nights?

      My nose twitches as I step into the parking garage, immediately detecting the stench of blood somewhere in the air. I move forward with silent steps, eager to stay one move ahead of the enemy. It’s an old habit. A good habit to have, but my fate was already sealed the moment I stepped inside.

      There’s no point in using stealth against the man who taught it to me.

      I cross the lettered aisles to the opposite side, following the signs toward the theater’s back entrance, just like he told me to.

      A heavy shuffling sound echoes behind a nearby car. I stop and stare at its source until she drops the dead agent’s legs and stands upright with an exasperated huff. She’s dressed in black with her bright red hair tied back in a tight ponytail.

      “Hey, Lilah,” I say.

      She bobs her head. “‘Sup, killer?”

      “Fox—”

      Dani.

      My heart lurches as she races toward me. She throws her arms around my neck and I hug her close while keeping an eye on Lilah as grabs another body and drags it away to hide it behind a different large car.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Dani.

      She pulls back and nods, but there’s fear in her eyes and tears on her cheeks. I curse the moment as guilt plagues my gut. I promised her she’d never feel like this ever again after what Mercer did to her.

      “Did they hurt you?” I ask.

      “No. Well...” She gestures at the hidden bodies. “They did, but not...”

      Not Dante.

      “Hi, Fox.”

      I look at him lingering about ten paces away next to an old sedan wearing just as much black as his sister.

      Dante Hart, the only man I met in Snake Eyes I’d ever consider a friend — in another life.

      I nod. “If this is your idea of keeping distance, then I’ve got news for you...”

      He smirks. “Something came up.”

      “What?”

      “Not here,” he says as he opens the car’s back door. “We should get somewhere a little less public first.”

      I could run. Hell, I could probably get off one shot at Dante before Lilah can react and then lose her somewhere between the cars. But Dani...

      I can’t guarantee her safety if I did that. If Dante wanted to kill her, he would have. Lilah isn’t the type to leave witnesses standing around either. They came here to find me, but not to fight me or turn me in. They killed a half-dozen agents and saved Dani’s life just to talk to me. Something definitely came up and I’m ashamed to admit that I’m curious.

      The best way out of this is to move forward.

      I take Dani’s hand in mine. I look her in the eyes, silently asking for her to trust me as we walk toward the car.

      Lilah grunts as she deposits another body behind a truck. “No, it’s okay,” she says, annoyed. “Don’t mind me, boys. I’ll just finish dragging the bodies around by myself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      I hate suits.

      Give me a pair of jeans and a t-shirt any day of the week. Sneakers. A nice, warm jacket. That’s home for me. Most days, I wouldn’t be caught dead in a damn three-piece but when my wife puts her foot down, I have to obey.

      Pretty sure she could kill me with a spoon. Just saying.

      I stare at myself in the mirror. It’s just for one night, thankfully. I doubt Fox and Dani are going to get engaged twice. I guess I’ll have to suit-up again for their wedding, but I have plenty of time to mentally prepare myself for that.

      “Hey, Caleb...” I fidget in front of the mirror in the corner.

      “What?” she calls out from the bathroom.

      “Can you tie this thing for me?”

      “Tie what?”

      “The, uh... the tie.”

      “Yeah. Just…” Her voice falls. “Just give me a minute.”

      I leave it draped along the back of my neck and wander off toward the kitchen. It didn’t take long before Caleb’s loft apartment above her shop felt a little too small. It’s the two of us up here and while I respect her bohemian tendencies, I’m accustomed to a lifestyle a little more... suave.

      I slide onto the stool by the counter to sit in front of my laptop. The web browser is already open to my search of apartment rentals and condominiums in the area. I can’t say Los Angeles is my dream location, but Caleb seems to like it. What the wife wants, the wife gets.

      And yes, just deliberately thinking that in my head weirds me out but here I am.

      A notification pops up at the bottom of the screen. This isn’t unusual. The motion detector goes off every time a damn mouse scurries along the old walls, but I still check every time it goes off anyway. I flick the keys to bring up the live camera display of the hallway, expecting to see absolutely nothing.

      A man stands outside in a leather jacket and jeans. Tall, blond, and British.

      I hop off the stool, moving quietly to keep Caleb from hearing me open the door.

      Archer Allen flinches once before smiling at me beneath a crown of thick hair with that damn fairytale prince smile.

      “Hey, Sparky,” he greets. “You’re looking well. How’s the shoulder?”

      I lean forward. “Barely feel it anymore. What are you doing here?” I whisper.

      He matches my volume. “I need your help.”

      “Help with what?”

      He glances over my head. “Is your wife here?”

      “Yes, my wife is here...”

      “Boxcar?”

      I flinch at the sound of her voice and look over my shoulder toward the bathroom. “Yeah, honey?” I call out.

      “Could you come here for a minute?” she asks.

      “Uh, yeah. Just a second.” I twist back to Archer. “You need to leave.”

      “Right.” He nods. “With you, preferably.”

      “I can’t leave,” I say. “No, I’m not going anywhere. Caleb’s been planning this engagement party dinner thing for Fox and Dani for days and if I skip it, she’ll fuck me up.”

      “Box, where are you going?”

      I bounce back into the apartment to find Caleb staring at me from the bathroom doorway. I gawk at her dress. Tight and black. Come to think of it... I don’t think I’ve ever seen my wife in a dress before.

      Goddamn, she’s gorgeous.

      “Hello?” she asks, slinking backward self-consciously.

      I think quickly for a lie. “Oh, I was just going down to the market across the street to grab another bottle of champagne.”

      “We don’t need another bottle, Box.”

      I scoff, ignoring Archer as he taps his nonexistent wristwatch in my peripheral vision. “I beg to differ. I’ve seen you chug down half a bottle all by yourself. I’ll just be a few minutes—”

      “Yeah... I won’t be drinking that much tonight,” she says.

      I laugh. “Sure, okay.”

      “I’m pregnant, Boxcar.”

      I freeze in the door frame and Archer’s jaw drops. I hop backward, slamming the door closed in his face as I swing back into the room, instantly seeing the small, plastic stick in her hand. A pregnancy test.

      “Pregnant?”

      Her eyes shift from me to the door. “Who’s out there?”

      I step forward. “Nobody. You’re pregnant?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How?”

      Her nose turns up. “Are you really going to make me explain it?”

      “Well, I...” I breathe out. “I know how, I just...”

      She walks into the room, heading straight for the door. “Who is in the hallway?” she asks again.

      “There’s no one out there—”

      Caleb passes me and I groan in defeat.

      She pulls the door open and looks out at Archer’s forced grin. “Archer?” she asks.

      “Caleb!” He happily throws up his hands. “Hello! You... you look ravishing.”

      I poke my head around the door with a furrowed brow. “Really, man? That’s the word you choose?”

      Caleb squints at him. “What are you doing here?”

      Archer hesitates. “I heard the good news!” he says, pointing at the stick in her hand. “Thought I’d stop by and congratulate you. Mozel tov.”

      “You’re Jewish?” I ask.

      “No,” he answers. “I don’t know why I said that.”

      Caleb taps her heel on the floor. “Archer.”

      “Okay.” He holds up his hands in surrender. “I just need to borrow your husband for a few... hours.”

      “Hours?” she repeats.

      “Well, days,” he says.

      She crosses her arms. “Days?”

      “Okay, weeks. A few weeks. Tops.”

      I feel her red-hot gaze on me. I keep my eyes forward at Archer instead. “What’s going on?” I ask him.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Caleb says before he can answer. “I’m sorry, Archer, but Box is a little busy to come out and play tonight. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Archer blocks the door with his foot. “This really can’t wait,” he says, his face turning serious. “They’ve probably already made contact with Fox and if I’m tardy because of traffic I’ll never hear the bloody end of it.”

      Caleb shifts forward. “Who made contact with Fox?”

      His lips twitch. “I’d really rather discuss this with Boxcar...”

      “Archer,” I say, “who?”

      He swallows. “Dante and Lilah Hart.”

      I look at Caleb as her face turns white. She spins on her heel and grabs her keys off the wall. “Box, find out where he is. I’ll put some pants on and get my gun.”

      “See, now...” Archer steps inside and closes the door behind him. “That’s why I wanted to talk to him first. No offense, Caleb, but a fighter’s instinct isn’t what we need at the moment.”

      “What we need?” I repeat. “You... and them?”

      “Yes,” he says with a nod.

      “You and the Harts?”

      He cringes. “Yeah, I kind of started dating Lilah...”

      I raise a brow. “Seriously?”

      “It’s a long story, mate.”

      “It’s been like three weeks!”

      He gestures behind me. “Could you maybe talk her down, please?”

      I turn around and see Caleb standing there in jeans and a shirt with a white-knuckle grip on her revolver. “Cal,” I say. “Hang on.”

      “Where are they?” she asks him.

      “They didn’t come to hurt him or you or anyone,” Archer says. “They’ve come to ask for his help.”

      “Bullshit,” she says. “They wanted to kill him before. What changed?”

      His eyes soften. “A lot has changed. Enough for them to put aside the petty shit and call a truce. You should, too.”

      I shake my head. “Oh, yeah. Sure. I’ll just forget all about how they poisoned my wife and shot me in the back. Bygones away.”

      He shrugs. “I didn’t say it would be easy, mate…”

      Caleb makes eye contact with me. Without a word, I know we’re both on the same page. Fox needs help. The Harts can’t be trusted. Archer, whom I would otherwise have no issue trusting, is now in the gray column and — holy shit — I’m going to be a father.

      “They’re probably with Fox now,” he says, pulling me out of that thought. “I’m supposed to pick up Boxcar and meet them. We should go now before Myra picks up our scent.”

      A chill fires down my spine. “Myra?” I repeat.

      Archer studies my reaction. “You know her?”

      “Yeah.” I ignore the heavy rock in my stomach. “We’ve met.”

      Caleb frowns. “Who’s Myra?”

      “The Boss’ mouthpiece,” Archer says. “She found Fox and sent a team to kill him. They’re on their way to LA, assuming they aren’t already here.”

      She turns to me. “How do you know the Boss’ mouthpiece?”

      Archer presses his lips together, looking just as curious as she is.

      I exhale and scratch the bridge of my nose beneath my glasses. “So, honey... you remember that two-year hiatus we took?” I ask slowly.

      “Yeah...”

      “I might have met her during that time.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Oh, really?”

      “In Paris.”

      “What were you doing in Paris with some girl named Myra?”

      Archer clears his throat. “Should I wait outside for this?”

      “No,” I answer. I turn to Caleb. “I’ll tell you everything, just... not now. All right?”

      She swallows her questions. “What do they want Boxcar for?” she asks Archer.

      His eyes shift. “His hacking and tracking skills will come in handy. I’m quite adept at tooting my own horn but even I know when I’m out of my depth. Also, we’re hoping he can map out a family tree for us. Myra Black, sister. Mercer Black, brother.”

      Fuck.

      “Marilyn Black,” I say. “Mother.”

      Archer pauses in surprise.

      “Wait, wait.” Caleb looks at me. “The woman who sent you to Afghanistan?”

      I nod. “Yeah, she’s...” I sigh. “She’s the Boss. She runs Snake Eyes.”

      She blinks. “How do you know that, Boxcar?”

      I glance between them, feeling their hard stares boring down on me, and let out a light chuckle.

      “Guess I’m telling that Paris story a little earlier than I thought...”
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      Fox Fitzpatrick.

      It’s been a long time.

      He hasn’t changed much. He’s let his dark hair grow out a little. He always kept it buzzed before, no doubt a habit from his Army days. The scar along his cheek stands out as we ride beneath the streetlights. Each time the lights flash on his face, I can’t help but glance back at him in the rearview mirror. His eyes are still dark and distant, but he keeps them wide-open, focused mostly on Lilah in the front seat beside me.

      I look at the gun in her lap. She’s still got that white-knuckle grip on it as if Fox will lash out at any moment. Honestly, he could, and we probably wouldn’t see it coming. I’d be nervous about it if his girl weren’t in the car with us but he’s not going to inspire a crash on the 405 with her in the backseat.

      He looks at Dani and I witness a hidden gaze between them. She’s an actress but even she can’t hide the fact that she’s terrified. But not him. Not Fox Fitzpatrick. He’s been through more stressful things than this and I know that because I was right beside him when they happened.

      I hit the gas as we continue toward the edge of the city, constantly checking the side mirrors to watch for tails. Lilah’s more than got that covered for me, though. She barely blinks. A few days on the road with her and I hardly saw her even rest her eyes. Archer confirmed that as well. She’s in mission mode. I’ve seen it before. Lilah won’t rest until it’s over but the longer it goes on, the sloppier she’ll get.

      We reach our motel on the outskirts of Los Angeles. I turn off the highway and roll into the parking space just outside of our room. I catch the curtains slightly shifting in the window ahead. Lucy. She knows not to look outside but I suppose she just couldn’t help herself.

      I steal another glance at Fox and Dani in the rearview mirror just in time to see his lips twitch into a smile. She nods once, feeling a little comfort. He really loves her. I’d say that I never figured Fox capable of it but, then again, I used to say the same about myself.

      Lilah throws open her door and steps outside as I do. Fox follows slowly, bending over and reaching in to take Dani’s hand. She slides along the seat to exit on his side rather than hopping out to stand beside Lilah. Don’t really blame her.

      We walk to the room and I pause to knock three times in rapid succession, followed by another duller tap. The chain slides free and the door opens on Lucy’s relieved eyes.

      “How’d it go?” she asks, stepping aside.

      I gently take her arm and guide her away from the door. I have little reason to suspect that Fox will try and hurt Lucy, but the instinct would be there no matter who I brought in through that door.

      She squints with confusion, her head twisted back to watch as the rest of them come in through the door. Her eyes widen and her jaw drops. “Holy shit. Is that Roxie Roberts?!”

      “Shh,” I whisper, leading her into the corner.

      She lowers her voice. “Why did you bring Roxie Roberts here? Do I look okay?”

      I tilt my head. “Luce, come on. You’re gorgeous.”

      “Not Roxie Roberts gorgeous,” she argues, staring over my shoulders at her.

      I grip her chin and force her to look at me. “I need you to keep your cool. Okay? She’s just a—”

      Lucy gasps. “Are you bleeding?” She leans closer and nudges my jacket collar to the side. “You’re bleeding...”

      “I’m fine.”

      “What happened?”

      Lilah appears near the sink beside us. “Found them in the nick of time,” she answers for me. She flicks the sink on to wash her hands and the water spins down the drain with a subtle pink hue. “Myra’s team is already here.”

      Lucy grabs a cloth off the counter, her eyes still locked on the edge of my neck. “Let me see it...”

      I brush her hand away. “Later,” I tell her. “Right now...”

      I glance across the room at Fox. He had the same instincts as I did. Put the girl in the corner farthest away from your potential enemy. Stand between them with one hand within reach of your weapon.

      “Just stay right here,” I say. “Don’t move.”

      Lilah shifts forward and I hold up a hand.

      “Both of you.”

      She glares at me in annoyance but stays next to Lucy.

      I reach behind me to withdraw my gun from my belt. Fox stiffens instantly but I present it muzzle-down.

      “We’re just talking here, Fox...” I say, tossing it onto the bed several feet away. “No guns needed.”

      “Last I remember, guns weren’t really your thing,” he says.

      I step forward as I roll my jacket off. He eyes me as I lay it along the edge of the bed and turn out my pants pockets, removing nothing but a cell phone.

      “See?” I say. “No knives, no wires.”

      His trained eyes look at Lilah, as they should.

      I make a half-turn in her direction and extend my hand for her gun.

      “Oh, come on,” she says.

      “If we want his help, he has to trust us. Give it to me.”

      She scoffs and drops it into my open palm.

      Fox furrows his brow. “And Elijah?” he asks.

      My gut churns as I let the gun slip onto the bed. I instinctively glance at Elijah’s red medkit sitting on the floor next to my suitcase.

      “He’s dead,” I say, forcing nausea down.

      Fox blinks, signaling a stark change in his expression. He takes a moment, letting the words sink in, and after a slow exhale, he steps forward and places his own gun on the bed next to mine.

      “This is Dani,” he says with a quick look back at the girl.

      I recall the times Fox used to mention her, usually over a drink or two or three. Nothing concrete. Just a passing comment whenever something reminded him of her. For a moment, I feel a little closure. I never thought for a second he’d make it home to her. But I’m glad he did.

      “I’m Dante,” I say to her. “This is my sister, Lilah, and my girlfriend, Lucy.”

      Dani’s eyes shift behind her black bangs, landing on each of us. “Hey,” she says.

      Lucy smiles from the corner, her face red and starstruck. “Hi,” she squeaks.

      Lilah stays quiet.

      The tension in Fox’s shoulders dips. “Need my help with what?” he asks.

      “Finish what you started, mostly,” I say.

      “What I started?”

      “The end of Snake Eyes,” I say. “You weakened it. Now, we want to cut off its head.”

      “You mean the Boss?” he asks.

      “The Boss. Myra. All of them. Every single squad leader, if needed. None of us can really move on until we do.”

      He shakes his head. “No, it’s not possible.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “No, it’s not. If it were, I would have done it on my way out.”

      “By yourself, sure,” I say. “But working together, we have a fighting chance.”

      He flexes his jaw. “No.”

      “You need us, Fox.” I look between him and Dani. “Tonight was just the beginning. She sent a team to track you down. They know you’re here and they won’t stop until you’re dead.”

      “How big of a team?”

      “Not sure. But considering you killed her son, I’d say pretty big.”

      He pauses. “What?”

      “Mercer,” I answer.

      Dani shifts uncomfortably.

      “Mercer?” Fox mutters. “The Boss’ son?”

      I nod. “You did kill him, right?”

      He looks at Dani’s downturn face. “Yes,” he answers.

      “And the others in our squad?”

      “Them, too.” He glances at Lilah. “Are you sure he and the Boss were related?”

      “It’s a theory, but yes,” I answer. “We’re sure.”

      “Myra, too,” Lilah adds.

      “Shouldn’t be too difficult to confirm with the right person looking,” I say. “They’ll be here soon.”

      Fox furrows his brow. “What do you need me for?” he asks.

      “Do you really need to ask after confirming you killed our whole squad on our own?”

      He exhales. “Mercer went after my family. He made it personal. I did what I had to do.”

      “And Myra made it personal when she shot my brother,” I say, fighting through the words. “We need soldiers, Fox. You need back-up. Sure, you can run off-grid and hide out but how long before they start cutting up Dani on live TV again? And you know Myra won’t stop there like Mercer did.”

      Three knocks strike the door, followed by a fourth duller thud.

      Fox pivots into a defensive stance with one hand back on Dani’s arm.

      Lilah pushes off the sink. “It’s just Archer,” she says as she walks to the door.

      I look back at Lucy. She flashes a quick smile before breathing out. She’s tense but still strong. Still my Lucy.

      Lilah opens the door and her head tilts with annoyance. “You were just supposed to bring him.”

      Archer walks inside, followed closely by a man with thick, black-rimmed glasses and a brunette woman who takes a long, hard look at Lilah.

      “Sorry,” the woman says, her voice void of sympathy. “We come as a pair.”

      Lilah rolls her eyes and kicks the door closed behind them.

      This must be Boxcar. The hacker. And she, given Lilah’s obvious disdain, should be his wife, Caleb. I size them up quickly. She’s tough as nails, like my sister. Him, not-so-much, but it’s not physical prowess we require him for.

      Fox takes a step forward. “And what the hell do you need with them?”

      Archer lingers over Boxcar’s shoulder as he sits down in the chair by the window. “Mr. Carson is going to connect some dots for us,” he says.

      “Like hell he is.”

      Boxcar gestures at Fox. “It’s okay, Fox. I’m actually... kind of the only person who can do this.”

      “Why?”

      Caleb joins Dani by the wall and crosses her arms. “Because he’s met the Boss before.”

      I squint at Boxcar. “You have?”

      “Yeah,” he answers.

      “When?”

      “About three years back.” He nervously cracks his knuckles in his lap. “It’s a long story but I did a little freelance work for her in Afghanistan, so to speak.”

      “So, you know what she looks like?”

      He nods. “And her name and where she lives... and judging by the looks on your faces right now, I guess I’m a valuable commodity, so… please don’t shoot me again.”

      Archer pats his shoulder. “No one’s gonna shoot you, Sparky. Just tell them what you told me.”

      “I ran into her a few years ago,” Boxcar says. “I broke into her house. That was kind of my thing back then. Instead of busting and killing me, she made me work for her instead.”

      I nod. “We used to bring in freelance intelligence,” I say. “They were usually a bit on the morally-gray side.”

      “An apt description,” Boxcar says. “Anyway, I did some work for her. At the end of it, her men nearly killed me, but I got away. That’s how I met Fox and Caleb. They saved my life.”

      I glance at Fox and he gives a quick nod. Not that I have any reason to doubt what the kid says. That’s just always how we’ve done things. Strange how even the smallest of habits come rushing back.

      “After Fox was recruited, Caleb and I were sent home to the States,” Boxcar says, pausing. “But I went back to Europe.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “I’m not really sure. Just had a name, a face, a few dead dudes with the same snake tattoo, and a whole lot of missing pieces to a puzzle. I became obsessed.”

      Lilah leans forward. “What name?” she asks.

      Boxcar eyes her and I sense a bit of hatred lingering beneath it. “Marilyn Black,” he answers. “Found it by backtracking the owners of her property all the way back to her father, Marlow. A few super classified government documents later and…”

      “Snake Eyes,” I say.

      “Your one-stop-shop for murder and mayhem done quick and quietly,” he quips. “Shortly after that, I was sitting at a bar, minding my own business, when this girl walked up and sat beside me.”

      “Myra?”

      He nods. “Don’t quite remember much about the encounter,” he adds. “I woke up the next day in my hotel room. All my stuff had been taken. My laptop, my notes, and journals… everything. I took the hint, ran back to the States, and I never said a word about it to anyone until now.”

      “You got lucky,” I say. “She’s killed for much less.”

      “I figured as much. Been living low ever since.”

      Lilah squints. “Do you think you can find the house again?” she asks him. “Get us inside?”

      He sighs. “Do I have a choice?”

      “Yes, you do.” Fox shakes his head at me. “You’re putting guns to my friends’ heads as incentive for me to play along, is that it?”

      “No,” I answer. “I’m asking your friends for help because they’re talented. Same reason I came to you. If we all want to come out of this alive, then we have to work together.”

      “Okay, Box tracks down the Boss for you. Then, what?” he asks.

      Lilah shrugs. “Pretty obvious, I’d say.”

      “There will be dozens of agents between you and her,” he argues. “Probably more.”

      “That’s why we need you,” I say. “Lilah and I won’t hesitate to do what’s necessary… just like you did.”

      Fox looks down and swallows. “I’m not that guy anymore.”

      I glance at Dani in the corner behind him. We make eye contact for a brief second before she looks away, but I catch the objection behind her long lashes.

      Fox stands taller and crosses his arms. “If your goal is killing agents then you’re recruiting the wrong person,” he says. “But I know someone who might be willing to lend a hand.”

      “Who?” Lilah asks.

      “Luka Lutrova,” he answers.

      She scoffs. “Surprise, surprise. Fox Fitzpatrick is bosom buddies with the Russian mob.”

      “He’s your best shot,” he says. “He has the resources you need to finish this quickly. It’s a personal fight for him, too.”

      I nod. “You really think he’d help us?”

      He pauses with downcast eyes, like a tired animal trapped in a cage. “Only if I go with you. He’s not exactly trusting.”

      “Wait,” Caleb says. “You’re friends with a Russian mobster?”

      Fox tilts his head. “Friend is kind of a strong word.”

      “Does he call you comrade?”

      “Yes.”

      “We are so fucked.” She runs her fingers over her scalp and exhales. “Okay… I’m not letting you go alone with these people, Fox. I’m going with you.”

      Boxcar looks up from his chair. “Uh... Cal? Don’t you think we should talk about that first?”

      “There’s nothing to talk about, Boxcar,” she says.

      “I emphatically disagree.”

      Caleb looks at me. “How are you on weapons?”

      “A little light,” I answer.

      “You can take what you need from the back room of my shop,” she says. “Got plenty for everyone.”

      Boxcar leans forward. “Caleb.”

      She ignores him and looks at Fox. “What do you think?”

      He nods. “Should be more than enough for getting us across the country. Once we’re in the air, we’re on our own until we reach Lutrova…”

      “Does that mean you’re in?” I ask him.

      He takes a breath. “I’ll escort you through Moscow,” he says. “Get you in touch with Luka and we’ll go from there.”

      “Fox.”

      He turns to the corner and Dani stares back at him with wide, broken eyes.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      Fox hesitates. “Dani...”

      “Just say no.”

      “I can’t.”

      She blinks. Her mouth sags open but nothing comes out.

      Fox takes a step closer to her but she beelines for the door. “Dani...”

      Dani rushes outside, refusing to look back at any of us. I feel an ache of pity for the girl, I really do. But there’s more at stake here than she realizes.

      Caleb follows her. “I’ve got her,” she says.

      Boxcar’s annoyed expression succumbs to the inevitable. “If you’re going international,” he says, “you’ll need new passports, IDs, et cetera. It’s pretty guaranteed you’re all on a no-fly list somewhere and, if not, the Boss probably has you and any identities you’ve had tagged.”

      “I have that taken care of already,” Fox says.

      “Wait, really?”

      He nods. “Fresh IDs for me, Dani, you, and Caleb.”

      Boxcar’s face screws up. “You just… have fake passports for me and my wife sitting around your house?”

      “Yeah,” he replies with a shrug.

      “And you don’t think that’s weird?”

      “It’s not,” I say, fighting a laugh. “It’s a standard habit for people like us. I have extras for me and Lilah, too.”

      “Well, that’s…” Boxcar shrugs, “not at all scary or unnerving.”

      “I don’t have one for Lucy, though,” I say, looking at her. “Not a whole lot of options for it while you’re already in hiding.”

      “Or Archer,” Lilah adds, her head tilting at him. “Sorry. You’re pretty but you’re new and I’m not sure you’re fake ID-worthy yet.”

      Archer nods. “No worries, love. I’ve got my own travel methods. And… ouch?”

      She rubs his thick shoulder.

      I look at Fox instead, still not quite comfortable with the two of them sharing displays of affection in front of me. “Think your guy can make one up for Lucy?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “Not as fast as we need it.”

      Boxcar raises a hand. “I know a guy back in Boston who could — and fast if you pay him enough. He’s kind of shady, though...” He chuckles. “On second thought, I doubt that matters in this crowd. I’ll give him a call.”

      I nod. “Thank you.”

      He flashes a forced smile. “Next stop, Boston?”

      I make eye contact with Fox and we both nod in unison, triggering another sudden prickle of nostalgia down my spine.

      “Sounds good,” Fox says.

      Boxcar stands and gestures to the door. “I’ll go see to the ladies,” he says.

      Fox nods and waits for the door to close behind Boxcar before looking at us. He studies the four of us, eyes drifting from face-to-face, but I don’t sense threats or hostility behind his eyes.

      “Give me tonight,” he says slowly. “I’ll meet you in the morning, just... I need one night.”

      Lilah’s stare shifts between us and she shakes her head as soon as we make eye contact.

      Right now, we know where Fox Fitzpatrick is. More than that, we know the danger of losing sight of him, even for a moment. He’s disappeared before and anyone who tracked him ended up dead. Lilah still doesn’t trust him enough to think that wouldn’t happen again and she’s probably right. If Fox walks out of here now, we may never see him again. We shouldn’t trust him.

      But I choose to anyway.

      “Okay,” I say. “We’ll be here in the morning.”

      “Dante.”

      I ignore Lilah. “Go do what you need to do,” I say over her.

      Fox picks up his gun from the bed. “Thank you,” he says to me. He walks to the door and stops, slowly turning back with his hand on the knob. “I’m sorry about Elijah. He was a good man.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “One of the best of us.”

      He steps outside and closes the door behind him.

      Lilah lets out a rough scoff as she marches to the bed. “Can’t believe you’re just letting him go.”

      “He’ll be back,” I say.

      “Sure, okay.” She grabs her gun and stuffs it into her belt. “I’ll be the realistic one this time.”

      Archer clears his throat. “Lilah, he seemed sincere.”

      “People like Fox don’t do sincere,” she says. “They say I’m a monster. What do you think they say about him?”

      “Lilah.” I stare at her. “Go cool off. Get some rest.”

      “No, Dante, I won’t go get some rest. One of us needs to be awake here and it sure as hell isn’t you.”

      “I know what I’m doing, all right? I worked with Fox every day for over a year. If I thought for a second he’d hurt any of us, I’d take him out.”

      “Bullshit,” she says. “I don’t think you care at all about what he could do to you or me. Or Lucy. No, I think you’re just happy to have your old drinking buddy back.”

      She throws the door open and bolts outside. I don’t bother calling after her. She’s dead set in her opinion and I don’t care to change it. She might be right. If my judgment really is compromised, then I want her to check me when necessary.

      Archer takes a step along her path. “Excuse me,” he says. “I think that’s my cue to play the supportive bloke.”

      I nod. “All right.”

      “Goodnight,” he adds, quickly waving back at me and Lucy.

      “Goodnight,” Lucy says.

      The door closes behind Archer, leaving me and Lucy alone.

      I exhale and lower down to the edge of the bed, staring hard at the floor. The carpet pattern blurs in my vision until I’m finally forced to blink. My eyelids feel heavy. Getting Fox on the same page was the easy part. It’s not time to relax just yet.

      Lucy slides onto the bed behind me and wraps her arms around my neck. “You okay?” she asks, her warm breath tickling my ear.

      I rest a hand on her wrist. “Yeah,” I answer. I turn to look at her and see her right leg extended out to the side, avoiding the bend.

      “How’s the knee?” I ask, reaching over to rub her lower thigh.

      “It’s fine,” she says.

      “Doesn’t hurt?”

      “It’s not bad.” She smiles, hoping to distract me.

      It works.

      “Don’t worry about Fox,” I tell her. “He’ll come through.”

      Lucy shrugs and rests her head on my shoulder. “You trust him. I trust you. That’s good enough for me, you know that.”

      I kiss her forehead, lingering there for a long moment so I can fill my nose with her scent. “Thank you.”

      “I got nowhere else I’d rather be anyway,” she adds.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      She slinks closer. “Where else? At home? Sitting there, waiting for you?”

      “Not gonna lie,” I say with a smile, “that doesn’t sound terrible.”

      “For you, maybe. For me, fuck that shit.”

      I twist in her direction and wrap an arm around her athletic waist. Lucy Vaughn. The foul-mouthed dancer from Chicago.

      I lay a hand on her warm cheek, gently pushing her brunette hair behind her ear. “Just promise me you’ll be smart,” I say. “Keep your eyes open. Stay by my side. I can’t bear the thought of watching you get hurt... again.”

      She kisses the edge of my mouth without saying a word. She doesn’t even need to say anything. My heart pounds in my ears, blocking out the fear and doubt. Lucy’s the only one whose ever been able to remind me that I exist as more than just a hired gun. One taste of her and it was like I was finally able to see the world in color.

      Seeing Fox again has tainted me already. Bright hues are fading in my vision, replaced with deep and dull grays. I need Lucy here by my side, not sitting at home. I don’t want to forget what it feels like to see the world as a man really should.

      Lucy smiles, igniting a spark in my toes again. “Are you going to go talk to Lilah?” she asks.

      “No,” I say. “Think I’ll let Archer handle this one.”

      She nods. “He seems good for her.”

      “He’s stuck around longer than others, I’ll give him that.”

      “You mean he didn’t run away screaming after meeting her scary big brother?”

      I chuckle. “Yeah.”

      She presses her lips against mine, drawing me even further away from darkness. Her hand rests on my thigh, her fingers gently stroking my leg.

      “You should get some sleep,” she whispers.

      I kiss her harder, not wanting to let go just yet. We cling to each other as she lies back and spreads her knees. I settle between them, careful not to twist her right leg, as I tower over her small frame.

      “Whatever you want, Ms. Vaughn,” I say, brushing my lips against hers.
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          Archer

        

      

    

    
      I walk across the parking lot to my trailer on the far side. The door is slightly ajar, meaning Lilah’s so pissed off that she didn’t care to close it or she broke it on the way inside. Either option is equally as likely.

      As I approach it, I run a hand along the side to feel for dents or bent metal. Nothing broken. Good. That’s one less thing I have to worry about.

      Now, I just have to cool her down.

      It’s a demanding chore, though not one I’m unwilling to partake in. My lover just lost the most important person in the world to her. That’s a pain I can’t begin to imagine, nor will I ever attempt to.

      In my mind, for the time-being, Lilah Hart is infallible.

      I step inside the trailer and lock the door behind me, mentally preparing myself for whatever fit of rage I’m about to witness.

      I glance around for that tuft of red hair. “Lilah?”

      “In here, Archer.”

      I twist toward the bed in the back, my eyes instantly falling on the body-shaped lump taking up space beneath the sheet and the trail of her clothing between myself and the bed.

      Lilah sits there with the sheet clenched over her naked breasts.

      I sigh and wander over to her. “So, this is it, then?” I ask. “You pick a fight with Dante, come running back here to my bed, and I’m expected to follow like an obedient pup?”

      “Doesn’t sound like a bad deal to me,” she says.

      “It sounds like a couple thousand dollars of therapeutic attention just waiting to happen.”

      Lilah lets the sheet fall, revealing her perky, hard-nipped breasts and the cobra tattoo twisting down her belly. She slinks forward, practically crawling toward me to the edge of the bed.

      Her hand takes hold of my belt and she tugs it free.

      I ignore the pulsing need in my briefs. “Lilah...”

      “I don’t want to talk right now, Archer,” she says quickly. “I just want you to throw me down on this bed and fuck me until I turn numb. And then, I want you to do it again.”

      I smirk at her pink cheeks. “You know what I adore about you?”

      “What?”

      “That die-hard romanticism.”

      She glowers but that doesn’t stop her from pushing my zipper down.

      I reach for her wrist as it sinks into my trousers. “Wait, Lilah.”

      “Archer—”

      “Look, love...” I steady my grip, keeping her from going farther. “I’m more than willing to fuck your red-headed brains out but I think, one of these days, you’re going to have to take a closer look at this situation and admit who you’re really angry at.”

      Her face twitches. “I will, just...” She takes a deep breath and looks up at me with those begging eyes. “Not right now.”

      I sigh, completely won over by those trembling cherry lips. “All right, then…” I lean over to kiss her forehead. “Lie down and assume the position.”

      “This first…” she says, lowering down with a wide-open mouth.

      I relish in her warm, wet tongue as she inches me inside. I grow harder in her mouth, filling even more of the small space.

      I rest a hand on her neck. She takes me in deeper, all the way back from what I can feel. I grunt with overwhelming passion for her. If she keeps this up, I won’t last long.

      I twist my fingers around her hair, taking a tight hold of it. Her eyes flick up at me as I gently pull her back and I slide out of her mouth. Saliva glistens her red lips and she heaves a deep breath.

      “How do you want it?” I ask.

      Lilah shifts away, turning around to present her bare backside to me. I keep a strong grip on her hair as I align myself behind her. She likes it when I do that. I remind myself of all the things she does like, as I do every time I’m with her.

      I guide my cock inside of her, feeling her stunning wetness tighten around me. Any other time and I would have dropped to my knees and ate her until she was purring for me. But she doesn’t want me to make love to her. She doesn’t want slow. She wants it hard and rough. As she said, she wants to turn numb and I’ll do it. For now.

      I pull back on her hair and she bends upward as I fuck her. She tilts her neck back with an open mouth and moans with every quick thrust I give.

      “Harder,” she mewls.

      I rest my other hand on her ass, digging my fingertips into her without changing my speed. She quivers, knowing what I’ll do next, but I let her buck in suspense. Being hard and rough doesn’t mean I can’t tease her, which is what I like to do. I’ll make her come. But it’ll be on my terms.

      “Harder,” she says again.

      I lean over to whisper in her ear. “You’re too tight,” I say, feeling every twitch inside.

      “I don’t care.”

      I let go of her hair and reach around to grab her neck instead. She moans even louder, rattling the chords in her throat. They vibrate against my hand and I feel her raging pulse along my fingers.

      “I do,” I tell her. “Don’t forget, love. This is my bed. I’m the boss here. Not you.”

      She exhales, releasing a trembling breath.

      “If you want it hard,” I continue, “you’ll have to earn it.”

      “Archer,” she moans.

      “Touch yourself. Come for me once and I’ll be your slave.”

      Lilah lays a hand on her mound and hugs her clit with two fingers. Her moans twist along her lips and I feel another wave of throbs deep inside of her.

      “Good girl,” I whisper, urging her on. “You’re almost there.”

      I slide a hand up her neck and she parts her lips for my finger. She takes it over her tongue and bites down on my knuckle as she sucks the tip. I keep fucking, finding it more than a little difficult to maintain this speed. I want her just as she wants it, hard and fast. But it’ll feel better for both of us after she comes once.

      Lilah cries out in orgasm. I pull my finger out and rest my hand on her shoulder to hold her up as she pulses repeatedly around my cock.

      She turns her head back to look at me, those begging eyes staring up. “Harder,” she begs again.

      I move in to crush my lips on hers. “As you wish, love,” I say.

      I take hold of her backside with both hands, filling my lungs with the warm air around us, before fucking her the way she wants me to. I thrust in and out with ease, pounding deeper with each buck of my hips.

      Lilah holds a pillow against her mouth and lets out a biting, muffled scream. I continue, laying hard and quick slaps against her rear every few thrusts. She likes it when I do that. She likes the pain of it. A little reminder that she’s alive. A big distraction from everything else.

      Her elbows give and she lowers down, sticking her ass a little higher into the air. I grip her tighter, pulling her in with each purposeful fuck.

      “Archer,” she groans, her entire body shaking. “Don’t stop.”

      I hold my breath, tricking my thoughts to focus on anything but coming inside of her right now. It’s an easier task than I expect. We’re on a mission we may not come back from. Our chances are better with Fox Fitzpatrick on our side but how far exactly can we trust him? Lilah doesn’t seem to think that’s very far. And then there’s Boxcar and the recently fertilized Caleb. I can’t imagine they’re having a very loving conversation right now, as she volunteered herself for this job without running by him first…

      “Fuck,” Lilah cries, bringing my focus back.

      Her inner muscles twist around me, signaling another hard orgasm and it pulls me with it. I come with her, feeling my strength deplete more and more with each quick spurt.

      Lilah collapses onto her side in front of me. I watch as her fingers and toes twitch and her breasts rise and fall with her overworked lungs.

      I lie down beside her as she turns onto her back. Her mouth sits agape for a moment before she catches her breath and closes it without a word. Completely numb, as she requested.

      A sense of warm satisfaction teases my ego until I see her cold and unblinking eyes.

      “Lilah?” I ask.

      She stares at the dark ceiling. “It should have been me,” she finally says.

      I breathe out slowly until I can’t anymore. “Let that be one of those things we agree to disagree about, eh, love?” I say.

      She rolls in my direction and buries her face in my chest.

      I hold her there until she falls asleep in my arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      “Dani.”

      I don’t stop walking. Fox has said my name at least a dozen times since we left that motel, but I haven’t answered him. I can’t even look at him. If I do, I’m afraid I might scream or say something I’ll regret.

      He’s leaving me again.

      For a moment, I thought he’d do the right thing. I thought he’d turn around in that room, take my hand, and march us outside. Never look back. Take Caleb and Boxcar along with us. Snake Eyes is a thing of the past. He told me that himself. He was done with that life.

      But it’s not done with him yet.

      I pause by our front door, quickly fishing into my jacket pocket for the key. Boxcar has built quite the security fortress for us. No one gets inside the house unless we let them in. Unfortunately, this means that Fox has all the time in the world to catch up to me before I find and swipe my keycard. I put in the code. I twist the lock.

      “Dani.”

      His fingers brush my arm as I cross over the threshold. Just one light touch fires up my skin, igniting me as it always has.

      I ignore it and rush toward the stairwell, peeling my jacket off as I go.

      My steps echo throughout the silent foyer. I turn my head slightly to see him standing at the bottom in my peripheral vision. He watches me walk away from him. The tension between us builds, but I’m not ready to talk to him yet.

      I walk into our bedroom and look at the mirror hanging on the wall, eyes instantly drawn to the wound on my shoulder. Fox shot me and the bullet went right through me to strike Mercer Black in the heart. I don’t remember anything after that except for a few flashes and sounds. My father screaming. Mrs. Clark’s stone-cold concentration as she held a hot iron to my skin. Fox cradling me in the backseat of a car with one hand pressed against my pulse.

      Look at me, Dani. Stay with me.

      You’re going to be okay.

      I believed him. Why wouldn’t I?

      He swore to protect me. He promised that nothing would hurt me ever again.

      I believed him.

      I won’t make that mistake again.

      Fox appears behind me in the mirror. He stands in the doorway as if waiting for permission to come in. “Dani.”

      I hold up a hand. “Stop saying my name like that, Fox.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I’m the one who’s wrong.”

      “I don’t mean it like that.” He takes a step into the room. “I just want you to look at me.”

      I fill my lungs until it feels like they might burst. Finally, I turn and look into his handsome face. Even with the broken line along his cheek, he still has that boyish charm he’s walked around with since our days at Belle Academy. Maybe that’s what made him so good at his job. No one saw him coming and if they did, they didn’t expect it.

      “There,” I say. “I looked at you.”

      He sighs. “I’m sorry. This isn’t something I want to do.”

      I turn away from him again. “Leave me alone, Fox.”

      “Dani, talk to me.”

      I halt in my tracks and laugh. It comes so suddenly from the depths of my gut. “Talk to you?” I ask. “Talk to you? Talk to me.”

      He squints. “What do you mean?”

      “You were gone for five years, Fox,” I say. “For five years, you were out there, but you won’t tell me what happened to you.”

      “You don’t want to know that.”

      “I’m standing here — right in front of you — telling you that I do. You think I don’t notice that you barely sleep? That you jerk awake, covered in sweat? What is it that keeps you up all night, Fox?”

      “You don’t want to know,” he repeats. “The things I’ve done. The people I’ve hurt. You’ll look at me differently and I don’t want that.”

      “I’ve seen you kill. I’ve seen what you can do. What difference will a few more stories make?”

      “All of it.” His voice falls. “You have to trust me on this.”

      I look at the floor, trying hard to keep the tears down. “You’re not here, Fox,” I whisper. “Three months you’ve lied next to me but you’re not here. Even when we make love, there’s a part of you that’s missing. You’re holding back.”

      “Because I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I’m not some collectible, Fox. You don’t have to keep me in mint condition.”

      His eyes drop to my still-healing shoulder. “I didn’t say you were.”

      I shake my head. His tone is rock solid. Steady and firm. Short, vague responses. “You’re going no matter what I say, aren’t you?”

      Fox exhales. “Yes.”

      “Then, leave,” I say, forcing my lips to stop trembling. “If that’s what you want, then go.”

      “That’s not what I want. I don’t want to go with them.”

      “Then, why are you going?”

      He steps closer and his hand rises to his face. “You see this scar?” he asks, tracing the white line along his cheek. “Elijah’s the one who patched me up. He was like me, Dani. He got dragged into Snake Eyes. He didn’t want that life. When I escaped, I thought that there must be others in the organization just like us.”

      “The same Elijah who dosed Caleb?”

      “To get to me.”

      “And what makes you think they aren’t still trying to kill you, Fox?” I ask. “You could be walking into a trap.”

      “It’s possible.”

      I throw up my hands. “How can you be so calm about this?!”

      “Because this is what I’m good at.” He looks down. “It’s the only thing I’ve ever been good at.”

      I pause. “Fox, that’s not true.”

      “I exposed Snake Eyes and I hoped that people like me and Elijah would find their way out, but I was naïve to think that it’d all be over once I did. Dante’s right. We can’t really move on until the Boss is gone for good. She’ll keep coming after me and she’ll do that through you just like Mercer did.”

      I feel a pain deep in my shoulder. A soft twinge in my cheek. We’re both covered with wounds and scars from Snake Eyes. Him more than me.

      I walk over and lay my hand on his cheek. The raised scar feels stiff against my fingers. He told me that he got that during his first mission in Snake Eyes. His target made him. He was forced to fight back.

      I push his jacket over his shoulders. He stands still, letting me do it until it tumbles to the floor. His brow furrows with confusion as I move his shirt collar over and expose the scar along the side of his neck.

      “Where did you get this one?” I ask.

      “Dani, don’t—”

      “Where?”

      He looks at me with hesitant eyes. “Kabul,” he answers. “Start of my first tour. Got into a sniper battle. I walked away. He didn’t.”

      I grip his shirt and slip the buttons free one-by-one. His hands twitch at his sides but he doesn’t try to stop me. He keeps his eyes on me as mine explore his damaged skin. That damned black cobra stares back at me as I lay my hands on his abs. I feel downward for the thick line on the left side of his ribcage.

      “And this one?” I ask.

      “Madrid,” he answers slowly. “I thought he was sleeping. I dropped my guard for a second and...”

      I draw the line with my fingertip, filling in the rest of it myself. “What did you do to him?”

      He doesn’t blink. He looks me right in the eyes as he says it. “I slit his throat,” he says, his lips slightly parted. “His mistress walked in. She saw everything. She couldn’t have been older than I was and I…” He swallows hard. “I did what was expected of me.”

      His voice drops as my bottom lip trembles.

      I walk around him and pull the shirt off his back. A few dozen gashes greet me along his shoulder blades, some fresher than others. Those happened in Denver when he took a bullet for me and shielded my body with his as we crashed through a window. I drove for ten hours with him in the passenger’s seat bleeding and dying beside me, not sure if he’d survive the night.

      “Dani...”

      I ignore him and crawl my fingers down his spine to find the discolored patch of skin at the small of his back.

      “This one?” I ask.

      “Stab wound,” he says. “A training exercise.”

      “Training exercise?”

      He reaches behind for my hand. “It wasn’t unusual for the squad leaders to pit the rookies against each other... for entertainment. They called it training, but...”

      I cringe and tug my hand away. Agents really are just pawns to these people. It wasn’t just their enemies looking to kill Fox. He could have been killed at any time by any of them just to amuse their squad leaders for an afternoon.

      I step around to face him again and reach for his belt. Fox lays his hand on my cheek to brush a tear away but another one instantly tumbles free.

      “Dani, stop,” he whispers.

      I push his zipper down.

      Fox grabs my hands. “I’ve been hit by cars,” he says. “I’ve been shot twelve times — at least. I’ve woken up with no recollection of how I got there. Days completely gone from memory that I’ll never get back. I could have ended it at any time. A few people I knew did.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I ask.

      He forces my palms flat against his chest. “Do you feel that?” he asks.

      A light thump teases my fingers. His heart is pounding, matching the erratic beat of blood in my ears.

      “My life didn’t belong to me,” he says. “It didn’t belong to Mercer or the Boss. Dani, my life belonged to you.”

      I look down as more tears fall.

      Fox lays a hand beneath my chin and guides my eyes back up. “I knew that I owed it to you to stay alive. The chances of seeing you ever again were nonexistent, but I thought that if you knew I was still alive, you’d want me to fight and survive. You’d want me to keep breathing, even if only for the sake of existing in the same world together. Was I wrong?”

      I exhale slowly. “No,” I answer.

      He holds my face in his hands. “I’ve made mistakes. I’ve done things that I can’t take back, things that hurt you, and I’m sorry. I wish I could say there’d come a time in our lives when I’ll stop hurting you, but I’m not sure I can promise that. Not in a world where Snake Eyes still exists.”

      I try to pull away, but he holds me close. “Fox...”

      “I’m leaving tomorrow, but I’m coming back, Dani,” he says. “When I do, I’m going to make you my wife.”

      He reaches into his pants pocket. I open my mouth to speak but nothing comes out as soon as I see the velvet box in his palm.

      “Danielle Roberts, will you marry me?”

      Fox opens the box. A ring sits inside. A diamond mounted on a silver-colored band.

      It’s beautiful. Everything I imagined it’d be if I ever got married. I picture it instantly. I walk toward Fox in a white dress with flowers in my hands. He smiles, clad in a black suit and tie. We’re surrounded by family and friends.

      We’re normal. Just like everyone else.

      But that’s not who we are.

      We can never be that.

      I shake my head. “No,” I answer.

      Fox eases back a step but he stands taller. “Dani, I’m—”

      I kiss him, cutting him off as I wrap my arms around him. It takes him by surprise, but he embraces me as I lose my balance. He holds me up with ease, returning my kisses until we can barely breathe.

      “I won’t say yes,” I whisper, catching my breath. “Not until you come back to me.”

      He takes the ring out of the box. “I’ll come back,” he says as he forces it onto my finger. “I promise.”

      He lifts me a few inches off the floor, making my toes dangle in the air. I feel weightless and dizzy as if I might pass out at any second, but one look in his eyes centers me again.

      We turn and Fox takes a few strides toward the bed.

      I tighten my grip on him as a sob shakes me to the core. “I love you, Fox,” I say.

      He lays me down. “I love you. Since the moment I saw you, I knew...”

      I flash back to that night. Seventy degrees in December. A typical LA Christmas Eve. I thought he hated me.

      The next thing I knew, he lived down the hall.

      I pull him down to my lips. His tongue laps gently against mine as I feel down his abs toward his belt again. He runs his hands beneath my top, guiding it up and over my head to expose my breasts.

      We move quickly with passion and greed. It’s different than before. Before, he touched me as if I were breakable. America’s Sweetheart, he sometimes called me. That might have been true once, but not anymore. Not if I have any say in it.

      Fox eases back and pulls my pants off with one quick tug, taking my panties with them. He’s back on me in a second, his lips hungry for a few more long, urgent kisses. I push his pants down over his rear. His hands roam every inch of me as he settles between my thighs. It’s so fast and eager, so different than our first time together.

      I tried to stop. I tried to shut it off and ignore it, but I can’t.

      It’s always been you, Dani.

      He made love to me and I never saw him again. That haunted me for years. I wondered what I’d done wrong. If I wasn’t any good. If I really was nothing more than a silly joke to him.

      Eventually, sadness became anger. When they told us he was killed in action, that anger turned cold, but a lingering sadness never left me.

      I can’t help but wonder if I’ll be thinking the same thing five years from now.

      He made love to me and I never saw him again.

      Fox pins my arms above my head. Our lips don’t part for more than a second as he eases between my thighs. His kiss is slow and precise, almost teasing. I feel his tip slip between my folds, but he doesn’t thrust. The tease is unbearable. I feel my insides pulsing for him, growing more enraged by the second.

      Finally, he shifts forward, penetrating me. I lay my head back, closing my eyes to focus and feel it. His lips fall to my exposed neck, biting down. The sharp nip travels back behind my ear, radiating my senses.

      Passion takes us both. I begin to move my hips to meet his swift thrusts, but I can’t move more than that. I can barely think. It’s hard and fast, unlike any other time we’ve been together. He doesn’t hold back. He takes what he wants from me and I give in to it without thinking.

      “Fox...” I whimper as my toes curl.

      I’m not a collectible. If Fox is damaged, then so am I.

      He brushes his lips along my shoulder, pressing down to kiss my healing wound. He regrets shooting me that day. I don’t. In my mind, I took that bullet to save him. I’d do it again if I had to.

      My shoulder twinges. I wince as a bit of pain travels down to my wrist. Fox releases my right hand and guides my arm down to my side, almost as if he could feel it, too. His hips continue their fast and steady grind. I feel myself tightening around him, hurdling closer toward release, but I hold on. I want to make this feeling last for as long as possible. I want this night to last forever.

      If it does, then he’ll never leave.

      He’ll never go on one last dangerous mission. Everyone knows how that goes in the movies. Just one final job. One week until retirement. It’s a jinx, plain and simple. The odds aren’t in our favor.

      Tears fill my eyes again, fighting the pleasure tearing me apart from the inside out.

      “Fox,” I breathe, choking on the sob.

      He halts deep inside of me, his tattooed chest heaving. “Don’t think about it, Dani,” he whispers. He rests his forehead on mine, staring into my eyes. “Just be here. Now. With me.”

      I swallow my tears, giving in to electricity dancing throughout my spine. I touch his cheek. That white scar sticks out against my fingertips and he closes his eyes as I feel it. My own face twitches with pain as I remember Mercer’s blade slicing my cheek. He did that to get Fox’s attention. To connect the two of us together and that’s exactly what it did. My scar is gone now, reversed by expensive doctors and specialists, but I still feel it on the inside.

      My connection to Fox. It’ll never go away.

      I kiss him again, feeling the last of my tears disappearing as my lips curl.

      “What?” he asks, smiling with me.

      I block it all out. I picture a world without Snake Eyes. No more Boss. No more killing. Just me and Fox in his cabin outside of Mrs. Clark’s farmhouse. Finally together against all odds.

      I won’t let it all fade to black this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I am being watched.

      It’s a funny feeling, one that creeps into my psyche long before I even open my eyes. In the old days, I would have sprung into action to eliminate whatever enemy felt compelled to attack me or any member of my family, but things have changed for me over the last year.

      I wake up in near-perfect darkness, though a bit of daylight manages to slip in-between the thick, black curtains along the window. I reach out to feel for Sofia, but her side of the bed is ice cold.

      Still, I feel the eyes on me.

      I stretch out my legs as consciousness takes hold and my foot bumps into something sitting at the end of my bed.

      He chuckles. His laughter is warm and childishly sinister.

      I squint at him as his small body takes shape in front of me.

      “Lucian...” I murmur.

      I reach for the switch above the bed and flick the lamp on, illuminating my son’s grinning face. He’s dressed in black shorts and a navy shirt. The bottoms of his white socks are filthy, no doubt from running through the flower beds and driving Sofia crazy. He holds a thick book in his hands with a maroon cover. The soft, Italian features he shares with his mother stand out as he smiles at me but not as much as his bright, silver eyes.

      Those are all mine.

      “Lucian,” I say again, smiling back. “What are you doing?”

      He drops the book on the bed between us. Russian fairy tales.

      “You want me to read to you?” I ask him.

      He nods.

      “Lucian, these are bedtime stories,” I point out. “It’s not time for bed.”

      “Per favore, Papa.”

      I sigh and pick up the book, caving completely. I brought this on myself, to be honest. I read to him every night when he and Sofia first moved in. Once my mission took over, those nights became fewer and farther apart. Sofia took up the task, but Russian fairy tales just don’t sound as good in her soft, Italian accent.

      Lucian stares back at me, eager and hopeful.

      “Okay,” I say, flipping it open. “Just a few pages...”

      He grins and hops up the bed to sit beside me. I extend my arm out of habit and he settles beneath it with his eyes forward on the old, graying pages.

      I flip through the book until I find my favorite story from when I was his age.

      “V kakom-to tsarstve,” I begin, “v nekotorom gosudarstve, tsar' zhil...”

      He slides his hand to rest in mine and I pause. Nine months with this child and I’m still not used to the way my heart bleeds for him. So small and fragile in my thick fingers but he’ll surely grow up to be just as strong as me. I smell the top of his head and smile.

      “U etogo tsarya bylo tri syna, vse oni byli na vozraste. Tol'ko mat' ikh vdrug unos Kosh Bessmertnyy—”

      The bedroom door swings open and Sofia steps inside. Her expression instantly twists from panic to annoyed relief. “Lucian, non dovresti svegliare tuo padre—”

      “It’s all right, Sofia,” I say, holding up a hand to stop her from scolding him for waking me.

      She takes a breath, quickly blowing it out again as she admires the two of us. Poor thing must have been searching for him for ages and he’s become quite the master at hide and seek, or so I’ve heard.

      Like mother, like son.

      I look her up and down as she relaxes. My darling Sofia. A Russian resident for nearly a year but she still clings to those bright sundresses. Just as beautiful today as she was the day of our wedding. Hell, even the day of her first wedding — the one we rarely talk about. I think of it often, though. It was the day after we conceived our son.

      I close the book. “Aren’t we supposed to speak English in the morning?” I tease.

      She steps closer to the bed and places her hands on her hips. “It’s three in the afternoon.”

      I glance at the darkened curtains. “Oh.”

      “And am I to believe that you were translating those stories into English?” she quips. “We speak Russian in the evenings, yes?”

      “Uh-oh.” I wince playfully and bounce Lucian once, making him chuckle. “She caught us, boy. Go beg her forgiveness.”

      Lucian slides away and hops down onto the floor. Sofia’s little eyes shift between us as her smile grows. Lucian pauses in front of her, reaching out to grip the edge of her dress.

      “Perdonami, Mamma,” he says.

      I smirk. He even did it in Italian.

      Sofia sighs and bends down to poke the tip of his nose. “I forgive you, piccola luce,” she says. As she stands back up, she looks at me. “And?”

      I frown. “And what?”

      For a brief second, her eyes twitch down to my bare chest. “Aren’t you going to beg me forgiveness, too?”

      I clear my throat, shaking off the last bit of tiredness from my system. I place my feet on the floor and stand up before making my way around the bed toward them. My wife and my son. The family I was never meant to have but will do anything in my power to keep.

      “I’m sorry, Sofia,” I say. I place a gentle hand beneath her chin to tilt her upward and kiss her cheek.

      “In Italiano,” she says.

      “Mi dispiace.”

      Her brow arches. “Na russkom.”

      In Russian.

      My heart pounds blood toward every crevice of my body. “Lucian...” I say, staring into Sofia’s eyes. “Go find your grandmother. Ask her to finish the story for you.”

      He moves quickly, pumping his little legs toward the hallway with his book clenched tightly in his grip.

      “And close the door...” I say. “I have to teach your mother a little Russian.”

      Sofia’s chest heaves, softly quivering as she exhales through her parted lips.

      Lucian does as he’s told and reaches up on his tippy toes to pull the door closed behind him.

      As soon as it latches, I pull her in for a deep kiss. Sofia wraps her arms around me and her legs do the same as I pick her up off the floor.

      “Prosti, Sofia,” I say.

      She moans against my lips. “I forgive you, Luka.”

      I twist to the bed and fall forward to drop us onto it. She cradles my waist with her wide-open knees, pulling me in as she slides a warm hand into my slacks.  My hands roam up her thighs, pushing her dress up to find the thin strap of her panties beneath it.

      Her fingers hug my shaft, bringing it to life in her hand. “I’ve missed you,” she says.

      I kiss along her cheek toward her ear. “I know,” I say with a sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      She smiles up at me as she lays her other palm on my chest. Her fingertip flicks back and forth along the tattoo of my arm. “Did you get him?” she asks.

      I taste the sweet skin of her neck to block out the bloodshed flashing in my head. “Yes,” I answer.

      Sofia guides my tip inside of her and lets out a smooth moan as I take her with one, quick thrust. “Good,” she says.

      We grind together, our bodies surging with need.

      It’s been days since we’ve been together. Nearly a week of coming home too late to say goodnight and waking long after good morning but that’s what we signed up for when I committed to ridding the world of Snake Eyes.

      The master file. One name at a time crossed off with blood.

      I thought we’d lost them. They were easy to find for months but then, after the organization was exposed three months ago, that task turned far too difficult. They all scurried underground like rodents, coming up only for the bare necessities that can’t easily be avoided. The ones still hiding out in Russia are few and far, but with the help of Stefan Petrovin and his son, Nikita, we’ve managed to smoke out quite a few.

      Forty-two agents dead. So many left to go. Except one, of course. He earned his right to keep his life when he saved Sofia’s.

      “Luka...” She cups my face and kisses me. “Why did you stop?”

      I stare at her gorgeous face. I feel her inner muscles vibrating around me, urging me to take her to the end, but I give over to the moment.

      My lips brush against hers. “You’re so beautiful, lyubov' moya,” I whisper.

      She caresses my cheek. “Is that all?”

      I chuckle and turn my head to kiss her palm. “No.”

      Her eyes narrow. “What’s wrong, Luka?”

      My gaze wanders away to scan the walls around us. A year ago, my life was very different. Unrecognizable. I was the head of my family’s security. It was my job to keep them safe at any cost. Now, I entrust others to do what I failed to do.

      I didn’t live in the master suite on the top floor either. My mother insisted that Sofia and I move in here after our wedding. We needed the privacy and the extra space to raise a growing child, or so she claimed.

      If you ask me, she was too heartbroken to be here after what happened to my father. I don’t blame her. My mother is the strongest woman I’ve ever met but even I can see the pain behind her smile when she looks into my son’s eyes. He will grow up without knowing his grandfather, but I’ll make sure he knows the name Nikolai Lutrova.

      Sofia kisses me, instantly drawing me back to her. While I acknowledge the pain that’s wrecked my family, I can’t forget the hope we’ve brought to her. In the simplest terms, Sofia grew up a slave to the Zappia crime family. Raised to obey the middle son, Giovani, and breed the next generation — whether she wanted to or not. She took it upon herself to make sure that never happened and vowed to bring them down. In the end, she succeeded, but not without great personal cost.

      The Zappia family still thrives in America but their reputation is in shambles everywhere else. Their assets have been destroyed, not just by me and Yuri, but by our former rivals, the Petrovin family. Decades of hatred brought to a stand-still by a single common enemy. Our alliance has made Russia more powerful than ever and brought Italy to its knees.

      Sofia sleeps soundly at night knowing that she’s lying safely beside me and not her ex-husband. She accepts my touch knowing that it’ll never be used to bring her harm.

      But, every so often, she’ll twitch awake in my arms with her fearful pulse slamming rapidly against her ribs.

      Gio Zappia is still out there somewhere.

      If I accomplish only one task in my life, it’ll be to find him and make him pay for everything he did to her and my son.

      I kiss her deeper as I sway my hips to take her again. Her lips curl and pleasure returns to her face. Soft noises spring from her throat. Her fingertips dig into my sides. My passions push me to the edge. My love. My beautiful, darling Sofia. The little girl in the garden shed with adventure in her eyes.

      Sofia’s back arches upward and I kiss her neck, tasting the subtle vibration in her throat as she moans through climax. She bites her lip, holding back her scream before I kiss her again. I laugh with her as I continue my thrust. I could stay inside of her forever. The thought is obviously tempting.

      “Sofia...” I whisper.

      Her satisfied eyes flutter open. “What?”

      “Just...” I grin. “Sofia.”

      She smiles and guides me onto my back. I let her move me, resting my hands on her thighs beneath her dress as she slides me back inside. Her mouth sags open and she places her palms on my chest to hold herself up. She rides me slowly with closed eyes and I buck my hips to meet hers, doubling the pleasure begging to erupt from me.

      “Luka...” She moans and beckons me to her.

      I push up to sit. I touch the sharp curves of her hips and the humps of her breasts. “Yes, lyubov’ moya?” I ask.

      She cups my face and rests her forehead on mine. “Ya tebya lyublyu,” she says.

      I love you.

      I clench, feeling climax take hold. She feels it and kisses me, offering her tongue to my parted lips. I taste her, gripping her body tightly as I come inside of her.

      My cell phone rings beside the bed. I ignore it in favor of resting against her breast. Her fingers run through my hair, softly trembling, as my throbbing shaft relaxes.

      “Do you need to get that?” she asks.

      I shake my head as it stops ringing. “Probably just Yuri.” I tilt my head up. “I’ll talk to him lat—”

      The ringing begins again.

      I look at it and groan with impatience as her smile grows.

      “Later,” I finish. “A man deserves ten minutes alone with his wife.”

      “Only ten?” she jokes as the ringing stops. “Is that all I get nowadays?”

      “Unfortunately,” I answer, burying my face in her breasts again. I kiss the peaks of her warm cleavage rising out of her dress, relishing in what I can of her for as long as possible. “But, someday soon, I’ll take you far away from here.”

      “Is that so?”

      “A nice, long vacation. Just the two of us.”

      “To the beach?” she asks, hopeful.

      I cringe. “Or a cabin in the mountains...”

      She raises a brow. “You’d lock your beautiful, Italian wife away in a cold, snowy dungeon?”

      “You’d force your poor, Russian husband to endure sunlight?”

      “We did not think this through, did we?”

      I chuckle. “No.”

      “Well...” She kisses my forehead. “I’m sure we can compromise. This would, technically, be our honeymoon.”

      “I am sorry, Sofia.” I stroke her cheek. “I should have given you a proper honeymoon by now.”

      She smiles, as she always does. “Luckily, my life isn’t all that bad. And there are more important things to—”

      My phone rings again and I groan with annoyance.

      Sofia shrugs. “See?”

      I let it ring and hold her a little closer. “This won’t last forever,” I say. “You have my word.”

      She eases off my lap and grabs the phone. “And you have my heart,” she says. “That will last forever.”

      I take the phone from her as my chest pumps warm blood through my fingertips. She walks across the room to the en suite and slides the door closed behind her, casually glancing over her shoulder at me before her loving face disappears.

      I take a calming breath before answering the phone. “Markov?” I say into it.

      “We found him.”

      I keep one eye on the bathroom door. “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Meet me downstairs.”

      I hang up and push off the bed.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      Dani. My beautiful Dani.

      Even while she’s sleeping.

      We’ve been in this situation before. I’d hoped we’d never have to be ever again, but life has always found a way to screw me over from time-to-time.

      Last time, I did exactly what I’m doing now. I stood over her, silently watching her breath drift in and out, counting down the seconds until I had to walk out the door. She lies on her back with the blanket resting just beneath her shoulders. Milky white skin peeks out in the dark. Eyes and lips twitch slightly. I remember thinking that, no matter what happened, at least I got one perfect night with her. That made it harder to let her go but I had to do the right thing.

      Today is no different.

      I kneel by her side of the bed and I catch something shimmer in my peripheral vision. Her left hand lies on her stomach above the blanket.

      I smile and swallow the lump in my throat.

      My future wife. Maybe.

      I reach out to touch her, but I let my fingers linger above her skin just like before. Last time, I couldn’t bring myself to touch her and risk waking her up. I knew that if she did, I wouldn’t leave. I’d take one look into her eyes and she’d own me.

      But I can’t do that to her again. I can’t leave without saying goodbye.

      I drag my fingertip along her cheek, slowly traveling back toward her ear.

      She opens her eyes. They look wide and alert like she didn’t sleep at all. For a brief second, her lips slide upward as she looks at me. Content and angelic. That glowing light in the darkness she’s always been for me.

      “Hey,” I whisper.

      “Hey...” She looks at the clock by the bed and her expression shifts. Just after six in the morning. “You’re leaving,” she says.

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      She sits up. “Without saying goodbye?”

      I sit down beside her. “No, I learned my lesson about that last time.”

      “Damn right, you did.”

      Dani lets out a small, quiet chuckle. It feels nice to hear her laugh one last time. I don’t know when I’ll hear it again — or if I’ll hear it again.

      Christ, what am I saying?

      I’m coming back.

      No matter what.

      Dani rests her hands on my sides. “I should go with you.”

      “No,” I whisper, leaning in for another hit of her sweet, apple smell.

      “Fox, I can’t just stay here.”

      “I know.” I release her hands to stand up.

      She watches with a furrowed brow as I walk over to the collage of photos hanging on the wall. I take hold of the largest one and pull it off, revealing the hidden wall safe about halfway up the wall. I turn the dial, locking in the code from muscle memory, and the safe clicks open.

      “Fox?”

      I reach inside for the black canvas bag inside. When I turn, Dani’s already off the bed with her tank top on, stepping into a pair of shorts.

      I set the bag on the bed, quickly zipping it open to get what’s inside. Dani crosses her arms as I pull out several stacks of cash, a few burner cellphones, and fake passports.

      “It’s called a Code Zero kit,” I say. “In Snake Eyes, I mean.”

      “What does that mean?” she asks.

      “We all had one. If anything were to go wrong on a mission or we’d lost contact with HQ, we’d go into hiding and await further instruction.”

      I pick up the stack of passports and flip open the first one. Mine. I slide it into my pocket. The second one is for Boxcar. The third, Caleb.

      “When did you have all of this made, Fox?” she asks, her voice whispered and broken.

      “Just after we came back from Iowa,” I answer truthfully.

      “So, you’ve just been sitting around here, waiting for something like this to happen?”

      “I was prepared for something like this to happen, Dani,” I say. “I didn’t want it to happen.”

      She goes quiet.

      I put the fourth passport back in the bag, along with all the cash, a phone, and Dani’s fake ID. “After I leave, pack a bag,” I begin. “Take only what you need. Wear something neutral. Something that gets you lost in the crowd. Put on a hat and sunglasses. Don’t make eye contact with anybody.”

      She shakes her head. “Fox...”

      “Take the subway downtown,” I say. “Go to the impound lot on Olympic. Ask to speak to Pliskin. They’ll know what that means.”

      “Fox, hold on.”

      “They’ll give you a car. In the trunk, you’ll find extra license plates and a few other things. Then, get in and drive.”

      “Drive?” she asks. “Drive where?”

      I pause, taking a breath. “That’s up to you.”

      Dani takes a step back. “No...”

      “The less I know, the better. You’ll be safer that way.”

      “Fox, I can’t.”

      “You know what to do,” I say. “You’ve done it before.”

      “You’ve done it before. I was just there.”

      “But you remember what we did. Always take the longer route. Stop only to sleep and eat. Pay cash for everything.”

      “Fox—”

      “Pull off somewhere safe and change the plates every three-hundred miles. Trust your gut and do nothing to draw attention to yourself.”

      “For how long?”

      “Until I call,” I say. “I’m the only one with the number to that phone.”

      “What if you never call?” she whispers, holding back a sob.

      I bite down. “I will.”

      Dani drops her head, wagging it back and forth as tears fill her eyes again. “I can’t do this by myself, Fox.”

      “Yes, you can.” I step forward, reaching out to cup her face. “Dani, look at me.”

      She struggles, her bottom lip trembling wild. Finally, she raises her head and I smile at her beautiful eyes. The whites shimmer in the dark as I rest my forehead against hers.

      “When this is all over, I will come get you, Dani. I promise.”

      Her tears fall down her cheeks. “Don’t you dare die on me, Fox.”

      My heart lurches. “I won’t.”

      “I can’t go through that again—”

      “I know.” I kiss her forehead to try and stop my lips from trembling. “I’m coming back. You won’t get rid of me that easily, all right?”

      Another line of warm tears tumbles over my fingers. She holds her breath to try and keep the rest back, but I feel them fall anyway. I pull her in, and she wraps her arms around my neck.

      “Fox...” Her voice cracks, locked behind a sudden intake of air.

      “Don’t worry about me, Dani,” I say, holding her close. “There’s a reason why these bastards haven’t been able to kill me yet. And Luka...” I lean back and wipe the tears from her eyes. “The man we’re going to see. He’s killed more agents than I have. So when I say don’t worry, I mean it. I’m coming home. We are coming home. You can count on that.”

      She nods and manages to take in a full breath. “Okay.”

      “And when we do...” I kiss the tip of her nose. “I’m going to marry you.”

      Her grin surfaces. “My dad is so gonna kill you,” she says.

      “You let me worry about Bennett.”

      My ankles bounce, signaling a need for me to start moving but my feet stay glued to the ground. It’s time to go. I don’t know how long we’ll be gone but the sooner we get started, the sooner I know she’s safe. Right here, now, with me… she’s not safe.

      I try to move again but her face keeps me here. Her bright, longing eyes. Thick, red lips. Pale and perfect skin. I run my fingers through her hair again just to feel the warmth of her scalp. I have to go. I have to go but I can’t make myself walk away yet.

      I kiss her, tasting a mix of salty tears and natural sweetness on her lips. My nose twitches with the faint scent of apples. I inhale as much of her as I can in case it’s the last time I’ll ever get to.

      I draw her left hand toward me to get a good look at that ring. It fits her perfectly, in size and style.

      “It’s beautiful,” she says, sniffing.

      “It had to be,” I say. “I wasn’t about to be the guy who proposed to Roxie Roberts with an ugly ring.”

      She laughs. “Makes sense.” She embraces me again, filling her lungs with me as I did with her. “Fox, if something happens...”

      “You’ll be taken care of,” I say. “I’ll make sure of it.” I lean back to look her in the eye again. “Nothing will ever hurt you again, Dani. Once this is all over, I’m going to spend the rest of my life proving that to you.”

      Her gaze falls for no more than a second. “I’ll wait for you,” she says. “Again.”

      I kiss her, letting our lips linger for longer than necessary. “I love you, Dani,” I whisper.

      She looks up at me and wipes the tears off her face. “I love you, too, Fox,” she says, her voice strong.

      This is where we’d say goodbye if this were any other day for any other purpose. But this isn’t goodbye. This isn’t a casual see you later either. This is a pact. A promise to meet here again and be with each other forever. Goodbye doesn’t cover that. I love you, on the other hand. That does.

      We let go and I walk across the bedroom to the door.

      The hallway is dark and cold, a stark contrast to our bedroom in every way. I turn back to get another good look at her. She holds that smile on her face, though I know the second I walk out of here, she’ll fall to pieces. Dani is an excellent actress but I’m her biggest fan. I can see when she’s faking it.

      I force my own smile and close the door behind me.

      I’ll be back, Danielle Roberts.

      I go down the stairs, taking in the details of our house. Flashes of memory nearly knock me down to my knees. That time we made love on the staircase. How she used to peek on me in the shower. All those times I’d say her name just to hear her voice when she responded. Signs of a normal, happy life.

      And friends. Hanging out downstairs with Boxcar and Caleb, catching up and drinking just a little too much. Dani snorting with laughter over stories of Caleb swindling the other soldiers at arm wrestling in the barracks.

      I wish I got just a little more time to act normal. It felt pretty good.

      I freeze my stride before I reach the bottom. I point an ear in the direction of the kitchen. A soft shuffle. I know I heard it.

      There’s somebody else in the house.
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      I reach for the gun stashed behind my back, running on pure instinct as I descend the rest of the way down. My heels touch the floor, but I rely on my training to keep them quiet.

      Another sound twitches my senses. A soft tapping noise. Quick and familiar.

      I ease forward, using all of my stealth training to silently release the safety on my gun. There’s an exhale of breath from the kitchen counter. A cup taps down. A chair nudges along the floor.

      I poke my head in, ready for anything. My finger cradles the trigger, adding a pound of pressure. Just one twitch and I’ll end whoever this is who thought he could just wander into my fucking house.

      “Hey, Fox.”

      I roll my eyes at him sitting at my kitchen table. “Dammit, Box...”

      Boxcar barely glances up at me from his laptop and reaches for the travel cup sitting beside him.

      I flick the safety back on and drop the gun on the table. “What are you doing here?”

      “Needed someplace quiet to work,” he says. “My Boston buddy says he’ll make all the docs we need for Lucy. Just need to send him a photo ASAP.”

      I nod. “And this guy can be trusted?”

      “Yeah. Well, I mean...” He turns up his hands. “About as much as a professional con artist can be trusted but we’ve done plenty of business together before. Should be all right. But, if not, you know... we’re probably all gonna die anyway.”

      I’d expect nothing less than gallows humor from Boxcar at a time like this, but I can’t blame him for it. I’m barely coping right now myself.

      I glance around the kitchen. “How did you get in here?” I ask.

      “I built your security system,” he says with a shrug. “I’ll fix it before I leave.”

      “Fortify it if you can, please...”

      His eyes scrape the ceiling. “Dani’s staying behind?”

      “Yeah, for a little bit.”

      “A little bit?”

      “She’s packing a bag,” I say, one ear on the ceiling. I haven’t heard her moving yet, meaning she may have gotten back into bed. I don’t want to stop to picture the tears on her face. If I do, I might not be able to stop myself from going right back up there. “She’s getting out of dodge.”

      “To where?” he asks.

      “Anywhere.”

      “Good.” He closes his laptop with a dull thud. “Caleb can keep her company.”

      “Caleb’s going to Russia.”

      “No, she’s not,” he says. “Caleb isn’t going with us and that’s final.”

      “That’s what?” I chuckle.

      “My foot is down on this one, Fox.”

      “Look, man, if you’re trying to play the concerned husband card, you might as well burn it. This is Caleb Fawn we’re talking about here.”

      “Oh, believe me, I’m more than a little accustomed to my wife running head-first into dangerous situations with zero regard for her own life,” he pauses, “but this is different.”

      I lean forward. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s up?”

      Boxcar inhales sharply, holding it for a second before letting it go. “She’s gonna kill me for telling you this,” he says.

      “Box, what’s going on?”

      He clears his throat. “Caleb is pregnant.”

      My lips twitch. “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish.”

      “That’s amazing, Box. Congrats, man.”

      He furrows his brow in annoyance. “Okay, I’m going to let that last for another few seconds before you get to where I am right now.”

      The knee-jerk excitement passes. My best friend is having a baby. The same best friend who happens to be the best soldier I ever served with. Her skills and insight will come in handy in the days ahead... but at what expense?

      “You’re right,” I say, sitting back. “She can’t come.”

      “Thank you,” he says. “Now, you go tell her that because everything I’ve said hasn’t quite gotten through to her.”

      “What makes you think I can get through to her?”

      “Because she listens to you, Fox.”

      I scoff. “Since when?”

      “Since always. Look, I’m not an idiot. I know my place in her life. I might be her husband but you’re her partner. I take full responsibility for that. I haven’t exactly been there for her the last two years, but...” He looks down. “I can’t let her go with you. When I think she will, I feel like I might vomit. Caleb Fawn is carrying my baby. I’m going to be a father...”

      I stare at the dawning fear in his eyes. “You should probably stay with them, too.”

