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Chapter One

 

 

The damp night air felt heavy with suspicion—mine. My brothers would tell me I was crazy, but I knew what my senses were saying. They’d been honed over years on the streets to keep all three of us safe, and right now they were screaming.

Something wasn’t right.

“Where the hell is this fucker?”

The words came out a low growl, but I had no doubt Remi and Eli heard them through the communication device in my ear. It was Eli who answered.

“On his way here, maybe? It’s not even a quarter till, Levi. Not everyone’s got a stick up their ass like you.”

I shot a bird toward the window of the office two buildings down where my youngest brother was working his magic with the surveillance equipment. In our business, you better have a stick up your ass when it came to details or you were dead. Easing deeper into the shadows of the overhang I stood under, I scanned the street once more. “I’m telling you, something’s not right. I don’t fucking like it.”

“When do you ever like anything?” Remi asked. He waited on a second-story balcony directly across the street, hidden behind a brick column, his favorite Remington 700 pointed in my general direction. Watching my back—and giving me a hard time. My relationship with my brothers in a nutshell.

“Never,” Eli said in my ear, proving my point.

“Just keep your eyes on the screens and the streets and shut the fuck up, both of you,” I barked.

There’d been something off about this op from the beginning, but then first-time clients always made me antsy. We were meeting in a deserted office park with plenty of places for an ambush—typical for us—but an ambush could go either way. I scanned the empty street again, feeling the animal need to hunt rise inside me, tensing my muscles and sharpening my senses.

“Remi, stay sharp.”

I heard his inhale, the start of his warning not to run off half-cocked, but the instant he saw me move, the words died. All I heard then was the faint crunch of my boots as I moved from concrete to the broken blacktop of the adjacent parking lot. My eyes penetrated the dark, straining for the faintest hint of movement, the smallest indication that a threat waited, needing to be eliminated.

I would be the one to do it.

Empty warehouses like the one at my back interspersed the offices along the street. Trees grew unchecked, their branches like ghostly fingers against the night sky, leaves blanketing the ground like a crunchy carpet where they no longer clung to their parents. Just enough cover to be dangerous, but I trusted Remi’s eyes on my back and Eli’s in front of me and kept going, kept searching for that one whisper of a sign that would give me a direction, give me—

A flash of dim moonlight off metal caught my attention. I dropped to a crouch in the shadow of a tree, my heart kicking in my chest as it picked up its beat. Not because I’d found the enemy, but because of his location—rounding the corner toward the back of the building where Remi waited.

Shit.

Remi’s location overlooked the parking lot where our meet up would take place. Having him on the balcony might seem too obvious, dangerous, but being outside and low gave him more than one escape route should he need it. I did my best to make sure he never needed it, but I’d also taught him to be as efficient a killer as I was. Always be prepared; that was the Boy Scout motto, right?

We were anything but Boy Scouts, and our preparations were lethal.

“Levi!”

Eli had seen the man too, then. He wouldn’t distract me otherwise.

“I’m on it,” I told him. “Remi.” I dared to glance his way and saw nothing.

“Yeah.”

“Coming around your back. Is it clear, Eli?”

“Nothing that I can see except your friend.”

“Keep an eye out. If something comes up, you know what to do.” Eli was the youngest of us three, and maybe that’s why he’d ended up the computer specialist; our way of keeping him out of danger. But that didn’t mean he was ineffective. He was our last line of defense, and if he thought I needed it, he’d be flanking any additional threats to our safety.

Knowing that, I forced everything away but the target. The street was dark where I crossed, following the enemy’s trail around to the side of the building.

I pressed the button on the outside of my earpiece, letting my brothers know all was clear so far. The building covered half a block, backed by an alley that separated it from another empty structure on the other side. We’d scouted each building in the area earlier, and other than evidence of a few squatters and the occasional iffy street-corner deal, they were all empty. Remi’s building contained four stories, and the fucking target could be on any of them.

I looked forward to making him pay what he owed for wasting my time.

The door halfway down the side, the one we’d locked behind Remi, had been jimmied open. No electricity running to the building meant the inside would be almost completely dark, so I flipped down my night-vision goggles, took a deep breath, pulled the door open just enough to admit my broad shoulders, and rolled inside.

