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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alexandria, Virginia

      

      

      I catch the scent of my mother’s perfume, a weakening trace of her presence. My father shutters himself in his office, leaving me to face the palpable void alone.

      The otherwise empty house creates space for a swirl of emotions I’m not ready for. The prospect of facing my mother after revealing the truth about how my sister died has been eating at me for hours. I don’t know how I’ll sleep after today, even though I feel the exhaustion deep in my bones. My mother will see this as a betrayal, this sudden breaking open of the secret she’s held on to for twenty years—a terrible, heartbreaking secret that was born from someone else’s sins. I hope my father can see that. Maybe not today, but one day when his anger has cooled. She was only trying to protect his heart.

      My stomach rumbles loudly, marking a sudden hunger after this harrowing day. I go to the kitchen, switch on the light, and make myself a sandwich. Everything is the same. The condiments in the refrigerator door. The breadbox on the counter. The kettle on the stove that only my mother ever uses.

      The familiarity should give me some comfort, but when it comes to the things that really matter, everything is out of place. My family is fractured. My future with Tristan is uncertain. My freedom is in question. My entire life has become a sea of broken glass. I’m just praying any of the pieces can keep me above the water.

      I resist the urge to cry. All my tears today couldn’t bring Tristan back to me. They couldn’t heal my father’s hurt. I’m certain they can’t touch mine. So I deny their existence. I go to the kettle, fill it with water from the tap, and light the burner underneath, all the while holding on to the feeble hope that somehow tomorrow will be better.

      After a few minutes, I pull out my phone and stare at the blank screen. Calling Tristan again is pointless. Every time sends me immediately to a generic voicemail recording. Knowing the authorities are trying to track him down, he likely trashed his phone the first chance he got, severing the line between us too.

      It burns me that he left without me, but I know he didn’t have another choice. I had my father there to protect me. Tristan couldn’t count on mercy from the man who sent him to the front lines to begin with. He saw an opening and took it.

      And he’ll find me. I have to trust that. What we have is too strong to walk away from. We’ve endured the threat of death and dangers beyond anything I could have ever imagined. We weren’t expecting the FBI to track me down, but that’s not enough to keep us apart. Agent Rivero bending to my father’s insistence that we keep all of this under the radar gives me hope. I won’t abandon my father’s mission, but once he gets what he needs, I have every intention of disappearing again. I’ll figure out a way to find Tristan if I have to walk to the ends of the earth to do it.

      I can barely hear my father’s voice on the other side of the house, but he’s talking to someone. Maybe my mother. If he’s on the phone, I take it as a sign that he’s past wanting solitude. The kettle whistles, and I make two mugs of tea.

      He’s sitting behind his desk beyond the French doors of his office when I arrive. He sees my hands full and jumps up to open the door.

      “Can I come in?”

      I brace myself for him to turn me away. He has every right to want space after everything that’s happened today. Even if his mood is grim, having his company would be a welcome change. Being alone right now is too painful.

      Sadness swims in his eyes as our gazes lock, full of quiet understanding.

      “Of course,” he says, stepping back so I can enter.

      “I made some tea for us.” I set his down and hold mine in my lap.

      He takes his chair again, eyeing the steaming mug wearily. “I’m a coffee guy. You know that.”

      “It’s too late for coffee. Besides, Mom always says tea makes everything better.” I shouldn’t be bringing her up when everything is so raw. He doesn’t want to talk about this, or maybe even think of her, but I can’t keep from trying to mend things however I can. “Do you have any idea where she is?”

      “No, I don’t.” He traces his fingers along the ridge of his desk. “I know it’s hard not to worry, but try not to. We’re not missing any suitcases. Her toothbrush is still in the cup. I already checked.” His smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “She probably just needs some time. Same as me.”

      “And here I am interrupting it. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m happy you’re here. I want to be alone with my thoughts about as much as you do, I’m guessing.” He studies me like he can see the past two months written on my skin. “You’ve been through hell, haven’t you?”

      My throat tightens painfully. I can barely manage a swallow to hold back the emotion chugging through me, threatening to take over my whole body. I can’t answer him. I can’t begin to explain all that’s happened. I take a sip of my tea and let it scald my tongue. The heat feels good on its journey through my chest.

      One day I might be far enough away from the horror of it all that I can heal. I’ll never forget, but I’ll need to find a way to move on. It’s hard to make peace with it on my own. Having Tristan with me has been a grounding force. Without him I’d be reeling. And I’d probably be dead.

      “I’m just glad I haven’t been alone.”

      “It’s always been easy to place the blame on Tristan,” he says. “But the fact that you’re sitting here right now probably means he’s had a pretty big hand in keeping you safe through all of this.”

      I’ve lost count of the number of times Tristan’s saved my life. I’d like to believe I saved his a time or two. I can’t imagine how I could have endured any of this without him.

      “Your mother told me you found the letter,” he continues.

      I nod, avoiding his eyes. The letter nominating Tristan for a special operations team at my father’s wish is one I haven’t been able to forget. It’s the letter that’s kept me from reaching out to him for so long, not knowing if I could ever truly forgive him.

      “I know you were trying to protect me, but…” I take in a shaky breath. But you destroyed us. You broke us.

      “I was, and I still am. That doesn’t make it right. If I could change things now, I promise you, I would.”

      His admission means more than he realizes. After feeding my resentment for so long, I’m not ready for his change of heart. He never approved of the relationship. If he acted like he did, I could always sense his pretense. Defying his wishes for me for so long carried its own weight, compounding the pain of Tristan leaving.

      “You have no idea what it means to hear you say that, Dad.”

      “You probably blamed him for a long time for leaving you,” he says, waiting for my answering nod before continuing. “When it came to enlisting, you should know I didn’t give him much choice. I manipulated the situation to edge him out of your life. I was blinded by wanting a better life for you than I could imagine him giving you. Lucia kept you safe in her way. This was mine. We both did the things we did out of love, which is probably hard to accept after everything you’ve been through. All I can tell you is that I’ll lie, cheat, and manipulate the hell out of this mess with that same single-minded determination. I’m going to get justice, one way or the other.”

      When he says justice, it sounds like revenge. For Mariana. For all this pain.

      My lips tremble. I want to speak, but I’m afraid of crumbling. I sniff and wipe at the tears already spilling down my cheeks. “Thank you,” I manage.

      “Thank me when this is over. Until then, I just want you to know, I am sorry. For what it’s worth…” He pauses to hand me a tissue. “I figured today was a good day for the truth, all things considered.”

      I take it, wishing the tears could stop. “Dad… Tristan’s changed. He’s done things… I’ve done things. We can’t take any of it back, but I don’t care. He’s still the person I’m supposed to be with. I need you to believe that.”

      “I do.”

      I pause. “He’s…a criminal.”

      He tenses slightly but doesn’t waver. “I honestly don’t care right now.”

      The weight of his disapproval all these years lifts a little more. At least I won’t have to fight this war with my father anymore. Thank God, because there’s still the rest of the world to contend with.

      “I’ll protect you both. As long as I can keep Rivero locked down, we’ll be fine. Try not to worry about that right now.”

      “I have no idea where Tristan is. Even if I knew where to look, I have to worry about leading the FBI right to him.”

      My father rests his hand on the desktop and captures the tiny tab of paper at the end of the tea bag between his fingertips. “I have a feeling he’s going to come for you no matter who’s looking for him, don’t you?”

      God, I hope so. With all of my being…but not if it puts Tristan in danger. I won’t put his freedom in jeopardy.

      “I want that and I don’t.”

      My father leans forward, holding my gaze steadily. “I’m going to do everything in my power to fix this. I’m going to make it right, Isabel. If it costs me my job, my savings, so be it. I don’t care. Mark my words, it’s not going to cost me my family.”

      We stay that way a long time, holding the promise between us, before he slowly reaches for his tea. He brings it to his lips and drinks.

      “What kind is this?”

      I laugh softly through my tears. “Earl Grey.”

      He sets it down. “I guess I could get used to that.”

      Our worlds have been turned upside down. Our lovers have left our sides. We can’t know what tomorrow will bring. But in that small moment, in the solitude of the night, I’m grateful we’re in this together.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      Makanga and I arrive at the garage before dawn. The sky is metal gray, but it’s light enough to make out the lettering on the worn sign for Dion’s Body Shop.

      “You sure he’s here?” I ask.

      The neighborhood is deserted at this hour. The birds chirping in the trees are the only sounds.

      “Oh yeah. He’s an early riser. Likes to do his important business before people start rolling in for repairs and shit.”

      We get out and stroll up to the main door. Makanga walks right inside, so I follow.

      “Dion!” he bellows, no doubt waking up the whole damn neighborhood.

      Dion enters suddenly through a doorway toward the back of the building.

      “Hey, it’s the mailman.”

      “Postman. Get it right, brother,” Makanga shoots back with a grin.

      Dion laughs as he takes long, casual strides to meet us. He’s lanky. His blue mechanic’s coveralls catch on the sharp angles of his shoulders.

      “Dion. Nice to meet ya,” he says, holding out his hand to me. He gnashes gum on one side of his mouth, which makes for a crooked smile.

      “Red.” I shake his hand, noticing the hard calluses on his palms and the grease stains on his uniform. He may be the man to go to for everything we need, but my guess is he’s no stranger to hard work.

      Makanga claps his hands together. “So, what have you got for us?”

      Dion pitches his thumb over his shoulder. “How about this for starters?”

      Behind him is a red BMW coupe. It’s an older model but appears to be in good shape.

      I look to Makanga.

      He winks. “I got you.”

      I walk over to feather my fingers along the slick curve of the hood. “You could have lent me a beater, you know?” But I’m not arguing. He knows my weakness for fast cars.

      “I figure you’re good for it.”

      “I am. Why don’t you let Dion hook you up with some new wheels?”

      Makanga shrugs. “I like Betsy. She’s got some miles left in her.”

      “I’ve tried, trust me,” Dion says with a laugh. “Come on. Check out the rest.”

      We follow him into his office. He takes out his keys and unlocks a closet with a metal door. He pulls out a heavy black duffel bag and deposits it onto his desk with a huff. “Merry Christmas.”

      I unzip it and start pulling out the contents. “Santa did well.”

      Dion snickers. “Have fun. Here’s a burner too,” he says, pulling a flip phone out of his pocket and setting it next to the bag.

      There’s enough firepower in the bag to support the overthrow of a small government. Handguns, automatic weapons, silencers, small explosives. I’m not sure what Makanga is envisioning for the next mission, but I don’t mind shopping from Dion’s collection.

      As I start setting things aside, Makanga’s phone rings. The shrill sound reverberates off the walls of the small room. He glances at it, then up to me.

      “It’s Aguilera.”

      Dion has his arms crossed and is leaning against the wall, glancing curiously between the two of us.

      “I’ll be right back,” I say.

      Makanga hands me the phone as I walk out of Dion’s office. I answer it.

      “Hi, Devon.”

      “Hello?” A woman’s tentative voice is on the other end. “Who is this?”

      “I’m a friend of Makanga’s. Listen, I need to ask you some questions about Senator Keegan.”

      She’s quiet for a few seconds. We’re not going to get far if she’s already clamming up.

      “You understand that someone’s trying to kill you, right?”

      “I’m still trying to wrap my head around that. But why? Why would someone want me dead?”

      Not so long ago, Isabel said those same words with that same innocent disbelief. I hope Devon Aguilera doesn’t have to travel the road Isabel’s taken to figure out how real the threat is.

      “Does Keegan know you’re pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      “Was he happy about it?”

      Her voice is softer when she speaks. “He wasn’t angry. He was… I don’t know…overwhelmed, I guess. We both were. It’s complicated. He has a family.”

      “Did he tell you to get rid of it?”

      She’s quiet again. “He didn’t tell me to, but he didn’t rule it out as a possibility. He knew it was up to me, though.”

      “And you didn’t want to.”

      She huffs out a sigh, like she knows what I’m getting at. “Whatever you think you know about him, I’m in love with this man. I didn’t want to be the woman to tear his family apart, but that doesn’t mean I’m giving up on us. We made some mistakes, but we’re not over.”

      Little does she know, the commitment to her own happily ever after with the senator is exactly why she has a dot on her head.

      “Have you reached out to him since you left?”

      “I’ve wanted to, but I’m scared.”

      I think for a minute, weighing everything she’s said. Keegan could have told someone Aguilera was carrying his child, triggering concern about his political reputation and ability to follow through on the legislation that Simon is no doubt counting on getting pushed through. If Keegan was financially involved enough, he could have justified asking for it himself. If he was that heartless, Aguilera doesn’t seem to have a clue. Either way, he’ll want to see her if she reaches out. To reunite or to get her killed. I’ll be ready for both.

      “Where do you usually meet?”

      “He decided not to move his family up to DC yet, so he flies home on the weekends. Sometimes we’ll see each other at my apartment before he leaves. Sometimes I’ll fly to DC to see him.”

      “Where do you stay in DC? At his place?”

      “No. He’s worried about people seeing us. We stay at a hotel.”

      “What’s the name of it?”

      “Hotel Madera.”

      “Good. It’s Sunday, so he’ll be flying home tonight. Give him a call and tell him you need to meet tomorrow night. Eight o’clock at the hotel bar. Don’t tell him anything else. I don’t care how genuine he sounds. If he knows where you’re staying, you’re not going to be safe there anymore.”

      She takes a few anxious breaths. “Am I going to be able to see him?”

      “No.” I frown, concerned now that Aguilera has missed the whole point of our conversation.

      “You’re using me to set him up? Then what? What is this really about?”

      “This is about figuring out who wants you dead.”

      “Then don’t bother. Whoever is behind this, it’s not him.”

      “If it’s not him, it’s someone he knows. And I can’t get to that person unless I talk to Keegan directly. It has to be unexpected, or things could get complicated.”

      Several seconds pass in silence. I worry she’s going to renege on the deal.

      “Fine,” she says. “But I have one condition.”

      I roll my eyes but do my best not to sound as frustrated as I’m getting. She has no idea what’s at stake, and I’m not about to tell her. I just need her to cooperate.

      “What’s your condition?”

      “Once you meet with him, I want to see him.”

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “Those are my terms,” she says firmly. “You want the meeting, then give me mine.”

      I pace a circle, mentally mapping out ways to prevent this from turning into a disaster. Bringing her into the mix is a complication I don’t need. If every single thing goes right and Keegan proves a friendly resource, having her there could work in my favor. But that’s a big if. I need her help, though. I don’t have time to follow him around DC and figure out his patterns.

      “All right, but if you stray from the plan and fuck this up for me, I can’t protect you anymore. Do you understand? You’re putting your life on the line, and I have enough people I’m trying to keep alive right now. Got it?”

      “I’ve got it. I understand,” she says shakily, like suddenly she’s overwhelmed with hope. Like she’s so in love with this guy she can barely get the sentence out.

      “Set up the meeting. Call this number when it’s done.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      My father is behind the wheel, his jaw set with determination or perhaps fresh worry. I doubt he slept well, if at all. After waking from my own restless night, I quickly realized Mom hadn’t come home. Concern for her wellbeing compounds the heavy guilt of having driven her out with yesterday’s events. She may still want time, but I’ll call her when we get home later if she’s still gone. My father may be furious and my mother may be too, but after more than two decades of marriage, they’ll have to talk this out at some point.

      “Are we going back to your office?”

      He shakes his head. “We’re meeting at a bar a few miles away.”

      I lift my eyebrows. “A bar?”

      “It’s dark and quiet, and the barflies who hang out there before a respectable drinking hour won’t remember a damn thing we say.”

      “Okay,” I say, trusting that when it comes to keeping things under the radar, he knows best.

      Twenty minutes later, we arrive at the Widow, an Irish pub set on the corner of an intersection about twenty minutes from our house. We find Jax Rivero and my father’s colleague, Damon Parish, at a table in the back. As promised, the bar is dark and quiet, and the two older men at the bar are fixed on the TVs above and pay us no attention.

      “Gentlemen.” My father pulls out my chair before sitting in his own. “Thanks for meeting here.”

      “I’m positive no one will find us here,” Rivero says with a sarcastic smile.

      A night’s sleep hasn’t warmed me to him since he yanked Tristan and me into the airport security offices. And a night’s sleep doesn’t seem to have eased his agitation at the predicament we’re facing.

      Parish, however, seems perkier than the rest of us. He places his laptop on the table, his eyes bright. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I couldn’t stop running all this through my head last night. So I hacked my way into Knight’s computer. Lots of interesting things to work with.”

      Rivero leans over to peer at the screen as Parish lifts it open. “Like what?”

      “Well…in my experience, just because someone has a lot of money doesn’t necessarily mean they’re careful with their information. He really must have thought he was above the law to be this careless. Everything is in the cloud. I mean everything. Organized? Yes. His file structure makes finding everything really easy. All the corporate filings, most of which are shells, I’m guessing. Spreadsheets of accounts with balances.”

      “Too bad he’s dead,” Rivero snaps. “We could nail him on everything and get him to dime out all his associates for a plea deal. Easy stuff.” His lips form a disappointed curve as he looks my way.

      I didn’t kill him, I say to myself with a strange kind of defensive detachment, like a kid trying to dodge blame. I just watched him die and walked over his body on my way out of the building before Crow blew it up. Of course, they can lock me up before I tell Rivero any of that.

      “I think we both know it wouldn’t be that easy by a long shot,” my father says sharply. He focuses on Parish again. “So where do the accounts lead?”