      He shakes his head. “No, you need someone to watch your back. And I still feel sort of…” He pauses, exhaling hard. “I still feel responsible for this, in a way.”

      “Because of Afghanistan?” I ask. He nods. “That wasn’t your fault, Box.”

      “If I had stood up to Marilyn when I had the chance, you wouldn’t have been recruited.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “We don’t not know that.”

      “If things had happened even just a little bit differently, you could be dead and they could have recruited Caleb instead,” I point out. “You ask me, things happened in the best way possible.”

      He laughs softly. “Do you think she could do what you’ve done? Be a Snake Eyes agent?”

      “I hope not… but put a gun to anyone’s head, you’d be surprised at what they’re capable of.”

      “I hear that.” He stares at the wall behind me. “If the things I know can help, even just a little bit, then I want to be there. Caleb will understand that. She may not like it but she’ll understand.”

      “You sure it’s worth it?”

      “I’m sure I’ll find out.”

      “When did you find out?” I ask. “About the baby, I mean.”

      His brow twitches, temporarily taken back. “Last night,” he answers slowly. “Just before everything went down but we didn’t even have a chance to celebrate before Archer showed up. Or, I think we would have celebrated. Haven’t gotten a straight answer from her on how she feels about it yet.” He looks at me. “That’s another reason why I came here to stew this morning. Seemed fitting. The kid was probably conceived upstairs in your guest bedroom…”

      I squint, uncomfortable. “Man, Caleb is like a sister to me, so could you not?”

      “Fuck, dude! Have you ever spent extended time with a woman who didn’t become like a sister to you?”

      “Well…” I blink twice, thinking hard. “No, actually…”

      Boxcar turns up his hands, vindicated. “Anyway, how did you convince Dani to stay behind?”

      “That was easy.” I shrug. “Dani’s not built for something like this, but Caleb...”

      He slides his laptop into his bag and stands up. “Well, I’m sure you’ll think of something,” he says. “She’s in the back room of her shop right now inventorying her guns.”

      I breathe a laugh. Only Caleb Fawn would do that to chill at six in the morning.

      “Box, you may have been gone for the last two years but so was I. It’s not about time spent with her. It’s what you do with it. Don’t forget which one of us banged her in the back of a jeep after three weeks in the desert.”

      “Ahh,” he says, cracking a stiff smile. “Simpler times.”

      He turns and walks off. After a few moments, I hear the security system chime on and the front door closes behind him.

      I turn an ear to the ceiling again, hoping to hear the soft shuffle of Dani’s feet, but…

      No. I shouldn’t. If I hear even the slightest sniff or sob, I won’t be able to…

      I stand up, boots digging into the floor as I make my way toward the front door.

      A light came to me. And with it, a new life.

      Tomorrow, it may come to you.

      Sofia was right in the end.

      I just wish it lasted just a little bit longer.
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      I was never meant to be a mother.

      There. I said it.

      You’d think a girl like me would have all the courage in the world to say something like that. I’ve fought in wars. I’ve taken on men nearly three times my size. And won.

      I am woman. Hear me roar.

      I just never thought for a second that anyone would ever call me Mommy.

      But it doesn’t matter. There’s no time to think about that right now. Fox is in trouble. His past has caught up to him and he needs my help. That’s more important. Also, my husband has officially been dragged into it, too. Cue my complete lack of surprise.

      Eleven long guns. Twenty pistols of various sizes and shapes. Four hundred rounds. It’s not bad. Could be better. But not bad.

      I glance around my shop’s back room from my spot on the floor. There was a time when Fawn’s Pawn was the best place to go to buy and trade under the table. Sure, it wasn’t always kosher in a legal sense, but it kept my water turned on. Can’t say I’m proud of it. Can’t say I regret it, though.

      Clearly, that part of my life is over. I can’t be an illegal arms dealer with a baby balanced on my hip.

      Or can I?

      I push the question away. That’s not what’s important right now.

      The back exit opens and closes. A pair of boots wander in from the hall, but I don’t tense up. I have an ear for movement and his walk hasn’t changed since the day I met him.

      “Fox, I’m over here.”

      He follows my voice and pauses in the doorway.

      “Hey,” he greets.

      His brow creases as he looks around, leaving more than a few lines between his eyes. He’s aged over the last few years. We all have, obviously, but you can really see the bullshit he’s been through behind his expression.

      “You okay?” I ask as I lay a rifle down by my side.

      “Could be better, I guess,” he answers.

      I push off the floor. “That’s to be expected.” I gesture around. “So, how are we doing this Boston thing? Fly or road trip? It’ll be easier to travel armed if we go by road, but time would definitely be an issue…”

      “Caleb,” he says, his voice falling.

      “What?”

      His brow creases even more. “I think it’d be best if you stayed here with Dani.”

      I scoff. “Yeah, right.”

      “No, I mean it.” He shifts on his toes. “This might get dangerous and you—”

      “Goddammit,” I mutter, feeling a tepid rage boil beneath my skin.

      “What?” he asks.

      “He told you, didn’t he?”

      Fox looks down. “Don’t be mad at Box, Cal. He just wants what’s best for you. To keep you safe.”

      “Pretty sure I’m the only one who gets to vote on what’s best for me.”

      “And I would never claim otherwise… but—”

      “No buts, Fox. You can’t trust these people and I’m not letting you get dragged back down to the hell you already climbed out of.”

      “I get that,” he says. “But if something happens to you, something that could easily have been avoided…”

      “Ditto.”

      He laughs. “I’m not making any progress here, am I?”

      “Not really, no.”

      “Okay.” He takes a step into the room. “How are you feeling?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m fine.”

      “You know, when Box told me, I got the clearest image in my head of what that kid will look like. I don’t know about you, Caleb, but I can’t wait to meet them.”

      I look down. “That makes one of us, then.”

      He shrugs. “What are you scared of?”

      “I’m not scared, I just...” I glance up into his knowing eyes. “Okay, fine. I’m terrified. I don’t know the first thing about parenthood. I can field strip an M16 in fourteen seconds, but I have no idea how to change a dirty diaper.”

      “You learned how to strip a rifle,” he says, smiling. “You’ll learn how to change a diaper.”

      “And Boxcar? I mean... can you imagine him wearing a kid in one of those wrap things? Loading up a car seat?”

      “Actually, yeah.”

      I squint. “Come on.”

      “Really. I can,” he says. “I think Boxcar deserves a little more credit than you give him. He might not be teaching anyone how to throw a football, but he’ll step up when necessary.”

      I pause mid-pace and lean my back against the wall. “Or he’ll take off again.”

      He shakes his head. “No, he won’t.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I’d shoot him, and he knows it.”

      I laugh. “Good point.”

      Fox shifts closer to stand beside me. “Box is going to be great dad,” he says. “You are going to be a great mom. And I am going to do everything I can to make sure that happens.”

      I glare at him. “Fox...”

      “Caleb, there are two people in this world that I would travel to the ends of the earth and back for. One is Dani, that goes without saying. The other is you. We’ve fought together, bled together. You were my family when I didn’t have one. The last thing I want is for you to get hurt.” He cracks a smile. “And hey, when all of this is over, who knows? Maybe your kid will grow up with my kid. That doesn’t sound so bad, right?”

      My lips twitch as the image creeps into my mind. “Sounds pretty neat, actually.”

      He wraps a thick arm around me. “I want you by my side during a mission more than anybody else, but I’ll sacrifice that if it means protecting that future, Caleb.”

      I rest my head on his shoulder, falling right where he wants me to. He’s right. Of course, he is. As much as I think I got this, I don’t. Being pregnant hasn’t quite sunk in yet. It will. It could at any time. I could freeze up and second guess my actions. That could mean life or death in battle.

      “I need you to do me a favor,” he says.

      I pull back to look at him. “Anything,” I say.

      Fox withdraws a small stack of passports and IDs from his pocket. “Dani is heading toward the impound lot of Olympic Boulevard.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “She’ll explain everything,” he says, holding the IDs out for me to take, “but I’ll feel better about it if you went with her.”

      “Went where?”

      His head tilts and I nod.

      “She’ll explain,” I repeat. “I got it.” I study my own photo staring back at me from the ID and passport. “Whoa, these are well-made,” I say, admiring the handiwork.

      He shrugs and puts the others back in his pocket, ones I assume are for him and Boxcar. “I’ll see you again soon,” he says.

      I inhale a deep breath, my instincts bouncing like crazy. This isn’t right. None of this is as it should be. Feels so utterly hopeless.

      “Take care of my husband, Fox,” I say. “Please.”

      “I will,” he says with a nod. “Take care of my future wife.”

      I chuckle, exhaling softly. “Sorry your engagement party got canceled.”

      “Eh, we’ll reschedule it.”

      “Did you end up proposing to her anyway?” I cringe. “Even with, you know… everything.”

      He nods, his face blank. “I did.”

      “What’d she say?”

      “Not yes, I think.”

      “Did she like the ring, at least?”

      He laughs. “She did.”

      I shrug. “Told ya. All those Hollywood girls love the vintage crap.”

      “Yeah, you were right. Thank you.”

      “Happy to help.”

      The back opens again. We hear Boxcar’s manic shuffle bolt up the stairwell. I look at Fox as his eyes follow the movement up the thin walls.

      “I should go meet Dante,” he says.

      He makes it sound so casual as if he wasn’t about to go hang out with a family of psychos.

      “Please, be careful,” I tell him.

      “Hey, you know me.”

      “Exactly.”

      He smirks. “You don’t have to trust them, Caleb. Just trust me.”

      “I do.” I gesture around the walls of my back room from the doorway. “Take whatever you think you’ll need.”

      He nods as our eyes shift upward, following Boxcar’s frantic pacing along the second floor.

      I hesitate for another second before walking out onto the store floor.

      Fawn’s Pawn has been closed ever since the Hart twins attacked me here but that wasn’t the only reason why I shut it down. They just so happened to enter my life on the same day my husband returned and turned my world upside down. Shit happens like that sometimes, I guess.

      Still, the place never felt the same after that. It used to feel safe. The one thing in my life I had even an ounce of control over. Maybe I’ll re-open someday. Maybe I won’t.

      It’s not important right now.

      I take a deep breath before following Boxcar upstairs. The door to the apartment is wide-open and I hear his feet dragging from one end to the other. I pause outside to look in.

      He stands over the bed with an old backpack laying open in front of him, stuffing a few shirts and another pair of jeans inside. Dark circles stand out around his eyes, even from behind his thick glasses. I don’t think he slept last night. I definitely didn’t.

      I step inside and he pauses briefly before going right back to what he’s doing. I move quietly around him and head toward the bedside drawer for my Model 60 revolver. My special occasion gun. My father’s good luck charm.

      I turn it over in my palm and open the cylinder to make sure it’s loaded before holding it out to Boxcar.

      “Here,” I say. “You’ll need this more than I will.”

      He stops and stares at it. “You sure?”

      I nod. “Take it. I’ll feel much better about this if you had it.”

      “Might have a hard time getting it through security checks,” he points out.

      “You’re palling around with Snake Eyes agents,” I say. “Ask Fox. He’ll know a way to get it through.”

      He nods in understanding as he reaches out to take it. I flick the safety on before dropping it into his hand. He quickly lets it fall into the side pocket and he zips it up tightly. Boxcar has never been a big fan of guns.

      “Did Fox talk to you?” he asks.

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      He flexes his jaw, but he doesn’t say anything.

      “So…” I say, clearing my throat. “There’s one thing about your Paris story that doesn’t really add up to me.”

      Boxcar bites his cheek. “What?”

      “You say you met Myra in a bar, and then…” I raise my palms upward. “You just woke up in your hotel room?”

      He inhales. “Cal…”

      “Alone?”

      “This stays between us.”

      I pause, hearing his low, serious tone. “Okay,” I say.

      He runs his fingers through his thick hair, messing up the sides before running them through again. “Myra slipped me something, but I can’t say for sure what it was. I blacked out… and when I woke up, I was alone but there was plenty of evidence to suggest that I wasn’t always.” He looks at me. “What happened to me was wrong, I had no control over it, and it sure as hell wasn’t consensual.”

      My stomach churns. “Box…”

      “I’m over it,” he says, waving a hand. “I came home, got tested, and moved on. I’d like to keep doing that if you don’t mind.”

      He turns away to stuff the last shirt into his pack.

      My eyes water behind my lashes but a few shaking breaths hold them steady.

      I step forward slowly and wrap my arms around him.

      Boxcar tenses up for a second. “Caleb, I’m okay,” he says. “Really.”

      “Well, I’m not,” I say.

      He pulls me closer and kisses my forehead. “Don’t stress out about it. Please. You’ve got enough to worry about.”

      “I’m gonna kill that bitch.”

      He laughs softly. “Sounds like you’ll have to get in line behind the Harts for that one.”

      I look at him and he flashes that smile at me. The same smile that pulled me in out in Afghanistan. He’s still him after everything that’s happened. Still my Boxcar.

      I think back to the desert where this began. Boxcar might still have that smirk, but he also has that curiosity in his eyes. Marilyn Black. Snake Eyes. His obsession took over before and I can already see it taking hold of him again.

      Can’t really fault him, though. I’m curious, too.

      “I thought Marilyn Black didn’t have a daughter,” I say.

      “On paper, she doesn’t,” he says. “She was born after Marilyn allegedly died, so they probably figured a birth certificate was unnecessary. Myra doesn’t exist.”

      “Which makes her the perfect face for an organization that doesn’t exist, too.” I try and shake the chills off. “I really don’t like the idea of you going without me.”

      “I know,” he says. “I don’t like that it took a stern talking-to from Fox to change your mind about it.” He stands a little taller. “That’s something we’re gonna work on when I get back. I don’t want my wife ignoring me anymore.”

      “I didn’t ignore you, I…” I bite down. “I don’t like feeling worthless. I don’t like standing in the back. Front row center. That’s who I am. You know that.”

      “You think being pregnant makes you worthless?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I look down. “Sure as hell feels like it, though.”

      “You listen to me, Caleb Fawn.” He says it so sharply, I nearly flinch. “I would have voted to keep you here whether you were pregnant or not. My instinct is, and always will be, to protect you. You’re not worthless. You’re priceless.”

      I laugh as a lump grows in my throat. “You’re getting pretty good at saying the right thing.”

      “Everyone’s got something they’re good at. Happy to say my thing is you.” His eyes wander downward. “And right now, I’m not just protecting you. I’m protecting our baby. I don’t care how much it resembles a tadpole.”

      “Never knew you were so paternal.”

      “Me neither.” He shakes his head once. “But something in me just… turned on last night when I saw you standing there with that test. I never really thought about being a dad. Now, it’s all I want.”

      I extend my hand and he latches onto it with a tight grip. “We’re gonna have a baby,” I say.

      He nods. “And… are you okay with that?”

      A tear falls down my cheek. “I’m getting there, yeah.”

      Boxcar pulls me closer and embraces me, holding back from squeezing me too hard. Before, that would have bothered me. Pregnant or not, I’m not breakable. But I find myself sinking deeper into his safe and comforting arms.

      I rub my wet eyes against his shirt sleeve. “Don’t do anything stupid,” I say. “Please.”

      He laughs. “I won’t.”

      “I need you.”

      “Not as much as I need you.” He cups my face and looks me in the eye. “I’ll be behind a computer screen the whole time. No bullets are gonna be flying at me. All right?”

      I nod. “I know. But still... be careful.”

      “I love you.” He drops to his knees and talks to my stomach. “And I love you, too!”

      “Oh, god...” He kisses my belly. “You’re not gonna be one of those dads, are you?”

      He hops back up. “Damn right, I am.”

      I roll my eyes. “Ugh.”

      “Every baby book says they can hear you,” he says.

      “It probably hasn’t developed ears yet,” I point out. “And what baby books have you even read?”

      “A few.”

      “When?”

      “Last night.”

      I raise a brow. “You did not read a few baby books last night.”

      He zips up his backpack. “I loaded up your Kindle with some good ones. We need to start preparing yesterday.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      I pause, eying my Kindle on the bedside table.

      He slips the pack over his shoulder and grabs his messenger bag off the counter. “I’ll call you when we get to Boston.” He points a stiff finger. “No drugs, no alcohol, no sushi. There’s mercury in fish. Very bad for baby.”

      My mouth drops. “Wait, I can’t eat sushi?”

      “Or processed cheese.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      He chuckles. “Nope.”

      “How is that fair?”

      “It’s not. I don’t envy you right now.”

      I lay my palms on my belly and look down at the eight more months of prison I’m about to endure as he opens the door.

      “Wait, Box.”

      He pauses in the doorway. “Yes, dear?”

      I smile. “Aren’t you going to kiss me goodbye?” I ask.

      Boxcar bites his lip. “Actually…” He drops his bags to the floor. “I’ll do you one better.”

      I laugh as he strides back to me. As soon as I feel his hands on me, I give a quick hop and he picks me up off the floor. We kiss, our mouths open and tongues wild, as he wanders over to drop me onto the bed.

      “Shouldn’t you get going?” I ask, not really caring as he unzips my jeans.

      “Yeah, but they’ll wait,” he says, our lips grazing. “I’m Boxcar.”
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          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      My life has only just begun.

      That’s the same for most twenty-one-year olds in the world but I’m quite certain my situation is more unique than your average young adult.

      I never went to school. Beatrix Zappia taught me how to read and write. Other than that, I didn’t need to know anything else. Mathematics and sciences weren’t in their plan for me. History was long forgotten. My purpose was the future. Not mine, of course, but theirs.

      The Zappia name. Their bloodline would pass through me. I was a stepping stone, plunked down between the generations and I would be forgotten long before I was even dead.

      I am more than what they told me I was.

      I am more than what I dreamed I could be.

      I am more.

      But Sofia Zappia is not yet gone.

      “Giovani is here.”

      I hear his name and my blood still turns cold.

      “Here?” Luka asks. “In Moscow?”

      I wait outside the door of Markov’s workshop with one hand on the wall.

      “Yes,” Markov says. “One of Nikita’s men spotted him last night.”

      “Where?”

      “The Chernyy Obuvi.”

      “Are you sure it’s him?”

      “He sent footage…”

      I knew that someday I’d have to face Gio again. Truthfully, I prayed the day would never come. I could still turn back and forget this moment ever happened. Luka would deal with it and I’d be none the wiser unless he told me himself — and he would. Lutrova women are involved in all aspects of the family business.

      I’ll find out either way.

      I slowly step into the room. Markov’s workshop is always dark and bleak, illuminated by little more than his computer monitors. He and Luka stare at a screen as security footage plays out. A crowded nightclub. A young woman dancing on a pole in the corner with several men sitting around her. They smile and drink and throw money. All except for one.

      Gio.

      I must have made a noise because Luka’s head jerks back.

      “Sofia…”

      He lays a comforting hand on my arm. I try to blink but I can’t pull my eyes away from Gio’s dark features.

      It’s him. My ex-husband.

      I haven’t seen him in nearly a year, but I never forgot every single line of his face. Every pitch of his voice. I couldn’t close my eyes for weeks without seeing his angry scowl behind my eyelids. It’s him, but…

      “He looks different,” I say.

      “How do you mean?” Luka asks.

      I shake my head, unable to answer.

      After a minute, Gio stands up from his chair just as the dancer finishes her act. He walks behind the chairs of drunken patrons and into the back, following close behind her wide stride.

      Markov points at the door as it closes behind Gio. “He went into the back around midnight last night,” he says.

      “When did he leave?” Luka asks.

      “He didn’t.”

      I stare at the screen as another girl takes her place on the stage. “He’s still there?” I ask.

      Luka lays a steady hand on my back. “Did they check the alley exit?” he asks.

      Markov nods. “He never came out and there are no ways out underground. Gio is still there.”

      “Sofia…”

      I look up from the screen, feeling Luka’s hand grazing my cheek. “Excuse me,” I whisper.

      He lets me go as I walk away. His warm fingers slip from my skin, leaving me cold as I wander into the hallway. Soft whispers fade off behind me as my pulse takes over in my ears.

      I find my way upstairs to our bedroom. I sit on the edge of the bed in the dark and stare at the wall.

      Gio.

      I’ve plotted revenge against him since I was five years old and he claimed me as his property.

      She is mine.

      Don’t touch her.

      Daddy said she was mine so you can’t touch her.

      She is mine.

      I close my eyes, fighting the darkness to find the light hidden somewhere inside.

      Hidden within the little boy in the garden shed with the silver eyes.

      He reaches out to me and I smile.

      “Sofia.”

      I feel him kneel in front of me. He lays his hands over mine in my lap.

      “Look at me, lyubov’ moya.”

      I do as he says. Luka gazes at me in the dark, his face soft and calm. He fills his lungs, breathing in through his nose and I do the same. We exhale together.

      “I promised you I’d find him,” he says slowly. “I swore to you that he’d suffer until his last breath, Sofia. I won’t let him hurt you or our son again. Don’t be scared.”

      “I’m not.”

      His brow furrows as an odd sense of calm settles in my chest. Gio is here. My worst nightmare has come to pass, and yet…

      “I don’t fear him,” I say. “Gio can’t hurt me anymore.”

      Luka leans in as tears fill my eyes. “Then, what’s wrong?” he asks.

      I look at him. My real husband. The father of my son. A weight rises off my chest. I turn my palms up and entwine our fingers together.

      “We’re going to get him,” I say. “Aren’t we?”

      Luka’s concerned eyes shift slowly, filling with a light that can only be described as sinister. “Yes,” he answers. “We are.”

      I inhale a deep breath, hold it for a moment, and blow it out through my lips.

      At the end, I smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I am the master of my machine.

      I lay my hand over my heart and take a deep breath. I hold it there until it hurts and spit it back out again.

      It’s not working. My usual fix for crippling stage fright has lost its effectiveness, though my life lately has been a lot more complicated than missing a cue or forgetting a line.

      If I’m ever going to get out of this bed, then I need a new mantra.

      What would Fox do?

      He’d get up. He’d pack a bag. He’d—

      Let’s start slow, shall we?

      I feel my heart thumping against my ribs, hard and erratic. I take another breath, filling my whole body and holding it in while I repeat the words in my head over and over again.

      What would Fox do?

      I exhale, slow and controlled.

      He’d get out of this fucking bed.

      I turn and plant my feet on the floor.

      He’d stand up. He’d pack a bag.

      I stand and head toward the closet. My belongings stare back at me, a huge assortment of designer dresses and bright-colored blouses and kitschy handbags and shoes. Why do I have so many shoes?

      They feel less important every day. I can’t even remember why I thought they were in the first place.

      I grab a plain black shirt. A gray one. Another black one. Colors to get lost in.

      I reach for the large suitcase I usually travel with and pause, thinking twice about it. I grab the carry-on instead. It’s much easier to move with the smaller one.

      That’s my girl, I hear in the back of my head.

      My fiancé’s voice.

      I smile at the thought before getting back to work.

      I move faster, grabbing only what I know I’ll need and abandoning the rest. A few pairs of clean undies. A comfortable sports bra. My toothbrush.

      A hat. Fox said to wear a hat. I return to the closet to fetch a beanie from the drawer of winter hats and gloves but again, I pause. Beanies are great for keeping warm, but they don’t obscure — not as much as a movie star like Roxie Roberts needs to be obscured.

      I turn around to look at the back of the door, finding Fox’s baseball cap hanging from a hook. I slide it off slowly. It’s old and worn, fabric coming loose in a few spots, but it will still do its job.

      I bring it to my nose. His scent still clings to the fibers. My eyes moisten, ready to spill over as soon as I start to fall apart, but I hold it all back. That’s not what he’d do right now.

      He’d keep his shit together and move his ass.

      I close the closet behind me. I’ve taken all I need from it now. I stuff the little bag full of money and IDs inside the suitcase. I shove the phone in my jeans pocket. I tie my hair back in a loose ponytail and pull it through the back of the baseball cap as I fit it onto my much smaller head.

      It’s time to go.

      One last look. One last walk through the hallway of the home we shared. The life we tried to start but even Fox knew it wouldn’t last. Not forever.

      One last goodbye.

      I reach the front door and stop. Two police cruisers sit outside. Three officers linger at the gates, another one standing in front of the terminal, ready to hit the call button. They must be here to question me after that massacre at the theater last night. My heart aches for Lena. You shouldn’t have gotten mixed up in this.

      I’m so sorry...

      The terminal next to my head chimes. I bite down, thinking carefully. Would Fox stick around and answer their questions? Would Fox risk our enemies catching wind of where I am?

      Not a chance.

      I spin around and grab a hooded sweater from the closet. I throw it on, along with a pair of dark sunglasses, and march toward the back door. I should be able to pass through the yard, hop over the fence, and escape down the block without getting caught.

      Escaping my own house. Oh, how life can change so fast...

      I rush outside and cross the lawn. There’s no way I’m going to be able to hike myself over the fence, so I grab a lawn chair as I pass by the patio set beside the grill, trying desperately not to picture those nights in with Fox. Grilling food outside and having dinner by candlelight and forgetting the rest of the world exists for just a few hours...

      I toss my bag over the fence and climb up onto the chair, quickly lifting myself up to scale the gate. I pause to scan for witnesses before dropping onto the sidewalk below and bolting in the opposite direction.

      Take the subway downtown.

      I walk with my head down for blocks, pretending to text so the act doesn’t seem too suspicious. I round the corner to descend the stairs into the subway and check over my shoulder to confirm that I’m not being followed. The police didn’t see me run off. That’s good.

      But we’re not out of the woods yet. I still need to find the impound lot. I’m not even sure where that is, to be honest, but I’ll rely on my new mantra. Would Fox ask for directions? Or would Fox look at a map?

      I glance up from my seat on the train, eying the route map on the wall. Okay, if I get off at the next stop and take a left...

      I still won’t know exactly where I’m going but I’ll be okay. I can do this.

      I lean back and close my eyes, taking one more deep breath to calm my rattling nerves. I’ll be okay. Fox has faith in me. So should I.

      I take a left out of the subway station and ease into the passing crowd as I make my way toward Olympic Boulevard. I remember what Fox told me about how to check for tails. Only use reflective surfaces to look behind you. Never turn around or else they’ll know you know. Cross the street at random. Never alter your pace until you know you’ve lost them. Take advantage of alleyways — but only if you’re sure there’s no dead end.

      I study the windows as I pass, seeing nothing and no one suspicious. Maybe I’m being too paranoid but at least I’m getting in some good practice.

      I reach Olympic Boulevard and smile. Apparently, Fox would choose the impound lot with the largest sign to make sure that even a silly girl like me would see it.

      I walk inside, happy to get off the street but the lack of air conditioning here provides little comfort to my sweat-glazed forehead. It’s also cramped inside. Just one employee working the desk, which itself looks about ready to fall apart beneath the man’s leaning weight. Three empty chairs line the wall. A water fountain with an out of order sign.

      “Can I help you?” the man asks, barely looking up.

      “Yes.” I pause in front of the desk, a name on my lips. “I’m here to see Pliskin,” I say.

      He instantly looks up. “Pliskin?” he repeats.

      I nod. “Yes, sir.”

      He stands a bit taller and lowers his pen. “I’ll go get him,” he says.

      “Thank you.” I swallow hard, my head at a permanent tilt to keep my face hidden.

      He disappears into the back. I lean forward, listening to the gentle hum of voices inside but it’s hard to make out any words.

      The entrance opens and I put my back to the sound of the entry bell. I step to the side to make room, once again pretending to fiddle with my phone as they take several strides toward the counter.

      The man pokes his head out of the room to see who came in and nods. “I’ll be right with you, ma’am,” he says.

      “It’s all right. I’m with her.”

      I spin around, drawn to the friendly, familiar voice behind me.

      “Caleb,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. “What are you doing here?”

      She smiles and adjusts the duffel bag strap on my shoulder. “Fox told me to meet you here. Didn’t say why but I figured...” She looks around. “We’re getting out of here, right?”

      “Yeah,” I answer. “He told me to give them a name and they’d give me a car.”

      “What name?”

      “Pliskin.”

      She snorts. “Fox would see himself as Kurt Russell.”

      “Huh?”

      “Kids these days...” She kisses her teeth. “No knowledge of the classics.”

      I chuckle as I throw my arms around her. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Aww.” She pats my back. “Feels good to be loved.”

      I linger in the safe embrace for a bit longer before pulling back. “But really, what are you doing here? I thought you were going with Fox and Boxcar?”

      “Ehh...” She blows out, making horse lips. “It’s a short story but I’ll tell you about it later.”

      I nod. Good enough for me. I’m just happy I don’t have to do this alone anymore.

      “Ladies.” The man emerges from the back and jiggles a set of keys. “Right this way.”

      I look at Caleb, so-very-thankful to have her with me. We step forward together and the man leads us through the back hallway and outside onto the lot. He says nothing as we walk the long line of cars, some in pristine condition, some not-so-much. If I know Fox, he chose something common that won’t stand out and if I knew anything at all about cars, I imagine I would be thinking of a few examples, but…

      “Here we are,” the man says, stalling out in front of a dark blue sedan. It’s not old, or particularly new either. It’s just a common car.

      Maybe I know more about Fox than I think I do.

      “Lot 2-1-4.” He offers me the keys and I palm them. “Fully-gassed and in working condition. Good luck, ladies.”

      “Thank you,” Caleb says.

      I turn the key fob in my hand to push unlock for Caleb so she can open the backseat. She tosses her duffel bag inside and I step toward the trunk.

      I open it to find a stack of about a dozen license plates wrapped together, each one from a different state with up-to-date tags. Not going to question how Fox pulled this one off…

      Beside them sits a sturdy, black case, not unlike the one he used to have shoved beneath his bed in his cabin back in Iowa. I scan the lot once before leaning down and popping it open.

      There’s a 9mm Glock inside, encased in a deep gray foam. A few extra clips, too.

      Caleb joins me at the trunk, and she blinks. “Hello, gorgeous,” she says.

      I chuckle. “Fox did say there would be extra plates in the trunk and… other stuff.”

      “Do I get a gun?” she asks.

      “You didn’t bring one?”

      “No, I did. I just like gifts.” She nudges my ribs. “That one’s your favorite, right?”

      I nod at the Glock, slowly smiling. “Yeah.”

      She sighs. “Don’t ya just love it when guys remember that kind of stuff?”

      I close the case. “I do,” I say.

      “Well, let’s get going… wherever it is we’re going. Where are we going?”

      That is the question.

      Where do you go when you have to get away? Where do you hide when the whole world knows your face?

      Where would Fox go?

      “To see an old friend,” I say.

      I stand up and close the trunk.
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      “He’s not coming.”

      I glower at Lilah. “Yes, he is.”

      I sense it as her eyes roll behind her sunglasses. She collapses to lie on along the hood of my car. My tongue twitches with the urge to tell her to get off. Don’t scratch the paint. But it’s just a car. I may never even see it again after today.

      I lived so long in Snake Eyes. I went day-to-day with nothing but the clothes on my back and a bag hanging over my shoulder, usually stuffed with a bit of wire, a knife, and an extra pair of socks. Stuff was just stuff. This thing meant no more to me than that thing.

      I haven’t felt this since the day I fled Chicago. I turned back for Lucy but before then, I left with nothing. I needed nothing.

      I walk off to take another calming stroll around the parking lot.

      It’s still early. I have no reason to think that Fox ran off, except for the seemingly obvious reason being that he’s Fox Fitzpatrick and he’s very fucking good at it. I let a little bit of doubt seep inside, a little bit of darkness to cloud even the bright blue morning sky of Los Angeles.

      As I pass by Archer’s trailer, the door swings open and he sticks his head out. He holds a toothbrush in his mouth with one hand and a little cup in the other.

      “Morning, mate,” he says, barely opening his mouth.

      I nod. “Hey.”

      “Lilah?” he asks.

      I point across the lot and he follows the direction to see her still lying across my car.

      “Christ,” he says to me, “you look like hell.”

      “I’ve had a long week,” I say.

      “Yeah, tell me about it. Any sign of them yet?”

      “No.”

      “Well, they’ll show. Sparky will do the right thing.”

      He shoves the brush back into his mouth and rubs it along his bottom gum-line.

      I’ve seen my sister stumble over plenty of losers in my life. I never thought for a second she’d bother with the blond-haired blue-eyed good old boy from England. Usually, I don’t like to be surprised but I’m glad I am this time.

      It doesn’t mean I can’t give him a hard time. I am her big brother.

      I gesture downward. “Your fly is open, bud.”

      Archer flinches and reaches down to fix it. “Thanks,” he sputters with that toothbrush pinched between his cheek.

      I move on around the building until I arrive at mine and Lucy’s room. I shove the door open and step inside to find her bent over with one leg raised back behind her. She balances on her right knee, an act that instantly makes me nervous.

      Her concentration doesn’t break. Her face stays stoic and expressionless. She inhales slowly through her nose and exhales out her mouth. Complete concentration.

      I close the door silently and wait until she lowers her leg and opens her eyes.

      “Hey,” she says. It’s like a switch got flicked inside. Her posture sags and she twists her neck to one side until it pops. “You keep gawking like that, and I’ll have to start charging.”

      I laugh. “I hoped to catch the end of your morning routine.”

      She reaches for a plastic cup of water on the table beside her. “Why?”

      “You know why.”

      She smiles and takes a quick sip. “Well, if you’re gonna watch, be useful. Come here.”

      I step forward and she sets the cup down.

      “Stand in front of me.”

      I do as she asks, and she guides me by the shoulders until I’m right where she wants me.

      “Put your hands on my hips and don’t move,” she says.

      I rest my palms on her sides, studying her carefully. “Luce…”

      “Shh.”

      She raises her right knee and extends her leg up to rest her ankle on my shoulder.

      “Whoa…” I murmur.

      Lucy leans into the stretch and exhales a soft moan. “That’s it…”

      “What is?”

      “Shh.”

      I smile and stay quiet. I look from her big, closed eyes and down her throat to her neckline. Her cleavage is just barely visible over her shirt. My left hand wanders from her hip to her outer thigh and I feel the toned muscle just beneath the skin. She smiles as my hand drifts.

      “Think you can get the other leg up, too?” I ask, joking.

      She chuckles. “You already know I can.”

      I laugh as she slides her leg down to the floor. “You’re getting stronger.”

      “I’m getting back to what I was before,” she says, reaching for her cup again.

      “Still stronger,” I say.

      “Still not strong enough to be useful.”

      I frown and sit on the edge of the bed. “Who told you that?”

      “You did,” she says, pulling her leg back to stretch her thigh.

      “I did?”

      “You’re too green,” she quotes me. “We have two assassins, a bounty hunter…”

      I sigh. “Lucy.”

      “And a ballerina.”

      “You know what I meant. Just because you’re not a fighter doesn’t mean you’re not useful. You serve another purpose.”

      “Like what?” she asks. “Keeping your bed warm?”

      “You know,” I lean back, “in some cultures, the lovers of warriors are treated like queens.”

      “You gonna buy me a tiara?”

      “If you want one.”

      She chews on her lip. “Hrmm.”

      “Lucy, I’m all muscle,” I say. “I shoot first and ask questions later. I don’t think more than one move ahead. You do. You’re smart, level-headed, and quick. And we need more of that.”

      “So, I’m the brain of the Hart family?”

      “You definitely are.”

      “Guess that’s not so bad.” She shrugs. “Okay. Apology accepted.”

      “What apology?”

      “Quit while you’re ahead, Mr. Hart.”

      I hold up my hands. “All right.”

      The door swings open and Lilah barges into the room. “They’re here,” she says. “Fitzpatrick grew a pair after all.”

      “We’ll be out in a minute,” I tell her, slightly annoyed by the lack of knocking.

      She leans against the door frame and smirks. “You guys doing something dirty in here?”

      I exhale hard.

      She winks over the top of her sunglasses. “Hint detected, big brother.”

      She slides back and pulls the door closed behind her.

      Lucy’s brow rises. “She’s laughing,” she says, hopeful.

      “She’s compartmentalizing.”

      “That’s a big word for the muscle to say.”

      My lips twitch. “Don’t fall for it. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Her eyes darken slowly. “You’re laughing, too.”

      I look up at her as a heavy weight pushes on my chest. “Yeah,” I say.

      Lucy steps closer to me and I let her fingers roam from my cheeks to my neck. A soft, warm touch to bring me back to the moment before I spiral back in time to that elevator.

      My little brother, bleeding and dying, thinking of us over himself.

      Get her out.

      Lucy kisses my forehead, sending a line of goosebumps down my back. I cling to her small body the same way she clung to mine in the days after her father was murdered in front of her.

      I hold it all in.

      I’ll mourn my brother when this is over.

      I stand up, guiding Lucy a step back. “You ready to go?” I ask her.

      “Uh…” She scans the room. “Yeah. Just gotta brush my hair and change my shirt and pack up my—”

      “So, not ready, then?” I grin.

      “Gonna need five.”

      “I’ll meet you outside.”

      She pops up onto her toes and I kiss her cheek before heading to the door.

      I step out and there he is. Fox Fitzpatrick. He stands next to my car, silently observing while Archer and Boxcar have a friendly chat and Lilah glares at them. He carries a small duffel bag in one hand and the weight of the world in the other.

      I give him a nod and he does the same as he steps toward me.

      “What’s the plan?” he asks.

      “We have a private flight ready to take us to Boston,” I say. “After that, we’re on our own.”

      “How private?”

      “Entire plane seats ten and we bought all of them. So, very.”

      “Good.”

      I glance behind him, doing a quick headcount. “Pilot and crew are paid off, too. As far as anyone’s concerned, the flight never happened. Is this everybody?”

      He nods. “Yes.”

      I want to ask but it’s all in his eyes. He probably could have used more than one night to get his affairs in order but he’s here now and we don’t have time to stall.

      “Have you contacted Lutrova?” I ask instead.

      “No,” he says. “I remember how to get to his estate.”

      “And we won’t be shot-on-sight?” I ask. “Last I heard, he doesn’t like snakes in his town.”

      “No. I’m welcome there.”

      “And the rest of us?”

      The door opens behind me and Lucy steps out of our room.

      Her pace slows as she nearly plows into Fox, but she gracefully spins around him. “Whoops. Excuse me,” she says.

      Fox takes a step back to let her pass freely.

      “Girlfriend?” he asks.

      I nod. “Girlfriend.”

      “You brought her with you?”

      “Well…” I chuckle. “The last time I told her to stay put, she dislocated her thumb to slip out of her handcuffs. Trust me, it’s easier this way.”

      He blinks at her in admiration. “Sounds like a handful.”

      “The best women often are.”

      Fox smiles. “I’ll drink to that.”
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        * * *

      

      “Say cheese!”

      Lucy stares straight ahead from her seat on the small plane and waits for Boxcar to take her picture.

      “Cheese!” she says, her eyes locked on his phone in front of her.

      I stand over his shoulder, keeping a protective eye on her as he takes multiple shots.

      “Perfect!” he says, lowering his phone and poking the screen. “I’ll get these sent over.”

      Lucy nods and returns her focus to the magazine in her lap. “Okay…”

      Boxcar turns around and runs right into my shoulder. “Excuse me…” he says as he tries to slink past me.

      “And this friend of yours is trustworthy?” I ask, arms folded over my chest. “I don’t want you sending pictures of her to some weirdo.”

      He clicks his tongue in annoyance. “You and Fox think alike. Yes. He’s trustworthy.”

      “I’m supposed to take your word for it, because…?”

      “Dude…” He sighs. “If I didn’t want to help you, I wouldn’t be here. Your brood has already given me plenty of reasons to torch your whole family tree and believe me when I say I’ve had more than a few opportunities to do so. I might not look like much but I am the one guy on this plane you really don’t want to piss off, pal.”

      I lean back and smile. “Pal?”

      He winces. “Sorry. I don’t wear tough guy all that well. But seriously. Have a little faith, Wisconsin. We’ve all got something to lose here.”

      I pause as he walks back to his seat again, each step punching me a little harder in the gut.

      Wisconsin. He really could torch my entire world with a few strokes of his keyboard. No wonder Fox puts so much stock in this guy.

      I glance at Fox a few rows away. He smirks at me, having heard the whole thing.

      I turn and walk to the front of the plane to grab a few drinks off the cart in the corner. The lone flight attendant looks up at me and he gives me a nod, letting me take whatever I want.

      With a bottle of whiskey and two plastic cups in hand, I return to the main cabin and sit down in the seat next to Fox.

      “Fox…” I place a cup down in front of him. “Tell me about your girl again. The one who inspired this whole mess.”

      He eyes the cup as I fill it. “This isn’t her fault,” he says.

      “I didn’t say it was.” I take a sip from my own cup, waiting patiently for him to say something.

      “She’s…” He pauses. “She’s Dani.”

      “Stepsister, right?” I ask.

      “Right.”

      “Awkward.”

      “Little bit.” He takes a sip, followed by a quick breath as it burns down his throat. “But not really an issue, turns out. I’m just not good enough for her as a man.”

      “Says who?”

      “Her dad.”

      My jaw drops. “He said that?”

      “To my face.”

      “Christ, you only saved her life.”

      He throws up a hand. “That’s what I said!”

      “Solid military record. A cool fucking scar on your face. What more does he want?”

      Fox laughs. “Who knows, man.” He takes another drink from his cup and his face grows a little more serious. “Thank you for not involving her in any of this.”

      “You don’t mess with innocent bystanders,” I say. “What Mercer did to her was out of line and if I hadn’t had been undercover at the time, I would have told him that.”

      “Thanks,” he says again. “I wondered where you were then.”

      “You mean when he dragged the rest of our squad across the country chasing you down? Killing people on live TV and blowing up hotels?”

      “Yeah.” His brow furrows with angry lines. “Can’t say I looked forward to killing you, to be honest.”

      “But you would have?”

      “To save her, yes.”

      Blunt and honest. That’s Fox Fitzpatrick.

      I look at Lucy again. “I was working for the Zappia family in Chicago,” I tell him.

      His head tilts in curiosity. “Really?”

      “Myra sent me in to find out if you leaked the file to anyone else.”

      “I didn’t,” he confirms. “Not the Zappias, anyway.”

      “Well, I know that now,” I joke. “After a few months of taking out Antony’s trash, I met Lucy. Two days later, Snake Eyes was exposed and, long story short, we ran off-grid.”

      “After two days?”

      “A lot can happen in a day. Even more in two.” My gaze falls to Lucy’s right knee. “Marty Zappia killed her father.”

      “Is that right?”

      “He beat her,” I continue. “Left her there to die and she would have if I hadn’t…”

      Fox follows my stare with trained eyes, easily seeing the straight and stiff way Lucy holds her leg out. The difference in air pressure must be giving her trouble. My instincts tug me to call out to Elijah and his medkit full of painkillers and healing aids, but I bite my cheek.

      I bite it until I taste blood.

      “I shot him in the face.”

      “Really?” Fox asks, his voice perking up.

      “Twice.”

      He nods. “I threw Gio out of an airplane.”

      My lips twitch. “I drowned Enzo in my backyard.”

      Fox snorts, his face softening as he laughs. “Small world.”

      “Only good Zappia’s a dead Zappia.”

      He raises his cup. “I won’t disagree.”

      We both take a drink and succumb to a heavy silence for a few moments.

      “I am sorry,” Fox says, his tongue loose with booze. “I often wonder how many lives were destroyed that day, but I’ll never really know. Not sure I even want to know.” He pauses, inhaling deep. “I still think, even with everything that’s happened, that I did the right thing.”

      It’s a hard truth to swallow. The right thing? That’s debatable. Eleven innocent people, Lucy’s father included, were murdered because of what Fox did. I killed Spencer to keep him from killing Lucy. He was a mentor to me since the day I first picked up a gun.

      Thousands of agents were outed that day. The damage of exposure still ripples throughout the world, destroying lives every single day.

      Actions have consequences.

      I look over at Lucy again. She rests her head against her hand, softly balanced on the armrest beside her with closed eyes.

      In the end, I found life in this tragedy. I’d hate to think I was the only one.

      “You know what, Fox?” I say. “I think you did, too.”

      He nods slowly and exhales the breath he was holding. “Does that mean I don’t have to worry about you making good on your threat to kill me anytime soon?” he asks.

      “Not today,” I say. “Lilah, however, she’s still pretty raw.”

      “I’ll watch my back, then.” Fox glances around the cabin. “Where is Lilah?”

      The vein in my forehead throbs. “Oh, she went into the bathroom about five minutes ago.”

      “And Archer?” he asks, already knowing the answer.

      “He went in there ten minutes ago.”

      I chug my drink as Fox chuckles.

      “And what do you intend to do about that?” he asks.

      “Nothing.” I exhale in defeat. “She’s a big girl and he’s… well, she could do worse. I’ll give him that.”

      Fox grabs the bottle and refills my cup.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      “Shh!” Archer scolds me again.

      I bite my lip to hold back my moan. It rattles in my throat but that just makes me want to scream even louder.

      He lets out an angry growl as I dig my nails into his back, nearly tearing right through his shirt. “Bloody hell, woman. There’s a human being in this bag of meat, you know.”

      “Then, you should fuck me like I told you to,” I say, clenching my pussy even tighter around his thrusting cock.

      “Hm, yes,” he muses, smirking at me. “Have freakishly loud, rough sex with my girlfriend in an airplane washroom while her big brother sits a wall away… or make it to Boston without getting tossed out over Ohio. Tough call.”

      I laugh. “I’m sure he’ll throw a parachute right behind you.”

      “I’m already on Dante’s shit list, love,” he says, cupping my ass and raising me up a little higher on the sink. “Not about to make it worse.”

      “He doesn’t hate you that much.”

      Archer pinches my chin between two strong fingers. “Answer’s no,” he says. “I’ll do you this way or no way. Your choice.”

      I yield and retract my claws. It’s not like I won’t get off just fine either way. I just prefer something a little more numbing these days. Pain is a good distraction.

      I lock my ankles together behind his back to draw him deeper inside. Archer grinds in me, letting out quiet, breathy groans. He’s holding back for obvious reasons. I wish he wouldn’t but as he said, it’s his way or no way.

      I kiss him as a rush of heat builds between us. The smooth gyrations tease me more than I’d like but pleasure seeps its way in eventually. I moan softly into his mouth as I suck on his bottom lip.

      “Archer,” I whisper, needing more. “Eat me out.”

      He pulls out and drops to his knees without a word.

      “Yes,” I breathe, grabbing his hair. I roll my hips against his face, rubbing his tongue where I want it. Pleasure strikes deeper and my thighs quiver on his cheeks.

      Archer reaches a hand up my body, feeling my breasts over my shirt before landing on my moaning mouth. He sticks two fingers between my teeth. I bite down hard to keep quiet.

      I come hard, twisting and writhing, but Archer holds me together. His touch is soft and gentle. His kiss is warm and comforting. It’s not what I’m used to but I like it. I just might even love it someday.

      He rises again as I sit still, feeling every inch of my body buzzing with bliss. As I start to breathe, I feel him align his cock with my dripping cunt again. He plunges in and I gasp as another wave of warm urges tickles at me.

      Archer buries his face in my shoulder, his eyes closed in concentration. I caress his body, touching down his neck and arms. I kiss his forehead and breathe pleasures into his ears. He likes it when I do that. I like it when he gets off from it.

      See? I can be a decent girlfriend sometimes.

      Archer tenses and exhales one last silent groan as he comes inside of me. I let out a long, blissful sigh, feeling every quick pulse of his cock deep in me. He slowly pulls out and I kiss his cheek, thankful for the pleasant tickles still throbbing my dripping slit.

      “Not bad,” I hum.

      He chuckles. “That’s high marks from you, love. I’ll take it.”

      “Oh, I’ve definitely had worse.”

      I slide off the sink and grab a wad of toilet paper to dry myself off with. He flicks on the water and we clean ourselves as we listen to the hum of jet engines.

      I bend down and grab my jeans, fishing inside for my panties first.

      “Did you hear about Caleb?”

      I glance up to find Archer staring down at me. “What about her?” I ask.

      He turns and leans against the door as he zips his pants. “She’s pregnant,” he says.

      I snort. “Really?”

      “Yes. Hence her sudden absence and the extreme fear oozing from Boxcar’s face at all times.”

      “Well, that’s a shock.” I sit down on the toilet seat to slip my boots on. “I thought two women couldn’t naturally conceive. Good for them.”

      He laughs. “Right.”

      I lace up my boots, feeling the air in the room grow slightly heavier. “What about it?” I ask.

      “It just got me thinking.”

      “Got you thinking about what?”

      He clears his throat. “Do you want kids?”

      I blink. “We’ve been together a week, Archer.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little early to be having this conversation? You haven’t even seen me pee.”

      “I think the start of a relationship is the preferred time to establish intentions.”

      I stand up off the toilet seat. “Well, I have no intentions. I don’t have time for intentions and that may never change.”

      He stays still, blocking the door. “Do you think, given a reasonable amount of time in the future, that I can expect you and I to procreate?”

      I cringe. “Why’d you have to phrase it like that? Now it’s weird.”

      Archer smiles. “Yes or no, love?”

      Kids. Honestly, I’ve never really thought about it. It’s not exactly part of the plan when you work as a mercenary-for-hire. Sure, agents have tried to live the best of both worlds in the past, but it never works out. In the end, something’s gotta give. Family usually pays that price.

      But if Snake Eyes is over and done with, then what’s next for me? Join up with some other assassin squad? Or do what my brothers wanted to do and live normal, quiet lives?

      I exhale and look up into Archer’s patient face. “I don’t know,” I answer. “Always been more-or-less on the fence when it comes to kids, but… yeah? Maybe given a reasonable amount of time together… and we’re still alive.”

      He smirks. “Obviously.”

      “I might consider…” I wince, “procreation.”

      “With me?”

      “With you.”

      Archer nods, his chiseled face giving me nothing of his true thoughts. “All right.”

      He turns to leave.

      “Wait…” I say, stopping him. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Do you want kids?”

      He frowns. “That’s a little personal, don’t you think?”

      I twitch with anger. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      Archer laughs and he lays his hands on my shoulders. “Yes,” he says. “I would absolutely consider maybe someday having adorable babies with you.”

      “Okay, then.” I gesture toward the door. “Now, we should probably get out of here before it’s super obvious we’ve been fucking.”

      “I’ll go first.” He twists back to look at me. “And, by the way, I have seen you pee.”

      I smack his shoulder. “I knew you snuck a peek, you big perv.”

      He opens the door and discreetly walks out.

      I wait until it slides closed again before I let the smile stretch across my face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      Home sweet home.

      I use the term loosely, of course. Boston was just the last place I spent enough time in to have to pay rent. Home shifts more often than the wind in my case but Boston always ranked pretty high on that list. Great culture, decent booze. Lots of local color to make things interesting. And best of all…

      Cherry-cherry cupcakes.

      “I remember this place,” Lilah muses as we climb the stairs to my condo. “This is where you stuffed your tail between your legs and ran away to your husband.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yep. The same place you and your brother didn’t figure out I hopped out the window for at least ten minutes. Tell me again about how Snake Eyes agents are supposed to be the best in the world.”

      “Guys…” Fox says. “Knock it off.”

      I glare at Lilah. Her face twisted into an even darker shade of murder the second I mentioned her brother. I’d throw out some sympathy, but she beat up my wife.

      I’m just not there yet.

      I tap in my access code and swipe my keycard to unlock the door, silently saying a prayer that I didn’t get robbed in the few weeks since I left.

      Luckily, a quick scan of the living room puts me at ease.

      “Welcome to casa de la Boxcar,” I tell the group. “Don’t touch anything you can’t pronounce. Raid the kitchen if you want but I can’t guarantee anything is fresh…”

      They all walk in behind me. I don’t feel great about it. This place was my private sanctuary. Letting three Snake Eyes agents wander around in it makes me more than a little nervous, even if one of them is my best friend.

      I lay my bag down on the counter and reach for my phone. A message should be coming in any minute now from Milo to come pick up our order.

      “How are you doing?”

      I turn to find Fox lingering behind me. “Oh, you know. I drift in and out. You?”

      He looks around at the strangers scattered on my living room furniture. “I can think of a few places I’d rather be,” he says.

      “Speaking of…” I stare at the phone in my hand. “I told Caleb I’d call when we got here.”

      Fox nods slowly.

      “Are you going to call Dani?”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’d just be a distraction,” he says. “I can’t focus on the job with her voice in my head.”

      I squint. “Dude, that’s cold.”

      “That’s the truth. It’ll make you question your instincts. Also, if you call Caleb now, she’ll just think something is wrong.”

      I study his face as his eyes turn a little darker. Fox has experienced more heartache than most of us even touch in a lifetime and he lived to tell the story. I should probably take his advice, but I made a promise to my wife.

      I hold up the phone. “I’ll tell her you said hi.”

      He nods and walks back into the living room to sit with the others.

      It only rings once.

      “Box?”

      I smile. “Hey, Cal—”

      “What’s wrong?” she asks. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. We’re fine. Everyone’s fine.” I glance over my shoulder into the living room, making eye contact with Fox.

      He smiles.

      Cocky bastard.

      “We’re all just…” I turn away from him. “We just made it to Boston, so I wanted to call and check-in. How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” she says. “Though, it’d be nice if people stopped asking me that.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Seriously, I’m barely pregnant,” she adds. “I probably won’t feel symptoms for another week or so, if these books are to be believed.”

      My lips twitch. “You’re reading the baby books?”

      “I’m skimming them while Dani drives. Mostly just trying not to look at the pictures.”

      I laugh. “It’s not that bad.”

      “Tell that to your wallet.”

      My smile drops. “What?”

      “Having a baby is going to get really expensive really fast, Boxcar.”

      “It is?”

      “Yeah,” she says with a scoff. “Baby necessities aside, have you seen the potential hospital bills? This might be a really shitty time to tell you this, but I don’t have health insurance.”

      I swallow. “Oh, yeah?”

      “Selling my shop isn’t even going to begin to cover this. We are so screwed, Box.”

      “Well, hold on. Don’t you get some health benefits for being a veteran or something?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe,” she says. “But I wouldn’t count on it. They weren’t my biggest fans when they discharged me.”

      I lean back against my fridge. “Okay, well… we’ll figure it out.”

      “How? I have no money. I have no space for this. We need—”

      “Caleb, calm down,” I say. “I’m going to take care of us. You’re barely pregnant, remember? We have time.”

      My phone vibrates. I twist my wrist to read the text message.

      Order up!

      “Look, Caleb, I gotta run but we’ll talk later. Okay?”

      “Okay, be safe.” She sighs. “I love you.”

      I clear my throat. “I love you, too.”

      “Super safe.”

      I smile. “I will.”

      “Stay with Fox.”

      “I will.”

      The call ends but I keep the silent phone to my ear for another minute.

      Oh, god.

      What the hell am I doing?

      I’m going to be a father. It’s hasn’t even been a whole day yet. I haven’t had time to stop and consider exactly what being a father requires.

      We really are so very screwed.

      I look over at Fox again. His smug smile is gone. He’s never been the I-told-you-so type but he still stares back at me with sympathy.

      I drop my phone into my bag and throw it over my shoulder again. “I’m gonna go meet Milo,” I say to the room. “You guys stay here.”

      Lilah shoots up off the couch. “Hold on. You’re not going by yourself.”

      “I’m a big boy. I’ll be fine,” I say with rolling eyes.

      “Yeah, I’m not concerned. I’m suspicious.”

      “Lilah…” Dante warns with a protective hand on Lucy’s knee.

      “How do we know he’s not going to run downstairs and call the police?” she asks.

      “Call the police?” I repeat. “And send them here? Where I keep all the evidence to every heist I’ve ever pulled? Come on.”

      Fox stands up. “I’ll go with him.”

      “Uh, no,” Lilah says. “He’s on your team.”

      “Love, we’re all on the same team here,” Archer says.

      “Lilah, cool it,” Dante says, still steady as a rock.

      She inhales to argue with him, but Archer stands up in front of her.

      “I’ll go with him,” he says. “Will that make you feel better?”

      She squints, but she backs off. “Yeah, okay.”

      Archer smirks and walks toward me while rubbing his palms together. “Team Sparky, together again,” he says. “This should be fun.”

      I chuckle. “I don’t know, man. The last time we teamed up, you started banging the target like a week later. You’re not gonna fall in love with Milo, are you?”

      His head tilts. “Is he pretty?”

      “Archer,” Lilah growls.

      He spins around and holds up his hands. “No worries, love. We’ll be back before you know it.”

      I look at Fox and he gives me a nod. “Back soon,” I say.

      Archer and I step out into the hallway and I pause to input my code.

      “Sorry about Lilah, mate,” he says. “I get the feeling she doesn’t like you all that much.”

      “That’s okay,” I say, flashing a smile. “Caleb doesn’t like you either.”

      He frowns. “What? Really?”

      I start down the hallway toward the stairs. “Really.”

      “Why doesn’t Caleb like me?” he asks. “Women love me. I’ve got the accent, the wavey, blond hair, the chiseled jawline…”

      “And all of that is supposed to impress Caleb Fawn how?”

      He blinks. “I see your point.”

      We pick up our pace down the stairs, politely passing a few nameless neighbors as we go. I hold open the door at the bottom and Archer steps outside onto the busy Boston street.

      “And besides,” I say. “Why do you care if she doesn’t like you? You and Lilah seem pretty committed.”

      “We do?”

      “I mean, I’m no expert on relationships, but hooking up in airplane bathrooms seems pretty high on the commitment ladder.”

      He winces. “Was it that obvious?”

      “Little bit.”

      “Balls,” he murmurs. “To answer your question, there’s no crime in wanting to be well-liked. Especially by beautiful women.”

      “Beautiful women you never ever have a chance with?”

      He twists in my direction. “Says who?”

      “Uh, me,” I answer. “Her husband.”

      “You think I don’t have a chance with your wife?”

      I pause my stride and look into his joking eyes. “Archer, I have a better chance of stealing Lilah from you than you have of ever sleeping with Caleb.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You wanna bet?”

      He squints. “No. I don’t much care for taking candy from babies.”

      “Good, because I have a pretty ironclad policy against sticking my dick in crazy.”

      Archer shakes his head as we start forward again. “Lilah ain’t crazy, mate. She’s just misunderstood.”

      “Aren’t we all?” I exhale, turning serious. “How’s she doing?”

      He hesitates, his eyes wandering along the crowd passing us by. “Hell, I don’t know…” he says. “How would you be if your twin were gunned down in front of you?”

      “Not good.”

      Archer nods. “Just when I think she might be dealing with it, she pushes it a little further down.”

      “Kinky,” I joke.

      He glares at me but his lips curl.

      “I know. I’m an ass.” We pause at a crosswalk. “I’m sorry,” I tell him. “Elijah wasn’t exactly high on the list of people I’m cool with, but… I can empathize with her. That’s rough.”

      “Thank you,” he says. “And how’s Caleb?” His hand twitches downward. “How’s she dealing with the whole, you know, being a mum?”

      The light changes and we continue across the street.

      “Well…” I say. “She’s not happy about being benched because of it, that’s for sure.”

      “Honestly, I half-expected you to stay home, too.”

      “Really?”

      “I would have,” he says. “If there were even a small chance I’d leave my child fatherless, I would piss right off.”

      I taste bile in my throat. “Wow. Thanks, Arch.”

      “Just being honest.”

      “Anything else you want me to feel like crap about today?”

      He pats my shoulder. “Boxcar, you’re doing what you feel is best for your wife and child. Fuck all what anybody else thinks. Furthermore, I admire your choice. It was the stronger decision, one that I could never make myself.”

      I let it sink in. “Oh.”

      He smiles. “So, where are we headed?” he asks as he looks around.

      “He’s usually parked around the corner here,” I say, pointing straight ahead.

      “Parked?”

      We turn the corner and I smile at the taco truck on the other end of the street.

      “Parked,” I repeat.

      Archer reads the side of the truck as we walk closer. “Hot Sauce?” he asks.

      “Yep.”

      “It’s a taco truck, mate.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Your man works in a taco truck named Hot Sauce?”

      “Best damn steak burrito in town.”

      His lips twitch. “It’s a front, isn’t it?”

      I snap my fingers. “Bingo. Sell tacos and burritos out the front to the public. Run money, stolen goods, and other fun things out the back for the local Irish mob. The truck makes it so he’s constantly moving, always inconspicuous, and never suspected.”

      He laughs quietly. “I knew a bloke in Sheffield who did the same thing back in my MI-6 days.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “He sold pasties.”

      I smirk. “Big market for nipple covers in England?”

      “No, you stupid American…”

      “I’m kidding, Arch. I know what a pasty is.”

      He sighs. “Bloody hell.”

      We approach the truck and I look up to see a familiar face poking out the window. He chats up an adorable blonde while a short line lingers nearby, waiting to be served.

      Milo Murray. Short, brown hair and a permanent smirk. Whatever he’s dishing out, this girl is taking but that’s always been easy for him and his multi-colored eyes to pull off.

      After a moment, he looks over at me and grins.

      “Boxcar!”

      I raise my hand. “Hey, Milo.”

      He reaches down and gently nudges the girl’s chin, making her blush as he whispers something for her ears only. She walks off and his eyes jump from me to Archer as he waves us to the front of the line.

      “What can I get for you?” he asks.

      “Just the special I called in for,” I say.

      He tilts his head at Archer. “What’s with the bodyguard? Who’d you piss off this time?”

      “Nobody. This is my friend, Archer. He’s cool. Archer, this is Milo.”

      “Hello,” Archer says.

      Milo’s jaw drops. “A Brit?”

      “Yes.”

      He dips his head, staring down at us over his sunglasses with suspicion. “A cool Brit?”

      Archer furrows his brow. “Yes,” he says again.

      “I’m just fuckin’ with ya.” He grins and waves at us again. “Come on back.”

      I step around the blushing blonde and walk to the backside of the truck. Archer follows behind me, his face piqued with interest and amusement.

      Milo stands by the door with his hands in his jean pockets beneath a dirty, white apron.

      “I must say,” he begins, “this is not the order I expect when I get a call from you, Box. Who’s the girl?”

      “Just a friend,” I answer, vaguely.

      “Last we spoke, it was computer bugs and worms and all that.” He leans forward. “You’re not… trafficking this girl, are you?”

      “What?” I blink. “No!”

      “Because I have a very strict line for what I allow my work to be used for.”

      “She just needs to get out of town for a while,” I say. “Same as us, so… if you don’t mind…”

      His eyes jut toward Archer. “You running from somebody? Who?”

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, man.”

      He laughs. “Sounds about right.” He leans back into the truck and grabs a paper to-go bag from a lower cabinet. “Same day rush delivery. I think you’ll find the sauce hot and satisfying, as usual.”

      I reach for the bag. “Thanks, man. I’ll get the money wired to you soon.”

      Milo pulls it back. “Soon?”

      “You know I’m good for it, Milo.”

      He eyes Archer again. “Didn’t you just pull that hotel job? Paying for this should be a drop in your bucket.”

      “I did,” I say with a nervous nod, “and it is, but that money is kind of claimed at the moment. I need to move it around a little. I’ll get back to you.”

      He furrows his brow. “Since when are you so fiscally conservative?”

      I sigh. “Since I ran across the country to save my wife who I haven’t seen for two years from a bunch of assassins who shot me which turned out to be not that bad because it brought us back together but now she’s pregnant and I’m not sure how the hell we’re going to afford it so I need some time to move some money around, okay?”

      Milo leans back, his eyes widening more and more with each word that tumbles out of my mouth.

      Finally, his throat clears. “I have questions,” he says.

      I rub the bridge of my nose beneath my glasses. “Yeah, I know.”

      “But I can sense you’re going through kind of a rough patch, so I’ll just…”

      He slowly shifts forward and drops the paper sack into my hands.

      “Thanks, Milo,” I say.

      I peek into the bag, finding a brand-new passport and Lucy’s photo ID inside.

      “I know you’re good for it,” he says with a shrug. “And I know that you know the kind of company I keep, so I know I don’t have to worry about you stiffing me…”

      I hand the bag off to Archer and he checks it with continued interest.

      “I just need a few days,” I say. “No need to send your people after me.”

      “Good.”

      “But we have time for a cup of coffee and a cupcake if you want to ask some of those questions. I owe you that much.”

      He shakes his head. “Can’t.”

      I look at the line wrapping around the front of the truck. “Right. You should probably get back to your tacos. Want us to bring you something back?”

      “No, I mean. You can’t,” he says. “Muffin Top got shut down.”

      I gasp. “What? Why?”

      “The mob shot it up last week,” he explains. “The guy running it closed it for repairs. Doing a total remodel.”

      “No cherry-cherry cupcakes?” I pout.

      He shrugs sadly. “No cherry-cherry cupcakes.”

      I frown. “Dammit. This whole trip feels like a waste now.” Archer nudges my arm. “Anyway… we have places to be.”

      Milo shakes my hand. “Take care of yourself, Boxcar.”

      “I will.”

      He extends his hand toward Archer. “And you… take care of Boxcar. He owes me money.”

      Archer sighs. “I’m not a bodyguard, mate.”

      Milo snickers. “Mate.”

      We turn around and walk off, leaving Milo to tend to his truck. I pound the pavement, beelining forward across the street.

      “Oh, Boxcar.”

      I glance up at Archer beside me. “What?”

      He strides in front of me, stopping me in my tracks, and towers over me with a wise, knowing stare. “How are you really feeling about becoming a father?” he asks.

      “I’m fine,” I say quickly.

      His brow arches.

      “Really. I’m fine. I’m excited.” I pause. “Or I was this morning.”

      “What changed?”

      “Reality sunk in,” I say. “I mean, Caleb has no savings and a lot of debt. I’ve never had a real job. The only way I know how to make money is by stealing it, which she would not approve of. So, how the hell am I going to support a family?”

      “You get a job,” he says.

      “How? With what resume? With what work experience?”

      Archer laughs. “Boxcar, you are the most talented hacker I’ve ever met. You forget that I used to work in intelligence, so me saying that means something. You will have no trouble finding a legit job.”

      I run a hand through my hair, roughing it out of place. “And I don’t want to live in Los Angeles,” I admit. “It’s too hot. It’s crowded. It’s dirty.”

      He nods. “Gotta agree with you there.”

      “I don’t know how to tell her that. How do I ask Caleb Fawn to drop everything she’s built for herself because I think sand is a little overrated?”

      “Sounds like you need to sit down with her and talk it out.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t suddenly come home with doubts after convincing her that everything was going to be okay. I’m gonna screw it up. Just like always.”

      “Well…” He chews on his lip. “If you want my opinion…”

      “Yes. Please.”

      “You want this child, yes?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer. “Of course, I do.”

      “And she wants it, too?”

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      “And you’re happily married?”

      “For now,” I joke from the edge of my mouth.

      “Then, this child is officially far better off than I ever was.” He leans in. “Forget about what you don’t have, Boxcar, and take a moment to stop and appreciate what you do have. Believe me when I say that what you have is worth more than the dollars in your bank — or lack thereof. You took a bullet for this woman. I think you’re way past the awkward stage of the relationship, Sparky. Talk to her.”

      I blink. “Wow.”

      “What?”

      “If you can’t get Caleb to sleep with you, I probably will.”

      He rolls his eyes and turns around with the paper sack clenched in one hand. “Come on.”

      “No, really,” I say, following behind him. “You’re totally right about that accent. If I wore panties, they’d be around my ankles right now.”

      “I assume your jovial tone means you value my opinion?”

      “I do.” I tap his shoulder, stopping him. “Thank you, Archer. I really needed to hear that.”

      “You’re welcome.” He gestures forward. “Now, let’s get back before Lilah gets bored and kills someone.”

      I wince. “Speaking of the awkward stage of the relationship.”

      Archer shakes his head. “You have no idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      ROXIE ROBERTS MISSING.

      Well, this isn’t good.

      I adjust the baseball cap on my head as I focus an ear toward the TV mounted on the wall behind the cash register. This was supposed to be a quick trip in and out to grab snacks and caffeine for the road. I didn’t expect the media to catch wind of my latest disappearing act so quickly.

      “LAPD officers are asking for any witnesses to come forward concerning the sudden disappearance of actress Roxie Roberts and the murder of her assistant, Lena Wilde,” the reporter reads aloud. “Ms. Wilde was discovered late last night in a theatre storage room with two gunshot wounds to the head.”

      I sigh. “Oh, boy...”

      I should get out of here while the guy at the register is practically glued to the TV. Hopefully, he’s so entranced he won’t bother to look up as he rings in my candy and soda.

      I lay the items on the counter and the guy turns in my direction, giving me nothing more than a passive nod before tapping away at the register with his attention still locked on the screen.

      “Please, I’m begging you, Roxie...”

      I look at the television. My father stands in a huddle of reporters with microphones surrounding his head from all angles. I almost don’t recognize him. He was always the fit, clean-shaven type but he’s clearly let himself go in the few weeks since I last saw him.

      “If you’re out there, please contact me,” he begs, staring directly at the camera and into my eyes. “I know we’ve had our differences lately, honey, but please... let me know that you’re okay. All right?”

      I bite my lip, feeling a touch of sympathy for the man. We’ve barely spoken since I came back from Iowa with Fox. I walked into the house with Fox’s hand in mine and my father knew exactly where I’d been... and what I’d been doing for the few weeks I was alone with him. He ordered me to stay away from Fox and get back to work. Meeting with Bruckberg on Tuesday. Get your hair done before then. Black hair makes you look like a whore.

      I told him I wouldn’t be needing his services anymore and walked out. I was a girl in love. I didn’t care about anything else but that. I had Fox, at last. Nothing else mattered.

      “Mr. Roberts, do you think your daughter’s disappearance is connected to Snake Eyes?”

      He drops his head. “I don’t know.”

      Another reporter pushes forward, blocking my father’s path. “Don’t you find it a little suspicious that two people have been brutally killed around her in the exact same way?” he shouts. “Is your daughter involved with them?”

      “I don’t know, but...” My father pauses, his face hardening as he looks into the camera again. “If you bastards do have my daughter, I will find you. Do you hear me? If you so much as lay a finger on her, so help me, I will take you down.”

      He pushes through the crowd of reporters as they urge him to answer more questions, but he continues with his head bowed a little deeper.

      I suppose it is a little suspicious. First, it was Senator Lamb. He didn’t do anything wrong. He just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. And Lena. Same damn thing.

      The common denominator is me. If I were superstitious, I’d stay the hell away from me.

      “Eighteen-fifty,” the guy behind the counter says.

      I lay a twenty on the counter. Pay for everything with cash. Leave no trail.

      “You can keep the change,” I mutter as I grab everything and take off outside.

      “Okay, be safe,” I hear Caleb say as I lower down into the driver’s seat. “I love you.”

      She mouths the name Boxcar. I smile as I fill the cup holders with twenty-ounce sodas and packs of licorice.

      “Super safe,” she says. “Stay with Fox.”

      She lowers the phone, flips it closed, and lets out an epic sigh as she rests her head back against the seat.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask as I slide the baseball cap off.

      “Yeah,” she answers as she grabs a candy wrapper and rips it open with her teeth. “They made it to Boston.”

      I nod. “That’s good.”

      “Did you hear from Fox?” she asks. “Figured he might have called. You were in there a while.”

      “No,” I answer. “Just a slow check-out guy.”

      “Fox is kind of a no-news-is-good-news kind of dude anyway, isn’t he?”

      I swallow hard. “I guess so.”

      Caleb chomps into a piece of licorice. “Where to now?”

      I settle into my seat. “We hit the highway and head east. Stop only to eat and sleep,” I say, quoting Fox.

      “And this Clark lady will be okay with us showing up unannounced?” she asks, chewing softly.

      “I’m sure she will be,” I say, smiling. “She didn’t even blink when I showed up with Fox at five in the morning, bleeding and dying.”

      She nods respectfully. “Sounds like my kind of lady.”

      “Mrs. Clark is good people. We’ll be okay there.”

      Caleb shimmies downward into her seat and reaches for her Kindle again. “Let’s get going, then,” she says. “Onward toward Iowa.”

      I throw the car into reverse and nod. “Onward,” I repeat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      You know that feeling in the pit of your stomach when you realize you’re in way over your head?

      Welcome to my life.

      I’m used to change. You don’t get raised by a serial gambler without embracing change. Things go missing. Promises get broken. You learn fast how to roll with the punches but none of the shitty things my dad ever did compare to what happened to me three months ago.

      Fuck. Has it really only been three months?

      Marty Zappia killed my father and took my knee. Dante dragged me limping and screaming out of Chicago. From concrete jungle to lakeside paradise in a few short hours.

      So, yeah. Change and I are buddies. Old friends. And yet, I can’t help but get sideswiped at every possible turn. I even have the audacity to be surprised.

      At least, I have Dante.

      But how long until that changes, too?

      I look over at him from my seat by the window. He sits with his head back and eyes closed. At least one of us can relax.

      I’m not a big fan of heights but Dante made me take the window seat with that protective look in his eyes. I guess it’s hard to attack the pretty dancer when there’s a giant hitman sitting between you and her.

      I glance around the plane at the other first-class passengers. The red-eye flight to London was the only one available at such short notice. The lights are down low, giving everyone who can a chance to get some sleep. One or two lights stay on, softly illuminating the seats beneath them.

      One of them belongs to Boxcar across the aisle. I watch his hands tap his laptop keyboard, moving so fast I can’t keep up with what he’s typing. Fox sits beside him with dark shadows fallen over his eyes, but I can see that they’re open. He stares straight ahead with the occasional glance at Boxcar’s computer screen.

      Lilah and Archer sit behind us. Her head lies on his shoulder and his head sits on hers. Both fast asleep as if nothing is wrong at all, as if we all didn’t just commit passport fraud to flee the country under the Boss’ nose.

      The plane lurches slightly and my stomach shifts. Probably shouldn’t have eaten that overpriced turkey sub at the airport.

      “Lucy.”

      I flinch. Dante’s right eye slowly opens and his magnetic blue iris peeks out at me.

      “You should be sleeping,” he says.

      I chuckle. “Yeah, okay. I’ll get right on it.”

      He exhales and sits up. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing—”

      I clench as the plane shakes again.

      His head tilts with amusement. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of flying.”

      “I’m not scared,” I say quickly.

      “Lucy Vaughn, the foul-mouthed dancer from Chicago, is scared of heights?”

      “No.” I exhale hard. “Maybe a little. I don’t know. I was fine earlier, I just…”

      He turns up his right hand and I release my iron grip on the armrest to take it. His large fingers circle my entire hand, holding tightly.

      “You’ll feel better once we’re on the ground again,” he says. “Just a few more hours.”

      “Yeah, if we even make it.” My eyes flick toward the closed window but I squeeze them shut. “There’s a… lot of water down there.”

      He chuckles. “Luce—”

      “Aren’t you nervous?”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “Didn’t you hear the lady before?” he asks. “Your seat is a flotation device.”

      I scoff. “Yeah, sure, but I doubt that makes a difference if the cabin splits in half and I’m jettisoned out at thirty-thousand feet.”

      “The cabin will not split in half,” Dante says. “You will not be jettisoned out at thirty-thousand feet.”

      “But what if I am?”

      “Then, I’ll save you.”

      I look at him and he stares back at me, completely serious. As nonsensical as it may seem, it soothes me, and a little bit of my fear goes away.

      I breathe out. “I’m not really scared of the cabin splitting in half,” I admit. “I don’t know why I even said that.”

      He nods. “I know.”

      His hand squeezes mine a little tighter.

      “I’m just…” My voice falls.

      “I know,” he says again. “You’re going to be okay, Lucy.”

      “I’m not worried about me,” I say. “I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Fox and I have everything under control,” he says with a shrug. “You don’t have to worry about—”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      He pauses and stares forward with a creased brow.

      I hesitate. “You’ve barely slept since Elijah—”

      “I barely sleep anyway,” he says. “You know that.”

      “That’s not true. It may have been true before, but since we moved to the lake, you’ve gotten better. You weren’t a…”

      “A what?” he asks without looking.

      “A killer anymore,” I whisper. I swallow the lump in my throat. “When we met, you told me that’s all you were. I’d look in your eyes and I wasn’t sure who or what was staring back at me.”

      “Is that all you’re worried about, Luce?” he asks, his voice dry and cold. “I don’t recall you having a problem with it when you wanted to kill Marty.”

      I lean back. “I love you, Dante. Maybe I shouldn’t, but I do. And, you’re right, I didn’t have a problem with it. I was blinded by vengeance and anger. I couldn’t even recognize myself, but you pulled me back. I don’t want you to fall into a place that I can’t pull you back out of again.”

      Dante releases my hand. “You should get some sleep.”

      “Are you gonna be here when I wake up?”

      He exhales hard through his nose and closes his eyes. “Yes,” he answers.

      I stare at him for another minute. I haven’t seen this Dante in a long time. Dante the mob hitman. The man who bullied my father into letting him spend the night with me. I hated him then. Even if I couldn’t resist him, I hated him.

      We escaped that life. After that, he was sweet and kind. He picked me up when I couldn’t walk. He held me when the pain wouldn’t stop.

      The killer was dead.

      But he didn’t stay that way and that’s my fault.

      Dante told me that once I opened that door, it wouldn’t close again.

      I should have listened.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      I tip my watering can, pouring a little more into the flowerbed. A gust of cool wind tickles my cheeks as I soak the dark soil. I take a deep breath of it, feeling it warm me all the way down to my toes.

      We’re going to get him.

      It’s hard not to get my hopes up but I can’t help it.

      We couldn’t have found Gio at a better time.