When I came to my feet in the dark hall, I pulled the door to, then breathed, waiting for my eyes to adjust. The hall was long, traveling nearly half the building length, where elevators waited. It was also empty. Either the enemy was fast or he knew exactly where he was going. But where was that?

Anywhere up was my guess. If, like Remi, the man was a spotter, he’d want a good vantage point for a possible shot. The only problem with that theory was the fact that he appeared to be alone. Eli wouldn’t miss someone else approaching the meet site.

No, the target was on his own, which left only one answer: he was here to take someone out.

Me. But I wasn’t upstairs. Remi was.

Taking the risk, I used my comm. “Eli, get over here, bro. Remi, watch your back. I think he’s coming up to you.”

The target likely took the stairs to my right. Moving quickly but carefully, I hurried down the hall, stopping to assess each room with an open door or an inset window, but there were no signs of life as I passed. Remi’s aware. He’s safe. He was killer at hiding in plain sight, and he could wait, motionless, for hours until a target revealed itself. So why did every step make my chest tighten and my heartbeat pound in my ears?

Because Remi was upstairs with a target. He was supposed to be protected; both my brothers were. I never put them in danger when I could take the risk myself. Never. But now…

I eased open the heavy door to the staircase. Closed it just as quietly. Climbed quickly to the next floor.

If the target had begun his search at the other end, how far down the hall would he be? It was possible he’d begun on the top floor, but nothing was guaranteed.

And nothing was getting solved with me standing here. I barely cracked the door to peek out.

My night-vision goggles showed no movement along the visible portion of the hall. Either the man had started upstairs, was still on the other side of the building, or was searching one of the rooms between here and the elevators. Too many options. I only cared about one.

After squeezing through, I carefully closed the door behind me. As I crossed to the room where Remi waited, I pressed the button on my earpiece three times—a warning that I was coming inside.

Door open. Door closed. I waited a moment in the dark, then moved toward the balcony. “Remi—”

It happened in fucking slow motion. I’d always heard it described that way, but I hadn’t really thought it could be reality. It was. The click of the door opening behind me. The shift in light as Remi moved into the door of the balcony. His eyes going wide at the sight of the target behind me. I dropped to my knee, my hand already going for the KA-BAR strapped to my thigh. Pain shot up my leg as I hit the floor.

A crack split the air. For a strange moment I thought it was the sound of my knee exploding, but my leg didn’t give way. Instead I rolled to my side, the goggles orienting me in the darkness as I swung around to face the door from my position on the dusty carpet. My knife flew through the air as a second, third, fourth crack came, followed by the flash of light from the end of the target’s semiautomatic. The fifth shot was cut off by the impact of the blade in the man’s shoulder.

I landed on top of him as he hit the floor.

The fight was short but brutal. At the end, he was unconscious and I wasn’t, but Eli screaming in my ear kept me from gloating.

“What?”

“Remi!”

Shit! I whirled toward the balcony.

“Levi, get down here!” my brother screamed in my ear.

Down? Rushing outside, I took a moment to notice the emptiness of the platform before throwing myself at the steel railing. Directly below me, Eli crouched over Remi’s body.

The sight knocked every thought, every breath away. Jumping the railing was automatic. Pain shot through my hands as I dropped, catching the lip of the balcony and scraping ten layers of skin off my palms. I ignored it. Dangling full length left no more than a few feet between me and the ground, and I let go, landing near Remi’s boots.

“Eli?” I scrambled toward my brother’s head.

“H-he’s— H-he f-f-fell—h-he—”


I grabbed Eli’s hands before he could touch Remi’s head. “It’s okay.” It was never gonna be okay again. “He’ll be fine.” He wasn’t fucking fine! “Let me check him.”

Oh God. Fucking… What had I done?

A pool of dark blood spread beneath Remi’s head where he’d impacted the ground. I laid a hand on his chest, oh so carefully, and almost passed out at the reassuring rise and fall I felt there. “He’s breathing.” But was his neck broken?

I couldn’t find that out without moving him.

There were no wounds on his face or the sides of his head. That meant the blood was coming from beneath him, and the best way to staunch it was to leave the back of his head against the ground. I moved my hand down his torso, along each leg, searching for more wounds, for twisted bones or gunshots, and found nothing.


Until I moved back up and touched his shoulder. There, just above his heart, was a wet patch. “Eli…”

I held up my hand in front of my face. The goggles I wore made the blood on my fingers look blackish-green. I stared at it for a moment, unbelieving, my heart in my throat.

