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      While the Killer Love saga follows multiple couples, the books should not be considered stand-alone and are meant to be read in order of release.
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        2. Secret Love
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            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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          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.
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          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.”
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          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.
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          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.
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          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.
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          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.
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          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?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “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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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading ENDLESS LOVE and finishing this epic saga with me!
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      My ultimate undoing.
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      To see more connections between Tabatha Drake and Tabatha Kiss books, visit TabathaDrake.com/CharacterMap

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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