      I glance over at Lucian as he reaches up to grab my garden shears off the bench beside me.

      “Lucian,” I scold. “Non toccarlo.”

      He obeys and drops his hands, looking painfully dejected. It stabs my heart and I sigh, setting the watering can down on the bench.

      “Come here,” I say in a soothing voice.

      He steps forward as I bend to one knee and takes my extended hand.

      “I’m sorry, piccola luce.” I poke his nose. “Are you thirsty?”

      He nods.

      I scoop him off the ground and hug him against me. “Let’s go get some juice from babushka, yes?”

      His smile turns up instantly and I chuckle with him as I walk inside.

      The house is quiet but not eerily so as it often was back on the Zappia estate. The usual security has gathered with Luka and Yuri in the security wing, each one being briefed and updated on the Gio situation.

      We’re going to get him.

      I kiss my beautiful son’s head. Soon, he’ll wake up in a world without Gio in it. Memories of his former life in the Zappia family will fade away completely if they haven’t already. With Gio gone, those memories will never come back.

      And I will sleep soundly again.

      I step into the kitchen with Lucian. Nina and Markov stand beside each other near the counter. I open my mouth to greet them, but I instantly stop as his lips graze the dimples in her smiling cheeks.

      Nina’s hands fall from his sides the second she sees me but the bright rouge in her cheeks gives it all away.

      Oh, my.

      Markov clears his throat and takes a quick step away from her. He bows his head as he passes to avoid eye contact with me, but I see the same bright red color on his face.

      “Miss Sofia,” he says.

      “Markov,” I say, bowing back.

      Nina turns to hide her face as he marches off into the hallway.

      I lower Lucian into his wooden highchair and wander over to the refrigerator to fetch the juice I promised him. The silence is deafeningly loud but neither of us wants to break it. I don’t want to say something I shouldn’t, just in case I didn’t really see what I thought I saw.

      I grab a cup from the drying rack by the sink and fill it up for Lucian, an act that draws her loving eyes up to admire her grandson as I set it down in front of him.

      “Privet, Sofia,” Nina finally says into her coffee mug.

      “Privet,” I greet her.

      I move to stand beside her, slowly reaching into the cupboard for a mug while she eyes me carefully.

      Maybe I really did see what I think I saw.

      I crack a short smile, breaking the tension. “Nina, I am the last woman in the world who will judge you for taking comfort in a man other than your husband,” I say. “At least you kept your vows.”

      She exhales the stiffness from her neck. “Thank you,” she says.

      I glance over my shoulder, listening for eavesdroppers but I sense nothing but Markov’s wide gait echoing down the hall. “You’ve hidden it well,” I tell her.

      “Luka doesn’t know?”

      I pour some coffee into my mug. “No.”

      Relief fills her blue eyes. “Slava bogu,” she mutters.

      Thank god.

      I chuckle. “You two don’t have to hide, Nina,” I say. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      She takes a slow sip from her mug, her eyes drifting from Lucian to the floor. “Niko, he…” Her lips twitch with hesitation. “He told me once that if I should go first, he’d die a lonely bachelor. I told him I would do the same, but he shook his head and said no. I would never be alone. There would be someone beside me to live out the rest of my days with. I said that was ridiculous. No man would ever love me like he did, so why would I bother? He just smiled, like he knew something I didn’t.” She pauses. “His best friend...”

      “You never noticed how he looks at you?”

      “No,” she answers. “Markov has been with us for so long. So loyal and kind and I…” Her voice drops as she blushes. “To wake up one morning and suddenly see a man so differently, it’s…”

      “Exciting,” I finish.

      She nods. “And strange. But surprisingly, not surprising.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “I worry what my boys will think,” she says, her eyes turning to mine.

      “I think there comes a time in every son’s life when he must learn to see his mother for what she really is,” I say. “Human.”

      Nina smiles, her face gathering hope. “Thank you, Sofia. And I would appreciate it if…”

      “It’s not my secret to tell.”

      She sighs, looking even more relieved, as boots echo down the hall toward us.

      “I say we go in,” Yuri says, his voice loud and defiant. “Tonight. Bring every gun we have.”

      He enters the kitchen with Luka close behind him.

      Luka shakes his head. “If we do that, then he’ll see us coming.” He looks over, twisting his serious frown into a quick smile just for me and another one for Lucian as he bends over to kiss his head.

      I smile back at him over my mug, looking inconspicuous.

      Nina shifts easily from her stiff posture and relaxes against the counter. “See us coming where?” she asks.

      “The Chernyy Obuvi,” Yuri answers as he plops into a chair across the table.

      Nina raises a brow in confusion and Yuri quickly realizes that she has no idea that the man who killed her husband is in her city.

      He slides down in his chair but Luka steps forward, tall and brave as always.

      “Ma,” he says, “we found Gio.”

      Nina doesn’t blink but a little of that happy rouge fades from her cheeks.

      Luka lays a hand on her shoulder. “He’s in Moscow,” he says slowly. “And I’ll make sure he doesn’t leave again.”

      She nods. “How?”

      “Guns!” Yuri shouts. “Lots of guns.”

      Luka turns to sit down at the table next to Lucian’s highchair. “A bullet is too good for Gio. I want him alive.”

      “Well, I want him dead.”

      “Yuri…” Nina says. “Luka is right. The Obuvi is dead center in the city. He’ll see you coming and make an escape. It has to be quiet.”

      Yuri sinks back in his chair again, officially outnumbered. “Well, whatever you decide, then,” he murmurs.

      “Sofia,” Luka says, drawing my eyes. “What’s on your mind?”

      I bite my inner cheek. “We’ll only get one shot at this,” I say. “If he slips free now, he may never come back.”

      Luka nods.

      Nina’s brow furrows. “Why did he come back?” she asks.

      Markov appears again in the kitchen doorway. “Luka,” he says.

      Luka reads his face. It’s a moment I’ve seen plenty of times before. Markov gives him that look. Luka stops whatever he’s doing, kisses my cheek, and leaves.

      A snake has been spotted.

      This time, Luka doesn’t move. Instead, he looks at me. Catching and killing Snake Eyes agents has been his priority for so long, but now… with Gio in the city?

      He pauses, his eyes locking on his son’s face.

      “How many?” he asks Markov.

      “Two, maybe three. Nikita is there now, waiting for your call.”

      Again, Luka’s gaze flicks over to me. Finding even one agent nowadays is considered a great blessing, but three?

      “Go,” I tell him. “It’s important.”

      “No.” He gestures at Markov. “Have them taken to the warehouse. Dispose of them quickly.”

      “Luka, they could be questioned.”

      “Gio is more important, lyubov’ moya.”

      I stand still, feeling his sharp tone travel down my spine.

      Markov nods. “I’ll take care of it myself,” he says.

      “Thank you, Markov,” Luka says.

      Markov turns around, flashing the briefest glance at Nina before disappearing into the hallway. Her face shows nothing, and Yuri and Luka continue on as if nothing happened but that soft twinkle in her eye hides everything.

      And here I thought I was good at keeping secrets.

      I still have much to learn from Nina Lutrova.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      London. Long time no see, old friend.

      Not that I missed it. The bad memories here outweigh the good ones by a steady margin. And yet, I still feel a prickle of excitement as I stare out the window of the airport terminal.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen it with her.

      I’ve seen where Lilah Hart grew up. I’ve seen how her history shaped her into the woman she is today. When I saw her standing at the end of the dock by the lake, I understood her better. Knowing that piece of her made me love her even more.

      Now, she gets to experience a little piece of my past as well, even if it’s just a view from the airport during a few hours of layover.

      Lilah appears beside me and scoffs loudly as she stares out the window. “Jeez, what a dump,” she says.

      I laugh.

      She leans in to brush her face against my shoulder. It’s a quick show of affection that warms my heart. Either that or she had an itch. It’s hard to say with Lilah Hart.

      “Have you ever been?” I ask her.

      “To London?” she asks. I nod. “Yeah, of course. Killed a guy here last summer.”

      “I don’t mean for work,” I say, smirking. “I mean for play.”

      “There’s a difference?”

      I glare at her playfully and she smiles.

      “No,” she answers. “I haven’t really done the tourist thing in London.”

      “We should come back here someday. Just the two of us. See a show. Go to the aquarium.”

      She shrugs. “If you want.”

      I keep my eyes on her, letting my mind roam a little too wild. “I do.”

      It takes a moment, but she finally looks up at me. “Then, we will,” she says passively.

      I take a deep breath. “Lilah, I—”

      She raises a hand. “Hold that thought.”

      I lower my voice as she spins around and darts several feet away with just a few quick paces.

      “I want you to move here with me,” I murmur to myself. “But I guess I’ll just stand here and ask the wall instead like a bloody idiot.”

      It might be a bad idea but not one unworthy of consideration. When all of this is over, I have to deal with a few realities, one of which is the very expired American visa in my name.

      I can’t go back to the United States. Not legally, anyway. Sure, I could have Boxcar’s sketchy friend make me up a fake ID, but one savvy cop could bring it all down. I’ll have to face the music sooner or later.

      I promised Lilah she’d go home again. I promised Dante I’d keep her alive. I promised Elijah I’d give her a future.

      I might have to break one of those.

      “Okay. New plan!” Lilah slams her hand down on Boxcar’s shoulder, drawing the attention of the others sitting around. “Grab your shit, Spunky,” she tells him. “You’re coming with us.”

      Fox stiffens in his chair.

      “What new plan?” Dante asks, his voice on the edge of annoyance.

      Lilah grabs her bag and tosses it over her shoulder. “Well, as much fun as Russia sounds, I think we ought to split the party.”

      “No, we shouldn’t.”

      “Dante, we’re wasting time,” she says. “You guys go recruit the big, bad mobster guy. Meanwhile, Archer, me, and Scrappy will go check out the house in Paris.”

      “Sparky,” I say over her shoulder.

      “Whatever.”

      “It’s Boxcar, actually,” he says, pinching the bridge of his nose beneath his glasses.

      Dante shakes his head. “You don’t know what’s out there, Lilah.”

      “Exactly,” she says. “All the more reason to send a small recon team in first to case the area and report back. I know you’ve been out of practice for a while, but you at least remember some of your training, right, big brother?”

      Dante sighs and glances over at Fox. Neither of them says a word, meaning Lilah is either absolutely right or incredibly wrong.

      Fox looks at Boxcar. “Are you okay with that?” he asks him.

      Boxcar shrugs. “Sure, why not?” he says. “Just don’t tell my wife…”

      Lilah digs her nails into his jacket and yanks him out of his chair with a solid grin on her face. “Wife, schmife. She’ll get over it.” She sidles over to Lucy’s chair and leans over to give her a quick hug. “We’ll keep in touch,” she says.

      I straighten Boxcar’s jacket collar. “Sorry, mate,” I say. “But it’s not a bad idea, all things considered.”

      “Yeah, I know.” He sighs. “Just not looking forward to it, that’s all.”

      “You’ll be all right,” I tell him. “It’s just a little trek through the woods. We’ll be done before you know it and end the day with a few croissants. How about that?”

      He chuckles to hide his hesitation and walks off, pausing briefly near Fox to share a quick, friendly handshake with him.

      I steal one last look at Dante. He stares back at me with that same desperate look he had back at the lake house.

      Lilah is all I have left in this world.

      I know what’s going through her head right now and it ain’t good.

      Dante’s been right about that so far. Lilah clearly isn’t in the best headspace. Her judgment is weak but not entirely illogical. She’s driven by vengeance, pure and simple, but Dante and I have been able to keep her centered together so far. When one of us blinks, the other steps in.

      But if we split up…

      “Archer, let’s move!”

      We both look over my shoulder as Lilah waves an impatient arm at me.

      Keep my baby sister alive and I’ll never question you again.

      One tall order, coming right up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      Fox runs his fingers down my arm, being careful to avoid the bruises still lingering around the gunshot wound on my shoulder. We lie together on his bed with nothing but a cotton sheet draped along our waistlines. I tingle on the edge of sleep, still reeling from our last climax. He rests on his side behind me, his touch never leaving my warm skin. His arm curls around me as he kisses the back of my neck. I grab his hand, entwining our fingers together.

      “It’s so quiet,” I whisper in the dark.

      “That’s why I like it,” he says.

      “Me, too.”

      I should have stayed.

      I furrow my brow, confused by the thought. Should have stayed? Did I leave?

      Why would I ever leave this comfort? This safety.

      This paradise.

      As I turn to face him, I realize my shoulder doesn’t hurt. I look at it. My skin is clear. There’s no gunshot wound at all. No bruises. No pain.

      I look at Fox lying beside me. The scar on his cheek is gone. All of his scars are gone.

      Even his cobra tattoo is missing.

      Did we win?

      I smile, succumbing to thoughts and imagines of a different life. No more running. No more looking over our shoulders.

      Just me and Fox in our cabin, kissing beneath a star-filled sky.

      But then, blood.

      So much blood.

      Bang. Bang.

      Two bullets. I can’t tell where they came from, but crimson red tears fall from Fox’s eyes.

      I scream for him, but I can’t hear it over his cold laughter behind me.

      I look over my shoulder, coming face-to-face with Mercer’s icy blue stare and the barrel of his gun.

      Bang. Bang.

      I jolt awake but the loud banging sound continues. It takes a moment for me to remember where I am. A motel room. Double twin beds. It’s pitch-black. The clock says 2 A.M…

      Another hard bang. There’s someone at the door.

      Oh, god. They found me.

      Is it the police? Is it my father?

      Or Snake Eyes?

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “Dani, it’s me. Open up!”

      I exhale with relief. “Caleb...”

      I roll off the bed, feeling my heart pounding against my ribs as I cross the dark room.

      Caleb stands outside with a giant bottle of water in one hand and a grocery sack dangling by her side in the other.

      “Sorry,” she says as she barges in around me. “I forgot my key.”

      “Where did you go?” I ask, eying the bag. I notice a small stack of boxes shoved inside, along with a few words that instantly jump out at me through the translucent bag. “Are those...?”

      “Pee sticks.” She nods, not stopping as she plows through to the bathroom.

      My jaw drops as I lock the door behind us. “Are you pregnant?” I ask.

      “Fox didn’t tell you?”

      “No.”

      “Oh, cool. Loyalty. That’s nice.”

      Caleb kicks the bathroom door shut behind her. I linger outside of it, wondering which friend I’m supposed to be right now. Do I congratulate her? Tell her how wonderful it is? Or do I give her a shoulder to cry on while I search for the nearest clinic between here and Iowa?

      After a minute, I knock once. “Caleb, are you okay?”

      The door flies open. I startle backward.

      “False positives happen all the time,” she says. “Right?”

      “Uh…” I squint. “I think so?”

      “I’m probably not pregnant, I mean…” She stares at the three used sticks fanned out in her hand and scoffs. “Sure, Box and I haven’t been super safe since he came back but that’s what the IUD is for. It worked like a damn charm when we were boinking out in the desert. No reason for it to stop now. And who the hell knows if he has any active swimmers left at all considering how much of his life has been spent surrounded by electronics. Ya know what I mean?”

      I raise a brow. “Yes?”

      “I’m not pregnant.” She shakes her head. “There’s just no way. This is all just one big misunderstanding and in about sixty more seconds, we’re both going to have a huge laugh about this.”

      “Caleb,” I say slowly, “are you okay?”

      “I am fine,” she says. “And I gotta pee again, so hold these.”

      She drops the sticks into my palm and slams the door closed again.

      I fumble them together and pinch the handles, holding them at half an arm’s length while I wait for her to come back.

      I haven’t known Caleb Fawn for very long but if I were to describe her in one word, it’s calm. She might not always have her shit together on paper but take one look at her and you’d never know. She’s strong and confident, never a slave to her emotions, but right now?

      She’s panicking.

      I look at the tests in my hand, and honestly, I don’t really blame her. If the roles were reversed, I’d be teetering on the edge in that bathroom right now, too.

      The door swings open again. Caleb emerges with a fourth test in her hand.

      “Are you pregnant?” she asks me.

      I blink. “No.”

      “Are you sure? I have more tests.”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “You should get pregnant,” she says. “Fox wants babies. Did you know that?”

      I take a step back. “No…”

      “He told me. Well, not directly, but he said that it’d be nice if my kids grew up with his kids, which means he wants kids. So, if our kids are gonna grow up together, then you need to get pregnant with me. Did you guys have sex yesterday?”

      “Okay…” I breathe out. “I think you should sit down.”

      “I don’t want to sit down.” She taps the stick against her palm. “I want this damn thing to hurry up and tell me whether or not I’m about to be a single mom because if that’s the case, then I need to sell my shop. Maybe move back to Oklahoma. Really crash on back to square one.”

      Her face wrinkles as she looks down, trying to hold back the tears just beneath the surface.

      “Caleb, you’re not going to be a single mom,” I say. “You have Boxcar.”

      “Yeah, for now, but he didn’t exactly go on a field trip to the science fair,” she says. “He’s in the air, on his way to fucking Russia right now. Russia. He’s hanging out with killers and mobsters and I’m not there to protect him—”

      She bends at the waist, sobbing hard.

      “Cal…” I rest my hand on her shoulder. “It’s gonna be okay…”

      Caleb wraps her arms around me. I stumble back but I right us quickly, holding her up as she cries into my shoulder.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I tell her again. “Boxcar is a smart guy and Fox is with him. They’ll keep each other safe. Okay?”

      I take a deep breath, quietly repeating the words back to myself in my head.

      It’s going to be okay. They’ll keep each other safe.

      Fox is coming home.

      The ring he gave me glimmers on my finger. I’ve been so messed up about current events, I didn’t stop to think about what would happen when Fox came back. He asked me to marry him. That means planning a wedding and actually getting married. Somewhere between now and then, we have to decide what our marriage will look like.

      I look at the pregnancy tests still clenched in my palm. Three little plus marks.

      I pat Caleb’s back. “It’s going to be okay,” I say again, exhaling hard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “No offense, Fox, but you don’t look like a maniacal killer.”

      I blink at Lucy. She stares up at me from the airport hallway, her eyes squinting in deep thought.

      “No offense taken,” I say.

      “I pictured you meaner,” she says.

      I glance toward the bathroom. “Why?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      She shrugs. “The things people say about you…” Her eyes fall to my shoes and back. “I figured you’d be this roided-out douche covered in teardrop tats wearing a dirty wife-beater but, other than that scar, you look totally normal.”

      “Because I am.”

      Her head tilts in disbelief.

      I look straight ahead at the bathrooms again. “I’m just a normal guy who had to do some not-so-normal things to survive.”

      “Bet it came in handy.”

      “What?”

      “I took one look at Dante and I knew exactly what he was,” she says. “If I ran into you in a dark alleyway, I wouldn’t think you were there to kill me.”

      “Yeah.” I nod slowly as I repress a few of those not-so-normal memories. “That did come in handy once or twice.”

      She gives a smug smile as she studies my face.

      Dante finally emerges from the bathroom across the hall. He looks in both directions before heading toward us through the small, constantly-moving crowd.

      “And no offense to you, Lucy,” I say to her, “but you look a little out-of-place in the Hart family, too.”

      Her brow bounces in amusement. “No offense taken,” she says.

      Dante bends over and grabs his duffel bag next to Lucy’s feet. “So, how do we get to Lutrova’s estate?” he asks.

      “It’s a bit of a drive,” I say. “How’s your Russian?”

      He laughs. “Rusty.”

      Lucy perks up. “You speak Russian?”

      “I speak a lot of languages,” he says.

      “I didn’t know that. Say something in Russian.”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      I look into her rejected face. “YA vas lyubil. Lyubov' yeshche, byt' mozhet,” I say softly.

      Her eyes widen with every word and I see her pupils dilating behind her long lashes.

      “Hey,” Dante says. “Fox…”

      I ignore him, locking eyes with her. “V dushe moyey ugasla ne sovsem…”

      “Not cool.”

      Lucy’s jaw drops. “What the fuck was that?”

      Dante guides her backward away from me. “It was nothing,” he says.

      “Old love poem,” I answer. “One of Dani’s favorites.”

      She spins in his direction. “He speaks Russian to his girlfriend.”

      Dante stares at me in annoyance. “We gonna rent a car?” he asks.

      “Sure,” I say as I grab my bag off the floor.

      Lucy crosses her arms. “Team Fox is looking pretty good right now,” she muses. “Just sayin’…”

      I flash her a wink and step away as Dante’s nostrils flare out. He snatches her hand and pulls her to his left side, placing his form between us, as the three of us walk through the airport together.

      I look over at Dante, catching his jealous glare again but he walked right into that one. He’ll be thanking me after the first time he whispers that into Lucy’s ear in private.

      I loved you. And perhaps, I still do.

      My chest twinges as I picture Dani’s smile. Her dimpled cheeks. That faint apple scent tickles my nose.

      We step outside and a fist collides with my face.

      “Fox!”

      I shake off the distraction, dropping my bag as another hard fist punches my gut. Fully alert, I block the third punch and twist around to elbow the man in the jaw.

      Dante grunts. I look over to see he’s in worse shape than I am. He has at least three men, all in black suits, grabbing at him and hitting him hard.

      Another one comes at me, but I quickly jab them in the throat before they even get the chance to strike me.

      My body stiffens, locked in radiant pain as volts fire through my back. I fall to my knees as another taser connects with my left arm.

      I try to push up, but another jolt makes me stop resisting.

      “Lucy, run!”

      Dante shouts at her from the pavement, his voice quickly masked as they tase him, too.

      Lucy twists around and manages a hard kick to a man’s unsuspecting groin. He tumbles to his knees and she backhands him down before she’s easily overwhelmed from behind.

      They throw a scarlet red hood over her head just before forcing one over mine.

      “Vstavay!”

      They force me to my feet and fasten my hands behind my back with a zip-tie. A shuffle in my ears tells me that Dante isn’t done fighting back yet. I feel the warm tongs of a taser pressed against my neck, reminding me not to make the same mistake he is. I relax, deciding to save my strength. We’re too outnumbered and this is Moscow. No one’s going to intervene here.

      Someone knew we were coming.

      They shove me forward and push me into the back of a van. I stumble to the right and fall onto the bench against the wall.

      “Fox?”

      I hear Lucy across from me, her voice shaking.

      “Yeah,” I say, sitting back.

      “Where’s Dante?”

      The door opens again, and they shove him inside onto the floor.

      “Dante!” Lucy leans forward as they slam the doors.

      “Lucy…” He coughs as he tries to right himself, but he’s too worn out.

      I nudge him with my foot. “Take a breather, Dante. You’re no good to me fried out.”

      “Who are these people?” he asks, dry-heaving.

      “I don’t know,” I answer.

      The van starts and quickly speeds off. I try to orientate myself to feel which direction we’re headed. East? No, north…

      “Dante…” Lucy says. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m all right, Luce,” he replies, catching his breath.

      I smirk. “Nice moves back there, Lucy.”

      “Thank you,” she says.

      “Fox…” Dante growls. “If we get out of this, I’m gonna kill you.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, I know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Lilah asks. “Satellite shows nothing here.”

      I stare ahead through the woods, biting my tongue a little too hard but my love of snark wins out in the end. “Wouldn’t be much of a secret hideout if you could see it, would it?” I answer. “It’s here. Just can’t remember how far in…”

      She lets out an impatient breath but says nothing else as she quickens her stride up ahead. Archer glances over his shoulder at me and shows an apologetic shrug that I instantly brush off. She’s not annoying me. I’m not even particularly mad at her at the moment. I just prefer to suffer silently.

      I can’t believe I agreed to come back here. I probably shouldn’t have. Breaking into this house changed my life and not in good ways. One could argue that I never would have met Caleb if I didn’t, and I yield to that argument, but I also never would have gotten caught. I never would have been dragged into the desert to commit treason against my country. I wouldn’t have gotten so obsessed with any of this.

      And yet, here I am, walking right back into the belly of the beast instead of being at home with my pregnant wife.

      I am not a smart man.

      “It should be just up ahead,” I say.

      Lilah’s red head flicks back. “What? You recognize a bush or something?”

      “Actually, yeah.” I point to the left. “I stopped to take a leak on that tree.”

      She rolls her eyes.

      “Children, behave,” Archer says, his voice low.

      “You know,” Lilah spins around to walk backward while speaking, “I call shenanigans.”

      “Shenanigans?” I repeat.

      “I think you’re taking us on one long goose chase,” she says.

      I exhale. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Lilah…” Archer tilts his head.

      “He didn’t deny it,” she says. “Come on, Archer. Isn’t it a little weird to you that in all the time you spent hanging out with Snake Eyes you never heard about this place either?”

      “Wait…” I pause, staring up at Archer. “You hung out with Snake Eyes?”

      He flexes his jaw. “It’s complicated.”

      I grunt. “It’d be awfully nice if I could meet people who haven’t colluded with a criminal organization at some point.”

      Lilah scoffs. “Good luck, Scratchy.”

      “Sparky,” Archer says.

      “Boxcar,” I say through my teeth.

      “Idiot with the laptop,” she says. “Whatever.”

      “So, are you ever going to get over the anger stage of grief? Because this shit is getting really old.”

      Archer sighs as Lilah digs her toes into the grass. “Bloody…” he whispers.

      “Listen, Bartholomew Eugene Carson,” she growls at me, “you say one more thing about my brother and I’ll string you up from your little piss tree.”

      I smirk. “Hey, bargaining! That was quick.”

      Lilah lunges at me but Archer grabs her by the arm before she can get close.

      “That’s enough,” he barks. “Both of you get your shit together. Now. I don’t care who’s right or wrong — and I’m sure as hell not getting killed today over either one. Got it?”

      She yanks her arm free and spins away silently. As she stomps off, Archer glares at me again.

      “I know,” I say, raising my hands. “I know.”

      “I admire and respect you, Boxcar,” he says, “but if I have to choose between you again—”

      “I know…” I point upward. “Piss tree.”

      He nods.

      I gesture forward. “It should be just up ahead.”

      Archer walks off, following Lilah through the woods. He catches up to her and lays a comforting hand on her shoulder. She accepts it, reluctantly, and I hear her biting words echoing through the wind.

      I hang back for a moment. My arm instinctively reaches behind me and I graze the grip of Caleb’s revolver poking out of my belt. I’ve pointed it at Lilah Hart before.

      I’ll do it again if I have to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      A soft zipping noise wakes me up. I twitch awake and look around, taking a moment to remember that I’m in a dingy motel room on the outskirts of Vegas. A wad of used tissues lies crumbled on the pillow beside me. My eyes feel stiff and my lashes tug a bit as I open them a little wider.

      I sit up, feeling emotionally drained, but well-rested. That’s the power of a crying oneself to sleep, I suppose.

      Dani pushes her small suitcase to the side and sits down on the edge of her bed, facing me. “You okay?” she asks, cautious.

      I rub the crusty bits out of the corner of my eyes. “Yeah,” I answer.

      She grabs the bottle of water from the table between our beds and holds it out to me.

      “Thank you.” I twist the cap off and take a bland, flavorless swig.

      “Did you sleep?” she asks.

      I chuckle. “Not really.” I squint at her perfectly-combed hair and easy-going make-up. Damn movie stars always looking so pretty all the time. “How long have you been up? And why didn’t you ask the woodland creatures to stick around and do my hair?”

      She chuckles. “A few hours, I think.”

      “Couldn’t sleep either?”

      Her head shakes. “Coffee is fresh.” She winces. “And caffeinated. Sorry, I don’t know the rules about that…”

      “Neither do I.” I set the bottle down on the table. “But I’ll risk it.”

      I pull myself out of bed and wander over to the tiny coffee station next to the TV. I fill the second mug nearly to the brim and turn around just in time to see Dani’s eyes flick away from me.

      “Well…” I say, breaking the tension as I sit back down on my bed across from her. “I call dibs on the award for Most Immature Freak-Out.”

      “It’s all yours.” She smiles. “Actually, watching you freak out makes me feel pretty good about myself, so if you’ve got more freaking out to do…”

      “Hard pass.”

      “Fair enough,” she says with a chuckle.

      “I don’t know what happened,” I say, holding my coffee up to my nose. “I guess… I wasn’t ready to be back here again.” Dani’s head tilts. “The last time I was in Vegas, me and Box—”

      “Got married!” she finishes. “Of course.”

      I nod and take a sip. “Those memories plus, well…” I point at my stomach.

      “Massive freak-out.”

      “Right.”

      “Just try and relax,” she says, grimacing. “Take it easy. I know that’s the worst possible thing anyone could say, especially me. I’m barely keeping it together myself, but…”

      “It’s true.” I sigh. “Last night, I was all about just hitting that reset button.”

      “What are you thinking today?” she asks.

      I inhale a deep, steady breath as my lips curl slightly. “I’m thinking that my husband and I have been married for two years and maybe it’s time. Okay, sure, out of those two years, we’ve spent a grand total of about twenty days together, but…” I chuckle and Dani laughs with me. “I don’t know if that matters. We love each other, we got married because we loved each other, and this baby was conceived because we loved each other. What could be wrong with that, you know?”

      “I get it.” She nods. “Fox and I have only been together a few months but after everything that’s happened, it feels like a lot more.”

      “Honey, Fox has always been with you,” I say. “From the day I met him, it was all Dani all the time.”

      Her eyes fall to her lap. “Maybe,” she says.

      “Not maybe, Dani. Being away from you tore him apart. I guarantee he’s thinking about you right now and counting down the moments until he sees you again.”

      She stares downward, barely moving as a shadow crosses her eyes.

      “Dani,” I say. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” she answers. She clears her throat and forces herself to look up but her eyes don’t reach mine. “Does he really want kids?” she asks.

      I study the worry lines on her forehead. “Does that bother you?”

      She pauses. “No, that’s just… not something I’ve ever had time to really think about.”

      “You still have plenty of time to think about that kind of stuff, Dani.”

      “You probably thought the same thing a week ago,” she says.

      “Okay, yeah. Sure. This was not planned but that’s me and Box. We don’t plan shit,” I joke. “Things just happen with us. I follow him outside the barracks to scold him for wandering off and his tongue ends up down my throat. He shows up out of the blue with assassins on his ass and the next thing I know, he’s got me propped up on my kitchen counter and my panties are somewhere across the room.”

      She snorts.

      “That’s just us, Dani,” I say. “You and Fox have that soulmates never die, reach across the cosmos, love can move mountains, Disney-magic thing going on. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “So, you’re not nervous about him?” she asks.

      “Of course, I am. But he’s coming back. Fox always comes back. That’s what he does and when he does…” I gesture to the rock on her finger. “You guys are gonna have the rest of your lives to figure it all out together.”

      Dani looks down again, this time focusing on her left hand. She nods slowly and smiles, though I’m not sure she believes me.

      “Want to stick around here for a while longer?” she asks. “Get some extra sleep and drive through the night? We should be in Iowa by Monday at this rate. Tuesday, at the latest.”

      I nod. “Sounds good to me.”

      Hell, I’m not even sure I believe me.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      The van rocks back and forth for several miles and the ride gets bumpier the farther we travel outside the city. I’ve lost my bearings completely. I can’t say for sure how far we’ve gone or in what direction. Dante can’t either. We won’t be able to tell anything until we get outside again, assuming they don’t shoot us before we get the chance… but I don’t really like to think that way.

      Eyes open. Senses sharp. Don’t try and change the past. Try and alter the future instead.

      I made a promise to Dani. I don’t intend on breaking it.

      Finally, the van comes to a sudden stop. I dig my feet into the floor to keep from tumbling over, but Lucy’s reflexes aren’t as sharp from the sounds of it. Her body slaps against the wall and she yelps.

      “Ouch…” she murmurs.

      “You okay?” Dante asks her.

      “Getting pretty pissed off, actually.”

      The back doors swing open. A strong hand takes my arm and yanks me out onto the concrete ground. My boots echo slightly. We’re inside somewhere. The air smells like rotting wood and dried blood. It’s cold and stale.

      I tune my ears, trying to count the number of people and create a map in my head of where they are. One with me. Two with Dante. Another with Lucy. About a half-dozen voices on the other side of the room.

      We’re outnumbered and — if my sense of smell is correct — out-gunned.

      Someone kicks the back of my knees, forcing me down to the floor. They plunk Lucy down to my left and I hear Dante putting up a struggle on the other side of her. A few punches and the sound of bullets sliding into chambers makes him sit still again.

      A man stomps in closer, his heels grinding along the floor as he slowly passes each of us. The gang leader or maybe the low-level man assigned to torture us. I can work with either one. Just have to get him talking.

      “Eti grebanyye zmei…” he growls softly.

      These fucking snakes…

      My lips curl as I recognize his old, dry voice.

      “Markov?” I ask, raising my head. “I thought I smelled cheap vodka.”

      There’s a short pause as his feet shift back in my direction.

      “Fitzpatrick?”

      He grabs my hood and pulls it off. I look up from into Markov’s milk-gray eyes as they shift with amusement and he laughs out loud from the bottom of his gut.

      “Fitzpatrick!”

      “Hey, Markov,” I greet.

      He waves to dismiss the guards around us. “What are you doing here?” he asks.

      I slowly rise off the floor. “We came to talk to Luka,” I answer.

      “We?”

      I look at the others and he sidles toward them. He yanks the hoods off Dante and Lucy’s heads. She flinches with fear while Dante sits there, calm as stone with a furrowed, bruised brow.

      “This is Lucy and Dante,” I say. “They’re with me.”

      Markov immediately walks around and leans down to cut Lucy’s hands free. “They are snakes? Like you?” he asks, extending his hand to her.

      Her eyes bounce from his to mine and I signal for her to take it. She does and he helps her off the floor.

      “Yes, but I give you my word,” I say. “I wouldn’t bring them here with me if they meant trouble.”

      One of his men steps forward and slices my zip-tie open before doing the same for Dante.

      Markov chews on his lip. “What do you want?”

      I glance at his men standing all around the warehouse. “It’s sensitive,” I say. His brow twitches. “Just let us talk to Luka. He’ll want to hear this.”

      Markov hesitates for less than a second before nodding. “Okay. I’ll take you.”

      “Thank you.”

      He rubs his stubbled chin. “Eh, sorry about this...” He gestures around innocently. “They bring me a snake, I kill it.”

      I pat his shoulder. “It’s all right, Markov.”

      He waves the three of us along and points toward the black car parked outside. “Follow me,” he says.

      Dante steps over to me and exhales hard. “That was close,” he says.

      “Yeah.” I nod.

      “How’d you know he’d be the one to pick us up?”

      I shrug before stepping forward. “I didn’t.”

      He reaches for Lucy’s hand and squeezes it tightly as we follow Markov outside.
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        * * *

      

      “Bozhe moi!”

      The voice cries out from the top of the stairwell the second we step into the foyer of the Lutrova estate.

      I look up at Nina Lutrova, feeling an instant smile stretch across my face as she stares down at me with a sagging jaw.

      “Madam Lutrova,” I greet.

      She descends the stairs slowly, her eyes scanning each face. They linger a little longer on Dante’s as she sizes him up. I recall her doing the same to me the first time I set foot on the estate. Maybe this time, I’ll fare a little better than an old couch in a cold storage room.

      Nina reaches the bottom and squints at me. “You look different,” she says. “Why do you look different? Where have you been?”

      “Los Angeles,” I answer.

      “California?” she spits with disgust.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She rolls her big eyes. “Too much sunlight. It’s bad for your skin.”

      I grin. “It’s nice to see you, too, Madam Lutrova.”

      Her finger points up. “You saved my grandson. You can call me Nina.” She points behind me. “Who is this?”

      “This is Dante Hart and Lucy Vaughn,” I say, turning to introduce them.

      Nina glides closer to welcome them as a petite shape appears in the corridor.

      “Fox?”

      Sofia stands with one hand clenched over her heart. Her smile grows wider and she gasps.

      “It is you!” she says, chuckling through her accent.

      A bolt of warmth fills my chest. “Sofia,” I say, bowing my head in respect.

      She rushes forward and throws her arms around my neck. “I can’t believe you’re here…” she says. “You look well.”

      “Eh…” Nina titters.

      I chuckle. “Well, I’m alive.”

      Sofia takes a step back to look at me again. I know she’ll get the joke better than anyone. She’s a survivor, too.

      “Some days, that’s all we need,” she says, glancing at Dante and Lucy behind me. “This isn’t a social call, is it?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      She shows a bit of worry on her face but holds her smile.

      Nina nudges my arm. “How many beds?” she asks.

      “Uh…” I pause to think. “We may not need—”

      “You two,” she says, pointing at Dante and Lucy. “Are you married?”

      “Nina,” Sofia says, her cheeks pinking.

      “Yes,” Dante answers, clenching Lucy’s hand.

      Lucy’s eyes twitch wide-open, giving the lie away, but Nina doesn’t question it.

      “I’ll prepare the guest suites,” she says. “Markov, will you please tell the kitchen to add some extra plates tonight?”

      He nods and wanders toward the hall. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I share a silent look with Dante. I hold up a hand, presenting a tight fist with my thumb laying across my fingers. He nods in understanding.

      Nina waves us up the stairs. “I’ll show you to your rooms.”

      I move to follow but Sofia takes my elbow. “Come with me,” she whispers.

      I hesitate. “Well, I should—”

      She gives me a light tug and guides me out of the foyer. I glance up at Dante, but he seems more preoccupied with protecting Lucy. He walks with a more relaxed stride now but keeps a hand on her arm. I’d do the same in his shoes, no matter how safe a place was supposed to be.

      Sofia leads me outside onto the back patio. I recall this place looking a little more barren before with nothing but dead leaves and cigarette ashes left behind by the patrolling guards.

      Now, it’s cleaned up with several flower beds along the edges. Bright blue and pink flowers pop out of the jet-black soil. Sofia’s certainly brought a little color to the Lutrova household, that’s for sure.

      “Once my husband gets a hold of you it will be all business so before that happens…” She exhales and smiles again. “Tell me some good news, Fox.”

      “Good news?” I ask.

      “I think of you often,” she says. “Last we spoke… well, I hoped for the best, but you…”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “I, uh… things were dark for a while.”

      “Were?” Her smile grows. “Does that mean what I hope it means?”

      “It might.”

      She lightly stomps her foot. “Please, tell me you found Dani.”

      I relax a little more. “Yes,” I answer.

      Her hands come together in front of her. “And?”

      “And…” I laugh. “I asked her to marry me.”

      She lets out a sharp squeal and hugs me again. “Congratulations, Fox! I’m so happy for you.”

      I hug her back, letting the happiness sink in a little. It feels nice telling good news. I don’t get to do it often. “Well, she didn’t exactly say yes…”

      She leans back and squeezes my arms. “She will.”

      “I hope so.”

      “She will,” she repeats. “Trust in me.”

      I smile. “All right.”

      “Fox Fitzpatrick.”

      Luka steps out onto the patio with Lucian balanced in one arm. I look from him to the boy, taking in their similar features. Lucian’s dark hair is long and thick like Sofia’s, but I blink twice at his eyes. No wonder Gio figured it all out. Those eyes are clearly Luka’s. No paternity test necessary.

      “When Markov told me you were here, I didn’t believe him,” Luka says. “Please, tell me you’ve reconsidered my offer for employment. I could use you now.”

      I shake my head. “I’m afraid not.”

      He huffs in disappointment. “Then, who are these people and why are they in my house?”

      Sofia steps closer and Luka passes Lucian off to her. “See?” she says to me. “All business.”

      I fight my grin. “His name is Dante Hart,” I answer him. “The girl is his girlfriend, Lucy.”

      “Markov tells me they’re Snake Eyes,” he says, drawing a slight flinch from Sofia.

      “He is,” I confirm. “Dante and I worked together in the same squad before I escaped.”

      “What does he want?”

      “He and his family are trying to track down the Boss.”

      “Why?”

      “Same reason you are,” I say.

      He nods. “Can I trust them?”

      “You can trust me.”

      “That’s not good enough, Fox,” he says. “I have my family here.”

      “I understand,” I say slowly. “I only ask that you talk to Dante before making a decision. He can help you.”

      Luka looks at Sofia. A bit of resistance shows on his face against her determined stare, but it doesn’t last.

      “All right,” he finally says, running his fingertips through Lucian’s hair. “We’ll talk.”

      Sofia pushes up onto her toes and kisses my cheek. “And we’ll talk more later,” she says to me.

      I give her a nod and she takes a step back to carry Lucian inside.

      “Say goodbye to Uncle Fox, Lucian,” she tells him.

      He waves a tiny hand at me. “Bye, Unca Fots,” he says.

      I grin and wave back. “Goodbye, Lucian,” I say.

      Sofia smiles even wider as she disappears inside with him. “No, Fo-x,” she says softly, prompting him to repeat it until he gets it right.

      I think of the night I met them. Her covered in blood, him screaming and crying. There wasn’t a moment then I didn’t sense fear in her eyes. That’s all gone now. Now, I see strength and confidence. I see a happy mother and a laughing child.

      I see what my future could be like once all of this is over.

      “He’s getting big,” I say.

      Luka’s nose curls. “It was all that Italian sunlight. Stunted his growth.”

      I chuckle. “Right.”

      He takes a quick step closer to me. “You know, Fox…” he says, clearing his throat. “I would appreciate it if you’d stop making my wife fall in love with you.”

      I smirk. “And who was it that broke up her first marriage again?”

      He points a stiff finger. “Shut up.”

      I let out a dry laugh, taking a moment before asking. “This...” I pause. “I realize this might not be the best time, but I would like to ask you a personal favor.”

      He nods, going serious. “There’s no such thing as a bad time to start repaying my debt to you, Fox. Name it.”

      “There’s a woman,” I say. “From Los Angeles. She’s in hiding right now but if anything were to happen to me...” I look him in the eye. “I’d like for her to be looked after. I know that if I can trust anyone with that, it’s you and Sofia.”

      “Of course,” he says. “Give me her information and I’ll have Markov make arrangements.”

      “Thank you.”

      He pats my shoulder and gestures toward the door. “Now, tell me more about your friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I hold Lucy’s hand a little tighter as we make our way down the long hallways of the Lutrova estate. There are several armed guards standing between the front entrance and the guest wing. Each one eyes me carefully as Nina leads us through the house, sizing me up just as she had before.

      “So, what do you do?” Nina asks, casually peeking back at us.

      I clear my throat. “I—”

      “Not you,” she says with a wink. “I can tell what you do. I’m talking to Lucy.”

      Lucy hesitates. “I’m a dancer.”

      Nina’s eyes open wider. “Ballet?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She claps her hands together. “Oh, I love the ballet. We have some of the best dancers in the world here in Moscow.”

      Lucy nods. “I know. I auditioned for the Bolshoi a few years back, but I wasn’t nearly good enough.”

      Nina throws her head back and smiles as she pauses in front of a large doorway. “My sister studied at the Bolshoi.”

      “Really?”

      “She’s long retired now, but she could dance,” she says, looking pensive. “Always hated her.”

      Lucy chuckles.

      Nina pushes the doors open for us and stands back as she motions us inside. “You two can stay in here. The linens are fresh, and I’ll have clean towels delivered to the washroom.”

      We step inside but I don’t feel any less nervous. It’s a nice suite, decorated with a bit more color than the rest of the house, with a large bed and several shelves lined with books and other trinkets. I walk in far enough to confirm the other doorway leads to a bathroom. One doorway means one way in, but the two windows mean another way out if needed. My training runs deep.

      I look at Nina Lutrova and she smiles at me. “Madam Lutrova,” I say.

      “Yes?”

      I squint. “How can you tell what I do?”

      “People are my business, Mr. Hart,” she simply says. “I’m sure my sons will be with you shortly. I’ll leave you to get comfortable.”

      “Thank you.”

      The door closes behind her.

      Lucy rushes into my arms before it even latches.

      “Oh, my god…” she whispers.

      I press my lips against her forehead. “It’s all right.” She clutches my shirt. I hold her tighter to stop her from shaking. “We’re safe now. You can relax.”

      “That was so scary.”

      “Shh.” I lay soft kisses on her head.

      Lucy looks up and kisses me on the lips, hard and deep. “I thought we were dead for sure.”

      “I wouldn’t let that happen to you.” I kiss her again and smile. “Fox was right. You held your own.”

      “Barely,” she mutters.

      “I’m proud of you, Lucy.”

      Her lips curl and she exhales hard, making the tears in her eyes disappear. “Felt good,” she says with a chuckle.

      “Looked good, too.”

      “Are you okay? They tased you a lot.”

      “I’ve had worse, believe me.”

      “I’ll bet…” She glances around. “Damn, this is nice.”

      I smirk as she slips from my hands to wander around the room. “Mafia families always go overboard like this,” I say. “The Zappias have a similar place back in Chicago.”

      Lucy hops up to sit on the bed, bouncing it beneath her to feel the mattress. “So, these people really like Fox.”

      I walk over to kiss her again, mostly for my own comfort. I still haven’t quite shaken off the black void in my gut from watching her get torn away from me.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      “Is that good?”

      I nod. “Should be for you.”

      She grabs my arm. “Wait, what do you mean?”

      I take her hand. “The Lutrova crime family have made a name for themselves hunting down and killing Snake Eyes agents.”

      “I know that, but… they wouldn’t hurt you, would they? We’re here to help them, for Christ’s sake.”

      “There’s a chance they won’t care.”

      Her brow furrows. “And when were you going to tell me about this chance, Dante? How big of a chance are we talking about here?”

      “Luce…” I cup her face, feeling the warm anger flood her cheeks. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “How big, Dante?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, lowering my voice. “We just have to play it by ear.”

      “And what happens when they shoot you in the ear?”

      I kiss her again, enveloping her lips. She tries to jerk away but I hold her in place. She doesn’t try it again.

      “Lucy Vaughn,” I say. “I’ve spent over a decade of my life as a professional killer. I’ve lived through moments that I never should have seen the other side of and I did it without you standing beside me. Trust me when I say that having you here gives me a whole lot more incentive to see the other side of this. I’ll kill all of them to keep you safe if I have to. Fox included.”

      “You sound like Lilah.”

      “She’s been right before.”

      “Has she ever been wrong?”

      Someone knocks on the door.

      I loosen my grip. “It’s going to be okay, Lucy,” I say again.

      She presses her lips together, her face growing hard with that locked, determined stare that I’ve always found equally admirable and frustrating. I walk to the door and open it with my other fist rolled and ready at my side.

      Fox stands in the hallway with one arm casually leaning against the wall. I look behind him. He’s all alone. Not even an escort or a lingering guard peeking around the corner. They trust Fox Fitzpatrick enough to let him wander through their home by himself.

      “You’ve got a meeting,” he says.

      “Now?”

      “He’s a busy guy.”

      I nod. “All right.”

      I turn to Lucy and she waves a hand.

      “Go,” she says. “I’ll be fine here.”

      I hesitate, not wanting to leave her alone but I quickly realize that she’s made up her mind. She crosses her arms and digs her left foot in, making her right hip pop to the side. That’s Lucy Vaughn.

      Attitude incarnate.

      “I’ll be back,” I tell her, meaning every word.

      She says nothing as I join Fox in the hall. I close the door and pause, wondering if I should check if it locks from the other side or not before leaving.

      “She’s right,” Fox says, tilting his head at my concern. “She’ll be fine. You both will be.”

      “Excuse me for not sharing the same confidence, Fox.”

      “Come on…” he says, pushing off the wall. “When was the last time I put you directly in harm’s way?”

      “Austrian train job comes to mind.”

      I walk around him as he nods in agreement.
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        * * *

      

      Luka Lutrova.

      I’ve heard the name. The Zappias used to talk about him as if he were some kind of boogeyman. According to them, the Lutrova brothers were maniacal phantoms who ran into Chicago with the sole purpose of bringing hell and damnation on the poor, innocent Zappia clan. It was all bullshit, obviously. There’s no such thing as an innocent Zappia.

      Still, I never thought that one day I’d be sitting in Luka’s office asking him for help.

      He’s different than I pictured. He’s youthful and spry but his calloused hands tell a story like mine. I was much younger than him when I was recruited into Snake Eyes but he’s no doubt already lived and seen more than I have. He was raised in the Russian mob.

      I keep my eyes forward, relying on my instincts to get a feel for the room. Fox sits in the chair beside me, looking more relaxed than he did the entire flight out here. Luka’s wife, Sofia, lingers silently behind us by the door.

      And then, there’s Luka behind a large wooden desk, looking over at me with sharp distrust.

      I sit tall, showing respect, but I stay beneath his eye-line. I speak slowly and calmly, just as I used to when I worked for Antony Zappia. It doesn’t matter what family you’re talking to. Mafia is mafia. You don’t disrespect the leader. Especially not in his own house.

      “Marilyn Black,” Luka says her name, nearly growling every syllable of it. “This is the Boss’ name?” he asks.

      Fox nods. “If our hacker is right… and he usually is.”

      Luka twists slightly in his chair and it squeaks beneath his weight. “M. Black,” he mutters at the window. “Your master file lists an M. Black as the agent who killed my grandfather.”

      “There are many of them,” I say. “Mercer, Myra.”

      “They’re too young,” Fox points out. “Viktor was killed in the 80s. It had to have been Marilyn.”

      “Or another one we don’t know about.”

      “Either way,” Luka says, “blood leaves a trail. It’s a start. Do you have any leads?” he asks Fox.

      “We know of one place she’s known to hide out,” he answers. “A house just outside of Paris. We have people looking into it now.”

      “Trustworthy people?”

      “For the most part.”

      Luka raises a brow.

      “Yes,” I say. “The agent with them is my little sister, Lilah. You can trust her.”

      He pauses. “Lilah…”

      “If you’ve studied the master file, you’ve probably heard of her.”

      “Oh, I have,” he says, shifting in his chair again. “Her record is… impressive.”

      “She’s good at her job.”

      “A little too good,” he says. “A record like that means loyalty.”

      “If that were still the case, I never would have set foot in Russia,” I say. “My family served Snake Eyes loyally for a long time. When they were exposed, we weren’t given the same courtesy. Myra Black murdered my brother to collect a bounty from Enzo Zappia, so you can imagine our loyalty is a little up-for-grabs at the moment.”

      Luka blinks. “Lorenzo Zappia?”

      “Yes.”

      His chair squeaks softly again. “Why would Enzo have a bounty on your brother?”

      “Because I killed his.”

      His face shows a hint of surprise. “You killed Martino Zappia?” he asks me.

      I nod. “Enzo, too.”

      Luka opens his mouth, but nothing comes out. His gaze slides slowly over our shoulders again to look at Sofia. It lingers for so long I finally get the nerve to glance back into her fallen face.

      She silently opens the office door and walks outside.

      “You’ll have to excuse my wife,” Luka says as she disappears. “She grew up in the Zappia household.”

      I stiffen and sit back again. Fox looks just as relaxed as before, but Lilah’s I told you so voice travels through my head. When Sofia spoke earlier, her accent wasn’t Russian. I vaguely recall Antony muttering something about the Zappia girl who was taken by the evil Lutrovas. This must be her.

      I may have just made a grave mistake in admitting I murdered her family but it’s a mistake I’ll stand by without regret.

      “What remains of the Zappias now?” Luka asks.

      I clear my throat. “Antony and his casino,” I answer. “His wife, Beatrix.”

      “And Gio? Did you ever encounter him?”

      “The middle son?”

      “Yes.”

      “No, sir,” I say. “Before Enzo died, he warned me that Gio wasn’t happy with me for killing Marty. I don’t take threats to my family lightly. An encounter with Gio has been on my list of things to do.”

      He looks at Fox again, this time cracking a smile. “Well, comrade. You weren’t kidding.”

      Fox shrugs. “I didn’t come here for the weather.”

      Luka laughs and stands, extending a strong hand over his desk. “Mr. Hart, I believe we can do business.”

      I rise out of my chair to shake his hand. “Looking forward to it,” I say, discreetly exhaling.

      Luka buttons his jacket. “But before I help you… I ask that you help me.”

      Fox stands up. “What do you need?”

      “Gio,” he says. “We spotted him last night.”

      “Where?”

      “Here in Moscow.”

      Fox grunts. “Ballsy.”

      “I don’t know why he’s here or for how long, but before he vanishes again, I want him.” Luka looks between us. “Help me capture Giovani Zappia and you will have the full weight of the Lutrova family behind you.”

      I look at Fox’s cocky brow and nod. “We’re in.”

      Luka takes a wide stride around his desk toward the door. “First, let’s grab a drink,” he says. “I’m sure you’ve had a very long day and it’s far from finished.”

      I take a breath. “Sir, your wife,” I say. “I apologize if I upset her. I wasn’t aware of her family history.”

      Luka pauses in the doorway. “No need to worry, Mr. Hart. I’m sure the only sadness Sofia feels is the regret that she didn’t get to kill them herself.”

      He walks out into the hallway and I glare at Fox.

      “You couldn’t have warned me she was a Zappia?” I ask.

      Fox grins and pats my back as he passes by. “Where’s the fun in that?” he asks.

      I scoff. “Dick.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      Never let a snake loose in Moscow.

      My family has lived by these words for three generations. Still, my father was killed, as was his father before him. In that moment, my family united and agreed that we’d never let something like that happen again on Lutrova soil. I looked into the eyes of my son and swore to him that he’d never have to fight this fight as we have.

      If a snake enters Moscow, it must never leave again.

      I trust Fox Fitzpatrick with my life and my Sofia adores him. She saw the good in his eyes long before I ever could. I owe him a great debt for what he did for my family.

      Which is the only reason why I didn’t shoot Dante Hart the second I saw him.

      Killer of Zappias or not… I have not yet decided if I will let him loose after this.

      I stand behind them in Markov’s study, quietly pacing as they watch the video footage of Gio. Markov sits in his chair at the desk while Yuri leans against it, leering at the image of the man who killed our father.

      “So, that’s Gio?” Dante asks.

      “That’s Gio,” I say with a nod.

      “He looks different,” Fox says.

      “That’s what Sofia said.”

      Fox furrows his brow, offering nothing more.

      Gio stands up from his chair and slowly moves through the crowd to the back curtain.

      “He walks in,” I say, “and doesn’t come out again. We believe he’s still there now.”

      Fox nods. “This is your city. You have connections in there, right?” he asks. “I mean, I feel a tad overqualified for this if you could easily just go in and drag him out.”

      I shake my head. “After Hans Petrovin was killed in their bathroom, they cut all ties with us and the Petrovins. Said they didn’t want to be involved in mob business anymore.”

      Markov turns in his chair. “They won’t return my calls. Makes me feel bad.”

      I smile at his joke.

      Dante squints. “If they don’t want mob business, then why house a mobster?”

      “And not just any mobster…” I say. “A Zappia.”

      “They’re in someone’s pocket,” Fox says.

      “And since we currently don’t know who, I’d like to get Gio out of there quickly and quietly to avoid unnecessary conflict.”

      He nods. “Feeling pretty qualified now.”

      I look between him and Dante. “I figure the two of you may have a few tricks we don’t have.”

      They glance at each other in agreement.

      Yuri raises a hand. “Problem.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “The Obuvi checks for tattoos now.”

      “They do?”

      “Yeah.” He pats his chest. “No snakes allowed. Not because they’re bad for business but because they’re worth a lot of money to the cops.”

      “When did they start checking?”

      Yuri shrugs. “Just after the world found out. You didn’t know?”

      “No, brother,” I say with a frown. “I can’t say I’ve had a lot of time to go clubbing since getting married and raising a child.”

      He laughs. “Your loss.”

      “That makes things a little more complicated,” Dante says.

      Fox exhales. “Yes, it does.”

      “Well…”

      I pause, hearing a little voice I don’t recognize.

      Lucy eases forward from her hiding spot behind Dante’s wide shoulders and points at the screen. “What about the dancers?” she asks.

      I look at the video as a drunken woman climbs up onto the platform from the crowd. “Tourists looking for a good time, mostly,” I say.

      “No, I mean… go back a few seconds. Please.”

      Markov clicks and scrubs back in the video.

      “There,” Lucy says. “After her dance, she follows Gio into the back.”

      I watch and she’s right. In fact, Gio waves to the bouncer before he even steps forward to pull the girl off the stage.

      “He chose her,” I say.

      “Does she ever come back out?” Fox asks, saying it as I think it.

      Markov had the same thought, as he’s already scrubbed forward several minutes before Fox finishes the question.

      “Yes,” he says. “Here.”

      We watch the curtain as it moves to the side. The girl reappears, looking as inebriated as she did when she walked in, but the strap of her dress has been ripped off and hangs down her side.

      I flex my jaw. Real classy, Gio.

      “Ten minutes later,” Markov says.

      Yuri exhales. “At least she’s alive.”

      Markov scratches his chin. “We can send in a girl?” he muses.

      I nod. “Get him alone, dope him, and drag him out by his ears.”

      “Where can we find a girl?” Yuri asks.

      “That’s always been a problem for you, hasn’t it?” I joke.

      He sneers at me.

      Lucy shifts a little closer. “I’ll do it.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      Dante’s voice booms, making Lucy turn away from the monitor.

      “Dante, they need a dancer,” she says. “That’s kind of my area.”

      “Not you.” He steps forward. “We’ll call Lilah. She can do it.”

      “Lilah’s in France. There’s no time,” she argues. “And she’ll never make it through the front doors with her tattoo. I’m not mafia or Snake Eyes. They won’t know me. I’ll blend in with the other tourists.”

      “I said no.”

      Lucy grows an inch taller. “I can do this,” she says. “I’m not helpless.”

      “It’s not about being helpless,” he says. “He’s dangerous.”

      “I’m from Chicago. I can handle a handsy Italian guy.”

      He frowns. “Lucy, this is serious.”

      “So am I.” She turns to me quickly, prompting me to take a step back. “I’ll go in tonight. If I see Gio, I’ll do a little dance, get him alone, and chloroform his ass or whatever.”

      Yuri laughs. “She’s good. I like it.”

      “I don’t,” Dante says.

      Lucy ignores him. “Does Sofia have dresses?” she asks me. “Something short and skimpy?”

      I smile. “I’m sure the two of you can throw something together.”

      She nods. “Okay. It’s settled, then.”

      “No, it’s not,” Dante says. “Lucy, this isn’t your fight.”

      Lucy doesn’t blink. “Marty Zappia killed my father,” she says. “He took everything from me, and you have the nerve to tell me that this isn’t my fight?”

      “I killed Marty for that.”

      “We should have taken them all out when we had the chance,” she adds. “If we had, then Elijah would still be here.”

      “Luce.” He shakes his head. “That wasn’t your fault—”

      “I’ve made my decision. I’m going.”

      She bolts for the door and he takes a wide step to follow her.

      “Lucy...”

      “Mr. Hart,” I say, stopping him. “I believe the young woman has made up her mind.”

      He backs down with a stiff jaw and watches as she leaves the room.

      Fox clears his throat. “Do you have a sniper rifle?” he asks me.

      I nod. “Of course.”

      “I’ll keep watch from a neighboring roof,” he says. “Cover the back exit in case something goes wrong.”

      “Perfect,” I say. “Markov and I will wait nearby until we hear from Lucy.”

      Dante scoffs.

      “Do you have something to add, Mr. Hart?” I ask.

      “And if you don’t hear from her?” he asks. “What then?”

      “Then, we go in for her,” Fox answers. “We’ll give Lucy a specific time. If we don’t hear from her by then, Dante and I will take care of it. If things go south, we’ll deny any involvement with the Lutrovas and you’ll be absolved of any unnecessary conflict with the locals.”

      I nod. “Sounds good.”

      Dante shakes his head. “Of course, it does. You risk nothing.”

      “Dante,” Fox warns.

      “Mr. Hart…” I say, staying calm, “shall I have my wife regale you with tales of Gio’s cruelty?” I ask. “If you knew the acts this man committed against my family then you would understand what I risk losing if Gio slips away from me again — which is surely possible as our plan hinges on a lightweight dancer with a limp.”

      Dante flexes his jaw, but says nothing.

      “I’ll get your rifle,” I say to Fox. “Markov, get everything else in order.”

      Markov nods from his seat. “Yes, sir.”

      I continue out into the hallway, taking a hard left toward the east wing. Perhaps I should have trusted my initial instincts regarding Dante Hart and subdued the snake the moment I saw him. I’ll let Fox straighten him out, but if he can’t...

      Then, I’ll cross another name off my list tonight.

      I nod at my security in the hallway. I called in a few extra men the moment I heard Gio was in Russia again and they’re all too happy to oblige. I slip into the armory at the end of the hall, gesturing at the men standing by and they disperse, letting me search the boxes alone for a sniper rifle to give to Fox.

      I flick the switch by the door, illuminating the racks of long guns attached to each wall. Dozens of black ammo boxes sit nestled beneath the cabinets. We were never this armed back when I was head of security. It was never this necessary. Having our home invaded changed our minds.

      I bend over, grabbing a long, black case off the shelf on the far wall and setting it down on the counter beneath the lights. With a quick flick, I release the locks and open it, finding the disassembled rifle inside. Fox will want to inspect this himself, I’m sure.

      After a moment, I sense soft, slow-moving feet drift in behind me like a cool winter’s fog. She places her palms on my back, instantly making my stiff shoulder blades relax downward. Her touch, warm and comforting. That’s one of my wife’s many talents. She always knows exactly what touch I need and when.

      The door closes behind us thanks to a well-trained guard.

      “That girl,” Sofia says. “Lucy.”

      “What about her?” I ask.

      Her fingers drift down my spine. “She has the same name as our son,” she says. “As you.”

      “Light?”

      Sofia inches to my side and nods beneath the white bulbs above our heads. “It’s almost like she was meant to be here.”

      I turn back to the case, closing it. “If you believe in that sort of thing, I suppose.”

      “What’s the matter, lyubov’ moya?” she asks, smiling. “Do you not believe in miracles?”

      “I believe in preparation and strategy,” I answer. “The rest is just luck.”

      Her brow arches. “Is this what happened to the little boy in the garden shed with kindness in his eyes?” She reaches upward and brushes the hair from my forehead.

      I exhale through my nose. “Sofia...”

      “You sound like a Zappia, Luka,” she says, her voice harder.

      I release the case, shoving it aside as I turn to her. “I do this for you,” I say.

      “I know that.”

      “Because of what they did to you and our family.”

      “I know that, too.”

      “For Rosalie,” I say. “For my father and grandfather.”

      Sofia gazes at me for another silent moment before resting her warm palm on my cheek. “Wars are fought in moments,” she says. “It took the two of us a single moment in time to create our son and that moment echoes until now. If one second of that had gone differently...”

      I sigh beneath her touch. “Sofia.”

      “There would be no us. There would be no Lucian.”

      “I know,” I whisper, turning to kiss her palm.

      She eases closer to me and I slide one arm around her waist. “Trust in them,” she says. “They were brought to us on this day for a reason.”

      I bow my head, resting it on her shoulder and she brushes her delicate fingers along the back of my neck.

      “I’ll believe that you believe,” I say.

      Sofia chuckles, her breath tickling my ear. “That’s good enough, I suppose,” she says.

      She cups my face, drawing my head up to kiss the edge of my mouth. I kiss her back and pull her closer, wanting so much more of her.

      “I think about that moment,” I say. “Every day.”

      “So do I.”

      “I’ll never forget you...” I bow again to kiss her shoulder. “Your courage. Your beauty.”

      She hums. “I knew you would take care of me,” she says. “You always have.”

      I gaze into her eyes. My perfect Sofia. “Ti amo,” I say in her tongue.

      Our lips brush again, creating a tempting fire between us, but now isn’t the time for celebration.

      Tonight, I will avenge her. And Rosalie. And my father.

      I promise you, lyubov’ moya.

      Giovani Zappia won’t make it out of Russia alive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      My guts churn as soon as the house comes into view. I remember being so happy to see it the first time. I was cold, starving, and tired. The dark blue color on the outside filled my heart with joy and I relished in the opportunity to crack the security wide-open. I wanted nothing more than to get inside and take a nap. Maybe a shower, too.

      Now, I just want to bolt.

      “We’ve got company.”

      I slow down and follow Archer’s gesture ahead of us. A man in black tactical gear walks along the tree line with a rifle slumped over his shoulder, unaware of our presence. I slink back to hide while Lilah eases forward with silent steps.

      “Wasps,” she says. “Someone’s home…”

      “Marilyn herself, maybe?” I ask, cringing.

      Archer furrows his brow. “If that’s the case, then we need to pull back. Call the others. Make a new plan.”

      “Screw that,” Lilah spits. “If we can end this now, then we should.”

      “You don’t know for sure she’s in there and there could be a lot more agents.”

      “No one I can’t handle.”

      He flexes his jaw. “Don’t be foolish, love.”

      She pushes forward, ignoring his warning.

      “Dammit,” he whispers.

      I reach out and snap my fingers. “Lilah, wait—” She pauses. “There’s a security hub on the east side of the house. If I can crack into it, we’ll be able to access their security cameras and see who’s inside.”

      She nods. “East side?”

      “That’s where it was before.”

      “I’ll clear a path for you.”

      Archer lowers his head as she continues toward the tree line. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he says.

      “I agree,” I reply. “But if she’s in the mood to kill people, it’s better them than me.”

      He gives a hesitant side-eye but ultimately continues forward along her trail. I stay a few paces behind, telling myself I’m being helpful by keeping an eye on “our six.” It reminds me of being in the desert all over again. The difference now is I’m not madly in love with the strong woman leading the pack and I’m fairly sure Lilah wouldn’t give a crap if I dropped dead.

      Lilah holds up a hand, signaling for us to stop. I look ahead at the man rounding the house. As he disappears out of sight, Archer continues forward, but Lilah quickly stops him again. We duck down just as a second man appears from the far side of the house and Lilah points forward with an obvious annoyance on our part.

      “Wasps,” she whispers again as if that’s supposed to mean something to us. She rolls her eyes when we don’t get it. “They patrol in threes. When one exits, the other comes in. Leave no area unmanned for more than a second.”

      Archer nods. “So, we pull back? Call the others? Yes?”

      She tilts her head and smirks at him. “Well, aren’t you precious?”

      He sighs.

      “The security hub should be just beyond the porch,” I say, pointing forward. “Little gray box.”

      Lilah nods. “Okay, be right back.”

      Archer’s hands twitch as she exits the brush. My gut twinges with sympathy for him. I remember with perfect clarity every time Caleb used to rush into danger headfirst. Front row center. That’s my Caleb.

      I pat his shoulder in a show of support.

      The bushes surrounding us shake as a body slams to the ground beside me. I tumble back, biting my tongue to keep from shouting. A moist gurgling sound exhales from the man’s throat before he finally lays down in silent death.

      Lilah appears over us. “One down,” she says.

      I shake the jitters off as she bends down out of sight with us. Another man comes around the house a second later, missing her completely. She timed it all perfectly.

      She unclips the man’s vest and slides it off his giant arms, along with his knife and the pistol strapped to his side.

      “Is that Kevlar?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” she says as she throws it on over her shoulders.

      “Can I have it?”

      She chuckles. “You won’t need it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Nope.” She slides the knife into the holster clipped to her shoulder and attaches the sidearm to her hip. “When I say so, run for the hub.”

      I blink as she grabs my arm and pulls me up to my feet along with her. She shoves me forward onto the lawn and my guts sink as the other agent takes notice.

      Lilah, what the hell are you—

      “Hey!” she calls out to him as she nudges me. “We got a trespasser.”

      The agent hesitates a second, looking from me to her and back again. “I’ll call it in,” he says with suspicious eyes.

      He turns his back on us as he reaches for his radio.

      “Run,” Lilah says, letting me go.

      I take off, rushing straight past him.

      “Hey—”

      His voice stops, interrupted by a loud cracking noise. I don’t look back. I don’t even want to know what made that sound.

      I sprint forward on light feet toward the porch, slowing down as I near the corner just in case I run into anybody. If Lilah’s correct, then there’s a third guard out here somewhere and it’s only a matter of seconds before they show up.

      I reach the security hub and stop, turning back to check on the others. They arrive a few seconds behind me, Archer now carrying the other agent’s gear and tactical vest.

      “Can… can I have that one?” I ask.

      “No,” Lilah answers. “Get hacking.”

      Archer slides the vest on and offers me a shrug of apology.

      I reach into the front pocket of my bag for my set of lockpicks. Two years ago, this security hub was protected by nothing more than a cheap padlock, but it looks like they upgraded to something a little more on the titanium side. Still not much of a problem for me but it’s nice to think I might have inspired a criminal organization to up their game.

      A little twist here, a little torque there, and the lock pops open. I pull it off and slide the hub open, moving slowly to look for any tripwires, so to speak.

      “Be right back,” Lilah says as she slinks off around the porch.

      Wasp number three on its way, I assume, and hopefully with a vest for me.

      I keep my head down, inching my fingertips along the edge of the hub. I reach the end and slide it open the rest of the way.

      No tripwires. Just a slightly modified CX-22c, the same panel Fox had installed on his house back in Los Angeles.

      I grin and reach into my bag for my skeleton key.

      “What’s so funny?” Archer asks.

      “Just feeling pretty good about myself right now,” I say.

      “Don’t get too cocky, kid.”

      “You gotta admit…” I slide the keycard into the slot and plug it into my laptop. “I am one-in-a-million.”

      He chuckles and falls silent as Lilah appears again with a third vest in hand.

      “We in yet?” she asks.

      I glance at the splatter of blood along her cheek. “Not quite,” I say, reaching out to take the vest.

      She pulls it back. “Hack first.”

      I grunt softly and get back to work. Accessing their security camera network is, unfortunately, not as simple as plugging in my key and turning a lock. While my skeleton key narrows down the right combination of numbers to open the door, I have to cross some wires to get into their cameras.

      I pull a pocket knife out of my bag and shift my attention to the wires along the side of the hub. They think they’ve doubled their security by making them all black but — like all love stories — it’s what’s on the inside that counts.

      Lilah taps her foot impatiently. “What are you doing?” she asks as I slowly trim the wires back.

      “You ever hotwire a car?” I ask her.

      “Of course.”

      “Same principle,” I say. “You take this wire and that wire and you just…”

      I twist them together and a camera feed pops up on my screen.

      “I’m in,” I say, exhaling hard.

      Lilah leans over my shoulder. “Okay, Boss. Let’s see your face…”

      I can only access two at once, so I cycle through the cameras slowly as they make a connection. It’s a little nostalgic, to be honest. I walked these halls before as a stupid, idealistic kid. I had no idea what I was doing or what kind of danger I was really in. Hell, maybe I still don’t.

      One agent in the kitchen. Two in the living room. An empty study.

      No Boss.

      “What about the second floor?” Lilah asks.

      “It’s coming…” I say.

      The stairwell pops up and we watch as an agent slowly climbs the stairs. I click over to the next camera and see the agent as he enters the second floor hallway. Then, the first bedroom. A second bedroom. A bathroom. All empty.

      Finally, the master bedroom. The angle shows the edge of an open en suite door. A woman stands before a mirror in black pants and a tight, white blouse. She slowly glides into the bedroom and sits down on the bed, leaning over to zip up her knee-high boots. Long, jet-black hair tumbles to one side of her head, giving us a full view of her face.

      Myra.

      A rock settles in my gut.

      “Boxcar.” Lilah’s eyes twist into angry slits. “Get me into that house.”

      “Lilah,” Archer says. “Calm down.”

      I shake off the chill in my spine. Four digits found. Just need two more.

      “Give me thirty seconds,” I say.

      Lilah leans in. “Either you find me a way inside right now or I’ll climb through the Boxcar-shaped hole I make in the wall.”

      “Still gonna need thirty seconds.”

      Archer grabs her wrist. “Lilah, please don’t—”

      “Don’t what?” she spits at him. “Don’t kill the bitch who murdered my brother? You can’t be serious.”

      “Don’t lose your head,” he says.

      Lilah yanks her hand free. “Archer, do not get in my way.”

      He takes a defeated step back.

      “You got thirty seconds,” she growls at me.

      “Only need twenty,” I murmur.

      “You said thirty.”

      “Ten seconds ago.”

      She seethes with impatience but goes quiet, anxiously staring over my shoulder as my key does its job. It usually doesn’t take this long. They obviously put in place a few extra layers of security after the last time I broke in here but it’s no more sophisticated than before. Either they’re getting lazier or I’m getting smarter. I know which one I’d prefer.

      The last digit lights up and the panel glows a bright green.

      I lean over and reach into my bag.

      “What are you doing now?” Lilah asks.

      I grab a mini black pouch from the inner pocket. “I can guide you through the house from here,” I say, pulling out two over-the-ear receivers. I turn them on, and they pair quickly to my laptop. “Put it in and say something.”

      Lilah takes the receiver from my palm and slides it over her right ear. “Something,” she says.

      The volume bar jumps on my screen.

      “Perfect.” I point to the side door. “I’ll keep an eye on the agents. You can get in through there.”

      She pauses. “Right now?”

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      Lilah slowly walks over and turns the knob. She pushes the door open an inch, still expecting an alarm but it’s completely silent.

      She cracks a smile and throws me the vest. “A-plus, Boxcar,” she says.

      “Thank you.”

      Archer lingers back with me as she tiptoes inside.

      I slide the vest on and nudge his arm. “You should go with her,” I say. “Back her up.”

      He glances around nervously. “What about you?” he asks.

      “If I sever the connection now, it’ll probably set off every alarm in the system. The element of surprise is all we’ve got, and we can’t lose it.”

      “You sure about this?”

      “No,” I answer truthfully. “But if you have to tell this story one day, make me sound cool, all right?”

      He pats my shoulder. “All right, mate.”

      I stand still, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, as he rushes inside to catch up with Lilah.

      My heart pounds in my ears. My stomach twists in knots.

      This is a bad idea.

      Caleb would blow her lid if she knew I was doing this. She’s been my bodyguard since day one but she’s not here. I have to focus on what I can control.

      “Okay, Bart,” I say to myself. “This is what you’re good at.”

      I stick the other receiver in my ear. I cycle through the security cameras, tapping the arrow keys quickly until I find Lilah and Archer slinking down the hallway. I hit the arrows faster until I find the sitting room camera ahead of them.

      Two men relax on the couch, watching television with their backs to the hallway.

      “Two in the next room,” I say.

      “I see ‘em,” Lilah whispers.

      I cycle through the feeds to check for more of them and find one sitting at the kitchen counter with a sandwich. “Next closest is in the kitchen. He’s alone for now—”

      The screen returns to the sitting area as Lilah plunges her knife into one of their chests. The other man doesn’t budge. He’s already bleeding to death from his neck.

      Yeesh.

      I skip back to the kitchen’s camera again. The man there reaches for the gun in his belt and cranes his neck out into the hall.

      “Uhh…” I twitch. “Kitchen guy—”

      He falls to his knees and spins away, revealing Lilah’s knife sticking out of his forehead.

      “Never mind.”

      “Where’s Myra now?” Lilah asks me.

      I jump back to the second floor cameras again to find Myra, skipping past the stairwell and the bedrooms to get to the master bedroom.

      She’s gone.

      “Boxcar?”

      “I’m not sure,” I answer her. “Hold on.”

      “What do you mean you’re not sure?”

      I ignore her as panic rises in my chest.

      Where did she go?

      I mutter curses under my breath as I cycle through the feeds again. Archer and Lilah have gone back to the hallway, making their way toward the stairwell. I skip ahead, eyes twitching for anything. A shadow, a reflection. Anything that will pinpoint Myra’s location again.

      “Where is she, Boxcar?” Lilah asks again.

      “I can’t see her,” I say. “Must be a blind spot or—”

      A shiver crawls down my neck, connected to the barrel of a gun.

      “Don’t move.”

      Her voice turns my blood cold.

      “Put the laptop down and turn around. Slowly.”

      I do as she says and raise my hands.

      Myra stands behind me with two other agents dressed in black. She squints at me for a moment before her lips curl in recognition.

      “Hey…” She tilts her head. “I know you.”

      I look from her to the men standing behind her, holding my breath. “Yeah…”

      She lowers the gun to her side. “Well, this is…” Her laugh shakes her sides. “Neat.”

      “Cough if she’s out there, Boxcar,” Lilah says in my ear.

      I cough twice.

      Myra snatches the receiver from my ear. She holds it to her own and smiles. “Is that you, Lilah?” She giggles. “How nice of you to make my job so much easier…”

      She listens for another moment with wicked, curling lips before nudging the man beside her. He steps forward around her and grabs my vest, forcing me to stand up as he searches me. He quickly finds the revolver tucked into my belt. I mourn the loss of my wife’s good luck charm. He pops open the cylinder and dumps the golden bullets into his palm.

      Myra yanks my cables out of the security box, severing any connection it had. “Take him out and shoot him,” she says as she forces the receiver deeper into her ear. “Don’t take too long — and don’t leave him too close to the house. I don’t want his corpse stinking up my herb garden.”

      His middle-aged eyes shift back to me before he slides a single bullet into the cylinder and closes it. “Yes, ma’am,” he says.

      He grabs me by the scruff of my shirt and shoves me toward the woods.

      “Hands up,” the man says, jabbing the gun into my back. “Put ‘em on your head.”

      I entwine my fingers behind my neck as I march into the woods.

      I’m sorry, Caleb.

      I’ve never been the praying type, but I whisper one to myself anyway.

      I’m sorry I screwed up and got caught.

      I’m sorry I’ll never get to meet our baby.

      I’m so fucking sorry I was a shitty husband.

      Fuck, I’m just sorry…

      I’m not sure how far or how long we walk. Dark clouds hover overhead, blocking out the sun. My ears pound with every stomp of the man’s boots behind me.