      Parish cants his head. “Most are linked up with the shell companies, the majority in Knight’s name. Some with Mirchoff, some with Pope. Interestingly I haven’t found anything formally associated with Simon Pelletier. There are some international ones I can’t access, though. I have no idea whose name those are in.”

      “Where are the accounts located?” I ask.

      “Cayman Islands. A couple overseas,” Parish says.

      I don’t want to say it aloud, but I’m almost certain one of those accounts was the one Mateus was given.

      “Can you find out who’s on those accounts? Work with the local government or something?”

      “There are agreements in place to combat tax evasion, but they don’t really help us in this case. The Cayman banks have to report tax information on accounts owned by US citizens, but it’s channeled through the IRS. That’s some pretty significant red tape on our end.”

      “This is why we need an investigation, Foster. We can’t subpoena shit without one,” Rivero barks, his voice carrying loud enough to reach the bar patrons. Thankfully no one seems to care.

      I chew the inside of my lip. Tristan has the account number Mateus gave him. I can’t narrow the list down for Parish without it.

      “Isabel, do you know anything about this?”

      My father’s calm request invites the truth. A part of me wants to give it to him, but I can’t tie any of this to Tristan or the people who’ve helped me along the way. But if I don’t work with them, we’ll never get ahead.

      “An account number was given to us through a friend. Someone who was helping us. Simon wanted him to clean the funds through his international businesses before depositing them into an account in Cayman.”

      Rivero frowns. “So what’s the account number?”

      “I didn’t memorize it. But if you can’t link it to the account holder, why do you need it?”

      He blows a frustrated breath out through his nose like an angry bull. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      So much. And he can stomp around all day long and I’ll never tell him half of what I know. At the end of the day, he works for a government agency and I’ve broken more laws than I can count. I don’t trust Rivero, and I never will.

      “You work above the board, Rivero. I don’t. If I’m being evasive, it’s because I don’t trust you. I have information you want, and I have ways of finding it that probably go against your moral code. But if you want names on the accounts, give me the list. I know someone who can find out.”

      “Who?”

      I pause. “A friend. He’s a hacker.”

      Rivero rolls his eyes. “Right. Some kid living in his mother’s basement hacking websites for credit card numbers. That’s not what we’re talking about here.”

      “I know exactly what we’re talking about. Banking software. He knows it better than anyone.”

      Parish looks at me like he’s discovered the Holy Grail. His jaw falls open slightly. “Oh shit,” he says on an awe-filled exhale.

      My father stares at him with a bewildered look. “What did I miss?”

      The way Parish is looking at me makes me feel like he can read my mind. Or maybe I said something I shouldn’t have.

      “Blake Landon? Has he been helping you?”

      I don’t answer and try to school my features, even though I’m freaking out inside. How the hell can he know that?

      “You were in Boston,” he continues, his words coming fast like a stream of consciousness as he puts it all together. “That’s where his offices are. That makes sense. Did you meet with him? Do you think he’ll help?”

      His questions are coming too fast for me to mask my reaction to them—the stunned, very obvious way his name resonates.

      “Who’s Blake Landon?” my father asks.

      Parish’s next words are excited and rushed. “He’s…basically a legend. He’s one of the most respected hackers in the world. If anyone can get the job done, it’s him.”

      “If he’s so well known, why isn’t he behind bars or hanging out in Russia?” Rivero asks.

      “Because he got caught when he was still a minor. No one knows the whole story, but he got off the hook, and then he developed Banksoft. Every major bank’s software runs off the framework he built. He sold it for billions.”

      All three men look at me like they’re waiting for me to confirm what Parish already seems to know is true. What the hell am I supposed to do now? If I lie, they’ll know it.

      Thankfully my father doesn’t give me a chance to debate it any longer. “You think this hacker friend of yours would be willing to get the account information for us?”

      I share a look with him. It’s filled with worry and hesitation because Landon has already done more than he should have. He has a life and a family to think about.

      “This can’t come back to him.”

      Rivero crosses his arms and leans back in his seat. “Listen, I don’t even care who this guy is. I’ll probably forget his name tomorrow because there’s a lot more to sift through here. Get us the details, and we’ll forget how they showed up. Same way I guess we’re going to forget how this dead guy’s laptop showed up.”

      I hate Rivero, but I feel like we’re matched in an odd way. Some balance exists between what he’s willing to do to get to the truth and what I’m willing to do to protect the people I care about.

      “I’ll work on it,” I promise. “What else? Can we get the DEA involved now?”

      “I have a meeting with a contact of mine tomorrow,” my father says. “I’ll point him toward the ports Knight was targeting.”

      “The bribes were cash,” I say. “It’s going to be hard to pinpoint the leaks.”

      He tilts his head. “I’m hoping they’ll take this seriously enough to ramp things up across the board. If they know there are bribes involved, they’ll start looking more closely. Once they find one, hopefully they can start connecting the dots.”

      Then it hits me.

      “Javier Medina. You should start with him.”

      Not wanting to get into how Tristan and Jay led us to Medina or the meeting Mateus and I took with him, I never mentioned him before. If they need a starting place, though, he could be it.

      “He works under the director of the Port of Miami,” I continue. “He’s closely connected to Simon, and I’d be willing to bet Knight met with him when he was in Miami a couple of weeks ago. If Simon gets wind of the DEA poking around that part of the operation, it could be a way to scare them into at least slowing things down.”

      “I’m on it,” says Rivero, scribbling notes onto a small pad he pulled from his pocket.

      My father’s expression remains tense, but there’s an energy between us that feels promising, like we have enough threads to pull to start making a difference.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      The map of DC is spread out on Makanga’s coffee table. I memorized it an hour ago, plotting out points of interest—the Hotel Madera, Keegan’s condo in the city, and his office at the Capitol. I’ve gone as far as I can go without a meeting locked in with Simon. I’m edgy and frustrated. I’m ready to work, but all I can do is wait for Devon to follow through with details.

      Once I get my hands on Keegan, I’ll be one chess move away from Simon. He won’t see it coming, which will be the best part. Seeing the devil himself and letting him see me. Recognizing his shock, then his fear. The old Tristan would make it quick. Get it done and get out. I don’t know if I’ll be able to do it that way. Not this time.

      I close my eyes and press my temples hard like it will drive out the dark thoughts that won’t quiet. Isabel is a better person than I am, and she doesn’t want him alive any more than I do. That doesn’t make me feel better. Every step of this journey has made me despise Simon a little more. It’s been a runaway train of hatred for the man. And I’ve never cared this much. I’ve never been this invested in someone’s imminent death.

      Holding on to this kind of contempt is about as foreign to me as love used to be. I can’t tell if it makes me more or less human. Either way, it’s fucked up. I’m fucked up. And the only person who makes me feel the least bit normal isn’t here.

      Fantasies of ways I could kill Simon are almost better than missing Isabel. I hate not knowing where she is. I can’t risk a drive by her parents’ house yet, but I console myself by imagining her there. Safe with Morgan. Hopefully he got Rivero to back off. If he did, they’ll still want to know what she knows. Unfortunately, so much of it points back to me. The more they know about me, the harder it’s going to be to get close to her again.

      The front door swings open and Makanga walks through, bringing a blast of cool air and sunlight into the living room.

      “Hey, man.” He shuts the door and tosses an orange package beside me on the sofa. “Special delivery.”

      I stare at it. If I didn’t feel like such a mess already, the package guarantees it.

      “What is it?” he asks.

      “It’s nothing,” I respond flatly.

      He chuckles and tugs at one of his short dreads. “Okay. You’re looking at it like there’s a body part in there or something.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’d be able to tell if there were.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve delivered some pretty messed-up stuff. You’d be surprised what’s possible with the right packaging.”

      “I don’t want to know.”

      He moves to his recliner. “What’s up with the map?”

      I rub over the creases in my forehead. “Trying to figure out where Keegan might want to meet Simon or vice versa. He’s paranoid about where he’ll be seen. Rightly so. Any place good for a hit probably isn’t a place he’ll agree to go.”

      “So you’re trying to get ahead of the game.”

      “Probably just spinning my wheels until I get my hands on Keegan.”

      “Oh yeah. How’s tomorrow night sound?”

      I pause and meet his eyes. “Devon confirmed?”

      Makanga grins. “They’re on their way to DC right now.”

      “They?”

      I can’t mask my alarm, but Makanga only laughs.

      “I’ve had her staying with my sister. It was the best I could offer on short notice. It’s a long drive, but they’ll be here tonight.”

      “Here?”

      “Hell no. I set them up in a room at the Madera.”

      “We have to be able to get her out of there if Keegan doesn’t cooperate.”

      “You worry about Keegan. I’ll worry about the girls,” he says.

      I rest back on the couch with a stressed sigh.

      “You gotta relax, man. We’re not there yet. You’re going to run out of adrenaline before you get a chance to pop this guy.”

      “Unlikely.”

      He runs his fingers over the seam on the armrest. “You hear from Isabel yet?”

      “That’d be a miracle since she has no idea where I am. I got rid of my phone before I got here.”

      He purses his lips. “You think she could be at her parents’ house?”

      I remember then that Makanga had dropped her there when I disappeared to see my old army friend, Brennan. Against my wishes, but I know better than most that Isabel can be persuasive when she wants something. Makanga knows more than I’d like about her personal life, but I’m short on allies at the moment and he seems like he wants to help.

      “It’s possible,” I finally say.

      “Why don’t you take a ride over there?”

      I lift my eyebrows sharply. “You really think that’s a good idea? The last thing I need is the FBI on my ass while I’m trying to pin down Simon.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Just figured it would give you some peace of mind.”

      “Peace of mind is a luxury I don’t have right now.”

      I can tell Makanga wants to push the issue, but there’s no talking me into it. I’d do just about anything to see her—or at least know she’s all right—but it’s not worth the risk…for either of us.

      I fold up the map and grab the package, ignoring the stab of anxiety that lodges in my gut when I think about its contents.

      “I’m going out. I’ll see you tonight,” I say, my tone clipped.

      A gleam of mischief hits Makanga’s dark eyes.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to see her. She might not even be there.”

      He laughs and lifts up his hands in mock surrender. “I’m not saying anything. Just figured you might be in a better mood if you checked it out.”

      “I’m not going, so get used to me being a miserable bastard in the meantime.”

      He just shakes his head as I gather up my things, leave the house, and toss my bag into the passenger side of the coupe. The engine roars to life when I turn the key in the ignition. Being behind the wheel of Dion’s loaner is a nice upgrade from riding shotgun in Betsy. Maybe it’ll be the distraction I need to clear my head.

      I drive around Arlington, no destination in mind, until I find myself in front of Brienne’s old apartment, the place where her life ended thanks to one of Jay’s men. The spot where Isabel witnessed her best friend die shows no trace of what happened here. I study the buildings across the street, wondering which window her killer hid behind. I was too busy getting us the hell out of here to care.

      I’ll never forget the horror of that day. Not for myself but for what Isabel went through. She lost a friend and finally knew what we were up against. Two cold, hard truths wrapped up in the same tragedy. I’d give anything to save her from the memory. Maybe if we’d done things differently, Brienne would still be alive, but that way of thinking is a dark spiral that leads nowhere good.

      I drive out of Arlington and get on the highway to go north. Isabel and Simon and the package fill up my thoughts, a nonstop whir of what-ifs and unresolved pieces of this never-ending nightmare.

      An hour later, I’m traveling past warehouses that curve along the Patapsco River. I turn before the bridge. Rick’s Fish House is just ahead. A few cars are parked outside. I kill the engine, grab the package, and walk toward the restaurant, ignoring my nerves. The deck is empty of diners. String lights swing in the wind, and I recognize the place, but none of the magic I felt here remains.

      I walk toward the dock. The rickety little fish feeder is still there. I pass it, stopping at the end of the pier. If Isabel were here, we could toss pellets into the water and dream about our future—a future that’s never felt so out of reach simply because she is.

      It’s strange standing inside a memory that doesn’t feel like it fully belongs to me.

      Cars drone by on the bridge over the river. Water sloshes up against the pilings. No kids are running and laughing. There’s no music. The dream I had of this place was warmer. The people in it had hope even though the future was uncertain, even if the things we felt were new and overwhelming. It’s not the only memory I have of us, but it’s a good one. I’ll never let myself forget it.

      I lift the package and study the messy block lettering on it. No return address. I rip open one side. There’s a small piece of paper inside with a message written in the same handwriting.

      
        
        The second vial is a strong sedative. Our mutual friend thought it would help the antidote run its course without interruption. I did my best, but this comes with no promises.

        

      

      Inside are two vials protected by layers of bubble wrap and elastic bands. A wave of nausea hits me. I don’t bother unwrapping them to study them further. I shove the note back inside and stare across the river to the horizon of structures on the other side.

      Unlike here, the opposite riverbank is lined with trees and greenery. A park and some nice condominium buildings. I wonder if the view is better from over there. Probably not. They get to look at the ugly gray warehouses and Rick’s shack with its cheap Christmas lights.

      I don’t know where I’d rather be. Standing on this splintering dock where I fell in love with Isabel a little more than six years ago or somewhere that looks better from here but maybe isn’t better at all. Maybe all this wanting my memories back is like that. One little piece of endless longing for more than I should.

      I’ve killed people. I’ve done terrible, unforgivable things. My only purpose in life appeared in the form of a death wish. I could have killed her, but somehow she’s the one who saved me. The day I found Isabel was the first time I ever let myself care about my shadowy past. She lit everything up. I didn’t believe in miracles or even luck, but she made me want to. Then I fell in love with her all over again. I believe she fell in love with me too. Not just the old me. Me.

      If I put Mushenko’s antidote into my bloodstream, I don’t know who I’ll be.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      I check my phone when it buzzes with a text from my father. Rivero pops a peanut into his mouth and casts a bored stare up at the televisions above the bar. It’s our second day here. We’ve spent hours sifting through Knight’s laptop documents, aligning them with the parts of the Felix plan we know. I fill in the blanks where I can. Carefully. Strategically. Especially after my father leaves to take his meeting with his DEA contact, leaving me with Rivero and Parish.

      “My dad is running late. Do you think you could take me home?”

      “Sure. We can hang out for a drink if you want,” Rivero offers casually.

      My instinct is to say no. But we’ve settled into slightly better rapport after another day of chasing the same enemies. He seems more interested in the baseball game than me anyway, and the prospect of being home alone doesn’t thrill me. I’ve also had about six Diet Cokes, and my nerves are akin to live wires.

      Parish clicks his computer shut and stretches his arms above his head with a groan. “I’m heading home.”

      “Long day at the office?” Rivero smirks.

      Parish laughs and shakes his head. “Something like that.”

      He packs up and gives me a little wave goodbye on his way out of the pub. The patrons are livelier at this hour, yelling at the television and swapping stories animatedly. I’m in shock that after a day of drinking, some of them are still able to form sentences.

      Rivero saunters to the bar. His arrogance doesn’t seem put on but rather stitched into his inherent makeup. Perhaps if we’d met under different circumstances, I could appreciate it more. He’s an attractive guy. Strong, dark, and handsome. And smart. Abrasive at times but driven. And when we’re driving toward the same thing, I almost think I could like him. After a few minutes, he returns with two pints of beer.

      “Pale ale okay?”

      “Perfect. Thanks.”

      “How are things going at home?” Rivero lobs the question casually, like we’re friends now. We’re not.

      “My mom left a couple of days ago. Dad says she just needs time, so I suppose all we can do is give it to her.”

      He looks me over briefly, a discriminating kind of stare like he’s trying to figure out a riddle. Maybe to him I am.

      “What?”

      “I just keep looking at you and wondering how a pretty suburban girl like you could get mixed up in all this. I mean, I don’t know you very well, but Morgan doesn’t strike me as someone who’d raise an unruly kid.”

      I wince. “I’m not unruly.”

      Although maybe lately I am. In fact, if Tristan were here, he’d probably chime in on that. Rivero knows about my situation but not enough to see the full picture. I don’t know if it’ll encourage him to ease up on me, but I decide to speak up in my own defense.

      “I love my parents, but they smothered me. After my sister died, my mom was paranoid something would happen to me too. I didn’t understand why until all this happened.” I pick at the corner of a cocktail napkin, marveling anew at how dramatically things have changed.

      “So you rebelled.”

      “Striving for any degree of independence was met with strong opposition, but I kept fighting until I finally wore them down. Call that rebellion if you want.”

      He pops another peanut into his mouth and chews with a sly smirk. “Now you’re blowing up buildings and trying to take down an international pharmaceutical giant.”

      I roll my eyes at his persistence. He’s obsessed with what happened in Paris or at least that he managed to loosely connect it to me.

      “Are you ever going to own that?” he presses.

      I clench my jaw, suddenly regretting this decision to linger here with him. I take a drink and pretend like the baseball game has my interest.

      “Are you?”

      “No, I’m not.” My answer is clipped, hopefully closing the subject.

      “If it wasn’t you, who was it? Don’t think you’re fooling me. I’ve been watching you dance around the truth for two damn days. You’re deeper in this than you let on.”

      “I’m just trying to get my life back.”

      “What about your boyfriend? How does he play into all of this if you just met him?”

      My palms prickle with anxiety. I don’t want Rivero getting anywhere near Tristan. “You should leave him out of this, which should be easy because you’re never going to find him.”

      He narrows his eyes a little. “Have you heard from him?”

      “He’s too smart to seek me out. He knows it’s dangerous.”

      “Funny. I’d been focused on you this whole time.”