Remi had been shot. In the fucking heart.

“Eli.”

“Y-yeah.”

“Call 911.”

“What?”

I flicked up the goggles to look at him then. In the dark his face was ghost-white, stark, his eyes wide and scared. “Get out your phone.”

“Right.” He nodded like a puppet whose strings had been pulled, one hand fumbling at his pocket.

We didn’t have time to waste. Remi was bleeding out right now.

“What’s your story, Eli?”

I waited, but his frantic eyes were pinned on Remi’s face, his fingers clumsy on his phone.

“What’s. The story. Eli?” I barked.

My brother blinked. I grabbed his chin and forced him to meet my eyes, forced his gaze off our brother lying on the pavement with blood spreading beneath his head. We had to hurry. “Eli!”

A choked-off sound escaped him. “Um…perfect night.” He blinked again, his gaze trailing over my shoulder. “Parkour.” He swallowed hard. “I-I was down the street when I heard the shot.”


“Good.” I dropped my hand. We’d practiced the cover story a hundred times, for a hundred locations, but we were both rattled. “And?”

“And”—he shook his head—“I didn’t see h-him. I just found…” Terrified eyes met mine again. “Levi?”

I took my hand off Remi’s chest and gripped Eli hard by both his shoulders. Just breathe. “You take care of him, Eli. Got it? You take care of him, and I’ll take care of everything else.” No one would ever know anyone had been here but Eli and Remi and a mysterious shooter no one could find. The unconscious man upstairs would be long gone by the time police began searching the area.

And away from here, I’d be free to help, something I wouldn’t be if the police found all four of us.

“Got it,” Eli whispered, thumbing his phone on. A shaky breath left him. “I got it, Levi.”

While my brother made the call to 911, I stripped Remi’s equipment from his body. The last piece to go was the bud in his ear. I tugged it out, staring at his closed eyes. They looked like black hollows in the dark. Lifeless. Empty.

Keep breathing, bro. Just keep breathing for me.

Eli was relaying his story to the dispatcher when I stood. I met his gaze once more, then turned away. As I moved through the darkness, I shut off every part of me that cared, every part that feared for my brothers’ lives. Every last bit of humanity went into a safe deep in my soul, and I closed the door and turned the dial to lock it in. There was no room for that now; there was only room for the hunt.

The man upstairs would talk. Someone was going to pay, and he was going to tell me who.


 




Chapter Two

 

 

The sound of water and ice hitting flesh echoed against the bare walls of the room we were in. Concrete walls. Perfect for holding in sound.

We were going to need it.

Eyes narrowed on the man tied to the chair in front of me, I waited. For him to wake up. For the real work to start. I refused to think about anything but the cold rage gathering inside me. If that focus broke, I’d be no good to anyone.

I had one job: find out who had tried to kill us. That was it. The sooner the job was done, the sooner I could let the rage burn hot and deadly.

Another round of icy water finally got a response. The man lifted his head, sputtering. Dropped it back down. The second time was more effective—he opened his eyes then. Well, one eye. The other was barely a slit in the angry red, puffy skin surrounding it.

“Who—” He stopped to shiver as the wetness of his skin registered. “Who are you?”

“It would’ve paid to know that before you tried to kill me, wouldn’t it?” He tried to shrug but barely managed an inch. I was good with rope; that wasn’t conceit talking. “Doesn’t m-matter. Just a j-job.”

The ice was definitely kicking in.

“That’s where most of you make your first mistake,” I said quietly, forcing him to strain to catch each word. I paced to a small tray waiting nearby. “You take a job, your eyes on the money. You don’t stop to think about who’s on the other end of your rifle.”

I picked up my KA-BAR from the tray. “But you should. You definitely should.” My brothers and I never took our safety for granted on a job. Always assume the other guy is better, and you’ll always be on top of your game.

The man was still groggy enough, still cold enough that the full weight of his situation hadn’t registered yet. If it had, he wouldn’t have argued.

“Doesn’t m-matter.”

His words were slurred, stuttered. The yelp that escaped him when my knife flashed out and kissed the skin of his cheek was crystal clear.

“Tell me who hired you.”