      “Stop,” he finally says.

      I slow down. Everything stops. Bugs go silent. The cold breeze falls away. I smell a storm in the air. There are worse places to die, I suppose.

      I close my eyes and wait for the bullet.

      “Where did you get this?”

      I frown. “Get what?”

      “This gun,” he says. “Where did you get it?”

      I furrow my brow. This guy is about to kill me and he’s wondering where he can get an old fucking revolver?

      “Just keep it, man,” I say. “It’s all yours.”

      He grabs my shoulder and spins me around to face him. His eyes are dark and green. He wears a heavy scar down his forehead that ends along the upper bridge of his nose.

      “Where did you get this gun?” he repeats.

      I shrug in confusion. “It’s my wife’s,” I answer.

      “Your wife’s?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s her name?”

      What?

      Why the fuck does he care?

      What makes him think I’d tell him anyway?

      Why hasn’t he killed me yet? Not that I’m complaining but I’d rather just get it over with…

      “Her name,” he growls again. He burrows the gun under my chin, digging the barrel in until it hurts. “What is your wife’s name?”

      I flinch. “Caleb.”

      He blinks and takes a quick step back as he lowers the gun to his side. “You’re Bartholomew Carson?” he asks in disbelief.

      I search my memory, trying to pinpoint where I must know him from, but I don’t. I don’t know this man, but he sure seems to know me.

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      His shoulders droop. “You?”

      A rush of familiarity twinges my gut. I take a closer look at his green eyes and his stiff brown hair and that stare of impatience laced with curiosity and — holy shit.

      I know who he is.

      But it’s not possible.

      He points the gun at me again.

      “Wait—!” I cover my face with my hands.

      The gunshot echoes through the trees and I brace myself for pain. I wait to feel that cold rush of blood spilling out of me. Hopefully, it’s quick. Maybe he’ll put me down fast with a second bullet in my forehead.

      But I don’t feel it.

      I open my eyes again as he lowers his arm from above his head. He barely looks at me as he pops open the cylinder and calmly reloads each chamber. Once he’s done, he closes it and holds the gun out for me to take.

      “Go home to your wife,” he says. “Never come back here again.”

      My hand extends on its own and he drops the gun into my weak grip. The smoking barrel feels hot against my palm, but I don’t dare let it slip.

      The man turns around and starts walking back to the house.

      “Wait…” I swallow. “Who are you?”

      He pauses his stride and glances back. “If you’re as smart as you’re supposed to be, you’ll figure that out.”

      Fuck me.

      I hold my breath to stop the bile from taking over my throat.

      “Go home,” he says again, bowing his head as he walks away.

      “Hold on.” I raise a hand, my heart racing. “Don’t… Don’t go in there.”

      “Why not?” he asks, humoring me.

      “Because that’s Lilah Hart in there,” I answer. “And I’m pretty sure she’s not going to let anyone out alive.”

      “I can handle her.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      His eyes narrow in thought.

      “You should run,” I tell him. “Go now while you still can. Here.” I hold out the revolver. “You might need this.”

      He smirks. “You have no idea what you’re doing, kid.”

      “That’s not really unusual.” I toss the gun underhand at him and he catches it. “Go.”

      He glares at me a little longer, his impatient face slowly softening. I look at the gun in his hand as his fingers steadily creep around the grip, but I swallow my fear. If he were going to shoot me, he would have done it already. If this were any other man, I wouldn’t be so confident.

      “Boxcar!”

      I flinch at Archer’s sudden call. The man turns and sprints into the woods. Archer’s boots bound in my direction and he doesn’t stop until he’s beside me.

      “Are you all right, Sparky?” he asks. “I heard a gunshot.”

      I nod, barely breathing. “Yeah.”

      He follows my line of sight as the man disappears. “Who was that?”

      I stare off into the woods as thunder rolls in the distance.

      “My father-in-law,” I say.
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          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      “Lilah?”

      Her voice radiates my spinal column. Myra. The bitch who killed my brother.

      “Liiii-laaaah?”

      I stay quiet. I force myself not to reply or else I’ll give my position away. I want to see the surprise in her eyes as I slit her throat.

      “Come on, Lilah. This is childish.”

      I tighten the grip on my knife.

      “Okay, well...” She sighs. “If you’re not gonna talk, then you’re gonna listen. I understand why you’re angry, but you must know that none of this is personal. I like you! You’re like a sister to me.”

      I grit my teeth, holding back.

      “And your brothers are awesome. Or...” She chuckles. “Were, I suppose.”

      “Dante’s not dead,” I say, against my better judgment.

      “Yet,” she says. “Trust me. There’s only one way this is going to end for you guys and it ain’t good. Good for me, obviously. But not you.”

      “We’ll take our chances.”

      She scoffs. “If you insist.”

      I force my mouth shut as her man walks into the kitchen with his pistol pointed out in front of him. I watch him through the narrow crack in the pantry door, holding my breath as he inspects the room. Wes, I remember. That’s his name.

      Or was.

      He passes by the pantry door and I jump out, quickly jabbing the knife deep into his heart. His gun discharges, firing a single shot into the refrigerator in the corner. I pull the knife out and stab him again, making him drop to the floor.

      “That sounded like a good one!” Myra says in my ear. “Good job.”

      I slide the knife out and wipe it along my pant leg. “You’re next, bitch,” I say.

      “Doubtful. You see, you have a knife. And I have a machine gun.”

      Goddammit.

      I drop to the floor as the bullets spray through the walls, breaking everything in their path.

      “Sorry, Wes.”

      I grab his lifeless body by the collar and roll over with it, using him as a shield to catch the avalanche of broken glass and any stray bullet that ricochets in my direction. My head pounds, ears ringing loudly. I bow my head, staying down until the siege is over.

      Finally, her clip empties and Myra’s insane cackle carries over the receiver.

      “Did I get ya?” she asks.

      I say nothing, slowly sliding out from under Wes and grabbing his pistol.

      Myra’s boots echo around the corner. I point the pistol at the wall, following the slow tapping as she makes her way closer to the kitchen doorway.

      I aim for eye-level. I just need one to hit. One tiny bullet plugged into her skull and it’ll all be over.

      I fire three shots through the wall and a body tumbles to the floor in the hallway.

      Gotcha.

      I hoist myself off the floor, feeling a warm rush of adrenaline at the thought of seeing that bitch’s dead body on the floor.

      I step out into the hallway and the butt of a rifle slams into my gut, knocking the wind out of me.

      “You missed!” Myra taunts me. “How did you miss?!”

      She hits my wrist with the rifle. I drop the pistol to the floor.

      I grit my teeth. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      Myra lifts the rifle to hit me again. I raise my hands to block the blow and take hold of the gun. Sharp edges dig into my palms, but I refuse to let her pry it away from me.

      She bolts forward, forcing me into the wall. I cringe as pain fires down my back. I dig my left heel into the floor as I kick with my right, striking her as hard as I can in the crotch.

      Myra seethes in pain but doesn’t fall. She twists the rifle, trying to knock me off-balance but I bear down with equal strength and brace myself to kick again.

      She reacts on instinct, letting go of the rifle with one hand to try and block the second painful blow. I shove her harder, easily slamming the rifle into her porcelain face.

      I hit her again and she releases the rifle, lashing out at me before I can pull off a third hit. Her perfectly painted fingernails dig into my neck, sending bolts of pain through my neck. I drop the rifle to try and stop her from clawing my trachea out. It tumbles to the floor between us and Myra kicks it far down the hall before slamming me into the wall again.

      “Just let it happen, Lilah...” she growls, pressing harder to cut off the blood to my brain. “Sleep...” she coos. “Go to sleep...”

      I claw at her hands, cursing the lonely spot taking over my vision.

      “I won’t kill your boyfriend,” she says, her voice bright and bubbly. “Not right away. I’ll have a little fun with him first and we both know how much fun he can be, right? Just between us girls...”

      My rage spikes. I grab her long, black locks and yank as hard as I can.

      “Ow!” she shrieks as I tear several strands from her scalp. “That hurt!”

      I pull again and she dips to the right, trying to retain as much of her precious hair as possible. I slam my knee into her gut. She releases my throat as she tumbles to her knees and I slink away to catch my breath.

      Before I can take a second breath, she leaps onto my back and wails like a banshee in my ear. I reach back to grab whatever piece of her I can to try and flip her off me. I rush backward, crushing her between me and a bookshelf in the hall and she cries out even louder. I roll her over my shoulder and she falls to her back. I raise my foot, quickly aiming for her face with my heel but Myra dodges out of the way as I stomp down. I keep my foot on the ground, pinning her hair beneath it, and she growls in pain as she once again tears a few strands out.

      With a grunt, she lashes out with tight fists, hitting the back of my knees to force a bend. I jolt backward to keep from losing the upper hand and grab the bookshelf teetering over her head. Myra’s eyes grow wide as she realizes the danger she’s in. I summon all my strength to pull the thing down to crush her stupid, fucking face.

      She lunges away at the last moment but her right arm gets pinned beneath the heavy wood. I step up onto the shelf, making the wood dig into her wrist a little more. Delight tickles my chest as a few tears spring to her dead, black eyes. Maybe she’s human after all.

      Won’t stop a damn thing, though.

      Myra gives the shelf a jolt, sliding a bit of her arm free. I stomp again to make that a little bit harder for her. As she keeps her focus there, I hop off to stand next to her, charging up my leg and kicking her as hard as I can in the stomach. The force of it sends her backward and she slips her arm out from under the case, her fingers drippings with fresh blood.

      “That broke... my nails,” she spits as she tries to breathe.

      I kick her again, the blow partially blocked by her other arm. “You won’t live long enough to care,” I say.

      I grab her throat. She opens her mouth to speak but I silence her with a jab to the nose. Tears stream down her cheeks and she recoils from the stinging pain no doubt radiating through her brain.

      I punch her again, my knuckles popping loudly, but the pain is worth the gush of crimson blood falling from her nose and lips. A lump builds in my throat as memories threaten to come back. Elijah... blood pooling beneath him.

      I shove Myra into the next room. She stumbles over the dead legs of one of her agents and trips, falling hard onto the edge of the glass coffee table behind her. It shatters beneath her and she winces at the broken shards digging into her palms as she tries to crawl away from me.

      I kneel to free the pistol from the dead agent’s belt.

      “Lilah...” Myra chokes on blood and spit.

      I check the clip. It’s full. Good.

      “You can beg if you want,” I say, “but I’ll just enjoy it more.”

      I point the gun at her face, ready to pull the trigger.

      I’m so sorry I didn’t do this sooner, Elijah.

      “Lilah, wait.”

      I keep my stance locked, refusing to glance away from Myra. “Archer...” I warn.

      He takes another step into the room behind me. “Wait,” he says again.

      “For what?” I seethe.

      Myra looks at him over my shoulder, her lips twitching and hopeful, but she doesn’t speak.

      “If you kill her,” Archer says slowly, “then we may never find the Boss.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Think, love...”

      “He’s right, Lilah,” Myra says, her red teeth showing. “Listen to reason.”

      “Shut up,” I tell her, my rage spiking with the sound of her voice.

      “Do you really think it’s going to stop with me?” she asks, cradling her shaking hand. “Fox killed Mercer and that was just the start of his problems.”

      I put a little weight on the trigger. “I’ll take my chances.”

      “Lilah...” Archer eases closer to me and extends his hand toward my gun. “I know what this means to you, darling, but think big picture. We need her to find the Boss—”

      “Archer—”

      “—or else we may never stop running. She’ll hunt us down. She’ll never stop. I don’t know about you, love, but I don’t want that. For you. For Dante and Lucy. For us.”

      He touches my wrist.

      “Please, Lilah,” he whispers. “Give me the gun.”

      Myra stares at us, looking more than a little satisfied as I let his hand guide mine. He slides the pistol from my grip, but I still keep my guard up just in case Myra makes any sudden moves.

      Myra’s black eyes focus on Archer and she smiles. “Thank you, lover,” she says.

      I lunge at her, but Archer quickly snatches my elbow.

      “Don’t let her bait you,” he says, calmly pulling me back.

      He keeps a tight grip on me as I take a breath to cool my red-hot cheeks.

      “You always were quite the gentleman,” Myra says, tilting her head as she gazes at him.

      Archer releases me and takes a step forward. He leans over her, extending his hand to help her up. I twinge as she takes it and another bolt of rage fires through me.

      “Myra...” he says.

      “Yes?”

      He slams the butt of the pistol against her head, knocking her out cold. She drops back down to the floor and he releases her hand to let her fall hard.

      I smirk. “My kind of gentleman,” I say.

      He shrugs. “We should get her tied up. Secure the rest of the house.”

      “Where’s Boxcar?”

      Archer pauses. “He needs a minute.”

      I raise a curious brow, but whatever.

      Archer bends down to scoop Myra off the floor, her limp body dangling from his thick arms as he carries her out of the room. I stare at her, feeling that rage quickening in me again as I hear her voice in my head calling Archer lover. She really did say it to get a rise out of me, possibly to make me kill her right then and there and foil any hope we had of finding the Boss. She’ll try again, maybe, and I can’t say with any confidence that she won’t succeed. The thought of the two of them together, as non-consensual as their relations were, makes me sick.

      A soft groan carries from the kitchen. I turn toward it, slowly walking over broken glass and the fallen bookcase to follow the sound.

      I pause in the doorway and watch as Wes reaches along the floor, inching closer to his pistol just out of reach.

      I plant my boot on it. He deflates, settling down to the floor on his back and accepting his fate.

      I fire a bullet through each of his wide-open eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I pause in the doorway to our room. Lucy stands before the mirror in a little red dress that covers nothing but the important parts. I grow even more nervous than I already am. She pays close attention to Markov beside her as he instructs how to use the tiny syringe in his thick fingers.

      “Just stick it in him straight and push down,” he says, his thumb on the plunger.

      “Anywhere?” she asks.

      “The closer to the heart the faster it works. But anywhere should do.”

      She nods. “All right.”

      “Then, get away because he will fall.” He slides the needle into a small, leather holder. “Hide it deep in your boot. They won’t check there.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she says, offering a soft politeness I rarely see out of Lucy Vaughn.

      The man smiles and nudges her chin with the edge of his fingertip. “Ni pukha ni pera,” he says as he takes a step back.

      I give him a nod as passes around me. He bows his head with respect, his eyes showing the same great admiration for Lucy as they did downstairs.

      After he’s gone, I step into the room and slowly close the door behind me.

      “What did he say?” Lucy asks.

      “Good luck. Or...” I chuckle. “Break a leg, loosely.”

      She winces. “Guess no one told him about the knee, huh?”

      “I’m sure he would have come up with a better idiom if he knew.”

      “You’re probably right.” She shrugs as her face turns a little more serious. “If you’re here to try and talk me out of it, you’re wasting your time.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not.”

      She eyes my hands in my pockets. “No handcuffs?” she asks, only half-joking.

      “No,” I say, sliding them out. “I know better than to try that again.”

      “Good.” She turns toward the mirror. “How do I look?”

      I blink at her perfect reflection with jealous green eyes. Short skirt. No sleeves. Tall boots.

      “Too good,” I answer.

      She smiles. “Are we feeling territorial tonight, Mr. Hart?”

      “Always.”

      Lucy faces me. “I’ll be okay,” she says.

      “If you feel something is off, trust your gut,” I tell her. “Get out of there.”

      “I will.” She nods. “But I’m not scared. I’m not worried.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I know you’ll be right outside,” she says. “You’ll be watching, waiting, and ready to pounce if I need you.”

      I exhale slowly. “That’s right.”

      “That... and Fox will have his dark, sexy eyes on me, too,” she teases, making me squint. “But, mostly, it’s because of you. Mostly.”

      My phone rings in my pocket as I glare at her. I slide it out to read the number on the screen.

      “It’s Lilah,” I say.

      Lucy piques with interest.

      I answer it. “Hey, little sister. How’s it going over there?”

      “We’ve got Myra.”

      I pause. “What?”

      “We found the house and fought our way in. She’s now tied up in the basement.”

      “You fought your way in?” I repeat, my anger spiking. “Why did you do that? You were on recon.”

      “Dante, did you miss the part where I said I have the cunt who killed our brother tied up downstairs?”

      My lips twitch with vengeful adrenaline. “She’s secure?”

      “She couldn’t even scratch her own ass if she needed to.”

      I nod. “Is Archer around?”

      “Uh... yeah.”

      “Let me talk to him.”

      “Why do you want to talk to him?”

      “Just...” I exhale. “Please.”

      “O-kay.”

      Lucy turns up a hand. “What’s going on?”

      “They caught Myra,” I say.

      Her jaw drops.

      “Hello?”

      “Archer,” I answer him. “How’s she doing?”

      His voice drops. “Bit on edge, I’m afraid. Not sure how long I’m going to be able to keep her grounded. How far out are you?”

      “We’re still in Moscow,” I say. “We have a job to do here and then we’ll be on our way. Keep her focused until then.”

      “I will.”

      “Send us the location. We’ll leave Russia as soon as we can. Until then, watch your backs.”

      “I’ve got Sparky locking us down as we speak,” he says.

      “Good.” I take a breath. “Thank you, Archer.”

      “Anytime, mate.”

      I hang up, lowering the phone to my side as my pulse spikes.

      “Dante?”

      I look at Lucy, her big, bright eyes locked on mine.

      “This is good news, right?” she asks.

      I don’t answer. Instead, I wrap my arms around her. She accepts the embrace, pulling me in and holding me closer. I instantly feel her soft kiss on my cheek and her little hands caress my back with comfort.

      We’re so close, Elijah.

      Soon you can rest in peace.

      I pull away and Lucy cups my face, her touch soft and warm. It’s what I used to do for her. We spent weeks together after her father was killed right in front of her. I spent every night holding her until she fell asleep, wiping her tears and kissing her wet cheeks. Making love to her to try and make her forget the pain for just a few minutes.

      “I love you,” she whispers.

      My heart aches but it’s not time to break yet. I have to stay strong. For her, for me. For Lilah, for Elijah...

      “I love you,” she says again. “Dante...”

      I kiss her, crushing my mouth on hers to make myself forget. She parts her lips for an even deeper kiss as my hands glide down her back to grip her rear. I cling to her, lifting her little body up and turning around to pin her against the closed door. Her ankles link behind me, bringing us closer together as she slides a hand between us and opens my zipper.

      “Lucy,” I sigh, nearly begging.

      “Don’t stop, Dante,” she whimpers, shaking in my arms.

      I don’t want to stop. I need her. I need to immerse myself in her. I need to remember how it feels to be the man behind the killer and to see the world with bright, vivid colors. Colors I’d long forgotten about until the night I first had her in my bed. I taste sweet beauty on my tongue. I sense pure, blissful pain from head-to-toe. Lucy. My Lucy Vaughn.

      Why would I ever stop loving you?

      Lucy strokes me in her palm and I yield to the blood pulsing through me to satisfy her. I look into her eyes, taking quick, steady breaths until my tip is throbbing for release. I hold her up as she slides her panties to the side and eases my tip between her folds. My mouth sags, pleasure instantly building in me as she lets go and I thrust as deep as I can.

      She cups my face, holding my gaze while she submits, taking my cock over and over again. We let go of the last few hours and those to come. We forget about the flights across the world and airport abduction. We ignore the fear inside telling us all the ways this night could go wrong. We lose ourselves in each other, bodies and souls entwined, if only for a few, tender moments.

      Her tightness quivers around me, so wet and warm. My heart pounds harder with each buck of my hips. She touches my arms and chest and face, clinging to me as I cling to her. I kiss her, breathing her in as a moan vibrates the back of her throat but I need more.

      I hold her against me and spin toward the bed. Lucy wraps her arms around my neck, her lips barely leaving mine as I carry her across the room. I drop her onto the large bed, enjoying the smile she gives me as her little body bounces into place. I ease down to my knees, reaching up her toned legs to hook the black panties hidden beneath her red dress.

      She sighs, biting her lip in hesitation as her eyes shift toward the unlocked door.

      I ignore it, sliding her panties down to her twitching ankles as my tongue salivates for her. She spreads her knees and shifts a little closer to the edge of the bed, presenting her perfect, pink folds to me. I brush my lips along her inner thigh, watching the subtle reaction her body gives on its own. Her tummy trembles in anticipation. Her thighs quiver against my cheeks.

      I glide my tongue along the outer edge of her lips. She holds her breath, digging her nails into the soft bedspread beneath her while I give her a second lick along the other edge. Her moisture covers my tongue and I swallow her sweet taste before burrowing in for another shot of her.

      Lucy slaps her hand over her mouth to silence her moans. I don’t give a good goddamn who might hear us, and I never have. Lucy Vaughn is my woman. My everything. It doesn’t bother me one bit if some random person hears me giving her the pleasure she deserves.

      I plunge my tongue deep inside and she arches her back off the mattress. I lay a strong hand on her belly to hold her in place and she exhales a trembling breath. I roll my wet tongue along her throbbing clit, forcing pleasure to move throughout her entire body. She bites into her knuckles to keep from screaming but I still want to hear it.

      “Lucy,” I growl, her juices coating my lips. “Say my name and I’ll be yours.”

      She laughs, recalling the promises made during our first few nights together. Was it really only months ago I walked into her father’s office and saw her photograph on his shelf? I saw as much passion and grace in her pose then as I do here now, sprawled out on the edge of climax with my name on her tongue.

      “Dante,” she says, her voice breathy and tortured.

      I hold her clit between my lips and give it a firm suck, knowing exactly what it’ll do to her so close to coming. Her jaw drops in a silent scream while the rest of her body locks with tension just waiting for my permission to snap.

      I release the bud from my smiling lips, but I don’t stop. I lave her with my tongue, firmly massaging the spot I know sends her over. Just a few more seconds of this and I’ll have her saying my name all over again.

      Lucy twitches. “Dante...”

      I happily watch as her face contorts and her entire body spasms. I keep my tongue on her, refusing to let up through the assault of moans falling from her sweet, red lips.

      “Oh, fuck. Shit-fuck-a-duck!”

      I laugh at her dirty, city-girl mouth while I kiss her thighs and lick her taste off my lips. She sits up as I rise off the floor. I don’t say a word as she pulls my pants down over my ass to free with still-throbbing cock now begging for release.

      Lucy opens her mouth to me and guides my cock between her lips, returning the pleasure I gave to her. She takes me in slowly, teasing inch-by-inch until I reach the back of her throat. I flex, my entire body tensing with greed as she begins bobbing her head on me.

      “Lucy,” I groan, wrapping her hair in my fist.

      I close my eyes, immersed in her powerful, warm mouth. Her hands crawl up my chest, nails gently clawing along my skin. I enjoy the bit of pain with my pleasure. She reaches behind me and scratches down my back, coming to a stop on my ass. She pauses the bob of her head to look up at me with those little eyes, her red lips wrapped around the head of my dick. Her palms knead my rear, coaxing me to fuck her face, just as she’s let me do dozens of times before.

      I rest my hands on the back of her neck, gently holding her in place as I begin sliding in and out of her mouth. She widens her jaw and laps at me with her tongue, tending to my needs as the visual itself pushes me closer to the edge. Her moans blend with my own as she takes me all the way down to the base. I don’t push it farther than that. I know my lover’s limit as well as my own.

      Lucy lays an open palm on my chest. The other she places on my inner thigh, giving me a gentle, teasing massage along the way to my balls. I laugh through gritted teeth, quickening my thrust while she tickles my sac.

      I let out one last grunt before stopping on the brink of release. She opens her eyes and looks up at me while she slowly works my tip with her raw lips. Her tongue circles my glans, pushing the last button I need to come all over her tongue. She hums softly, taking every drop of me and swallowing it down.

      “Good girl,” I tell her, pushing a few locks of hair out of her eyes.

      Lucy slides me out of her mouth and takes a few deep breaths.

      A knock strikes the door behind us.

      “Hey, Dante?” It’s Fox. “You two ready to go?”

      I don’t answer. I take another moment to admire my woman instead.

      Lucy Vaughn. It was her delicate grace that first attracted me to her but it was her tough braveness that locked me in for good. The bastards beat her down before and she got right back up. She’ll do it again.

      “Yes,” she answers for us. “We’re ready.”
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          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      The thumping bass wanders up my ankles more and more with each step I take toward the club. I already feel the eyes of strangers casually taking me from head-to-toe as they stand on the street outside. I want to snap at them, tell them to shove their eyes up their asses, but I’m not on the familiar streets of Chicago right now.

      I’m in fucking Moscow.

      By myself, I might add, wearing nothing but a skimpy red dress and come-fuck-me boots.

      Great idea, Lucy.

      But I keep my head up as I tread along the sidewalk, relying on the dark eye make-up to mask the nervous jitters. It helps knowing that there’s a military-trained sniper watching my every move from a rooftop up above… somewhere…

      The doorman raises a hand as I approach the door. I come to a stop in front of him and his eyes turn down, targeting my chest. The low-cut dress exposes most of my chest, including a bit of where my cobra tattoo would be — if I were a Snake Eyes agent.

      He gives a passive wave, hardly glancing at me before opening the door and letting me inside. Luka was right. A girl like me has no trouble getting into the Chernyy Obuvi…

      Getting back out again is a different story.

      I continue forward, repeating all the warnings Markov gave me.

      Don’t accept a drink from anyone.

      Don’t go into an empty bathroom.

      Don’t make eye contact for longer than a second, less if possible.

      Basically, just don’t breathe.

      I enter the main floor and constantly squint as my eyes adjust to the flashing lights. They move in time with the music, and the crowd bounces along with it. Honestly, it looks like fun. It reminds me of a normal weekend for Lucy Vaughn. You know, back before the Zappia family destroyed my life.

      I do a quick scan of faces, trying to make it not-so-obvious that I’m looking for someone. That was another piece of advice from Markov.

      Don’t make it seem like you’re looking for something — because it will find you first.

      I didn’t want to ask what he meant by it. Now, I think that maybe I should have.

      Several spotlights twist toward the center podium, following along with a girl dancing up there. Her stiff movements are doing very little to impress the men in suits sitting around but at least she can say she tried. She grips the pole and spins around like a child. I feel a flinch of embarrassment for her. We all gotta start somewhere.

      A man up front waves a hand to signal to the bouncers. They instantly move out of the shadows to pull her off the stage. They toss her back to her friends like a rag doll and the group howls loudly like happy hyenas.

      As the lights roam around again, they track along the circle of men sitting around the podium. It illuminates their faces one-by-one and my heart leaps into my throat as I recognize one.

      Gio.

      He sits back in his chair, looking into the bottom of his empty glass with boredom in his dark eyes. Even if I didn’t study photos of him before coming here, I’d still recognize a Zappia. They all have the same resting prick face. Even when Marty only had half a face, he was still the spitting image of his hideous bloodline.

      A deep throbbing takes my right knee, but I ignore it. I force myself forward to wander a little closer to the podium. The gaggle of drunk girls screams back and forth at each other. One tugs on another’s arm, daring her to hop up onto the platform and show them what she’s got, but the girl cowers away in fear. I chuckle once. Peer pressure looks the same in every language.

      I swallow my nerves and take a wide step up onto the platform. Lights instantly point in my direction, making my heart jump into my throat as a twitch of nostalgia takes hold of me. It’s been a long time since I’ve stood on a stage and bathed in lights and applause. I miss it, to be honest. There’s no turning back. It’s just me and the audience.

      Might as well give them a show.

      I raise my right hand to the pole and wrap my fingers loosely around it. I throw my weight forward, letting the momentum build before I hike up my skirt and raise my leg to rest against the hard metal.

      Several cheers break out amongst the men around me. I mostly ignore them, but I let the sound fuel my movements. I close my eyes, thinking back in time to the last time I did this. I twist my calf around the pole, locking my ankle in place as even more shouts cry out in satisfaction.

      The DJ changes the music from thumping techno to a deep, moody beat just for me, and the lights fade into a dark blue. I crack a smile. It’s perfect for seduction.

      I open my eyes again to find Gio staring at me.

      Bile bubbles in the back of my throat. When I first volunteered to do this, I didn’t exactly picture what it would be like to make fuck-me eyes at a damn Zappia. I swallow it down, forcing it all the way into the pits. The others are counting on me. There’s no way I can back out now.

      I flex my arms and tighten my core as I lift off the podium and slowly spin on the pole. I ignore the twinge in my right knee again as I lock my legs and lean with an arched back.

      Gio tilts forward slightly as we make eye contact. I soften my gaze, blocking out every other foreign obscenity being lobbed at me from all angles. It’s just me and Gio. He’s my audience. He’s the only one I have to convince.

      I loosen my grip, letting gravity slowly sink me down to the floor. As I reach it, I take the opportunity to switch my legs. I’m not as used to this side, but I should be able to finish this way. All I have to do is make him stand up or wave to the bouncer. Have them escort me into a back room so he and I can be alone with Mr. Needle.

      I think of Dante. I think of the way he looked at me earlier. The way he touched me. The way only he can make me moan. I picture him sitting in that chair down there instead. I let the overwhelming urge influence my movements as I give in to my own seductive dance.

      Gio raises a hand and waves sharply in my direction. The bouncer marches out of the shadows again with an outstretched arm, making the rest of the men groan in disappointment. Even the group of drunk girls whine as he grabs my hand and guides me down onto the main floor.

      “Idti v spinu!” he shouts at me.

      I let out a laugh. “What?” I ask.

      He points over my shoulder and I see Gio disappearing behind the black curtain in the corner. I gesture at it to be sure before the now impatient bouncer flexes his jaw.

      “All right,” I say, holding up my hands. “Through the curtain. Got it.”

      I start walking. The crowd parts for me like royalty, smiling and nodding their heads as if they know something I don’t.

      I reach the curtain and a man standing guard grabs the edge and holds it open for me. Like royalty, indeed…

      I walk in, taking slow strides into the darkness. It’s nothing but a dark hallway with a string of old Christmas lights traveling down the center of the ceiling. The farther I walk, the louder my heels clack against the concrete floor. The music fades off behind me with the return of the fast techno bass rocking the walls, making the line of Christmas lights shake slightly above my head.

      I turn the corner to look down another long hallway, this one with seven doors, three on each side with one at the very end. The only one open is the last one, because of course it is.

      I take a deep breath, forcing one foot in front of the other until I make it the end.
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      “Fifteen minutes,” Dante says as he checks his watch again.

      I do another quick sweep of the surrounding streets through the scope of my rifle. Cars passing through the intersection on the left. A couple getting it on in the alleyway a few blocks over. Just your standard night in Moscow, with the slight exception of Luka and Markov’s car lingering across the street from the club.

      I return to the back door of the Chernyy Obuvi. One lone bouncer stands there. He spends a little too much time on his phone than watching for suspicious activity. He’ll be easy to subdue when the time comes.

      “Fifteen minutes,” I repeat, keeping a steady tone.

      Dante shifts on his feet. If he’s trying to hide how nervous he is, he’s failing.

      I chuckle. “Never thought I’d see the day.”

      “For what?” he asks.

      “When Dante Hart would be more nervous on a job than I am.”

      He stares at me for a moment. “If it were Dani in there, wouldn’t you be nervous?”

      I nod. “Sure. But you gotta trust in them, you know? If my adult life has taught me anything, it’s that women are way tougher than they get credit for.”

      Dante scoffs. “You didn’t grow up with Lilah.”

      I laugh. “I can’t even begin to imagine what that was like.”

      “Humbling, to say the least.”

      He checks his watch again. I clear my throat, thinking fast for ways to distract him.

      “So, Lilah checked in?” I ask.

      “She did.”

      “And Myra’s really down?”

      “Archer specializes in capture,” he says. “I’m sure they’ve got her secured.”

      “How sure?”

      “Well, he caught Lilah one time. That should give you an idea.”

      “You’re kidding,” I say.

      “He had her for two days before we tracked them down,” he says. “Scared the hell out of me and...”

      Elijah.

      “Remind me to buy him a beer sometime,” I say, moving on. “That takes some talent. How’d you manage to find them?”

      “She turned her phone back on and we chased the signal down.” He flexes his jaw. “Then, we walked in on them.”

      “Walked in on them?”

      He squints with timid anger.

      I fight my laugh. “Ah.”

      “I respect him,” Dante says. “But I don’t necessarily like him.”

      I nod, biting my inner cheek.

      Dante bows again, staring down below at the club’s back exit, not nearly as distracted — or relaxed — as I’d like.

      “It’s all gonna be fine, Dante,” I say. “She’s got a lot of back-up. The best in the world, if you ask me.”

      He nods but he doesn’t answer.

      I lean in to perform another scan of the area through my scope. Nothing’s changed. Still the same holding pattern but no news is good news. It’s always been.

      My thoughts drift to Dani. A phantom rush of her delicate apple scent teases my nose, just as it did a hundred times on every mission I took as a Snake Eyes agent. The only difference now is that we’re really together. It was just fantasy before but now it’s real. Every kiss, every time we made love, every smile. It’s all real. It’s all waiting for me when I get back to her.

      I abandon the past. I focus on our future.

      Or lack thereof.

      It won’t be easy. It’ll never be as easy as I made it out to be. If we don’t find and kill the Boss, we’ll never stop being hunted. The price on our heads has nowhere to go but up.

      What kind of man would I be if I put Dani through that?

      She deserves a normal life. A loving husband. Doting children.

      I’m not so sure I can give her that.

      “You should call her.”

      I look up from my scope at Dante’s raised brow. “What?”

      “I worked with you for a year,” he says. “That whole time, you were always about the job... except, every so often, you’d go quiet and I could tell that you weren’t thinking about the job anymore.” He cocks his head. “Call her.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      I exhale slowly through my nose, fighting that answer.

      Dante stands a little taller. “We’ve both been given a second chance, Fox. I never thought I’d ever meet a woman who understood what I was. Lucy may not like the things I’ve done but she understands them. Dani wouldn’t be with you unless she understood you, too.”

      “It’s not the same,” I say, staring at a passing car on the street below. “You’ve always known what you are, Dante. You wanted this. I didn’t. I went from a stupid jock to a stupid soldier to a stupid assassin, but I never wanted to be any of that. They’re just men I had to be. And for what? What do I have to show for it? A few stacks of money in a safe?” I scoff. “It’s all pointless. I’m not good enough.”

      “Jesus…” He gawks at me. “Did her dad really fuck you up this much?”

      “Dante—”

      “You’re not unworthy of Dani. If you really thought any of that crap you just spewed, you’d be dead already.”

      “Maybe I should be.”

      “Or maybe... you can stop being such a fucking baby and call your girlfriend.”

      I release the rifle’s grip and glare at Dante’s hard smirk. “Fine. I’ll call her tonight.”

      “Good.” He glances at his watch again. “Well, that killed two minutes. Thanks, man.”

      “Happy to help,” I murmur.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      A shape enters the door frame ahead of me and I gasp.

      Gio laughs at me and the rugged sound echoes down the hall behind me. “I’m sorry,” he says. “Did I scare you?”

      “No,” I answer. “I just didn’t see—”

      “You’re American?” he asks, his brow rising with interest.

      I nod, regaining my composure. “Yes, I’m… just a tourist. I’m not Russian.”

      “Neither am I.” He steps to the side. “Come in.”

      I stand still in the doorway, watching him as he turns and walks back into the room. Before following him, I do a quick scan of my new surroundings. Leather couches. Bright pink and blue neon lights decorate the walls. It’s classy, but then again, not so much…

      “Close the door behind you,” he says to me from the drink cart in the corner, “and then tell me where you learned to dance like that.”

      I glance over my shoulder into the long, dark hallway. I could bolt right now. I get lost in the pulsing crowd and crawl on my hands and knees to the exit. No one would blame me. I might even feel a little better, to be honest.

      I step into the room and close the door behind me.

      “Just a hobby,” I answer.

      He laughs as he turns back with two Old Fashioned glasses in his hands. “That was quite the show for a hobbyist,” he says. “You must be a gymnast or a circus performer of some sort.”

      I force a chuckle as he extends one glass toward me. I take it from him, feeling some comfort in the condensation chilling my fingertips.

      Don’t accept a drink for anyone.

      “I, uh…” I take a quick step away, briefly turning my back to him as I raise the glass to my lips to hide the sip I’m not actually taking, and sit down on the single armchair by the heart-shaped coffee table. “Okay, I’m a dancer. You got me.”

      He takes a drink from his own glass and grins. “I knew it,” he says as he sits down in the second chair across the table from me. “So, you’re an American dancer and, judging by your accent, I’d guess you’re from the Midwest. Chicago area, specifically. Am I close?”

      I think to deny it but the answer is clearly written on my face.

      Gio laughs with smug, twisted lips. “My family is from there, too. Well, not from there, but that’s where they are now.”

      I set my glass down on the table in front of me. “Small world,” I joke.

      He nods slowly, his neck barely moving. “Yes,” he says. “So, I ask you again, where did you learn to dance like that?”

      A chill crawls down my spine, taking over my lower back. I hear the clip of gunfire echoing in the back of my head, followed by the horrified screams of my friends before the auditorium ignites in a blaze of fire above Marty’s shrill laughter. My knee throbs once.

      “A studio downtown,” I lie. “They do mostly hip-hop and Zumba but they had a pole dancing class last summer, so…” I shrug. “Figured it’d come in handy someday.”

      “And you were right.”

      Gio plunks his glass down and I flinch at the sudden sound. He studies me for a moment more, the edges of his lips twitching.

      “You seem nervous,” he says.

      I take a slow, soothing breath. “Just not really sure what I’m doing back here, that’s all.”

      “You asked for it,” he says simply.

      “I what?”

      “You came here looking for someone.”

      I shake my head. “No, I—”

      “Someone, anyone really,” he says over me, flashing a smile. “It can get cold in Moscow, even at this time of year. Tourists usually come to the Obuvi looking to leave to a warm bed.”

      “Right,” I say. I look down, showing a bit of feigned girlish embarrassment. “I looked out into the crowd and you were one of the more pleasant faces, so I focused on you.”

      “Well, I don’t doubt that,” he says with a chuckle. “The locals are a bit…”

      “Brutish?”

      “I was going to say ugly as sin, but that applies, too.”

      I laugh as he does. If I didn’t know more about who this man is, I might find him charming. On the surface, he’s nothing like his slimy younger brother. I hate to think what would happen to a girl who didn’t know who he was and fell for it.

      I lick my lips and tap my nails against my knee. I can’t reach into my boot for the needle in front of him like this. I have to get closer to him.

      My eyes linger on the couch beside him for a purposeful second too long. When I flick them back to gaze at Gio, I make sure he noticed.

      “Come here,” he says.

      I slowly rise, taking my drink with me as I wander over to his couch. He pivots his position as I sit down, his eyes taking a very obvious stroll downward toward my navel and back up over my breasts. Being so close to him feels absolutely disgusting but I feel a chill of hope travel up my leg from my boot.

      “I didn’t just bring you back here for a quiet drink,” he says, a smirk on his lips. “Impress me and I’ll make sure you have a warm night.”

      Gross.

      I rest a hand on his thigh, letting my eyes fall to his crotch. He takes the silent cue and leans back, giving me access to his belt.

      Bile rises quickly but I swallow it down, keeping a seductive gaze on him as I slide to my knees in front of him.

      Gio smiles and settles back, laying his head along the edge of the couch. I pull his belt free with one hand, using the other one to glide down his leg. I watch him closely, holding my breath as I reach my own boot, feeling the end of the needle with my fingertips just out of reach. I push in further, stretching every possible bit of my fingers to latch onto it before I absolutely have to touch this fucker’s zipper.

      A knock taps the door twice. I abandon my boot as Gio raises his head in frustration. He grunts as he stands, absently kicking me as he hops off the couch.

      “This better be important,” he mutters as he crosses the room.

      I take the opportunity to grab the needle as I rise to sit on the couch. I pop the cap off and lay it parallel along my thigh, folding my skirt over it to conceal it.

      Gio opens the door a crack and a man’s voice travels through. I tilt my head to get a better look, but I can’t make him out in the shadowed hallway. Gio says something back in Italian. Again, I can’t make it out. Shouldn’t have taken French in high school instead...

      I straighten up as Gio turns to look at me.

      “Excuse me for a moment,” he says, disappearing out into the hallway.

      The door closes. Something must have happened. Did Dante and Fox get made? Or something unrelated? God, I hope it’s unrelated...

      I reach into my other boot to find the phone they gave me. I flip it open, quickly checking the time. Less than ten minutes until the cut-off time. I have to take Gio down fast.

      The door opens again. I drop the phone back into my boot as Gio walks in. He closes the door and smiles to hide the annoyance in his eyes.

      “My apologies. I guess the phrase don’t bother me doesn’t mean the same in Russia as it does in Italy.”

      I force a laugh. “It’s all right.”

      Gio takes a few steps closer. “Now, where were we?” he asks me, his voice lacking all subtlety.

      He stops in front of me and lays a firm hand on my shoulder. I look up, feeling more than a little unnerved by him towering over me but at least we’re close enough for me to stick him easily.

      “That’s right...” he says. “You were about to tell me what your father’s last words were, Lucy Vaughn.”

      I freeze but I don’t let it last longer than a second. I jerk my wrist, aiming the needle for the fleshy part of his thigh. It sinks in and he grunts in pain as he lashes out and smacks me hard along the jaw. I fall back, trying to right myself and reach to push the plunger to dose him but Gio grabs the needle and pulls it out before I can get to him.

      “That...” he glares at me, “was less than impressive.”

      I hop backward, raising my leg to kick his knees. He dodges out of the way, giving me room to make a swift move away from him. I grab my glass and throw it at his face. It bounces off his forehead and falls to the ground, prompting a deep, guttural laugh from the bottom of his throat.

      “Lucy...” he says. “That’s enough.”

      I race for the door, but he takes two large strides to block my path and slams his rolled fist into my solar plexus.

      I gasp for air, finding none as my throbbing knee gives out beneath me. Gio grabs my arm as I drop, holding me up off the floor with a firm, revolting grip.

      “I am impressed that they would send you, though,” he growls. “Not in a good way, mind you. Just… impressed they’d be so unbelievably stupid.”

      He releases his grip, letting me fall to the floor. I curl into a fetal position as he pulls back to kick me. I clench to let my tight core muscles take most of the hit. It hurts — a lot — but I hold it together.

      “Tell me, Lucy Vaughn.” He kneels in front of me. “What exactly did you hope to achieve here? This is what I find so amusing about your 21st-century feminism.” He sneers at the word. “No matter how many female action heroes you see in your Hollywood movies, you can never change the truth that man will always be stronger than woman.”

      Gio grabs my hair and yanks me upward on my knees. I bite down, trying not to scream as pain fires through my scalp.

      He leans in. “Just stop fighting,” he whispers at me. “I promise you and your entire gender will be happier that way.”

      I roll my fists. “You’re right, Gio,” I say as a tear spills down my cheek. “Men will always have something we don’t.”

      He grins, showing his crooked teeth. “Strength,” he says.

      “Balls.”

      I jab forward, my fist connecting with his groin and I throw all of my strength into it. Gio shrieks and loses his balance as he falls into me. I shove him away, regretting it for a moment as he rips a lock of my hair out and tumbles backward onto the sofa.

      I don’t think. I hop up and shift into a fighting stance with my feet planted and my fists raised, remembering everything Dante taught me about how to defend myself.

      If you hesitate, even for a second, they’ll take advantage of you. Action beats reaction every time.

      As Gio attempts to stand up, I punch him again, this time right along the bumpy cartilage of his nose. He doubles back, much angrier than before. I kick him again, thrusting the point of my heel toward his eyes.

      Gio grabs my ankle with both hands and tugs me forward. I curse to myself as my balance betrays me. I fall into his twisted embrace and his hands lock around my throat.

      “That wasn’t very lady-like, Lucy…”

      He pushes his fingers into my neck. I claw at his hands, digging my nails in, but that just makes him squeeze harder.

      He’s choking me.

      Gio’s eyes twitch with hellish amusement as I wheeze for air.

      He’s killing me.

      Black auras start to take over my vision. Cold blood stalls in my veins as my brain shuts down. Another few seconds of this and I’ll be…

      The door swings open and Gio’s grip relaxes.

      “Sir,” I hear behind me, “we can take it from here.”

      Gio doesn’t move, still holding me up by my throat. He laughs to himself before letting go and dropping me. My senses are too weak to keep myself from slamming hard against the floor.

      “Of course,” he says, towering above me. “I almost got ahead of myself there.”

      Black, human-like shapes move in around me, reaching out to grab me like phantoms. I slap their hands away as I struggle to take in a full breath through my burning throat.

      Again, Gio’s laughter strikes my ears. “Lucy…” He scolds. “Stop fighting.”

      They grip my elbows and pull me off the floor. Still, I push off and kick them. I yank my arms free and jab at anything close. I keep fighting to free myself and Gio laughs louder when they easily overpower me.

      “You know, Lucy, you remind me of my wife.” He takes hold of my chin, fingertips digging into the bone. “You can thank her for everything I’m going to put you through.”

      I flinch at the sight of the syringe pointed at me.

      “Not quite sure what’s in this, but…” he smirks with glee, “let’s give it a try, shall we?”

      He jabs it into my arm and pushes the plunger down. Almost instantly, my knees begin to collapse beneath me and the men in black loosen their grips to let me fall.

      Gio smiles as his face disappears behind a veil of black secured over my head.

      “Goodnight, Lucy Vaughn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      “Shit.”

      I look at Fox, his eye locked through his scope. I lean forward to follow his eye-line, instantly seeing the girl in the red dress getting carried out of the club’s back entrance by three men into the parking lot, her head covered with a black bag.

      Lucy.

      My heart stops.

      “And there’s Gio,” Fox says, calm and steady.

      I notice the man standing tall in the doorway. Smug and a little too fucking pleased with himself.

      A bullet strikes the brick beside my hand. I dodge a second bullet, but Fox adjusts his angle, focusing on the new target on the roof down the street. One shot from his rifle and a pink mist fills the air above the bastard’s location.

      “They made us,” Fox says.

      I peek down from the roof again as Gio races back inside and the three men rush a little faster across the lot with Lucy.

      I break into a run toward the stairs. “Can you see where they’re taking her?”

      He pulls the trigger again before ducking to dodge a hail of bullets as they fire past his head.

      “White van on the street,” he says as he expertly pulls back the bolt to reload another round. “Go! I’ll cover you.”

      I grit my teeth, racing faster and shoving the door open. The noises outside sparked a curiosity through the old building and a few residents poke their heads out as I bolt down through the floors. I ignore them, focusing instead on the sound of boots pounding up the stairs to meet me. I don’t care how many of them there are. I’ll rip open the throats of every single one of them to get Lucy back.

      Lucy. Goddammit, why did I let you go through with this?

      I grab the pistol from my belt as the first batch of them come into view. They pause to raise their rifles, taking a split-second too long. I fire off two rounds and blow past them before their bodies hit the floor. Screams echo above me, concerned cries to call the police.

      I stop in my tracks as a spray of bullets hit the wall beside me. I lean backward, gathering my bearings to locate the man camping between the floors. He foolishly empties his clip and I easily take him out as he attempts to reload.

      Amateurs.

      I charge down the last few floors to the bottom. The door to the alley flies open as I reach it. I lunge back to dodge the shimmering knife plowing through toward my face. It ricochets off my pistol and I lose my grip on it. I let it drop to the floor as he readies another deadly swipe. I block the blow, grabbing his arm and jolting him off-balance with a swift knee to his stomach. The blade slices along my arm and I retaliate with a hard head-butt that sends us both backward away from each other.

      I study the man’s eyes through the black mask, noticing more than a few familiar things about him. His stance, his fighting style. Even the clothes on his back. Nothing like the easy pickings on the stairwell behind me. Not that it matters where he got his training, of course.

      I reach into my jacket pocket and slide out the garrote hidden inside.

      He squints at it for a half-second before he turns his wrist and plows ahead for a killing blow.

      I twist to the side, moving quickly as I wrap the wire around his wrist. I squeeze tightly, using all of my strength to dig into him as deeply as possible and he cries out in surprised agony. Blood falls to the floor, along with the blade in his hand. Rage drives me to kill as I unwrap the garrote from his hand and knock him down to his knees. Another second passes and I’ve got it locked around his throat. A few more and he’s gasping. Choking. Scratching at my hands.

      Then, he’s nothing at all.

      I abandon his body and head outside only to find another man in black running toward me. I shift into a fighting stance, ready to take him down as swiftly as I did the others.

      A car slams into him at full speed. His body hurls into a parked car nearby and he crumbles to the concrete, bones crunching beneath his skin.

      The driver’s side opens, and Markov hops out. He gives me a nod and tosses me an M16 as Luka climbs out of the passenger’s seat.

      “We saw him go back inside,” Luka says, referring to Gio but I couldn’t give two shits about him right now.

      I flex my jaw in anger as the white van disappears around the corner down the street.

      I give the gun back to Markov. “I need your car,” I say, striding toward the driver’s side.

      “What about Gio?” Luka asks.

      “Fuck him. I’m going after Lucy.”

      I ignore their looks of anger and disappointment — possibly betrayal — as I lower myself into the car. I said I’d go in for Gio once Lucy was safe.

      The plan has officially changed.

      I’m getting my lover back.

      I hit the gas, speeding off in the direction of the white van. I don’t make it twenty feet before someone shoots the windshield out trying to take me down. I spy the men on the street by the corner with guns and swerve in their direction, happily knocking them on their asses while other pedestrians race in the opposite direction.

      I throw the gear into reverse to get off the curb as a man takes aim at my face outside my window. Maybe I should have kept that M16.

      Before he can fire a shot, his eye explodes with a burst of red and he drops to his knees.

      Something slams onto the roof above my head and a body quickly rolls down the car’s nose.

      Fox swiftly plants his feet on the ground. He stands up with his sniper rifle by his side.

      I shake my head. “Nice shot,” I say, taking a breath.

      He rushes over and hops into the passenger’s side. “Take a left,” he says. “They’re heading toward the stadium.”

      I nod and hit the gas, happy to have him by my side in this. I figured he’d go into the club for Gio and keep his promise to Luka. Just gives me another reason to trust my old drinking buddy.

      And another reason to not trust the Russian mob but I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.

      I keep my eyes open for the van as I speed toward the stadium. Buildings pass us in a blur, screams echo behind us. But all I hear is Lucy. The warmth of her touch. The whisper of her voice. Nothing else matters but getting her back.

      “There.” Fox points to the right, spotting the van.

      I turn the next corner, barely letting up off the gas. The car jerks from the momentum and Fox lays a tight arm on the dashboard to try and sit still without his seatbelt.

      The van veers off the busy street into an alleyway. I stay on them, keeping our speed up until we catch up within a block of them on a dark, almost empty, street.

      “Shoot out the windows,” I bark at Fox.

      He tilts his head. “I could hit Lucy,” he says.

      “The tires, then.”

      “That could roll the van.”

      I grit my teeth. “Do it carefully.”

      Fox takes his rifle and shifts upward to hang out the window of the car, locking his boot beneath the seat to hold himself steady. He raises the rifle and braces it against his solid shoulder while he stares through the scope.

      I grip the wheel, trying to keep the car straight while he takes aim. “Shoot!” I say.

      “Hold on...”

      I wait for a few more seconds, each drum of my pulse pumping battery acid through my head. “Fox, shoot!”

      “Almost...”

      “What are you waiting for?!”

      He pulls the trigger, firing a single bullet into the left front tire. The tire wobbles off its bearing and the van tilts. The driver over-corrects toward the curb and crashes into a line of trees by the side of the road.

      Fox slides back in as I start hitting the brake. “Carefully,” he repeats, gesturing forward.

      I stop the car beside the van and throw my door open. “Yeah, yeah...”

      The side door on the van slides open before I can stand up, revealing one of the men who carried Lucy out of the club. He holds up a pistol at me, but a bullet pierces his forehead, dropping him to the ground.

      I look over to see Fox leaning out of his window again, rifle raised and smoking.

      “Now you’re just showing off,” I say.

      Fox hops out. “Check the driver.”

      “You check him.” I beeline toward the van, stepping over the lifeless body to peek inside the open door. “Lucy!” I shout, hoping to hear her voice again.

      Say something, Luce. Anything.

      The door on the other side flies open and one of the men limps out and runs off into the woods as fast as he can. Fox takes aim and fires a killing blow before he can disappear.

      “Driver looks unconscious,” he says, easing in to take a closer look.

      I see her lying on the floor against the back doors, her head obscured by that black hood they put on her. Cold, unmoving...

      “Lucy!”

      I climb inside, driven by one solitary need.

      “Lucy...”

      I lift her head and slowly loosen the hood to pull it off, revealing a head of short, blonde hair...

      It’s not Lucy.

      It’s her clothes. Her boots. Her body type, but...

      My chest aches. No, no, no...

      A crumpled piece of paper is pinned to her dress. I unfold it, finding a crude, handwritten message in blood-red ink.

      She’s my dancer now.

      “It’s not her,” I say aloud.

      They played us.

      “What?” Fox asks in the doorway.

      I press two fingers along her neck to feel for a pulse. She’s dead. Whoever this poor girl is, they killed her to make sure they got away with Lucy Vaughn.

      Why?

      A man groans in the front seat. I softly release the girl down to the floor and back out of the van, marching directly for the driver’s open window.

      He reaches into his jacket and palms a small pistol, but he doesn’t bother pointing it at me.

      He aims at his own head.

      “No—” I grab it, jerking it away as he pulls the trigger. It fires through the roof, missing his target. “I don’t think so.”

      I yank him out of the van, dropping him down to the concrete and kicking the gun from his hand. Another swift punch to the head knocks him cold and he goes limp on the ground.

      I need him alive.

      “Dante.”

      I turn to Fox. He’s knelt on the ground outside of the van with the dead man’s shirt raised to show his abdomen.

      A cobra tattoo dances from his pecs to his navel.

      I check the driver. He’s got the same tattoo.

      Snake Eyes.

      Sirens cry in the distance, quickly moving closer.

      “We’ve gotta go,” Fox says as he steps toward the unconscious driver behind me.

      I nod, somehow moving through the numb feeling taking me over from head-to-toe.

      Lucy. Christ, I’m sorry...

      We pick him up and drop him in the trunk, disarming him completely before shutting him in. I let Fox take the wheel as I process the grief in my bones.

      But the grief doesn’t last more than a minute.

      Anger swells in me, quickly becoming rage. They betrayed my family. They killed my brother and tried to do the same to my baby sister, but this…

      This is too fucking far.

      I stare straight ahead, craving so much more than blood.
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          Luka

        

      

    

    
      Gio Zappia.

      We make eye contact as our car races down the street with Dante inside. His face falls for a moment before his smirk crawls up his scarred face. So, that’s what’s different about him. That fall from the plane must have fucked up his face a little.

      I look forward to getting close enough to be sure.

      He turns on his heels and starts running down the street, trying to get lost in the sea of screaming, panicked tourists as they race away from the club.

      I quickly free my pistol from my ankle holster.

      “Luka...” Markov warns, knowing the look on my face.

      This is a crowded city street in the center of Moscow. If this turns south, even Markov and his many connections won’t be able to protect me from the local law enforcement.

      “I’m not letting him get away,” I say.

      I take off, breaking into a sprint to try and catch up with Gio. His shadow disappears around the corner and I grit my teeth, pushing myself harder. I can’t let him get away.

      I won’t let him get away.

      For my Sofia.

      I promised her vengeance. I will not fail her.

      I turn the corner, spotting Gio standing in the middle of the street. The city lights reflect off the black metal in his hands. I fall back as he fires two shots at me. More screams echo as people bolt in the opposite direction. I smile, thankful that Gio is stupid enough to make every possible innocent bystander avoid him like a plague.

      A man kneels beside me. I recognize the familiar tuft a silver-gray hair in my peripheral vision. Markov nods with his rifle clenched in his old hands. Loyal to a fault. Not that I ever doubted he wouldn’t follow me into this fight.

      I ease forward, careful of any cheap pop-shots, but Gio has already spun around and bolted down the street. We stand and run, more determined than ever to bring him down but there’s not much we can do but give chase. I can already hear sirens on the horizon, racing toward the center of the city from all directions. I could really use Fox’s sniper eye right about now, but I won’t dwell on what should be.

      I stop and raise my gun, holding my breath as I try to aim for Gio’s back. I fire off a shot, missing him by a short distance. He ducks on instinct, twisting around and spraying several shots with no real sense of aim or direction. I duck behind a car with Markov, listening to the damage as windows break and pedestrians continue screaming.

      Gio rushes off again, quickly heading into an alleyway at the end of the street. I charge after him, picking up my pace and Markov continues to follow close behind me until we reach the alley.

      I stop by the outer wall, gently tilting my gaze to look first just in case Gio is lying in wait. The alley appears clear. Panic rises in me. I lurch forward, driven by a need to find him, and another shot rings out from behind the dumpster at the far end by the fence.

      “Gio!” I shout, leaning back. “You’ve got nowhere to go.”

      “I’ve got more places to hide than you do, Lutrova!”

      His hand emerges again. I duck as another bullet fires in our direction.

      A car rolls up behind him and stops, the back door wide open for him. A man in black waves him inside and Gio springs from his hiding place to run toward it.

      I grit my teeth. I can’t let him leave.

      I leap out of hiding, raising my pistol and aiming for the back of his head.

      I pull the trigger and the gun clicks. I’m empty.

      The man in black holds up a rifle and aims down the barrel at me.

      “Luka!”

      Markov shoves me to the side as the bullet rings out. I tumble to the wall, nearly falling but I remain upright as Markov drops to his knees.

      The car door slams. I rush forward several steps as the tires peel out on the concrete.

      One glance backward stops me cold.

      Crimson blood pours from Markov’s eye.

      My heart lurches in my chest, memories of my father’s final moments flooding back to me.

      No.

      Not again.

      “Markov?”

      He bows forward. I kneel to grab him before he falls.

      “Markov!”

      I turn him over onto his back in the alleyway, thankful to still feel a bit of resistance in his muscles. He hasn’t gone limp yet, not like my father did. He’s fighting. He’s still here. He’s alive. He’s alive. He’s alive. He’s—

      “Luka...” he murmurs with one hand pressed hard against his face.

      I try to guide his hand. “Let me see—”

      “Go after him.”

      “I won’t leave you, Markov.”

      He refuses to let me check his wound, stubbornly brushing my hand away.

      A car squeals, halting on the street behind us. I grab Markov’s rifle off the ground, thinking it’s Gio come back to finish us off. I twist around and point it toward the black vehicle, my finger eagerly hugging the trigger.

      “Luka!” Fox shouts from the driver’s seat, barely audible over the shrieking sirens closing in. “Come on!”

      Dante hops out of the car and rushes around to help me with Markov. I lower my weapon and we each take one of Markov’s arms, pulling him off the ground and shoving him into the backseat.

      I slide in behind Markov as Dante rushes to get back into the passenger side. “Let me see,” I say again, taking hold of Markov’s wrist.

      Markov sits up and slowly pulls his hand away. I cringe at the deep, red gash above his left eye. It’s a graze. Not a pretty one, but... just a graze. If it had been one or two centimeters off...

      I would have lost another father.

      “You’ll be all right, Markov,” I say, breathing out.

      He yanks a cloth from his pocket and presses his hand over his eye again. “I know,” he says, shrugging with amusement. “This was nothing.”

      Luck. That’s what it was. Blind luck.

      I sit back, unable to find the same humor in it as my mentor does. My heart won’t stop pounding. I lay a hand on the car door to keep from jerking as Fox takes the corners at high speed. There are no cars around. No police giving chase behind us. Fox is good at getting lost.

      And so is Gio.

      “Lucy,” Markov says, glancing into the front seat. “Where’s our girl?”

      “She was taken,” Fox answers with a cautious eye on Dante. “We caught up to the van, but it wasn’t her inside.”

      Markov bows his head.

      “Snake Eyes,” Dante growls. “It was them.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “There’s one in the trunk,” he says. “I have a few questions for him...”

      “We’ll get her back, Dante,” Fox says, staring straight ahead at the road.

      Dante flexes his hard jawline.

      I tilt my head in thought. “Snake Eyes and Gio,” I say. “It can’t be coincidence.”

      “You think he’s still working with them?” Fox asks, though his tone shows that he already knows the answer.

      Of course, he is. After he hired assassins to invade my home, I invaded his. I told his father to his face that Gio was dead to him. Gio had nowhere else to go.

      And Snake Eyes would see him as a valuable ally.

      I roll my fists, losing my temper as I punch the side of the door three times. No one says a word. I wouldn’t care if they did.

      Gio walks the streets a free man. Snakes roam loose in Moscow.

      I stare at my torn, bleeding knuckles. My guts aching with regret.

      Please forgive me, lyubov’ moya.

      I failed you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      “One, two...”

      Lilah and I toss the body to the ground, resting him beside the long line of also-dead agents.

      I insisted on lining them up side-by-side as opposed to just piling them and setting them on fire... as Lilah would have preferred.

      Sure, they’re all horrible killers but they were just folk at some point. Someone’s brother. Someone’s son. Maybe even some fathers, if what Boxcar says is true.

      “Just one more,” Lilah says, turning back toward the house.

      I take a breath and wipe the sweat off my brow before following her inside. She heads straight toward the kitchen, her beady eyes locking on Boxcar at the living room table as we pass by him yet again. His fingers click along his laptop keyboard, concentration deep — yet frayed at the edges. The man came face-to-face with a gun and lived to speak of it. That alone is enough to rattle any man. Add in the identity of the man who held the gun and, well...

      He’s holding up better than I would be, that’s for sure.

      I kneel by the refrigerator, hooking my hands into the armpits of the man lying on the floor with two bullets through his eyes.

      Lilah grabs his legs and braces herself. “One, two...”

      We lift him up and begin carrying him out the way we came, blood spilling off his clothing onto the carpet. That’s gonna be hell to get out...

      “Hey, Slappy.”

      Boxcar glances up from his laptop as we pass by him.

      “You gonna help or what?” Lilah asks him.

      He laughs. “Y-no. You kill ‘em, you dump the bodies. This ain’t a you cook, I clean kind of deal, all right?”

      I sigh, way too tired for this shit. “You two...”

      Lilah drops the legs. “What are you even doing anyway?” she asks, ignoring me.

      Boxcar exhales hard. “Well, to start, I burrowed into the security mainframe and replaced their tech with my tech. Now, even if someone tries to remote into it from somewhere off-site, they can’t. Then, I wired the outdoor systems to send me immediate alerts. If anything larger than a squirrel moves within one-hundred feet of our perimeter, my phone lights up like the Fourth of July, or... Bastille Day, given the current locale. Lastly, when Myra caught me, she yanked my connection which knocked all the indoor cameras offline. I’m currently trying to get them back on from the top floor down. However, that means eventually going downstairs which I’m not exactly looking forward to as it’s currently populated by that raven-haired psycho bitch.”

      Lilah pauses and slowly raises a brow. “Not bad, Boxcar,” she says.

      He blinks at the compliment. “Thank you...”

      She bends over and grabs the dead man’s legs again, giving me a let’s go nod before tugging us both toward the back garden.

      “Now, was that so hard?” I ask as soon as we’re outside.

      “Was what so hard?”

      “Treating Sparky like a human being.”

      She scoffs. “He finally did something helpful. Whoop-di-doo.”

      “He led us here,” I remind her. “He got you inside, putting himself at great personal risk—”

      “Okay, fine. The kid’s not completely worthless.” We stop at the end of the line of bodies. “All right, drop him.”

      I release the torso and the dead man clunks to the grass with the rest of them. “Well, that’s done.” I gesture toward the pile of tarps and sheets. “Let’s get them covered up. No respect in leaving them out like this.”

      “Or...” Lilah slinks closer to me, “we can just skip that, go inside, and have hot sex in the shower while I rinse all this blood off.”

      I furrow my brow. “Good god, woman...”

      “What?”

      “Of all the times to be insatiable.”

      “Archer, if being surrounded by dead bodies kept me from having sex, I never would have lost my virginity.”

      She starts back toward the house, wiping her dirty hands on her jeans as she goes.

      “I wasn’t joking about that therapy,” I say. “It’ll be good for you!”

      Lilah waves a passive hand at me without breaking her stride.

      “And me...” I exhale to no one. “And our future children... which may not even happen.” I grab the tarp. “Hard to impregnate a woman if she lives on the other side of the world.”

      “Are you talking to yourself?”

      “Yes!” I shout as I lay the tarp over three of the men.

      “Well, hurry up. I’m hungry, too.”

      She disappears inside, drifting around the corner toward the kitchen.

      I drop my head, eying the dead bodies at my feet. Food is possibly the last thing on my mind. I’ll take the shower sex if I had to choose one.

      But there’s something I have to do first.

      I lay the rest of the sheets down, obscuring the bodies completely, before heading back inside. Boxcar looks up as I lock the door behind me, giving me a nod as passive and casual as Lilah’s wave.

      “So, this is our lives now,” I say.

      “Hey, we could be those guys out there,” he says with a shrug.

      I nod. He’s not wrong.

      “Aw, hell yeah!”

      Lilah sidles in from the kitchen and holds up a small pint of Rocky Road ice cream. “Myra’s a bitch but she’s got good taste.” She holds up two spoons and clinks them together. “Meet me upstairs, big guy?” she hints at me as she walks backward into the hallway.

      “All right, then,” I say with a sigh.

      She purses her lips and kisses the air as she leaves the room.

      I look down into Boxcar’s uncomfortable face. “You good?” I ask.

      “Yeah, I’ll, uh...” His nose curls. “I’ll find a couch on the ground floor to crash on... where all the people died. That seems… safer.”

      I pat his shoulder as I pass toward the basement door. “Try and get some sleep. You did a great job today.”

      “Oh, hey, you going down there first?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      He hands me a pen. “There’s a reset button on the cameras. Right on the bottom, you can’t miss it. There should be at least one in that room.”

      I tap the pen against my palm. “I can do that.”

      “That should give us eyes on her until morning. I’ll get the rest of the cameras down there back online then, but...” he peeks at the door, “I think we’ll all feel better if we can see that one overnight.”

      I nod in agreement and open the basement door.

      I continue down the stairs. Lights dim behind me as I walk through the shadowed hallways, going all the way back to the unfinished room on the left. The only unfinished room in the house, from what I’ve seen. Though, I don’t blame them.

      There’s no sense in finishing a room solely meant for making people bleed.

      I stop in the doorframe and look at her. Myra Black. Hair as black as her eyes. Skin as pale as freshly fallen snow. A regular Snow White... if there’s some alternate universe version where the Evil Queen raises her as her own and the two of them stab the woodsman to death, cackling all the while.

      I bound her here in the same way I bound Lilah in my trailer just two weeks ago. Resting forward on the table, hands and legs fastened with every chain or cuff I could find. The chain is wrapped tightly around the table legs, which are bolted to the floor. She’s not going anywhere, just like Lilah didn’t.

      I step in and pass the table with the pen Boxcar gave me. I spot a camera in the corner, just like he said there would be, and reach up to feel for the tiny reset button on the bottom.

      “I knew it.”

      A little red light turns on in the camera’s right corner. Should be good to go, Sparky.

      I shift back to find Myra staring up at me, her cheek resting against the table.

      “Knew what?” I ask.

      She flashes a weak smile. “I knew you were into some kinky shit.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t you ever quit?”

      “I’m just saying. A handsome guy like you.” She jingles her chains against the table leg. “An affinity for tying up girls. Lilah’s one lucky lady.”

      “Never pegged you for the envious type.”

      “I never pegged you either... but I’m in if you are.”

      I ignore it. “Last call for the night.”

      She coos. “Are you here to spoon-feed me some pudding?”

      “No, I was gonna offer you a bucket,” I say. “Don’t rightly care to feed you at all.”

      “Well, that’s not very humane.”

      “Interesting observation coming from the likes of you.”

      “Oh, please.” Her eyes roll. “You don’t kill. You capture,” she mocks. “Seem to be a bit in the gray area when it comes to watching your girlfriend go on killing sprees.”

      “Lilah’s gonna do what Lilah’s gonna do,” I say. “And the only one stopping her from doing whatever she’s gonna do to you is me, so...” I place a hand on the table by her head and lean forward. “Do you need a bucket?”

      “No,” she answers, her voice hard. “I’m good.”

      I step back. “Sleep tight, then.”

      “Archer.”

      I pause in the doorway.

      “It’s not too late, you know...” she says, her eyes glossed with sympathy. “Maybe for her, but not for you and me—”

      “Save it, you insidious twat.”

      Her jaw drops as I flick off the light.

      I head back to the stairs and I pause halfway up, feeling a vibration deep in the pocket of my jeans. I reach in for my phone and answer it as soon as I see Dante’s name.

      “Please tell me you’re on your way, mate,” I say, lingering on the stairs.

      “Not quite,” he answers, his tone heavy and tired. “Is Lilah with you?”

      “No, she’s upstairs getting...” I stop myself from saying too much. There are some things a big brother doesn’t need to know about his baby sister. “Getting some sleep,” I say.

      “Good. Arch, I need to tell you something and you need to keep it quiet. Can you do that?”

      “Of course.”

      A deep groan echoes in the background. A man in agony. I recoil instinctively.

      “The job we did for Lutrova tonight went south,” Dante says. “Lucy’s gone. She’s been taken.”

      My stomach turns. “By who?” I ask.

      “Gio Zappia.”

      “What would he want with her?”

      Another painful shriek rattles my ears.

      “We’re working on that,” he says. “So far, we haven’t gotten much. This squad was kept in the dark. They didn’t even know they were sent on a possible suicide mission against me and Fox. They were just a transport team. There’s only one person I know who could connect the dots.”

      I look back down the stairs. “And we’ve got her tied up here.”

      “Archer, if Lilah finds out about Lucy...”

      “It’s going to be a lot harder keeping her from ripping Myra’s tongue out,” I say with a nod.

      “Myra needs to be questioned but I don’t trust Lilah to do it. Her state of mind right now...”

      “I agree.”

      “I know protecting Myra is probably low on your list of priorities.”

      I breathe a heavy laugh. “You ain’t kidding.”

      “But...” He exhales, pain in his throat.

      “It’s Lucy,” I say for him. “I’ll do everything I can, Dante.”

      “Myra is a master manipulator and Lilah’s just vulnerable enough to fall for it. Keep Lilah away from her. I don’t care how you do it.”

      “I’m sure I can think of something.”

      “I’ll keep you posted.”

      He hangs up and I drop the phone back into my pocket.

      Lucy Vaughn. The lover of the man who murdered Gio’s brothers. I didn’t want to point out the obvious — Dante’s surely realized it by now. There’s a clear motive here.

      The question isn’t why. It’s where.

      And how much longer she has left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been here before. That dark, cold look in Dante’s eyes is more than a little familiar. It’s not a headspace I ever want to experience again. I’ve spent the last few months making sure I never do.

      Every waking hour. Hell, even when I manage to sleep at all, I’m plagued by nightmares.

      Dani with Mercer’s gun to her head. A knife to her throat. My hands stained with her blood as she struggles to stay alive in the backseat of that car. To this day, I still can’t wash it off. Not completely.

      All a man ever wants to do is protect his woman. No matter the cost.

      For men like me and Dante, that cost is our humanity. Judging by the screaming coming from this warehouse, his is ripping apart at the seams. I can’t say he’s in the wrong.

      If it were Dani...

      I walk down the road from the warehouse and look up into the Russian night sky. We’re far outside the city, so the stars show easily. It’s a nice view. On one hand, it’s pleasant and hopeful. On the one other, it’s the perfect, secluded spot to do what needs to be done.

      The agent lets out a scream from the center of the warehouse. I keep walking toward the tree line, getting as far away from the crumbling humanity as I can.

      When I hear her, I don’t want to hear that, too.

      I find a quiet spot and lean back against a solid tree. My fingers twitch around my phone with hesitation, though I’m not sure what I’m so nervous about. I’m just a guy calling his girlfriend.

      Totally normal.

      I dial the number. My thumb hovers over the send button for a few seconds before I finally push it and raise the phone to my ear. It rings three times, each one like a stake digging deeper into my heart.

      “Hello?”

      I exhale, closing my eyes. Just two little syllables and I’m already gone. “Hey,” I say.

      “Fox?” Dani says with a bit more enthusiasm. “Is that you?”

      “Yeah,” I answer. “It’s me.”

      “Are you okay?” she asks, sensing my tone. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. I...”

      I hesitate, wondering how much I should say. Should I mention Lucy? Should I tell her about the failed mission or about the man strapped to a chair a half-mile away from me?

      “I just needed to hear your voice,” I say instead.

      “Are you coming home?” she asks.

      “No,” I say. “Not yet. We still have... a lot to do. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” She takes a long, quiet breath. “What time is it over there?”

      “Just before midnight, I think.”

      “Almost two in the afternoon here. Did you find your Russian friend?”

      “We did. We, uh...” I chuckle once. “They kidnapped us at the airport. Almost got executed.”

      “You almost got what?”

      “It’s all right. The hangman and I go way back.”

      Thankfully, she lets out a short laugh. “I’m sure I’ll find that funny someday... maybe.”

      “How about you and Caleb?” I ask. “Are you doing okay?”

      “We’re fine. Keeping our heads down on the road, just like you taught me to,” she says.

      Something about that makes me smile. “Good.”

      “Fox...”

      “Yeah?”

      “Did you know she was pregnant?”

      “Ahh...” I chuckle. “Box told me yesterday morning after I left. That’s why she stayed behind.”

      She exhales hard. “Wow.”

      “Yeah, wow.”

      “She’s... not taking it well.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean... she’s a little freaked out. Understandably. Holding up better than I would be, all things considered...” She goes quiet for a second. “Listen, Fox, I...”

      I shift on my feet, digging my toe into the dirt. “What is it?”

      “Do you want to have kids?” she asks. “Caleb said something about her kids growing up with your kids, but we had never really talked about... kids.”

      I bite my cheek. “I told her what I had to tell her to get her to stay behind, Dani. It wasn’t safe for her to be here.”

      “So... you don’t?”

      I open my mouth to answer but I close it again, bouncing between yes and no. Maybe someday and never at all.

      “Do you?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. Do you?”

      I laugh with her, defeating the tension. “I’ve wanted a lot of things,” I say. “Never really got much of it. Always figured kids would be on that list, too.”

      “Wasn’t I on that list once?” she asks.

      My lips twitch. “You were. Yeah.”

      “We don’t need to decide now,” she says. “Even if we did want... there’s still a lot more to do before then. Right?”

      “Right,” I say. “Dani.”

      “Yeah, Fox?”

      “I want a life with you,” I say. “If kids happen, then they happen. If they don’t, then they don’t. I don’t care what that life looks like, as long as I have you. All right? No pressure.”

      “I feel the same way,” she says. “I love you so much, Fox.”

      I close my eyes again, immersing myself in her. If I could find a way to cling to this feeling... maybe I could keep my humanity just a little bit longer.

      “I love you, too,” I say.

      Something knocks twice in the background.

      “That’s Caleb,” Dani says. “She went to check us out and turn in the room key, so I’ve gotta go...” She breathes out, not wanting to go. “Thank you for calling. I know you might not have wanted to...”

      “I wanted to,” I say. “I needed to.”

      “Stay strong for me.”

      I chuckle. “You stole my line.”

      “You let me handle the lines,” she says. “You handle the guns.”

      “Sounds fair.” I linger a second longer in the moment. “Be safe.”

      “You, too. Bye, Fox.”

      “Bye, Dani.”

      She hangs up. I look into the starry night again. I felt so weak before when I began that call, but now I feel strong. Dani is strong. She didn’t sound terrified or on the brink of tears like I feared she would be. She’s tough and capable. Calm and steady...

      Or she’s just that good of an actress.

      I head back over to the warehouse, the silent night fading with each step I take. The closer I get, the louder the screaming becomes. The harder it is to cling to Dani… to my humanity.

      The door slides open and Dante shuffles out. He kicks a rock down the dirt road in anger. I slip my phone back into my pocket before he can see it.

      “He say anything else?” I ask.

      He wipes the sweat off his brow. “Just more of what we already know,” he says. “Gio was here making connections for the Boss to undermine the Russian network but nothing else about...” His voice fades.

      About Lucy.

      “Let Yuri take over here,” I say. “We’ll go to Paris. Try and get some sleep on the way—”

      “No, Fox.”

      “You’re no good to her like this, Dante.”

      He frowns. “Excuse me?”

      “They planned this,” I say. “They know us. They know everything about us. Our strengths, weaknesses. Mercer went after Dani because he knew what it would do to me... and they took Lucy because they knew what it’d do to you.”

      “What do you suggest I do, Fox?” he asks, angry and cold. “Run away? Go into hiding? Grow a beard?”

      “Save it.”

      “For what?”

      “The weakness of my enemy is my strength,” I quote our old squad leader. “The Boss isn’t just a phantom anymore. We know her name, where she lives. Who her family is.” I take a step forward. “Save it for Myra, Dante.”

      He raises his head and I catch a little more sense entering his eyes.

      Yuri walks out of the warehouse with a groan. “Well, he’s unconscious,” he says as he adjusts the rolled sleeves of his shirt. “Might be a while before we can go again.”

      I look at Dante. “What do you want to do?” I ask.

      Dante turns and scratches the back of his head. “I want to burn this fucking city to the ground until I find her.”

      “They’d be gone by now,” I say.

      “The country, then.”

      “Dante.”