      Our gazes lock. I stop breathing because there’s something in his eyes. Knowing. Discovery. Everything I was deathly terrified of when he stopped us at the airport.

      “I obviously had to know who was savvy enough to slip through my fingers and make it out of the airport before we even knew he was gone.”

      My heart starts racing. I keep my lips sealed shut.

      “For a second there, I thought he was going to help me fill in the blanks on you, but now that I know you better, it makes sense that you’d link up with someone who operated underground. Someone who could move from place to place without being noticed.”

      “All he’s ever done is try to protect me. And if you want my help to bust this thing open, you’re going to have to forget about him.” I will my voice not to shake, but I need him to back off. He’s trying to draw a line I won’t cross.

      “I don’t think it’s that simple. Ethan Gallo’s fingerprints didn’t trigger anything going through border patrol, but when I ran them through the other government databases last night, I got a hit. You were both traveling under aliases, which wouldn’t be especially interesting except Tristan Stone was injured in the line of duty nearly six years ago and no one ever heard from him again. No credit cards. No bank accounts. Zero activity. You’ve been dead for two months. He’s been a ghost for a lot longer. Pretty interesting, don’t you think?”

      Forget about him. I silently beg him to shift his focus to what really matters. Simon. Felix. Stopping this deadly plan from happening. But the glimmer in Rivero’s eyes tells me he’s not going to let this go. He can dig all he wants. I’ll never do anything to bring him closer to Tristan, and as long as Tristan stays away, Rivero won’t have a chance.

      I rise quickly. “I’ll get a cab home.”

      He follows me with his stare. He’s trying to intimidate me. Turn me inside out. Once upon a time, that may have affected me more, but I’ve faced off with worse men than him.

      “Your father can’t protect both of you,” he adds, like he’s trying to bait me into saying something stupid and incriminating.

      “You’re confused. Tristan doesn’t need protection.”

      “Then why are you being so careful? What are you hiding?”

      I place my hands on the table and bring my face closer to his. “More than you’ll ever know. More than will ever matter next to the death and deceit that Simon’s orchestrating at this very moment. You have no idea what I’ve been through, but you can trust that Tristan’s kept me alive through all of it. And if you think you can intimidate me into implicating him, you’re dead wrong.”

      He regards me for a few tense seconds before draining his glass and averting his gaze.

      Satisfied that I’ve won the staring contest, I turn to leave. Except I know this isn’t over.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      The Madera is an upscale boutique hotel. The man in the dark-gray suit fits right in, twisting his glass of red wine by the base, looking like he’s somewhere else in his mind. He barely notices me when I take the stool next to him.

      “Senator Keegan.”

      He straightens his posture and looks me over, suddenly seeming more composed. “Do I know you?”

      “No, but I’m a friend of Devon’s.”

      His composure is short-lived. He shoots a panicked look around the bar.

      “She’s not here,” I say.

      The blood vessel in his neck ticks rapidly. “If she’s not here, where is she?”

      I turn to square my torso with his. “I’ll tell you, but we need to talk first.”

      The bartender is chatting up the cocktail waitress at the other end of the bar, ignoring his only customers. Us.

      “Is she all right?” he asks, his voice low.

      I maintain a calm exterior. I don’t want to make him too comfortable or give him too much hope. A healthy degree of fear is helpful in trying to get information out of people.

      Keegan licks his lips nervously. “Listen, whoever you are—”

      I lean in. “You don’t need to know who I am. All you need to know is that Devon’s alive because of me. I don’t trust you and you don’t trust me, but if you want me to protect her, that’s going to have to change. I need some information from you.”

      He takes a few seconds to absorb what I’ve said. He looks me over again, like somehow he can determine anything about me from the exterior. He can’t. He has no idea what I’m capable of.

      “What do you need to know?”

      “Devon’s pregnant.” I utter it with a certainty he can’t deny.

      He averts his gaze and stares at the liquor bottles lined up in perfect rows across the bar. He nods. Shame.

      “That’s a problem you probably wish would just go away.”

      “Life is a series of problems we wish would just go away. We can’t change the choices we already made,” he says quietly.

      I’m not sure what to make of his statement except that he’s definitely given Devon’s condition some thought. The finality in his words could be acceptance or regret.

      “Do you wish Devon would just go away?”

      He whips his gaze to mine, a wounded look in his eyes. “No. I didn’t say that.”

      I study him. The defensive hurt emanating off him. The way his attention tunnels toward me suddenly, unapologetically. He’s telling the truth, even if the truth is colored with shame at what he’s done—had an extramarital affair, one that’s going to produce a child out of wedlock, which may or may not turn the rest of his world upside down.

      “Someone wants her dead.”

      He stills. “Why?”

      “Because she’s getting in your way.”

      He shakes his head vigorously. “I don’t understand. That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “You’re mixed up in something bigger than I think you realize. And the powers that be don’t want anything tripping up what you have to do.”

      He winces. “The powers that be? I know who I answer to—”

      “And you answer to Simon Pelletier.”

      Some of the blood drains from his face.

      “You’re helping him out, right?” I push into the truth I already believe.

      He turns back to his glass of wine, not denying it.

      “Do you know about felixedrine?”

      He shows me his face again, a line forming in the space between his dark brows. “What the hell is that?”

      This guy is a real chump. He has no idea why he’s pushing this act through, other than the bribes or favors Simon’s offering him.

      “You probably think you’re doing a good thing and scoring some easy money too. It’s not like that.”

      His jaw begins to tick. “Who are you?”

      “If you care about Devon and have any interest in calling off the dogs who want her out of your life, I’m someone you’re going to help. I need you to set up a meeting with Simon.”

      He doesn’t answer, but I can sense his growing concern. If Simon knows Keegan’s turned on him, Keegan will pay dearly for it. He doesn’t understand it won’t get that far.

      “This doesn’t come back to you,” I say. “I don’t care what you’re doing. I care about what he’s doing. It’s a lot bigger than some legislation you’re pushing through for him.”

      “You’re not with an agency?”

      “I work alone. Simon came after someone I care about. This is extremely personal.”

      He replies with a short nod. Acknowledgment.

      “He paid you?” I ask.

      He nods again.

      “How soon can you set something up?”

      “It depends. I don’t have any control over this guy. We both have busy schedules. I can’t promise anything.”

      “Call him now. Tell him there are some complications. Some big players getting in the way. I guarantee he’ll be willing to clear a path for you in no time.”

      “What if he wants names? Do I just lie?”

      “Tell him you’re not comfortable talking about it over the phone. You’d rather meet in person.”

      He curses under his breath and looks up at the ceiling like the answers are there. “I don’t know about this. My career is on the line if this goes wrong.”

      I laugh. “Really? You knocked up your mistress. News flash, your career is already on the line. Besides, this isn’t politics. This is life and death. Don’t be stupid.”

      He swallows hard. I can tell he’s wondering if it’s his life or Devon’s I’m talking about.

      “Set it up, and I’ll trust you to see Devon. Underestimate me, and you’ll be lucky to see her again.”

      With that, he slowly pulls his phone out of his pocket. His hands are shaking as he presses it to his ear. Silently I pray he can keep his composure and not sound like he’s got a gun to his head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Watching Devon Aguilera rush into Keegan’s arms the second she saw him should affect me differently. Everyone got what they wanted. Devon got her meeting, and I got mine.

      After I waited around the Madera another hour for Keegan to get his message through to Simon and then a call back, the two men agreed to meet at Keegan’s hideaway office in the Capitol building in two days. Of course Simon would choose one of the worst possible places. Security. Cameras. Tourists and lots of innocent people.

      Seeing Keegan rewarded for being a dirtbag who takes bribes and betrays his family only adds to my frustration. I leave the hotel with a sharp turn.

      “Where are you heading?” Makanga is on my heels as I pass through the front doors.

      “I don’t know.” I really don’t. I need time to think and plan, now that I have details to work with. I should be wholly focused on the new mission, but I’m not.

      “Red. Hold up.”

      I halt my journey to the car to face him. “What?”

      He holds his arms wide. “You on the warpath or what? I thought things were good.”

      “Everything’s fine. Make sure Aguilera disappears again after their little reunion is over.”

      “That was the plan. But you look like you’re out for blood all of a sudden.”

      My jaw ticks. “That surprises you?”

      He shakes his head, the corner of his lips lifting into a half smile. “This isn’t about Simon, is it?”

      “This obviously has everything to do with Simon.”

      “No, it doesn’t. You’re pissed off because the senator is getting laid and you’re not.”

      “Fuck you.” I resume my journey to the car, a fresh bolt of rage razoring through me.

      “She’s home, you know,” he calls after me.

      I freeze and turn back. “Excuse me?”

      He strolls toward me, closing the distance between us. “After you took off yesterday, I asked a friend to keep an eye on her house. See if they saw her coming or going.”

      I don’t even know what I’m feeling. Outrage. Anxiety. Desperation.

      “A friend?”

      “Someone who has no idea who she is or why she’s important to anyone. Calm down, Red. I’m telling you so you know. You’re wound too tight over this girl. If you don’t get your head straight, you’re going to end up making a mistake that could cost you everything.”

      I fist and unfist my hands. “Do you really think psychoanalyzing me is a good use of your time?”

      “I think if I’m putting my ass on the line for you, I need to trust that your head is in the game and not twisted up worrying about Isabel and what she’s doing. So my professional advice to you would be to figure it out. Tonight, ideally, so we can regroup tomorrow and I don’t have to worry about you busting a blood vessel over something that doesn’t fucking matter. Like Keegan’s evening agenda.”

      My nostrils flare as I attempt to rein in the verbal tirade Makanga deserves. Except the more arguments I design to prove him wrong, the more I realize how right he is. I haven’t been able to think straight without her. I’m always focused when it comes to a job. Eliminating people is what I do. I should be calculating every possible move. Every angle and opportunity. Instead, half my thoughts are reaching for the woman who’s been ripped out of my life without warning.

      I’ve devoted countless hours to wondering if she was all right. If she’s home, that means Morgan worked something out with Rivero. It’s an open door for me to find her, an invitation that’s as dangerous as it is tempting.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      The cab drops me off in the driveway. I’ve been running my conversation with Rivero over and over again in my head, agonizing over how far he’ll take this truth-finding mission when it comes to Tristan. But the second I see my mother’s car, all I can think about is getting inside. I pay the driver and rush to the house.

      I find my parents in the den. My father is seated on an accent chair, my mother on the couch, their bodies angled toward each other like maybe they’ve been trying to breach the space between them but haven’t yet. My mother’s eyes are red-rimmed when she looks up at me. I’m paralyzed in place, unsure how to be or how to act. So much has happened, and I can’t know how she feels.

      The same hesitation seems to swim in her eyes too. Her lip trembles as she lifts from her seat and comes to me. Her palms are soft and cool against my cheeks.

      “Isabel.” Her voice is a watery whisper.

      “You’re home.”

      Finally, after two days of wondering and worrying, though I’ve put her through far worse.

      She nods. “We both are. We’re both right where we’re supposed to be.”

      “Where were you?”

      “I stayed with a friend for a couple days. I just needed to clear my head. I… I was afraid to face either of you to be honest. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Isabel.”

      I let tears of relief blur my vision. She hugs me tightly. Part of me wants to apologize back. Another part of me doesn’t want to bother with the guilt when the choices we made were made out of love. We both know it.

      My father comes beside us, embracing us both. And in that moment, I know we’re going to be okay. If they’ve survived everything else, my parents can make it through this too. Even if the truth threatened to tear us apart, if somehow it can make us whole again, bring us closer than we were before, it was worth the risk. Worth the pain.

      My mother sighs heavily and pulls back, brushing at my tears with her thumbs. “Come sit with us. We have a lot to talk about.”

      I nod and settle beside my mother on the couch.

      “Now that you’re home,” she begins, “now that we’re all together, there’s nothing left to keep us from being completely honest with each other. Morgan told me everything that’s happening with Chalys. I’m shocked, but of course, I’m not. I knew they were truly terrible people. I just couldn’t prove it until it was too late. I never meant for this to affect you the way it has.” Her eyes fill with tears again, and she struggles to take her next breath.

      “Mom, it’s okay. We know enough now. Even if we can’t stop the train in its tracks, I think we’re going to be able to make a difference.”

      “I talked to my contact at the DEA today,” my father says. “Parish is going to package up what we know about the ports and tip them off about Medina. We can start there and branch out when we know more. But he’s on it. I think we’ll start looking into Pope next. He’s not as elusive as Simon. We might be able to trip him up more easily.”

      “That’s great.” His good news is quickly overridden by my worries over Rivero, though. “Dad, Rivero knows about Tristan.”

      He frowns. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m positive. He ambushed me about it as soon as we were alone today. It’s like he’s determined to turn everything he doesn’t know into something bigger than it needs to be. Tristan’s hands aren’t exactly clean. Neither are mine. But Rivero seems locked into figuring out how Tristan ties into this. He knows I’m telling him half the truth, and he’s going to punish me for it.”

      “Not on my watch, he isn’t.”

      “He can cause problems for both of us. You can’t control him if he really wants to make a mess of this.”

      “We just need to keep him focused on other things. Did you hear back from your hacker friend yet? My gut tells me that’s a lead worth following.”

      “Landon has the numbers. I’m waiting to hear back, but it should be soon. He works quickly and wants to help. He’s been trying to track Simon’s movements for a while, but it’s kind of a blind spot. However he operates, he doesn’t make it easy to follow him.”

      “I’ll talk to Rivero next chance I get. Try not to worry,” he says.

      My mother takes my hand in hers and gives it a little squeeze. Being in the same room with both of them is a welcome relief, but strange too. We’ve been at odds for so long. I’ve been running from Simon’s people for even longer. The reunion with my parents heals something in my heart. But not everything. Being without Tristan with no promise of our own reunion feels like an open wound. I’m vulnerable and off-balance. My compass always points to him, except he’s lost to me now.

      “Have you heard from Tristan?” my mother asks.

      I shake my head. “Not yet,” I say softly. “I know this is the last thing you want to think about, but if things don’t go the way we want… If Rivero stays focused on Tristan and the trouble we’ve been in, I’m afraid I’m going to have to disappear again. I don’t know how easy it’s going to be to come back home if I do.”

      “It won’t come to that,” my mother offers.

      I lift my gaze to my father’s. His expression is hard and less hopeful. He knows there’s a chance. I expect he’s already considered it. If they were scared enough to fake my death, they understand that drastic measures are sometimes the only measures.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      A sound argument could be made that climbing the tree in Isabel’s backyard—the one that leads directly to her bedroom window—won’t get me any closer to the preeminent goal of eliminating Simon. Every awkward shift toward the darkened glass is a testimony to my lack of reason when it comes to Isabel Foster—the woman I’ve managed to fall in love with twice.

      I drove around DC for hours trying to convince myself I could forget about her long enough to get the job done. But when I turned down her street, the anticipation of seeing her again, holding her, and breathing her in was too overwhelming to deny. I have to see her. I don’t care if it’s for an hour or a night. It no longer feels optional.

      I press my palms against the panels and glide the window up from the bottom, far enough to work my way through it. In the darkness I can recognize Isabel’s shape under the sheet, her blanket kicked off the edge of the bed. I can hardly breathe. I’ve missed her more than I let myself realize. As much as I wish I could go to her and wrap my arms around her this very instant, I worry I’m going to scare her to death if I do. The last thing I need is her parents hearing her scream out in terror.

      I hover at the foot of her bed, contemplating what to do. I shrug out of my jacket, tug off my shirt, and toe out of my shoes. The bed dips as I add my weight and gradually align my body with hers. We’ve spent nearly every night together since we left Rio. Maybe she’ll wake up and forget we’ve been apart. That’s the gamble I make when I feather my fingertips along her jaw, lean in, and gently press my lips to hers.

      She releases a little moan. I whisper her name, willing her to rouse enough to know I’m not a dream. I caress her skin softly, slowly. She shifts against me, her eyes still closed. It’s all I can do to hold back. I ache to touch her everywhere, to remember every inch of her in the darkness.

      “Wake up, Isabel. It’s me.”

      When her eyelids flutter open, I still, waiting for her to react. For her to realize I came for her. That I couldn’t stay away.

      “It’s me,” I say again, hovering my lips over hers. “I had to see you.”

      Her hands curve over my shoulders, then go to my face and slide through my hair. “Tristan… Oh my God. You’re really here.”

      The agony in those last words rips through me, like maybe she thought we’d been torn apart forever. I know the sentiment too well.

      “It’s okay. I’m here now,” I say, hoping to allay her worries.

      We have a million things to talk over, but right now all I care about is this closeness. The feel of her. The invisible energy that hums between us that I can’t name but crave like it’s air.

      When I dip to take her lips again, she meets me halfway. The kiss she returns is desperate, nearly bruising in its intensity. She’s all-consuming. Every cell of my body wants to reach inside hers. We kiss until we can’t breathe, until she’s writhing against me. Pushing and pulling, like we’re at war. Like I’m her heaven and her hell. I try to keep up and answer every demand, every invitation and needy cry, but she’s a mile ahead of me. With a frustrated groan, she pushes me away, lifting her torso up with mine as she straddles my lap.

      Our mouths crash together once more. Her taste floods my senses. Her fevered touches and the way she grinds against me are quickly bringing me up to speed. Then I’m in the race right beside her, lifting away her night shirt to get access to more of her delicious skin.

      “Now,” she whimpers, reaching for the button on my jeans. “Now, Tristan. Please.”