He eyed my knife warily now. It occurred to me, staring into his muddy brown eyes, that maybe I should ask his name. A man shouldn’t die with no one knowing his name. Like me, he wasn’t carrying identification.

I circled around behind him. I didn’t need to know the name of the man who’d tried to kill me. Who might have killed Remi. He could die without a name.

Maybe they’d identify him by his teeth if he was lucky. Or maybe I’d just smash them to pieces instead.

I laid the edge of the blade beneath his ear. As I circled him, the tip sliced a thin line along the back of his neck, just deep enough to get the blood trickling out. The man hissed.

“Tell me who hired you.”

“I don’t know.”

I stopped. Laughed. It wasn’t a nice laugh. I proved it when I flipped the knife in my hand and stabbed down, straight into his thigh.

His scream echoed even louder than the ice water.

“Come on; that’s just a scratch,” I assured him. Twisting the knife, I pulled it out of his leg. “Now that’s worth screaming over.”

The screams did something to me, something…different. My enemy’s pain should be satisfying, should fill something empty inside me. Instead that emptiness grew by the second. Remi hadn’t had time to scream. He hadn’t made a sound as he fell back against the balcony railing and over. Had he felt himself slam into the ground? Had he been afraid?

I brought the KA-BAR down again, this time closer to the man’s groin.

This scream was part sob.

“I told you, I don’t know!” he yelled. When he tried to shift in the chair, probably to ease the pain, a bubble of blood pushed through the gash in his pants. “You know how this works!”

Oh, I did. I’d killed my first man young, but that hadn’t been for money. The Assassin had made his appearance later. Much later.

“Here’s what I know.” I moved again, circling the chair. Ring around the rosie. He really didn’t want me to stop. “I know that you have a point of contact. I know that you have a bank account. You have something,” I said, pausing at his back, “and you’re going to give it to me.”

The blade sliced through the thick part of his bicep like it was butter. A quick twist and I pulled it out again.

The screams died down to panicked, panting moans. “I can’t—”

In front of him once more, I laid a quick slice along his untouched cheek. “You don’t want to do that.” Bending close, I let him look into my eyes, let him see his own death staring back at him. “Don’t lie to me. You can tell me, and you will.”

I straightened. “The only question now is if your death will be slow or fast. That’s the only power you have here: one. Choice. Which will it be?”

Torture has stages, kind of like a workout. First there’s the warm-up. Then a gradual acceleration in intensity, higher, higher, higher. When you hit the peak, that’s when most of your intel gets spilled. If you’re captured, you hope to escape before you hit this point. And if your torturer has any mercy, when you finally spill your guts, he won’t spill yours. He’ll bring you down gradually from the high, allow you to settle down, let your heart rate return to normal. Maybe, eventually, he’ll set you free.

If he’s truly sadistic, he’ll take you to the peak over and over, emptying out your soul until there’s nothing left. And then he’ll put you out of your misery.

I’d done it both ways. Tonight, I didn’t care about finesse; all I cared about was time. The man lost consciousness twice, but within the hour I had him slobbering and blubbering out the information I wanted. An address on the dark Web. The location of the bank account where the first half of his payment had already been made. That account should reflect some intel from the transaction initiator. Eli might be our resident tech expert, but I could backtrack from those two points, find what I needed to find. During one of the periods where my prisoner was out cold, I used the information he’d given me to do some careful digging.

There are places on the Web that the general population doesn’t know about and definitely doesn’t want to stumble onto. I used a back door to enter the address the man had given me. Places like these, there was no user history recorded, but it’s impossible to erase all traces entirely. Digging finally got me an IP address leading to a dozen consecutive servers around the globe. The mark, whoever he was, was good, I’d give him that. Knew how to cover his tracks. Letting Eli’s specialized software continue the tracking, I turned my attention to the bank account. A sharp whistle left me at the balance. “You’ve been a busy boy, haven’t you?”

No response. I glanced up at the man to find him still unconscious. Too bad.

It was harder to hack a bank cold than it was to hack it if you already had access to the system. Luckily I did. Well, not luck. I worked for what I needed. My knife hand flexed on the mouse at the thought. There wasn’t a fucking thing we had that my brothers and I hadn’t worked for. We’d been on the streets since we were kids, alone, no one to rely on but each other. The three of us, always. And now Remi—

A groan came from the vicinity of the chair, cutting off that thought. I narrowed my eyes on the computer screen.