      He exhales hard and stares at the ground. “We’ll go to Paris,” he says. “Meet up with the others and talk to Myra.”

      “Can you get us a flight out?” I ask Yuri.

      “I’ll call my brother,” he answers. “We can have you in the air within an hour, give or take.”

      Dante keeps his head low and doesn’t say a word as he turns to walk off, heading for the car parked at the far end of the warehouse.

      Yuri looks at me, his expression soft and sympathetic with tiny drops of blood on his brow. “Nik and I will stay here with the snake,” he says. “I’m sure once Markov is patched up, he’ll be out here, too. I’ll keep you updated if we get anything more.”

      “Thank you.” I nod and follow Dante toward the car.

      It’s easy for me to act the rational man here. I’m on the outside looking in. But if it were me.

      If it were Dani...

      There would be a hell of a lot more blood on my brow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      My heart skips in my chest.

      My god, how much I love this man.

      Somehow, in the brief flash of the moment, I see it all. I picture exactly what marriage to Fox Fitzpatrick will look like. The two of us in an eternal embrace. The way it was meant to be... for the rest of our days.

      The happy feeling lingers after we hang up. Just a little longer and we’ll be free. Just a little longer and he’ll be my husband.

      Another knock taps the door and I wipe the tear from my cheek.

      “Sorry, Caleb,” I say as I cross the room. “I’m coming.”

      I open the door and pause at the unfamiliar face outside.

      The woman startles at the sudden movement and lays a frail hand against her chest. She chuckles warmly, showing wrinkles around her eyes.

      “Oh, good. Someone else is here...” she says.

      I casually lean to obscure most of my face behind the door. “Can I help you?” I ask.

      “I’m so sorry to bother you, but...” she turns and points to a powder blue car across the lot, “are you traveling with a first aid kit, by chance?”

      “Uh...”

      “My son, he...” she shakes her head disapprovingly, “he’s got a bit of a scratch and he just won’t stop picking at it. I could use a bandage, perhaps even some alcohol wipes if you’ve got some to spare.”

      I hesitate before taking a step back. “I think there’s a kit in the bathroom. I can check.”

      “I would appreciate it so much, dear.”

      I smile and turn toward the bathroom. The woman lingers outside while I walk across the room.

      “Beautiful weather you’ve got here,” she says, killing time.

      “Yeah,” I say as I open the bathroom cabinets. There’s a small kit inside, white and plastic with a red cross sticker on the top. “First time in Las Vegas?”

      “Oh, no,” she says. “My kids and I come a few times a year. Bit of a family tradition.”

      “Sounds like fun.”

      I nod and carry the kit out into the main room, pausing in place when I see that she’s let herself in. She stands by the bed, her curious eyes gazing around.

      I pop the kit open, finding several small bandages but nothing else. I walk over slowly and hold out the kit to her. “Take all you need,” I say. “There’s not much, but...”

      The woman sighs with gratitude as she slides a few bandages out. “Thank you so much. I know better, I just forgot to restock the kit we keep in the trunk...”

      I wave a hand. “It’s no problem. You’re very welcome.”

      She pauses and studies my face. “I’m sorry, are you that girl...?”

      I look down, biting my cheek. “What girl?”

      “I knew you looked familiar!” She grins. “You’re the girl from those Trial movies, aren’t you?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “But I get that a lot...”

      “Oh, don’t you worry.” She mimes a key to her mouth in understanding. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      I chuckle awkwardly.

      “A girl like you...” she says, “hanging around a dirty place like this? Must be hiding from something.”

      “No, I—”

      “I don’t blame you at all!” She laughs. “Everywhere you go, everything you do. People just following you around, snapping photos. Must be an absolute nightmare. That’s no way for a young girl to live.”

      I hold my breath, eying the door. “Right.”

      “Though, I suppose, it has its perks. Beauty and wealth go a long way in this world.” Her head tilts. “But I don’t have to tell you that. You’re... oh, forgive me. Rocky? Robbie?”

      “Roxie,” I answer.

      “Yes.” She smiles. “Roxie Roberts. My son was utterly obsessed with you.”

      I clear my throat and gesture to the bandages in her hand. “Speaking of, you should probably get those to him...”

      “I told him it was just jealousy.” Her face hardens. “She’s nothing to get bent out of shape about but he couldn’t let you go. Just kept picking at it and picking at it until one day...”

      I freeze as her eyes land on my cheek.

      “He couldn’t let it go,” she says just above a whisper. “He couldn’t let him go...”

      “Dani, get away from her.”

      I twitch toward the open doorway to find Caleb standing there with a pistol aimed at the woman’s head.

      “Caleb—”

      The woman grabs my neck, her grip surprisingly tight and strong. She shoves me backward, pinning me against the dresser as my instincts spark to fight back. I try to shove her away, but I halt with dread as a cold knife digs into my throat.

      “Come inside, Ms. Fawn,” the woman says, her voice steady and calm.

      “Let her go,” Caleb barks with her finger on the trigger.

      “I’d put that down if I were you. My agents are quite protective of me and you have very pretty eyes. I’d hate to see them splattered along the walls.”

      I gasp as a man appears in the doorway behind Caleb and points a gun to the back of her head.

      “No, wait, please...” I say, fearing the worst. “Please, she’s pregnant.”

      “Dani.”

      I ignore Caleb, trying to keep the woman’s violent focus on me instead. “Don’t hurt her, please,” I beg. “Please…”

      Her hard face never shifts as she eyes Caleb. “Put the gun down, Ms. Fawn,” she says slowly. “I hadn’t planned on killing two people today, but I won’t hesitate to kill three... if I have to.”

      Caleb’s stance falters as she hesitates. We make eye contact and I urge her to do as the woman says. She slowly lowers the gun to her side and the man behind her snatches it from her hand.

      “Now…” the woman smiles, “do close the door and take a seat in the chair. This won’t take long.”

      I shake with fear as Caleb slowly walks inside, followed closely by the man in black. He closes the door behind them and puts his back to it.

      The blade grazes my skin. “Just so we’re all on the same page here,” the woman says. “Ms. Fawn, would you kindly inform Ms. Roberts who I am?”

      Caleb lowers into the chair by the window. “You’re Marilyn Black,” she says.

      My eyes grow wider and Marilyn smiles at me.

      “Yes, that’s right,” she says, her gaze locked on mine. “You met my son, Mercer. Is that correct?”

      I swallow hard, sensing the same cruelty behind her smile as he had. “Yes.”

      Marilyn lowers the blade to her side and takes a step back. “Ms. Roberts...” She sits down on the edge of the bed. “I do believe I owe you an apology. On my son’s behalf, I mean.”

      I stay standing, my backside pressed against the dresser. “Why?”

      She softens, amused. “He did cause some physical damage, did he not? When I saw what he was up to — on live television no less, well... you can understand why a mother might feel some embarrassment for their child’s behavior. That’s not how I raised my boy to settle disputes, but boys will be boys, as they say.”

      I look at Caleb as her brow furrows.

      “I have a question for you,” Marilyn says, tapping her knife against her thigh. “I think I already know the answer but... if you wouldn’t mind giving a mother some closure, I would greatly appreciate it. Is my son dead, Ms. Roberts?”

      I eye the man at the door, tall and brutal. Even if I could overtake Marilyn, there’s no way I’d get past him.

      “Yes,” I answer her. “Mercer is dead.”

      Marilyn’s face softens. She looks down, her eyes bright with unfallen tears. “Well...” She takes in a sharp breath and composes herself. “As I expected. Thank you.”

      I nod. If this were anyone else, I might offer a condolence or two, but I stay quiet.

      She pats the bed beside her. “Do sit down, dear.”

      I hesitate.

      “I said, sit down.”

      I flinch at the sudden shift in her tone. Even her eyes look a shade darker than they were before. I ease forward and sit down on the bed beside her.

      “Would you tell me how he died?” she asks.

      “Uh, he...” I look at the knife resting on her knee. “He was shot.”

      “By you?”

      “No.” I look down as my shoulder twinges. “Fox shot him.”

      “Where?” She cracks a smile as I lean back. “Excuse my morbid curiosity but when you’re a mother, perhaps you’ll understand. You experienced my son’s final moments. I would like to know what they were like.”

      “He...” A lump grows in my throat. “Mercer took me hostage,” I say. “He held me at gunpoint and Fox... pointed a rifle at us.”

      I bite down, trying to hold back tears as memories of blood and pain come roaring back.

      Marilyn pats my arm. “I imagine that was quite traumatic for you but please continue.”

      I shudder at her dark eyes. That was not a request.

      “Fox couldn’t get a clear shot at Mercer. So, he told me to close my eyes,” I say as a tear falls down my cheek. “He shot me instead.”

      Her jaw drops. “Really?”

      “The bullet went through my shoulder...” I pause, “and hit Mercer in the heart. Fox saved my life and... we left him to bleed to death.”

      She takes a moment. “Alone?” she finally asks.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      Her eyes land on my shoulder. “May I?” she asks, reaching out to me.

      She doesn’t give me a chance to say no. She pushes my shirt to the side to reveal the scar on my shoulder, still pink around the edges of torn skin. I try not to move but I can’t stop the tremors shaking me to the core as her fingers graze the closed wound. Her touch is rough and cold and as dry as sandpaper.

      “You shared blood with my boy,” she whispers. “For one second in time...” She releases my shirt and sits back. “Thank you for telling me, Ms. Roberts.”

      She rises off the bed and I exhale slowly, happy to be out of range of her knife. Marilyn paces in the other direction with her hands folded behind her back, the knife still clutched in her hand.

      I wipe my cheeks, willing the painful memories to go away. Re-living that nightmare again... is this how Fox feels all the time? Does he think about pulling that trigger every time he looks at me?

      “Don’t even think about it, Ms. Fawn.”

      I flinch at Caleb in the corner, catching her as she inches toward her duffel bag.

      “Byron, please...” Marilyn turns back around to face the room. “Restrain Ms. Fawn and take her to the car. We don’t want her causing any further trouble.”

      The man makes his way toward Caleb. I stare her down, silently urging her not to fight him.

      “Ms. Roberts.”

      I cower as Marilyn stands over me again.

      “Give me your hand,” she says.

      I can barely move, frozen in fear. My right hand twitches up but she reaches down and grabs my left instead.

      She focuses on the engagement ring on my finger. “Hmm,” she hums. “That’s beautiful.”

      She twists my wrist, positioning my palm upward. I try to pull away, but she tightens her grip and lays the knife against my palm.

      “I would sedate you, but…” she presses down, breaking skin, “I really want this to hurt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            #7 Endless Love

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Marilyn

        

      

    

    
      Don’t you just love it when a plan comes together?

      My father always said that patience was the greatest of virtues. As I stand here, surrounded by the disappointed faces of my enemies, I realize that he was right all along.

      I’ve waited long enough for this.

      But, as always, this is no time to get complacent. There are still miles to go before sweet sleep.

      And I will rest soundly knowing Fitzpatrick and his gang of animals are buried six feet under my rose bushes.

      “Everything is ready, Boss.”

      I smile as I glide across the dirty casino floor. “Thank you, Byron,” I say.

      Whimpering girls. Blood-splattered faces. Fire and destruction.

      Such a beautiful sight.

      I walk past the bar toward the card table at the front. As I draw closer, I feel positively giddy. Three little men all in a line, each one mere minutes away from…

      Well, let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves.

      The death of one’s enemies should be savored.

      Every single moment.

      My father was right about that, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      Sergei pauses, his steady, gloved hands halting above Markov’s face.

      “Hold still, Markov. And you…” He eyes me with annoyance over the rims of his glasses. “Stop giving him booze.”

      I snatch the vodka bottle from Markov’s blood-stained hand and set it on the desk behind me next to the computers.

      “Sorry,” I say. “Doctor’s orders.”

      Markov scoffs. “You’d think a doctor would let his patient have painkillers…”

      “You can drink yourself silly when I’m done stitching you up,” Sergei says, his needle pointing toward Markov’s left eye. “Until then, stop fidgeting or I’ll blind you.”

      Markov settles onto his bench, looking annoyed. “Where’s the snake now?” he asks me.

      “The warehouse,” I answer. “Nik and Yuri have already started on him.”

      “Good,” he says, wincing as Sergei draws the needle through his skin again. “Tell them to leave a piece for me.”

      I nod. “Hopefully, it won’t take long to get information out of him.”

      Markov chuckles. “These snakes sing like birds. Always have.”

      “It’s not that easy…”

      “Just start carving out their balls. Works every time.”

      A feminine chuckle breaks the tension.

      “I can’t say that’s the strangest thing I’ve ever heard walking in here,” Sofia says as she passes through the doorway.

      “My apologies, Miss Sofia,” Markov says. “Watching my language in front of the women has never been my strong suit.”

      “It’s all right.” She pauses by the bench and sighs at his wound. “There must be some angels out there who don’t mind your language, Markov.”

      He smirks. “It only takes one.”

      I brush a hand along her arm. “You should be sleeping,” I say.

      “On a night like this?” She shakes her head. “Who could? Even Lucian is tossing.”

      I breathe out. It’s far too early for my son to have sleepless nights.

      Sergei pulls the line taut and snips it with his scissors. “And you’re finished,” he says.

      I extend the bottle toward Markov again and he happily grabs it.

      “Take it easy for a few days, old man,” Sergei scolds him. “No excessive blinking — or your eyeball might fall out.”

      Markov gives a dark laugh. “Could be worse, dah?”

      “It could always be worse,” I say. “Doesn’t mean it’s not bad.”

      He raises the bottle. “Don’t forget who taught you that, Luka.”

      “You should follow your own lessons.”

      “Markov!”

      My mother rushes in from the hallway wearing nothing but her blue robe and slippers. She brushes past me and Sofia to stand by the bench next to Markov. She studies the fresh stitches above his eye, her frightened face turning an even starker shade of white.

      “Oh, you…” She sighs angrily at him. “You stupid bastard!”

      “I’m all right,” he says calmly.

      Her eyes swell with tears. “No, you are not all right. This is not all right! I cannot lose you, too.”

      I take a quick step forward. “Ma—?”

      Sofia grabs my hand, stopping me.

      Markov cups my mother’s face to comfort her. “It was either me or your boy, Nina,” he says. “I’d do it again.”

      A tear tumbles down her cheek. “Markov…” she whispers.

      “Shh.”

      He pulls her closer and kisses her on the lips.

      I blink in stunned confusion as Sofia guides me backward.

      My mother collapses and Markov cradles her, leaving soft kisses on her forehead as she sobs against his chest.

      “Luka…” Sofia whispers, drawing me out into the hallway.

      I turn away from them to look at her. “What is…”

      She raises a single knowing brow.

      I pause, taking one last look into the room. “Oh,” I say.

      My mother… and Markov?

      “Let’s give them some privacy,” she whispers.

      I nod slowly as she squeezes my hand and takes me a little further down the hall. As we walk in silence, the shadows grow heavier around me. We climb the stairs slowly, each step making my shoulders sink deeper. I realize that she’s leading me toward the master suite.

      I stop my stride. “Sofia…”

      She turns to look at me, her soft, gorgeous face just barely visible in the dark corridor. “Yes?” she asks.

      My lip trembles. “I’m so sorry,” I say. “I couldn’t...”

      “Luka, it’s all right.”

      She rests her warm hand on my cheek, but I look away. A man unworthy.

      “I let him go,” I admit. “I saw Markov bleeding and I couldn’t—” I drop to my knees before her and wrap my arms around her delicate waist. “Forgive me, please,” I beg.

      “Luka,” she says, her hands on my head. “My love...”

      I bury my face in her dress, holding her tighter in case she rejects me. “I’m so sorry,” I say again. “I failed you.”

      “No.” Sofia slowly lowers down, resting on her knees to face me. “Luka, you saved me,” she says, smiling softly.

      I close my eyes, still unable to meet hers. “But I should have—”

      “There is not a day that passes by that I’m not in awe of what you’ve done for me,” she says. “And for our son. You gave us life... and for that, you could never fail me, Luka Lutrova.”

      She cups my face, guiding me to raise my head.

      “We’ll get him,” she says. “Maybe not tonight. Or tomorrow. But...” She presses her lips against my cheek, pursing lightly before shifting to the other side and planting a second kiss there, too. “Giovani’s days are numbered in this world. He’s just a man.”

      “And what am I?”

      “You’re the man I chose,” she answers. “I looked into your eyes once and the Zappias could never break me. I loved you, then and now...”

      I kiss her lips, unable to hold back. “Sofia,” I whisper.

      “And I will love you for thousands of tomorrows.”

      I pull her even closer and she falls into my embrace. Her arms crawl around me, sparking goosebumps along my skin. I immerse myself in the comfort of her. I let the memories of this cruel night fade away as I scoop her off the floor and carry her into our bedroom.

      Sofia. My beautiful Sofia.

      She slides from my hands to sit on the edge of the bed, instantly leaning in close to kiss my stomach as she unzips my pants. I close my eyes, letting my other senses take hold of me. The pleasant scent of her hair. Her soft touch and the warmth of her breath on my skin. Quiet, gentle moans as she opens her mouth to me. I grow hard quickly as she works me in and out, her smooth, wet tongue coaxing my blood to pump south.

      I groan for her, my hand resting on the back of her neck. She takes her time, tasting every inch of my cock and I bite my tongue, wanting so badly to taste her, too.

      I lean over to guide her down, but Sofia pushes against it. Instead, she takes my hand and leads me onto my back.

      She stands and slides her dress off her shoulders. It drops to the floor, along with her panties, and I admire her beautiful, porcelain skin as she climbs onto the bed and straddles me.

      “Shh,” she whispers, her wet lips touching mine. “Let me comfort you, Luka.”

      I submit to her. I lie down, allowing her to do as she pleases. She reaches between us, gripping my dick in her strong fingers and sliding it between her willing folds.

      I enter her and she smiles in the dark. Pleasure takes me more and more with every smooth buck of her hips. She reaches for my hands and places them on her breasts. Her soft, breathy moans come faster. I fall to pieces beneath her beauty. My Sofia. Forever and always.

      I gasp, feeling wave-after-wave of heat tempting my release. I feel her body again, from her hips to her breasts and back down to her throbbing clit. She tries to stop me at first, to make this moment for me and my comfort, but my pleasure is linked with hers. There is nothing in this world I find more pleasurable than satisfying my wife.

      I keep the pressure firm as she grinds a little harder, a little faster. Her chest heaves. She loses herself, falling forward and she lays her palms on my chest to keep her balance.

      I grit my teeth, feeling climax take hold as her pussy clenches around me. I pull her down for a hard kiss, smothering the deep moan as it spills off her tongue. We come together, our hearts and bodies dissolving into one.

      Sofia collapses, her warm breath grazing my skin as she lowers down to lie beside me. Without a word, she turns onto her back and raises her arm, gently pulling me in. I lay my head on her breast. Her steady heart pounds against my ear.

      She kisses my forehead and runs her fingers through my hair; one last, warm show of comfort before my eyes close on their own and sweet sleep takes me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      Luka’s head grows heavy and I know he’s finally fallen asleep. Soon, the others will come for him. There’s still so much to be done but I want him to be ready. Ten minutes of deep, relaxing sleep in my arms isn’t too much for a wife to ask for.

      I catch the shadows moving beneath the door and I sigh.

      On second thought, maybe it might be.

      I move slowly, guiding Luka to rest on the pillows as I slide out from under him. I grab my robe off the nightstand, quickly wrapping it around my shoulders and hoping I get to the door in time before they knock.

      I silently open it to find Fox standing in the hallway.

      “Fox,” I whisper as I step out and close the door behind me.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his eyes straying to my robe. “I didn’t mean to interrupt—”

      “No, it’s fine. Are you all right?”

      He pauses, hesitating as he exhales a deep breath. “Dante and I are leaving but I wanted to say goodbye to you before I go.”

      I smile. “I would have been offended if you didn’t.”

      “We didn’t get a chance to talk much,” he says. “Maybe when all of this is over, we can find the time.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “And...” he shifts on his feet, “I wanted to apologize to you for how things went tonight. I know how much catching Gio means to you. I’m sorry I didn’t kill him before... back then.”

      “It’s not your fault, Fox,” I say. “I often curse myself for not killing him in his sleep when I had the chance.”

      “I’m going to keep looking. This isn’t over yet, Sofia—”

      The bedroom door opens behind me. I startle as Luka steps out wearing nothing but his unbuttoned pants.

      “Yes, it is,” he says, staring Fox down. “You’ve said your goodbyes, Fox. Now you should go.”

      I blink in confusion. “Luka?”

      Fox’s face falls with shame. “Look, Luka—”

      “I expected it from Dante,” Luka says over him. “He abandoned his promise to take down Gio, but I didn’t expect it from you.”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      Luka takes a step forward, planting himself between me and Fox. “If you had been there, watching like you were supposed to be, then Markov wouldn’t have been hit.”

      “And Lucy? What about her?”

      “I don’t care about her.”

      I reach for Luka’s arm. “What has gotten into you?”

      “You are no longer welcome here, Fox Fitzpatrick,” he says.

      My jaw drops. “Luka!”

      “No, it’s fine,” Fox says, calm and steady. “I understand.” He takes a step back and my heart twists in my chest. “Goodbye, Sofia. It was nice to see you again.”

      He turns and heads down the hall to the stairs.

      I look at Luka, hoping the expression on my face is enough to make him take it all back but he ignores me. He walks back into the bedroom, leaving the door open for me, but I stand still, utterly torn between them. My husband and my friend. A soulmate and a kindred spirit. Two soldiers on the battlefield of a war I started.

      I step back into the bedroom, dropping my robe as I reach for my dress.

      “Sofia, what are you doing?” Luka asks from across the room.

      I pull my dress up my body, hooking the sleeves onto my shoulders. “I’m going with them,” I answer.

      He jerks his head at me. “You’re what?”

      I step into my shoes. “I’m going with them,” I repeat.

      “With Fox and Dante?”

      “Yes.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      I head for the door again but Luka bolts forward to cut me off.

      “Sofia—!”

      “We are this close,” I seethe, “and you turn your back on our most valuable ally?”

      “He could have ended this tonight,” Luka argues. “He chose them instead.”

      “I would have made the same choice,” I say, refusing to blink. “Lucy was an innocent and she needed his help. Even you made the same choice once.”

      He tilts his head. “That wasn’t—”

      “I’m going to see this through,” I say. “When they find Lucy, we find Gio. That much is certain.”

      I yank the door open and I step around Luka into the hallway.

      “Sofia, wait.”

      I pause between our room and the stairs, digging my heels into the carpet as his face fills with annoyance.

      He nods. “I will go with them and you—”

      I continue toward the stairwell.

      “All right! Wait...”

      I stop mid-stride and he deflates. A man defeated.

      “We will go with them,” he corrects.

      I smile, nodding once in victory. “Good.”

      Luka shakes his head, a bit of pride showing through his bright, gray eyes. “You truly are sinister sometimes, you know that?” he says.

      “I’m a Lutrova woman,” I say, crossing my arms. “I get shit done.”

      He smirks and returns to the room to fetch his shirt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I wish I were a better father.

      I dare say I do better than some, that rotten gutter rat Gio obviously included, but still, I can do more. I can be more present. I can read more stories, cook more meals. Someday soon, I will be.

      That is my promise to you, Lucian.

      He stirs in his bed in the dark, drawn to me as I’ve always been to him. He opens his tired eyes and looks at me kneeling beside his nightstand.

      “Is it morning, Papa?” he whispers.

      I shake my head. “No, Lucian,” I say, reaching out to run my fingers along his scalp. “Go back to sleep.”

      “You finish the story?”

      I smile. “Only if you sleep,” I say. “Okay?”

      “Okay.” He shifts excitedly as I tuck him back in.

      “Close your eyes now.”

      Lucian does as he’s told and settles against his pillow.

      “V kakom-to tsarstve,” I begin, “v nekotorom gosudarstve, tsar' zhil...”

      I recall the tale from memory, making up and filling in the bits I can’t quite remember. I soon reach the climax of the story and let my voice fade to a whisper without finishing it. He doesn’t object, having fallen back to sleep long before the ending but I wasn’t ready to leave his side just yet.

      That’s often the case whenever I sneak in here late at night to watch him sleep soundly after a long night of doing what I do. Moments like these, when my son is safe and warm and happy, and my wife is right down the hall waiting for me… they make all of this worth it.

      “I love you, Lucian,” I whisper as I stand.

      After this trip, I’ll be home more. I’ll be here to tuck you in and I’ll be here to make your breakfast when you wake up.

      After this, I am done.

      I will not miss another day of your life.

      I missed so much before I brought you and Sofia home. I missed you growing inside of her. I missed your first cry. Your first steps. Your first words. I have so few regrets in this life but my absence in your first few years makes my heart bleed.

      I will miss no more.

      “That one was always your favorite, too.”

      I look up as I step out of Lucian’s room. My mother stands with her back to the opposite wall, a whimsical smile on her face.

      I close the door slowly, careful to silence the latch. “Apples never do fall very far,” I say.

      “With Yuri, it was nothing but Rapunzel, Rapunzel.” She rolls her big eyes. “I always hated the Grimms.”

      “Me, too.” I chuckle, quickly going quiet.

      “Luka…” She pushes off the wall and hesitates. “I should have told you sooner… about me and Markov.”

      I ease a step away. “Ma, you don’t have to—”

      “Yes, I do,” she says, taking a deep breath. “I want you to know that everything between us has… it happened after your father…”

      “It’s all right,” I say, looking down.

      “It took me by surprise as much as it has you, I’m sure.” She shakes her head with nervous panic. “I mean, the first night we made love I wept and wept—”

      “I don’t need to know that.”

      “Having the blessings of my boys would mean the world to me,” she says, her voice weak as she runs out of breath. “To us.”

      I study my mother’s face, finding it difficult to remember a time when she appeared so vulnerable to me. Nina Lutrova has always been the strongest of all of us and yet, here she is…

      I hold back a smile. “I don’t know.”

      She blinks, raising her head. “You don’t know?”

      “It doesn’t seem very… appropriate,” I say, furrowing a judgmental brow. “The two of you? Sneaking in and out of each other’s quarters at all hours of the night? Unwed?”

      Her eyes roll as she recognizes her own words quoted back at her from my youth. “Okay…”

      “What will the staff think?”

      “That’s enough, boy.”

      I laugh, breaking character. “Ma, it’s… it’s something to get used to, that’s for sure.”

      “It is,” she says with a nod.

      “Markov has been a member of this family since before I was.”

      She exhales, thinking back. “He has…”

      “But I will always be grateful to you for how you welcomed Sofia the night I brought her here,” I say. “What kind of son would I be if I didn’t do the same for you?”

      Her throat bounces as she swallows unfallen tears. “Thank you, Luka,” she says.

      She steps forward to hug me and I open my arms, wrapping them around her little shoulders as she laughs in my ear.

      “You took this way better than I thought you would,” she says.

      I chuckle. “Have you told Yuri yet?”

      “Oh, heaven’s no.”

      I pat her back. “Good luck with that, Ma.”

      She groans.

      A throat clears down the hall. We pull apart to see Markov standing by the stairwell, his hands folded in front of him.

      “The plane awaits you,” he says to me. “The pilot has charted a course for Paris. You should arrive in four or five hours, less if the storms clear.”

      I nod and walk his way. “And Sofia?”

      “She was the first one on,” he answers, amused. “Fitzpatrick and Mr. Hart are on-board as well.”

      I stop beside him, grimacing slightly. I’d foolishly hoped she’d change her mind and stay behind but there are countless miracles in this world far more likely than that.

      “I’ll head that way, then,” I say. “Thank you, Markov.”

      He nods and the bandage over his left eye stays in place.

      I stand still, glancing at him and my mother as a new tension thrives between us. “You’ll stay here,” I tell him. “Let me know if Yuri and Nik get anything more from the snake. Try to get some rest like the doc said and look after Ma and Lucian. Keep them safe.”

      “Of course,” he says.

      I turn to walk away but I pause, my right shoulder touching his. “If something were to happen to me and Sofia, then he’s to go to you and Ma. Understand?”

      Markov shifts his stance as he looks back at me with his good eye for a long, silent moment.

      Finally, he bows his head. “It would be an honor, Luka,” he says.

      I continue forward to the stairs.

      “Luka.”

      I turn back and Markov smiles while Ma’s eyes fill with tears again.

      “You looked like your father just now,” he says.

      I nod, feeling a sense of pride in his words.

      He feigns a shiver. “Creepy.”

      Ma slaps his arm.
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        * * *

      

      I step up onto the plane and the pilot takes that as her final signal. We give each other a quick nod as I pass the cockpit on the way toward the seats. The four large chairs near the back are turned to face each other. My wife occupies one, sitting forward in quiet, intense conversation with Fox and Dante across from her.

      My Sofia, willing and able to take any awkward situation and get people talking. Was there really any wonder why the Zappia indoctrination never worked on her?

      She sits back as she sees me, giving me ample space to take the empty seat beside her. “And you did it?” she asks, eyes locked on Dante. “Just... right there in the middle of the casino?”

      He nods. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I roll my eyes, thinking she’s churning sordid gossip of some sort out of the poor guys.

      Her jaw drops. “In front of Antony himself?”

      I pause. “What?”

      “Martino!” she says, poking her forehead. “He shot him in the head!”

      “Oh...”

      “I would have loved to see that.”

      Dante nods politely. This is obviously not the reaction he expected. “Well, it was—”

      “Tell me how you did Lorenzo,” she says quickly, her tone excited and eager... almost giddy.

      Fox smiles.

      I exhale. “Sofia...”

      “What?” She twists in her seat. “I was tortured by these men for almost two decades. I deserve some closure.”

      Dante shifts in his chair. “After he had my brother killed, my sister and I chained Enzo to a cinder block and dropped him into the lake behind our childhood home,” he answers.

      Her expression grows softer as she leans forward. “Did that make you feel better?” she asks.

      Neither of them blinks as they regard each other, two souls connected by circumstance. His little brother. Her little sister. Both taken from them by the Zappia cult.

      I immediately let go of any plan I have to ever kill Dante Hart. Sofia will never allow it.

      “It didn’t make me feel any worse,” Dante answers.

      Sofia nods with understanding. “Was this the same sister who took out Antony’s casino guards? Lilah, you said?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he says.

      She grins. “I like her.”

      Dante chuckles. “I think the two of you will get along just fine.”

      Sofia sits back as the plane rumbles around us. Another minute or so and we’ll be up in the air. I fasten my seatbelt and settle in for the ride.

      “Fox,” Sofia says, “Luka has something he’d like to say to you.”

      I fire a sideways glance in her direction, but she doesn’t falter, staring me down with the fire of a thousand sunsets.

      I clear my throat and look ahead at Fox’s curious expression. “I would like to apologize,” I say slowly, “for the tone in which I spoke with to you earlier. It was wrong and I’m sorry.”

      Fox bites his cheek, an obvious attempt to smother his smile. “Apology accepted,” he says.

      Sofia jabs my ribs with her thumbnail.

      “And...” I squint at her, “you are, of course, always welcome in our home.”

      Fox nods. “I’m happy to hear that. Thank you.”

      Sofia smiles, satisfied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      Casey Fawn.

      Born in Tulsa, Oklahoma.

      Died just outside of Baghdad in 2011 when an IED took out his convoy.

      But how many times have I heard that story before?

      Caleb’s father is still alive. She’s going to be devastated. Snake Eyes claimed yet another man she cares about. When will it end?

      I have no idea how I’m supposed to tell her about this. It’s not the thing I can just slip into a phone call.

      Hey, honey. How are you feeling? Hope the baby isn’t making you too crazy. Oh, and by the way, your father is a Snake Eyes agent. What’s for dinner?

      And if what the master file says is true, then Casey Fawn wasn’t just your normal, everyday Snake Eyes agent. He moved quickly up their ranks. He was leading his own squad within a year of recruitment and he obviously didn’t stop there if he was part of Myra’s posse.

      My laptop screen goes black and I groan. I knew I forgot to do something.

      I sit forward on the couch, suddenly realizing the sun has come up. I barely slept at all between combing through the master file for information on Casey (and running a search for every single person I’ve ever met, you know, just in case) and constantly twitching awake at the nightmare of Myra Black being less than a floor away from me. Tied up, sure. But still too close for comfort.

      What am I going to tell Caleb? Should I even tell her? Sometimes the dead should just stay dead and I’m tempted to say this qualifies.

      No, even I’m not dumb enough to keep something like this from her. I have to tell her. The sooner, the better.

      My eyes land on my phone sitting beside me.

      Well, maybe not right this second.

      I stand up off the couch and reach for my pack in search of my laptop’s power cable. Might as well stay up and finish getting the basement cameras back online.

      That’s right, I’d rather risk idle chit-chat with Myra than talk to my damn wife about her not-so-dead father. What’s the word?

      Coward. That’s the one.

      I plug in my laptop to get it charging and open it again, quickly navigating to the security software. The window pops up and I give the camera in the corner of my room a wave. The tiny Boxcar on the screen waves back. One second delay ain’t bad at all. The angle jumps to the next room, beginning the slow cycle around the house. Time to add the basement rooms, too.

      I grab a pen to take downstairs with me and wander into the kitchen toward the basement door. It’s a trip down memory lane, unfortunately. I still remember clear as day being marched down here with a semi-automatic poking the back of my head. And Marilyn. She was warm and inviting, like a southern housewife.

      Sit down, kid. Let’s talk.

      I have a job for you.

      And that, kids, is how I committed treason against the federal government.

      I move around the basement, searching for cameras and doing everything in my power to avoid the open doorway at the far end. I can do this. Just don’t look over there. Pretend it doesn’t exist. That the manic, sociopathic, murderous rapist isn’t hanging out less than thirty paces away.

      “Bartholomew. Eugene. Carson.”

      Fuck.

      I ignore her, keeping my focus on the corners of the room. Myra’s tiny laugh echoes from deep in the dark, leaving a trail of shivers down my spine.

      “Box...” she says. “Booooox-car.”

      “I’ve got nothing to say to you,” I say, raising my voice.

      “Oh, come on. We’re old friends, right?”

      I bite down hard. Friends? Really? She can’t be fucking serious...

      I reset the last camera and turn to head back up the stairs.

      “Aren’t you going to ask me?”

      I keep walking. “Ask what?”

      “Why I kept you alive.”

      I pause, hating myself for being curious but the thought has crossed my mind once or twice over the last two years.

      I turn back, slowly walking toward the open door. I reach in and slide my hand up the wall to find the light switch. Myra winces at the sudden flash of fluorescents. Seeing her stuck and helpless isn’t an unwelcome sight, to be honest.

      “I don’t care,” I lie.

      Myra scoffs, her cheek lying against the table. “You didn’t find it odd?” she asks. “We tried to kill you before. Would have if it weren’t for Fox...”

      I point the pen at the switch again. “Still don’t care,” I say, ready to turn it off.

      “Doubtful.” She moves slightly, her cuffs clinking beneath the table. “Well, when your curiosity finally boils over, you know where to find me.”

      Just leave. Just leave. Just leave.

      I take one step into the room. “Casey Fawn,” I say.

      Her mouth opens in amusement. “Warm,” she says.

      “You didn’t want to kill his son-in-law.”

      Her face screws up. “Colder.”

      “Okay, then. The Boss didn’t want you to kill his son-in-law.”

      She smiles. “Warmer.”

      I shake my head as I walk in, stopping at the other side of the table. “Why would the Boss care at all about some lowly agent’s daughter’s soon-to-be ex-husband?” I ask.

      “Because that lowly agent ain’t so lowly,” she says, tilting her head up. “Come on, Boxcar. You’re smarter than this.”

      “You knew he was my father-in-law when you ordered him to take me out and shoot me.”

      “Of course, I did.”

      “Why?” I shrug. “I’m not exactly worm food right now. You had to have known there was a possibility he wouldn’t do it.”

      “No one is ever safe from the Boss’ shit list,” she says calmly. “We’re living in interesting times. A loyalty test now and again never killed anybody.”

      “Tell that to Elijah Hart.”

      “Eli, Eli, Eli.” She laughs as she rests her head back down. “Jeez. You squash one bug and it’s like the whole world’s fallen apart.”

      “So, Casey failed his test?” I ask.

      “With flying colors.”

      “What’s that mean for Caleb?”

      “Same thing it means for you.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “It means I have a few more names to scratch off my list the second I get out of this chair,” she says, her voice growing colder. “You. The wifey. And the little baby, too.”

      My heart stops. “How do you know about that?”

      Myra starts laughing.

      I step around the table. “How do you know about that?” I ask again.

      “Never interrupt your enemy while they’re making a mistake.”

      I grit my teeth, leaning forward. “Myra, how did—”

      Myra lunges at me with blood-soaked hands. Her chains fall to the floor, no longer binding her to the table like they should be. She grabs my throat and squeezes, choking me more and more as she digs her thumbs into my neck.

      “Mistakes.” She smiles. “Like this one.”
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      I turn over with closed eyes and reach out across the unfamiliar bed for a familiar body. I expect to feel her soft skin tightly wrapped around toned muscles but her side of the bed is empty and cold.

      I open my eyes and glance around. “Lilah?”

      She’s not here. I’m alone in a room full of extravagant Parisian furniture and countless knick-knacks.

      “Lilah?” I ask again, looking toward the open bathroom in the corner but the lights are off.

      The house is quiet. Too quiet. But I smell... coffee.

      Oh, god.

      I slide out of bed, fully awake as I reach for my jeans and shirt.

      What kind of mischief has she gotten into, now fully caffeinated? Has she taken the opportunity to strangle Boxcar with his own glasses? Or worse... what has she done with Myra?

      Dante’s gonna kill me.

      I enter the hallway at a brisk pace.

      “Lilah?”

      I call out her name a bit louder and it echoes throughout the corridor as I move down the line of doors in the hall. I push them open as I go, giving each room a quick scan before moving on. A bedroom here. A half-bath there. A library of some sort but no Lilah.

      I continue toward the stairwell. “Lilah!”

      “I’m in here, you big goof.”

      I stop in my tracks and slowly back up to the library. Another quick glance around, I still don’t see her, but her wild, red hair comes into view as I step inside.

      Lilah sits on the floor among several stacks of leather-bound books in the corner. She holds one in her hand, reading through it as she sips from a mug.

      “Oh,” I say with relief. “Didn’t see you.”

      She snorts. “For such a cocky bounty hunter, you’re not very observant.”

      I gesture to the books. “What are you doing in here?”

      “Going through the Boss’ shit,” she says, head bobbing at the book in her hand. “Check this out.” She clears her throat. “I’m a mommy again!” she reads. “M and I were passing through Hyde Park when we saw a little girl standing on the corner. She couldn’t have been older than M with fierce, black hair and perfect, pink lips. As I beckoned her closer, I saw them. I saw them clear as daylight.

      “She had his eyes! I gazed at her and V gazed back at me. I think I’ll call her Myra.”

      Lilah looks up at me, her lips twitching. “She literally kidnapped a child off the street because she liked her eyes! How fucked up is that?”

      “Who’s V?” I ask.

      She shrugs at the stacks. “Dunno. Haven’t found any diaries that go back that far yet.” She takes another swig from her mug. “Makes you wonder about Myra, though, right? Who is she really? Where did she come from? Who are her real parents? Was she born evil? Or did she learn it? Gives those nature versus nurture people a thing to talk about, am I right?”

      I squint. “How many cups of coffee have you had?”

      “That’s irrelevant and I choose not to discuss it,” she says, turning back to her book.

      I rub the sleep from my eyes. I’m not awake enough to bicker just yet. “Where’s Boxcar?”

      “Downstairs, I guess? Heard him moving around a bit ago.”

      I nod and walk backward out of the library. Well, at least she hasn’t killed anybody today yet. If those diaries can keep her occupied until Dante can get here and tag in, I’m all for it.

      I walk down the stairs to the ground floor, listening for the rhythmic tapping of Boxcar’s keyboard but I don’t hear it. It’s once again a little too quiet for my liking but perhaps he went back to sleep.

      “Hey, Sparky, you up?”

      I stick my head into the living room where I left him last night. His open laptop sits out on the table, but he’s not hunched over it like he usually is. The couch looks slept-in with a ruffled blanket and pillow tossed on it, so at least he wasn’t up all night.

      Movement draws my eyes to the laptop screen. I lean over to take a closer look. A few security feeds from around the house shift back and forth in a continuous loop. I spot Lilah on the floor of the library, her nose stuck in one of those diaries. Sloppy bangs dangle down her forehead as she raises her mug.

      I smile. Bookworm looks good on her.

      The camera flips to another room and my chest lurches.

      It’s that damned basement room. Myra with her hands around Boxcar’s neck...

      “Fuck.”

      I bolt into the kitchen toward the basement door.

      “Lilah, little help down here!” I shout as I throw it open.

      I race down the stairs with no plan at all. No weapon or back-up. But I’ve seen how quickly Myra can kill and I’m not about to let that happen to my friend.

      I reach the unfinished room, my guts churning at the sight of Boxcar sprawled out on the floor next to the table where Myra should be.

      Before I can step inside, a shadow rushes past my eye and I jerk out of the way to avoid the sharp pen stabbing at my face. She misses me and her hand crashes into the wall by my head. I grab her wrist, yanking her forward and twisting it in the wrong direction.

      Myra shrieks in pain and drops the pen to the floor while I snatch her throat with my other hand. I muster all of my strength to slam her whole body against the wall.

      Myra laughs, pinned like a rag doll. “Good morning to you, too, honey.”

      I hold her there, hoping to hear Lilah coming this way but it’s silence upstairs. “Please tell me you didn’t kill him,” I say.

      “Why? Would that be bad?”

      She rolls her loose fist and jabs it at my face. I tighten to take the hit, cringing as it collides with my upper lip, but I don’t let her go. I can’t. If I give her even an inch...

      Crimson blood drips from her pinned hand, rolling down my fingers to my wrist. I turn my hand to look at hers, finding deep scrapes covering nearly every inch of skin where the cuffs were. She must have spent all night digging to the bone until she could slide herself out...

      “You crazy bitch,” I say, shaking my head.

      “I have a job to do.” She rolls her other blood-soaked fist. “And you’re in my way.”

      She punches me again, this time striking just above my eye. I grit my teeth through the pain, determined to hold on just a little bit longer but as Myra pulls back to hit me once more, I feel my grip on her loosen.

      Her fist comes toward me again and I close my eyes to shield myself from the blow. Her fist doesn’t connect. I realize my mistake a split-second before her knee collides with my gut.

      It knocks the wind out of me. I struggle to keep my muscles locked. Myra takes the opportunity to jolt forward and slams her forehead against my nose. Another quick jab to my face and I recoil backward, just as she wanted.

      I curse myself as she slips free and performs a roundhouse kick to my head. Bloody hell, not again. At least when Lilah did it, she intended to knock me out instantly — and succeeded. I feel everything now, still completely conscious as my head collides with the concrete floor.

      Myra shifts backward, catching her breath. “You should have listened to me, Archer,” she says. “This won’t end well for you. For any of you. She always gets what she wants.”

      I roll onto my back as my head throbs, the pain as blinding as the spots on my vision. “Seems like a whole lot of fuss just to take down Fox Fitzpatrick,” I say, breathing hard.

      “This isn’t about Fox, Archer. This was never about Fox...” She towers above me, blood still dripping to the floor from her hands. “I’d hoped you’d realize that earlier, but... you chose her instead.”

      “What can I say?” I ask. “Lilah’s prettier.”

      Myra pulls back her leg to kick me, but I grab her ankle with both hands. I quickly sweep her other leg out from under her and she plummets to the floor beside me.

      She instantly lashes out, kicking and punching to try and roll away and grab the pen she dropped. I try to pull her away from it but her heel connects with my jaw, knocking me back.

      She grabs the pen, spins around, and lunges at me, shrieking like a banshee intent to maim me.

      I raise my hands to block the blow, bracing for whatever pain will surely come of this.

      “Ow—!”

      Myra jolts backward mid-air, lassoed by a painful tug of her long, black hair.

      Lilah drags her away from me. “Drop the fucking pen!”

      Myra cringes with tears in her eyes but she doesn’t obey. She stabs upward, narrowly missing Lilah’s face by an inch. I recoil, fearing the worst, but Lilah keeps calm. She grabs Myra’s wrist and expertly snatches the pen from her bloody fingers.

      “I said, drop it.”

      Lilah raises the pen and stabs Myra in the back with it.

      Myra lets out a fierce howl as falls to the floor face down, the pen sticking out from her left shoulder blade. “You... fucking...”

      Lilah kicks Myra in ribs, keeping her flat on the floor. Then, she looks over at me, her face twisted with concern.

      “You okay?” she asks.

      I nod, feeling nauseous — from both that kick in the head and that ghastly stab. “Just need a minute, love,” I say.

      Lilah moves past me to kneel by Boxcar. She presses her fingers along the side of his neck. I brace myself for bad news.

      “He’s got a pulse,” she says. She slaps his cheek. “Wake up, nerd.”

      I sigh with relief as I sit up, eyes still locked on Myra as she heaves against the floor. She reaches behind her back, desperately trying to get a hold of that pen but she can’t quite reach it.

      Lilah stands and walks over to Myra. She places the heel of her boot against Myra’s spine. “Now, now...” she says, putting her weight into it to keep Myra down. “Let’s not—”

      An alarm sounds from Boxcar’s pocket. His phone. He said it would light up if—

      “Perimeter breach,” I say the thought aloud. “Someone’s here.”

      Myra starts laughing.

      “Shut up,” Lilah spits at her.

      Myra twists around and jabs Lilah in the back of the knee, knocking her off-balance. With a quick shove, she forces Lilah to fall on top of me and she leaps to her feet with sudden adrenaline. She reaches back and pulls the pen out, obviously not too bothered by it as she pretended to be earlier.

      “That’d be my ride,” she says before bolting out the door.

      Lilah jumps up and chases her out. I pull my weight off the floor, forcing myself to move through the pain still throbbing between my ears but if I don’t get up there in time...

      Christ, I’m not even sure what the worst-case scenario would be here. If that really is her people out there, then we can’t possibly survive this. We barely made it out of here yesterday — and we had the upper hand then.

      I enter the hall in time to see Lilah’s feet disappear up the stairs. I run toward her, taking the stairs two at a time to try and catch up. I round the corner, racing for the front door a few paces behind Lilah.

      Myra throws open the door and takes one final, smug look back at us. “See you around,” she says.

      She steps one foot outside and runs smack into Dante’s thick chest.

      “Oh, shi—”

      Dante grabs her, spins her around, and wraps his arm around her throat. “What the hell are you guys doing?” he asks, gawking over at us.

      Lilah exhales hard. “She escaped.”

      He furrows his brow in annoyance and squeezes tighter as Myra scratches at him, but he doesn’t let up.

      Finally, Myra’s eyes flutter closed as she loses consciousness. Her damaged hands slide down to the floor as Fox trails in behind him, a pistol clenched tightly in one hand.

      “It’s all right,” he says, looking back over his shoulder. “Come on in.”

      A tall man in a black suit eases in behind him, his hand holding on to a brunette woman’s arm.

      “Where’s Lucy?” Lilah asks.

      Dante rises slowly, his eyes locked on Myra. “Let’s get her secured first.”

      “First?” she repeats. “What the hell does that mean?”

      I reach for her shoulder. “Myra won’t stay down long, love. We should do as he says.”

      She looks at me, her eyes sensing betrayal. “What happened?”

      “Fox...”

      We turn around, following Boxcar’s voice down the hall. He props himself against the wall and holds up his phone.

      “Call Dani. Now,” he says. “I can’t reach Caleb.”

      Fox steps forward, his hand deep in his back pocket. “What’s going on?” he asks.

      Boxcar looks down at Myra. “She knew about the baby. Something’s wrong. I can feel it.”

      Fox dials a number and holds the phone against his ear. The rest of us wait in silence, eager to find out what the hell went wrong here.

      “Dani,” he says. “Are you—”

      He goes silent and his eyes rise to Boxcar’s. With a quick flick of his thumb, he taps the speakerphone button and holds the phone up between them.

      “Who is this?” he asks.

      “Oh, Fox,” a woman says, laughing coldly. “Do you really have to ask?”

      Boxcar deflates and nods his head, broken and defeated.

      Fox clenches his jaw. “Hello, Marilyn,” he says.
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      My heart aches. I try not to think about what this means but it could only mean one thing.

      “Where are they?” I ask.

      “Who?” Marilyn asks, amused. “Oh, you mean Ms. Roberts and Ms. Fawn?”

      “Yes.”

      “That... is an excellent question.”

      “Answer it,” I say.

      The others ease a little closer to me, their eyes wide-open on the phone, while Dante stays close to Myra. The agents among us have never heard this voice but we’ve felt the power behind it before. Even I’m a bit struck by it. The woman behind the curtain.

      “I’ll be happy to, Fox,” Marilyn says, “but I have a question of my own first.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Where is my son?”

      “He’s dead.”

      Boxcar frowns at me. With Caleb’s fate up in the air, I don’t blame him.

      “Yes, I know that,” she says with a sigh. “Ms. Roberts was... honest, to say the least. I mean his remains. Where are they?”

      I bite down, unwilling to answer. I don’t want her finding her way to Mrs. Clark’s farm. “He’s gone,” I answer instead.

      Marilyn sighs. “Well, that’s unfortunate,” she says.

      “Where are Dani and Caleb?” I ask her again.

      “They’re gone,” she says with amusement.

      “Leave them alone. This isn’t their fight.”

      “Now, why would I do that? Why would I trade this experience for anything?” she asks. “You took my legacy, Fox. My family’s future. Is it not fair that I do the same to you?”

      I turn my back on the others. “What do you want from me?” I ask through my teeth. “I gave you years off my life. I did everything you told me to do, no matter how revolting it was. You destroyed me. I have nothing left to give you.”

      “Oh, Fox. My dear boy,” she whispers. “But you have so much left to lose.”

      I bow my head. “Take me instead,” I beg. “Just... leave them alone.”

      “It’s such a shame, too. The two of you would have made such beautiful children.”

      I glance over my shoulder toward Myra on the floor. Her eyes are open now, but she hasn’t moved. Not with Dante’s pistol pointed at her head.

      “If you lay a hand on them, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” Marilyn snaps. “Was my son right about you all along, Fox? Are you really nothing but a killer?”

      “You’re about to find out,” I growl.

      She chuckles calmly. “Won’t that be lovely?”

      “Myra,” I say, silencing her. Myra looks up and fires a hard, defiant glare at me. “If you touch them, I’ll kill her.”

      Lilah shifts on her feet. She’s obviously not going to let anyone else pull that trigger, but this is the only card I have to play right now.

      “Go ahead,” Marilyn says.

      She hangs up. My guts churn at the sudden silence. Even Myra’s face falls.

      My god, what have I done?

      Dani, I’m so sorry.

      I promised you no one would ever hurt you again. I promised Caleb she’d be safer there with you. I can’t even bring myself to look at Boxcar. We’re on the other side of the world. I can’t save them and that’s my fault.

      I slowly lower my hand to my side as rage heats my skin.

      The Boss won.

      But I’m not dead yet.

      “Myra...” I say. “Where are they?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      I step forward, rolling my fists. “I know you know,” I say. “Where is she taking them?”

      Again, she stays quiet.

      I rush across the room, following tunnel vision right to her.

      Dante shifts out of the way, letting me pass. I grab Myra by the collar to hoist her off the floor. She screams in pain as I wrap my hand around her hair and drag her into the dining room just off the foyer.

      Voices rise behind me, a mix of mercy pleas and apathy cries, but I can’t tell who says what. I don’t care, either.

      I force Myra to bend over the table. I grab the knife strapped to my ankle.

      “Fox, stop—!”

      I stab through Myra’s right hand, going deep enough to splinter the table beneath her. She cries out with wide, dead eyes and tries to resist as I hold her down.

      “Anyone with a weak stomach should leave the room,” I say, flexing my hand along the back of Myra’s neck.

      “Boxcar, come on...”

      I glance over my shoulder as Archer leads him out. Boxcar turns away from me, a look of shock and disgust on his face. Good. I’ve never wanted him to see this side of me.

      The side I’ve lived with since the day I died.

      Dante stands beside me and lays his hands along Myra’s left arm while Lilah hovers in front to watch. Luka towers in the doorway with his arms crossed. And Sofia... part of me wishes she’d leave, too, but she stays by Luka’s side. Her choice.

      Myra struggles beneath us, whimpers of agony trembling her mouth.

      “Where are they going?” I ask her again.

      I see the training in her eyes. Snake Eyes agents are put through a lot of it. How to withstand torture. How to keep your mouth shut. We all know the tips and tricks of retreating into the dark depths of oneself to get through it, but I don’t have time for that shit.

      I twist the knife and tears spill out of her eyes. “Where?!”

      “It’s...” She stutters through her teeth. “It’s too late, Fox...”

      “Try again.”

      I yank the knife out and stab her hand again before she can move it. She lurches upward but Dante and I push her right back down to the table.

      “Myra.” I tilt her head back, forcing her to look at me. “If you don’t start talking, I’m going to peel off every inch of your skin, starting with your fucking eyelids. Where is she taking them?!”

      She closes her eyes, trying to hold back again.

      Dante reaches into his jacket pocket and withdraws his garrote. He quickly wraps it around her left pinkie finger and pulls it tight enough to draw blood. Myra tenses, trying to ignore what’s coming but she can’t hide the fear on her face.

      “Last chance, Myra,” I say.

      “Go to hell,” she whimpers.

      Dante pulls the line. It digs in deep, dripping flesh blood onto the table as he hastily wraps her ring finger, too. I give him a nod and he pulls tighter, filling the air with the crack of breaking bones.

      “Gio!” Myra cries out, her body shaking from shock. “She’s...”

      Dante backs off a bit. I loosen my grip on her head, but I don’t move the knife still plunged through her right hand.

      “She’s what?” I ask.

      Myra breathes hard. “Gio,” she says again. “She’s taking Dani to Gio.”

      Luka steps closer to the table.

      “Why?” I ask, tilting the knife.

      “He... he hired us.”

      “For what?”

      Myra shakes, every breath more painful as the last.

      “Revenge.”
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      I did this.

      Dani was taken because of me.

      “Revenge?” I repeat.

      “I’ll tell you everything,” Myra says, shaking against the table. “When, why, how.” She turns her head to look at me. “But you have to let me go.”

      “Don’t you dare make that deal, Fox.”

      I raise my eyes to Lilah’s. She stands tall at the other end of the table, her arms locked across her chest.

      I blink twice, staring hard into her eyes. “I don’t have a choice,” I say slowly.

      Lilah squints. “She’s not leaving here.”

      “I’m no good to you dead,” Myra says.

      Dante presses into her arm. “You’re no good alive, either.”

      “Lucy Vaughn,” Myra says. “He hired us to take her, too. Don’t you want to know why?”

      Dante pauses.

      “Promise to let me walk out of here and I’ll tell you everything you want to know.”

      “No.” Lilah leans forward and digs her nails into the table. “Fox, if you make that deal, I will rip your fucking throat out.”

      “Lilah,” Dante says. “Cool it.”

      She looks at him and her face darkens more. “No, don’t you turn on me, too. She killed Elijah. Our brother. My twin.”

      He looks down. “I’m getting Lucy back,” he says, swallowing hard. “I don’t care how.”

      Lilah eases backward. “Don’t do this, Dante.”

      Dante glances at me and I nod. His expression holds, strong yet regretful, before he finally bows his head.

      I pull the knife out of Myra’s hand.

      “You fucking idiots,” Lilah seethes.

      Dante releases Myra’s arm. “Take a walk, Lilah,” he says.

      “Fuck you.”

      She storms out, her boots stomping down the hallway until a door slams somewhere in the house.

      I grab a chair and shove it behind Myra, forcing her to take a seat. She slinks down into it and inspects her broken hands, cradling them as tears spill down her face.

      “Thank you,” she whispers.

      “Shut up and talk.” I sit on the table’s edge, my knife still ready for anything while Dante closes in on her other side.

      “After...” Myra takes a breath, wincing as she tries to bend her fingers but can’t. “After you deflected, Gio came to us. He was a little upset. He paid for a product and we didn’t exactly deliver our best.”

      I look at Luka, he and Sofia still standing behind her. The day we met flashes in my head. I was sent to kill him, but I didn’t. I helped him save Sofia from Gio instead... and he helped me escape Snake Eyes in return.

      “Then,” Myra continues, “you killed the second squad we sent to get the job done and... well, at that point, our reputation wasn’t looking so hot. Gio demanded to know what agent it was who tossed him out of a plane and kidnapped his beloved bride. He wanted your head on a spike and the Boss agreed.” She glances at me with rolling eyes. “Mercer, on the other hand...”

      “He wanted me back,” I say.

      She nods. “I told him to get over it, but he had the dumbest boner for you. We figured it was harmless, and it was for a while, but then the next thing we knew, he killed Senator Lamb and cut up a movie star on TV just to get your attention.

      “At that point, he dropped off the radar completely.” She glares over her shoulder. “Meanwhile, the Russians were hunting us down, the Boss was panicking over the master file, and Gio got impatient. He had a spike with no head, and he wasn’t about to continue negotiating deals between the Zappia family and Snake Eyes until he had it. Then, the news broke. Terrorist group exposed.” Her eyes shift toward Dante. “Gio wasn’t too pleased, obviously. Not only had Fox disappeared into the ether again, now we had another rogue agent who tried to kill his baby brother.”

      “I wasn’t rogue,” Dante says. “My family was always loyal to you.”

      “Then, why strangle old man Spencer?” she asks, genuinely curious.

      “He tried to kill Lucy. It was personal.”

      Her eyes roll. “And let me guess. You would do anything for love?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Whatever.” She sighs. “Anyway, after you popped Marty’s face cherry, Gio went berserk. He started thinking a little more... outside the box.”

      “How so?” I ask.

      “If he couldn’t have you and Dante mounted on his wall, then he’d settle for the next best thing,” she says.

      I bite down, not wanting to say it. “Dani.”

      “And Lucy,” Dante says.

      “And Lilah,” Myra adds. “After I told him about Archer shoving big brother Enzo into a trunk, he officially added Mr. Allen to his growing list of vengeance. Unfortunately, while securing Dani and Lucy seemed easy enough, I regretfully screwed up Lilah’s capture.” She shrugs. “What can I say? We didn’t expect the band to break up in London and we lost track of her en route to... well, here. Mea culpa.”

      London. They were following us the whole time, watching and waiting for the right moment to strike… but they didn’t come to Los Angeles for me.

      They came for Dani.

      And I left her there. Lamb to the slaughter.

      I tighten my grip on the knife. “This was never about finding me, was it?”

      “Nope,” Myra answers. “Not directly. We serve our client’s needs before our own. You know that as well as I do, but efficiency.” She nods. “Two birds, one stone. If we can put a few bullets through your eyes while delivering Gio his new brides, then we’ll make it work.”

      “Brides?” Dante repeats.

      “What?” she says with a smirk. “Did you think he was just gonna kill them? No, Gio wants something a little more poetic than that...”

      Dante looks at me with the same aching dread growing in the pit of my stomach.

      “Heirs,” Sofia says behind us. “Gio wants heirs.”

      “You wouldn’t deliver, so... what’s a man to do?” Myra says to Sofia. “With only one Zappia boy left, someone’s gotta repopulate the bloodline. Who better than the beautiful soulmates of his mortal enemies?”

      “Like hell, he will,” Dante growls.

      “I already told you. It’s too late. Once they’re gone, they’re gone. Even I wasn’t told where they were going.”

      “Fox...”

      I raise my head to look at Sofia behind me. Luka reaches for her, but she steps out of his hands, tears streaming down her face.

      “Fox, I’m so sorry,” she whispers, her lip trembling. “This is my fault, I...”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head once. “It’s not, Sofia.”

      “Well...” Myra hums. “Technically—”

      I grab her right wrist and she yelps in pain as I slam it against the table to shut her up.

      “And Caleb?” I ask, leaning forward. “What does Gio want with her?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I raise my knife again and Myra lurches.

      “Wait — stop! Really! I don’t know why they took her, too. Caleb’s always been off-limits.”

      I frown. “Off-limits? Why is Caleb off-limits?”

      “Because she’s a legacy hire.”

      I turn to find Boxcar lingering in the doorway.

      “She’s what?” I ask him.

      He walks over and I relax the grip on Myra’s wrist. “Caleb’s father,” he says. “He’s an agent. I saw him myself.”

      I furrow my brow.

      “We’ve been watching her,” Myra says slowly. “When she enlisted after Casey’s recruitment, we saw some pretty obvious potential. We wanted to bring her in but then she got a bit upstaged out in the field by the great Fox Fitzpatrick and his magic sniper rifle. The Boss made an executive decision and we placed Caleb on the backburner. Until now, I guess. I’d call and ask for you, but... I don’t really care.”

      “Where is her father now?” I ask.

      Myra nods at Boxcar. “That one’s for you, dude. I’ve been a little tied-up.”

      Boxcar exhales. “He was here, but I let him go.”

      I squint. “You let him go?”

      “What was I supposed to do, Fox?” he asks. “Kill him?”

      “Yes.”

      “He’s my father-in-law.”

      “He’s a time bomb,” I argue. “He probably ran to the Boss the second he left here.”

      “Gee, if only I’d been smart enough to think of that.” He exhales hard. “He’s in Paris. I’ve been tracking him since he left.”

      “How?”

      His eyes drop to Myra. “Let’s not go full Bond villain here and explain all the tricks in front of her, all right?”

      Myra grunts in disappointment. “I don’t like it. But I respect it.”

      I offer Boxcar a silent, respectful nod. He doesn’t return it.

      Luka clears his throat. “If Gio is claiming brides, then there will be a wedding,” he says, bringing us back on topic. “I doubt he’d would abandon his family’s traditions, even in a fit of vengeance.”

      Sofia nods. “Yes. If he does this, it will be in the Zappia way.”

      “What does that mean?” Dante asks.

      “It means...” She takes a hopeful breath. “There’s still time. Zappia brides, we...” She stops herself. “They are given days of silent prayer and tutelage. During which Gio will not be kind, but... he won’t do anything to them before the wedding night. It’s not their way.”

      Dante seems comforted by the thought but only for a second. “And the wedding night?” he asks.

      Sofia’s eyes fall.

      I deflate. I’ve seen what Gio is capable of putting his wives through with my own eyes. Sofia, bruised and broken, screaming in Luka’s arms. Covered in blood. She betrayed him and she barely made it out alive.

      I’m not about to picture what he’ll put Dani through because of me.

      “We won’t let him get that far,” I say. I turn back to Myra. “Where would they go?”

      “I told you,” she says, annoyed. “They didn’t tell me.”

      “Take a guess.”

      She scoffs. “Fuck. I don’t know. Bangkok?”

      “You said he negotiated deals with Snake Eyes for the Zappia family,” I say. “Where did those happen?”

      “The estate in Rome, at first,” she answers. “Then... all over? Usually in our safe houses throughout Europe and the US.”

      I bite down. That doesn’t exactly narrow it down.

      “Anyway....” Myra slowly rises out of her chair. “It’s been great, but I think that’s it for me—”

      I push her back down. “Not so fast.”

      “I told you everything I know!”

      Dante sneers. “I don’t think we’ve scratched the surface of everything you know, Myra.”

      “Okay, yeah, sure, if you wanna get pedantic about it, but I told you everything relevant to your current situation. What more do you want?”

      I slam her head down on the table. “What more do I want?” I ask through gritted teeth. “I want my fucking life back.”

      “Get in line!” she says. “You think you’re the only one who lost their lives to this organization? You think others before you haven’t tried to do exactly what you’re doing now?” She tries to shake me off. I push her down harder. “You want to live, Fox? Then run. Forget what you know, where you’ve been, who you are. Just run.”

      “I’ve tried that already. You wouldn’t let me go.”

      “And she never will! That’s what your life is now. It’s not about happiness or love. It’s about her.” She exhales and her lip quivers. “We serve her... whether we like it or not. We are all replaceable in her eyes. Even me.”

      “Are you trying to make me feel sorry for you?” I dig my fingers into the back of her neck. “Look around. You have no friends here, Myra.”

      “Amber,” she whispers. “My name... is Amber.”

      “Well, Amber,” I say, pushing off her. I take a step back. “You made your choice, same as the rest of us. Recruitment into Snake Eyes is strictly voluntary, isn’t that what you always said?”

      Her eyes lock on mine, pure rage behind a veil of black hair.

      I grab my knife by the blade and hold the handle up in the air. “Lilah.”

      Lilah steps back into the room from the hallway and takes the knife from me.

      “She’s all yours,” I say.

      Myra raises her head. “Wait...”

      Lilah looks at me and smiles. “Welcome back, Fox,” she says.

      I walk out of the room.

      “Fox!” Myra shouts after me. “No. We had a deal, Fox!”

      “I lied,” I say, never looking back.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      There’s a knocking sound somewhere outside of this room. Heels against a hardwood floor. It draws closer. It passes by. It fades off again.

      I open my eyes. The ceiling is old and gray, just like the bed I lie on. I roll over and stare at the three-drawer dresser in the corner, obviously meant for a child. A vanity sits by the wall, but the mirror is broken.

      I try to ignore the crib beside it.

      Where am I?

      I look at my left hand. It’s surgically wrapped with gauze and bandages, but it still hurts as much as it did when Marilyn sliced it open and stole nearly a pint of blood from me. My ring is gone. That hurts the most.

      My clothes aren’t mine. I wear a long dress with long sleeves down to my wrists. They’re clean but I could definitely use a shower.

      How long have I been here?

      I stand up off the bed and take a step toward the window, suddenly stopping as my ankle catches. I give it a yank. My heart drops as I realize I’m chained to the bedpost. I’m not going anywhere. At least, nowhere five feet away from this bed.

      I lean closer to the window, stretching my arm to push the thick, jet-black curtains aside. They obscure even blacker painted glass, but I can hear signs of city life on the other side. Cars honking and sirens wailing. Distant voices on the street below.

      I tap on the glass with my fingertip. It’s breakable. That’s good to know.

      There’s that knocking again.

      This time, it stalls behind my door. A set of keys jingle and I brace myself to face my captor.

      The lock clicks and the door opens slowly.

      A woman stands there with lush, brown hair and comforting eyes, though I don’t feel very comforted. She wears an old-fashioned dress you’d see on 60’s sitcom wives and carries a small tray with a sandwich and apple slices, perfectly arranged with care. A small bottle of water sits beside a tiny plastic cup. I hear the pills click around inside as she picks it up and walks toward me.

      She stops a foot away and extends her hands, offering me the pills and water.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      She says nothing. Her eyes say nothing.

      “What is it?” I ask again.

      She shakes the cup, urging me to take it.

      “Listen, Nurse Ratched,” I say, “I’m not taking anything unless you tell me who you are and what the fuck it is.”

      “They’re antibiotics.”

      A man appears behind her in the doorway. The woman bows her head and takes a wide step backward as he walks into the room.

      He pauses in front of us and smiles, his cheeks dimpling with boyish charm. “For your hand,” he says, gesturing toward my bandage.

      I look between them, staying quiet as he takes the water from her and opens his palm for the pills.

      “It’s all right,” he says to her. “You can go.”

      The woman bows and quickly shuffles back out into the hallway, leaving the door open behind her.

      “You’ll have to excuse my mother. She’s been told not to speak to you.” He extends his hand. Tiny, white pills sit in his palm. “Here. Don’t want to catch infection.” He chuckles, waiting patiently.

      He’s got the same features as the woman, so the mother thing isn’t too much of a stretch. He’s poised, yet relaxed. Completely in control and he knows it.

      I turn up my hand and he drops the pills into it. “Who are you?” I ask.

      He twists the cap off the bottle and offers me the water. “If I had known they would bleed you, I would have requested somewhere a little less delicate,” he says, shaking his head at my hand. “Cuts to the palm are just so... impossible to heal.”

      “Who are you?” I ask again.

      “Take the pills,” he says, the pleasant tone draining from his voice. “Then, we’ll talk.”

      I pop them into my mouth and take a quick sip from the bottle to help swallow them down.

      “Now, please sit,” he says, turning away. He walks to the table by the door and picks up the tray of food. “I won’t tell you twice.”

      I lower onto the edge of the bed. He sets the tray down beside me and snatches an apple slice for himself before sliding away and sitting down on the vanity’s stool.

      He nips off a piece of apple and grins. “Roxie Roberts, huh?” he says, chewing softly. “This is exciting. I don’t think we’ve ever had a real celebrity here before.”

      “Where’s Caleb?” I ask.

      “Do not think for a moment your star status will do you any favors here.” He clears his throat. “We have a few simple rules that you will adhere to.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Number one being that you are not entitled to answers,” he says, raising his voice. “You will not ask questions. Not to me or the staff of this household. Is that clear?”

      I bite down hard.

      “Number two...” He tilts his head. “You will answer when spoken to.”

      I stare at him, trying not to blink. “Who are you?” I ask.

      He nods slowly before putting the remaining apple bit in his mouth and rising off the stool. “And number three...” He moves closer to stand over me. “You will do as I tell you.” He touches my forehead and slowly creeps his finger down my cheek. “You will obey me... the way a woman is required to obey her husband.”

      I flinch away but he snatches my chin, forcing me to look up at him again.

      “You will say thank you. You will say please. Yes, sir. No, sir.” He digs his fingers in. “You will submit to me... and you will bear my child.”

      I spit in his face.

      He grabs my throat and yanks me up off the mattress. “Or I will break you, Danielle Roberts,” he says, his face an inch away from mine.

      I make eye contact with him, holding his stare as I try to breathe. “Fox...” I say, wheezing. “Fox will kill you.”

      He smiles with those same boyish dimples, regarding me like an ignorant child. “He’ll die trying,” he says.

      “You don’t know him.”

      “And you don’t know me.” He squeezes tighter, choking me. “My name is Giovani Zappia… and you’re mine now.”

      He drops me and I fall back, coughing hard.

      “Get some rest,” he says on his way to the door. “Big day coming soon.”

      I sit up, putting my weight into my arm as I try to stay upright. He pauses in the doorway, his form blurred by a veil of tears.

      “What do we say, Danielle?” he asks.

      I cough again, tasting bile in my throat. “Yes, sir,” I say.

      The door slams behind him and the lock clicks.
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          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      And the little baby, too.

      Five words. That’s all it took for Myra to completely destroy me.

      She’d do it, too. She wouldn’t hesitate to take everything I love with a quick flick of her wrist.

      Which is why I can’t for the life of me figure out why I’m so conflicted.

      Myra Black is Rosemary’s freakin’ baby. She’s murdered who knows how many people as second in command of the deadliest underground organization on the planet. She personally violated me; an event that still makes me nauseous if I think about it for too long.

      But that doesn’t make me okay with torture.

      “Box?”

      I snap out of it and glance around the room. The others stare at me from various places. Luka and Sofia sit side-by-side on the loveseat in the corner while Archer takes the recliner beside it with Lilah on the floor, her head playfully resting on his knee. Dante paces along the same patch of carpet by the window.

      And Fox regards me with suspicion from the sofa across from mine.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Are you still tracking Casey?” he repeats.

      “Oh.” I poke the spacebar on my laptop, waking it up to check my software. “Yeah,” I say, spotting the green dot on the map. “He must be settling in for the night.”

      “Or he found the chip and left it someplace,” Lilah says, amused.

      I shrug, not caring for her ‘tude. “Yeah. Sure. It’s possible.”

      Fox eyes me for a moment before he continues. “Let’s assume he didn’t,” he says. “Tomorrow morning, we’ll go to Paris and make contact. I’ll talk to him myself, see if I can narrow down where they were supposed to deliver Lilah. That’s where we’ll find Dani and Lucy.”

      “No,” I say, flexing my jaw. “I’ll talk to him.”

      All heads turn toward me again.

      “Are you sure?” Fox asks.

      “Yeah, we’ll have a better chance if it comes from me,” I say. “I’ll do it.”

      Lilah throws up a hand. “I’ll escort him. Casey might take it as a sign of good faith that we mean business.”

      Dante nods, still staring out the window. “Sounds good.”

      Archer touches her shoulder. “You sure about that?” he asks. “He might take advantage. Scoop you up then and there and drag you to Gio.”

      “In that case, the plan is easy,” she says. “I get tossed in the dungeon. I’ll find Dani and Lucy and then you guys can swoop in and help bust us out. Just don’t lose track of us leaving France and we’ll be groovy.”

      “And if we do lose you?” Archer asks.

      “Then, we go to the source,” Luka says. “It’s obvious that Antony Zappia hasn’t been honoring the conditions of our new truce. I owe him a little visit.”

      Sofia nods beside him. “And if there really is to be a Zappia wedding, then Antony will surely be there. Beatrix as well.”

      Dante turns away from the window. “But it’ll all go better with a man on the inside,” he says. “Tomorrow, we talk to Casey and find out where Dani and Lucy are.”

      “And Caleb,” I add, my voice a bit too loud. “Let’s not forget about her.”

      Archer nods. “Of course, mate,” he says.

      I set my laptop on the table and stand up. “I’m gonna stretch my legs,” I say, excusing myself and walking toward the back exit just off the kitchen.

      The sky is hazy shade of purple, just seconds away from total pitch-blackness. I stand on the edge of the patio stairs, the path leading down to a line of covered, dead bodies. There goes my plan for a quick walk around the house. The air up here is fine, but I wonder what it smells like over there after a day of decomposition.

      “Boxcar.”

      I breathe out through my nostrils as Fox closes the back door behind him. I scan the yard one more time, prolonging the inevitable conversation just a little bit longer before I turn around and face him.

      Fox tilts his head. “What’s up?” he asks me.

      “Nothing,” I answer. “Just getting some fresh—”

      “Come on, man. It’s me,” he says. “What’s going on?”

      I scratch my neck. “I don’t know, Fox. Is it? Is this you?”

      He blinks. “What do you mean?”

      “I knew you were a Snake Eyes agent, but I...” I pause. “It never really hit me until today exactly what that meant. I mean, you... are not the guy who pulled me out of that building out in the desert.”

      “Okay, yeah.” He nods once. “I’ve had to do some bad things to survive. We all have.”

      “No, Fox. Sniping two guys to stop them from killing me and Caleb was a bad thing to survive. What you did to Myra today was...” I shake my head. “You’ve said before that you had to play along and pretend to be the perfect agent to get by, but... you’re not pretending anymore. You’re plastic.”

      He frowns in confusion. “What?”

      “Sorry.” I sigh, shaking off my nerves. “Caleb would have gotten that.”

      “Box, all that I’ve done, everything I do, is for Dani,” he says. “To find her. To protect her.”

      “At what cost?”

      “At every cost.”

      “Well, is she all you care about?” I ask. “Do you even give a shit about finding Caleb at all?”

      He takes a step back. “Okay, Box. I know you’re pissed off right now, but you just asked me that with a straight face.”

      “Is that a no?”

      “Of course, I care about finding Caleb,” he says, his voice rising. “Did you forget that I’m the one who convinced her to stay behind? That I’m the one who told her to go with Dani instead?”

      I look away.

      “Because I haven’t forgotten,” he says. “I think about that every minute. I think about her and your baby... and I can hardly look at you at all because this is my fault. So, yes. I focus on Dani because if I think about Caleb, too, it’ll tear me apart.” He turns but spins back around. “And don’t you dare shame me for doing what needed to be done. Can you honestly say that if it were Caleb in Dani’s place, you wouldn’t have done the same?”

      “Yes,” I answer, believing it to be true. “I would have found another way. Because I know that if I did what you did, Caleb would never look at me again.”

      Fox drops his head.

      I take a deep breath, finding the courage to say what needs to be said. “Listen, after this is all over, I don’t want you around my family anymore, Fox.”

      He stares at me for a moment, his eyes blank. For a second, I think I see my friend actually looking back at me, but I can’t be sure anymore. Is this really Fox Fitzpatrick? Or is this the wolf who wears Fox’s face?

      Finally, he nods. “That’s your call,” he says.

      I bite down, fighting the urge to take it back as he turns around and walks inside.

      Dammit. That did not feel great.

      I linger on the porch, not ready to go back inside just yet. The stars above me begin to shine through the coming dark. I think of Afghanistan. And the last time I was here. We look up at the exact same star fields all the time. It makes you wonder, do the stars look back? Do they notice how much we change, even when they don’t?

      Probably not. They’re just stupid stars.

      And that dead body stench is starting to waft over here.

      I head back inside to find them all gathered around my laptop on the table.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, a bit suspicious of them hovering over my things.

      Sofia moves over to let me through, and I see the headline in the browser window.

      ROXIE ROBERTS CONFIRMED DEAD IN HOUSE FIRE.

      News footage rolls at the top of the article, some head talking over shots of Fox and Dani’s house in Los Angeles engulfed in flames.

      “They found a body at the scene,” Lilah reads. “DNA evidence points to Dani.”

      “Wait.” I furrow my brow in confusion. “Why would they…?”

      “They want to make sure no one comes looking for her,” Dante says. “Faking a death is easier to deal with than a missing person’s case.”

      Lilah chortles. “Classic Snake Eyes.”

      Sofia rubs Fox’s arm. “It’s not real, Fox,” she says, comforting him.

      He stares at the screen, his face as blank as it was outside. “It feels real,” he says, his voice heavy and cold.

      I think of Afghanistan again. Of Caleb collapsing in my arms after she was told that Fox had been killed. That was real, as real as it could have been for us.