      I free myself just enough and push her panties out of the way. Her thin cry pierces the air as I ease her down, fitting her around me until there’s nowhere left to go. My head is buzzing. Being inside her is almost too intoxicating to bear after this absence.

      My hand rests firmly on her hip. I hold her there, savoring the sudden connection, slowing down the moment to simply feel her. This completeness. I’ve never felt this whole. Until now, I don’t think I’ve realized with such certainty that I can’t be without her. Ever. As long as I’m breathing, I’ll need her.

      When she squirms, I let her move and take the control she’s hungry for. I take her mouth, probing my tongue gently but possessively in time with her movements. I want all her air. Every intimate valley of her flesh. All her desire. The tiny whimpers that tumble from her lips every time I can’t get any deeper.

      A reminder of our surroundings sobers me just enough to hush her softly, knowing it’ll take all our restraint to keep this reunion quiet. More than quiet if we want to see it through. The last time we were alone together in her childhood bedroom, I held back because it was too risky. There’s no holding back tonight.

      When her eyes close and her lips part, I tip her gaze back to me.

      “Look at me.” I tangle my fingers tightly into her locks of hair, making it impossible for her to escape the tractor beam between us.

      Her thighs tremble as she hooks her fingernails into my flesh, but she doesn’t look away. Even in the dark, her eyes shimmer. As the minutes pass, the shimmer trails down her cheeks.

      I’m caught someplace between her heart and the needy clutch of her body. Witnessing her tears is an emotional surge I’m powerless against when I’m already drowning in how much I love her.

      I taste her tears and nip at her lips. I bind us tighter and faster, intent on driving the pain away. The distance. All of it. Every shred of misery, until there’s nothing left but the last cry of pleasure that tears from her. I consume it in the hot meld of our mouths, letting it vibrate into my chest as I finally let go.

      For all the self-control I thought I once possessed, Isabel proves over and over I have so little with her. I hold her against me as we float down from the high. I drag my lips reverently over her skin, because as the euphoria fades, it makes room for the ugly reality that this intimacy is short-lived. Every second is a gift. I have to savor them all.

      Gradually I lift her away. We lie down together. I’m still half-dressed, but she draws the sheet over both of us before taking the space in the nook of my shoulder.

      I close my eyes, both heavier and lighter at once. “I’m sorry…for leaving you.”

      “I know why you did.”

      I’d hoped she would. The possibility that she thought I’d abandoned her has been eating away at me along with everything else. I trusted she knew better, but hearing her say it removes the doubt.

      “Are you okay?”

      I can feel her shift to look at me. “Are you?”

      I feather a touch down her arm, enjoying the feel of her against me. “I’m not really okay when we’re apart.” I utter the admission, feeling both the weight of our separation and the vulnerability that loving Isabel creates in me. The once unexpected and unwelcome exposure has become something else over time—a circumstance that leaves me unarmed in some ways, stronger in others. But Isabel will forever be worth the risk.

      She grazes her palm across my scarred stomach with a sweet affection that sometimes I still can’t fully understand. She does more than accept my flaws. She seems to take them on as her own, turning them into something less tragic and more worthy of the love she offers so freely.

      “I’m not either,” she whispers.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      If being with Tristan just now hadn’t awakened every nerve ending in my body, I might wonder if his sudden appearance in my bedroom was an apparition. With my body melded against his and his scent all around me, I’m tempted to chase sleep with the fantasy that we don’t have to be apart ever again. As perfect as he feels and as blissed out as I am, I can’t ignore the sobering truth.

      “I don’t want you to leave. But I’m so scared of what might happen if you stay.”

      With Rivero still bent on a mission for discovery, I don’t take for granted that Tristan could hide out here with any degree of security. To appease my father, Rivero has to keep me out of this for now. Clearly Tristan doesn’t fall inside those boundaries.

      “I know I can’t stay,” he says.

      I burrow closer as he tightens his arm around me. I wish I could leave with Tristan tonight. Disappear into the darkness and chase a new life with him.

      “It’ll be over soon. I promise.” His tone is more resolute than hopeful. “What happened with Rivero?”

      “When my father finally set him straight, I told them everything that could help start an investigation into Simon’s affairs. They’ve agreed to work together unofficially, off the record, which keeps me out of the crosshairs of the FBI and gives everyone the flexibility to dig deeper without anyone between the two agencies stopping them.”

      “Are they making any progress?”

      “They’ve found a lot of things on Knight’s laptop. I told them I’d help them trace the account numbers. I sent them to Landon. I’m just waiting to hear back. So far, nothing points to Simon, so I’m not sure what to expect. But they have the DEA looking at Medina and ramping up security at the key ports.”

      His silence worries me. I lift up on my elbow to meet his gaze.

      “Where have you been staying?”

      “With our old friend in Arlington.”

      I smile a little, relieved.

      He reaches up and tucks a few strands of hair behind my ear. “Simon is having a meeting with Senator Keegan in two days. The one who was having an affair with Devon Aguilera. I’m hoping to drop in on him when the time is right.”

      The lingering buzz of our lovemaking dissipates with this news. “Are you serious?”

      “Unless Keegan screws it up for me, which I’m guessing he won’t if he ever wants to see his mistress again. He wasn’t behind the hit. They’re kind of disgustingly smitten with each other, actually.”

      “Where is the meeting?”

      He lets his hand fall to his head, scrubbing his fingers through his hair with a sigh. “When there’s a vote going on, Keegan mostly operates out of an office in one of the lower levels of the Capitol building. It’s a terrible place for a hit. If I wasn’t so determined to make this Simon’s last meeting, I would have put it off. Killing him on a yacht surrounded by guests would have been a walk in the park next to getting it done in a government building with that kind of security. Had I only known back in Miami, I would have finished the job no matter what.”

      My thoughts spin. A meeting with Simon is a coup, but having grown up in DC, I can understand Tristan’s concerns. Security is tight and ever-present in that area of the city, inside and outside the building. Even if he gets past enough of it to intercept the meeting, slipping away unnoticed won’t be easy if anyone suspects there’s something wrong.

      “Can Keegan get you inside?”

      “Not unless he wants to go to prison for issuing me a visitor pass to kill his two o’clock appointment.”

      “Then what are you going to do?”

      “Do what I do with the least amount of attention and collateral damage as possible. Keegan has to pretend he knew nothing was amiss. Find a reason to show up late, maybe long enough so I can do what I need to and then get the hell out, hopefully without setting off a citywide manhunt.”

      Anxiety takes root. This doesn’t feel right. “Tristan, there has to be a better way. I know you’re determined, but you can’t sacrifice yourself to get to him.”

      “I’m aware of the risks. You can rest assured that however it goes down, I don’t plan on getting caught.” The rigid tension of his body softens a little. “This has to end, and you know it. Simon’s the only one standing between you and me and any kind of normal life. I never thought I could have anything like that before, but now it’s all I think about. I’m not putting you through any more of this nightmare, and I’m not staying away from you a day more than I have to.”

      His words give voice to the kind of hopes I’m afraid to say out loud because they feel too idealist to be possible. Sometimes I forget that I lost everything. My job. My identity. One of my best friends. Maybe I force myself to forget all that so I can keep surviving the way I have. To have it back…my life, my freedom, my happiness… Only my fear of losing Tristan could make me turn away from that dream.

      “We could still run. I know my father would help us. My parents already know it’s a possibility if Rivero doesn’t stick to the plan.”

      He shakes his head gently. “No more running.”

      There’s no talking him out of it. Part of me doesn’t want to either. Another part of me wants to throw myself in the way of anything that would endanger him. Intercepting a meeting with Simon reeks of danger. I used to be afraid of Simon’s henchmen, but getting clipped by the authorities is a fresh concern.

      “I can’t bear the thought of anything happening to you.” I can’t hide the emotion in my voice. I wish I could pretend to be stronger, but I can’t.

      “I’ll be fine. This is what I do.”

      Another promise with no guarantee.

      “Will you at least talk to my father? He might be able to help.”

      He tenses again.

      “I talked to him about the letter,” I continue. “I never thought I’d hear him say it, but he understands now that nothing is going to keep us apart. He’s fighting for us. He’ll help.”

      He’s quiet for a long time before he finally speaks. “I’ll think about it, okay?”

      I know Tristan. He’s already thought about it. He won’t trust my father, no matter what I say.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      I should go. I need my mind sharp to figure out how I’m going to get to Simon, but I haven’t slept at all. Isabel is dozing beside me, so at peace in rest that I haven’t been able to bring myself to leave the comfort of her presence. As dawn starts to push light through the curtains, illuminating more of her, I promise myself a few more minutes to appreciate her in daylight. Then a few minutes more.

      The early morning calm is interrupted by the vibrating buzz of her phone on the bedside table. I pick it up, hoping to silence it before it wakes her up. Except it’s Blake Landon’s name that shows up on the screen. I swipe the screen to answer.

      “This is Tristan.”

      “Hey. Is Isabel there?”

      “She’s sleeping.” I keep my voice low, but Isabel starts to stir.

      “Shit. Sorry. I haven’t slept yet. Been at this all night,” he says.

      “Makes two of us.”

      Isabel blinks awake and looks up at me. Her hair is mussed and her lips are swollen. Never mind that she’s naked and warm with only a little bit of sheet between us. Seeing her this way is worth every minute of sleep sacrificed.

      “Banks are opening in a few hours, and I wanted to do my research in the off hours.”

      Landon’s voice distracts me from the visual.

      “Did you find anything?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. The accounts are all what you’d expect Knight to set up. Except for one.”

      I wait for him to continue and put the phone on speaker so Isabel can hear now that she’s fully awake.

      “Who’s Jude McKenna?”

      Landon’s question is met with more silence as Isabel and I lock gazes. I contemplate how to reply, since Jay’s involvement has been complicated from day one.

      “She used to be affiliated with Simon’s organization.”

      “Well, it looks like she might still be. There’s one account with all the big players on it. Davis Knight, Gillian Mirchoff, Michael Pope. Simon’s even listed, which was the first thing I noticed since he’s suspiciously absent from pretty much everything else. Then there’s Jude McKenna. Except she’s not a billionaire captain of industry as far as I can tell. Used to work for the DEA until she started running a rehabilitation center in DC. I went to do some more digging on her, but all her accounts have been radio silent for the past month.” He pauses a moment. “Is this making any sense to you?”

      “How much is in the account?” I ask, avoiding his question.

      I can hear Landon tapping his keys rapidly. “Just over ten million, but there are new deposits going in every day. Random amounts from different accounts. Most are international. I’ll need more time to track the sources on those.”

      “What’s the account number?”

      He rattles off the same one Mateus was told to deposit his cleaned funds into. Fucking hell.

      “Thanks. This is helpful,” I say, sidestepping further conversation about Jay.

      “No problem. I’ll let you know if anything else turns up.”

      I hang up and drop the phone onto the bed between us. Isabel’s worried look reflects my own fresh concern over this news.

      “What the hell, Tristan? Why would Jay be on the account?”

      I do my best to hide my own outrage at having missed this possibility. It’s not like we haven’t had enough to worry about, but I’d taken for granted that Jay had extracted herself from Company affairs weeks ago. I have to consider all or at least some of it was a lie.

      “Why wouldn’t she be? She’s been involved with them for years. Until Crow kidnapped her and made her a liability, it would make perfect sense for her to be involved in anything this big.”

      “Why wouldn’t they take her off the account?”

      I shake my head. “Maybe they were waiting for her to make an attempt at the funds so they could track her down and take her out. Or maybe nothing really changed between them at all. That’s a lot of money to walk away from, regardless of the circumstances.”

      “But if she hasn’t used any of her accounts, it seems like she’s still hiding.”

      Isabel is trying to give my former manager the benefit of the doubt. I can sense her reaching for a way to resolve this in her mind. God love her, she’s still trying to see the best in people when we’ve seen the worst of humanity these past two months.

      “I suppose there’s one sure way to find out,” I say. “I’m still in touch with Townsend. Under the right circumstances, I can get the truth out of him.”

      “If Townsend knows, though, that means he’s been involved too. He’d have to have known this entire time. Why would he help us?”

      “Maybe he knew, maybe he didn’t. Jay could be using him.”

      “But…” Her shoulders soften. I can almost read her thoughts, her shock and confusion painted across her beautiful features.

      “I have no idea what she’s capable of, Isabel. He may not either. But I’ll find out what’s going on, one way or the other.”

      She draws her soft touch up my forearm and back down until we’re palm to palm. She already knows what has to happen next.

      “I shouldn’t have stayed so long. I need to get going before your parents get suspicious.” Saying the words borders on painful.

      “I wish you didn’t have to leave.” Her voice is barely above a whisper, like she’s trying to hold her emotions in check.

      I’m not sure if I can survive more of her tears. I’ll barely survive walking away from her today. But I have to finish this. For both of us.

      “I’ll be back to get you when it’s over.”

      She blinks back tears and crawls gently into my arms. I hold her. I tell her how much I love her. I promise to come back. I’ll always come back for her…
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      I speed away from Isabel’s house, my phone pressed to my ear. Leaving her is agony, so I decide to spread the misery. It’s early, but I don’t care. I need answers, and I need them now.

      “Who is this?” Townsend’s voice comes through the phone.

      “It’s Red. New number.”

      A pause. “Did you get the package?” Townsend’s question momentarily distracts me from my original intention.

      “I got it.”

      “And?”

      “And don’t worry about it. I need to talk to you. In person.”

      I don’t trust him not to disappear forever if he knows I’m onto his or Jay’s deceit. However he’s mixed up in her scheme, I’ll be sure to figure it out as soon as I can get my hands on him.

      “Why? What’s your problem now?”

      “Something came up in Paris. Crow got away.”

      “Fuck all. Are you kidding me?”

      When pure frustration overwhelms his usual sarcasm, I smile to myself, satisfied that I’ll be able to twist this development to my advantage. “I think I might know where he is.”

      “Well, are you going to fucking tell me, or did you call me just to catch up like old times?”

      “I need your help with something first.”

      I hear him exhale impatiently. “Let me guess. You’re going to hold out about Crow until you get what you want. That’s the way it usually works, right? I’m sick of these games, Red.”

      “You help me. I help you. That’s how it works.”

      “Or you could hand over Crow once and for all and we can be done with it.”

      “I know where he might be. I don’t have him, so you’ll have to chase that lead on your own. Until then, I can’t risk you getting distracted. When can you meet? I’m going to be in DC for a few more days.”

      He cusses under his breath. “Whatever. I can be there tonight.”

      “Perfect.” I smile again, oddly looking forward to seeing him even though it’s probably not going to be pretty.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      My mother is sitting at the kitchen island when I come downstairs. Her palms molded around her teacup, she looks a little rested—at least less worn down than when I saw her yesterday. While I’m truly happy to have her back home with my father and me, my thoughts are solidly with Tristan. In his absence, I’m in tatters once again, wondering if this will be the time he doesn’t come back to me.

      I could have begged him to stay. All it would have done is weigh on him. He still would have disappeared out my window, leaving me alone to wait and worry while he tries to pin Simon down.

      Memories of our night together aren’t even enough to distract me from the fear that started working its way through me the second Tristan told me about Keegan’s meeting. If anyone can pull off this mission, Tristan can. I just have no idea how.

      “Good morning,” I offer brightly, though my heart isn’t really in it.

      I pour my coffee and try to wade past my worries and think about the day ahead.

      “I see you had a visitor last night.”

      Torn from my malaise, I whip around to face my mother.

      The corner of her mouth is lifted in a coy smile. “I was up early. I saw him come down the tree. He could have used the front door, you know. You aren’t teenagers anymore.”

      I’m stunned into silence, paralyzed momentarily by a remembered feeling of getting caught with him before and having to face the consequences for it. We aren’t teenagers trying to fool around behind our parents’ backs, though. There’s a lot more on the line.

      I smile a little, hoping to hide my prevailing sadness. “I wish things were that simple again. It was good to see him, though. I’ve been really worried since we got separated.”

      “I know all about that.”

      She’s talking about me, of course, but I don’t have any room in my heart for the guilt of falling out of touch. Especially when circumstances may separate us again soon. I’m bound to Tristan.

      My father interrupts the moment when he joins us. He looks like he’s ready to say something but stops himself when he sees me. “You look miserable. What’s going on?” Frowning, he looks to my mother.

      “Tristan was here,” she says lightly.

      “In the house? When?”

      “He left this morning. He just wanted me to know he was okay.” I’m not about to imply that Tristan and I did any more. He’ll suspect it anyway.

      He lets out a tense breath. “Okay. Is everything all right?”

      “He’s going to see Simon.” With those words, I hope to communicate the rest I’d rather not speak out loud—that Tristan has every intention of killing Simon Pelletier the second he gets him in his sights. If my father’s passion for justice has dimmed at all, he can’t know anything else about it. But for Tristan’s sake, I desperately want my father’s help.

      “How did he manage to track him down?”

      “He had someone set up a meeting that he plans to intercept.”

      “Where?”

      I worry the inside of my lip, scared to say too much too soon.

      My father places his palms flat on the island and leans in, his determination plain. “Isabel. Where?”

      “At the Capitol building. Simon has a reputation for taking meetings in public places—or places where it’d be difficult to make a move on him.”

      He straightens and drags his hand through his short hair. “That complicates things.”

      Meeting at one of the most iconic and well-protected areas in the country is more than a complication. No matter what he says, Tristan is too driven on this mission to weigh the true risks. His freedom. His life. Our future. We could lose everything if this goes wrong. And even if Tristan thinks he can pull it off alone, I don’t know if I can let him. Not this time.