“Hey…” The chair squeaked as the man tried fruitlessly to struggle against his bonds. “Help. Somebody h-help.

We have now reached the delirium portion of the show. I’d put him out of his misery if I was certain I wouldn’t need any more information from him.

It took me longer than it would have Eli, but when I finally matched the IP intel to the banking information I’d dug up, traced back through shell companies and accounts and fake identities, the name I came up with made me do a double take.

It shouldn’t. Politicians were the most hypocritical humans on the planet. Why would this politician come after us, though? And why now?

By midafternoon I had my answer.

I also had a dead body on my hands. As I arranged the scene the way I wanted it, I considered my options. Eli would have given false IDs to the hospital and cops. Those IDs would check out—Eli was thorough—but the man hunting us wasn’t going by names or addresses. No, he was tracking other details. He might know the location of the meet. He could eventually discover the 911 call, track Remi down. Eli could make our brother’s records disappear, but not while they were active at the hospital, being constantly accessed. Full erasure only came when treatment stopped or the patient die—

“No!” I barked the word out loud, needing to hear it, needing to remind myself. Remi wasn’t going to die. I wouldn’t allow it.

Eli could do some mods to the records; that would give us time. A week, maybe. Our enemy might wait a couple of days before assuming his merc was dead, at least.

When all traces of me were erased from the room, I blew the pilot light on the gas stove in the small corner kitchenette and turned every eye on. The slightest spark would ignite the gas. A timer attached to a lamp in the corner gave me time to get gone.

One target down. The next would be much harder to take out, but I had a little time. I didn’t want to kill him first; I wanted to make him suffer. I wanted him stripped down, desperate. I wanted to make him beg and plead.

Only then would I kill the bastard. For Remi. For daring to come after my family. For breathing when my brother might not.

I wanted his blood on my hands. Needed it.

It was time to hunt.

 




Chapter Three

 

 

“Remi’s in intensive care,” Eli told me, the scratchiness of his voice having everything to do with emotion and nothing to do with the excellent reception on my cell phone.

“Which floor?” I asked, approaching the elevators.

“Sixth.”

I hung up without a response. An Atlanta Braves baseball hat and thick-framed glasses helped distort my features as I entered the elevator and pressed the button for the sixth floor. Several more people entered, but I kept my head down, my posture bent and broken, an aura of worry surrounding me. If anyone took notice, the fact that I exited at the ICU waiting room would give them a reasonable explanation for my demeanor. Hell, it wasn’t really acting.

Not one of us had ever needed a doc. I’d picked up enough basic first aid as a teen to be pretty damn good at stitches and splints—had to be with two younger brothers and no money. Now we could pay for the best medical treatment money could buy, but the fact that we needed to made my gut feel like a rock. I’d already puked once, when Eli told me Remi wasn’t dead. Pure relief, that’s all that was. Thank fuck my stomach was empty as I walked out of the elevator and into the stench of chemicals and artificial lemon, of pain and fear that was the ICU.

Eli’s head came up the minute I appeared in the door of the waiting room. Red rimmed his amber-colored eyes, so different from my own. He and Remi had gotten my mother’s coloring—dark blond hair and eyes that hovered somewhere between brown and yellow depending on the light. I took after our father—black hair and gray eyes. Right now Eli looked young and vulnerable, like the kid he’d been when we were forced to run for our lives, leave everything we’d known and loved behind. I’d never wanted to see him look like that again; it was why I’d taught my siblings to fight, to kill.

And look where that had gotten us.

I motioned for my brother to come out into the hall.

“How is he?”

Eli shook his head, gaze clinging to mine like I was his lifeline. “Nothing new. The surgeon said the operation to repair the gunshot wound was successful. The bullet ricocheted off his collarbone and pinged around his chest cavity, but by some miracle missed his lungs and only minimal damage to his heart.”

“But there was damage?” To his fucking heart.

“Minimal,” Eli said wearily. Any damage was unacceptable, but I could see the acceptance in his eyes, understood where it came from. This could’ve turned out much, much worse. “The main concern now is the swelling on his brain from the head injury.”

Because he’d hit the ground after a thirty-foot fall and a bullet to the heart.

“The surgery took hours, so he was under anesthesia for a while, both to repair the chest wounds and to relieve the pressure on his brain.”