      Fox turns and walks away from the laptop, quietly disappearing down the dark hallway.
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      “Bon Appetite, Ms. Fawn.”

      I glance up from my plate. Marilyn Black smiles at me from across the dining room table and raises her fork, balancing a healthy bite of grilled salmon and some sort of fancy rice dish. My gaze falls to the silver cobra necklace around her neck — the same shape as that damned tattoo they insist on branding all their agents with.

      “You are eating for two now, aren’t you?” She chuckles.

      I pull my hands from my lap, knocking the handcuffs against the giant wooden table. The sound echoes through the room, bouncing off the gaudy decorations and ancient, ugly furniture.

      I grab the knife beside my plate and Marilyn’s brow rises. “Where is Dani?” I ask.

      Marilyn sets her fork down. “Ms. Roberts has been given separate accommodations,” she answers.

      “Oh, is that what we’re calling it?” I ask. “Is that what we’re calling kidnapping and dosing her to sleep through a flight halfway across the country?”

      She sighs and wipes her mouth on her cloth napkin before setting it back down in her lap. “Ms. Fawn—”

      “I want to see my friend,” I say over her.

      “She is no longer your concern.”

      “She is, actually. That’s kind of how friendship works.”

      “If I were you, I would concern myself with my husband and my child.” She picks up her wineglass. “Just what would Mr. Carson think if he saw you in this condition? You must be starving. And you’re skin and bones already...”

      I tighten my grip on the knife. “Let me and Dani go, and I’ll eat whatever you put in front of me.”

      “You are not a prisoner here, Ms. Fawn.”

      I rattle my cuffs. “Is that right?”

      Marilyn chuckles. “Please, Caleb,” she says, tilting her head. “I didn’t bring you here to hurt you. Or threaten you. In fact, quite the contrary. I’m treating you with respect. The least you could do is offer me the same courtesy.” She picks up her fork again. “Now, please, let us enjoy our meal.”

      I snatch my fork off the table and stab my piece of salmon. She watches as I hastily break off a chunk and shove it into my mouth. I even chew with my mouth open. Fancy bitch.

      But Marilyn just smiles and takes another slow sip of her wine.

      “What did you bring me here for?” I ask, chewing.

      “Uh-uh-uh.” She waves a finger. “That’s more of an after-dinner conversation.”

      I glance around in annoyance, taking in the finer details of my location. Deep red curtains. Golden figurines. A tiny Z carved into the handle of the silverware. That damned cobra necklace again and… the diamond ring on her finger?

      Dani’s vintage engagement ring?

      Not cool, lady.

      “It’s a nightmare, isn’t it?” Marilyn asks, smirking at me. “I mean, for a family so well-off you’d think they’d hire a decent decorator.”

      I take another bite of my fish as boots echo in from down the hall.

      A man walks into the dining room and grins, clapping his hands as he nears the table. “Marilyn, I must say, when you deliver, you deliver.”

      She throws on a wicked smile. “I am quite pleased to hear that, Gio. Satisfied clients are what I live for.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m completely satisfied... yet,” he says, tilting his head. “We do seem to be missing one...”

      “And as soon as I hear from my team overseas, you’ll be the first to know,” she says, the words stiff and rehearsed. “Do give my compliments to Beatrix. The meal is wonderful, as always.”

      “I’ll be happy to pass it on. Thank you.” His gaze juts toward me and his smile sticks a little longer as he eyes my handcuffs. “Will you be staying long?” he asks Marilyn.

      “I’ll be staying until I can get a completely satisfied out of you,” she says. “And I wouldn’t dream of missing a Zappia wedding. The last one was positively beautiful.”

      “Yes.” Gio bites his cheek. “Well, perhaps this one will stick a little longer.”

      Marilyn laughs. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed and my guns loaded.”

      He grins. “I’ll leave you to finish your meal in peace. It’s a pleasure to have you here, Marilyn.”

      She raises her glass and winks. “The pleasure is all mine, Gio.”

      He offers me a passive glance as he turns back around and walks out of the room.

      As soon as he’s gone, Marilyn’s smile drops. “Repugnant man,” she mutters with a sigh. “The whole lot of ‘em, but...” She shrugs. “A client is a client.”

      I blink, shifting uncomfortably. “What wedding?” I ask her.

      “That, Ms. Fawn,” she brings her glass to her lips again, “is none of your concern.”

      I put my fork down hard and she raises her brow again. “What did you bring me here for?” I ask, my anger lingering beneath the surface.

      Marilyn nods and sets her glass down. “All right, then,” she says, softly clearing her throat. “I would like to offer you a job.”

      I snort. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I never joke about my work,” she says. “No, Ms. Fawn, I am quite serious.”

      I drop my cuffed hands into my lap. “I’m pretty sure I don’t have the skill-set you require from your agents,” I say. “I’m not a mass murderer.”

      She smiles. “My agents make up a small part of what Snake Eyes does,” she says. “We would find a place for you, Caleb. For you and your talented husband. You would never have to touch another gun ever again if you’d like.”

      “No,” I answer. “But since you mention it, the last time you offered my talented husband a job, you tried to kill him a week later.”

      “An unfortunate oversight, I’m afraid,” she says with a sigh. “This is what happens when you don’t cross your T’s and dot your I’s in this business.”

      “Your men tried to kill Boxcar because of an oversight?”

      “I was very impressed with Mr. Carson’s work and I would, of course, be willing to fully compensate him for the trauma my late agents may have caused… should you accept your positions.”

      I gawk at her. “I’m sorry. Is this a bit?” I ask. “Do you have any self-awareness for how insane you sound right now?”

      “I understand that this might be confusing for you—”

      “Understatement.”

      “—but I would advise that you keep your head, Ms. Fawn,” she says, her voice hardening. “Please do not take my respect and patience for granted.”

      I close my mouth.

      “I took a personal interest in your career,” she continues. “Such a beautiful young woman, the whole world out in front of you. With your grades, you could have gone to any school you wanted, done anything you desired, but you enlisted in the armed forces. Why?”

      “Seemed like a good idea at the time.”

      Marilyn stares me down. “Why, Caleb?”

      I shift on my chair. “Because… my father was killed overseas,” I answer.

      “And you wanted to be like him?”

      “My father was my hero. He was a life-long soldier. A great dad. Honorable.” I shrug a shoulder. “Who wouldn’t want to be like that?”

      Marilyn takes a deep breath, her eyes drowning in sympathy. “I remember what it was like to see my father that way, too. Unfortunately…” She presses her lips together. “Well, sometimes the people we love aren’t who they appear to be at all.”

      I clench my jaw as she picks up her knife and fork again.

      “I’ll give you a day to think it over,” she says. “And I do encourage you to make your husband and child your top concern. I would hate it if something ill were to befall you.”

      And there it is. The veiled threat meant to make your recruitment into Snake Eyes that much more voluntary.

      “If I accept, will you let Dani go?” I ask.

      Marilyn smiles. “I’m afraid she’s not mine to give — though I do appreciate tenacity when I see it.”

      “I’ll pay you,” I say. “I want to hire Snake Eyes to break Dani out of here.”

      “Oh, honey.” She laughs. “You couldn’t afford that.”

      My eyes fall to her cobra necklace again. “If I accept, will you leave Fox alone?”

      Marilyn stabs the table with her knife. I nearly jolt out of my seat from the swift, violent jerk of her hand.

      “That’s enough, Ms. Fawn,” she says, her voice teetering on the edge. “You will soon find that you do not have the cards to negotiate with me.”

      I sit back, too nervous to move.
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      Dante follows me down the stairs into the basement. We walk in silence, me with Elijah’s medkit hanging off my arm and him with a butcher’s knife in his hand. The air is heavy and expectant, like the last few minutes before a thunderstorm.

      We reach the room at the end of the hall and pause in the doorway.

      Myra sits in the chair, her arms latched behind her with a few extra chains to make sure she stays put this time. She raises her head, looking weak and worn. She hasn’t eaten in a day, at least. No water, either.

      Good.

      “Hey, Ra-ra,” I say. “How are you holding up?”

      She doesn’t answer. Her skin is ghostly pale, far more than usual from the blood loss earlier.

      I look at Dante. There’s a stiff eagerness in his eyes but he’s probably thinking the same thing about me. We’ve waited long enough for this.

      It’s time to avenge our brother.

      We step into the room, parting to round the table and take the seats on either side of Myra. I set the red medkit down on the table and unzip the main compartment, relishing in the tepid panic that fills Myra’s black eyes.

      She knows she’s about to die.

      “So,” I clear my throat, “my brother and I have spent the last several hours talking about how we’re going to kill you. Dante here is a fan of quick — not necessarily painless — but quick. Eye for an eye. Bullet for a bullet.” I shrug. “A quick shot through the heart sounds fair and all but we talked it over and we both agreed that you deserve something a little more... excruciating.”

      I pause for a reaction, but Myra just stares at the table.

      “We thought... we could hang you from a tree outside,” I continue. “Or drown you in a tub. Still, not good enough. I suggested stabbing you through the rib cage and poking a teeny, tiny hole in your lungs. It’s not too quick, it’s fucking painful, and you die gasping as you drown in your own bodily fluids. Now, that one... that was tempting, wasn’t it, big brother?”

      “Very tempting,” Dante says, calm and stoic.

      “But no,” I say. I reach into the medkit and withdraw a syringe. “Instead, we came up with this.”

      Myra raises her head. Her eyes bounce from me to the needle and back again. Mouth still sealed shut. For once.

      “You might remember that Elijah had a knack for Chemistry,” I say, flicking the cap off the needle. “He used to make all sorts of fun things. Painkillers, truth serums. Whole bunch of shit. However, he wasn’t the greatest at labeling things. My twin was never the most organized guy in the room but that’s fine. We all have our quirks.”

      I reach into the kit and grab the first vial I feel.

      “Like this!” I hold up the vial, inspecting the deep red liquid inside. “What the fuck is this? Let’s find out.”

      I push the needle through the cap and pull back the plunger to fill it. Myra tries to scoot her chair away from me, but Dante blocks the chair leg with his heel and shoves her toward me, keeping a firm hand on her shoulder to stop her from trying again.

      “Hold still,” I tell her. “This will probably hurt.”

      I jab the needle into her shoulder. She winces as I push it down. A drop of blood seeps out of the hole in her skin as I pull it out and sit back.

      Dante and I wait in silence, watching her face closely for any kind of side effect.

      “Anything?” I ask, amused.

      Myra doesn’t react.

      “Hrmm. Let’s see what else we got.”

      I hand the syringe over to Dante as I reach into the kit again. I grab another random vial from inside, this one a teal green shade, and Dante takes it from me. He pierces the cap and fills the syringe.

      Myra watches him with wide eyes, quickly twitching with panic and fear. He jabs it into her other arm, and she cringes in pain again.

      “Sorry,” I say, wrinkling my nose. “Dante and I weren’t blessed with a soft touch. Maybe if Elijah were here, but then again...”

      “Just kill me,” she spits at us. “Get it over with.”

      Dante and I share a look.

      “Nah,” I say. I grab another vial and Dante gives me the syringe to fill. “Hopefully, mixing all this shit together won’t cause some violent chemical reaction in your system somewhere...” I muse, my voice full of whimsy.

      I jab her again, making it hurt.

      “Stop it,” Myra begs.

      I lean back. “What’s wrong, Myra? Do you feel a burning sensation? A sudden kick to the chest around where your heart should be?”

      Dante removes another vial from the kit as I lay the syringe down for him to take.

      “I was just doing my job,” she says, growing short of breath.

      “You know who else always did his job?” I ask. “Elijah. The guy never even took a sick day and you put him down for a little bit of Zappia money. Was it worth it?”

      Myra gasps as Dante sticks her in the shoulder again. “Dante, please...”

      He passes the syringe back to me. “You really think begging me for mercy is going to help you?” he asks.

      “You really think torturing me is going to help you?” she asks, her voice quivering. “I wasn’t lying before. The only thing you can do is run. There’s no happy ending here.”

      “We’ll take our chances.”

      I fill the syringe again with another shot of teal green. “Yeah, I’m not so concerned about my happy ending,” I say, aiming for her shoulder. “I’m more preoccupied with your ending at the moment.”

      I jab her one more time and she tightens in a quick, pain-filled tremor.

      “If you have any last words or final wishes...” I say, laying the syringe down on the table. “We’ll be happy to pass them on. It’s the least we can do.”

      She says nothing as her nose begins to bleed.

      I reach into the kit again and withdraw one of the Boss’ diaries, the end in sight. “You know what I stumbled upon earlier?” I ask, holding it up. “Your mother’s diaries. Or guardian’s, I guess. You were, technically, adopted.”

      Myra glares at me, her chest heaving for short, rapid breaths.

      I flip through the pages. “She has an awful lot to say about Mercer,” I note. “M is at the top of his class. He’s looking more and more like V every day — whoever that is. My heart grows, she wrote. My son makes me a proud mother every time I look at him.” I glance at Myra. “You, on the other hand... I think Mommy had a bit of kidnapper’s remorse.”

      “Shut up,” Myra mutters.

      “She rarely does as she’s told,” I read. “Why can’t she be more like my son?”

      “I said, shut up.”

      I set the diary down. “You tried so hard, didn’t you?” I ask. “To impress her. To make her happy. It must have worked a little, right? She made you her voice. Though... maybe she only did that to shut you up.”

      Myra trembles, her eyes full of pain.

      I look at Dante and he stands up from his chair.

      “You know what, Myra?” I say. “Fox was wrong before. You didn’t ask for this life. You had loving parents, a family, I assume. But she took that from you. You’re as much her victim as we are.” I shake my head. “You adapted and survived in the only way you could. Just like me. I can respect that.”

      Dante lays a hand on her shoulder as her limbs twitch. She tries to speak but she can’t, her nervous system no doubt being torn apart from the inside out. I sit still and watch for a few more moments. I wonder if her pain feels worse than my pain. I hope it does.

      “Truth is, I do feel sorry for you,” I say. “For the woman you could have been. But the woman you are... She killed my brother. She raped my lover. And she deserves every second of this.”

      Myra coughs, spewing blood down her shirt. I could leave her here forever. I want to but, like all good families, sometimes you have to compromise.

      I nod at Dante and he lays the butcher’s knife along her neck.

      Myra turns her head up and breathes one final, aching sigh of relief. “Thank you. Thank—”

      He opens her throat and turns away as she bleeds out down her chest. She doesn’t fight it at all, not that she could in the first place, but a look of peace settles on her face.

      I return the vials to the medkit and pop the cap back onto the syringe. Dante cleans the knife with a cloth before kneeling behind Myra’s chair and unlocking her cuffs. I catch her as she slinks forward, gently resting her head down on the table and closing her eyes.

      Dante and I glance at each other. We don’t say anything. Not aloud, anyway.

      On the inside, we say everything as we pick Myra up and carry her upstairs. We say how thankful we are to still have each other as we pass through the dark, quiet house toward the backyard. We say how much Elijah would not have been okay with how we used his serums, but he’d disapprove with a twinkle in his eye.

      We lie Myra down next to the other bodies of her squad and Dante covers her with a sheet.

      I take a few steps back to the house, but I pause when I realize Dante isn’t following me.

      “You good?” I ask him.

      He nods, his eyes on the ground. “Yeah,” he answers. “Just going to stay here for a while.”

      The strong, silent type. That’s Dante.

      “Goodnight, big brother.”

      “Goodnight, little sister.”

      I walk back into the house. It’s getting close to midnight now. The others have long since claimed their beds. Boxcar sits quietly on the couch with his laptop. We say nothing to each other as I pass him, but I offer him a nod.

      I reach the top floor, quickly navigating through the dark to the room Archer and I share. I open the door and step inside. Before I can adjust to the darkness, the bedside lamp flicks on and Archer sits up in the bed.

      “Lilah?” he whispers, wide-awake.

      I nod as I walk over to my backpack on the bench by the window. I sift through it in silence, quickly finding the small, hollow, glass pendant hidden in a pair of socks.

      I turn it in my hand and a lock of brown hair tumbles from one side to the other inside. Elijah’s hair.

      I swallow hard and reach back into the bag to grab a pair of shorts and a tank top to sleep in.

      Archer gets out of bed and walks up behind me as I unbutton my jeans. Thankfully, Archer’s always had a talent for reading the room. He keeps his mouth shut as I undress and waits for me to turn toward him before reaching out and putting his hands on my shoulders.

      I cradle the pendant softly between my palms. “It’s done,” I say, my throat dry.

      Archer takes a breath and exhales slowly as he studies my face. “What do you need?” he asks.

      I look down, losing myself a little in his bare, enticing chest, but a cruel numbness takes over my gut. Oh, there are plenty of things I’d like to do, things that Archer will no doubt oblige without argument, but I let the urges fall in favor of his arms.

      “Hold me,” I finally say.

      Archer doesn’t blink. He reaches for my hands and I surrender them without a second thought. He guides me to the bed and lays me down with him. I ease as close to him as possible and he flicks the lamp off, plunging the room into darkness before wrapping his thick arms around me again.

      The sob grows fast, taking over my chest before I realize it’s happening. My throat locks and warm tears spill down my cheeks. I hold the pendant against my heart, willing Elijah’s to beat with mine again, no matter how impossible that may be.

      Archer pulls the blanket around us, his body heat bleeding into my skin as he embraces me closer. He kisses my forehead and strokes my arm, saying nothing as I cry into the breathless void one last time.

      You can rest now, Elijah.

      We’ll meet again someday.

      Soon, my tear ducts run dry and I stop shaking. I lay my head down, slowly catching my breath with each lingering exhale. Archer’s lips never leave my forehead. His arms never lose their strong hold on me.

      My hunter never lets me go.

      “Close your eyes,” he tells me. “I’ll be here when you open them again.”

      I look up, somehow finding his deep blue eyes in the dark. He runs his thumb along my cheeks to banish the tears stuck to them. I kiss him once, a sweet kiss goodnight, before resting my head back down on his chest.

      I settle in for one night of peace. One night of quiet to mourn all I’ve lost.

      But tomorrow, I will burn these motherfuckers to the ground.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I know a thing or two about grief.

      I’ve been in the middle of it. I’ve been on the outside looking in. Life can be as cruel as it is wonderful and we’re all just waiting around for the tide to suddenly turn on us and show us the other side.

      But I can’t take much more of this.

      My parents. Lucy’s father. My little brother.

      No amount of vengeance will be enough to save me if I have to bury Lucy Vaughn, too.

      I walk back into the house, quietly shifting from room-to-room. A light shines from the kitchen down the hall as the refrigerator door opens and closes again. I follow the sound to find Fox standing by the counter with a whiskey bottle and two glasses.

      “Right on time,” he says, pouring a healthy amount into both.

      I reach for the nearest glass. “Can’t sleep?” I ask.

      “Never.” He raises his own. “Cheers.”

      We take a drink and Fox refills them to where they were before. A bit of whiskey spills over the side of my glass and glides along my finger. I watch as it slowly makes its way to the counter, mesmerized by the simplicity of it.

      “They’re alive.”

      I look up at Fox. He’s staring at his glass the same way I am.

      “That’s what I keep telling myself,” he says. “Gio needs them alive to...”

      His voice falls.

      I pick up my glass. “There are only so many rocks a man like Gio can hide under.” I raise it and nod. “We’ll find them.”

      Fox follows my lead and chugs his glass to the bottom.

      “Oh, good.” Boxcar wanders in from the other room. “Are we drinking now? Or is this a tattoo-only binge?”

      Fox turns to the cupboard for a third glass. “Come on in. There’s plenty for everyone...”

      Boxcar walks up, looking tired and hopeless. I don’t blame him. None of us know where our girls are but at least we know what to expect from Gio. But the Boss? Marilyn Black?

      Who knows what she could be putting Caleb through right now?

      Fox fills his glass and hands it over.

      “Thanks,” Boxcar says, barely making eye contact with him.

      “I can’t believe Casey is an agent,” Fox says.

      “You didn’t know?” Boxcar asks. “Because I was gonna ask…”

      “No. I never would have kept that from Caleb.” Fox exhales. “What was he like?”

      Boxcar chugs his glass and thinks. “Tall,” he answers.

      Fox chuckles.

      I shake my head. “I couldn’t imagine taking this job if I had kids,” I say. “I couldn’t even keep it from my brother and sister.”

      “Yeah…” Boxcar sighs. “Casey didn’t seem like the remorseful type, but I hope I’m wrong about that.”

      “Guess we’ll know tomorrow,” Fox says.

      Feet shuffle in from the hallway and Luka appears in the entryway.

      “I knew I smelled booze,” he says.

      Fox smiles and grabs a fourth glass. “How’s Sofia?”

      “Restless,” he answers, his head down. “She blames herself for this.”

      “I don’t think any of us blame her. Not even a little bit.”

      “As I’ve told her, but…” Luka sighs as Fox fills his glass. “Her heart is too big. I’ve never known a woman who feels emotion as purely as she does.”

      Boxcar tilts his head. “So, she was a Zappia?”

      Luka nods. “Yes.”

      “Gio’s wife?” I ask.

      He nods again. “Yes.”

      “But she seems so…” Boxcar pauses, “normal.”

      Luka smiles. “They tried to subjugate her, but… it never took. She asked for my help and I got her out.”

      Fox clears his throat.

      “We,” Luka corrects himself with a smile. Fox nods. “We got her out. Sofia and I have been fighting the Zappia way together ever since.”

      “And Snake Eyes,” I point out.

      He stares into his glass. “Snake Eyes murdered my father and grandfather,” he says. “My family does not forgive those who spill Lutrova blood.”

      I raise my glass. “My family has a similar policy.”

      He raises his own and we both drink.

      Archer saunters in from the hall and sighs. “Looks like I’m not the only one who needed a nightcap…” he says. “Hello, gentlemen.”

      Fox silently grabs a fifth glass.

      “Is Lilah sleeping?” I ask.

      Archer takes a spot next to Boxcar. “Yes, she is.”

      I wince. “Uh-oh.”

      “That’s a bad thing?” Boxcar asks.

      “When Lilah sleeps, that means she’s calm,” I say.

      “And...?”

      “And when Lilah’s calm, that means she’s got a plan.”

      Fox offers him a glass, but Archer grabs the whole bottle instead.

      “And I’ve got my work cut out for me,” he says.

      I chuckle as he chugs a large amount at once. “Welcome to the last thirty years of my life, Arch.”

      He sets the bottle down. “Then, you, sir, deserve bloody sainthood.”

      “Me and Eli, we...” I pause, taken by memory. “We always knew that when we woke up and her bed was already made, we were in for a rough day.”

      I look down and they go quiet.

      It’s not over until I get Lucy back, but I can rest a little easier now knowing that my brother can, too.

      Fox raises his glass. “For Elijah.”

      The rest of them do the same, their soft eyes on me.

      “For Elijah,” they all repeat.

      I nod, swallowing hard. “For Elijah,” I say.

      We empty our glasses and silently set them down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      “God, I hate Paris,” Lilah says as we climb the cramped stairwell.

      I chortle. “You know, Lilah, I think you and I finally agree on something.”

      “Just look at this place!” She runs her hand along the wall and pulls it away, now covered in speckled, white dust. “I mean, granted, I’ve spent the majority of my time here in dank, dirty Snake Eyes safe houses like this one, but...” She quickly wipes her hands on her jeans. “Come on, Paris. Have some dignity.”

      We reach the top of the stairs and I glance at my phone, monitoring my tracking app for any changes. “Should be this door over here...”

      “Hey. You’re from Memphis, right?”

      “Uh...” I look back at her, her beady, inquisitive eyes poking out from behind her red bangs. “Yeah. Why?”

      “Is it fun?”

      “It can be?” I answer. “If you like booze and Elvis, I guess.”

      “Do you think Archer likes booze and Elvis?”

      “I...” I stop in the middle of the hall. “Why?”

      “I wanna plan a trip,” she says, her face pinching. “Something fun but not too fancy. Like a romantic getaway. But not too lame, you know? Something that says I appreciate you but also says I’d be down for some butt stuff.”

      I blink. “Are you asking me for relationship advice?”

      She releases a painful scoff. “I don’t know. You’re the only person I know who even remotely comes close to a friend of Archer’s. Cut me some slack here.”

      My mouth sags in bewilderment. “You shot me in the back with a shotgun.”

      “You’re still mad about that?”

      I cock my head. “Uh...”

      She stands taller. “Hey, if I’m going through this much trouble to help get your wife back, isn’t humoring me the very least you can do?” she asks.

      Shit. She’s got a point.

      “Okay...” I lower my phone to my side. “Well, I’ve seen him drink, so... booze should be okay.”

      She nods. “All right.”

      I squint. “But I don’t... really know him well enough to know where he stands on Elvis.”

      “Damn,” she murmurs.

      “But... I can ask him?”

      She smiles. “Will you?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      “But don’t make it too obvious!” she says, pointing a finger. “I don’t want him to know I asked you.”

      “I will be discreet.” I turn toward the door, then pause. “And... I don’t know. Butt stuff seems like more of a New Orleans kind of thing.”

      She considers it. “Hm.”

      “Or Portland.”

      “Good point.”

      I gesture to the door. “Anyway, this should be it.” I scan the walls for an exploit. “Might take a look and see if I can find a structural—”

      Lilah pats my arm. “Eh, scooch,” she says, moving me out of the way.

      She rears back and kicks the door open. It slams against the opposite wall, splintering the wood around the handle, and she waltzes inside.

      “Or, you can just… do that,” I say.

      I follow her inside and stop beside her. It’s a tiny studio apartment, barely even large enough to be called that with a straight face. A pull-out couch. A dirty kitchenette. A bathroom so filthy I can see the mildew from here.

      And Casey Fawn. He sits at a small table by the kitchenette, casually spooning soup into his mouth. He looks up at us and shakes his head in amusement.

      “Sure,” he says, lowering his spoon into the bowl. “Come on in. Make yourselves at home.”

      I quickly close the broken door, firing a look at Lilah. “How have you survived this long?” I whisper at her.

      “Questionable morals and a lot of lip gloss,” she says. She walks over to the window and pushes the curtains out of the way, illuminating the dark space. “Hey, Casey. We need to chat.”

      “I know,” he mutters. “That’s why I left the door unlocked.”

      She shrugs and leans an elbow against the counter.

      He rises from his chair and deposits his empty bowl in the sink. “Took you long enough,” he says, running the tap to clean it out. “I expected you a lot sooner.”

      I look at the table to see Caleb’s revolver sitting there. The blank bullet I planted in the cylinder has been broken open and the GPS chip sits out on the table.

      Lilah picks it up. “Is this how you low-jacked him?” she asks me. “Nice.”

      “Eh... I low-jacked me, to be honest,” I say. “Figured if we got separated at some point, you guys could easily find me again.”

      She tosses it back onto the table. “That’s cute.”

      I shrug. “I thought it was a neat idea.”

      “No, that you think we’d come find you,” she says, snickering.

      I exhale. Walked right into that one.

      Casey sits back down. “So, what would you like to talk about?” he asks.

      I take the second chair across from him and I freeze like a deer in headlights. Caleb’s father. She doesn’t talk about him much, but I can tell that she thinks about him often. Every time she opened her bedside drawer and saw that revolver, I knew he was on her mind. Not in a sad way, though. With love and respect.

      I sit up taller, showing a little respect of my own. “I’m not sure how much you know already, but… Caleb’s been taken by the Boss.”

      He doesn’t react. Either he knows that… or he doesn’t care.

      “I want you to help us get her back,” I say. “Her and Dani and Lucy—”

      “I can’t do that,” he says.

      “Please.”

      “It’s not possible, kid.”

      “She’s pregnant,” I say. “She’s pregnant with my baby and I am begging you, man-to-man, to help me get her back.”

      Casey inhales slowly. “Look, I—”

      “She’s your daughter,” I say over him, feeling desperate. “Now, I know you still care about her. You wouldn’t have let me go out there if you didn’t. I know you don’t want this life for her… just like I don’t want this life for my baby.”

      “I understand what you’re getting at,” he says, “but the man you’re trying to appeal to right now is dead. I can’t help you. Sorry.”

      I sit back in the chair, staring into his eyes as I hold my anger back. And to think I thought he and Caleb had the same eyes.

      “Okay…” I say. “Then, how about this?” I lean forward. “You’re going to help us. You’re going to do everything in your power to find out where they took Caleb. You’re going to tell us right now where your squad was supposed to deliver Lilah and then you’re going to escort us there.”

      “Oh, am I?” he asks.

      “Yes, you are.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because if you don’t, then I’ll give the signal to my buddy, Archer. He’s former MI-6 but he’s still got some friends over at Interpol who are just itching to bring as many Snake Eyes agents into custody as possible. Sure, you might have a bit of a head start if you ran right now but I don’t like your chances against Lilah here after what I saw her do to Myra and the rest of your squad with her bare hands.”

      He slowly glances over my shoulder at her.

      “But on the off-chance you do take her and me out,” I continue, “there’s always the sniper outside with a rifle trained to your forehead right now. Bottom line: Either you stop dicking around and agree to help me get my wife and our friends back or you don’t walk out of here alive, Casey.”

      He squints at me.

      I clear my throat. “Sir.”

      Casey looks back and forth between Lilah and me. “So, Myra’s gone, huh?”

      Lilah nods. “Oh, yeah. She’s super dead.”

      He sits still, nodding slowly as he thinks it over. After a moment, he rises from his chair and wanders over to the window.

      Lilah nudges my arm. “Goddamn, Sparky,” she says. “You can be alpha as fuck when you really wanna be.”

      “Yes, I can,” I say, my eyes locked on Casey.

      He turns toward us again. “What do you mean you want me to escort you there?” he asks.

      “Myra said your squad was sent to get Lilah for Gio,” I say. “All we want is for you to finish the job.”

      He looks at Lilah. “You want me to deliver you to Giovani Zappia?”

      She shrugs. “Sure, why not?”

      “Because it’s stupid. You go in there, you’re never coming out again.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “Trust me. Gio is well-aware at how good you are at handling yourself,” he says. “You’ll be sedated and locked up the second you’re on the property.”

      “What property?” I ask.

      He pauses, hesitating one last time. “The Zappia estate in Chicago,” he says. “That’s where the other girls were taken, too. There’s a good chance you’ll find the Boss there as well — along with your wife, if what you say is true.”

      Lilah smirks with satisfaction. “Why do you know this, but Myra didn’t?” she asks.

      My brow piques.

      Casey’s lips twitch. “Myra’s involvement in the mission was need-to-know only.”

      “Why would the Boss’ voice be need-to-know only?” Lilah asks.

      “Because she was demoted,” I say, drawing Casey’s eye. “Right?”

      “Myra had become unpredictable,” he says. “After a string of bad decisions on her part, the Boss decided that she needed to start trimming the fat if she wanted the organization to survive another day.” He looks at Lilah. “Once we had you, my orders were pretty clear.”

      “Kill Myra,” I say.

      He nods. “But then, you showed up. So, I took off, stopped here to get my bearings, and that’s when I found the tracker.” He breathes a laugh. “Figured you’d show up eventually, so I waited.”

      “Didn’t happen to alert your friends, did you?” Lilah asks.

      “You mean the ones you already murdered?” he quips. “No, I did not.”

      “Could have called in a back-up squad.”

      “If I had, you’d be dead by now,” he says. “Or had, at least, worked up a sweat.”

      Lilah shrugs a shoulder in agreement.

      “Why didn’t you call them?” I ask.

      “Because I didn’t feel like it.”

      “Because you care about Caleb.”

      He laughs. “Kid…”

      “Why else would you want to keep me alive?”

      “Snake Eyes is finished,” he says. “There’s no way the Boss can keep it afloat no matter how much fat she trims off. The smart ones among us are abandoning ship while we can and seeking employment elsewhere. Your little assault on the Boss’ compound just allowed me to slip out undetected sooner than I had planned.”

      “Elsewhere?” I ask.

      “You think Snake Eyes is all that’s out there for men like me?” he asks. “You think those of us who have dedicated our lives to the job will be able to just… go back to Oklahoma?”

      I look at the table between us.

      “This work is all I have, and I’ve got another job all lined up. So, no. I won’t be escorting you anywhere,” he says. “I’ve answered your questions. I’ve told you what I know and where you need to go but don’t think for a second I do it for any other reason than Fitzpatrick lying prone on the rooftop across the street and I’ve got more shit to do before I die. I stopped being a father a long time ago and I’m not going to start again, so don’t expect it of me. You’ll be disappointed.”

      “Oh, believe me,” I say. “I’m already very disappointed.”

      He glares at me.

      “The way Caleb talks about you,” I say. “How much she loved you and looked up to you. She grew up in your image and if she finds out how much of a pathetic lie you really are…” I shake my head. “On second thought, why bother? You don’t care, right?” I pick up the GPS chip off the table and push the revolver toward him. “You can keep that, by the way. Caleb won’t be needing her good luck charm anymore.”

      I stand up and march past Lilah toward the broken door. If I were in a sentimental mood, I’d keep an ear open for him. He’d say my name and I’d look back and he’d drop some kind of platitude on me that makes him look a little less like an asshole.

      But he stays quiet.

      Lilah follows me out, taking wide strides to catch up. “So, Plan B, then?” she asks.

      I nod. “Plan B.”

      “Rock on,” she says as we reach the stairwell. “What’s Plan B?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Lucy

        

      

    

    
      What in the actual fuck is happening here?

      First, I got kidnapped in Russia. Not my finest hour.

      Then, I wake up here, chained to a bed. Again.

      Seriously. How many guys are going to keep chaining me to beds? That’s not how you hold Lucy Vaughn down. Just ask Dante. I thought I was through getting surprised but this — this — is some next-level, dystopian shit.

      Gio’s mother came in here this morning and dropped off the gown. She laid it down at the foot of my bed with such care and grace you’d think the thing would rip apart but as I squeeze into it now, it’s strong and thick.

      And black. Pure black from top-to-bottom with a long veil that covers my head and practically drags the carpet as I walk.

      I thought brides were supposed to wear white.

      The door opens suddenly. I roll my eyes with annoyance as Gio himself walks in. At least he can’t see it behind the veil. Bonus.

      “Good day, Lucy,” he says as he folds his hands behind his back. He looks me up and down and smiles. “My god, you look lovely.”

      I turn away from him and he laughs.

      “Oh, come on, Lucy Vaughn,” he says as he crosses the room toward me. “Where’s that crack of a wit?”

      He’s baiting me. Trying to get me to talk. Don’t get me wrong, I gave him quite the earful when I first got here. I called him every name I could recall from growing up on the streets of Chicago. The first time, he took it. The second time, too.

      The third time, he smiled, turned around, and walked across the hallway into another room.

      A few seconds later, I heard another girl scream.

      I stopped talking after that. I don’t know who that girl was, but I don’t want to risk him hurting her because of me.

      “Lucy…” he says, chuckling. “I must say, I’m proud of you. I didn’t think you’d take the vow of silence seriously. You’ll make an extraordinary Zappia bride.”

      Yeah, sure. Whatever that means.

      I ain’t being nobody’s bride.

      Except maybe Dante’s.

      Hurry the fuck up, Dante.

      Gio sighs behind me and I cringe as his hands caress my shoulders. “Lucy, turn around…”

      I do it and he flashes that disgusting smile.

      “I can’t wait to see those beautiful eyes again tomorrow,” he whispers. “Tonight is your final night alone here. Tomorrow, we’ll be married… and you’ll spend the night with me.”

      I flinch in disgust, but I bite my tongue to not say a word.

      Seriously. What in the actual fuck?

      “Tell me there isn’t a part of you…” he says, drawing close, “that wants to feel me inside of you.”

      Nope.

      I head-butt him in the nose, firing a flurry of pain throughout my forehead, but goddammit, it was worth it.

      Gio stumbles backward but quickly rights himself. He touches his nose, feeling for blood as he grits his teeth in anger.

      “Lucy…” he seethes.

      He steps forward with rolled fists, purposefully stopping to tower over me but I don’t cower. I stand tall, tightening myself to take any punches this piss-ant wants to throw at me.

      Instead, he drops to one knee and grabs the chain around my ankle. He quickly unlocks the cuff and stands to take me by the neck.

      “Come with me,” he says.

      He drags me out into the hallway, moving so quickly I can hardly keep up with this black tarp weighing me down. We pass by several armed guards. Not one of them raises more than an eye to my situation. They don’t even seem surprised.

      Gio throws open a door and shoves me inside first.

      I tumble to the floor, unable to keep my dress from bunching underneath my feet.

      “A Zappia woman is brave,” Gio says, crushing every word, “never tortured or fearful.”

      I push up onto my knees, raising my head to look around the room. It’s an old study, the shelves lining the walls with books and trinkets. An elegant sofa sits in front of an unlit fireplace.

      “A Zappia woman is focused, never careless or rash,” he says as he calmly walks across the room.

      There’s another girl on the sofa, dressed in the same black gown as I am.

      Gio grabs my arm and forces me to stand. “A Zappia woman is wise, never arrogant or cold,” he says as he thrusts me toward the couch.

      I sit down beside the other girl and Gio stands over us with his hands on his hips.

      “You are Zappia women now,” he says, looking back and forth at us. “From this day forward, I will not tolerate anything less. There is no shame in what you’ve been chosen for. I do think that someday, very soon, you’ll both be thankful for what I have given you.” He straightens up and smooths his crinkled jacket down. “Now, do you have any questions?” he asks, expecting silence.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Who told you that tie was a good idea?”

      The other girl snorts quietly beneath her veil.

      Gio rushes toward me, his palm flat to strike me with.

      “Giovani…”

      He stops with his hand raised and we all turn to look at the woman standing in the doorway.

      “May I speak to you for a moment?” she asks.

      Gio lowers his arm and gives the two of us a few biting glances before stomping off toward the door. He and the woman go out into the hallway and she slowly closes the door behind them.

      I exhale hard as I bunch up my veil and pull it over my head. “I’m Lucy,” I say to the girl. “Who are you?”

      She does the same, quickly raising her veil. “It’s me,” she says.

      I gasp. “Roxie Roberts?”

      Her head tilts. “Dani,” she corrects.

      “Holy shit.”

      I take a breath. I was kidnapped with a movie star.

      Whoa.

      “How did you get here?” I ask quickly, glancing at the door.

      “That woman brought me in,” she says.

      “Who is she?”

      “The Boss of Snake Eyes.”

      I deflate. “Oh, fuck.”

      “Have you seen Caleb?” she asks. “She was brought here with me, but I haven’t seen her.”

      “No.”

      Dani’s face falls.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” I say. “Dante will come for us. Fox, too.”

      She looks up. “You were with him, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How was he?”

      I smile. “Oh, you know. Tall, dark, and ridiculously handsome. You’re a lucky girl.”

      She laughs, a bit of sadness in her eyes. “Thanks.”

      “He spoke Russian to me,” I add. “It was pretty hot.”

      “I love when he does that.”

      The door opens and we drop our veils.

      Gio’s mother pauses by the sofa and raises her arm, gesturing for us to follow her.

      We rise and walk to the door.

      “They’re coming,” I whisper, low enough for only Dani to hear. “Hang in there.”

      Dani nods. “You, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      Well, when you can’t get back into the United States legally, there’s always a Russian mobster’s private plane.

      Luka used every connection he had to make sure our departure from Europe was airtight. Our plan to get the girls back cannot be compromised and we need everyone on their game.

      I’ll worry about getting my papers in order after this is all over.

      The seven of us sit around the plane, hovering somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean. Our seats are turned to face each other as we pore over everything we know. Admittedly, it’s not much, but it’s enough to start forming a plan.

      Dante leans back in his seat and rubs his tired eyes. “The tunnels are the safest bet,” he says. “We can enter them through a warehouse just off the casino.”

      Lilah grunts from her chair beside me. “Oh, great. The dusty, bootlegger tunnels again. How fun.”

      “It’s better than busting down the front door.”

      “Not nearly as fun,” she says with a shrug. “But I’m still in.”

      “And you’re sure they reach the house?” Fox asks.

      Dante nods. “The estate sits about a mile from the casino on the shoreline. The family used to smuggle booze from the house to the casino back in the 20s. Assuming they haven’t sealed them off, that’s how we get in undetected.”

      Luka squints. “They’d have some sort of alarm, yes?” he asks.

      Boxcar glances up from his laptop. “Already on it,” he says. “According to last year’s financial records, the Zappias purchased a gold package from Brickton Enterprises. Looks like a full upgrade on their estate.”

      “What’s in that?” Fox asks.

      “A whole lot of cheap-ass cameras and a few CX-22Cs marked-up to about twenty-five grand,” he answers with rolling eyes. “Pure theft.”

      I glance at the confused faces around the cabin and smile. Old Sparky at it again.

      “Can you override it?” Lilah asks him.

      Boxcar turns back to his laptop again. “Yes,” he says. “I can.”

      Dante nods. “Then, we’ll make that top priority as soon as we land. What do you need to make that happen, Box?”

      “Oh…” His fingers fly across the keys. “About fifteen more seconds.”

      Dante stands up out of his chair. “Wait, really?”

      Boxcar grins and turns his laptop around to show the rest of us.

      We all lean forward to get a closer look at the full-color video of the Zappia estate’s front lawn.

      “Moral of the story, kids,” he says. “Never use a cloud-based security firm like Brickton Enterprises.”

      Sofia pokes me. “How does he do that?” she whispers.

      I smirk. “That’s Sparky.”

      “Can you see the inside of the house?” Dante asks.

      Boxcar takes control and clicks around, shuffling through angles of the kitchen and the dining room and—

      “There.” Fox points at the screen. “Bedroom 4.”

      Boxcar goes full-screen and we see her. A girl paces back and forth in a bare-bones bedroom wearing black from head to toe. Her face is concealed but we can easily see the chain latched around her ankle, connecting her to the bed.

      “Dani,” Fox says.

      “Are you sure?” Lilah asks. “She’s wearing a hood.”

      “I’m sure.”

      He leans back and nods at Sofia, who quickly gets closer to take a look herself.

      “Damn,” she whispers, her skin turning white.

      Luka shakes his head. “I’d almost forgotten about those.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “What are they?” Lilah asks.

      “They’re ceremonial robes for Zappia brides,” Sofia answers. “I had to wear them for two weeks before my wedding day.”

      Lilah screws up her face. “Why?”

      “Purification.”

      “Okay…” Lilah shifts backward and falls into the seat beside me again. “I’m just not gonna think about what that means.”

      She reaches for my hand, her touch smooth and delicate.

      “Any sign of Caleb?” Fox asks.

      Boxcar continues clicking through the cameras, tapping quickly until he suddenly stops and exhales.

      “Yeah,” he says. “No robes, but…”

      “Is that Marilyn?” Fox asks.

      “That’s Marilyn.”

      Lilah scratches at my hand, drawing my attention away from the monitor. Her eyes silently flick toward the back, hinting at a tryst.

      I gawk at her and shake my head before turning back to the screen.

      “There’s Lucy,” Dante says, pointing. There’s a girl in a room just like Dani’s wearing black robes stretched out in a yoga pose. “Doing her morning routine,” he adds with a smile.

      Lilah jabs me again and I exhale, giving in. I nod reluctantly and Lilah slides out of her seat and makes her way toward the washrooms at the front of the plane.

      “Looks like I have access to door locks, too,” Boxcar says, shaking his head in disgust. “Oh, Brickton. You never change.”

      “Let’s start mapping it out,” Dante says, fully-alert now. “We need to know exactly where we are and where we’re going once we’re on the inside.”

      A phone rings and Luka reaches into his pocket. “Hey, Yuri,” he answers. He pauses, listening hard over the soft rumble of the engines. “Send me the address. I’ll check it out. You—” He gets cut off and he smiles as Sofia moves closer to him. “Yes, brother. I did know about Ma and Markov.”

      Sofia covers her mouth, holding in a laugh as Luka caresses her shoulder.

      “Yes, I’m okay with it and you should be, too. … Yes, I’m serious.”

      I search the cabin for spying eyes but they’re all too locked in on the Lutrova family gossip to notice me rising from my chair. I walk slowly to the front of the plane, peeking back one more time to make sure it’s safe before I slide the washroom door open and step inside.

      I brace myself for the impact of her lips, but Lilah just stands there in the cramped space, her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Do you like Elvis?” she asks.

      I hold in a smile. “What now?”

      “The King,” she repeats. “You a fan?”

      “No opinion one way or the other, I’m afraid.” I squint with suspicion. “Wh—”

      “How about jazz?”

      “You mean like… saxophones and shrieking flutes?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says.

      “Not really,” I answer. “I prefer music with more structure.”

      She snorts. “You really are British.”

      “Last I checked.” I lean forward. “What’s this about, love?”

      “What’s what about?”

      “You dragged me into an airplane washroom to talk about Elvis and jazz. I can’t say that’s normal.”

      Lilah hesitates, biting her cheek. “I’m just… making conversation.”

      I study the flush in her cheeks and my jaw drops. “My god.”

      She looks up. “What?”

      “You’re inquiring about my likes and dislikes.”

      Her shoulders bounce. “So?”

      “So… you’re trying to get to know me as a person rather than a chunk of man-meat.”

      “No, I’m not.”

      I smirk. “You like me, Lilah Hart.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “I’m making progress.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      I laugh. “It’s all right. I won’t tell anyone you’ve gone soft.”

      “I have not—” She shuts her mouth and glowers.

      I reach out to her, resting my hands on her shoulders. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of, love. I like you, too. A good deal more than I enjoy Elvis… or jazz… or the occasional butt stuff.”

      Anger fills her eyes as she looks through the wall. “That little shit,” she spits.

      I laugh as I glide my hands behind her and pull her against me. “I would love to go on a romantic getaway, Lilah. I’ll go anywhere in the world with you.”

      “You will?”

      I answer with a kiss, tilting her chin up to take her. “Damn right, I will,” I mutter, parting my lips.

      She kisses me back, pushing up onto the tips of her toes.

      “And for the record…” I say, grinning. “My favorite color is red.”

      “Ooo,” she says, playfully moaning. “Tell me more.”

      “I don’t actually like Rocky Road ice cream.”

      She gasps. “Didn’t seem to have an issue with it the other night.”

      “Oh, I’ll lick anything off you, love.”

      I attack her neck with kisses, and she laughs harder.

      A fist slams twice against the door.

      “Lilah.”

      I cringe at Dante’s voice.

      “Whoops,” she says.

      I drop my hands to my sides and turn around, instantly sliding the door open on his stiff face. “It’s not what you think, mate,” I say. “We were talking about jazz.”

      Dante brushes it off. “Come on, we gotta memorize this map,” he says as he walks away toward the back of the plane again.

      Lilah shifts forward, squeezing out of the washroom ahead of me. As she passes, I feel her hand graze my bulge, giving it a firm squeeze before she follows him.

      I chuckle. I suppose I am still a chunk of meat.

      But I am making progress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      Antony Zappia hasn’t been seen in weeks.

      No public appearances. No lunch trips to one of Enzo’s many front restaurants. Even his famous casino lies dormant and cold.

      After my father was killed, I worked with Stefan Petrovin to keep an eye on the Zappia family. I wanted to make sure Antony was staying out of contact with Gio and, as far as we knew, he had honored our new truce.

      Until now. The footage of Gio’s putrid smile lounging around the Zappia estate more than confirms these suspicions.

      But where is Antony?

      The only clue is his wife, Beatrix.

      Stefan’s eyes in the city have long tracked her from place-to-place. She leaves the estate twice a week for various errands and grocery shopping and she rarely strays from the habitual paths she takes. Then, a few weeks ago, she added another stop to her errands around the same time Antony disappeared: an old apartment building downtown.

      I read the message from Yuri on my phone, confirming the address before walking inside. The apartment sits on the first floor, the last door after a long line of scratches and carpet stains.

      I knock twice.

      “Come in.”

      The voice is faint but familiar. I push the door open and walk inside, sensing little-to-no movement throughout the whole place. The television is on, playing a cop drama at a timid volume and flashing a dim light throughout the dark space.

      I eye the back of his head from behind the large recliner sitting in the center of the room. He reaches an old hand toward the drinking glass on the table beside him as I take a few steps forward to confirm it’s him.

      “Hello, Antony,” I say.

      He glances up at me and laughs. “I knew it’d be you someday,” he says, his words slurring. “Welcome, Lutrova. How do you like the new digs?”

      I look around the dismal room. “It suits you,” I say.

      He chuckles into his glass before emptying it down his throat. “I suppose it does.”

      Antony sits forward, struggling to gain momentum before hoisting himself out of the chair. I study him as he walks, feeling a pang of sympathy for the old man. Is this what became of the great Antony Zappia? An old, frail shadow of what he once was? The pillar of strength, now a poster boy for weakness.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      Antony wanders to the drink cart in the corner. He grabs a whiskey bottle off the back and twists the cap off. “Gio,” he answers. “Gio happened.”

      “Is that why you’re here?”

      He nods and shuffles back to his chair. “I lost Marty,” he mutters. “Enzo went missing.” He plops down, spilling a bit of whiskey onto his pants. “Then, that crazy son-of-a-bitch showed up.”

      “You didn’t invite him?”

      Antony takes a swig from his bottle. “I told him to stay away,” he says. “He wasn’t welcome anymore, not if we wanted to survive, but he just walked in one day talking about how he was going to bring the family back. He had a plan. He had women. He told me everything he wanted to do but I looked into my son’s eyes and I saw a madman staring back at me. He forced me out and my wife… Beatrix sided with him. Stops in every now and then to fill the fridge and leave.”

      I smirk. “What did you expect to happen, Antony? You brainwashed them. Gio speaks Zappia way better than you ever did.”

      He drops his head and takes another drink.

      “He does have a plan,” I say, stepping forward. “He does have women. But I will do everything in my power to keep your family from coming back.”

      “Good.” He breathes harder. “Burn it down, Lutrova. Burn it all down.”

      He leans back and pours another healthy dose of whiskey into his mouth.

      “The girl,” he says. “Sofia.”

      “What about her?”

      “Is she all right?” he asks, turning up to look at me.

      I nod. “Yes, she is.”

      His lips twitch. “She certainly got what she wanted, didn’t she?”

      “She usually does.”

      Antony laughs, cold and dry, before falling into a dead silence again.

      “Kill him.”

      I furrow my brow. “What?”

      “Gio.” He takes another drink and winces. “Kill him—”

      The bottle slips from his hand to the floor. He slinks backward against the chair and his eyes roll until I can see nothing but white.

      “Antony?”

      I step forward and he convulses.

      “Antony!”

      I grab his shoulders, trying to hold him still but the seizure takes him fast. He spits up onto his shirt, his body jerking with the last inch of life he has before he settles and goes limp in my hands.

      I snatch the bottle off the floor and bring it to my nose, instantly detecting the bitter scent along the open rim.

      Cyanide.

      I shake my head. “Coward,” I say.

      I wipe the bottle for fingerprints and set it back down on the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Lilah

        

      

    

    
      As far as plans go, Plan B is on the simpler side.

      Fox, Dante, Archer, and I will enter the tunnels via the warehouse on Montrose Beach, just like my brothers and I did when we came here to plug Marty a few weeks ago. Luka and Sofia will wait at the tunnel’s exit in the Zappia casino for the girls. Boxcar will be in our ears the whole time, watching the security and opening doors when needed.

      And, my personal favorite bit: kill anything that moves.

      Simple.

      The green warehouse comes into view. The four of us stay out of sight, easily tapping into our stealth training. Archer’s is a little clunkier than ours but he’s not exactly Snake Eyes trained. I bite my smirking lip anyway. Guy’s adorable.

      I look down the beach, spotting the dark casino about a half-mile away. Soon, it’ll be as ravaged by the elements as this place has become. That’s for the best, to be honest. I can’t imagine the great people of Chicago will miss the Zappias.

      Fox slides open the side door and holds it for the rest of us. We slink inside, sticking to the shadows as Dante leads us to the basement door. I let my hand hover along the banister as we descend the pitch-black stairs. Dante reaches the bottom first and finds the light switch, illuminating the old storage area with a dusty yellow flicker.

      I step forward, zeroing in on the bookshelf planted in front of the false wall. Archer takes the other side and he helps me shove it out of the way. Dante pushes against the wall and it gives, sliding open to reveal a dark tunnel.

      “Okay, this is just really cool,” Fox says.

      I nod in agreement. “After you.”

      He goes first, turning his thick shoulders to avoid the old, decaying shelves lined with bottles. Dante follows and Archer smiles, giving me a ladies first motion with his arm.

      “Hey — who’s down there?!”

      We all spin around, startled by the shouting voice up the stairs.

      “Shit,” Dante mutters.

      If they find us, we’re done. If they’re paid off by the Zappia family, then they’ll alert Gio that we’re slinking around. They might even see our tattoos, which would make us double-fucked in basically every hole.

      I don’t usually like to kill innocent people just doing their jobs, but we don’t have time for this.

      I reach down my leg toward the knife in my ankle holster, ready to kill the officers where they stand.

      Archer grabs my elbow and turns me to face him.

      “I love you, Lilah,” he whispers.

      I open my mouth in shock as he cups my face and kisses me hard, deep and true. “I…”

      Before I can say anything, he stands up and grabs an old, dirty bottle off the shelf.

      “Archer,” I whisper. “What are you doing?”

      He breaks the bottle and spills the ancient booze down his shirt. “You all keep going,” he says. “Find the girls.”

      A rock settles in my gut. “Wait—”

      Archer slides the wall closed, blocking us out.

      “Wait, Archer—”

      I rush forward to try and pry it back open, but it doesn’t move more than an inch.

      Archer hobbles drunkenly through the storage room, bumping into boxes and drawing the attention of the two police officers as they descend the stairwell.

      “Hello!” he shouts, slurring his voice.

      The officers’ lights shine on him as Dante tries to pull me back from the wall’s narrow opening.

      “I’m an immigrant!” Archer says, feigning laughter. “I am here illegally. I have a criminal record and I’ve never paid taxes.”

      My jaw drops.

      The officers drift closer, their hands hovering over their sidepieces.

      “It’s just a drunk…” one of them says.

      “Get down on your knees, sir,” the other barks. “Hands on your head. No sudden moves.”

      No.

      No, no, no.

      Dante tugs on my arm. “Lilah…”

      “We can’t leave him,” I whisper, my heart crushing in my chest.

      “He’ll be okay.”

      I shake my head. Archer Allen. He doesn’t kill, especially innocents. He didn’t want me to, either.

      I ease up, ready to slam through this fucking wall and tackle the officers as they tighten the cuffs on Archer’s wrists, but Dante grabs my arm.

      He’d rather it be him than me.

      It should have been me.

      “Lilah, come on.”

      I give up, swallowing my tears as I let Dante pull me through the tunnel.

      My hunter.

      They caught him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I glance back at Lilah in the tunnel. Her head is turned down with heavy eyelids blocking all the color in her eyes. I’ve seen this look of grief on her face so many times before and each time I tell myself that I never want to see it again.

      I slow my stride, letting Fox get a bit of distance ahead of us. “He’ll be okay,” I tell her again.

      Lilah looks up and nods without saying a word.

      Goddammit, Archer. I told you to do one thing. One thing.

      Take care of my baby sister.

      This look on her face right now is because of you. Because you decided to be a hero… and let us continue on… and save Lucy. And Dani and Caleb, too. And take Gio and the Boss by surprise, ending this stupid fucking war once and for all.

      Dammit.

      I think I like him now.

      Well, he’s all right.

      “This should be it,” Fox says, resting his hand on the door.

      I nod. The tunnel split off about halfway down, the south way leading to the casino and the north leading here. Distance-wise, there’s nowhere it could go except right underneath the Zappia estate.

      A keypad sits next to the door. Armed and red.

      Fox adjusts the mic on his ear. “Boxcar, you read us?”

      “Loud and clear,” I hear Boxcar in my own headset.

      “Disable the door.”

      “Can you see a number along the bottom of the panel?”

      Fox bends down and grabs a small flashlight from his belt. “Yeah,” he says. “CX-1342,” he reads.

      A moment later, the panel turns green and the door lock clicks open.

      “Thanks, Box,” Fox says.

      “Don’t thank me yet. You’ve got a bogey down the hall to the left.”

      Lilah slides the combat knife from her ankle holster before brushing past me.

      “Lilah—” I sigh, letting her go.

      She yanks open the door and walks on through.

      Fox looks back at me and raises a brow.

      “Yeah, she’s… got some stuff to work through right now,” I say.

      “Should let her take point then, you think?”

      I nod. “Oh, yeah.”

      We follow her inside, walking lightly on our toes into an old wine cellar. Lilah pauses by the corner to discreetly peek over her shoulder before rushing out, her knife ready to strike.

      “Yep. That was violent.”

      I smile at the discomfort in Boxcar’s voice.

      We turn the corner and step over the blood-covered body as we move a little faster to catch up with Lilah.

      “Lilah, wait up,” I say as she reaches the stairwell.

      Fox nods. “How are we looking up there, Box?”

      “The landing is clear,” he answers. “But…”

      We inch up the stairs behind Lilah, hanging back as she checks out Boxcar’s blind spots.

      “But what?” I ask.

      “It’s weird. The entire west wing is empty. Gio’s study, empty. The kitchen, empty. Dining room, nada.”

      “Where did they go?” Fox asks.

      “I’m looking— okay. Marilyn and Caleb are in the eastern hallway, heading toward… Oh.”

      I bite down. “Boxcar…”

      “The chapel,” he says. “They’re heading toward the chapel.”

      I glance at Fox as he looks at me. “Why?” I ask, afraid of the answer.

      “I’d say it, but I can tell by your voice that you already know.”

      I exhale hard.

      “Box,” Fox says, “are the girls still in their rooms?”

      “Uh… yeah.” He groans softly. “And they’re wearing white.”

      “We don’t have much time,” I say.

      Lilah looks the other way. “Sparky, how many men are in the chapel?” she asks.

      “I don’t know. There are no cameras in there.”

      She nods. “Which way is it?”

      “Hold on.”

      I shake my head. “Lilah, we should stick together.”

      “It’s okay,” she says, wiping her knife on her black pants. “You guys go get Dani and Lucy. I’ll head to the chapel for a little recon, find out what we’re dealing with.”

      “The last time you went ahead for a little recon, you—”

      “Straight ahead, Lilah,” Boxcar says. “I’ll guide you.”

      “Relax, big brother,” she says. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “No,” I say. “Lilah—”

      She takes off, ignoring me.

      “The halls are still clear for now,” Boxcar says for us. “Move now or forever hold your peace.”

      Fox nudges my arm. “Come on.”

      I take a final look down the hall as my baby sister’s shadow disappears around the corner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “I have such a wonderful surprise for you tonight, Ms. Fawn,” Marilyn says as we walk down the hall. She moves so slowly, taking her sweet ass time on each long stride, I feel a growing urge to shove her forward.

      “Oh, yeah?” I mutter, humoring her.

      “I can tell you’ve been melancholy,” she says, glancing at me, her eyes quickly falling to my handcuffs. “I understand you’re torn over whether you’d like to accept my offer or not.”

      Actually, no. You can shove your offer straight up your—

      “But I wanted to take the opportunity to show you all the good that Snake Eyes can do,” she says.

      I halt in my tracks. “The what?”

      She stops and turns to face me. “It’s not all guns and bloodshed, you know. Our organization is really about…” Her lips curl into a sly smile. “Well, it’s about family.”

      “Is that right?”

      Marilyn continues, fully expecting me to keep up with her tortoise-like pace. “I’d like nothing more than to open my family to you and Mr. Carson,” she says. “In fact, I know beyond the shadow of a doubt that the two of you would fit right in here.”

      I don’t say a word. If I tried, it might come out like some maniacal banshee cry.

      Snake Eyes is about family? Are you fucking kidding me, lady?

      Destroying families, more like.

      Marilyn pauses in front of a large pair of double doors and places her hand on my shoulder. I look at it, trying to hide my disgust as I see Dani’s ring still nestled on her old worn-down finger.

      “After tonight…” She smiles. “I think you’ll understand what I mean.”

      She pushes open the doors and her jaw drops with delight as we step inside.

      It’s a mid-sized chapel, beautifully decorated with red paper lanterns. My eyes wander upward, following the trails of streamers toward the balcony where several armed guards stand watch.

      “Oh, Gio!” Marilyn says. “It’s beautiful!”

      I look down the aisle toward the altar. Gio stands there in a black tuxedo, flashing a grin at the two of us as we draw closer.

      “Thank you, Marilyn,” he says. “You were right. The lanterns were a good idea.”

      “I never grow tired of people telling me I’m right,” she jokes.

      I look at the large, stone basin beneath the altar and the very sharp knife lying beside it.

      Well, it’s definitely a wedding… kind of.

      I turn back to them as their laughter rises.

      Marilyn pats Gio’s shoulder. “You’ll have to excuse Ms. Fawn. This is her first Zappia wedding.” She takes my arm. “Come on. Let’s take our seats.”

      She tugs me backward, taking me with her toward the pews.

      “Personally, I’m on the groom’s side,” she says, “but since the brides are your friends, I figured we’ll sit on their side.”

      We slide into the second row and I lower to sit. “Brides?” I ask.

      Marilyn smiles as she gazes around once more. “See?” she says with pride. “I told you we do some good.”

      I gawk at her as my stomach churns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I stare at myself in the mirror, wondering if the girl looking back at me is even real.

      Is this really happening?

      This wasn’t what my wedding day was supposed to be like.

      It was supposed to be a quiet, intimate ceremony. A destination wedding, perhaps. Just me and Fox with Caleb and Boxcar as witnesses. At sunset, if we could swing it.

      Not like this.

      Not in this white dress that covers every inch of my skin from the chin down.

      Not with this veil that I can barely even see through that drags the floor as I walk.

      Not without Fox.

      The door opens behind me and I close my eyes, hating every moment of this. Is it Beatrix, coming to escort me to my doom? Or is it Gio, coming to tell me once again how much fun our wedding night will be? For him.

      “I don’t know…”

      I spin around, my heart leaping into my chest. I blink twice, sure my eyes have played some trick on me but a warm shiver rushes down my spine as Fox smiles.

      “I pictured something sleeveless,” he says, a disapproving eye on my dress.

      I yank the veil back over my head. “Fox…” I run toward him and he opens his arms. “Thank god—”

      He embraces me so tightly it hurts. I take the pain, knowing that it doesn’t even come close to what it’s felt like since the moment he left.

      Fox braces his arms behind my back and lifts me up to his lips. I kiss him hard as tears stream down my cheeks and his arms never tire from their hold on me.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” I say, lightly sobbing.

      He rests his forehead against mine. “You’d think I’d let some other guy marry you?” he asks. “You’re my girl…”

      I laugh as I kiss him again.

      The door creaks behind us and we break apart as Beatrix walks in. She spots Fox and her eyes grow wide with anger as she rushes forward.

      Something slams against her head from behind and Beatrix crumbles to the floor. My jaw drops at Lucy standing over her with one of her white heels clenched in her palm.

      Lucy looks at us and tosses a set of keys at Fox. “Can we please go now?” she asks.

      Fox nods and drops down to one knee to free me from my chain. I smile at my new freedom as he rises and takes my hand. We step over that damned woman on our way out the door and I hope it’s the last time I ever have to see her again.

      Dante stands in the hallway. “Boxcar says the path is clear,” he says as Lucy balances against him and slides her shoe back on. “Let’s go.”

      I bunch up my skirt with one hand, refusing to let go of Fox. He and Dante guide us through the house, a soft mumbling coming from the headset in their ears. I try not to look at the bloody, dead bodies as we pass them by, but I can’t help but feel a keen sense of pride for my man as we pass by a few more unconscious Zappia guards.

      “Down the stairs,” Fox says. “Hurry.”

      I try to keep up in my heels, taking the last stairs with a few short hops. I turn back to see Dante carrying Lucy all the way down. He places her down again and we tiptoe past another blood-soaked body before entering a wine cellar.

      Dante opens a door and I lean back, instantly struck by a dank, musty tunnel. I pause to rid myself of the cumbersome veil and Lucy does the same, the both of us dropping them on the floor in silent celebration.

      Nope. Not getting Zappia’d today.

      “Go straight,” Fox says, guiding me into the tunnel. “And don’t stop. After about a mile, you’ll come to a staircase. Climb up and Luka and Sofia will meet you in the casino—”

      “Wait—” I turn back. “You’re not coming with us?”

      Lucy stops, her fierce eyes locked on Dante.

      Fox cups my face. “We’ll be right behind you.”

      “Why? Where are you going?” I cling to his arms, not wanting to let go.

      He pulls me in for a deep kiss, one that feels far too much like the last one we’ll ever have.

      “We’re going to finish this,” he says.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      The chapel slowly fills with guests but not many of them. I mostly recognize the house staff, no doubt given the night off to help celebrate this joyous occasion with their precious Gio. About a dozen bodies line the front rows, each one showing a bright, eager face.

      The Zappia cult runs deep.

      I glance toward the balcony, noting the absence of the armed guards I saw up there before.

      The organ begins playing, belting out the first few notes of Here Comes the Bride. The double doors open at the back of the chapel and every guest twist around in their seats to watch.

      “Oh…” Marilyn sighs. “Look at them. Aren’t they just beautiful?”

      Two brides in thick, pure white veils enter the chapel. The veils obscure everything from their heads to their toes as they slowly glide down the aisle side-by-side.

      I peek forward at Gio, watching as his victorious grin crawls up his face.

      This is disgusting.

      My heart bleeds, knowing that one of them is Dani. I want so badly to do something. I want to stand up and scream but my cries would surely fall on deaf ears in this crowd. But I can’t let this happen. I can’t let my friend be married off against her will. I can’t—

      Marilyn lays a firm hand on my lap. “Relax, Ms. Fawn,” she says, reading my mind. “Would you rather I’d slit her throat?”

      I bite down, swallowing tears.

      The brides pass us by, and I pause.

      Was Dani always so tall?

      Gio steps forward and squints, noticing the same. His eyes shift back and forth between his brides, craning his neck upward the closer they get to him. Soft murmurs buzz throughout the first few rows and even Marilyn leans forward in the pew beside me.

      Gio reaches toward the bride to the left and yanks the veil off her head.

      My jaw drops. Make that his.

      Fox points a pistol at Gio as the other bride slides his veil off, too.

      Dante raises his own pistol and smiles.

      “What’s wrong, Gio?” Fox asks with a smirk. “Not pretty enough for you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Sofia

        

      

    

    
      I run my hand along the green felt of the card table. “If I never have to set foot in this casino again, I will be a happy woman,” I murmur.

      Luka smiles from the barstool, his cheekbones poking out beneath the low, ambient lights. “To make you that happy woman, I’ll make sure you never do,” he says.

      My eyes rise to the top of the stairs again, my nerves bouncing. “It’s taking too long,” I say. “They should have been back by now.”

      Luka adjusts his earpiece. “Boxcar, what’s going on?” He goes quiet as he listens. “He says he can’t see in the chapel, but the girls entered the tunnel already. It should be anytime now.”

      I exhale a breath as I wring my shaking hands.

      “Sofia.” Luka stands off his stool and walks toward me.

      “I hate the waiting.”

      “You?” He smirks. “Growing impatient after all this time?”

      I pause at his amusement. “What?”

      He pushes a lock of hair behind my ear. “When we first spoke, you said you’d give your body to Gio if it means your soul laughs every time he looks into Lucian’s eyes and sees nothing of himself.”

      “That was different,” I say. “That was only my life on the line. Right now, it’s Dani’s and Lucy’s and Fox’s and—”

      Luka reaches out to silence me. “Sofia—”

      “Everything I’ve done has led to this and I can’t—” My body twitches as my nerves fire through my limbs. “Luka, I don’t know what I’ll do if this ends…”

      I can’t bring myself to say it before a sob wrecks my chest.

      “Shh, Sofia.” Luka pulls me into his arms. “It’s all right,” he whispers.

      I collapse against him, my strength leaving me as he effortlessly holds me up.

      “Hello?”

      I flinch, drawing my head up toward the new voice at the top of the stairs outside of Antony’s office.

      Two girls stand there dressed in pure white from head-to-toe, their skirts blotted with dark brown dust and grime. I smile at Lucy, happy to see her wild, pleasant eyes again.

      “Hey,” she greets us as she bounds down the stairs.

      I open my arms to her, and she hugs me. “Are you all right?” I ask.

      She pulls back and nods. “Better than I was in there.” She winces. “Sorry, I lost your dress at the club.”

      I laugh, shaking my head at the ridiculous apology as I throw my arms around her neck again.

      The other girl descends the stairs and pauses at the bottom. I release Lucy and step closer to her, admiring the woman who claimed my friend’s heart.

      “You’re Dani,” I say.

      “Yeah,” she says.

      I take her hands. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” I say. “My name is Sofia.”

      She nods. “You’re Sofia Zappia?”

      “I was once,” I say with a smile.

      “Fox…” She takes a breath. “He told me once that if anything ever happened to him, that I could trust you.”

      My heart skips. “He told me about you, too.”

      Dani smiles.

      “Boxcar,” Luka says into his earpiece. “Dani and Lucy have—” He furrows his brow. “Slow down, Box. You’re breaking up. What?”

      I step closer to him as his face turns white. “Luka, what is it?”

      He grabs my wrist. “We have to leave. Now.”

      We rush across the casino floor toward the front entrance, the girls following close behind us. As we approach it, my ears perk to a deadly sound.

      Beep beep beep.

      Luka shields me as the door explodes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      A wave of gasps fills the chapel, but I don’t look back as they rise out of their benches.

      I keep my eye on Gio. I stood this close to him before, but I didn’t put him down the way I should have. I won’t let that happen again.

      For Sofia.

      Gio’s eyes flick between me and Dante as the shock drains from his face. It’s quickly replaced with a slow-burning fury.

      “Fox Fitzpatrick…” he growls. “I’ve been looking forward to seeing you again.”

      I nod. “Yeah, last time was fun for me, too.”

      He glares at Dante. “And you’re the man who killed my brother.”

      “Brothers,” Dante corrects.

      Gio clenches his jaw. “You think you’ll be three-for-three tonight, do you?”

      “I like the odds.”

      “Then, you’re not paying attention,” Gio says, his lips curling. “Look up, boys. You’re surrounded by a half-dozen guards with—”

      A body slams into the altar behind Gio, crushing it to pieces from above. He spins around in a panic and Dante kicks his shins to drop him to his knees.

      Lilah stares down at us with a smug smile and blood-soaked hands.

      “You mean these guards, Gio?” she asks.

      The chapel erupts in screams. The people bolt from the pews and race toward the exits, toppling over each other as they all try to escape first. I scan the crowd in search of Caleb, spotting her in the second row next to Marilyn.

      We make eye contact and Caleb nods. She takes advantage of the chaos and leaps over the back of her pew to get out of Marilyn’s reach. Three more guards push in past the racing crowd and I step down to take care of them while Dante knocks Gio out cold.

      “Caleb!”

      I meet her halfway down the aisle and plant myself between her and the rushing guards. One drops to their knees in front of the other two, the whole trio raising their AR-15s.

      I ready my pistol, making a split-second decision. I can only hit one, maybe two, before they start firing. With a bit of luck, I can choose the correct one before he takes the kill shot.

      I fire, aiming low to hit the man on his knee and hoping the bullet throws him back to knock the others. He crumbles forward instead, leaving me nothing longer than a split-second choice. Left or right. Life or death.

      I choose the left man, firing a shot and hoping neither of them hit Caleb.

      The bullet strikes the left man in the eye at the same time Lilah leaps onto the right man from above. She plunges her knife deep into his skull and uses his tumbling form to break her fall to the floor.

      Lilah instantly hops back up and reclaims her knife from his head.

      “Fox.”

      I twist around, easing Caleb to stay behind me as I point my gun at Marilyn Black.

      The chapel turns quiet.

      It’s just us and her.

      Marilyn smiles as she rises from the pew, steady and calm. She’s different than I pictured her. Like a mother at a PTA meeting. Safe and wholesome.

      Though, I suppose that’s what people say about me, too.

      “Well done,” she says. “That was quite impressive.”

      She takes a step forward, her cobra necklace reflecting light as she moves.

      “Stay where you are,” I say.

      “If any of you were going to shoot me, you would have done so by now.” She crosses her wrists, amused. “If I’m to go, it’s best to do so quietly…”

      She balances a hand on the pew in front of her as she takes another step. The old bench creaks loudly beneath her lightweight. Her heels drag the floor. She scrapes her nails against the back of the pew.

      She’s… not going quietly at all.

      A shadow moves in her necklace, showing a dark shape lingering on the balcony above.

      I spin around, hoping to catch it before it’s too late, but a sharp pain pinches my back.

      Caleb grabs the dart quickly and yanks it out, but I feel the serum take hold, coursing downward like a bolt of lightning to my spine.

      “Fox—!”

      My knees collapse beneath me as Lilah tumbles to the floor beside me. I look toward the altar as Dante falls, too.

      I fight it. I have to fight it.

      I stay on my knees, forcing my quivering arm to rise and point the gun at Marilyn again.

      Her safe, wholesome face twists into a sly smile as several men in black tactical gear descend on me and the butt of a rifle slams into the back of my head.

      Marilyn steps forward and stands over me.

      “Oh, Fox…” she whispers as my vision turns black. “You never learn, do you?”
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          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      “Fox—!”

      I fall to my knees beside him as agents swarm the aisle. One of them scoops Lilah off the floor while two more take on Dante’s sizable weight.

      “Ms. Fawn…”

      I ignore Marilyn and the thick, black boots in front of me wanting to take Fox away from me. I check his pulse, searching for the slightest sliver of hope. It raps quickly against my fingertips. He’s alive. But for how much longer?

      “Hey, peanut.”

      I hear the deep voice above me and, just like that, I’m a child again. I’m five-years-old, standing next to my mother at the baggage claim in a crowded airport. Soon, I’ll look out and see him walking toward me down the ramp. I’ll tug free from my mother’s grasp and race to meet his wide-open arms.

      I raise my head to look into his face.

      He’s older now with wrinkles around his eyes, speckles of gray in his hair, and a scar running along his nose and brow… but it’s him.

      My father.

      I shake my head, unable to trust my own senses. This man looks like my father. He sounds like my father.

      But my father is dead.

      I stand up, praying that the lights played a trick on me, but the evidence is no less damning up close.

      “No, this…” My voice cracks. “This isn’t possible.”

      Marilyn comes up beside me. “I told you I had a surprise for you,” she says, smiling.

      Snake Eyes is about family.

      My father is a Snake Eyes agent.

      My eyes swell. “No…”

      He takes a step forward, but I counter with a quick one back.

      “Stay away from me,” I say.

      “Now, Ms. Fawn,” Marilyn says. “Is that any way to talk to your father?”

      “This isn’t my father.”

      “I assure you, darling. It is.”

      I wipe away a tear as it tumbles down my cheek. “No,” I say again. “It’s not.”

      He swallows, his face blank and cold.

      I look away from him only to see the other agents carrying Fox’s unconscious body outside. My chest twitches with a sob I try to hold back.

      This… this was over. We had them but then…

      My father led them in.

      “Casey,” Marilyn starts toward the doors, “I’ll give the two of you a moment alone.”

      “Thank you,” he says, bowing his head like an obedient dog.

      The doors close, trapping the two of us in the chapel together. We stare at each other, father and daughter. A filthy lie.

      “Caleb,” he says, “I—”

      “Fuck you,” I spit.

      His lips twitch. “I deserve that.”

      “No…” I seethe, tugging at my cuffs until the metal digs into my skin. “You deserve far worse.”

      “I didn’t have a choice,” he says. “You know as well as anyone how this organization works.”

      I bite my trembling lip. “And this?” I gesture around. “Wasn’t this a choice?”

      “Peanut—”

      “Don’t you dare call me that.”

      He exhales. “Caleb, I was recruited at a time when I didn’t have anything.”

      “You had us!” I argue. “Me and Mom.”

      “Your mother left me,” he says. “Told me the next time I got deployed to not come back at all. So, I didn’t.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Well… me, then!” I shout, my tears spilling over again. “You had me.”

      He looks down as my voice echoes throughout the chapel.

      “You could have told me,” I say. “You could have let me know—”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” he says.

      “What about Fox?” I ask. “He cared enough to get out. To fight them.”

      “And look where that got him.”

      “No thanks to you.”

      He shakes his head. “Caleb, you’re never going to get the explanation you want. You’re not going to hear about how tortured I felt or how I was forced into this because that didn’t happen. That man in your head doesn’t exist.”

      “Yeah, that’s becoming pretty fucking clear now.”

      “They offered this life to me and I took it. Now, you need to start thinking ahead like I did,” he says. “Start worrying about your baby, Cal.”

      A chill takes my spine.

      He reaches behind him and withdraws a revolver from his belt. His revolver. My special occasion gun. But I gave it to—

      Boxcar.

      I grit my teeth. “What did you do to him?”

      “Nothing,” he says.

      “Where is he?”

      “He’s alive, last I saw.”

      I deflate, my gut twisting into knots.

      “Think about him,” he says. “There’s only one way you’re gonna get out of this. Your friends — Fitzpatrick and the rest of them — they’re done. The two of you still have a chance.”

      “No,” I say. “I told her already and I’m telling you now. The answer is no.”

      “Caleb—”

      “You’re a coward.” I step toward him. “You want me to feel sorry for you? To show sympathy and understanding because you couldn’t handle your shit during a fucking break-up? Do you really think blaming her for all the pain you’ve caused gives you an out? Screw you.”