      “Dad…I want your help. I can’t tell you anything that would compromise him, though.”

      “Compromise him? Do you have any idea how deep I’m already in this? I’m ready to pull a lifetime’s worth of favors to take this bastard down. Tristan’s not the only one worried about being compromised, believe me.”

      I look into his eyes, trying to convey the dark truth of the matter. “You know Tristan’s not going there just to talk to him.”

      He’s quiet for a long moment. My mother stares into her tea. They both know this is an ugly mission, but it’s one that Tristan won’t turn away from, no matter what.

      “We all know that bringing Simon into custody isn’t going to accomplish a goddamn thing,” my father says. “I wish things were different, but that’s the unfortunate truth.”

      Having my father fully on our side is both a relief and a fresh dose of worry. He has age and experience on me, but I’m not sure if he’s seen the kinds of things I’ve seen, even in the field. If anyone ever met their death at the end of his gun, of course he’d never tell me.

      “What if you change your mind? I need to know we can count on you, no matter what happens.”

      He lets out a frustrated sigh, but sadness simmers in his eyes. “I know you’ve been shell-shocked. I fully admit that I haven’t always deserved your trust when it comes to Tristan, but you’re my little girl. These people have already taken Mariana away from me. They’re done playing with people’s lives. I’m going to make goddamn sure of it.”

      I nod. The break in his composure silences my doubts and reinforces this new, unexpected pact between us.

      “If we can get Tristan safely in and out of the building without attracting any unwanted attention, I think that’s half the battle. Once anyone realizes what happened inside, he needs to be long gone without any suspicions.”

      He drums his fingers on the countertop. “Anyone can enter during visitor hours, but sneaking downstairs to the hideaway offices could get him noticed.” Frowning, he squeezes the back of his neck. “Damn it. Had to be the worst possible place.”

      “He won’t wait for another chance. Last time—” I stop myself short of mentioning Miami. He doesn’t need to know about that. Not now, not ever. “He got past us. Tristan isn’t going to let Simon slip through his fingers again. I can’t talk him out of it.”

      My parents share a look, some quiet understanding passing between them. My father’s expression is resolute in a way I’m beginning to recognize and appreciate more and more.

      “I’ll find a way to get him in,” he finally says.

      “There must be a staff entrance,” I say. “Could you get him a pass?”

      “Possibly. Can he look the part?”

      “If that’s what he needs to do to blend in.” I’ve never seen Tristan in anything other than street clothes, but my father has a point. “Then what?”

      “Then hopefully he can find his way out.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      Anticipation rushes through my veins like the choppy water flowing under the docks just ahead. I used to enjoy this more. Not knowing the extent of Townsend’s deceit takes some fun out of the hunt. I’d like to think the worst of him, but only time will tell.

      Hours have passed since I sneaked away from Isabel’s house this morning. Each moment apart from her seems to stretch out longer than the last. I’m in a better place than I was before seeing her, but I won’t be happy until nothing else can keep us apart. Finding out why Jude McKenna’s name is listed on the account Mateus was supposed to wire funds into should be a welcome distraction. Except Townsend’s late and I’m growing impatient.

      I tighten my grip on the gun tucked by my side when there’s a loud rapping on the passenger window. Townsend’s face appears through it. I press the button that unlocks all the doors at once. He slides into the passenger seat, slamming the door behind him.

      “Nice ride.” He glances to me, then squints toward the river and the restaurant. “What’s up with this place?”

      Even if he knew, he wouldn’t appreciate the significance, so I don’t bother telling him. “Just an old haunt.”

      He regards me for a moment before reaching into his jacket and pulling out a pack of cigarettes.

      “Not in the car.”

      He taps one out anyway and tucks it carefully behind his ear.

      “You already looked at the files Mushenko dug up,” I say matter-of-factly.

      He shrugs. “I took a glance before I handed them over.”

      “And?”

      “It looks legit. Seems like the FDA thinks it is too.”

      “If that’s how you felt, why didn’t you just tell us that?”

      He exhales an annoyed sigh. “Listen, I’m not a fucking scientist. I don’t do what Mush does. I like to work with the shit, not cook it up. I’ll be as curious as you are when it hits the market and we can see if it actually does what they’re promising.”

      “Just seems like maybe you were wasting our time.”

      He releases a dry laugh. “Ah, Red. I’m really going to miss these chats.”

      “Why didn’t you go after Crow yourself when he showed up in Berlin?”

      “Don’t like planes,” he says, his tone clipped. “Anyway, I figured the Company had it handled.”

      “Seems strange that one minute you’re ready to run through a wall for a little revenge, and the next minute you don’t care all that much about seeing it through.”

      His mouth wrinkles into an ugly grimace as he turns his body toward me. “A little revenge? Are you serious? Do you ever stop and think about what they did to her?”

      The way he spits it out, I know there’s a lot more venom behind it. Whatever he might know, I trust his protectiveness over Jay is genuine, which may be half the problem.

      “What wouldn’t you do for her?”

      His dark eyes grow darker. “Cut the shit and tell me where Crow is, or I’m out of here.”

      I’d hoped to talk a little more, but he’s not giving me much choice. I reach out and cuff his neck, shoving him sideways against the window at the same time. With my left, I shove the muzzle of the gun hidden by my side into the soft flesh under his jaw. He clutches my arm, but I only squeeze harder. I’m stronger and faster. He knows it.

      I take in all his panicked responses. Dilated pupils, slick palms, restless legs trapped below the dashboard that have nowhere to go when I have him pinned against the window with all my strength.

      “Red,” he croaks past the hold I have on his throat. “The fuck.”

      “Do you think I’m stupid?” I ask the question calmly. I’m curious what he has to say. Except I’m barely letting him breathe, let alone answer. “Because either you’re jerking me around, or Jay’s jerking us both around. Neither would surprise me. We’re going to figure it out right now.”

      He tries to swallow but can’t. He presses his lips together so tightly they’re white.

      I tilt my head. “Maybe I should give you a little truth serum. That’s what’s in the antidote, right? A little bit of this, a little bit of that. Maybe I’ll shoot it into your vein instead and see what happens. Seems only fair since that’s what you did to me.”

      His nostrils flare when I let him take in a full breath. The added unease when I mention the antidote reaches into me too. Any doubts I harbored about it are now wrapped in distrust for Townsend.

      “I paid a little visit to the Paris lab. Reminded me what a piece of shit you are. I guess that was a good spot to play doctor, huh? You want to talk about revenge? Did you think I forgot you fucking blasted my memories because you helped us out a little bit?”

      “Said I was sorry,” he grates out. “Hypocrite.”

      I lift an eyebrow. “You want to test me right now?”

      After a few seconds, he shakes his head as much as he can. We’re both murderers. I get it. Doesn’t mean I have to give him a clean slate after what he did to me.

      I lean in so close I can smell the tobacco on his clothes. “I’m going to let you take a nice deep breath. Then you’re going to tell me why Jay’s on Simon’s offshore accounts and anything else you think might keep me from putting a bullet in your head.”

      His gaze flits back and forth across my face. He’s trying to read me. Motherfucker.

      I release my grip to gain just enough leverage to slam his head harder against the window. He widens his eyes and tries to twist and look out the window.

      “There’s no one here to help. I’m your only hope. Unless you have something to tell me, this is probably the last stop for you.”

      “Okay… Okay. Fuck,” he rasps.

      After a prolonged moment, I pull away. “Don’t bother trying to bullshit me either.”

      He blinks a few times before taking in a ragged breath. From the way he glares at me, I don’t think the things on his mind at present align much with what I want to know.

      He rubs his neck and swallows hard. “Who cares if she’s on the accounts? It doesn’t make her any less valuable to the Company. Only makes the price on her head that much higher.”

      “She lied to me. She’s deeper in this than she let on.”

      “Why the fuck would she tell you? It’s not like she trusts anyone.”

      “Because I saved her life. Three times, actually. This is the thanks I get?”

      “She’s not working with Simon. A long time ago she tried getting out of the Company. He couldn’t risk letting her go with everything she knew. She was too valuable, so he got her to double down instead, roping her into this Felix fiasco. She was on the accounts long before Crow snatched her. She hasn’t exactly been available for him to take her off it.”

      “If they’re both signers on the account, that means they’re partners,” I say, furious at myself for assuming Jay’s subordinacy to Simon all this time.

      “The whole fucking lot of them are in on this. Jay got cut in along the way, and there was no going back. Now she’s nothing but a liability. You think they want to get their hands on your precious Isabel. How badly do you think they want Jay?”

      Judging by the money on the line, I’d guess Simon would do about anything to have Jay back under his control, if she isn’t already.

      “How long have you known she was involved in this?”

      “She only told me after Miami. When you got that close to Simon, it wasn’t just about hiding out anymore. She realized there was hope of getting out of this mess.”

      “And how exactly did she think she’d manage that?”

      “The second she walks into that bank to make a withdrawal, she’s as good as dead. This isn’t over until they’re gone. Every last one of them.” He hesitates. “And you’re the best man for the job.”

      The air in the car is thick with a different kind of tension. Suddenly it all makes sense. Even with Townsend’s help, Jay wouldn’t be able to get to all of them. It had to be me.

      “Why didn’t you just tell me? I thought we were on the same team.”

      “We’re in this for different reasons, mate,” he says quietly. “There’s a lot of fucking money in that account.”

      “And you want all of it.”

      “You’re damn right I do. You and your girl are on a mission to save the world. I’m not going to sit here and lie to you like I care.”

      “You think any of that would shock me?”

      “No, but if you knew Jay was involved at all, you’d think the worst—the way you already are. I wasn’t going to let you make a target out of her instead of Simon and his cronies. I want that fucker Crow gone, but I came to Boston to keep you focused on Felix. I knew you were bloodthirsty for the Boswells and it was just a matter of time before you’d take the last of them out. I was just pointing you in the right direction.”

      “Away from the money trail.”

      He shrugs.

      “And what about the antidote? You figured I’d jump right on that as soon as Simon was out of the picture?”

      He licks his lips nervously, averting his eyes briefly.

      I lift the gun and point it at him, my blood pumping angrily through my veins.

      “I don’t know what’s in it, all right? Mush didn’t tell me anything. It’s a gamble. You knew that.”

      “Doesn’t sound like my odds are very good if you’re banking on it taking me out of the equation.”

      “I don’t fucking know!”

      His eyes are round, his voice uneven, like he knows he’s running out of time. To lie. To tell the truth. To do whatever he needs to do to appease me. I grind my teeth. I should shoot him. Get it over with. If he’s not working with me, he’s against me. He’s getting in my way. They both are.

      “Jay knows about the antidote too?”

      A resigned kind of laugh leaves him. “You’re dumber than I thought.”

      I tilt my head, the darkest corner of my brain whispering at me to press the trigger. “Sorry?”

      He shakes his head, a miserable smile on his face. “She’d never let me kill you. Crow? Now that’s another story.”

      “Right. She just wants to send me to the front lines to do all her dirty work so she can make off with Simon’s money. I’m really moved.”

      “You were going for him anyway. What’s the difference?”

      “I don’t like being lied to. That’s the difference. You think I care about the money?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?” he says in a raised voice of exasperated disbelief.

      He doesn’t know I haven’t gotten close to burning through the money I earned from Jay’s assignments. And he definitely doesn’t know about the Halo money that flooded Isabel’s account after I killed Martine.

      “Let’s just say I’m comfortable.”

      He rubs at his throat again, eyeing me warily. “Then finish the fucking job.”

      Slowly, I lower the gun. “I plan to. And you’re going to help me.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      I zip up my backpack and take a last look around my room. Two months ago, I left my parents’ house not knowing when I’d be back. I have that same distant feeling again—like after tomorrow, things won’t ever be the same. My gaze lands on the old picture set atop my dresser. I walk over and pick up the heavy ceramic frame that’s held the memory of my sister and me for as long as I can remember. I turn it over, lift up the metal tabs holding the photo to the glass, and release it.

      Our names are written on the back with the date in my mother’s script. She probably thought we’d have so many more photos like this together. What if Mariana had lived? I brush my thumb over her sweet three-year-old face, a mirror of mine beside her. I don’t know if I’ll ever be Isabel Foster again. She seems like a stranger now.

      I’m still me, but I’m not. I’ll always have my memories, but maybe Tristan and I aren’t so different anymore. Life has carved a cruel line into our psyches, a bloody demarcation between our youthful innocence and the harrowing truth. The warmth of a dream and the harsh light of awakening.

      Now we see more. We feel more. And somehow, with everything that’s been taken from us, together again, we are more.

      Newly determined, I slide the photo into a side pocket of my bag and sling it over my shoulder before leaving my room. I’m quiet on the stairs, careful to avoid the creaks and moans I’ve memorized from a lifetime in this house. I already warned my parents, but no matter what happens tomorrow, if Tristan and I can get away, we should stay away. And I’m not letting him fight this war alone.

      My father convinced Rivero to go to Miami to poke his nose into the new DEA investigation around Javier Medina and the port authority there. Hopefully Rivero will forget about Tristan enough for us to disappear and stop looking over our shoulders. If not, maybe my father won’t give him any choice once I’m gone.

      I leave a note on the counter for my parents—just a goodbye for now—and unlock the front door. A taxi is idling at the curb, waiting to take me away from the place I’ll always call home.

      Twenty minutes later, the driver pulls up in front of a narrow house. Makanga’s unforgettable car and a red BMW are parked in the driveway. I pay the driver and walk up the path to the front door. I knock and wait. Tristan probably won’t want me here, but that doesn’t slow my heartbeat when I think about seeing him again and spending one more night with him beside me.

      After I knock, Makanga answers and opens the screen door with a squeak. He narrows his gaze as he looks past me and cranes his neck to glance around the yard.

      “I’m alone,” I say, a little disappointed at the less-than-warm reception.

      “Who brought you here?”

      I huff out a sigh. “I called a taxi and remembered your address. Can I see Tristan?”

      I hear footsteps behind him. Then Tristan comes into view as he nudges Makanga to the side.

      “Isabel.” He takes my bag and ushers me inside, but his expression is no warmer than Makanga’s. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to stay with your parents until I came for you?”

      “I figured you could use some help.”

      Makanga chuckles before walking over to his chair.

      “I don’t need help,” Tristan says. “I need to know you’re safe so I can concentrate.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “How are you getting into the building tomorrow?”

      “The way most people get into the building. Through the visitor center. I can get where I need to from there. Does your father know you’re here?”

      “No, but he got you this.” I pull the staff pass he arranged out of my bag and hand it to Tristan.

      He stares down at it, then up at me. For a split second, I worry I’ve gone too far. Of all the times I’ve pushed myself into his plans, maybe this was the time to step aside and let him do things his way. I cross my arms tightly again, a small defense against the hard look he’s pinned on me.

      “What did you tell Morgan?”

      I suck in a breath that’s less than steady. “That you were meeting with Simon.”

      “At the Capitol building.”

      “Yes. Obviously.”

      The muscles in his jaw flex. “Isabel, why the hell did you do that? I have this under control.”

      My apprehension slips, quickly replaced with frustration that we’re fighting this battle all over again. “Like hell you do. Walk in the front door, kill Simon, and walk out? That’s your strategy?”

      When he doesn’t say anything, I step around him, taking my bag from him as I move. I settle on the couch and pull out a few visitor-guide brochures, unfolding one on the table in front of me.

      “With a staff pass, you can enter through the entrance on the north side. Keegan’s office should be close. This way you won’t risk anyone seeing you trying to sneak someplace you aren’t supposed to be.”

      He comes closer, hovering above me. “You’re worried I won’t be able to make my way to his office? That’s what this is about?”

      I glare up at him. “I’m worried about you underestimating everything because you want this too much. We’re talking about the Capitol building, Tristan.”

      “Which thousands of tourists flow through every damn day. I made it out of an international airport in less than five minutes. You think I can’t get where I need to go in there?”

      “You also had security immediately looking for you, which isn’t something we want. Will you stop being so pigheaded and just let me help?”

      He doesn’t answer me, which is almost promising. It’s not a yes, but it’s not a no.

      Makanga is wearing a smirk as he leans over to look at the map on the brochure. “Seems like a more direct approach. Is the pass legit?”

      “My father assures me it is. He doesn’t know I’m going to be there yet, but when he realizes I’m not home in the morning, he’ll figure it out. He’s not going to do anything to jeopardize this. I promise you.”

      Tristan’s eyes grow wide. “You are not going anywhere near this. Mark my words.”

      I exhale a frustrated breath through my nose and push on. “Where will Keegan be?”

      “He’s planning to be late for the meeting. I figure I’ll have about fifteen minutes before Simon gets restless and leaves.”

      “Which means that whatever happens, chances are Keegan is going to find Simon after and alert security before you’re even out of the building. He won’t have any other choice if he doesn’t want to somehow implicate himself.”

      He exhales with a subtle shake of his head. “Not necessarily.”

      “It’s a tight window,” I say.

      He shrugs. “It’s do-able.”

      “If someone stumbles upon a crime scene, the police are going to be looking for you faster than you can disappear. I’m not talking about getting out of the building, Tristan. I’m talking about getting out of DC before there’s a citywide manhunt.”

      A heavy silence falls on the room. Makanga seems to be holding his breath. I’m waiting for Tristan to react. To tell me I’m wrong or toss me in a cab back to my parents’ house. He stares down at the map a moment before taking a seat beside me. He steeples his fingers in front of his mouth, saying nothing, which feels oddly like resignation.

      I bite the inside of my mouth to keep from smiling.