“Do I even want to know how they do that?” I asked.

Eli grimaced. “It involves a drill.”

I scrubbed at my eyes. “Holy fucking hell.”

“The last time I went back, the nurse told me now they just wait for him to wake up. Head injuries are uncertain; he could be unconscious for a while or wake up as soon as the anesthesia clears his system. No one knows but Remi.” Eli ran a hand down his face. “He almost died, Levi. He still could die. He—”

“What about the police?”

Eli stopped, blinked. “The police?”

“Yes,” I bit out. “What happened with the police?”

“For fuck’s sake! Can’t we take a minute to care about our own fucking brother before you start worrying about covering our asses?”

I shoved Eli back against the wall, getting right up in his face. “Covering our asses is what I do. It’s how I keep you both safe. You think I don’t give a shit that he’s lying in there on a ventilator with a hole through his fucking chest?”

The fluorescent lights reflected off the sheen of tears that filled his eyes. I bit off the rest of my words and gripped him by the back of the neck, pulling him in to me until our heads were alongside each other. “I care, asshole. Okay? I may not give a fuck about anything else in this life but you two, but I’d walk through hell for you both.”

I squeezed his neck tighter. “But I can’t focus on that right now. Got it? If I do, I’ll lose it.”

Eli took a deep breath, nodded. “Got it.”

I held on to him a moment longer, then let go. Handed him the bag I’d brought with me. “Go change.” We both needed a minute to get ourselves together, and I wanted him out of the clothes he’d worn last night. The clothes that still smelled of our brother’s blood. “We’ll talk when you get back.”

I lingered in the hall while he was gone, unable to confine myself to a chair in a crowded room with only one escape route. Instead I noted camera placements, security personnel, the nurses at the station farther down the hall, behind a wall of glass. One in particular, a blonde, caught my eye. She flipped through charts, scanned the rooms that circled the station like spokes on a wheel, studied monitors showing patients’ rooms. The other nurses went about their duties, oblivious to their surroundings, but she glanced my way more than once, and not in a “there’s a hot guy hovering outside the ICU” kind of way. She was alert. Aware.

Knowing she was near Remi, watching out for him, eased my tension the tiniest bit. Not much, but I’d take every set of eyes I could get, whether they knew they were working with me or not.

Eli returned, his Braves hoodie matching my cap and keeping him warm in the cool hospital halls. I clapped a hand on his shoulder and steered him toward the elevator. “Let’s take a walk.”

The cafeteria was busy. Dinnertime. We grabbed Eli a burger and took it outside where there was more privacy.

“What’d you find out?” He took a massive bite of his burger like he was starving. He might have been. This was his first meal since…

I looked away. Would I ever want to eat again?

“A name. Derrick Roslyn.”

Eli grunted. “A damn politician. Why am I not surprised?”

Like I’d said… “That last contract—”

“The one with the trucker guy?”

“The one that made zero sense. That was him too.” We hadn’t known, hadn’t cared. Who the target was? Yeah. The client wasn’t important as long as they paid the fee we required.

Eli stared down at what was left of his sandwich, then tossed it into a nearby trash can. “Fuckin’ A.”

“Yeah.”

“So he sent someone to take us out because we—”

“Because he’s an egomaniac who thinks he can act with impunity. Not because of anything we did or didn’t do. This was all on him.”

And me. I hadn’t protected them well enough.

Eli turned to face me, his stare digging deep. “You’re going after him.”

I’d never struggled to meet my brother’s eyes, but now my own wanted to drop; I wasn’t sure why. “I’m going to make sure you and Remi never have anything to worry about ever again.” And I intended to make an example of the man who’d dared to come after us.

“Levi…Remi needs you here. I need you here. Roslyn can wait until Remi is out of the woods.”

“Can he?” I shook my head. “We can’t control the flow of intel in a public space, and there are far too many public spaces involved in taking care of Remi right now. If we can’t control our end, we need to control his.”

Though that wasn’t the only reason; Eli knew it as well as I did. There was blood in the water. The motherfucker had dared to come after The Assassin. If we let that stand, we would never know peace.

Publicly and privately, retribution was a given. Remi’s accident just determined timing.

A ding sounded from Eli’s wrist. He glanced at it. “They’ll allow us to visit soon. Just a few minutes, but…” He took a shaky breath. “You should be the one to go in.”