      He rolls his shoulders back.

      “I’m not like you,” I say. “I will never be like you. And I would rather die next to my friends than make the same choice you did.”

      The double doors open and Marilyn steps inside again.

      “We’re ready for her,” she says.

      My father looks at me for a long moment before he takes a step behind me and places a hand on my back.

      “Don’t touch me,” I say, stepping forward to get away from him.

      Marilyn leads me through the house, escorted by two agents ahead and my father behind us. We walk out the front door and they stick me in the backseat of a car. Marilyn climbs in behind me and my father takes the front seat.

      I catch him looking at me in the rearview mirror as we travel down the road along the beach. I try to ignore him but it’s difficult to turn away from the man I’ve so badly longed to see just one more time.

      I drop my head. This man isn’t my father.

      My father is dead.

      The car stops. I look out the window at the dormant Zappia casino.

      Marilyn exits the car and waits for me to slide out. She leads me toward the front entrance, which appears to have been blown open with great force. I walk over the threshold slowly, avoiding the debris.

      I look inside the casino and my heart lurches.

      Fox, Dante, and a third man sit hunched over a card table in the center of the room, each with one arm secured to their chair behind their backs. Two agents stand behind the table with their backs against the wall, watching them closely.

      And Gio hovers beside them, his face filled with impatient anger.

      “Caleb.”

      I hear my name, pained and muffled. My eyes drop to the line of people on their knees by the bar, their hands bound and mouths gagged. Dani and Lucy kneel in dirty, white dresses. Lilah lies unconscious on the floor next to them and a fourth woman with big, brown eyes brimming with tears and blood on her forehead.

      Marilyn turns to my father. “Put her with the others,” she tells him. “Make sure her cuffs are nice and tight.”

      He grabs my arm and pulls me forward. As we walk toward the bar, another unconscious body comes into view on the floor.

      Boxcar.

      I jerk out of my father’s grasp and rush toward Boxcar, dropping to my knees beside him.

      “Box?” I ask, cupping his face. “Boxcar, wake up—”

      An agent steps forward a little too eagerly, but my father raises a hand. They step back into their place. He bends down and grabs my hands, purposefully tugging my wrists and forcing me to turn forward. He adjusts the cuffs, clicking them even tighter around my wrists as he stares into my eyes. I refuse to look away or even blink. I’m not going to show an ounce of weakness to this fucking coward.

      His hands slip from mine, but he leaves something behind in my palm. He walks away and I make a fist, covertly running my fingertip along the metal object hidden inside. It’s tiny and triangular. A sharp point sticking off one side…

      I look up as he walks over to the card table and lays the revolver down in front of Marilyn.

      She grins as she settles into her chair at the head of the table.

      “Now, wake them up,” she says.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      I jerk awake, roused by a sudden burn in my nostrils. I try to move my arms, but one stays latched behind me to the chair. A firm hand slams down on my shoulder, a silent warning to remain still.

      I raise my head to look around, spotting Dante in the chair on my right and Luka in the one across from me, his broken nose dripping with dark blood.

      A Model 60 revolver sits in front of us. I’d recognize it anywhere. Caleb’s good luck charm.

      Marilyn Black smiles from the dealer’s spot to my left. “Good evening, gentlemen,” she says. “It’s been… an interesting night, hasn’t it?”

      We don’t answer. I glance between Dante and Luka, trying to silently gauge exactly how fucked we are.

      Two agents stand behind Marilyn, their fingers curled around the triggers of their rifles. Gio stands beside them, practically bouncing on his toes as he smirks with delight.

      And Casey Fawn. Caleb’s father leans against the wall, his face void of expression. He must have alerted the Boss that we were coming. He wasn’t really running for the hills like he said he was. Lied to Boxcar and Lilah right through his teeth.

      A soft whimper echoes from across the room, making my heart twitch in my chest.

      I look toward the bar, instantly locking eyes with Dani’s as tears fall down her cheeks. Two more agents stand behind the girls by the bar. Caleb sits on her knees with Boxcar’s head resting in her lap. Lilah’s as unconscious as he is, so we can’t count on her right now.

      “I’ve waited a long time for this moment,” Marilyn says.

      I turn back to the table to find her staring at me, amused at the gears working in my head to get us out of this. But there is no way out of this, and she knows it.

      “I’ve thought long and hard about what I wanted to do with you.” Her eyes scan the table. “All of you…”

      She picks up the revolver and opens the cylinder, pouring the six loaded bullets out into her palm. Dani’s diamond ring shimmers on her finger and my eye squints with rage.

      “You’re going to play a game,” she says.

      Marilyn slides two bullets back in and violently spins the cylinder before snapping it closed.

      “I think a little Russian roulette would be appropriate, given the circumstances,” she says.

      A rock settles in my gut as Marilyn slides the gun toward me.

      “You first.”

      Dani weeps, wrecked by an uncontrollable sob.

      I look at her, my heart breaking. I don’t want her to see this.

      “Dani, close your eyes,” I say.

      “No, Dani…” Marilyn grins. “Keep your eyes peeled.” She leans in toward me. “I want her to watch as I finally kill you.”

      I exhale the air from my lungs, feeling them burn.

      Dante and Luka stare at me, their heads nodding with respect, just in case this is goodbye for us.

      It’s been one hell of a ride, boys.

      I reach for the gun with my free hand and Marilyn slams her hand down on mine.

      “No cheating,” she says. “Point that thing at me and I’ll blow your lover’s brains out.” She smiles at Luka and Dante. “Same goes for the two of you, of course.”

      She leans back, sliding her hand away. I grip the revolver and the agents behind her shift to point their rifles at me.

      I raise the gun and point it at the side of my head.

      I love you, Dani.

      I pull the trigger and the gun clicks, prompting several gasps by the bar. I hear Dani sobbing again. I look over as she collapses against Lucy’s comforting shoulder.

      Marilyn sighs with disappointment as I lay the gun back down on the table.

      “It’s your turn, Mr. Lutrova.” She pushes the gun toward him across the table. “The killer of snakes,” she adds mockingly.

      Luka glares at her. I look over his shoulder at Sofia on the floor. She sits with her head bowed in prayer but her entire body shakes with silent tremors.

      “Ci rincontreremo, Sofia,” he says.

      Marilyn smirks.

      Luka grabs the revolver and rests the barrel against his temple. He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath, hesitating with shaking hands.

      “Do it, Lutrova,” Gio sneers from the wall.

      Luka opens his eyes and stares Gio down as he pulls the trigger.

      The cylinder turns and clicks again, firing nothing. Gio lets out an angry grunt as Luka drops the gun back down and pushes it toward Marilyn.

      “Dante,” she says, sliding it toward him. “Now, you.”

      Dante does as I did, taking one last glance at his girl. Lucy’s lip trembles with rage but she purses them, forming a final kiss meant only for him. His eyes linger a little longer on Lilah before he turns back to the table.

      He picks up the gun and brings it to his head, pulling the trigger quickly to get it over with.

      It clicks again and the girls let out a few more tortured sounds.

      Marilyn chews on her lip as Dante defiantly sets the gun back down in front of her but her face lightens as she slowly slides the gun in my direction again.

      I bite down hard. Six chambers. Two bullets. Three misses.

      Marilyn chuckles and rolls her eyes. “Go on, Fox.”

      I put the gun to my head a second time and my life flashes before my eyes. Dani at that Christmas party in that silly scarf my mother gave her. Her walking down the hallways at Belle Academy. Practicing monologues in her room. That first, secret kiss…

      My lips tingle as I pull the trigger.

      Click.

      I open my eyes, looking to Luka and Dante. Only two chambers left. Two bullets remaining.

      I slowly set the gun back down.

      Marilyn clenches her jaw in disappointment as she glares at me before her eyes shift toward Luka. She folds her hands over the gun and tilts her head.

      “Tell me, Luka,” she says. “Does your family still punish those who spill Lutrova blood?”

      Luka exhales, his eyes on the table. “Yes,” he answers.

      She smiles with respect. “I knew your grandfather. Once upon a time. Viktor.”

      He looks at her and blinks.

      “I always admired his dedication to his family, his bloodline,” she says, her eyes softening. “There was nothing he wouldn’t do to protect it.

      “When I first met him, I was just a child. He was a business friend of my father, Marlow. He’d come over a few times a week. They’d go into his study for hours on end. I’d greet him at the door in the morning, I’d bid him farewell at dusk. Soon after, my brother and I were sent to boarding school and there we stayed for the next several years until...”

      Marilyn pauses, smiling at the memory.

      “I came home a blushing girl of eighteen,” she says. “One day, I answered the door and Viktor, who’d always looked upon me as nothing but a simple child, suddenly looked at me as a woman.”

      Luka turns his head, piqued with interest. I discreetly glance toward the bar, finding Sofia’s grief-stricken face turned up. I look to the others as well. Dani and Lucy lean against each other. Caleb with Boxcar still knocked out in her lap.

      And Lilah on the floor with one eye open.

      “It began as these things often do,” Marilyn says. “A lingering glance here. An absent-minded brush of the hand there.” Her smile fades. “Until one night, I answered the door. I was alone in the house. My father and brother were away on business. I thought Viktor had gone with them but there he was, rain pouring down his face. I told him he shouldn’t have been there. My father would kill him. He said he knew that, but... he didn’t care.”

      Marilyn raises her head and exhales as she looks at Luka again.

      “When my body began to change, my father demanded to know who did it to me,” she says. “I refused to tell him, but Viktor wanted to come clean. He said there’s nothing a man like Marlow could do. He would protect me. And his child.”

      I look at Luka across the table as his brow furrows.

      “It didn’t matter, in the end,” Marilyn says. “The night I gave birth, the midwife swaddled my son and walked out of the room with him before I even got the chance to hold him.” She smiles at Luka. “It was the eyes, you see. Those deep, icy blue-gray eyes. Just like yours, Luka. My father took one look at the child and he knew...” She takes an aching breath. “Viktor was dead the next morning. Two bullets through his eyes. And my father... he told me he drowned my boy, too.”

      Luka flexes his jaw.

      “I ran,” she continues. “What else could I do? My father killed my lover. He killed my child. Where would he stop?” She shakes her head. “I ran... but I didn’t go far. I waited. I watched. I’d heard... that my brother and his new wife had a child of their own. A beautiful boy with dark hair and icy blue eyes.” Her lashes glisten with unfallen tears. “They thought they could take my child from me. You know how that feels, don’t you, Luka?”

      He looks down.

      Marilyn nods. “I came back home. I walked right in the front door. I climbed the stairs... and I slit my brother’s throat in his sleep. I stabbed his young wife in the heart. And my father...” She smiles. “I took my time. He begged me for his life. He offered me everything he had. I laughed. I laughed until I could no longer breathe.

      “Afterward, I followed the sound of my baby crying to his crib. He had gotten so big...” A tear falls down her cheek. “I picked him up and he went quiet. He looked at me, my baby boy, and he knew who I was. I told him no one would hurt us ever again.

      “I turned to leave... and I saw a man standing at the front door. Spencer, he said his name was. He worked with my father. He saw what I had done, and he admired it. That’s when he told me of what I’d just inherited.” Her smile returns as she touches the snake pendant around her neck. “I died that day… but I became so much more. I raised my son to follow in my footsteps. He was the best agent a mother could have asked for, but then...”

      She looks at me and squints.

      “You happened.”

      I shrug a shoulder.

      Marilyn sneers at me with contempt. “My son adored you.”

      “He wasn’t my type,” I joke.

      “And you killed him.” She turns to Luka again. “Mercer, my baby boy. He was a Lutrova. Fox Fitzpatrick has spilled Lutrova blood.”

      I look at Luka to find him glaring at me across the table. “Luka, she’s lying,” I say.

      “Which part?” she asks. “The story of his grandfather’s demise or how you murdered his uncle for your own selfish pleasures?”

      I lean forward as Luka’s expression goes dark. “Don’t listen to her, Luka,” I say. “She kidnapped some random baby from a crib and called it hers. She’s insane.”

      “I can prove it, of course,” she says. “Though, I do think I won’t need to. The Lutrovas are extraordinary lie detectors. Tell us, Luka. Am I lying?”

      “No,” he answers with defeat in his eyes. “She’s not.”

      I exhale hard. “Luka—”

      Marilyn slides the gun toward Luka. “The next bullet is yours,” she says. “But if you kill Fox Fitzpatrick now… I’ll let you and your wife go free.”

      Gio pushes off the wall. “Wait—”

      Casey shoves him back into his place with one hand.

      “Marilyn,” Gio seethes.

      “Sit down, Giovani,” she says, her eyes still on Luka. “The adults are talking.”

      Luka stares at the gun, his face heavy and cold.

      “Luka,” I say.

      He looks up at me with a flash of anger in his eyes. Before I can say anything else, he grabs the revolver off the table and points it at me. His finger slowly grips the trigger as he ignores Sofia’s muffled cries.

      This is my bullet.

      The one that’s been chasing me down my entire life.

      I love you, Dani.

      Luka’s arm twitches toward Marilyn and he pulls the trigger.

      It clicks again.

      Marilyn’s eyes flare in shock. It should have gone off this time.

      Dante shoves the table forward, knocking Marilyn backward off her chair. I follow his lead, diving down to push the table into the agents behind her. They pull their triggers out of reflex, popping holes into the table as we rush toward them.

      Dante cries out in pain. A bullet struck his right thigh, but he keeps moving, throwing as much of his weight into the agent on the right as possible.

      I lift my chair as I move, raising it up and crushing it against Gio as hard as I can. The chair splinters to pieces and he falls against the other agent, knocked out by the sudden, hard blow to the head.

      I kick the agent in the gut and yank his rifle out of his hands before he can manage another shot. He tries to lunge at me, but I dodge out of the way and fire a shot into the back of his head, putting him down.

      I drop to one knee and scan the room, locking onto Casey as he disappears into the upstairs office.

      “Fox—!”

      Dani.

      I aim in the direction of her voice and my heart stops.

      Marilyn stands behind her at the far end of the bar with a knife pressed against her throat.

      The room goes quiet. Dante sits on the floor with Lucy pressing a torn-off piece of her dress against his leg wound. Luka and Lilah have already taken out the other two agents and moved Sofia, Caleb, and Boxcar away from the bar.

      It’s just us and her.

      But Marilyn keeps her focus on me.

      I look into Dani’s fearful eyes and Marilyn laughs.

      “Does this feel familiar to you, Fox?” she asks.
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      “It’s over, Marilyn,” I say. “Let her go.”

      Marilyn stares at me, the majority of her face obscured behind Dani’s head. “Do you think you’ll try it again?” she asks. “Will you risk her life to take mine?”

      I look at them over the rifle’s sights. They’re standing neck-and-neck with each other in front of the wall. I only took that shot against Mercer because Dani’s shoulder aligned with his heart. I could take him out before he shot first, but I can’t guarantee I’ll be quicker than Marilyn’s wrist.

      “No,” I answer.

      “Do it, Fox,” Dani says.

      Marilyn digs her knife in deeper and Dani winces as blood seeps from the side of her neck.

      I shift forward. “Don’t…”

      “How many more times must she bleed for you, Fox?” Marilyn asks.

      I look Dani in the eye. She gazes back at me with just as much love as she always has.

      Marilyn’s eyes flick to my left. “I wouldn’t do that, Lilah,” she says.

      I glance over at Lilah as she halts mid-stride, her knife ready at her hip.

      “Not unless you want to see how far I can make her blood spurt from her artery…”

      “Lilah…” I urge.

      She eases back a step but keeps a hold of her knife.

      Marilyn looks at me again. “You didn’t answer my question, Fox,” she says. “How many more scars do you think will be enough… before she dies because of you?”

      I clench my jaw.

      “Because that’s how this story will end,” she continues. “I’m not going out unless I take one of you with me. Who shall it be? Would you take her place now, Fox? Do you wish to die today so that she can live?”

      “I do,” I answer.

      “How about you, Dani?” Marilyn turns the knife, slicing another line into the side of Dani’s neck. “Do you wish to die today so that he can live?”

      Dani takes a deep breath and smiles at me.

      “I do.”

      Her body tenses, a split-second away from action.

      I lunge forward. “Dani, no—!”

      Dani jolts backward, elbowing Marilyn in the gut. Marilyn keeps her knife hand hooked around Dani’s neck, yanking her back as they both fall against the hard wall.

      I rush faster, dropping the rifle as I reach out for Dani.

      They hit the floor and Dani lets out a painful scream.

      “Dani!”

      She rolls forward and I see the top of her white dress stained red.

      No.

      Marilyn sits up and raises the knife above her head, ready to stab Dani in the back.

      “Fox, down!”

      I fall out of the way and Lilah throws her knife at Marilyn, striking her in the shoulder.

      Marilyn shrieks and drops her own knife as Dani crawls away from her.

      I scoop Dani off the floor, my mind buzzing with worst-case scenarios. Fresh blood coats my hands, streaming down from her neck, but I can’t tell how bad it is yet.

      Please.

      Please, don’t make me go through this again.

      I set her down on the nearest card table.

      “Fox,” she whispers.

      “Don’t talk, Dani,” I say, shifting her onto her side to get a better look in the light.

      Caleb joins me with several cloths from the bar and a bottle of vodka. I grab a cloth and hold it against the wound, soaking up as much blood as I can so I can see what I’m dealing with.

      The knife dug in deep, carving a line from her collarbone to the edge of her shoulder, but…

      I exhale with relief. “You’ll be okay,” I say. I guide her onto her back, collapsing down to rest my forehead against hers. “You’ll be okay…”

      Dani lets out another quiet sob as she touches my face.

      I kiss her cheek, tasting the wet tears on her face before I stand up. Dani sits up with me, moving slowly as I keep firm pressure against the wound.

      “Why did you do that?” I ask her.

      “I thought…” She pauses, breathing a laugh. “What would Fox do?”

      My lips twitch. “Never do that again.”

      “Trust me. I won’t.”

      I embrace her again, never wanting to let go…

      But there’s still one more thing to do.

      Dani slides off the table and we follow the sound of Marilyn heaving on the floor, her back pressed against the wall. The knife sticks out of her shoulder, untouched.

      Lilah stands over her with a pistol pointed at her. Dante hobbles over with Lucy nestled beneath his arm, keeping him from putting too much weight on his wounded leg.

      Dani takes a quick step closer to Marilyn. “Give me your hand,” she says, her voice hard.

      When Marilyn doesn’t obey, Dani bends down and forcibly grabs Marilyn’s left hand. She yanks the engagement ring off Marilyn’s finger and steps back behind my shoulder again.

      “That’s mine,” Dani says.

      I extend my hand toward Lilah and she gives me the gun.

      I release the magazine from the pistol’s grip. Marilyn watches with curiosity as I slide each bullet out, leaving only one remaining in my palm.

      “When I was first deployed, my sergeant said something that always stuck with me,” I say, pinching the bullet. “He said that somewhere out there, there’s a bullet being made just for you. The sooner you accept that, the easier this job will be. That’s what life is for people like us, Marilyn.”

      “And who is that one for?” she asks, looking at my fingers.

      I slide the single bullet back into the clip. “It’s yours,” I answer.

      Her eyes roll. “Going to put me down like a sick, old dog, are you?”

      I toss the clip into her lap. “Not us.”

      She doesn’t reach for it. Instead, she lets it sit there and she laughs. “If you think I’m taking the easy way out, you’re all dumber than I suspected.”

      I lower to one knee to look her in the eye. “In ten minutes, the authorities will be called. FBI. CIA. They’ll come running when they hear your name.”

      Marilyn smiles, unworried. “Is that so?”

      “You think you’re invincible.”

      “I know it for a fact.”

      “Snake Eyes wasn’t the only thing I exposed,” I say. “I exposed every client you’ve ever had. Powerful people, big and bigger. Every last one of them is looking for a scapegoat to take the blame. If not you, then who else?”

      “They wouldn’t dare.”

      I bite my cheek. “Are you sure?”

      She doesn’t answer as her eyes fall to the clip in her lap.

      I stand up. “We’re done killing for you,” I say. “We’re not going to let you take any more of our humanity… but we’ll allow you a final act of mercy.”

      I drop the gun to the floor beside her and leave it there.

      “Goodbye, Marilyn,” I say.

      We all turn away from her. Lilah positions herself beneath Dante’s other arm and she and Lucy help him toward the entrance. Caleb and Boxcar follow close behind them. I take Dani’s hand, happy to see her engagement ring back in its rightful place. Luka hoists Gio’s unconscious body onto his shoulder while Sofia lingers beside them.

      We walk away. We leave without turning back.

      We make it to the end of the parking lot before we hear the bullet.
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      I pull the stitch taut and Dani flinches on the motel bed beside me. “Did that hurt?” I ask.

      She smiles, her forehead glistening with sweat. “Yeah, but it’s okay.”

      “Halfway done,” I say, measuring her wound by eye. “Just hang in there. All right?”

      She nods, taking a deep, soothing breath. I let her exhale fully before pricking her again with the needle.

      “Ouch!”

      I halt my stitch and glance across the motel room at Dante. He sits on the second bed in nothing but a t-shirt and boxer shorts with a tiny bottle of mini-fridge booze in his giant palm. Lucy sits beside him, cringing constantly as she watches Lilah attempt to dig the bullet out of his leg with a tiny pair of tweezers from Elijah’s medkit.

      Lilah grunts with frustration. “Oh, my god. Will you please stop being such a baby?” She gestures toward us. “Even Dani’s barely flinching.”

      She plunges the tweezers deeper into Dante’s thigh.

      “Okay!” He snatches her wrist. “Can I get someone else on bullet extraction here?”

      Caleb stands up from the chair by the window. “I’ll do it,” she says, extending her hand.

      “Fine.” Lilah rolls her eyes and gives Caleb the tweezers. “Take care of my baby brother. He’s very fragile.” She plops into the chair across from Boxcar and his laptop, ignoring Dante’s glare. “How’s the noggin, Box?” she asks.

      Boxcar adjusts the icepack on his head. “It’ll be fine once all the cartoon birds stop buzzing around.”

      Lilah chortles and picks up the revolver off the table between them.

      I turn back to Dani’s wound, paying close attention to her breathing to monitor her pain. She sits still with closed eyes, her brows giving the occasional twitch but, overall, she takes it well.

      “What would Fox do, huh?” I ask, my voice only for her.

      Her eyes open and she smiles. “Yeah, just something I started asking myself recently.”

      I lean in and kiss the edge of her mouth.

      “Hey, Caleb?” Lilah asks.

      Caleb keeps her eyes on Dante’s leg. “Yeah?”

      “What’s the deal with this gun?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Lilah spins the empty cylinder and snaps it closed. “Boxcar told your dad it was your good luck charm,” she says.

      “Yeah, it was.”

      Lucy snorts. “Not was. Is. If it didn’t jam…” She closes her mouth and shudders without finishing the thought.

      “It, uh…” Caleb pauses for a second. “It didn’t jam, actually.” She leans back and reaches into her pocket.

      Lilah tilts forward, opening her palm as Caleb drops something into it. I look over, spotting the small, triangular piece in the middle of Lilah’s hand.

      “A firing pin?” Lilah raises a brow. “You disabled it beforehand?”

      I stop stitching.

      “No,” Caleb answers. “Not me.” She continues her work on Dante’s leg. “My father did.”

      I look at Boxcar as he lowers his icepack.

      Dani turns her head, careful not to stretch her new stitches. “What happened to your dad?” she asks.

      “He took off through the tunnels,” I answer.

      “Cal,” Boxcar says slowly, “do you want me to try and find him, or…?”

      “No,” she says, her head down. “Just let him go.”

      Boxcar glances at me before he rests his icepack against his head again.

      “Got it!” Caleb announces as she pulls the bullet out.

      Dante exhales hard. “Thank you,” he says.

      Lilah smirks. “Does the big boy want a lolli?”

      He glowers at her.

      I tie off Dani’s final stitch. “You’re done, too,” I say as I reach for her bandaged hand. “How’s this feel?”

      “Itchy mostly,” she says. “Doesn’t hurt as long as I don’t move it.”

      “Good.”

      Dani relaxes and looks down, trying to get a good angle on her stitches. “That’s definitely gonna leave a scar…” she murmurs.

      “Didn’t you hear?” Lilah quips. “Scars are cool.”

      I smile as I stand up. “Not nearly as cool as finally getting some sleep.”

      Dani takes my hand and I help her off the bed. “Yes, please.”

      “Not so fast…” Dante says as he points a finger at me. “I believe I promised to kill you.”

      “Oh, right,” I say.

      Dani blinks. “Wait, what?”

      Lucy nods. “He did. That’s a thing.”

      I touch Dani’s side as she starts to look worried. “But…” I gesture at his leg, “it wouldn’t be much of a fair fight in your condition.”

      Dante nods slowly. “That’s a good point.”

      “I’m willing to reschedule.”

      He thinks for a moment, his smile sliding upward. “How about if we ever find ourselves in the same area of the world again, you owe me a drink?”

      I walk over and extend my hand. “Sounds good,” I say.

      Dante shakes it, squeezing my fingers extra hard in a display of comical dominance.

      I look at Lilah. “And you? Are you going to shoot me in the back as I walk out of here?”

      Lilah glances up, considering it. Finally, she shrugs. “Nah, we’re cool. Just don’t talk to me ever again.”

      I nod. “Fair enough.”

      Lucy stands up and hugs Dani. “You’re really fucking cool, Roxie Roberts.”

      Dani chuckles. “You, too.”

      They break apart and Lucy grabs a motel room notepad off the bedside table.

      “Would it be weird if I asked you to sign this for me?”

      Dani takes the notepad. “Got a pen?”

      Lucy squeaks as she snatches the nearest pen by the phone.

      Boxcar closes his laptop and pulls out the flashdrive from the side. “Here, Lilah.”

      Lilah takes it from him. “Thanks, Sparky,” she says.

      “Say hi for me,” he says.

      “I will.” She nods. “Congratulations, by the way.”

      Boxcar looks at Caleb and smiles. “Thanks.”

      Dani gives her autograph to Lucy and the girl grins as she hugs the pen and notepad.

      “We’re stealing these,” she says to Dante.

      He furrows his brow. “I think I’ve been a bad influence on you, Lucy Vaughn.”

      I take Dani’s hand and we walk to the door. Boxcar and Caleb follow us outside and we all voice our goodbyes to Lucy and the Harts one last time.

      We walk around the outside of the motel, quickly reaching mine and Dani’s room. I search my pockets for the room key and Boxcar nudges my arm.

      “Hey…”

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      “About what I said in Paris.”

      I turn to face him. “Box, you don’t have to—”

      “It was harsh,” he says. “A little too harsh, maybe.”

      “No, it was well-deserved,” I say. “I’m glad you said it.”

      “Still, I’m sorry. With everything you’ve been through, who am I to judge?” He flexes his jaw. “Are we cool?”

      I smile. “Of course.”

      Caleb squints at Boxcar. “Wait, what did you say?” she asks.

      Boxcar hesitates. “I might have… told Fox that I didn’t want him around you anymore.”

      Her jaw drops. “You what?”

      “Or our baby.”

      Caleb’s face screws up. “Why?”

      He stutters. “It was a thing that happened after I saw some shit and I freaked out but it’s okay now. We’re fine. Well, not fine fine, but we’re growing. There’s growth involved. We’re gonna work it out. Right, Fox?”

      I nod. “Right.”

      Caleb gawks at him. “What?”

      “Anyway…” Dani taps the door behind us with her foot. “I was kidnapped by a very handsy mobster and his creepy mom, so I would like to get some sleep now.”

      I blink. “Wait, how handsy?”

      Boxcar tugs on Caleb’s arm, guiding her away from the door. “Goodnight, you guys.”

      “Yeah,” Caleb says, looking back. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Dani waves. “Bye.”

      They continue toward their room.

      “So, honey,” Boxcar says, “since you’re already kind of mad at me, you think now would be an okay time to bring up that I don’t want to live in Los Angeles?”

      Caleb’s head tilts. “You don’t?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      I slide in our keycard, but Dani and I linger in the doorway to eavesdrop.

      “Because I really hate sand, Cal,” Boxcar says.

      “Oh, come on. That’s not a real reason.”

      “It’s pretty high up there.”

      “Then, where do you want to live?”

      “Boston.”

      “Boston?!”

      Dani and I crack up as we step into our room. I lock the door behind us, sliding the chain into place to make sure it’s nice and secure.

      I turn around and Dani stands there, gazing up at me with her big eyes.

      “Hey,” she says.

      I smile as I take a step closer. “Hey.”

      She turns her head up, offering me her lips. I kiss her slowly, extending the quiet kiss for as long as possible.

      Dani wraps her arms around my waist. “This brings back memories,” she says.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Alone in a motel room with you…” She smiles. “Running for our lives.”

      I kiss her forehead. “No more running,” I say. “Just… our lives.”
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      I stand with my back to the wall and wait.

      It’s been a long while since I’ve seen Gio face-to-face. The last time, it was full of fear and confusion, mere seconds away from being shoved out of an airplane by Fox Fitzpatrick. Truly, I prayed he’d died that day. I hoped his parachute was defective and he plummeted to his death. Then, I’d never have to worry about him or the Zappia way ever again.

      Fate wouldn’t let me be that lucky.

      He survived his fall. But the thing about survival is that it’s a skill. Gio survived once. I survived over five-thousand days under his family’s cruelty. Sooner or later, my skills would overwhelm his.

      I knew that I’d be able to look into his face again and smile.

      Gio stirs in his restraints, slowly coming to behind the wall. They left an opening for me. A few missing bricks in front of his face. Chains clink and echo inside as he tries to move. Finally, his eyes open wide. They shift around in his skull, growing angrier every second.

      “Hello, Gio,” I say.

      He stares at me through the dusty hole with gritted teeth. “Sofia... don’t you look liberated,” he quips.

      I smile. “More than you could ever know.”

      He coughs, his dry throat cracking. “What is this?”

      I glance around the concrete room full of rusted old shelving. “Do you not recognize it?” I ask. “I suppose you didn’t really spend much time here. You usually skipped the family visits to America to stay back home and torture me.”

      Gio grunts, trying once again to free himself from the locks and chains keeping him in place. “Let me out,” he says.

      “We’re in your family’s old smuggling tunnels beneath Chicago,” I answer, ignoring the request. “They haven’t been used in quite some time and, after today, no one will set foot in them again.”

      He rests his sweat-covered forehead against the brick. “Sofia, let me out.”

      “We’ll seal them off completely,” I continue. “Erase them from existence—”

      “Let me out.”

      “Why?” I ask. “Is there somewhere else you’d rather be? Something else you’d rather be doing other than being trapped behind a wall you can’t escape from? For the first time in my life, I feel empathy for you, Gio.”

      He glares at me. “What do you want?”

      “I want nothing from you. Nothing I don’t already have.”

      I take a few steps toward him, stopping to stand just outside the wall. I look up into his deep, hateful eyes as pure glee spurs in my belly.

      “But I thought to see you one last time,” I say. “I wanted you to be the first to hear the good news.”

      “What news?”

      I smile wide. “I’m pregnant.”

      His brow twitches as a giggle escapes from my throat.

      “It’s Luka’s, obviously. Again,” I say. “He always regretted not being able to watch our son grow in me. Now, I’m giving him that chance to embrace what you took for granted.”

      “Congratulations,” he spits.

      “Oh, don’t be so cold, Gio,” I say. “You should know that it was always me. Not you. You see, while you were fucking the midwife, I was with a surgeon. He made me so you and your rotten seed would never create life. Not within me. But...” my smile grows, “something out there has blessed us. Against all odds, Luka and I can still conceive.”

      He stares back, his cheeks turning a deep crimson. “You...” He inhales a seething breath.

      “I endured a thousand nights of torture in your bed knowing that you’d never have a child of your own.”

      “You filthy whore!”

      “Call me what you want, Gio.” I take a step back. “While you rot in this place, I will live out my life. And should we meet in hell, I will accept your apology.”

      “I’m going to kill you...” He struggles even more but never budges from his position. “I’m going to slit your throat just like your idiot little sister, you fucking cunt.”

      “I doubt that very much.”

      I turn toward the brick pile in the corner, enduring the strong smell of wet cement as I grab the small spade lying nearby.

      His eyes widen. “Sofia…”

      I ignore him as I lather cement on the opening in front of him and drop a brick on top.

      “Stop.”

      I watch the panic on his face as I grab another brick.

      “Sofia! Wait.” He lurches behind the wall as I obscure even more of him. “Please, stop.”

      “How many times did I say that to you, Gio?” I ask. “Did you ever stop?”

      I push another brick into place.

      “Sofia, I’ll do anything,” he begs. “I’ll give you anything you want.”

      I stop and stare into his eyes through the missing piece of wall. “This is what I want, Gio,” I say.

      He lets out a scream as I slide the final brick into place. He continues his struggle, shouting nonsense and whimpering like a child.

      My heart thumps wildly in my chest as I turn away from him. I grip the nearby shelf and push it forward, forcing it to rest in front of the new wall. This old, rusted shelf will serve as his grave marker.

      It’s more than he deserves.

      I take a deep breath. As I do, my pulse settles back to normal. I find a bit of peace, the kind I’ve never felt in my life.

      A life without Zappias.

      I ascend the stairs as Gio’s muffled screams fade off behind me. The old, bland stench quickly dissolves from my nose, replaced by the fresh scent of waves.

      “Sofia.”

      Luka extends his hand to me, his eyes full of more love and concern than Gio was ever capable of. I cling to him as he leads me down the beach. I fill my lungs with the clear, lake air. When I exhale, I breathe out every dark thought, every horrible, painful memory of Giovani Zappia still etched in the back of my mind.

      I let it all go. The way he used to throw tantrums and shout that I was his. The way he used to hold me down and do as he pleased to me. That amused look in his eyes as Rosalie took her final breath in my arms.

      I let it all go.

      A Zappia no more.

      We come to a stop several meters down the beach next to a man who turns and offers us a smile.

      “Fox,” I greet, very happy to see him. “I thought you’d be gone by now.”

      “We’re heading back to LA today,” he says with a nod. “But I wanted to say goodbye before then.”

      I grin. “I would be offended if you didn’t.”

      I step forward and wrap my arms around him, giving him a great hug while my husband no doubt rolls his eyes.

      “Please, keep in touch,” I say as I step back. “I want to hear all about your wedding plans!”

      Fox laughs. “If we even have one.”

      “You will,” I say. “Trust in me.”

      He nods, humoring me, but his smile fades as he looks at Luka. “And I wanted to say thank you. You know, for not shooting me after Marilyn told that story.”

      “Rest easy, Fox,” Luka says. “You’re more of a Lutrova than he ever was.”

      He extends his hand to Fox and I smile as they shake hands. My husband and my friend. Two soldiers finally parting ways after a deadly war.

      I pop up onto my toes to plant one last kiss on Fox’s cheek. “Addio,” I say.

      Fox smiles as he turns and walks off down the beach toward the parking lot.

      Luka raises my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “You know, for every kiss he gets, I should get two.”

      I chuckle as I peck both of his cheeks. “Happy?”

      “Remarkably.” He shows a tender smile as his bright, silver eyes study my face. “And you…” He runs a finger along my chin. “You look happy, too, lyubov’ moya,” he says over the crashing waves.

      “I am happy,” I say.

      He pulls me closer to whisper in my ear. “Where would you like to go now?”

      “Home.” I sigh. “I want to see my baby.”

      He nods. “And then?”

      I bite my lip. “Then, I want you to take me somewhere far, far away.”

      “Just the two of us?”

      “Finally.”

      “Then, let’s go home,” he says.

      I push my toes into the uneven sand. “Kiss me first,” I whisper.

      Luka does as I ask and offers me a deep, slow kiss. “Ya tebya lyublyu,” he says, his Russian tongue sending trembles down my spine.

      “Ti amo,” I say back, his lips curling at the Italian words.

      We kiss again and I wrap my arms around his body. My Luka. The light in my darkness.

      Let’s go home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I open my eyes after a full night’s sleep and smile for the first time in weeks.

      I’m in my own bed in my childhood home. The spot beside me is empty but the scent of Lucy’s hair still lingers on her pillow among the undeniable, overpowering scents of bacon and fresh coffee wafting up from downstairs.

      I throw my blanket to the side to keep my leg from getting caught as I slowly turn and ease it down to the floor. The bandage is still secure. Might wait another twelve hours before taking it off again.

      I hop up, putting all of my strength into my left leg as I reach for the crutches by the bed.

      The girls’ voices echo from downstairs. I pause at the landing, taking a moment to listen to Lilah’s cackling and Lucy’s impish giggle. I almost expect to hear Elijah chiming in as the voice of reason among the chaos.

      Miss you, little brother.

      I slowly ease forward, taking each step one at a time on the way down. The crutches dig into my armpits but it’s easy enough to handle. I’ve been through far worse.

      “What are you doing?”

      Lucy stands at the bottom of the stairs with her hands on her hips.

      “I can do this, Luce,” I say.

      “I told you to call out and I’d come help you down.”

      I take another step and she tenses.

      I laugh. “Lucy, I got it.”

      She eases back, a look of worry on her face as I continue downward. When I reach the bottom, she lets out a sigh and scolds me.

      “Call for help next time,” she says, pointing a finger.

      She walks off. I notice the large duffel bag sitting by the front door.

      “Hey, big brother,” Lilah greets me as I hobble toward the kitchen table. She stifles a yawn as she raises her coffee mug.

      Lucy pulls out a chair. “Sit,” she tells me.

      I don’t argue. Not with those eyes.

      I lower down slowly onto the chair and Lucy takes my crutches. She sets them off to the side and slides a second chair a little closer to me.

      “Keep your leg elevated,” she says.

      “I will,” I say.

      “Do you need help?”

      “Not right now.”

      “A pillow? Because I can run upstairs.”

      “No, I—” I sigh and look up into her attentive, yet amused, eyes. “You’re kind of loving this, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe,” she answers.

      I nod. “Some coffee, please.”

      She smiles and spins toward the coffee pot.

      Lilah stares at me, shaking her head. “Enjoy your little slave while it lasts,” she jokes.

      Lucy sets an empty mug down in front of me and shrugs. “He did the same for me,” she says, gazing at me as she fills it. “Breakfast in bed. Foot massages. Sponge baths.”

      Lilah’s eyes roll in disgust.

      I turn my head up as Lucy leans down and kisses me. “You don’t have to,” I say.

      “I want to,” she says.

      “In that case, can I get some of that bacon?” I ask, pointing at the stove.

      She rises and nods. “Coming right up.”

      “Oh — and toast.”

      Lilah stands up from her chair. “And on that note…” She sets her empty mug in the sink and turns back to me. “I have somewhere else I need to be.”

      I gesture behind us at her bag sitting by the front door. “Are you sure?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” she says without hesitation. “I’m sure.”

      I take a deep breath, pausing to admire my baby sister. I probably won’t see her again for a while but that’s typical. Before, I had to worry about whatever dangerous mission she and Elijah were traversing the world for. Not anymore.

      Now, I just have to worry about him.

      But I have a good feeling.

      “Don’t be a stranger, little sister,” I tell her.

      Her shoulders bounce. “I always was a little stranger than you, big brother.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      She smiles. “Yeah, I do.”

      Lucy opens her arms and Lilah gladly accepts the tight hug.

      “Take care of my brother for me,” Lilah says.

      “I will.”

      “But don’t let him be too much of a baby.”

      Lucy laughs. “I won’t.”

      I sigh, taking the abuse.

      Lilah leans over the back of my chair and wraps one arm around me in a half-hug. “Bye, Dante,” she says.

      “Bye.” I pat her arm. “And be careful.”

      “That’s what I was waiting for,” she says with a laugh.

      She pecks my cheek before sliding away. I turn to watch as she scoops her bag off the floor. She pushes on a pair of sunglasses and blows a quick kiss on her way out the door.

      Lucy sets a plate down in front of me, one completely stacked with toast, bacon, and scrambled eggs. “Want some juice, too?” she asks.

      I eye the plate. “No, but I am missing something.”

      “What?”

      I grab her by the waist and pull her down into my lap.

      “No—” she says. “Bad leg. You have bad leg.”

      “I have bad right leg,” I say, settling her on my left. “Left leg is just fine.”

      She chuckles as I bounce her up and down twice. I slide my hands up her body, gently coming to rest on her face, as I ease her closer for a kiss. She kisses me back, her arms slowly wrapping around my neck.

      “Will you do it for me?” she asks, biting her lip.

      I sigh. “Not right now…”

      “Please. Come on.” She bats her eyelashes. “I made you breakfast.”

      “Luce.”

      “And coffee.” Her lips graze my cheek, traveling back to whisper in my ear. “And maybe, after breakfast, I’ll take you upstairs… and I’ll—”

      “YA vas lyubil. Lyubov' yeshche, byt' mozhet,” I say, pulling her against me.

      Lucy gasps. “Oh, yes.”

      I bite her neck, feeling her tremble. “V dushe moyey ugasla ne sovsem…”

      “Uh-huh.” She trembles playfully. “That’s gonna do it for me.”

      I inch a hand up her shirt and she parts her lips. We kiss hard and fast, making up for every lost moment we were away from each other. I grip the elastic of her pajama pants, wanting so badly to rip them off her body. Her own hand slides down and rests on my inner thigh, gently tempting my cock to wake up.

      “More,” she moans.

      I cup her rear and push her up to sit on the table as she slides my plate to the other side. I stand, biting through the pain before settling onto my good leg and crushing my lips on hers.

      “No pust’ ona vas—”

      Lucy wraps her legs around me.

      “—bol’she ne trevozhit—”

      “Seriously, you guys?”

      We flinch toward the front door.

      Lilah stands in the doorway. “I was gone for thirty seconds.”

      I look at Lucy, her cheeks burning red. “Well, we…”

      Lilah snatches her bike helmet off the hook by the door. “Forgot my helmet,” she says. “Safety first. I’m talking at you two.”

      She backs up and closes the door behind her.

      Lucy collapses against my shoulder, cringing. “Well, that’s a thing that happened.”

      I laugh, shifting backward to sit down in my chair. “Maybe we should wait until after breakfast.”

      She hops off the table and pulls my plate back to me.

      I grab a piece of toast and take a bite, softly gazing at Lucy as she smiles at me. “What?” I ask, chewing.

      “Just looking at you,” she says.

      I pick up my coffee. “See something you like, Ms. Vaughn?”

      “See something I love. Something I… could not appreciate more.” She tilts her head. “You’re always going to save me, aren’t you?”

      I push my plate away and turn toward her, giving her my full attention. “Always,” I say, holding her eyes. “No matter what.”

      Lucy nods. “I don’t know how I could ever repay you for what you’ve done for me, Dante Hart. But I’m gonna try.”

      “Luce.” I push her hair behind her ears. “The reason why I save you is because I feel like I’m repaying you for saving me.”

      She looks down, her eyes glistening. “Really?”

      “The night I met you…” I shake my head. “Hell, before we even met, I could feel you. I saw your picture and it changed me in an instant. Suddenly, I wanted something more than the man I thought I wanted to be. The more I think about it, the more I realize… that I wanted to be that man because it led me to you. It led us… here. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Would you?”

      Lucy bites her lip. “No fucking way.”

      I laugh and she leans over the table to kiss me. She giggles as I wrap my arms around her again, forcing her to sit back down on my good knee. I hold her close, going quiet as I take my fill of her. Every sense slows down and I experience the next few perfect moments of our lives in total bliss.

      “Hey, Luce,” I say.

      “Yeah?” she asks.

      I look at her and smile. “I really liked seeing you in a white dress.”

      She furrows her brow, conflicted by the memory. “You did?” she asks.

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Well…” Her eyes lock on mine. “Maybe you’ll see me in one again someday.”

      I kiss the edge of her mouth. “I’d like that.”

      She kisses me back. “Finish your breakfast,” she says. “Then, later, do you wanna play some poker?”

      “Poker?!”

      “Yeah.” She shrugs. “I don’t know. Being back in that casino again kind of got me in the mood for it.”

      “You truly are your father’s daughter.”

      She playfully smacks my chest and I flash back to that first night again, my heart filling with bliss.

      “Hell yes,” I answer. “I’d love to play with you — but only if it’s strip poker.”

      Lucy chuckles. “Sold.”

      She moves to slide off my lap, but I pull her back in for another long kiss.

      My Lucy. My foul-mouthed dancer from Chicago.

      “Hey, Dante,” she says.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      She looks at me and smiles. “Will you do one more line?”

      I pull her closer, my lips grazing her cheek as I move to whisper in her ear.

      “Whatever you want, Ms. Vaughn.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Archer

        

      

    

    
      The airport bustles around me as I gaze out the window one last time at Chicago.

      I can only assume our mission was a success. The news channels have been running the story all morning, every last one of them with copious opinions about what happened to the mythical Boss of Snake Eyes.

      The rumors were true. It was a woman. No. That’s not right. The real ones running the show are the corporations and the—

      Blah blah, as they say. It doesn’t matter anymore. Let them talk.

      I take a step back from the window as a family hops off the nearest bench to board their flight. I still have some time to kill and I’d rather not do it standing.

      I sit down and glance around the unruly airport again. Dozens of people shuffling about, just trying to get home and see their loved ones again.

      I can relate.

      But there’s no one waiting for me where I’m going.

      “Hey, you.”

      I smile before glancing over my shoulder to spot the tuft of fiery red hair standing over me.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Lilah lowers onto the bench beside me. “How ya doing?” she asks.

      I laugh. “It’s been a rough few days, sad to say. And you?”

      She shrugs. “It all worked out in the end. Sparky says hi, by the way.”

      “I’m happy to hear he made it out all right.”

      “We all did.”

      I exhale with relief. “Good.”

      She chews on her lip. “So, you’re an illegal.”

      “Yes,” I say with a light chuckle.

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “I didn’t think it was important to mention.”

      “I don’t know...” she says, canting her head. “I think the start of a relationship is the preferred time to divulge one’s legal status.”

      I laugh. “Touché, love.”

      “Did they rough you up?” she asks.

      “No worse than you.”

      She snorts. “Good.”

      “But I have been deported,” I say.

      “For how long?”

      “A very, very long time.”

      “Bummer.”

      I clear my throat. “Come to see me off, have you?” I ask.

      “Something like that.” She glances around. “Or we can just leave. Do a little sight-seeing… of the nearest hotel room.”

      “I don’t think Judy will like that,” I say.

      Her brow furrows. “Who’s Judy?”

      “The delightful Air Marshall in charge of making sure I get on the plane.”

      “Oh.” She laughs. “Is this Judy watching us right now?”

      “She is,” I say.

      “Well, in that case, you pretty much have to go then, huh?”

      I nod as I memorize her face. Cute dimples, wild hair. The whole perfect Lilah package.

      “I do,” I say.

      “Then…” Lilah rises off the bench. “I guess I’ll be seeing you when I see you.”

      “I guess so.”

      She taps her toes. “It was fun while it lasted.”

      I smile. “It really was.”

      “Sad we didn’t take that trip to jazz country.”

      “Maybe someday.”

      She nods. “Maybe someday…”

      Lilah stares at me for a moment, her heel bouncing on the floor impatiently. I hold her gaze, stifling my chuckle rising just beneath the surface.

      Finally, she exhales hard.

      “That’s it?” she asks.

      “What’s it?”

      She scoffs. “Ask me to go with you, you moron!”

      My lips twitch. “You’d go with me?”

      “Yes!”

      “Why?”

      Her mouth opens but only air comes out. She sputters for a second as her little eyes flick back and forth. “Because,” she finally says.

      “Because why?”

      “Because...” She shifts on her toes. “I haven’t been to London in a while.”

      I stand up and her eyes fall to her shoes. “Is that all?”

      “You said something about an aquarium before. That sounds neat.”

      I nod. “It is.”

      “And...” She stutters.  “I rugngn uyy.”

      “You what?” I ask, tilting an ear.

      She blows hard at the floor. “I love you,” she says. “I want you to ask me to go with you because I love you. Okay? Don’t have to make a big deal out of it—”

      I kiss her, not caring about who might see.

      She wraps her arms around me. My heart slams against my ribs, making it hard to even breathe, but I don’t care. This woman. This damned, beautiful woman. She’ll be the death of me.

      But I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Lilah…” I say.

      “Yeah?”

      I gaze into her vicious eyes. “Would you go to London with me?” I ask.

      She bites her curling lip as she reaches behind her and pulls a boarding pass from her pocket. “Might as well. I was going there anyway.”

      I laugh and kiss the edge of her mouth.

      “Where’s your seat?” she asks.

      I step back to withdraw my boarding pass from the inner pocket of my jacket. Lilah tilts her head to read it and her nose curls upward.

      “Ugh. Economy class,” she says.

      I nod. “Yes, the US government is a bit stingy.”

      “Well...” She shrugs. “Exactly fifteen minutes after the captain turns off the seatbelt light... meet me in the bathroom.”

      “I dunno…” I tease. “I’d have to run that by Judy. She might not like it.”

      “Invite her along. I don’t mind. She a blonde? Brunette? What are we talking here?”

      I chuckle. “With that visual in my head, I might not even need you, love.”

      She slaps my chest. “Asshole.”

      I snatch her wrist and pull her close again. “Say it again.”

      “Ass-hole.”

      “Not that.”

      She licks her cherry red lips. “I love you,” she says, “Archer Allen.”

      I kiss her again, taking another deep breath of her to get me through this flight.

      “I love you, Lilah Hart,” I say.

      My favorite bounty.

      Signed, sealed, and delivered.

      She’s mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Luka

        

      

    

    
      I step inside the warehouse and I inhale a deep breath. The air is thick and warm, blood and sweat still lingering from the last agent we questioned here.

      Someone new sits in the chair now, his hands and legs bound, but he hasn’t been beaten on. Morning sunlight pours in through the windows, illuminating every familiar brown hair on the man’s head.

      Markov walks in behind me and closes the door. “Make it quick,” he says, peeking at me with his good eye.

      I sigh. Not this again. “There’s still plenty of time.”

      He gives a knowing grunt.

      I move closer to the chair and the man looks up at me.

      “Privet,” I greet him. “Do you know who I am?”

      He looks from me to Markov and back. “Yeah,” he answers.

      “Good.” I offer a friendly smile. “I apologize for the ropes. From what I hear, you have a habit of disappearing.”

      “Not well enough, apparently.”

      “When Markov told me they found you, I wanted to be the one to speak to you myself,” I say. “I had the pleasure of working alongside your son-in-law recently. He’s a good man.”

      He stares at me, unblinking. “What do you want?” he asks.

      I pick up a chair by the wall and set it down in front of him. He watches me cautiously as I sit down to look him in the eye.

      “I want to offer you a job, Casey Fawn.”

      His brow furrows.

      “I know.” I laugh. “That’s not what I usually say to snakes who end up in that chair, but… well, times have changed.”

      “Shit must have changed a whole lot, then.”

      “More than you know.”

      “Let me guess,” he says. “Either I join up with you or I’m a dead man? Is that how this works?”

      “No, Mr. Fawn.” I sit back. “Quite the contrary. If you’re not interested, I’ll let you go. You’ll be given ample time to leave Russia, but I do hope you’ll stay and consider my offer.”

      He exhales. “I’m listening.”

      “I sought you out to give you a second chance,” I say. “With Snake Eyes buried, its agents are seeking redemption. I’d like to offer you that.”

      “Redemption… in the Russian mob?” he asks, amused.

      “You must admit, it’s a step in the right direction,” I joke.

      He lets out a laugh.

      “The world is still searching for Snake Eyes agents,” I say. “Everywhere you go, everywhere you turn, they’ll be there. But not here. You can find a home here. Good work. Good pay. A new life.”

      Casey nods. “And what’s the catch?”

      “It can get a bit chilly,” I say with a smile. “You’ll want to buy a decent coat.”

      “Is that all?”

      I stand up and walk over to grab a knife off the wall. “Your reputation proceeds you. You’re a hard worker and a loyal man.” I pause in front of him as he scoffs. “I know what you did at the casino, Mr. Fawn. Quite frankly, I owe you my life. My wife owes you hers. My son will grow to know his parents and that’s because of you.”

      I bend over and slice his ropes free. He draws his arms forward and stands, gently massaging his wrists as he moves.

      “Please, consider my offer.” I reach into my pocket for a business card. “I promise you won’t be disappointed.”

      Casey takes the card and stares at it, his eyes heavy with thought.

      I step toward the door, following Markov’s impatient face.

      “Oh—” I turn back. “I’m going to be out of the country for the next few weeks, so… use the number on the back. It’s Markov’s cell.”

      Markov glares at me. “Eh?”

      “No,” Casey says, shifting toward us. “It’s all right. I won’t need it. I…” He takes a deep breath. “I’ll take it. I’ll take the job.”

      “You will?”

      He nods. “Yeah.”

      “Markov, will you make arrangements for Mr. Fawn?” I say.

      “Of course,” he answers.

      I step forward and extend my hand to Casey. “Welcome,” I say.

      He takes it slowly and shakes my hand. “Thank you,” he says.

      I smile. “Thank you, Mr. Fawn.”
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        * * *

      

      I step up into the plane and the pilot looks back at me with the same judgmental brow as Markov. I brush it off, turning away and walking through the cabin toward the two seats in the back, following her dark hair down the empty aisle.

      Sofia sits in the large chair with a magazine splayed across her lap. My eyes instantly jut downward, trailing the enticing V-neck of her sundress all the way to her remarkable legs poking out the bottom and ending on a pair of shiny sandals.

      This woman is ready for the beach.

      “You’re late,” she says, flicking a page.

      I lower into the chair beside her. “I’m sorry, Sofia,” I say with a smile.

      She looks up and glares at me. “Did you get him?” she asks.

      “I did, actually.”

      Her lips curl into a soft smile.

      “Does that mean you forgive me?” I ask.

      “I might as well,” she says, feigning a sigh. “I don’t want to spend the next few weeks hating the only other person in the room.”

      I laugh. “Good.”

      I reach across her lap for her left hand and she lets me pull it toward my lips. I kiss her knuckles one-by-one, landing on the diamond ring on her finger.

      “A honeymoon,” I say. “At last.”

      Sofia blushes and turns back to her magazine.
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        * * *

      

      Sofia arches her back, coming on my face buried between her thighs. I relish in her flavor, licking and tasting until the bucking of her hips finally pushes me off.

      I kiss her inner thighs, listening to the soft mewling she makes with each breath she lets out. I lick my lips before kissing her smooth skin again, drawing a wet line of kisses from her belly to her breasts.

      “Luka,” she moans, spreading her legs for me.

      I align our bodies, feeling my blood throbbing through the tip of my cock. She hugs her knees around my body to pull us closer and I rub my shaft against her aching clit to tease us both.

      I thrust inside and she gasps, instantly clinging to me as I fuck her quickly. She reaches around to cup my rear, squeezing to beg me to take her even harder.

      And I’m happy to oblige.

      She kisses me and I part my lips for her tongue. I massage hers with mine, tasting every delicious noise she makes as I grind her against the large bed.

      These last few days. Each moment spent in this bed is better than the last. Every night we lie here, staring up into the stars, unable to part for longer than a minute. Every day we lie here, and I strongly consider never leaving again.

      Sofia rolls her hips, making me go deeper inside. I groan with new pleasure, feeling the tension inside approach the breaking point. I kiss her harder, sucking on her tongue, and silently begging her to come with me. To make me come…

      She gasps and I feel her entire body tighten beneath me. The wet deluge coats my cock and I can’t hold on anymore. I come with her, staying deep inside, enjoying the sinful warmth of her core as it throbs around me.

      I slowly lower, allowing my arms to relax as I roll onto my hip to catch my breath. Stars. Am I seeing stars? It’s midday…

      “You know, Luka…” Sofia breathes hard and she curls the sheet around her. “It might be a good idea if, at some point on this honeymoon, we left the room…”

      I laugh. “Now, why would we ever do that?”

      She gestures to the wide-open double doors. “We have a private beach!” she says, pointing at it. “A beautiful, blue, sunny sky. Salty, sea air…”

      “I’d prefer snow-topped peaks and a roaring fire,” I tease with a grunt.

      Sofia rolls her eyes and tries to slide out of the bed.

      “No—” I grab her and pull her toward me. “We’ll go out later.”

      “You promise?”

      I brush my lips against hers. “I promise.”

      She kisses me, sealing the pact.

      “When it gets dark,” I add.

      “Luka,” she scolds.

      “And colder.”

      She grunts. “Who did I marry?”

      “The love of your life.”

      I kiss her again, holding her close as the waves bend and break outside our open doors.

      Truthfully, it’s absolute paradise. Her soft, Italian features shine in their native sun. I think to bring her back here more and more just to see that life in her eyes as she gazes out across the ocean.

      “Perhaps we should buy a place here,” I say.

      Sofia blinks twice. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      She considers it with her big, brown eyes. “Maybe…” she says, an obvious yes. “Though, it would be a waste. We’d never have time to come back here with your work schedule.”

      I kiss the tip of her nose. “Yes, we will.”

      “No—”

      “I’m retiring.”

      Her mouth sags. “You are?”

      I pull her just a little bit closer. “I’ve already told Ma and Yuri and they’ve accepted,” I say. “I want to be a father to my son. I want to be there for him every day. And you. I never want to choose between work and squeezing in ten minutes with you ever again.”

      She smiles. “Luka…”

      “I love you, Sofia. I want to share my life with you. I want to build every moment of our future together. And when it’s all over, I want to give it all to Lucian. I never want him to want for anything.”

      Sofia hums in thought. “And what will his little brother or sister get?”

      I pause as my smile fades. “What?” I ask, not believing I heard her right.

      She reaches for my hand and my heart stops as she pushes it beneath the covers and settles my palm on her belly.

      “No,” I say, utterly speechless. “But…”

      Sofia says nothing as blissful tears fill her eyes.

      I don’t believe it. I don’t even want to let myself believe in case it’s some cruel lie. The one aching regret I have…

      Have I been given a second chance?

      “You can’t,” I manage to say. “After Lucian, you said you…”

      My voice fades again as she rests a hand on my cheek.

      “What’s the matter, lyubov’ moya?” Sofia grins. “Do you not believe in miracles?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Boxcar

        

      

    

    
      I open the door to my Boston condo. “Ta-daaa!” I say, gesturing magic with my hands.

      Caleb stands beside me in the hallway with her arms crossed. She slowly takes a few steps forward, her eyes constantly on the move as she takes in her new, not Los Angeles, surroundings.

      I bend over to pick up the medium-sized brown package off the floor and I carry it inside with me.

      “So, this is the living room,” I say, following her in. I nudge the door closed behind me and set the package down by the door. “I use that corner over there for my workstation, obviously, but I’m willing to move that if you want me to. I’m sure it was meant for some kind of dining element but an attractive, married-dude-living-alone such as myself usually just plunked on the couch or ate at my desk or…”

      I note Caleb’s squinting brow.

      I clear my throat. “Over here…” I head toward the right. “Is the kitchen. Again, not much, but that’s mostly just me. There’s plenty of space for various toasters or food processors or anything you want. But honestly, who needs more than a coffeemaker, am I right?” I chuckle.

      She says nothing.

      “Okay.” I spin toward the stairs. “Up there are the bedrooms. There are two. One of which is—”

      Caleb passes me and starts walking up the stairs, her face still giving me absolutely nothing. Does she hate it? She hates it. She definitely hates it.

      Guess I’m going back to Sandville.

      I follow her up, sticking close as she reaches the first bedroom to the left. She pushes open the door and I cringe at the towers of boxes stacked up from wall-to-wall.

      “Okay,” I say, raising my hands. “It’s pretty packed with electronics and other crap at the moment but I will clear that out starting today.”

      She nods slowly.

      “Lots of that is worth something,” I say. “I’ll sell it and we can put it toward stuff for… you know, for the baby.”

      She leans in, taking another quick, painfully silent, glance into the corners before continuing on down the hallway.

      “Half-bath, second door,” I say, knocking on it as we pass.

      She keeps going toward the final door.

      “And…” I say, slipping ahead of her to open it myself. I grip the handle and flash a smile. “The master bedroom.”

      I push open the door and Caleb looks inside.

      I watch as her eyes scan over my bedroom furniture (also, admittedly, bare-bones and uninteresting) but her eyes linger for a few seconds on the full-length windows displaying a great downtown view.

      “It has its own bathroom,” I say, trying to sell it. “Big shower — with two showerheads. Super sexy and fun. Oh! Also, there’s a giant jacuzzi tub that hasn’t gotten a lot of use, so it’ll be great for you once your feet start expanding and your back aches and you get giant—”

      She stops me with a glare.

      “I mean… pregnancy is beautiful,” I say, feigning enthusiasm. “You’re gonna love it.”

      Her lips twitch.

      “But that’s just the floorplan. I haven’t even gotten to all the cool shit I installed like a speaker system that links through every room or the remote-controlled black-out curtains.”

      Caleb sighs and I start to panic. “Box…”

      “And don’t even get me started on the security system. Fox and Dani’s house was nothing compared to the amazing castle I built for my queen.”

      She raises a brow.

      I wink. “That’s you.”

      “Boxcar, I…”

      “Cal, how about we talk it out over a steak burrito?” I ask over her. “The best taco truck in the world is right down the street—”

      “I like it,” she says.

      I blink. “You do?”

      Caleb glances around the bedroom again and nods. “Yeah, I do.”

      “So… does that mean you’ll do it?” I ask. “You’ll move out here?”

      She shrugs a shoulder. “Sure, why not?”

      A giddy rush takes me over and I pick her up, laughing maniacally as I spin us around a few times.

      “Oh, my god. Caleb. That makes me so happy.”

      I set her back down and she laughs.

      “I really think it’s the right thing for us,” I say. “I mean, it’s completely paid off. We won’t have to pay rent or a mortgage or—”

      “Paid off by whom?” she rightfully asks.

      I hesitate. “I’m gonna shield you from that one.”

      Her head tilts. “I think you might be right, Box,” she says. “And, to be honest, I could use a change. You know, in the time before this beautiful pregnancy squeezes out a screaming infant and our lives completely change all over again.”

      I nod. “Right…”

      She smiles. “I’ve got some soul-searching to do. And it doesn’t matter where I am when I do it, as long as I’m with you.”

      “Aww.” My chest burns with warmth. “I love you, too, Cal.”

      Caleb kisses me and I wrap my arms around her, wanting so much more…

      The doorbell rings.

      I break away from her. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.” I point toward the bathroom. “But seriously, check out that tub.”

      She smiles and walks into the bedroom as I turn to rush back down the stairs.

      I tap the monitor by the front door to look outside.

      A woman stands in the hallway. She wears a deep black pantsuit. Her sharp, blonde hair is tied back in a tight bun on her head. Her eyes mean business. Not casual.

      I enable the speaker. “Hello. Can I help you?”

      She turns her head toward the speaker, quickly finding the camera, and smiles. “Hello, Mr. Carson. My name is Lydia Russell. May I have a few minutes of your time?”

      “Perhaps. What’s this about?”

      “It’s a little sensitive for a hallway, Mr. Carson.”

      I raise a brow. “Who are you with, Ms. Russell?”

      She withdraws a badge from her pocket and holds it up to the camera.

      Oh. The Central Intelligence Agency.

      Fuck.

      “I’m just here to talk, Mr. Carson,” she says, lowering the badge.

      I slowly disable the lock and open the door. “Talk about what specifically?” I ask her.

      She smiles. “Are you familiar with a man named Archer Allen?”

      I straighten up. “Super tall? Flowy blond hair? British?”

      “That’s the one,” she says with a nod.

      “Yeah, I know him. Why?”

      She gestures over my shoulder with her eyes and I take a step back to let her inside.

      “Mr. Allen contacted me recently,” she says. “He and I worked together on a joint mission with MI-6 many years ago. He had some nice things to say about you.”

      I close the door and put my back to it. “Really?”

      She flicks the latch on her briefcase. “So, I took the liberty of looking into your history. Your record is… quite impressive.”

      “It’s all lies, I swear.”

      “I found your stint in the military particularly interesting,” she says. “Sergeant Martin Rhys took extensive notes on your unofficial time with his unit.”

      I hold my breath. “Did he?”

      “Can’t say I’ve ever heard of a civilian intelligence freelancer myself but, from what he wrote, you were a valuable member of his team. You kept a lot of men alive out there. He was very fond of you.”

      “I was just… serving my country. No big deal.” I clear my throat. “Ms. Russell, what is this about?”

      “This is just a feeler meeting, Mr. Carson.”

      “Feeling for what?”

      “You’re a talented man. We’re a business of talented people. It’s my job to find them and extend a hand.”

      She withdraws a manila envelope from her case and holds it out to me.

      I blink. “You want me to work for the CIA?”

      “I want you to think about it, yes,” she says, urging me to take the envelope.

      I stare at it for another moment before I let myself take it.

      “Any questions you might have are answered in there,” she says. “Everything else, just give me a call. You’ll find my card inside.”

      I take a deep breath, soaking it in. “Archer, huh?” I ask.

      She smiles and latches her briefcase. “When Mr. Allen calls, I answer,” she says. “He doesn’t recommend just anybody.”

      Well, he did say I wouldn’t have a problem finding a job.

      Thanks, buddy.

      “I won’t keep you any longer,” she says. “Ball is in your court, Mr. Carson.”

      I open the door for her. “Thank you, Ms. Russell.”

      “And congratulations,” she says in the doorway. “I heard you were expecting.”

      I nod. “Yeah, we are.”

      She bows her head. “Have a good day.”

      “You, too.”

      She disappears down the hall and I close the door.

      “You know you’re taking that job, right?”

      I look over at Caleb standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      I let out a laugh and shake the envelope. “Do I have a choice?” I ask. “I feel like there may have been an asterisk in that offer somewhere.”

      “Well, asterisk or not, we need income,” she says as she walks over. “And if Archer can get you in the back door of the CIA, I say go for it.”

      I drop the envelope on the table by the door. “I will pore over this later.”

      Caleb looks at the package on the floor. “What’s that?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, bending over to grab it.

      “Where’s it from?”

      “It’s from…” I read the label and raise a brow. “Russia.”

      She squints. “Who do we know in Russia?”

      “Oh, you know. Just… the mob.”

      I pry it open, my curiosity piqued. Caleb hovers on the tips of her toes to look inside as I push away an assortment of packing foam over another large box.

      “Is that a mobile?” she asks, studying the box. “For a crib?”

      I slide it out, turning it over to check the pictures on the side. Bright and colorful animals hanging among shooting stars.

      “It is,” I confirm.

      Caleb takes it from me, looking confused. “Why did the mob send us a mobile?”

      I check the box again, finding a small envelope. “Sofia, I’m guessing…”

      I slide out the card and read it aloud.

      “For your peanut.”

      Caleb pauses. “What?”

      She takes it from my hand and reads it for herself. Her expression stays blank for a moment before she softly smiles.

      “It’s from my dad,” she says.

      I lay a comforting hand on her shoulder. “And… are you okay with that?” I ask.

      She nods. “I think so...”

      I take the box and set it down before pulling her in for a hug. She rests her head on my chest and I kiss her forehead, letting her stay here for as long as she needs.

      Caleb raises her head and wipes the silent tear from her cheek. “So…” She straightens up. “You said something about a taco truck?”

      I clap my hands and reach for the door. “Yes! You’re gonna love it. Milo’s a genius.”

      She kisses my cheek and walks out into the hallway.

      I pause in the doorway, taking another quick peek back into my condo.

      Make that our condo.

      But Caleb was absolutely right. In the end, it doesn’t matter where we are.

      As long as I’m with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      Of all the funerals I’ve feared, this is the one I dreaded the most.

      Danielle Roxanne Roberts. The world knew her as Roxie.

      Fans traveled from all over the world to be here today and to say goodbye to the biggest star of their generation. The cemetery is barricaded off for privacy but the crowd outside the gate grows larger every minute. Shouting fans and flashing lights.

      She’d hate this.

      Fortunately, most people don’t have to attend their own funerals.

      Bennett spotted me as soon as the service began but he kept his distance until they lowered the casket. I stay off to the side, lingering beneath a tree a few rows down, until he finally makes his way over to me.

      He’s cleaned up since the last time I saw him. His face is shaved, and he’s gotten a haircut. His suit is sharp and fitting.

      Still got that angry look, though.

      “Hello, Bennett,” I say. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      He looks at me with squinting eyes, almost as if he’s about to deck me right here. “Why are you here?” he asks.

      “I came to pay my respects.”

      “Bullshit,” he says. “You think I wouldn’t be able to identify my own daughter’s body?”

      I bite down. “Look, Bennett…”

      “This is theater, Fox,” he says. “Obviously, you got her so mixed-up in your drama, she couldn’t come back out again. Am I right?”

      I say nothing.

      “And if you’re here,” he says, “then that means you’ve got something to say. So, go right ahead and do it so I can go home.”

      I extend my hand to him.

      Bennett’s eyes fall and he stares at it for several moments before giving me a silent handshake.

      “I hope you find some peace, Bennett,” I say.

      He takes a deep breath and releases my hand. “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.” He shifts backward. “Just take care of my daughter, Fox.”

      Again, I say nothing as he walks off toward the casket again.

      I take one more look around the cemetery before heading back to the car. I unlock the doors and lower myself into the driver’s seat, happy to feel the cool rush of air conditioning strike my face.

      “How is he?” Dani asks from the passenger’s seat.

      I nod. “He’ll be all right, I think.”

      Her chest quivers as she exhales. Her eyes shimmer with unfallen tears as she looks through the heavily tinted windows at the close friends and family who were allowed to attend the private service.

      “Dani, are you sure about this?” I ask.

      She takes a moment. “I’m as sure as I was the last time you asked me. So, you know… kind of sure. Maybe.”

      I turn my palm up and she places her hand in mine.

      “Can’t back out now anyway,” she says, chuckling. “Once the casket is in the ground, it’s game over. Right? No coming back from that.”

      I squeeze her hand. “Dani.”

      “Except you, I guess. You had a funeral, too.”

      “Dani.”

      She turns her head, pausing for a moment before finally looking at me.

      “We’ll do whatever you want,” I say. “Just say the word and we’ll go back.”

      Dani looks out the window. She stares at the lines of tombstones stretched out in both directions with soft, pensive eyes.

      “No,” she says. “Let her stay dead.”

      I raise her hand to my mouth and kiss her knuckles. “It’s not game over, Dani. You can’t think of it like that. You’re still here. I’m still here.”

      “We’re surviving,” she says. “Even if only for the sake of existing in the same world together.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “That might not sound like much right now but it’s a lot.”

      She nods. “No,” she says, her face calmer. “It’s everything.”

      I lean over the seat and she meets me in the middle. I kiss her cheek first, one soft peck before shifting over to her lips.

      “So…” She sits back and stares at the road ahead. “Where do you go after you die?” she asks.

      “Well…” I turn the ignition and the car roars with life. “There’s only one place I’d go.”

      Dani smiles. “Then, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      I turn off onto a dirt road and glance over at Dani’s smiling face. She bounces with eager anticipation and I can’t help but feel a touch of it myself as I navigate the familiar back roads.

      The farmhouse comes into view, looking exactly like it did all those times before. Two stories tall, white. A small cabin off the driveway. A rocking chair on the porch.

      The front door opens as we park and Barbara Clark steps outside, drying her hands on a dishtowel. Her husky, Sammy, rushes out under her feet and plants himself between her and our car.

      I get out and she squints her wrinkled eyes. “Fox?” she asks. “Is that you?”

      I nod. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “Hell, son… I almost didn’t recognize you without that awful beard.”

      I laugh. “It’s nice to see you, too, Mrs. Clark.”

      Dani climbs out of the passenger’s side and Mrs. Clark’s jaw drops.

      “My god, Dani?” She gasps. “I heard you were dead!”

      Dani walks onto the porch, easily passing Sammy’s smell test. “If anybody asks, I am,” she says.

      “Duly noted, honey.”

      They hug as I step closer to the porch, stopping dead in my tracks a few feet away from Sammy.

      The dog regards me for a moment. I expect to hear his growl any second now.

      Finally, he lowers down to the porch and exhales. I guess I don’t smell like a threat to him anymore.

      I scratch his head as I pass, and Mrs. Clark opens her arms to me for a hug far tighter than I was expecting.

      “You two hungry?” she asks as she steps back. “I’ve got a stew brewing.”

      “I’m starving,” Dani says. “Thank you.”

      I nod. “You don’t mind if we stay a while, do you?”

      Mrs. Clark gestures to the cabin. “I haven’t touched it since you two left last. Stay as long as you want. You know I appreciate the help.”

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Yes,” Dani says. “Thank you very much.”

      Mrs. Clark opens the door and Sammy runs in first. “Come on in when you’re ready,” she says. “I wanna hear about why Dani’s dead.”

      Dani takes a step forward, but I grab her hand, guiding her down the porch stairs. She walks with me to the cabin, both of us glancing around the farm as we go.

      Our memories here are a mixed bag, unfortunately. There are moments here I’d rather forget about, but we have the rest of our lives to replace those with new ones and build a whole future together.

      As husband and wife.

      I stop outside the cabin and pick Dani up, happily cradling her in my arms. She grins and pushes the door open.

      We pause on the outside. She wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me softly, immersing us a little deeper in the moment.

      “I love you,” I say, “Mrs. Fitzpatrick.”

      She brushes our lips together. “I love you, too, Mr. Fitzpatrick.”

      One more kiss and I carry her over the threshold into the cabin.
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      As I take a sip from my drink, I gaze at Ethan over the rim of my glass. He smiles, locking his big, brown eyes with mine beneath the soft, golden lights of the Botsford Plaza bar.

      “So, you said you’re a photographer?” he asks, his English accent thick like velvet.

      Luckily, I’m immune to it.

      “Yeah,” I answer.

      He casually glides his fingertip in and out of a ring of condensation gathering beneath his pint glass on the bar. “What kind of things do you photograph?”

      “All kinds of things.”

      He chuckles. “Like…?”

      I press my painted lips together. “I’m in London for a wedding,” I say. “A friend of mine is about to go into labor, so I’ll probably get tagged to do some newborn pictures soon.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      “It pays the bills.”

      “What do you like to do for fun?” he asks.

      I let my eyes drop to his chest. “This, mostly,” I say.

      He smirks as I admire the lines of his suit jacket and salmon pink tie. It’s loose around his neck, but only slightly as if he wanted to appear casual and aloof. A single man out on the town after a long day at the office.

      It’d be a near-perfect persona if it weren’t for that pesky indentation of his wedding band at the base of his left ring finger.

      Ethan catches me staring at it and he exhales. “We’re separated,” he says.

      “Does your spouse know that?” I ask.

      He looks at my left hand, his brow raised high. “Does yours?”

      I curl my hand, shamefully obscuring the diamond ring on my finger.

      Shit.

      “He will soon.” I fidget. I clear my throat. I tug a little harder on the little ball of string. “I’m sorry. I should probably just… go.”

      “Wait.” Ethan lays his hand on mine. “Is this your first time? Drawing outside the lines, I mean…”

      I swallow hard as I settle back onto the barstool. “Yeah,” I answer, chuckling slightly. “Can you believe he’s the only man I’ve ever been with?”

      He blinks with surprise. “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “You?”

      “Stop.”

      “Sorry, you’re just… unbelievably gorgeous. You could have any man you wanted with a snap of your fingers.”

      I blush. “Thanks.”

      Ethan shifts closer, moving his hand up my arm toward my elbow. “I know it’s none of my business, but… your husband must be dumb as rocks if he’d let you stray like this.”

      I laugh. “He’s not the brightest bulb, that’s for sure.”

      “Bloody hell, woman, get on with it.”

      I ignore the chirp from my earpiece.

      Ethan bites his lip as his eyes drift toward my cleavage. “I’m going to be very honest with you, Emily, and I fully expect to get the rest of that rum and coke tossed in my face for it, but…” He pauses, expecting a laugh. I give him one. “I would like nothing more than to take you upstairs and do anything that loser husband of yours won’t do.”

      I feign a bit of hesitation. “Anything?”

      “Anything.” He licks his lips. “I’ll be your slave all night long.”

      How predictable.

      I swallow hard. I take a long sip of liquid courage. I give my ring one last lingering glance before nodding and grabbing my clutch off the bar.

      “Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

      Ethan shuffles quickly off his stool. He drops a few quid on the bar, enough to pay for his drink and mine. What a gentleman.

      We walk out of the bar together. Ethan places his hand on the small of my back, courageously drifting lower the closer we get to the golden elevators. By the time we get there, his hand practically lives on my left cheek.

      I tap the call button and the doors instantly open for us. For a moment, I hesitate, but I take a quick breath, focusing on the job.

      We step on and I hit 14 on the wall. Another couple boards the elevator along with us. A sneer of disappointment paints Ethan’s face. I guess he was hoping for a little pre-game action with my back to the wall and his tongue down my throat.

      I smile. Happy memories.

      But my smile fades quickly.

      We ride the elevator up to the 14th floor. I search my clutch for my room key as I step off and Ethan’s hand quickly finds my ass again.

      “Handsy,” I tease.

      “Sorry,” he says, not really sorry. “Just can’t help myself.”

      I stop at my door with my keycard in hand. “It’s all right. I’m still a little… nervous, I guess.”

      Ethan drifts closer, his breath warm and pungent on my cheek. “Don’t worry, love,” he whispers. I try not to roll my eyes. “I’ll take it slow…”

      I unlock the door and gesture him inside. “After you.”