      “I can come in through the visitor center and, when the time is right, create a diversion. Something that will give Keegan a reason to leave the building instead of meeting Simon as planned. An evacuation will create confusion with all the visitors and staff trying to leave in a rush. No one’s going to notice either of us. Security will be too busy trying to get people out. It should be a while before anyone notices Simon after that. By then we’ll be long gone.”

      Tristan is quiet for a long time. So long that I know he’s at least considering my proposal. He doesn’t want me getting mixed up in this, and he won’t want me in the building when it all goes down, but we threw solo missions out the window a long time ago. He could do it alone if nothing went wrong, but I’m convinced we’re stronger together.

      The look he finally casts my way is filled with frustration—but also, I hope, acceptance.

      Makanga pulls the lever on his recliner, elevating his legs with a loud clank. A smirk curls his mouth as he settles in. “I can drive.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      The firm knot pressing against my throat is one more reason for me to silently curse Isabel’s plan. I feel ridiculous in the navy-blue suit she picked out for me, except she hasn’t stopped looking me over since I put it on at the store this morning.

      “You’re distracting me,” I mutter, trying to ignore her appreciative glances.

      She laughs. “Why?”

      “Why do you think? Are you focused?”

      She slides her hand into mine. “I’m focused. Promise.”

      “You should probably go now,” Makanga says from the driver’s seat. “There might be a line to get in.”

      I check my watch. Simon is set to meet Keegan in fifteen minutes. Isabel needs to be in place before then just in case.

      She takes a deep breath and looks to me, her humor faded. “I’ll wait for your signal. Then you have to head to the rotunda right away. The staff won’t evacuate the same way as the visitors. You don’t want to get grouped with them once everyone starts moving.”

      I hold her stare a moment, wishing I could tell her that despite her obstinance, I’m totally floored by her compulsion to help me, to be with me, to stand beside me at all costs. I lift her hand and kiss the back of it. “I’ll meet you back here after.”

      Her eyes get glassy before she lurches forward to hug me one last time. The next time I hold her like this, we’ll be free of Simon. And if we’re not, I might never hold her like this again. I close my eyes and push away the possibility. Isabel’s plan is a good one. If Keegan doesn’t fuck things up, I should be able to get out of this with my freedom and Isabel with hers.

      “I love you,” she whispers against my ear.

      When she pulls away, I kiss her gently, unwilling to say it back but silently vowing I’ll tell her every day for the rest of our lives if we survive this. Until then, I just need one thing from her.

      “Be careful.”

      “You too.” She touches my face before getting out and walking hurriedly down the path toward the visitor center.

      Makanga puts the car into gear and drives us around to the north side of the block. “You good?”

      “Never been better.” It’s a lie, of course.

      “You going to make it clean, I hope?”

      I meet his reflection in the rearview. “It’s going to be what it’s going to be.”

      We’ve reviewed everything a few times, everything except what’ll happen once I’m finally alone with Simon. If this goes sideways, Makanga and Isabel will at least have the benefit of plausible deniability. Besides, I can map everything down to the minute, and something could and very likely will change. At the end of the day, all I care about is making sure Simon can never hurt anyone ever again.

      The minutes tick by. Simon strikes me as someone who arrives right on time, never late and not a minute too soon, so I plan for that. Five minutes till, I reach for the door handle.

      “If I don’t come out right away, you get her out of here. Don’t wait for me. Got it?”

      Makanga doesn’t answer, but I know he’ll probably err on the side of saving his own ass even if Isabel begs him to hang around. I take his silence as affirmation and start the walk toward the north entrance. Isabel wasn’t wrong. Getting into the building with easy access to Keegan’s office is the biggest hurdle. As long as Morgan’s staff pass does the job, it’s one less thing for me to worry about. But I’ve learned to take nothing for granted. Things could get messy really fast.

      Once I’m inside, the security guard checks my pass and waves me toward security. I lay my leather bag on the roller belt and step through the metal detector. No beeps. I wait for it on the other side, hands tucked into my pants pockets, feeling as confident as a slimy politician who pads his government salary with bribes from monsters like Simon.

      I collect my bag and meander the halls until I find the maze of underground offices below the Senate floor where Keegan and every other senator can enjoy a meeting place away from their primary offices. The journey is shockingly unremarkable. The cinder-block walls are painted sunshine yellow. The signs are little more than shorthand directions for people who haven’t already familiarized themselves with these pathways.

      I pause outside Keegan’s office, listening for voices inside. All I can hear are footsteps echoing through the connecting halls. The very high possibility that Simon could be on the other side of this door is almost too good to be true. I can still remember when Jay told me he was a shadow. A shadow I’ve found not once but twice.

      My heart beats faster. Not from fear but from something akin to glee. I’ve never been so invested in someone’s demise, and I don’t think I ever will be again. No one deserves this more than Simon.

      I put my hand on the knob and open the door. From his seat on one of the fancy upholstered chairs, Simon glances up and smiles automatically. It fades quickly as I shut the door behind me. I unbutton my jacket, set my bag on the lacquered coffee table, and take the seat opposite him.

      I fold my hands across my lap as a triumphant chorus of trumpets and horns plays in my mind.

      “Simon. At long last,” I say, unable to school my unabashed grin.

      His already pale complexion seems to drain a fraction. “Tristan.” He says my name awkwardly, like he’s not sure I’m really, truly sitting across from him.

      “You remember me. I’m flattered. Have we already met? I probably wouldn’t remember if we had.”

      I’m still smiling, even as the truth burns at the edges of my internal celebration.

      “What are you doing here?”

      I don’t even try to stop myself from laughing. It’s loud and feels good and ends with a cleansing kind of sigh. “Sorry. I’ve just been wanting to meet you for such a long time. This is a real honor.”

      He doesn’t seem to share my sense of humor. He glances to the door.

      “Keegan’s going to be late,” I say, quickly smashing any hopes he might be dreaming up for an escape. “Hope you don’t mind if we catch up while you wait. I’ve been trying to fill in the blanks a little lately.”

      “I don’t know what you had in mind, but this is hardly the time or the place.”

      I shrug.

      “We should take this meeting elsewhere. My hotel is close by. We can discuss business there.”

      To his credit, his stony expression gives little away. After so many kills, I’ve gotten used to all the desperate pleas and telltale signs of crippling fear. I’m feeling strangely bereft in the face of Simon’s admirable self-control. There’s still time to break him, though.

      “Not a chance,” I finally say.

      He doesn’t blink. “Let’s get on with it, then.”

      I take a deep breath, all too aware of our limited time but committed to doing this just right.

      “You know, you’re lucky I never killed Isabel.”

      “Why is that?” His tone is flat and uninterested.

      “Because if I’d gone through with it and then found out what you’d done to me, you’d have been dead three seconds after I walked through the door. Somehow she’s managed to convince me that I still have a little of my humanity left, even though you and Jay did your very best to destroy it.”

      “Your humanity? That’s a little too sentimental considering you’re lucky to have your life. You were nearly dead when we found out about you. We could have let you die in the ER tent at Camp Dwyer.”

      “I feel so blessed.”

      He shakes his head almost imperceptibly. “Think what you want, Tristan, but you were spared a life of inescapable post-traumatic stress. You had no family, no job, no home to go back to. You had no one until you had us.”

      I hate Simon a little more with every passing second. His subtle arrogance. The surety in his tone.

      “You’re wrong. I had Isabel. If you hadn’t fucked up my memories, chances are pretty high we would have been together.” I ignore the pang of emotion that comes with saying those words out loud. “Gotta love when life comes full circle, though.”

      “Sorry if I don’t have time for your trip down memory lane,” he says through gritted teeth. “You don’t want to be in the Company anymore. I get it. Needless to say, this isn’t a good fit. Let’s move on.”

      “Move on? So you’re not going to send someone after me every chance you get and hope they’ll have better luck than Crow and Web and Townsend and Dunny? It’s getting to be a pretty long list at this point.”

      “Exactly. Enough is enough.”

      “What about Jay? You letting her off the hook too?”

      He doesn’t reply, doesn’t move a muscle.

      Another smile plays at my lips. He wants her most of all. If Townsend was telling the truth, Jay existing outside of Simon’s control is far worse than the menace I’ve become to his operation.

      “I bet that really screwed things up for you when she started talking to Crow about your clients. Especially with her being a signer on your supersecret offshore accounts and all.”

      His nostrils flare ever so slightly. “She’s an inconvenience, same as you. Something I can easily work around.”

      I make a small sound of disbelief because there’s no working around people who won’t disappear completely.

      He pushes his glasses up his nose. “Is it the money you’re after? That’s an easy problem to solve. We have truckloads of it. Name your price, and let’s end this conversation. I have work to get back to.”

      I laugh. “You think it’s all about money, huh?”

      “What more could you possibly want?”

      I stare at him a long time, knowing I’ll never get what I truly want. No matter how much I long for it. No matter what miracles anyone promises.

      “I want my memories back, Simon. That’s what I really want. I’d do nearly anything to have them, because I have no idea who the hell I really am. My life started the day Jay sent me to Rio. Outside of a few nightmares and flashbacks, there’s no going backward from that point.”

      He has the decency not to feed me any more bullshit about saving my life.

      “What would you do if you were me?”

      He offers a tight smile. “I wouldn’t have made your choices. I would have done my job. We wouldn’t be sitting here if I were in your shoes.”

      “And given the choice, you would have opted for this.” I gesture to myself. “This interrupted existence. Years wiped away, just like that.” I snap my fingers.

      He doesn’t hesitate. “I’d take that over death. Any day.”

      I drag the backs of my fingers along my freshly shaved jaw, contemplating the shrewd, awful human sitting across from me. Then I reach inside my jacket. Simon visibly tenses, which encourages me. I withdraw a thin syringe from my inside pocket and roll it between my fingers.

      “Because you supposedly saved my life, I’ll let you think it over a little more. You only have a minute because I’m in a bit of a rush. Then you’ll have to make a decision, or I’ll do what I think is best for you. Same way you did for me.”

      His eyes are wider. His breathing heavier. It’s a heady rush.

      “What is that?” His voice is barely a whisper, his gaze fixed on the cheap syringe as I lift it higher.

      “Townsend says you call it Elysium Dream.”
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      The rotunda is filled with tourists, most congregated around the half dozen or so red-jacketed tour guides speaking animatedly about the history of the building and the activities that go on in the nearby House and Senate galleries. The architecture is impressive. A colorful and awe-inspiring fresco crowns the room. I’m sure it would all be fascinating if I weren’t here for a much more sinister purpose.

      My heart is in my throat as I wait for Tristan’s signal and simultaneously scope out the possibilities. But there are so many people here. No doubt Tristan and I can get lost in this crowd. Hell, we’ll be lucky to find each other in it once things start happening.

      I check my watch for the hundredth time, then my phone. Time keeps marching on with no word from Tristan.

      Hurry up, hurry up.

      What could be taking Tristan so long? Did Keegan show up too soon? Is Simon late? Of all the possible scenarios, the worst one is Tristan losing sight of the plan to get in and get out as quickly as possible. He wants this too much. I worry he’ll drag it out or make a mistake.

      I nearly jump out of my skin when my phone rings. I look down, expecting Tristan, but my father’s number lights up the screen. He called a couple of times this morning, but I avoided him. I should now too, but something compels me to pick up.

      “Dad?”

      “Where the hell are you?” His tone isn’t soft or forgiving, which isn’t easing the steady rise of my panic.

      “I’m…I’m fine.”

      “Tell me you aren’t there with him. Damn it, Isabel, tell me you weren’t that stupid.”

      Lashing back only adds to the threat of discovery. I’m trying not to stand out, even in this busy crowd. Screaming into my cell phone at my father will definitely get me noticed.

      “I have to go.”

      I’m ready to hang up when he yells again.

      “Don’t you dare hang up on me. You’re going to stay on with me until this is over. What’s going on?”

      “Tristan’s with him now,” I say quietly. “At least I think so. I’m waiting to hear from him.”

      “What are you doing there? There’s no reason for you to be that close. He can handle this without you.”

      “Maybe he can, but I wasn’t going to risk it. He needs a diversion once it’s done. Something that will give us a head start so we can get out of DC before anyone finds out what’s going on.”

      He’s quiet for too long, and wherever he is, I’m certain I’m breaking his heart a little more.

      “I’m sorry, Dad. You know I can’t stay.”

      “You can always stay. I’ll protect you. That’s what I’ve been doing, haven’t I?”

      “Yes, you have, but you have enough to go on now. You don’t need me there to help with an investigation. Keeping me around is only going to remind Rivero that he hasn’t unearthed all my secrets.”

      “If you disappear, he’s going to want them even more.”

      “Not if you talk to him. Keep him focused on the important things.”

      “Isabel,” he exhales tiredly. “We just got you back.”

      I close my eyes and shake my head, even though he can’t see it. “I’m not a little girl anymore. Tristan’s my home now.”

      Even if it means being on the run with him. And if the authorities figure out that we’re involved in Simon’s death, we could be on the run for a long time.

      A large group of tourists meander by, a short brunette guiding them along, pointing skyward toward the oculus of the dome. “You’ll see George Washington is one of the figures depicted, and he is flanked by two mythological figures, the goddesses Victoria and Liberty.”

      The crowd shuffles along as I glance around nervously, wishing Tristan would show up or reach out. The not knowing is burning a hole through my stomach. Suddenly I’m petrified he didn’t even get past security. Was I wrong to push this plan on him?

      “Dad, what if this doesn’t work?”

      “Then you get the hell out of there. You shouldn’t be there to begin with. I can’t believe he brought you into this.”

      I can’t mistake the anger in his voice—resentment directed at Tristan that I thought I’d never have to hear again.

      “I didn’t give him a choice. I never do.”

      He sighs. “God help me, you’re just like your mother.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      “You’re bluffing.” Doubt and uncertainty lace Simon’s words.

      I lift an eyebrow, amused that he thinks so. “I have one job, and I do it pretty well. Bluffing doesn’t have anything to do with it.”

      A bullet is a bullet. I don’t play games. I am enjoying watching the sweat start to bead on Simon’s forehead, though. I could spend hours getting off on his fear, and it would never be enough.

      “You won’t get away with this,” he says.

      I smile. Yes, I will, you evil son of a bitch.

      “I’m sure that everyone will get exactly what they deserve. Like all those soon-to-be junkies who are going to be lining up for your new miracle drug before too long.”

      He swallows hard. “It’s a business.”

      “A business that’s facilitating a massive flow of drugs into the US. How many people have to die for you to call it a success?”

      “People die all the time. When it’s all said and done, Felix will save millions of lives.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “I know so.”

      I tilt my head. “Why not let Felix succeed on its own merits, then? Or is that not exciting enough for you? It’s not enough to have a win. You had to orchestrate a nationwide crisis to make it a real smash hit?”

      “You have a lot to learn about how the world works, Tristan.”

      I fidget with the syringe. “You’re probably right. I’m sure there are a lot of people who are really impressed with this whole operation. That’s how you formed your little club, right? Collect a bunch of power-mongering billionaires who don’t care about playing with people’s lives if it gives them a thrill. Keep moving the line on what’s acceptable until you’re knee deep in something like this, and it doesn’t even feel wrong.”

      “What you don’t realize is that it’s going to happen with or without me. Killing me isn’t going to change anything.”

      “I didn’t say I was going to kill you.”

      He looks to the door again, which reminds me of the time. I push my sleeve up to glance at my watch casually. “You’re right. We should probably get this over with.”

      He rubs his hands on his knees anxiously. “What do you really want, Tristan? I can’t undo what’s done, and you know it. You need me for something. You wouldn’t have come this far for this.”

      I lift the syringe. “For this? I definitely did.”

      He looks to the door again, then back to me. I lean forward, and he jolts backward like I struck him.

      I laugh. “Are you nervous?”

      “Listen, I’ll call it off. Is that what you want? Will that make it right in your mind somehow?”

      I make him wait a few seconds before I answer. “Do you want to tell me where the leaks at the border are?”

      “If that’s what you want. If I tell you, are you still going to kill me?”

      I pause thoughtfully. I’ve never wanted to kill someone more than I want to kill Simon. Taking it off the table is disappointing, but he’s ready to talk. Plus, I can always change my mind.

      “Fine.” I pull out my phone and call Morgan. I put the call on speaker as it rings endlessly, finally ending with Morgan’s voicemail. I nod expectantly to Simon. “Talk. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      His lower lip trembles as he leans in. He rattles off the names of the ports we already suspected Knight was targeting with his bribes. Simon closes his eyes, and his brow wrinkles as he relays the times and details of the shipments with a degree of specificity that impresses me. He looks at me when he finishes.

      “Is that all?” I ask.

      When he nods, I end the call and put the phone away. Isabel is expecting a message from me. The wait is probably killing her, but she’ll have to wait a little longer.

      “Can I go now?”

      I lift my gaze to Simon. “No.”

      He starts to visibly shake. “We had a deal.”

      “I said I wouldn’t kill you. It pains me to honor that promise, but I will.”

      He stares at the syringe I’m still holding. “You had real trauma. That’s the way it works—”

      “I plan on giving you real trauma, Simon. And I know how it works. I can personally attest to its efficacy. I mean, you may get flashbacks from time to time. Those can be disturbing. But you’ll pretty much have a clean slate. This is about twice what Townsend gave me, so I think it’ll do the job.”

      “What good will it do? You think you’re on some moral high ground because you figured out what we’re doing, but you’re nothing more than a criminal yourself.” He’s shouting now, gripping the wooden arms of his chair like a kid hanging on to the bar of a roller coaster as if it would slow it down somehow. “The things I know are worth millions. Billions. You’re going to flush it just like that? I could tell you things that no one else knows.”

      “I’m not sure I want to know any more. I hate that you’ve already taken up this much space in my head all this time. I’m ready to start thinking about something else.”

      “Then just let me go. You’ll never have to think about me again. I’ll stay out of your way. Jay too, if that’s what you want. I’ll walk away from the whole damn thing.”

      “It’s not that simple. The castle is going to crumble anyway. We found your accounts. Your buddy Medina is already getting grilled by the feds. Pope will be next. Vince is dead. Gillian and Davis too. If you really don’t want me to kill you, that’s fine. But you’re too clever for me to leave you to your own devices and trust that more people aren’t going to die while you try to get away with everything you can. Because, let’s face it, that’s who you are.”

      He opens his mouth to speak but says nothing. It must be a lot to take in. The imminent collapse of an enterprise that’s been years in the making. Then the prospect of one’s own demise. He can’t even deny that he’d try to wiggle out of whatever troubles are coming his way. Of course he would. He’ll do anything to survive, just the way he is now.

      He pushes up from his chair, a sharp motion like a firecracker launching from the ground. When he goes for the door, I follow him. He’s desperate, but I’m faster. I yank him away, and he stumbles backward.

      “I won’t let you do this,” he cries.

      “You will.”

      With that, I take two long strides toward him and give him a shove toward the wall. He stumbles again before bringing his hands to my chest in a feeble attempt to push me back when I’m on him again. He’s so weak. He smells like fear. I despise him.

      “Tristan, stop. You don’t have to do this.”

      I grasp his face in my hand, forcing his jaw shut. I’m sick of his begging and empty threats. I’m glad we never met until this moment, because already I can’t wait to be rid of him.

      “Goodbye, Simon.”

      In one swift movement, I slam his head against the wall. It’s hard enough to knock him out but not enough to give him a brain hemorrhage. Sadly, I can calculate the difference.

      I drag his limp body toward the door, aligning his new injury with the floor. I don’t hesitate or overthink it. I pick up the syringe that’s rolled to the floor from our chase and uncap it. I take his hand and find a bulging blue vein. As soon as I puncture it with the needle, I plunge the poison I know too well into his bloodstream.

      As I envision the drug doing its silent work inside his body, I do my best to empty myself of emotion, which used to feel like the most natural thing in the world after a kill. Except I’m capable of a lot more now, thanks to Isabel. I’m not sure Simon will be so lucky. He may not feel things for a very long time.

      When it’s done, I tuck the empty syringe away inside my suit coat. Simon doesn’t move. He’s no longer a threat. Even after he regains consciousness, he won’t be. As much as I’d like to stick around to make certain of it and witness the aftermath, it’s time for me to go.

      
        
        ISABEL

      

      

      
        
        Now

      

      

      My heart races when I see Tristan’s one-word text. I glance around the room, suddenly frantic to find someone to do what I need. A large group of middle schoolers with matching orange T-shirts are huddled together near the middle of the room. One of them lingers behind, staring at his cell phone screen, far enough from the group that I decide he’s the one. There’s no time to look for a better candidate. I walk over and give a little wave.

      “Hi,” I say with a forced smile. “Can you do me a favor?”

      He looks up at me blankly. “Uh, I guess.”

      “That’s your tour guide, right?” I point to the man in the red jacket who’s almost impossible to see through the throng of students.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Could you go give this to him for me? It’s really important.”

      I reach into my back pocket and pull out a piece of paper with my handwriting on it. I don’t want him to read it yet, but kids are curious so he probably will. Hopefully he waits until I’m already out of sight.

      He takes the paper, frowning as he does. Before he can respond, I turn and walk out of the rotunda, praying this works. Tristan’s message didn’t say anything about Keegan, but if he hasn’t shown up yet, that means we only have minutes. Maybe seconds. I hurry toward the nearest bathroom and shutter myself in a stall. I rip off my long blond wig and peel off the second layer of clothes I wore. Stepping out again, I stuff everything into the trash and take a quick glance at myself in the mirror. If they start looking for the blonde with the bomb threat, they shouldn’t be looking for me.

      All of a sudden, I hear static from the speakers set into the ceiling.

      “Attention, please. Attention, please. For everyone’s safety, it has become necessary to evacuate the building. Please leave the building immediately at the nearest exit.”

      The announcer repeats the message, and voices outside the bathroom grow louder. I open the door as a mass of people are moving toward the visitor center exit. I join them, hiding myself in the center of the crowd. Security guards and guides are shouting from every location, reminding people to stay calm but to keep moving.

      Panic fills the air as patrons murmur and complain and worry aloud as we shuffle along. I share their panic, just not for the same reasons. I see no sign of Tristan in the mob. He had a longer trek from the underground offices, so I remind myself to be patient. He’ll show up soon.

      A minute later, I’m in the open air just outside the visitor entrance with dozens of others who quickly disperse across the greens away from the supposed threat in the building. I hesitate and look around again, feeling more desperate by the second. Where is he?

      I don’t want to attract attention hanging around, so I walk toward Makanga’s car, which I can spot parked down the street. I’m nearly there when I take out my phone and call Tristan. It rings and rings. I’m feeling sick. I should turn back, but that’s not what we agreed on. I hang up and am about to dial again when two strong arms wrap around me from behind. I scream as I’m lifted off my feet into the air.

      Tristan’s laugh cuts through the instant panic that’s flying through me. He sets me down so I can turn around and face him.

      I slap his chest, angry and relieved and overwhelmed. “Damn you, Tristan. What the hell? Why didn’t you pick up your phone?”

      His smile reaches his eyes, as calm as the cool spring sky behind him. “Because I was running to catch up with you. You couldn’t wait a few seconds?”

      A ragged sigh of relief leaves me. “Not when I’m worried something terrible might have happened to you. Seconds matter. You know that better than anyone.”

      He closes the small space between us, cupping my face in his palms. The tips of our noses meet. His gentle touch and the air we share are alive with a frenetic kind of energy, a hundred lightning strikes of emotion that bond me tighter to him.

      “I love you,” he rasps. “I love you so fucking much.”

      When our mouths collide, I forget the rest. The past. The pain. I let it all go because I feel like under this kiss, Tristan is letting it go too.

      “Lovebirds. Guys. Come on. We gotta hit the road.”

      I break the kiss when Makanga bangs his hand on the roof of the car with a thud.

      I gaze up at Tristan. “Where are we going?”

      “Anywhere you want,” he says, wearing a smile that takes my breath away.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          Tristan

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six months later

      

      

      With a little effort, I tug open the sticky sliding door that Isabel has been on me to fix. A splash of hot coffee slides down my hand and the side of the mug I’m holding.

      “Shit.”

      Isabel tears her attention from the early morning tide rolling in. I take the chair next to her and hand the coffee over carefully.

      “It’s hot. Take my word for it.”

      She grins. “I think I’m going to call someone about the door. It’s driving me nuts.”

      “I can do it. Just give me a few weeks. I’m working my way down the list.”

      And it’s a long list. Of all the places we could go, Isabel’s heart was set on Perdido Key. She said it was the first place where she could imagine us putting down roots. Whatever vision she had for us that circumstances interrupted, she was determined to come back and see it through, so of course I agreed. We drove around town and walked the beach checking out different spots, but in the end, she was determined to overpay the owners of the beach house where we celebrated my birthday months ago and call it home.

      “You don’t have to do everything yourself,” she says. “If you won’t let me help you, we can at least hire someone for a few things.”

      “You insisted on buying this rundown house, and I’m determined to fix the damn thing up myself. So you’re just going to have to be patient,” I say, my tone teasing but resolute.

      “We can afford some help.”

      I shrug. “I don’t care. It keeps me busy.”

      A few months after we moved in, Isabel took a job helping out at a local school. I didn’t love the time away from her, but I needed something to fill up the hours. Being idle wasn’t an option for someone like me. More than anything, I needed an occupation that didn’t involve employing my survival skills.

      I don’t know much about home repair yet, but dedicating myself to the myriad projects that are needed here gives me a chance to do something constructive. In truth, it feels good turning something ugly and neglected into something nice again. Plus, every time I conquer something new, Isabel’s eyes light up in a way that almost knocks the wind out of me. Making her happy is addictive, and selfishly I want all the credit for putting that look on her face. Not some sweaty contractor who will do almost anything on the list for fifty dollars an hour.

      Isabel is entranced by the water again. The sky is a hazy lavender, and the waves are calm. We spend all our mornings this way. I don’t crave routine now that we’re not running for our lives, but I like this one because we share it and an unspoken gratitude seems to exist inside of it. We watch the birds skim above the water and the clouds roll along. Life keeps on moving, and we get to be a part of it.

      I reach over and take Isabel’s hand in mine. She turns her head, and the way her expression softens, she must recognize the reverence in mine.

      “What do you want to do today?” I ask.

      “We don’t have to pick my parents up from the airport until after dinner. I have to run a few errands if you want to come with.”

      I register a little knot of anxiety at the mention of her parents, but I don’t show it. Every day, I feel like I’m retraining my brain to accept normal, uncomfortable things. Isabel’s patient with me about it, especially when it comes to being around other people. She’s starting to make friends. I worry I’m a long way from getting there, but I’m trying. Errands, though, I can do.

      “Count me in.”
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      The next morning, I find Morgan in the kitchen screwing new handles onto the cabinetry. We have to talk. I’m tempted to wait until he and Lucia are ready to go back home, but I’m also too anxious to put it off anymore.

      “Morning,” I say. “Do you need some help?”

      He glances up at me briefly before returning to the task. “I’m good. Just saw these on the counter and figured I’d take care of it quick.”

      “Thanks. By the time I get to everything that needs to be done here, I’ll have to start all over again.”

      He chuckles quietly. Morgan isn’t much warmer to me than he was before. We aren’t at odds, but we’re both guarded. I suspect that’s how he’s always been, which is fine by me. It’s a language I can speak, even if it requires very few words.

      “Where’s Isabel?” I ask.

      “She and Lucia went out furniture shopping. We wanted to get you something for the new place. Knowing Lucia, it’ll be an all-day affair.”

      Having the house to ourselves all day might not be ideal after he hears what I have to say, but I’ve already decided it’s going to be now.

      I lean against the counter and brace my hands against it. “I want to marry Isabel.”

      He tightens up his screw and checks out his work as if he didn’t hear me. I know he did. Finally he sets down the screwdriver and looks at me.

      “All right.”

      “I wanted to run that by you before asking her. Out of respect,” I add, trying to ignore the fact that he’d been instrumental in dividing us all those years ago.

      “Have you two talked about marriage at all?”

      “Not a lot. She mentions little things here and there. We’re obviously committed to each other. It’s just a formality, but I think it’s something we both want.”

      He nods but doesn’t seem convinced. The knot in my gut doubles. Not because I need his permission but because I don’t want friction with him over this. I’m asking out of respect, but I’ll marry her no matter what his thoughts are on it.

      “This is nice what you’re building together here, but it’s still new. Things are a lot different when you’re not dealing with life-and-death situations all the time. Once the adrenaline wears off, people change.”

      I frown, my invisible defenses shooting up rapidly. “What are you trying to say?”

      “Did Isabel ever tell you how Lucia and I met?”

      I shake my head.

      “She was still living in Honduras. The CIA had a pretty big presence there at the time, and I was in the field. Suffice to say, it was a mess that we were both eager to get out of. When it was time for me to go, we agreed that I would take her with me. Get married, get her citizenship, the whole bit. But falling in love with someone in that kind of environment is a lot different than figuring out how to play house in the suburbs for the rest of our lives. Things change.” He rubs his forehead. “And some things don’t.”

      “Are you saying you aren’t in love with each other anymore?”

      “I’m saying that you can play handyman here all day long, but you’re never going to be able to walk away from who you were, Tristan. Lucia put on a good show, but I knew she and Gabriel were doing things behind my back that they shouldn’t have been. I just didn’t know why.”

      “You lost a child, and the people behind Chalys were responsible. Do you really think she would have taken up a mission for justice if that hadn’t happened?”

      “Losing Mariana was the worst thing that had ever happened to either of us. It set off a chain of events we could never have predicted. I won’t deny that. But Lucia’s always been restless. Fierce and determined. Loyal too. All those things drew me in, and yes, I am very much in love with her even after all these years. I’m just telling you, it hasn’t been an easy road to walk together.”

      I take a moment to absorb all he’s said. His cautionary tale is unexpected, but the lesson isn’t hard to relate to. The process of trying to jam our new lives into some kind of typical mold these past several months hasn’t always been smooth. We’re figuring it out day by day. I have no idea what challenges the future holds, but I’m determined to face them.

      “I want forever with Isabel enough to walk that road no matter what it’s paved in. If we can survive everything we have, I think we can stomach a little domesticity. I know we’ll never be like other people, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be happy.”

      “And you want my blessing,” he says after a long moment.

      “She’ll marry me no matter what you say. But giving us your blessing is probably the best gift you could give her. All things considered.”

      His eyes darken a little with the challenge, but he’s challenged me too. Neither of us has forgotten his hand in all of this. I’ll love Isabel until the day I die. If he hadn’t tried so hard to turn me away from her, I’m certain I still would have found my way back, more dedicated to being with her than ever.
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      Gabriel marries us on a Sunday in November, just as the Southern heat starts to give way to cooler weather. We make the sandy beach our church and the winding path through the dunes our aisle. Her parents are here—a nonnegotiable term of Morgan ultimately giving his blessing. I wasn’t allowed to whisk her away and leave them out of it.

      Skye, Zeda, and Noam, who all have started to become more regular fixtures in our lives, made the drive from New Orleans too. With Karina by his side, Mateus, who’d championed for us harder and longer than anyone, wouldn’t miss it either.

      I may not have been keen on sharing our wedding day with anyone else, but the minute I see Isabel, everyone else ceases to exist in my mind. Even her father, who clutches her arm possessively before relinquishing her, couldn’t distract me from the breathtaking woman who is about to become my wife.

      She looks like an angel in her white dress, an uncomplicated gown that leaves her shoulders bare and ripples in the breeze as our bare feet sink into the powdery sand. With a little laugh, she pushes from her face the tiny wisps of hair that fall free. I help, using it as an excuse to touch her since I can’t kiss her yet.

      Our vows are simple but absolute, a testimony of the unbreakable bond we forged long before this day. She cries, and I brush away her tears with a trembling hand, not caring who sees us so vulnerable. I can only marvel at the enormity of it all, the profound gift I’ve been given after all the wrongs I’ve done.

      Gabriel ends the short ceremony with a prayer in Spanish. Words that are only important to me because they are important to her. Her eyes glitter with emotion as he speaks, and I make another vow in my heart that I’ll worship her the same way some people give themselves over to God. I’ll let her carry my sins away and dedicate myself to the love between us. And if I do all this right, maybe I can walk through this life with her for the rest of my days a better man.

      
        
        ISABEL

      

      

      Wind whips the ocean against our windows in loud torrents. The waves are angry but barely lick the stilts that hold the house above the shore. The news is going in the background, trying to predict where the hurricane will make landfall. Tristan is at the kitchen table with a fully disassembled ceiling fan that hasn’t worked since we moved in. His features are scrunched in concentration.

      I need a distraction, but once he zeroes in on a project, I’ve learned to just let him be.

      I rub my arms and stare out at the rolling waves, tinted green under the stormy sky. This is our first big storm since we’ve been in Perdido Key, and my nerves are already shot. I have to do something, or I’m going to worry myself into a frenzy.

      I go into the bedroom and start tidying up. I fold a pile of laundry and start putting it away, which leads to a total overhaul of our dressers, including the one that holds Tristan’s endless sea of black T-shirts. I empty them onto the bed, intending to refold them. Once I do, I notice a stack of paperwork in the bottom of the drawer. I pull it out carefully, casting a quick glance out the bedroom door. The weather reporter is broadcasting from a pier about an hour away, repeating the same things they’ve been saying for the past hour. I’m sure Tristan is still in his own little world.

      I set the contents atop the dresser. A ripped yellow package is held to a manila folder by a rubber band. Tristan’s name is written on the package above a DC post office box. I pull off the rubber band and tip the package so its contents fall out. They’re wrapped in several layers of bubble packaging that I quietly unwrap until two vials roll into my palms.

      If I thought I was on edge before, my nerves are rioting now. I swallow over the knot of anxiety in my throat. I read the writing on the masking tape stuck to each one. One is marked “antidote” and the other “sedative.” I place them carefully on top of the plastic wrap for fear I’ll drop them.

      Tristan never heard from Mushenko again. That’s what Tristan’s always told me. But if this is what I think it is—a recipe to reverse the memory loss he sustained—then it could have only come from one person. I’m angry with him for lying to me, but why would he hold on to it? We’ve been here for months. We’re building a life. I don’t want to change anything about it, least of all the man I’m completely dedicated to.

      I push the vials aside, feeling sick at the mere sight of them. They’re an ugly reminder of the life we left behind along with a thousand memories that will haunt me forever. I’m still too curious not to open the folder. Inside it, I recognize the files Tristan stole from Jay’s apartment. His whole history is spelled out, from the enlistment letter my father penned to the brief about the bloody mission that changed Tristan’s life forever. Set atop the papers is his red notebook. The ledger of lives lost at Tristan’s hand.