      Ethan smiles victoriously before pushing the door open wide…

      And running right into his wife.

      “Annie?!” he gasps.

      Her eyes glisten with tears. “We’re separated?!”

      “Baby, it’s not what it looks like!”

      I feign surprise as I close the door and plant myself in front of it. “Uh-oh,” I say flatly. “Is this your wife? Oh, dear…”

      Annie rolls her fists. “I knew it! I knew something was going on during your little business trips!”

      “Baby—”

      “Don’t call me that, you pig!”

      I look past them toward the man sitting at the writing desk on the other side of the suite. Bright, blue eyes. Trimmed, blond hair. A devilish smirk sharp enough to cut glass.

      Archer.

      He removes his headphones and stands up, easily making his towering presence known to the room.

      Ethan scowls. “Who the hell is this guy?!”

      Archer buttons his jacket. “I’m the dumb as rocks husband who foolishly let my wife stray into the arms of another man.”

      I scoff. “Oh, please. If I were gonna cheat on you, it wouldn’t be with this dude.”

      “It wouldn’t?” Ethan asks.

      Annie’s jaw drops. “Are you actually offended by that?!”

      “Well…”

      I slip around them as Annie’s fists collide with his chest. The bickering continues while I make my way toward Archer. “You get all that?” I ask him.

      He nods at the laptop on the desk. “Every word.”

      “Sweet.” I reach deep into my cleavage to yank out the microphone buried between my tits. “Because this is itchy as fuck. We have got to get new tape.”

      “Wait, you hired a detective?” Ethan asks.

      “Yes!” Annie says.

      “Why?”

      “Why?! Because I can’t trust you anymore, that’s why!”

      “God, you always do this, Annie. Ever since your mother died, you’ve been such a—”

      “How dare you—”

      I cringe. “Well, this could take a while…”

      Archer nods.
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      I stare at Lilah across the office and, as usual, I lose all track of time.

      She changed out of that skimpy dress from the hotel in favor of a pair of jeans and a vintage t-shirt, but I’ve come to love this look of hers above all others. My wife is at her most beautiful when she’s comfortable and relaxed. A messy brunette bun. Faded lipstick. The sassy librarian with shadows dancing across her face.

      “Stop that.”

      I blink twice, quickly noticing that she’s glaring at me over the rims of her glasses. “Stop what?” I ask with a smirk.

      Lilah rolls her eyes before looking back at the computer monitor. She clicks the mouse twice. The printer across the room spurs with life, spitting out a half dozen sheets before falling back to sleep.

      She slides her glasses off and sets them on the desk as she stands up. “You’re staring at me,” she says as she makes her way toward the printer.

      “Yeah, well, I like what I see,” I say.

      Lilah gathers the papers off the tray and chortles. “You just gonna look or are you gonna touch?” she asks.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d want to after that.”

      “You kidding? Nothing juices me up more than putting a cheating mutt in the doghouse where he belongs.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      She pauses, lightly chewing on her lip before spinning toward the file cabinet. “I’m fine,” she says, placing her back to me.

      Definitely not fine.

      I rise off the couch and walk over to stand behind her.

      “Lilah.”

      “Ms. Annie’s case is officially signed, sealed, and delivered,” she says, filing the papers away. “Just need to send out the final invoice.”

      “Do it tomorrow,” I say. “Look at me.”

      “Arch, I’m fine.”

      “Then, look at me.”

      Lilah closes the cabinet, shoving just a little too hard and proving my point. I rest my hands on her stiff shoulders and they sink, but only slightly.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, dropping my touch to her waist. She embraces my arms as I wrap them around her, accepting the apology. “Say you’re fine again and I’ll drop it, I promise.”

      She takes a deep breath. I kiss her neck, showering her with all the comfort she’ll let me.

      “I’m better than yesterday,” she answers. “Not as good as tomorrow.”

      I kiss her again. She slowly spins in my arms to look at me. “You’re doing great,” I say. “I’m proud of you.”

      She smiles on one side as she looks at her ring finger. “Forgot to take this off. Almost screwed up the whole thing…”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “Just couldn’t stop picturing the last time I was in one of those Botsford hotels.”

      “I know.” I cup her face. “We’ll start turning down cases that take us there again.”

      “No.” Lilah shakes her head. “No, it’s okay. We need the work and I… I need the closure. I’m glad I did it. Really. I am. It was a job well done.”

      I nod. “All right, then.” I kiss her forehead. She leans into it, slyly taking hold of my loose tie and pulling me closer. “Ready to go home?”

      She looks up, smiling. “Almost,” she hints, tugging me toward her lips instead.

      We kiss. One long, lingering kiss that reminds me of why I fell in love with Lilah Hart in the first place. That fiery vulnerability. That heated touch.

      I press her against the file cabinet, and she mewls, gently pulling me until our bodies are flush together.

      A ringtone breaks the silence, rhythmic and repetitive.

      Lilah smiles against my lips. “That’s my phone.”

      “Ignore it,” I growl.

      She plants her palm on my chest. “Only one person calls this late.”

      I deflate, accepting the truth. I give her rear one more healthy squeeze before she slips free. “Or,” I realize with excitement, “it could be Fitzpatrick. Did we lose?”

      She picks up her phone and shakes her head. I grin, satisfied.

      “Hey, Grams. What’s up?” she answers. “Yeah, the job ran a little late. We’ll be on our way home soon… No, tell him he has to.”

      “Tell him he has to what?” I whisper.

      Lilah tilts the phone down. “He wants to wait up for us.”

      “Again?”

      She shrugs. “Yeah, put him on,” she says into the phone. “Elijah, honey…” I smile at her soft, motherly tone. “You have to go to sleep. It’s late.”

      I pat my chest. “Tell him that I told him he has to go to sleep.”

      “Your dad says you have to go to sleep.”

      “Or we’re not going to the aquarium this weekend,” I add.

      Lilah’s jaw drops. “But I want to go,” she whispers at me.

      “We’ll go,” I say, flashing a wink. “We’ll leave him at home and have a nice, quiet, romantic afternoon without him. Tell him that.”

      “Eli, either you go to sleep now or we’re going to the aquarium without you this weekend…” Her head tilts as she loses her soft tone. “And his eyes are closed! Thanks again, Grams. Love you, too. We’ll see you soon.” She hangs up and sighs. “Still doesn’t feel great negotiating with terrorists like that.”

      I chuckle as I wrap my arms around her waist again. “I’ve been doing it for years. You get used to it.”

      She returns the embrace. “Surely, that wasn’t directed at me, right?”

      “Of course, it was.”

      We laugh as her perfect lips find mine again. She sits back on the desk with her knees open and pleasantly wrapped around my waist.

      “Wouldn’t trade a moment of it, though,” I whisper.

      Lilah smiles. “Yeah, me neither.”

      I kiss her again. “I love you.”

      “I love you,” she replies, playfully wrinkling her nose. “Is it wrong I kinda hope he waits up anyway?”

      “Thank heavens.” I sigh. “I was going to say the same thing.”

      Another shared chuckle. One last kiss.

      “Come on.” Lilah hops off the desk. “Let’s get home.”
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        * * *

      

      Home looks a lot different now than it used to.

      My previous home was a beat-up trailer back in the United States. I lived there, day and night, chasing down bounties to pad my own pockets and those of my former employer, for lack of a better word.

      Before then, I made my home here in London. I was a successful agent with MI-6, but I wasn’t happy. My life was dark and lonely, not as much as my years as a ward of the state, but still not a time I look back on fondly.

      But, as I stated earlier tonight, I wouldn’t trade a moment of it.

      It brought me to her.

      It gave me a son.

      We hadn’t planned it that way. We hadn’t given much thought to anything after Lilah boarded that plane and left her home to be with me. After everything we’d been through, after everything we’d lost, it was all about living in the moment with each other and finding new things to live for.

      She was pregnant within a year. I fell to my knees right then and there and asked her to be my wife.

      Lilah merely rolled her eyes and smiled.

      As the birth of our son approached, we found a condo — two, actually. One for us and our growing family. The other next door for her grandparents, Bernard and Mary Elizabeth. When Lilah suggested moving them here to be closer to us, I didn’t hesitate to agree. They’re good people, the ones who raised my beautiful wife and her brothers. I wanted nothing more than for them to be involved in our son’s upbringing as well.

      The extra help wasn’t bad either.

      And Dante, well…

      Naming him after Elijah was all his idea.

      Lilah and I poke our heads into the room. As hoped, Elijah raises his head off the pillow, his chestnut hair in a state of clumsy disarray. His eyes, tired but still wide open, flash with happiness as we walk inside and take our places on either side of him on the bed.

      Lilah curls her arm around him. “You should be asleep, little man,” she says, kissing his head.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” he says.

      “Why not?” I ask.

      He turns his head up, his eyes looking sneaky now. “Because there was no bedtime story!”

      I chuckle. “And you can’t sleep without one?”

      “No!”

      “What about your Gramps?” I ask. “He can tell you a story.”

      “No!” he repeats.

      “No?”

      Lilah wrinkles her nose. “I’m gonna have to back the kid on this one,” she says. “Gramps is rubbish at bedtime stories. He doesn’t even do voices.”

      I smile. “If I tell you a story, you’ll go to sleep?”

      “Yes!” Lilah and Elijah say together, laughing as she tickles his ribs.

      “Okay, okay.” I pause, thinking fast at where to begin. “Once upon a time, there was a princess—”

      They instantly groan in disgust and boredom.

      “All right. All right.” I clear my throat. “Once upon a time, there was a fierce warrior princess…”

      Lilah smiles as she and Elijah get comfortable, both satisfied with the story’s new start.

      I stare at her face barely illuminated by the night light on the bedside table.

      My Lilah. My partner in crime. And in life.

      “And she was the most beautiful woman in the world,” I continue.
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      “And then… before the mighty prince could stop him, the evil wizard swept the princess in his cape and spirited her away!”

      “No!”

      “Yes.”

      I smile from my hidden spot in the hallway outside the bedroom door. The lamp on the bedside table spins shadows on the wall, moons and stars meant to lull our daughter to sleep, but they’re no match for Luka’s riveting fairytale.

      Rosa lies in her bed, wide awake and excited. “What happens next, Papa?” she whispers.

      Luka chuckles. “Next… you go to sleep.”

      She gasps as I do. “But Papa…”

      “Sleep.” He leans over and kisses her forehead. “We’ll continue the story tomorrow night.”

      She’s disappointed to be sure but as Luka tucks her in, her eyelids grow heavy and she settles on her pillow.

      “Spokoynoy, Papa.”

      “Spokoynoy, Rosa.”

      “I love you.”

      I peek into the room, unable to resist the urge to catch the look on Luka’s face. The moment we discovered our second child was to be a girl, an expression crossed his eyes that I’d never seen before. To this day, I only ever see it when he looks at her.

      Rosa Lutrova. His little rose.

      A spitting image of me in every way but, just like Lucian before her, those blue-gray eyes are all his.

      Luka looks at her now and smiles, his eyes full of love and light. I don’t make a sound, fearful of interrupting the sweet moment.

      “I love you, malen'kaya roza,” he whispers, strong and protective. He leans over her again to plant another kiss on her head before he flicks off the light. “Go to sleep.”

      I ease back a step and wait for him to emerge from the room. He walks out with light feet, carefully closing the door behind him. That sweet moment with her is over, but I can still see the pure joy in his eyes. Joy meant only for his baby girl; the child we were never supposed to have but were somehow blessed with against all odds.

      Luka has believed in miracles ever since.

      He turns to me in the hall and pauses as he studies my scolding eyes. “What?” he asks.

      “That cliffhanger was cruel,” I say.

      His hand finds mine in the dark. “Was it?”

      “What happens next?”

      “I cannot say.”

      “Please.”

      He tugs me away from the door. We start down the hall together toward the master suite.

      “It wouldn’t be fair if I told you before her,” he says.

      “I’m her mother,” I argue. “I have a right to know what material you’re exposing her to.”

      “Sofia, it’s a bedtime story,” he says. “Not a gangster film.”

      “Well, I’m your wife and I demand to know how the story ends.”

      “You demand?”

      “Yes, I demand.”

      “Well, in that case…”

      Luka scoops me up into his arms. I smother my laugh in his shoulder as he carries me into the bedroom. He closes the door behind us and pins me against it.

      “Allow me to indulge you,” he whispers.

      He kisses me, tempting my lips apart. I fall for it, just like always. I melt between him and the door, my heart rapping against my ribs as his tongue finds mine.

      “They live happily ever after,” he says.

      I chuckle. “That’s not good enough.”

      “No?”

      “No! How does the prince find her again? How does he defeat the evil wizard?”

      Luka picks me up, his laughing lips still flush with mine. “Well, it’s not easy…”

      “Uh-huh,” I say, urging him to go on with a kiss.

      “The mighty prince hunts for them through the night, but… he can’t find the evil wizard’s secret lair.”

      “Oh, no…”

      We reach the bed. I lower down onto it, taking Luka with me.

      “Then, what?” I ask.

      Luka guides me with a firm hand until my head reaches the pillow. I lie back as he balances over me on both arms, his hips firmly pressing against mine. “Then, he stumbles on a rogue thief in the forbidden forests.”

      “Ooo.” I feign a shudder. “Tell me more about this rogue thief.”

      “He’s quick and sly… and very ugly.”

      I laugh. “Is that right?”

      “An ugly fiend of a man.”

      “And he helps the prince find his princess?”

      Luka smiles as he leans closer. “For a price.”

      He kisses me, his hand slowly gliding down my chest. I shudder beneath him, just like always. I submit to another deep kiss, another firm touch, another soft caress. A moan escapes me as he kisses down my chin. He pushes his knee between mine, purposefully forcing them apart as he settles between them. His hips sway, gently sparking heat between us. His bulge tents his pants. I tremble as it rubs against me, sending a flurry of warmth up my spine.

      “Sofia,” he whispers as he kisses my neck. “I need you.”

      The heat in his voice sends fire coursing through me. I pull his face toward mine, giving him a long, aching kiss in response. Yes, it says. Kiss me. Take me. Make me yours.

      Luka rises and pulls his shirt off over his head as he goes. I instantly suck my bottom lip between my teeth, my eyes feasting on the shape of him in the dark. The firm rows of his abs. The hard V-shape pointing downward. The black tattoo curling down his arm.

      I shudder, forever turned-on by him.

      Luka grabs my slacks. I raise my hips as he pulls them off, eager to rid myself of as much clothing as possible. I reach for his pants, hooking my fingers around his waistband. The head of his cock sticks out, already swollen and hard, as I push them down.

      Luka crushes his lips on mine. His breath releases a husky growl as he positions me for the taking. We don’t bother with protection. We never have. After Rosa was conceived, multiple doctors confirmed what we already knew: that I was sterile. Rosa was impossible, and yet…

      We decided to always leave it to chance. If it happens again, then our family will grow even more. If not, that’s okay, too. Either way, we are forever complete.

      I place a hand on his cheek. “Luka,” I say, smiling.

      He looks at me, our bodies aligned. “Yes, lyubov’ moya?”

      I raise one thigh, my skin pleasantly gliding along his hip. His hardness rests against my opening, making me quiver with need, but I don’t want to leave this moment just yet.

      The two of us, completely entwined. Our children, happy and healthy in their beds. Our lives, perfect as ever.

      I kiss him as my heart races. “I love you,” I say.

      Luka chuckles. “It’s good that you said that now,” he says. “You’ll be too tired to speak once I’m done with you.”

      He enters me. I gasp, feeling pleasantly filled as he thrusts his hips and envelops my lips again.
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      I wait until Sofia falls asleep, though that doesn’t take long at all. I kiss her bare shoulder in the dark, smiling as her chest slowly rises and falls beneath the loose bedsheet. She sleeps so well these days, even on nights when I don’t exhaust her like this.

      But the late-night stroll is a hard habit for me to break.

      I throw on some clothes, my slacks and an old t-shirt, before heading down the stairs to the ground floor. Moonlight pools through the windows, lighting the path in front of me. My home has changed a bit over the last few years. Hallways, once clean with muted colors, now show signs of young children. A toy box here. A stack of crayons there. Possible dangers like suits of armor have been moved into storage and out of a toddler’s curious reach. Our household staff and guards, once stiff and proper, now bend a knee and smile whenever Rosa stumbles up to them. She’s stolen the hearts of this household and I’d be willing to bet that there is not a man within these walls who wouldn’t die for the adorable Lutrova princess.

      My ears twitch at the voices down the hall. Laughter and manly grunts.

      They must be back.

      I pick up my pace toward the kitchen. As I step inside, I spot four men sitting around the table. The first is my brother, Yuri, sporting a bandage across his nose that wasn’t there when he left on business a week ago. Another, our friend, Nik Petrovin. Casey Fawn, our head of security (and former Snake Eyes agent, but we don’t hold that against him). And last, sinking lower in his chair as he sees my raised brow, is my son.

      Lucian.

      “Luka!” Yuri says, waving me in from the doorway. “Good, you’re up. Have a drink with us.”

      I step forward, counting the glasses of vodka around the table as I head toward the cupboard. Only three.

      Good.

      I grab a fourth for myself. “Lucian, should you still be up?” I ask.

      He sighs, knowing the answer. “Come on, Pops,” he says.

      Nik reaches over and grabs Lucian’s shoulder, his hand large enough to crush it. “Let him live, Luka!” He laughs. “The boy is practically a man!”

      The others chuckle in agreement. I silently remember all the times my father let me sneak downstairs and listen to him and Markov tell old war stories.

      “All right,” I say. “Just don’t tell your mother.”

      Lucian smiles.

      I sit down in the empty chair beside him with my glass. “So, how’d it go?” I ask Yuri.

      He slides the bottle toward me and shrugs. “Business as usual,” he answers.

      “Oh?” I say, purposefully staring at the fresh bandage across his nose.

      “Unrelated,” he says, vague.

      I chuckle, but I don’t push it. My brother has come home with several new scars since he started taking a more active role in the family business. After I retired, he took it upon himself to live up to our father’s reputation. In this business, of course, that means shedding a little blood now and then. This new scar is just a part of that.

      Or he mouthed off to the wrong woman. Could go either way.

      I pour a little vodka into my glass. “Will you be home long?” I ask.

      “No,” he answers. “We’re leaving for Chicago in the morning.”

      I nearly flinch. “Chicago? Why?”

      Yuri looks at Nik, passing the conversation to him with a quick raise of his glass.

      Nik sighs with annoyance. “My little sister,” he says. “She has abandoned her calling.”

      “The convent?” I ask.

      He nods. “Mother Superior called me earlier this week. Apparently, Vera packed her bags and left without a word.”

      “Why didn’t they stop her?”

      “She’s eighteen now. They couldn’t stop her. The good news is that our friends in the Argento family spotted her in the city.”

      “And the bad news?”

      He sneers. “They spotted her in a hotel bar.”

      “Oh,” I say, smothering a smile.

      “Gavin is keeping a discreet eye on her until I can get there and drag her back to the convent where she belongs.”

      “Or bring her back here,” I offer. “I’m sure Ma and Sofia can find a place for her.”

      He waves a hand, brushing it off. “I appreciate the thought, Luka, but this is Petrovin business.”

      I nod with understanding.

      “Anything happen while we were gone?” Yuri asks.

      I shake my head with a glance at Lucian’s engaged face. “Business as usual,” I answer.

      “Any word from Fitzpatrick?” Nik asks.

      “Not yet,” I say. “But Sofia has a good feeling.”

      Yuri scoffs into his glass. “Who cares?”

      I look at him. “It’s a happy occasion, brother.”

      Casey smirks. “He’s just mad because he already lost.”

      We laugh as Yuri’s eyes roll.

      Casey’s grin falls slowly. His head turns, detecting the faint tap of Markov’s gait in the hallway seconds before I do. It’s moments like this when I know I made the right decision in entrusting him with my family’s safety.

      Markov appears in the doorway, his coat bound and his boots laced up. “Yuri,” he says.

      I smile at the nostalgia of it. It wasn’t too long ago when Markov used to come and get me at a moment’s notice for matters concerning the family business. A deal has gone south. A possible threat to investigate. A snake has been found.

      Now, he comes for Yuri.

      My brother bobs his head. “We’ll talk again soon, brother,” he says to me as he stands up. “Give Rosa a kiss for me.”

      “Soon,” I repeat with a bow.

      As he passes Lucian, Yuri reaches out and messes up his hair. Lucian cringes and straightens it back into its proper place.

      Markov offers me the same nostalgic smile beneath his scarred brow before following Yuri out of the room.

      Nik sloppily snatches the bottle off the table, along with his glass. “Well, I guess that’s my cue to go get some shut-eye. Is the guest room available?”

      I point toward the ceiling. “Always for you.”

      He grins. “My gratitude is forever, good sir.” As he stands, he bows at Lucian. “Master Lutrova, it’s been a pleasure.”

      Lucian smiles, looking up to him with pride the same way I used to look up to Markov when I sat in that chair.

      Nik waves goodnight to the table and walks out of the kitchen.

      I raise a brow at Lucian. “Bed,” I say. “Now.”

      He sighs, but nods. “Spokoynoy,” he mutters as he slides off his chair.

      “Spokoynoy,” I say.

      “Bye, Casey,” he adds.

      Casey tips his glass. “Bye, Luc.”

      The two of us wait until we hear Lucian’s feet ascend the stairs.

      “Go with them to Chicago,” I say to Casey.

      No disrespect to the Argento family, of course. My trust is just limited these days and I still get nervous whenever one of us travels to old Zappia territory.

      “Already packed,” Casey simply says.

      I smile. Casey Fawn is always packed.
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      I silently close the bedroom door behind me.

      Sofia still lies on our bed, clinging loosely to the sheet in the dark. I peel off my shirt before climbing in beside her, desperate to feel a little of her warm skin against mine in the middle of the cold night.

      As I touch her, she rolls toward me. I take her into my arms, cradling her gently as she rests her head against my chest.

      She sighs quietly. “They’re not letting him drink, are they?” she asks, her eyes still closed.

      I chuckle. I’d be surprised, but I’m not.

      Nina Lutrova has taught her well.

      “No,” I answer.

      Sofia turns her head up and kisses me. I cup her face, preventing her from straying too far. I kiss her again, succumbing to a powerful urge as she straddles my waist.

      “Ti amo,” I whisper for her.

      She smiles, her desires taking over. “Ya tebya lyublyu.”
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      The mattress sinks somewhere near my feet. I feel it with my eyes closed; a slow-moving climb from bottom to top.

      Luckily, at this stage in my life, I can only think of two people who would wake me up like this. The first is supposed to be in school and the second… should also be in school.

      Something’s not right.

      I force my eyes open. Blackout curtains prevent the Boston morning sun from coming in, but I can still make out her shape on the bed above me.

      “Good morning,” she says.

      I look her up and down as I wake up.

      Caleb.

      Her long, brown hair falls over her shoulders, just barely obscuring her very exposed breasts.

      I smile. “Well, hello there…”

      She chuckles. “Hey.”

      “What time is it?” I ask.

      “Seven-thirty-ish.”

      I glance around, slowly becoming more lucid.

      Oh, hey. Breasts.

      Very awake now.

      “Not that I’m complaining here, but what’s with the naked wake-up call?” I ask.

      Caleb leans forward, placing her warm palms on my bare chest. “Well,” she begins, sultry and smooth, “the kid is in school.”

      I nod. “Uh-huh.”

      “And my morning class was canceled, so I thought…”

      Her finger glides down my chest and connects with my happy trail.

      I raise a brow. “You’re telling me that the kid is gone, you don’t have anywhere to be, and I don’t have to get ready for work for another hour?”

      “That about covers it.”

      “And why are we still talking? Take off your pants!”

      Caleb laughs as I pull her down to kiss me. Our lips lock with the urgency of parents who haven’t had a spontaneous moment alone in a long time because, well…

      Yeah.

      I sit up, wrapping my arms around her as she positions herself on top.

      “Are you going to be available for lunch today?” she asks.

      I nod, briefly angling my hips upward so she can pull my slacks down. “Barring any horrible matters of national security, I should be there.”

      Caleb grips my shaft. I instantly stand to attention. “Can you pick up Colby?”

      She lowers herself down, sheathing me inside of her.

      I grunt in pleasure. “When?” I ask.

      She rolls her hips. “Twelve-thirty.” She pauses to moan, her wicked nails digging into my back. “My lecture doesn’t end until twelve forty-five.”

      “Right.” I slowly think through the sexual haze taking over my brain. “Um. Yes. I will pick her up. Then, Milo’s?”

      She grimaces. “Again?”

      “Why not? I thought you liked it.”

      “I do. I just think you like it too much.”

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Nothing, but I’m starting to suspect you guys are having an affair or something.”

      I laugh. “I mean, he does have very pretty eyes.”

      She quivers on me, mewling for more. “Okay. Milo’s it is, but let’s try something new next week. I’m a little burrito’d out.”

      “I’m down for that.”

      I grab her, holding her close as I turn us around and place her on her back. Caleb hooks her ankles behind my back and plants one hand on the headboard, holding on tight as I thrust.

      “Fuck, that’s good. Keep going,” she says.

      I crush my mouth on hers. Our fingers entwine as we lose ourselves in each other. Just the two of us in the throes of epic passion without a single care in the world—

      “Oh!” she says. “I talked to Fox this morning.”

      I grunt, coming close. “Oh, yeah?”

      “And we’re still in the game.”

      I nod. “Good.”

      “Sunday.” She releases a moan, her sex clenching around me. “Gonna be Sunday.”

      “Sunday,” I repeat, barely listening.

      “But, speaking of…” Caleb clears her throat. “It’s time.”

      “Time for what?”

      “Time for us to talk about it again.”

      I pause my thrust, furrowing my brow. “Has it been six months already?” I ask.

      Caleb nods. “Yeah.”

      “Oh. Okay. Well…” I shift into a more comfortable position for my arms. “Do you want to?” I ask her.

      “Do you want to?”

      “Honestly, Cal… I think this is a really dangerous time to ask me about this. I mean,” I gesture at our interlocking parts, “I’m pretty sure I can be talked into just about anything while I’m this deep inside of you.”

      She laughs. “That’s true.”

      “Let’s talk about it later.”

      “Agreed.”

      We kiss, igniting our passions again.
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      “Hey, Milo.”

      Milo sticks his head out the window of the food truck and grins. “Caleb!” he greets. “What can I get you?”

      “One lemonade, please.”

      “Just you today?” he asks as he grabs a to-go cup.

      “No, they’re on their way,” I answer over the gentle hum of passing foot traffic on the street. “We’ll order once they get here.”

      “Sweet.” He snaps a lid on the cup and holds it down for me. “I’ll add this onto the ticket then. Just don’t let me forget.”

      I smile as I take it. “Will do. Thanks.”

      He gives me a wink, showing off a bit of those multi-colored eyes. I slide away to let the next customer in line move ahead and weave through the tables in the courtyard. It’s a crowded lunch hour today, but not as bad as it could be.

      I find an empty table and take a seat, quickly placing my backpack and jacket in the two remaining chairs to save them for Boxcar and the kiddo. I shouldn’t have to wait too long.

      I fetch a textbook from my bag to skim through while I sip my lemonade.

      “Hey, peanut.”

      I look up, my breath held in tight as I meet his eyes.

      Casey Fawn.

      My father.

      A few years older now but still him. He’s paler than before, making the scar on his nose appear fainted in the light. He’s grown a salt and pepper beard, too.

      It must get cold in Russia.

      “Dad,” I say, shifting forward as I abandon my book. “Hey.”

      He smiles, his expression soft and warm, as he gestures to the open seat beside me. “May I?”

      I nod, my gut twinging with dread. “Yeah. Sure.”

      As he sits down, he cautiously scans the area. A force of habit, I’d imagine. From Snake Eyes agent to mobster, he’s probably picked up all sorts of habits like that.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      “I’m in the country on business,” he answers.

      “On Russian mob business?”

      He chuckles. “Yeah. We’re just passing through the east coast, so I figured I’d swing by and see you how you were doing.”

      My heart wants to believe him. Hell, my head does, too. There’s little reason to doubt him at this point, but I still feel nervous when he annually swings by like this.

      “How are Luka and Sofia?” I ask.

      “They’re good.”

      “Are they here?”

      “No, it’s just me and Yuri. And Nik Petrovin.”

      I chortle. “Is there a reunion or something?”

      “Kind of,” he says with a laugh. “How’s your mom?”

      “Uh… she’s good, too,” I say. “Great, actually. She’s getting married next spring.”

      His brow rises. “Really?”

      “A pretty nice guy, too. A veterinarian.”

      “I’m happy for her.”

      “Me, too.”

      “She deserves a… nice guy.”

      “She really does.”

      He tilts his head, studying me. “How about you?” he asks. “Is that boy keeping you happy?”

      I smile. I wonder if he’ll ever refer to Boxcar as anything but that boy.

      Probably not.

      “Yes,” I answer. “We are very happy.”

      “Good.” He eyes my book. “Have you picked a major yet?”

      “Criminal Justice.”

      His brow rises.

      “I know,” I say, chuckling. “I am aware of the irony, but it feels right going forward. It’s never too late for redemption, right?”

      He says nothing.

      “Mommy!”

      I look away, drawn toward the little girl across the courtyard. Boxcar holds onto Colby’s hand for as long as possible, but she eventually slips free and charges at us around the tables. I instinctively slip off my chair and take a knee as she rushes into my arms.

      “Hey, baby.” I scoop her up and plant her in my lap as I sit back down. “How was school?” I ask her.

      “Boring!” she says.

      “Boring?” I hug her. “Well, get used to that…”

      My father stares at her with a short smile. He’s only seen brief snippets of his granddaughter and never this close before. She’s already starting to look like me.

      Like us.

      “Who are you?” Colby asks, glaring across the table at him.

      I inhale sharply. “Col, this is, uh…”

      I pause. We’ve never told her about him. There’s too much risk involved with her accidentally announcing to people that she’s seen her grandfather — a man who’s been dead for nearly a decade.

      “I’m an old friend of your mom’s,” he answers before I can.

      “Right,” I say.

      His lips twitch. “She’s in school?”

      “It’s kind of a preschool-slash-daycare kind of thing,” I say. “Really flexible scheduling around my classes and, um…” I feel a presence lingering over my shoulder, “his job.”

      Boxcar stands tall by our table in his usual black suit and navy-blue tie. He crosses his arms, looking strong and protective, yet casual and aloof at the same time.

      “Agent Carson,” my father greets him.

      Boxcar smirks. “Agent Fawn.”

      And here we go…

      “What brings you out here?”

      “I’m just passing through town.”

      “Oh, yeah? Anything going down I should know about?”

      My father smiles. “Nope.”

      “Darn.”

      I clear my throat. “Box.”

      He looks at me, that alpha male amusement twinkling in his eyes. In just a few short years, Boxcar has managed to completely shift the balance of power between them in his favor and he never misses the opportunity to flex.

      Boxcar nods, reading my warnings to be cool. “Will you be staying for lunch?” he asks.

      My father shakes his head. “No, I have a flight to catch.”

      “Box,” I say, shifting Colby off my knees, “would you go order for us? My usual is fine.”

      He stares at Casey with a raised brow before nodding. “Sure.”

      “Colby, honey, go help your dad, please.”

      Boxcar extends his hand to her. She instantly takes it. “It was nice to see you again,” he says, though it’s hard to tell whether he truly means it or if he’s putting on a face for Colby’s sake.

      Either way, my father bobs his head. “You, too,” he says.

      I watch as Boxcar and Colby walk toward the line of food trucks. Milo pokes his head out of the window again and Boxcar lifts Colby up so she can give him a high-five.

      “She’s beautiful.”

      I turn toward my father again. “Yeah,” I say. “She is.”

      “Looks just like you at that age,” he adds.

      I nod. “That’s what Mom says, too.”

      He glances around again, this time with a smile. “Seems like you’ve got this life thing all figured out,” he says.

      I chuckle. “I don’t know if I’d go that far, but…” I shrug. “We’re doing all right.”

      “Good.”

      “You know, Dad,” I take a breath, “it’d be nice to hear from you more often. Not that these semi-annual random surprise drop-ins aren’t fun or anything…”

      “I don’t want to intrude on what you have, Caleb.”

      “Then, why do you come back at all?”

      He looks down.

      I smile. “You’re not intruding. Really. Box puts on a tough front, but I’m sure he’d like to get to know you better, too.” I grab a notepad from my backpack and tear off a sheet. I quickly jot down my phone number and hold it out for him to take. “We can start with this.”

      He stares at it for a moment. “You know I already have that, right?”

      “And Boxcar tracked yours down a long time ago, too,” I say, prompting a grimace on the edge of his mouth. “It’s a gesture.”

      He pockets the paper and sighs. “It’s never too late for redemption, huh?” he asks.

      “You’re welcome to try and prove me wrong.”

      He chuckles. “No, thanks. I lost that game plenty with your mom.” He stands with one last glance around. “I should get going,” he says.

      My knees move, forcing me to stand with him. He stiffens as I approach, and I feel more than a little foolish as I wrap my arms around him.

      “It was good to see you, Dad,” I say.

      He slowly relaxes as he hugs me back. “You, too, peanut,” he whispers.

      And just like that, I’m a kid again. Watching Boxcar and his baby girl over the last few years has made me realize just how much I miss having a dad. I thought mine was dead and buried, but he wasn’t. How often does that happen? Even with everything he’s done and the choices he made, I can’t bring myself to abandon the chance to have a dad again.

      And I don’t think he can abandon me again either.

      Boxcar told me what my father said to him in Paris. That the man I knew, the one who raised me, didn’t exist anymore. But if that were true, he wouldn’t have saved us.

      He wouldn’t be here now.

      “Travel safe,” I say, pulling away. “Give the Lutrovas our best.”

      My father looks over my shoulder at my family and nods. “Be seeing you,” he says.

      I release him and he turns away, quickly blending into the crowd.

      You’d think after seeing my father walk away so many times that I’d become numb to it by now, but I’m not sure I ever will. It doesn’t hurt as much this time, however.

      I’ll consider this a win.

      My family returns to the table with literal fanfare. Boxcar mimics a trumpet sound as he lays a cardboard drink carrier on the table. Colby hops up onto the chair on my right with a paper bag full of food in both hands. I watch Boxcar as he distributes our meal with his little helper pointing and smiling. He gets her settled with her drink and a few soft tacos and kisses her cheek before handing me my chicken burrito.

      My heart skips even more, but the prior feeling of dread is replaced with hope.

      My family.

      Boxcar takes the other chair on my left with his giant steak burrito and a plastic spork. He quickly glances into the passing crowd, following my father’s trail, but he’s long gone now. “You okay?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer truthfully. “Feeling really good about that, actually.”

      He smiles as he asks the same thing he always does. “You think he’s gonna come back?”

      Usually, I answer maybe. But this time, I pause.

      “I hope so,” I say.

      Boxcar rests a comforting hand on my back. “Then, I hope so, too.” He looks at Colby on my other side, keeping his voice low. “When are we gonna tell her?” he asks.

      I consider it. He said when. Not what.

      When should we tell our daughter about our family’s darkest secrets?

      “When she’s old enough to understand,” I say.

      Boxcar nods, seemingly in agreement with that answer. “So,” his throat clears, “would now be a bad time to continue that talk from earlier?”

      I smile, biting my lip. “No, we can,” I say, entranced by the devious twinkle in his eye. “Assuming you’re of sound thought and mind.”

      He laughs. “I am.”

      “Then, what do you think? Do you want to?”

      “Do you want to?” he asks, his breath held tight.

      I gaze at our baby girl as she silently enjoys her treat. “No,” I answer.

      “No?” Boxcar repeats.

      “Not yet.”

      “Interesting.”

      “I mean, we just got her in school,” I say.

      He nods. “We did.”

      “And I’m officially a full-time student, too.”

      “And I’m up for a promotion.”

      I blink. “You are?”

      He grins. “They told me today.”

      I throw my arms around his neck. “Congratulations! That’s awesome, Box.”

      He hugs me back. “So,” he kisses my shoulder, “it sounds like we’re both a no right now.”

      “It sounds like.”

      “For now?”

      I smile as I pull away. “Yeah, for now.”

      He takes a sip from his soda. “Check in again in six months?” he asks, hopeful.

      I look at Colby again as she adorably licks hot sauce off her fingers, picturing what it would be like to see a little brother or sister sitting beside her. She came into our lives like a tidal wave. We were unprepared. Boxcar was barely employed. I was still trying to figure out who I was. However, even though we both loved her more than anything, we knew that our family wasn’t done growing yet.

      But not until we were both ready.

      “Six months,” I say with a nod. “I love you, Box.”

      He takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “I love you, too, Cal,” he says as he gives my palm a kiss.

      One little kiss and all my worries melt away. All the fear and doubt. Just like always, it doesn’t matter what life throws at us. An international terrorist organization. My father. A baby.

      We can handle it.

      As long as we’re together.
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      I can’t do this.

      Why did I think I could do this? Why did I think I had the experience or the know-how to handle something like this?

      I’m a fraud.

      A horrible, awful, stupid fraud.

      I sit up on the bed. The window sits slightly open, curtains softly billowing as city sounds echo in from outside. It’s not nearly as comforting as the water slapping against the dock outside the lake house, but that life is far behind us.

      We’re Chicagoans now.

      And it’s all my fault.

      I glance at Dante lying on the bed beside me. His thick chest rises and falls with every careless, sleeping breath.

      What a prick.

      I exhale hard and slide out of bed, wrapping my red silk robe around my naked shoulders as I go.

      It was all my idea to come back here. Dante, being the wonderful and supportive partner he is, never questioned it. In fact, he was downright excited when I told him my idea. It wasn’t the reaction I expected. I thought he’d hesitate to leave the home he grew up in, but Dante merely smiled and said he’d left it behind before. He’d do it again for me.

      He’d leave his perfect, quiet retirement… for me.

      Big yikes.

      That was just about a year ago now. The move happened quickly after that, far quicker than either of us expected it to.

      I pause by our bedroom window and gaze out onto the street ten stories below. It has barely changed at all from the way I remember it. Skyscrapers and street vendors.

      And the world-renowned Vaughn Academy on the corner.

      To this day, I almost expect to see rubble and ashes whenever I look down there, but no. There it is, completely rebuilt from the ground up in the exact spot it sat before, ready to take on its first students, a class of two dozen young men and women from around the world who leapt at the chance to train beneath the famous Terrance Vaughn.

      Or rather, his daughter.

      That’s me.

      The fraud.

      I pace by the window, constantly peeking at the street as I wonder once again why the fuck I thought I could do this.

      I turn too quickly and stub my toe on the dresser.

      “Fuck,” I hiss in the dark.

      Real fucking graceful, fraud.

      “Lucy?”

      I flinch toward the bed as Dante props himself up on his elbows.

      “Yeah,” I murmur, flexing my bruised toe.

      “What are you doing up?” he asks.

      “Nothing,” I answer too quickly.

      “Then, come back to bed.”

      I stare at the empty space beside him, but my attention shifts right back to the academy across the street.

      “First day tomorrow,” I say.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Uh-huh?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Is that all you can say?” I ask. “Uh-huh?”

      “When half-asleep, yeah,” he says.

      I scoff. “Why aren’t you freaking out with me?”

      He slowly sits up, his little eyes focusing on me. “You’re freaking out?”

      “Yes!”

      “Why?”

      “Why?” I stutter. “Because…” I stutter some more. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this…”

      With a grunt, Dante hoists himself off the bed. “Talk you into what?” he asks.

      “Coming back here.”

      “But this was your idea.”

      “Exactly!” I throw up my hands. “Why didn’t you talk me out of it?”

      He wanders over to stand by me, the city lights gently illuminating his bare chest as he moves closer. “Because, Lucy…” I stop my eyes from going farther down his naked body, even though I kinda want them to, “it never occurred to me that I should.”

      “Never?”

      “Not for a second.” He looks out the window, his stare focused on the academy, too. “Besides, I’d never miss an opportunity to watch you dance.”

      I smile, my cheeks pinking in the shadows. “Really?”

      Dante wraps his thick arms around me and shakes me once. “Don’t tell me that badass Lucy Vaughn has stage-fright,” he teases.

      “For the first time, yeah. I think I do.” I sigh. “I don’t know if I can do this, Dante.”

      “Bullshit,” he says. “Trust me, I was right there at those auditions with you. Those kids worship the ground you heel-toe on. They’re more scared of you than you are of them — as they should be.”

      I chuckle with a quick glance at the apartment building behind the academy. We secured a few floors of it for student housing. Are they standing by their windows now, staring down at the Vaughn Academy with rapid pulses and nervous jitters?

      I hope so.

      When we first decided to re-open the academy, I thought rebuilding it on the same spot was just a pipe dream. As luck would have it, the land was purchased several years ago by Angelo Argento. The good news is that his daughter, Trix, is an old childhood friend of mine. The bad news is that the Argento family are kinda sorta known for… well, mafia activities.

      The last thing I wanted was to involve us with the Italian mob all over again. Childhood friend or no, I wasn’t sure I could trust the Argentos. I was ready to throw in the towel and told Dante that we should go back home to Wisconsin.

      Instead, he made a call.

      Two days later, the Lutrova brothers returned to Chicago.

      “We can trust them,” Dante said.

      Turns out, after the fall of the Zappias, word spread far and wide that the Lutrova family was responsible for their demise. The Argentos made sure to make extra nice with them (you know, just in case) and the families were always looking for the right opportunity to work together. Trix thrives on good publicity and rebuilding the prestigious Vaughn Academy in Chicago was a perfect investment for the Argento family to take on.

      And Sofia loves the ballet.

      Of course, when I pointed out to Dante that this deal puts us in business with two mafia families, he merely smiled and said he didn’t care.

      “Whatever it takes to make your dreams come true, Ms. Vaughn.”

      And here we are.

      I gaze out the window at my dream come true and sigh.

      Dante nudges my chin. “What is it, Luce?” he asks.

      I swallow hard. “I just keep thinking about my dad,” I whisper. “I wish he were here to see this.”

      “I’m sure he’s still proud of you,” Dante says, kissing my forehead. “I know I am.”

      He kisses me again, this time on the lips. Soft and deep, his mouth teases mine, enticing me to kiss him back. His hands caress down my back, coming to rest on my rear beneath my robe. I smile again as he gently squeezes.

      “That won’t work,” I say.

      He chuckles against my lips. “What won’t work?”

      “You know what.”

      Dante lifts me up, cool and effortless. “I really don’t know what you mean,” he says as he carries me back to bed.

      I tremble, my body reacting as he intends it to. He sets me down and I lie back as he towers over me. I touch down his chest, relishing in the hard edges of his abs as his mouth finds mine again. I wrap my knees around him, instinctively expecting to feel pain in my right knee, but that ache is long gone now. My robe slips open as Dante kisses down my chest. I quiver, his tongue gliding between my breasts and over my belly. I comb my fingers through his hair, parting my knees even more for him as he continues down.

      “Dante…”

      “Shh.” His breath caresses my inner thigh. “No talking. Only moans from now on.”

      “I love you,” I say with a laugh.

      Dante leaves a firm kiss on my swollen bud before climbing back to my lips. “I love you,” he says, our mouths grazing. “Now, do you want me to put you to sleep or not?”

      I moan. “Yes, please.”

      One more kiss and he descends me again.
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      I walk into the academy with a smile on my face.

      The first time I came here was to kill a man. That didn’t exactly go as planned.

      The second time, it was to ask his daughter to go to dinner with me. That went very, very well.

      The third time, the halls were full of heat and smoke. We barely made it out alive. A few others did not.

      But Lucy never thought of this place as a tomb. It was always a new beginning; a place where we could forget our pasts and focus on the future together.

      My shoes echo along the floor of the lobby. I pass the front desk, receiving a kind wave from the security guard station there. He smiles at the bouquet of roses in my hand, knowing who I am and who I’ve come to lavish with attention.

      I pause in the center of the lobby. A small memorial fountain sits here, softly churning out water beneath a golden plaque listing off the names of those who died here five years ago, the great Terrance Vaughn included.

      May you always dance within our hearts, it reads.

      I take a moment to bow my head in respect before continuing down the hallway toward Lucy’s office.

      The door is open, so I let myself inside. Another smile teases my lips as I look around. While her father wasn’t much for decoration, Lucy put a lot of time into making this place hers. Her desk sits on the left side, along with a pair of chairs for the occasional meeting with an instructor or student. A stylish couch sits on the other side of the room for frequent relaxation and socializing.

      Colorful art prints hang on each wall, symbols of our various business partnerships. One is from Trix Argento, another from Sofia Lutrova, and another the two of us chose together from a dealer across the street.

      Her bookshelf is stacked with books on business and music and dance, all placed in alphabetical order by subject.

      Three photos sit on the top shelf in their frames. The first is an old photo of her and her father, smiling and happy together when she was a teenager. The second is her dancer portrait, the same one that caught my eye the night we met. The last is of the two of us standing on the dock back home with the lake house towering behind us.

      A voice echoes in from the hallway; young, light, and positively chirpy.

      Not my Lucy.

      “I just wanted to say again that I am so, so happy to be here. You have no idea. Well—” a giggle, “I mean, you probably have some idea. Oh, and—”

      I stand in place as the voice continues growing louder. Finally, Lucy appears in the doorway with a stack of files in her arms and a young woman directly behind her. The girl is stiff and petite, but her mouth just keeps moving while Lucy politely smiles through it.

      I smile at the agony in her eyes. She wears a pale pink leotard with black tights and a white skirt around her waist. Graceful. Elegant. Poised.

      That’s my Lucy.

      “Oh, hey!” Lucy loudly greets me, and the girl goes quiet. “Janey, this is my husband, Dante,” she says.

      The girl’s eyes flash with surprise. “Oh,” she says, still smiling. “It’s a pleasure.”

      I nod. “Nice to meet you.”

      “I’ll see you in the studio later, Janey,” Lucy says, hinting her away.

      “Right.” Janey steps back. “Later, Ms. Vaughn. Thank you, again. Thank you.”

      “Uh-huh. Bye, Janey.”

      Lucy slowly closes the door on her.

      I chuckle. “Big fan?” I ask.

      “The biggest,” she says, exhaling hard. “I wasn’t like that around Dani at first, was I?”

      “Nah,” I say, lying.

      Lucy deflates as she rounds the desk and plops her stack of files on top. “Oh, well,” she whispers. She looks at the bouquet in my hand and she smiles. “Are those for me?”

      I raise them up as I walk toward the desk. “Of course.”

      She takes them and brings them to her nose. “Thank you,” she says, taking a quick whiff. “They’ll look great next to Lilah’s.”

      “Lilah’s?”

      Lucy gestures over my shoulder. I turn around and spot the giant floral arrangement on the coffee table with multi-colored lilies and a stuffed bear.

      I sneer. “When did that come in?”

      “This morning. She called to wish me good luck on the first day.”

      “Well, I was going for something more… romantic.”

      “Quality over quantity?” she teases.

      I round the desk to stand beside her. “Exactly.”

      She turns her head up, angling her lips toward mine. “Well, I think you did just that.”

      “Thank you.”

      I kiss her and she grins.

      “Lilah also told me to tell you that it’s officially Thursday, which means, and this is a direct quote: na-na-nana-na.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, Fox texted me. We lost the pool.”

      “You lost the pool,” she says. “I’m still very much in the game.”

      “You made a separate bet?” I ask, surprised.

      “I had a good feeling!”

      “So, you bet against me?”

      “No, I gave us multiple chances to win. What’s mine is yours, Mr. Hart. Big picture.”

      “Speaking of…” I lean on the edge of her desk. “You’re telling them I’m your husband?”

      Lucy pauses. “Uh, yeah.” She blinks with doubt. “Is that okay? I can stop…”

      “No, no. It’s okay.”

      “I know we’ve never officially tied that knot, but… I just always thought of you that way, so…”

      “Did you want to make it official?” I ask. “Now that things have settled down here?”

      “Maybe.” She smiles. “What did you have in mind?”

      There’s a knock on the door. Lucy takes a quick step back.

      “Come in!” she says.

      The door opens and Kyle, one of the instructors, sticks his blond head in. “Hey, Lucy,” he says, waving a clipboard. “Duet time?”

      Lucy looks at her watch. “Shit, yes. I will be right there, Kyle. Just need two minutes.”

      “Okie-dokie.” He nods. “Hey, Dante.”

      “Hi,” I say with a wave.

      Kyle gives a quick bow and closes the door, leaving us alone.

      I watch as Lucy frantically sifts through the files on her desk. “Duet time?” I ask.

      “A little demonstration we rehearsed for the students,” she says.

      “A dance?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I watch?”

      Lucy abandons her files and smiles at me. “Why? You jealous?” she asks.

      “Of a guy who says okie-dokie? No.”

      She laughs. “Sure. You can watch.”

      I reach out and lay a hand on her cheek. She leans into it, briefly closing her eyes as I draw her in for another kiss. I take her hand, entwining our fingers. She kisses me back, gently sinking into my embrace against the desk.

      “Where were we again?” she asks, our lips touching.

      “Who cares?” I joke, crushing my mouth on hers.

      Lucy pulls away with a chuckle but leaves her arms wrapped around my neck. “What did you have in mind?” she asks me again.

      I gaze at her. Strong, little Lucy Vaughn. My life. My lover.

      My wife.

      I’ve always thought of her that way, too.

      Why wouldn’t I want to make it official?

      “Let’s talk about it tonight,” I say. “Over dinner?”

      “Anything but Italian,” she says.

      I laugh. “It’s a date.”

      She slips free and gathers the files she needs. I follow her into the hallway, and we make our way down the quiet hall to the entrance of the auditorium. About a dozen students sit on the stage in leotards and tights, stretching and prepping their bodies as Kyle lectures about the importance of respecting their dance partners.

      I take a seat in the front row.

      Lucy hops up onto the stage and stands next to Kyle as he segues into his next topic.

      Chemistry.

      Who has it? How do you get it? Why is it important?

      He and Lucy take their places in the center of the stage. A song begins over the speakers, a slow and calming melody. As they dance, the students stare with wide eyes and open mouths. I can see why.

      I did the same the first time I saw her dance.

      They sway along with the music, spinning in and out of each other’s embrace. It’s a forbidden lover’s duet, that much is obvious. They emote from their eyes; a deep, longing need that can never be satisfied. Every touch full of passion. Every step full of pain.

      Kyle lifts her up, prompting a few gasps from the students as they twirl around.

      I smile, thrilled that she’s come so far from the long nights she spent crying in my arms, praying for the pain to go away. Lucy feared the worst back then. She thought she’d never dance again. There were moments when I feared it, too.

      “She’s got a long road ahead and it’s not the kind she’ll want to travel alone. I mean… if you weren’t up for it, why did you even bring her here at all?”

      Elijah knew that it isn’t just time and medicine that heals the deepest wounds. It’s love and trust and the willingness to open yourself completely. She couldn’t survive without me, just like I didn’t stand a chance in this life without her.

      He knew I loved her before I even admitted it to myself.

      Miss you, brother.

      The song ends and the students break into applause. Lucy and Kyle give an elegant bow to them as well as each other.

      “Now, partner up!” Lucy says, standing tall. “You all have until the end of the month to perfect this dance. Those who don’t will be asked to leave the program.”

      Their faces turn a ghostly white.

      I grin.

      And I thought killing people was hard work.
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      “Hey, Daddy. Wake up!”

      The bar is vibrant with activity, mostly students from the local university blowing off steam. Darla and I sit across from each other at our usual table far away from the constant clack of billiard balls and the wailing of tipsy girls singing karaoke.

      I look at her, noticing the judgmental side-eye over the rims of her glasses. “What?” I ask.

      She takes a sip from her drink and sighs. “You’re doing that thing again.”

      I run my thumb through the condensation on my glass. “Sorry. I’m just feeling distracted tonight.”

      “Big day soon, huh?”

      I nod. “Any minute now.”

      “Yeah, I can tell. You look terrified.”

      “I am terrified.”

      “Why? You’ve been through worse.”

      “I have?”

      “Fox, I’ve seen you calm as a cucumber with a rifle pointed at the middle of your damn forehead.” She shrugs. “Having a baby ain’t worse than that.”

      I laugh. “It’s not?”

      “Literal cavemen kept the human race going for generations.” She brushes it off. “You got this.”

      “Well, when you put it that way.”

      “Once again, my token way with words saves the day.”

      I raise my pint to her. “That it does.”

      She straightens her face. “In all seriousness, how do you really feel about becoming a dad?”

      I think about it. And I mean really think about it. Even with the nine-month long timer, there doesn’t feel like enough time to prepare for it. Today, I’m Fox Fitzpatrick. Friend. Husband. Former assassin.

      Someday soon, I’ll add father to that list, too.

      I think of my own father, a man who realized far too late that fatherhood wasn’t for him.

      I think of Luka, a man who chose fatherhood above all else.

      I think of Boxcar, a man who makes literally everything he does look easy, fatherhood included.

      I think of the first time I felt my child kicking in Dani’s womb and I smile.

      Darla scoffs. “And there it is.”

      I furrow my brow. “What?”

      “You’ve got that deer in headlights look to you,” she says. “Like you’re staring the unknown in the face, but you just can’t look away.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “That’s pretty much what it feels like.”

      “Fox, I know you. I probably know you better than most people, your pretty wife excluded. So, you can trust me when I say that you are going to be a great dad.”

      “You think so?”

      “Hey. In my line of work, I’ve seen some shitty dads. Trust me. You don’t have it in you to be a shitty dad.”

      I smile. “I hope that’s true.”

      “I know that’s true.” Her phone vibrates on the table. She tilts it to read it and her eyes flash with satisfaction.

      “New client?” I tease.

      “It’s just Mike,” she says, smiling at my jab as she taps out a reply. “He’s flying back in tonight. I’m supposed to pick him up from the airport.”

      “You two are really hitting it off, huh?”

      She pauses to think, but not for long. “Yeah,” she answers. “I think we are.”

      “Have you told him what you used to do yet?” I ask.

      “As a matter of fact, I have.”

      I blink in surprise. “Really?”

      “Turns out, he and I have the same former employer.”

      “He was an escort, too?”

      “No, just a runner. Apparently, he used to see me at parties thrown by mutual friends, but I’d already quit by the time he got up the courage to talk to me. Fast forward four years and here we are. What are the odds, huh?”

      I smile. “I’m happy for you, Darla. That’s great.”

      “Thank you. It feels pretty great.” She takes a deep breath and grins. “Anyway, I should probably walk home and sober up. Same time next week?”

      “Eh, depends,” I say.

      “Oh, right.” She bobs her head. “You probably won’t have a chance to catch a drink with me with a newborn baby. Dani’s due any minute now…”

      I nod, swallowing fear. “Right.”

      Darla stands up. “Well, if you want to talk, you have my number, friend. And let me know if you need anything. I’m not exactly good with the child-rearing bits, but I’m great at shopping if you guys need groceries and whatnot.”

      I exhale, happy for the help. “Thanks. I appreciate that.”

      “Well, I owe you my life, so…” She shrugs. “The least I can do, yadda yadda.”

      “You don’t owe me anything, Darla.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, yeah.” As she turns around, she waves. “Bye, Fox.”

      “Bye.”

      Darla leaves, bringing another one of our weekly therapy sessions to an end. I started seeing her a little while after Dani and I came back to Iowa for good. With everything that’s happened to me, I needed someone to talk to; someone who wouldn’t call the authorities the second they suspected my past.

      Darla, the undergraduate therapist-in-training, was the obvious choice. She was going through her own post-traumatic stress at the time after what happened on the farm and I’m more than a little experienced in getting through that.

      It’s been a long journey for both of us, and there’s still plenty of healing to be done, but I’d say we’ve both adjusted well over the years.

      Dani would agree.

      I don’t wake up in the middle of the night looking for ghosts anymore.

      I guess that’s progress.
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      I turn off onto a dirt road and the farmhouse soon comes into view. My headlights illuminate the old porch. I sneer at the chipped paint on the corner that I’ve been putting off fixing for weeks. I have a decent excuse, however…

      And she’s sitting on the rocking chair right now, gliding back and forth in a pair of denim overalls with her hand resting on her large belly.

      Dani.

      Sammy lies on the porch beside her. As I park between the cabin and house, he raises his head in caution, but he rests right back down again as I step out of the car. We’re long past the days when he doesn’t trust me.

      Dani does her best to bend down and pet his head, but even doing that is difficult at the moment.

      I step toward the porch and she smiles.

      “Hi,” she says, her blonde hair tied back in a loose ponytail. “How’s Darla?”

      “She’s good.” I climb the porch stairs, my brow furrowed. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Oh, I’m just… waiting for you to get back.”

      I nod. “Where’s Mrs. Clark?”

      “She went out.”

      “Out?”

      “Out.”

      “Since when does she go out?” I laugh.

      “Well,” Dani clears her throat, “she said that since the day of birth is fast approaching, she thought it’d be nice if the two of us had a little time alone for a while.”

      “Did she?”

      “One last babymoon.”

      “How thoughtful of her.”

      “I thought so, too.”

      “And it has nothing at all to do with her betting on tomorrow for the birth date and she’s hoping that we induce?”

      Dani bites her cheek. “Sneaky, old broad.”

      I laugh. “Well, I’m not one to look a gift mare in the mouth, so how’s about you and I head back to the cabin and kick start this babymoon?”

      I flash a wink.

      Dani hesitates.

      “I don’t think now would be a good time,” she says.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I think I’m in labor.”

      I flinch. “What?”

      She nods. “Yeah.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Well, after Mrs. Clark left, I was working on my book and I went to the kitchen for a snack and there was a pain.”

      “A pain?”

      “Yeah, I figured it was just heartburn or something, but then about thirty minutes later, there was another one. So, I started timing it and I felt another one almost exactly thirty minutes after that, so… yeah. I think I’m in labor.”

      I kneel beside the chair. “Why didn’t you call me?”

      She waves a hand. “I didn’t want to interrupt you guys. And labor could last hours, you know? No reason to rush to the hospital yet.”

      “How long ago was the last one?” I ask.

      “Uh…” She checks her watch. “Twenty-three minutes. If I have another one soon, then I’d definitely say I’m in labor. Wanna wait with me?”

      I breathe a laugh. “You are very calm.”

      She shrugs. “Yeah.”

      “How? Why?”

      “Well, I thought about panicking. I was all alone out here. Then, I thought What would Fox do? instead.”

      “Panic,” I answer.

      “Oh.” She blinks.

      I lay my hand over hers on her belly. She puts her other hand over mine and smiles, her eyes showing more bravery than I feel right now.

      “Don’t worry,” she says to me. “I won’t let anything happen to him.”

      Him.

      My boy.

      “He was kicking like crazy before,” she says. “I think he would like to come out now.”

      I chuckle. “Mrs. Clark will be pleased.”

      “And rich, too.”

      We laugh. I lean in and kiss her on the mouth.

      She tilts away. “Ow.”

      I hold my breath. “Ow?”

      “Yep.” She shifts her hand on her stomach. “Ow.”

      “Less than thirty minutes now?”

      She nods with a grimace. “And… slightly more painful.”

      I stand up quickly and Sammy does the same. “I’ll get the bag—”

      “Fox.”

      She grabs my hand, stopping me.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      Dani smiles, but a little of that confidence shifts from her eyes.

      I kneel back down. “Dani, what is it?”

      “I shouldn’t panic, right?” she asks. “I mean, we’re prepared. We…” She swallows hard. “We can do this. Right?”

      “Of course, we can do this,” I say. “You can do this.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been surer about anything.” I kiss the back of her hand, holding it close. “And you let me do the panicking, all right? You keep being a badass.”

      She chuckles. “All right.”

      I lean in and kiss her again.

      Fox Fitzpatrick. Friend. Husband.

      Father.

      Nothing else matters.
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      Nothing else matters.

      Fox and I used to say that to each other back when it was just the two of us. We’d be lying in bed naked with the warm summer air blowing in through the open windows of our cabin. It was just me and him, limbs and bodies entwined, and we were right. Nothing else mattered.

      But then, there were three.

      And you know what? We’re still right.

      I look into the tiny face of our son and nothing else matters. He sleeps soundly in my arms, only a few hours old, and I know that war itself could strike outside the window of this hospital and it wouldn’t mean a goddamn thing.

      Nothing else matters but you, little baby.

      Noah Fitzpatrick.

      I pull him closer, careful not to wake him. I lay a kiss on his tiny forehead. As my nose grazes his head, I take a deep breath of him. So clean and peaceful. A wonderful and innocent blank slate, but I can somehow already see half of me and half of Fox inside his little eyes. I hope that he keeps the better, simpler parts of us.

      You know, the parts that didn’t have to check me in under a fake identity because I was pronounced dead five years ago.

      Fingers crossed.

      The door to my room slowly opens. Fox steps inside, looking more tired than I’ve ever seen him before. I wonder if I look even worse, but I can’t tell based on the happy expression on his face alone.

      “Hey,” he whispers after closing the door.

      “Hi,” I say. “Everything okay?”

      He sits on the edge of the bed beside me and nods. “Where’s Mrs. Clark?” he asks.

      “I sent her home to get some sleep. She said she’d be back in the morning,” I say, glancing at the phone in his hand. “You make the calls?”

      “Yeah. Caleb’s on her way,” he says.

      “She doesn’t have to come all the way out here.”

      “That’s what I said, but…” He shrugs, but he’s obviously happy she’s coming. “She’s spreading the news worldwide, so my texts are blowing up if you want to read those.”

      “Definitely,” I say, stifling a yawn.

      “My mom is at a conference in Vancouver, but she said she’ll get here as soon as she can.”

      I silently prepare myself for the next answer. “And my dad?” I ask.

      “I called him,” he says, pausing, “and he’s getting the next flight out.”

      “Really?”

      He smirks. “Yeah, he actually answered the phone with ‘Hey, Fox’ this time instead of ‘What do you want?’”

      “Wow,” I say. “You think he’s finally forgiven you for the whole deflowering me thing?”

      “Doubtful, but… we’re getting there. Maybe.”

      I chuckle softly. “I won’t hold my breath. At least he’s coming.”

      Fox nods, his eyes falling to our boy. “How could he resist this?” he asks. “Need a break?”

      “Yeah,” I say, shifting my arms. “Feeling very tired all of a sudden.”

      Fox slides his hands beneath Noah and effortlessly takes hold of him. “Well, you get all the rest you need,” he says. “We’ll be okay.”

      I lay my head down on the thick pillow as Fox settles into place beside me. He cradles the baby in his thick arms with a warm smile on his face. His eyes constantly move, memorizing every little detail of his baby boy.

      “Hey, Noah,” he whispers. “It’s me again…”

      I smile, my eyelids growing heavy as I stare at them.

      In the span of a moment, I remember everything we’ve been through. All the pain and drama. All the darkness and bloodshed. It all seems like a lifetime ago now, as if I’m experiencing someone else’s ancient dream. Fox and Snake Eyes. Roxie Roberts and her notorious scar. Our friends and loved ones and those we lost along the way.

      It all led us to this.

      “Fox,” I whisper on the edge of the dream.

      “Yeah?”

      “I love you.”

      Fox leans over and kisses me. “I love you,” he says. “Go to sleep. We’ll be here.”

      I close my eyes as it all fades to black.
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        * * *
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            Excerpt: Untouched

          

          Claire

        

      

    

    
      My stepfather turns the wheel and we travel off the highway onto a dirt road. The car rocks back and forth along the unstable drive and the contents of my stomach shift from motion sickness I never knew I had.

      Six hours. It’s been six hours in this hot, muggy car, driving farther south than I’ve ever wanted to be in my entire life. Chicago is my home and I miss it more and more with every mile we travel. The last thing I want to do is spend the summer down in Bumfuck, Missouri, but like they said, I have no choice in the matter.

      The farm comes into view as the fluorescent headlights illuminate it in the darkness. I cringe. It looks exactly as I expected it to, with a big, white house and an ugly, red barn at the far end of the driveway. Ugh, it even smells like it looks. Like dirt, mold, and dead things.

      The car stops and my mother and stepfather exchange a quick glance in the front seat. She’s barely looked at me in days, even when I begged her to speak to me. She’s weak, always has been. I know that this was all my stepfather’s idea, and like the submissive, doting wife she is, she never questioned it for a second.

      My stepfather steps outside the car and slams his door before wandering back to the trunk. I lean forward, taking the only opportunity I have left.

      “Mom, please,” I beg her. “You don’t have to do this. Just give me one more chance and I—”

      The door next to me opens and I look up into the dark eyes of my stepfather, Thomas. He holds my suitcase in one hand. “Get out, Claire.”

      I turn back to my mother. Her eyes are down, on the brink of tears. “Mom, say something,” I tell her.

      “Claire, get out of the car.”

      I ignore him and reach out to my mother. “Mom—” His hand grips my arm to pull me out. I snatch my purse off the seat beside me. “Mom!”

      She covers her face with her hands as I’m forced out onto the gravel driveway. Thomas closes the door behind us, casting her into total darkness.

      “Come on,” he growls. He keeps his grip on me and tugs me along with him toward the dark, white house. A dim lamp lights the porch above the scratched front door, painted red to match the eyesore of a barn across the gravel driveway.

      “Will you please let me go?” I ask, my voice shaking.

      Thomas says nothing, he never even turns back to acknowledge I spoke. We climb the wooden porch steps and stop in front of the door. He reaches out and knocks twice.

      Before I can take another breath, the door swings open and an older man stands in the doorway. He’s taller, a little taller than Thomas, but carries the exact same buzzed black and silver hair and mustache that every man I know born in the 1970s carries around with him like a badge of honor. I look up at him and we lock eyes for a brief moment.

      “Come on in,” he says.

      Thomas’ hand drops from my arm and he stares me down. “Go on.” He gestures me inside.

      My eyes scan the entrance. I stand firm, not wanting to take another step. “Please take me home—”

      “Get in the damn house, Claire.”

      I look at my stepfather and my hatred for him multiplies. A chill glides through my body. I wrap my arms around my chest to keep the warmth inside. The early summer air does little to help. I quake and shiver. My body doesn’t feel like my own. I feel out of focus, lost in my own skin.

      Thomas shoves me inside. I stumble, but keep myself upright as I walk into the large farmhouse. He tosses my suitcase inside after me and it lands with a loud thud at my feet.

      “Goodnight, Thomas,” the man says to my stepfather before closing the door behind me.

      We stand in silence as I listen to the sounds of Thomas’ boots on the porch outside and the car engine roaring with life before rolling down the gravel road.

      The shock hits me. They left me here. They actually left me here. They left me behind in some strange house with some strange man out in the middle of nowhere. I look around the entryway. The stairs to the second floor sit ahead of me and a living room sits just to the right of the front door. This house is obviously old, worn, and hasn’t seen a woman’s touch in quite some time. The furniture in the living room doesn’t match. The throw rugs are worn down from feet walking on them for decades. The television is small and just as old as I am.

      “Come with me,” the man finally says.

      He steps out of the living room and I reluctantly follow him into the back of the house. We enter a kitchen with white counters and a white floor. White appliances, white everything.

      “Sit down.” He pulls out a wooden chair from the round dinner table in the corner and points it toward the center of the room. As I sit down, I feel like it might break beneath me, it’s so old. I cling to my purse like a security blanket; the only sense of familiarity I have here.

      “Do you know why you’re here?” the man asks. He reaches up and grabs a drinking glass from the cupboard and fills it with water from the sink faucet.

      I scoff but say nothing. My teeth chatter together in my head. My thumping heart fills my ears. He walks forward and holds the water glass out for me to take. My tongue twitches, begging for it after the long and hot car ride. I take the glass and gulp the water down. It tastes old and strange, but it’s better than nothing.

      “Your parents believe you’ve gone down the wrong path and they sent you here for my guidance,” he says, leaning back against the kitchen counter near the sink.

      “What makes you so special?” I set the glass down on the table behind me.

      “My name is Charlie Eastwood,” he says. “We’ve never met, but I know who you are.”

      “Right…” I sigh, recalling the name. “Uncle Charlie. Thomas’ brother. The cop.”

      “I’m not a cop anymore,” he says. “But back then, I was the one they called to deal with situations like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “You’re in withdrawal, Claire,” he says. “You’re twitchy. You can’t get warm.” He furrows his brow. “How long since your last hit? Two days? Three?”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Your parents aren’t sure what you took, but I’d guess cocaine, maybe a little bit of something else.”

      “Am I supposed to be impressed?” I ask.

      “You have a drug problem, an attitude problem, and…” he takes a breath, “a boundary problem.”

      “What boundary problem?” I scoff.

      “They told me about you and Rick.”

      I shift in the chair. “Oh, come on…”

      “You two are family—”

      “He’s my stepbrother!” I shout. “Step. We’re not actually related. You people know that, right?”

      “Family is more than blood, young lady.”

      “Okay, yeah. Sure. Fine. Whatever. But Rick and I did nothing wrong!”

      He pushes himself off the counter. “Calm down,” he warns. “Now, I don’t care about that as much as they do. The cops didn’t pick you up for fooling around with your stepbrother. They picked you up for being a minor under the influence of drugs and alcohol. And to be honest, I’m more concerned about the bruises on your face right now than anything else.”

      I flinch. “He didn’t do anything.”

      “He’s not here, Claire. You don’t have to cover for him—”

      “I shouldn’t be here,” I interrupt. “This is bullshit.”

      “I won’t tolerate swearing in my house.”

      “What is this, 1962?”

      “While you’re here in my house, you will follow my rules,” he says. “You should consider yourself lucky—”

      “Lucky?”

      “The officers that picked you up could have booked you with enough to put you away for a long time. I’m not just talking jail, I’m talking rehab and lots of red marks on your permanent record. Your life, ruined, in one night — over something as stupid as getting high—”

      “Thanks for the recap, Dudley Do-Right.”

      He pauses and stares down at me. I expect anger in his voice, but he holds it back, calm and collected. “Claire, you’re lucky,” he repeats. “You might not think so, but the other kids you were arrested with didn’t have the connections with the law your stepfather does and they’re all sitting in concrete cells right now. You aren’t.”

      “May as well be…” My eyes wash over the bright kitchen again. “You can’t keep me here. This is kidnapping.”

      “The law says otherwise,” he says. “You’re a minor and your parents have transferred you into my care for the summer.”

      “Only for another month,” I say. “I turn eighteen soon and when I do, I’m walking out of here.”

      “We’ll see about that.” He nods. “In the meantime, you’ll follow a strict schedule for meals, chores, and bedtime—”

      “I have a bedtime?”

      “And you’re late for that tonight, so I better see you to your room.”

      I scoff. “It’s nine o’clock.”

      “Oh, and also…” He reaches out and snatches my purse out of my hands.

      “Hey!” I shout.

      He fishes inside of it and grabs my phone. “You’ve lost all phone privileges. And we don’t have wi-fi out here, so it’s basically useless to you.”

      “What the hell—?”

      “I said no swearing.”

      “Hell isn’t a swear,” I argue.

      “It is the way you use it.”

      I take a breath and it clatters throughout my body, knocking my insides around. “This is crap,” I say.

      Charlie glares at me, his eyes falling down my face. “You want to tell me how you busted your lip open?” he asks.

      I press against the cut with my tongue and the near-forgotten pain fires up my cheek from my bottom lip. “Slipped on a banana peel,” I quip.

      “I bet you tumbled right onto a doorknob, too, didn’t ya?” he asks.

      I say nothing.

      He sighs and drops the empty purse back into my lap. “Let’s go.”

      I follow him back to the entryway and I grab my suitcase off the floor. My eyes wander upwards and I see a long rifle mounted above the door. I missed it earlier, but it’s clear as day now from this angle.

      The floor creaks beneath us as we climb the stairs. It’s loud, annoying, and completely eliminates the possibility of sneaking out. I get the feeling Officer Killjoy here sleeps with one eye open.

      There are four doors in the second-floor hallway. Charlie points to the left, targeting the nearest door to the top of the stairs. “That’s my room,” he says. We head to the right and he pushes open the next door. “Bathroom here. If the toilet won’t flush, just jiggle the handle a little.”

      “Of course.” I sigh.

      We continue to the next door. “This is your room,” he says, opening it.

      I step inside and look around with curious eyes. A canopy bed lines one wall with a pink bedspread, decorated with a floral pattern, with a small vanity and mirror next to it. The closet sits open and I spot various articles of women’s clothing inside. There’s a bookshelf in every corner with dozens of novels and textbooks.

      “Whose room is this?” I ask Charlie.

      “Yours.”

      “No, I mean… whose stuff is this?”

      “Don’t worry about it. It’s yours to use while you stay here.”

      “Do you have a daughter or something?”

      “I said don’t worry about it.”

      I turn back around, startled by the firmness of his tone. “What’s in there?” I point to the fourth and final door just across the hall to change the subject.

      “That’s my son’s room, Tobias. You probably won’t see him much. He works nights.” He steps back and grips the doorknob.

      “Where’s your wife?” I ask.

      “She passed many years ago,” he says. “It’s just me and him now.”

      I pause. “Oh.”

      “Get ready for bed. Lights out in ten minutes.”

      “Lights out?”

      “Lights out.” He steps out into the hall and quickly closes the door behind him.

      “Jesus Christ…” I mutter to myself.

      I drop my suitcase onto the bed and glance around. It feels strange to live in another person’s private space, but as I run a finger across the vanity desk next to the bed, I find a layer of dust. Whoever lives here hasn’t been by in quite some time.

      I sit down on the stool before the vanity and stare into the mirror. My brown hair is tangled and in desperate need of shampoo. My eyes are bloodshot. My lips are chapped, making the thin reddish-black scab stand out even more against my pale skin. Black rings circle my eyes. My gaze falls to the pale blue bruise just below my left cheek.

      I think, for a moment, that maybe they’re right. Maybe I do have a problem.

      But it doesn’t make me feel any better about being stuck in this dump for the next few weeks.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at the clock and watch the numbers climb to sixty then jump back down to zero. It’s quiet, far too quiet for me to be comfortable. I miss the city buzz. The constant chatter of voices, cars, and life. The country silence of 3 A.M. sounds deafening in my ears. I lick my dry lips, feeling a deep hunger I can’t satisfy.

      Charlie was right before. I’m in withdrawal. Right now, I’ll do anything for another hit — anything to distract myself from the sounds of my body screaming at me.

      The sudden grind of an engine brings me out of it. I sit up and turn to look out the window behind the bed. It’s dark, but the darkness is quickly cut by an approaching headlight. The motorbike comes into view with a lone rider guiding it slowly to the red barn across the driveway. A lamp above the barn illuminates the ground around him as I watch him dismount and pull the black helmet off his head. I can barely see his face but I can tell he’s young. He places the helmet on the bike’s seat and rolls the thing into the barn before sliding the door closed behind him.

      I lay my head against the pillow. It’s soaked in my own sweat. I flip it around to the other side, hoping that sleep will somehow come, but my eyes pull toward the window again. I see the boy walking toward the house. This must be Charlie’s son, Tobias. The one who works nights. He looks up at the house and immediately drifts toward my window. I fall back down, hoping to avoid his gaze. His shoes hit the front porch and I listen carefully as he enters the front door.

      I climb off the bed and press my ear against the door to listen to him move. I feel a presence on the other side but I never heard him climb the stairs…

      The doorknob turns and I jump out of the way as the door suddenly swings open.

      “Who are you?” he asks through his teeth. He steps forward fast to grab me by the shoulders. “What are you doing in her room?”

      I blink repeatedly as his dark face fills my vision. He has the same black hair as his father and my stepfather, but it’s longer and more casual. It falls down to his angry eyes and he stares back at me with jade green irises.

      “I’m Claire…” I whisper. I scan his face again, placing him somewhere in his early twenties. He reminds me of Rick. His demeanor is so wild and intimidating. I’m scared to move.

      “Why are you in my house, Claire?” he asks.

      “Believe me — I’m not here by choice,” I say, my limbs shaking. “I got into some trouble and my parents brought me out and left me here…”

      His grip on me loosens. “Right…” He nods slowly.

      “I guess no one told you I was coming…” I mutter. I lick my dry lips again. “They didn’t tell me either until I was in the car.”

      He takes a step back and drops his hands to his sides. His eyes wander around the room with a protective vibe before finally falling back on me and staring at my bottom lip. “Sorry if I hurt you.”

      “You didn’t—”

      Before I can complete the thought, he’s out the door. He steps inside his own room and quickly closes the door behind him.

      Once again, I look around the room and wonder who the hell lives in it. My teeth graze along my lips in thought, making me cringe as they slide along the scabbed wound.

      Rick never spoke much about this side of his family. I’m not sure why, nor did I ever think to ask. Talking isn’t our strongest suit anyway. My relationship with my stepbrother isn’t conventional. We party. We do drugs, and yeah, we almost ended up in bed together once, but it’s more than that. I feel a strong connection with him, stronger than I ever thought possible.

      He loves me.

      He told me that he was the only person in the world that did.

      I believe him more and more every day.

      Each passing moment has me reaching for my phone, but of course, it’s been taken from me, along with what was left of my freedom. The instinct remains. I want to talk to him. I want to hear his voice, smell his skin. I want to get out of this hellhole and go back to the city to be with him where I belong.

      I climb back into the bed and wrap the blanket around me to get warm. My skin quickly breaks out in a cold sweat and I find myself begging for another glass of water.
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