      I pick it up and thumb through the pages. Seeing the names and the numbers beside them doesn’t help the sickness roiling through me. I get to the last page, where I’d written my own name once upon a time. Tristan since scratched it out so it’s barely legible. The last entry is the one name neither of us will ever forget, though.

      Simon Pelletier.

      He’s the one who’s responsible for all the others. He’ll never be able to mark someone else for death. Those days are done. It’s not justice, but it has to be enough.

      Tristan walks in, startling me so hard I nearly scream.

      He looks between me and everything laid out, then back to me.

      “What are you doing?”

      I clutch my lower lip between my teeth. I learned a long time ago he’s not a fan of me going through his things, but that was before we agreed to share a life together.

      “Sorry. I was reorganizing the drawers, and I found these.”

      He moves between me and the dresser. He replaces the vials in the package and binds it back to the folder the way it was before I started snooping.

      “Is that what I think it is?”

      “It’s nothing you need to worry about,” he says quietly as he stashes everything back into the empty drawer.

      “I’m your wife. I think if you’ve been holding on to an antidote, it’s my business.”

      “They’re my memories.”

      A spike of fury runs through me. “And what about the ones we’re making now? Isn’t this enough?”

      He turns toward me, his brow angrily furrowed. “Obviously it’s enough. I haven’t taken it, have I?”

      “If you’re keeping it, that means you’re not ruling it out.”

      “That’s a pretty big assumption, Isabel.”

      “Is it?”

      He works his jaw, avoiding my penetrating gaze. “I have no intention of taking it. I’m happy with our life. I’m happy with everything the way it is. It’s just…” He closes his eyes a moment before lifting them to me. “I’m afraid to get rid of it. I’m afraid I’ll change my mind and wish I had it. That’s all.”

      I don’t know how I feel. Betrayed that he kept this from me. Heartbroken that he’s had this choice hanging over him. Most of all angry because the choice isn’t mine.

      “Don’t you think I should have a say in this?” Tears spring to my eyes. “You’re everything to me. You’re my whole world. What if you have a bad day or are feeling impulsive and you decide to take it and…” I can hardly breathe at the possibility that Tristan could lose more than just his memories. I’m so overwhelmed by it, I rip the package out of the drawer and storm out of the room.

      “Isabel! What the hell are you doing?”

      He catches me in the kitchen on my way to his tool bag, where I have every intention of finding something to help me destroy the godforsaken vials. He grabs my wrists, but I twist away. He catches me again in the living room, but I trip and we stumble to the floor. I stretch as far as I can to keep the package out of reach. His body covers the length of mine. He’s bigger and stronger, so it’s only a matter of seconds before he tears the package from my hand. A furious cry leaves my lips as I try to get it back to no avail.

      He takes my hands and pins them to the floor above my head. “What is wrong with you?”

      I’m breathing hard, and so is he. Maybe I’m being crazy and erratic, but if it means saving the man I love from an uncertain fate, I’m only getting started. I’ll fight until I’m bruised and bloody. I’ll fight until I win.

      “I won’t let you take it. I want you to get rid of it,” I say between ragged breaths.

      “You’re saying that now. What if you change your mind?”

      “I won’t. I won’t ever change my mind.”

      He searches my eyes like maybe I don’t mean what I say. “You used to want my memories more than anything.”

      “I want you more than anything. The man you are. You can’t…” I swallow hard, and tears stream down the sides of my face. “I can’t lose you again, Tristan.”

      He lowers his forehead so it touches mine. “I won’t let that happen.”

      “Then get rid of it. Please.”

      He doesn’t move for a long time. Finally, he drags his palm down my arm, still keeping me trapped to the hard floor with his other hand. He feathers his fingertips across my lips before kissing me lightly. His gaze is a tractor beam of intensity, so focused that I hardly notice when he reaches to the side and slams his fist down against the package. The sound of breaking glass is unmistakable, loud against the quiet roar of the waves crashing onto the beach below. More tears slip from my eyes, but these are different. They’re tears of relief and acceptance and love.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

          Simon

        

      

    

    
      The four white walls I call home don’t bother me too much. It’s a strange comfort…the blankness of this place. The people here add the color and the substance with their storied pasts. For the most part, I’m silent. I watch. I learn. For others, the long road of confinement causes trouble. They grow angry and act out. We’re all surviving here, paying a penance one way or the other, but I do my best to follow the rules—the official ones imposed on us and the ones we impose upon ourselves.

      I quickly figured out how to use what little I have left on the outside to buy my safety on the inside. Determined to do things a little differently than I used to, all I bargained for was my own security. Eight more years and I can start fresh and worry about creature comforts. I don’t know what I’ll do then. I’m still learning about myself and what I’m good at. Maybe by then I’ll be good at something that won’t land me back in prison.

      Two years ago, I woke up—a forty-eight-year-old man who had everything and nothing. I had a beautiful, charismatic wife. More money in my bank accounts than anyone could ever hope for. All the fun, expensive toys. Boats, cars, houses. Interesting, powerful friends. To some it looked like a dream life, but I soon learned that having nothing is a lot less complicated than having everything.

      The days after they found me were a confusing blur. Doctors were everywhere. My wife was hysterical. I just wanted to go home, wherever that was, so I could get back on solid ground. Someplace where things might make more sense.

      A few weeks at home did nothing. Athena went from manic to detached. Our friends weren’t sure what to make of it all. People I’d done business with didn’t trust me. After the neurologists confirmed the concussion I sustained when I fell during the evacuation destroyed my memory, the circle of people in our lives got smaller and smaller.

      Then the investigation started and there was no one. Athena left. My attorneys did their best. Having a client with no recollection of his wrongdoing wasn’t a terrible circumstance, but it couldn’t erase the things I’d done. Suddenly the dream life was all trash. Every time more information came forward and new accusations were made against me, I felt like I was watching my past unfold on the screen like a movie. The star wasn’t me—just a doppelganger I shared everything with.

      Apparently I’m a terrible person. Or at least I was. If I hadn’t hit my head, I think I could have found a way out of all those troubles. I could have implicated some other people and skimmed some time off my sentence or maybe gotten away with doing none at all.

      I’d never say it out loud, but I like it better on the inside. I like the routine. The monotony. Outsmarting people and sidestepping trouble is a game I’ve learned to play, and I think I do it well. I don’t have a lot to compare it to, so it’s enough to keep me entertained for now.

      I don’t feel like I’m missing anything, which is probably a good thing. Because deep down, I know I’m missing so much.

      

      
        
        TO BE CONTINUED
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            Excerpt from Shark’s Edge

          

          Book One in the Shark’s Edge Series

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me, Little Red.”

      I bent forward, almost brushing my lips to hers.

      Waiting.

      Waiting for her answer.

      “Twenty-two. I turned twenty-two at the beginning of January.”

      “Jeeeessssus Christ.” I pulled back, scrubbing my palm down my face and around to the back of my neck, where I squeezed tightly, trying to get a handle on my lust-addled brain.

      “What just happened? What did I miss?” Her confused look wasn’t unexpected.

      “Momentary loss of my better judgment. Forgive me.”

      “For what? I would’ve told you to stop.” She met my stare straight on. Ballsy girl. Sexy girl. “But I didn’t want you to stop.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.” I stepped back from her slightly.

      She quickly closed the space between us. “I know exactly what I’m saying.”

      “I find that hard to believe. You’re barely old enough to order a drink at a bar, let alone tangle with a bastard like me.”

      “Don’t overestimate yourself, Mr. Shark.”

      I couldn’t help but grin at the flash of boldness. “Maybe you shouldn’t underestimate me, Ms. Gibson. Ask my assistant what an overbearing asshole I am. She probably has a story to match every minute of the day. Although if she were honest with herself, she’s no picnic to be around either.”

      “She seems quite nice to me.” Abbigail shrugged, something I noticed she did routinely. “She even allows me to keep my trolley in the alcove by her printer while I service the offices on this floor. She wouldn’t do that if she weren’t kind.”

      She looked triumphant that she proved me wrong in one simple sentence. Then a slow smile spread across her heart-shaped lips. “I’d guess you’re probably more like a Chihuahua than a shark, as your name suggests, Sebastian. All bark, no bite.”

      Boy, she really thought she had me figured out, didn’t she? Time to put this pup back in her crate.

      I pressed against her body with my own, thrusting her against the wall behind her. The semi-erect cock lazing in my boxers surged to full attention from the heat radiating through our layers of clothing.

      “I wouldn’t mind sinking my teeth into you, Little Red,” I said softly beside her ear as I tucked a wayward strand of silky hair behind it. “In fact, I’d like to sink a couple other body parts of mine”—I pushed my hips against her belly in punctuation—“into yours.” Slowly, I pulled back to get lost in her kelly-colored eyes.

      “But?” Her voice was tinged with impatience. Not the reaction I was going for, but maybe the cat-and-mouse game was growing old?

      I leaned my head far to the side, lewdly surveying the curve of her backside.

      “It is a stellar ass, Abbigail. But I can’t say I expected you to jump right into that arena. You’re full of surprises today.” I suspected my eyes were glittering with mischief.

      She gave me a be serious glower. “I’m not even going to dignify that with a response.”

      “You just did.” I arched a brow in challenge.

      She huffed before getting back to her original point. “I was sensing you had an objection to your own comment.”

      “My objection is to several things.” I lifted my hand to hold it directly between our faces, ticking off the problems as I voiced them.

      “First . . . ” My index finger popped tall, making me imagine drawing a line from her bottom lip, down her neck, and around the back to untie the apron’s knot and then watching it fall to the floor between us. My eyes skittered to the ground, observing the imaginary fabric crumple to a heap and then flashed back to hers as I made my point. “You’re much too young to be sullied by a scoundrel such as me.”

      She quirked her brow at my use of such archaic terms, but I wasted no time adding a second finger to my first.

      Now my brain gave me thoughts of two fingers deftly working the moorings free on her button-down shirt and then spreading the two halves wide to discover what type of lingerie she hid beneath her sensible work clothes. Was she a utilitarian girl all the way down to her creamy white skin? Or was there a little bit of vixen underneath the layers of cotton? A sexy siren waiting to be uncovered and appreciated—stroked and petted by my skillful hands.

      I dashed out the second reason. “You work for me. Vendors make messy bedfellows.”

      “Messy?” she asked, her voice pitching high with the insult.

      Messy, I mouthed, no sound accompanying my lips’ movement.

      “And lastly,” I said, adding my long middle finger to the grouping of extremities between us, losing all coherent train of thought. Dirty, dirty fantasies replaced reasonable remarks. In my mind, I stroked the inside of Abbi’s pussy with the very finger that stood tallest between us. With that digital soldier, I’d reach in and find the secret spot that made her writhe and moan beneath my touch. The unique bull’s-eye that would encourage her to call my name in a raspy moan as she rode my hand to her completion.

      A low groan escaped from deep in my throat and vibrated across my lips as I dropped my chin to my chest with arousal overload.

      “What?” she whispered, seeming to have followed my thoughts down the naughty, naughty rabbit hole.

      “What, what?” I squinted at her with unfocused eyes.

      “What were you thinking? Your eyes . . .  You just looked a million miles away.” She reached up to touch my face with splayed fingers but quickly let her hand fall away as if thinking better of it.

      “Oh, some things are better left unsaid, Little Red.” A grin played on my lips, still imagining her tight pussy milking and coating my fingers.

      “Better for who?” Rigidity returned to her spine. Frustration? Embarrassment?

      “For you.” I sucked in a deep breath through my nose, definitely picking up the scent of woman on the air. “In this instance, definitely better for you.”

      “That’s mighty high-handed of you.” All traces of arousal were gone from her voice.

      “What is?” I turned away and headed over to where my lunch was spread out, needing to get physical distance from her before I did something I’d regret.

      Like kiss her.

      And not being able to stop kissing her until she was naked beneath me, chanting my name.

      “Deciding what’s best for me,” she snapped. “You don’t even know me.”

      “My point exactly.” I unrolled the white napkin from around the silverware on the tray.

      She was quiet, and then moved to stand near the grouping of sofas where I sat. “You can be very obtuse. But I suppose that’s intentional. I don’t take you for a man who does anything willy-nilly.”

      “I could say the same for you.” I looked pointedly at the white napkin. “For a woman who claims to be serious about a very large future contract, I find it interesting that you wouldn’t follow the customer’s specifications, just to prove some immature point. Again, though, perfectly illustrating the first of my earlier arguments.”

      Silence blanketed the penthouse. However, the rise and fall of her chest broadcasted her growing agitation.

      Come on, Little Red Riding Hood. Cry. Do it.

      “Jesus Christ,” she muttered under her breath while a rosy flush spread up her neck. “Well, if you don’t need anything else here—”

      “Déjà vu, anyone?” I smirked, knowing she’d gotten the message. Loud and clear.

      “I’ll pass. Thanks, though.” She pivoted on her heel and headed to the door, proverbial tail tucked between her legs.

      I shot to my feet, rushing up behind her to slam my hand to the door above her head, effectively preventing her from opening it.

      Without turning to face me, she seethed, “Excuse me. I’m leaving now.”

      “Is this how you handle yourself in a tough situation, Ms. Gibson?” I clucked my tongue in disappointment while she still faced the door. “When the going gets tough, you bolt?” I increased the cadence of my words but kept the tone antagonistic. “If you land the exclusive catering contract for the Edge, is this the level of professionalism I can expect from you?” I provoked her further. “If we had a black-tie event in-house—oh, I don’t know . . . let’s say international dignitaries for a seven-course meal—will my caterer leave in a huff because her feelings were hurt due to someone not liking the goddamn salad dressing?”

      Slowly, she turned to face me, schooling her features so I couldn’t predict what was about to come.

      “Mr. Shark, I don’t ‘bolt’ when things become difficult. Quite frankly, nothing could be further from the truth. There’s a lot you don’t know about me, and I can admit my behavior takes unusual turns when I’m in this particular office. And as much as I hate to overinflate your ego more than it already is, that seems to have everything to do with you specifically. Not my job nor my ability to handle it. Rest assured, I am the best person to handle the exclusive contract for your new building.”

      “Why the tears again, then?” I demanded but then inexplicably shifted to a softer mien. “What’s this about?”

      “Unfortunately,” she sighed, inspecting her shoes before continuing, “when I get angry, I well up. I’ve been this way my entire life. It’s very frustrating, trust me. It makes me look fragile to outsiders, which only makes me more mad and then more tears and so on.”

      “I have a theory about anger, Ms. Gibson.”

      “Please, enlighten me.” She swiped her cheek with the back of her hand. One quick wipe on each side while she glared at me.

      “Anger is fear’s alter ego.”

      “That’s absurd.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m not afraid of you, Mr. Shark.”

      “Maybe not of me, necessarily. But of the situation? This situation?” I couldn’t stop myself from wiping the last tear that rolled down her flame-red cheek. It evaporated from the heat of her skin as quickly as it was shed.

      “Fear, anger, excitement . . . no matter what you call it, Abbigail, they’re all forms of passion. And to be good at something? Whether it’s feeding people, housing people, or hell”—I chuckled—“even moving freight across the ocean. To be the king of your kingdom, you have to do it with passion. That’s what gives you the edge.”

      I stepped away from the door and pulled the large panel back, holding it open while the captivating girl gathered her bearings and realized she was being dismissed.

      “I hope you have a productive weekend, Ms. Gibson,” I said in place of goodbye.

      “Uhhh, yeah, you too.” She shook her head slightly, still seeming to be working out what had just happened as she went.

      The door closed, and I sat down to eat the lunch she made for me, grinning from the knowledge that her careful hands created my meal. Her sexy fingers manipulated the ingredients along with her intelligent mind that combined flavors and textures to assemble—honest to Christ—one of the best sandwiches I’d ever eaten.

      To the extent that I was inspired enough to pull out my phone, snap a quick picture of the empty plate, and send it to Little Red along with a text message. How I had her cell phone number was inconsequential. I was a very resourceful man when properly motivated.

      
        
        Lunch was outstanding. Thank you.

      

      

      The throbbing ellipses appeared almost instantly, signaling her impending reply.

      
        
        My pleasure. I aim to be king.

      

      

      

      
        
        Keep reading in Shark’s Edge
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      When Tristan and Isabel introduced themselves to me many years ago, I couldn’t have known then that the story would eventually unfold during such a meaningful time in my own life. Any book I write is in some small way a reflection of my current reality. The Red Ledger has been more than a winding romantic journey toward a happily ever after, quietly echoing some elements of my personal life. It’s been a much louder, bloodier, and twisted tale of two lost souls navigating an ugly, unforgiving world. And for my own survival, I needed to live inside this world with them for a while, as unpleasant and hopeless as it sometimes felt.

      My first thanks go to those characters in my own life who have offered such rich inspiration during my creative process. Without your immaturity, malice, and pettiness, this story simply would not be possible. Every moment of outrage added valuable fuel to my hate fire, which I then poured directly into the book. As a writer, I couldn’t have pushed myself as far without your help.

      Thank you to Jonathan, my mom, my children, and my loyal friends for being emotional lifelines. I’m forever grateful to the Waterhouse team for restoring my faith in what I’ve built and lifting my spirits simply by being yourselves. Thank you as always to my readers, for your patience and continuous support.

      Special thanks to Kirk Overhoff for your insights about the pharmaceutical development process, and Brian Saady, whose book, The Drug War: A Trillion Dollar Con Game, played heavily into the themes that emerged in the series.

      Lastly, to my characters, who after all this time together feel quite real, thank you for waiting for me and for coming to life precisely when I needed you to.
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