Back upstairs, Eli sat in the waiting room while I followed a nurse back to Remi’s cubicle. The first glimpse of him sucked all the air from my body. There was white everywhere—the walls, the sheets, the pillows, the bright lights that tried to blind you. Against that backdrop his skin looked a sallow, sickly yellow. His hair was all over the place, and I had to fight the impulse to smooth it down, especially with the bandages creeping up from the back of his head. An IV and cords and lines I didn’t recognize crisscrossed his body, leading to equipment standing sentinel around the bed. He was the tallest, the most muscular of the three of us, and yet in the hospital bed with his eyes sunken and a tube stuck down his throat to help him breathe, he was diminished somehow. The power animating his body had disappeared.

Because he was walking the line between living and dying.

He could die. And there wasn’t jack shit I could do about it.

I walked forward as if tiptoeing through a church sanctuary on crushed glass. “Remi.”

A glance at the heart monitor showed a steady rhythm, no blip of recognition. I moved closer.

“Hey, bro.”

The steel rail along the side of the bed felt icy beneath my grasping fingers. I clenched my fists around it, fighting to stay upright and off my knees.

“You’re not supposed to be in here, you know.” I cleared my nearly closed throat. “This was never supposed to happen. Not to you.”

I’d accepted long ago that it might happen to me. Remi and Eli would go on together; they had each other.

I refused to go on without Remi.

“All you need to worry about is getting better, bro. Let that head rest. Let it heal.” I leaned over him, staring at his closed eyes in their bruised eye sockets. There were cuts and scrapes, tiny wounds all over his face. “I’ll keep you safe, you and Eli. You just get better.”

My gaze hit the heart monitor again. Had he heard me? Did he know he was safe? Or was he locked in the dark, unable to fight his way out? The dark held too many dangers, too many monsters; we’d learned that as kids.

But I couldn’t think about that. And if I wanted to help Remi, eliminate the threat to him, to Eli, I couldn’t let emotion get in the way. I’d locked most of it inside me, down deep, too long ago to remember. Only my brothers sparked emotion, but now that had to go too. Nothing could distract me from the mission ahead.

I curled my fingers into my palm and stroked the backs of them along the back of Remi’s hand. “Eli will be here, all right? He’s got your back.” I had it too, but in a different way. “Just heal up, Jeremiah. You got me?” I gave a sick chuckle. “Stay away from any fucking bright lights in there.”

One last stroke over his skin, one more glance at his face, and I turned blindly toward the door—

And collided with a small body coming in as I was leaving.

“I’m sorry!”

It took me a second to register the face; I was that far gone.

In the field you’d be dead. A second was all it took for a knife to slip between your ribs, a finger to tighten on the trigger.

Fuck off, inner voice.

The blonde nurse, the one I’d noticed earlier, stood in front of me. Her gaze flicked from me to Remi and back again as if she couldn’t resist the pull of her patient. I cataloged the thought in my head, along with my other observations, including her tone of voice and the name tag on her uniform: Marrone.

“Excuse me,” I said. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

She gave me a faint smile, her eyes drifting to Remi once again. “Of course.”

“I was just leaving.”


When I slipped by her, she barely seemed to notice, already moving as if to go to Remi’s bedside. My hand on her arm stopped her. Wide eyes dropped to my grip, then rose to mine.

“Thank you.” I nodded toward my brother. “For taking care of him.”

She opened her mouth to respond, but I was already turning away. Already turning my focus to the mission, to the next step. Remi was in good hands for now; that was all I needed to know. I could leave him with Eli and Nurse Marrone.

There was someone else I needed to focus on now.

 




Chapter Four

 

 

Derrick Roslyn was a prominent Atlanta politician. Most citizens couldn’t tell you the name of even one of their local city councilmen, but anyone who watched the news or read the papers would recognize Roslyn. A prominent businessman for the last three decades, he’d stepped into politics about ten years ago, and rumor had it he would be announcing a run for the Georgia governorship in the very near future.

Which was exactly when most politicians began cleaning up their pasts. Looked like Roslyn was acting to type.

I watched as the man’s black town car pulled from their five-car garage and around to the front of the house. Roslyn stepped outside a few minutes later, his formal evening wear looking sleek in the lights framing the front portico and corners of the yard. The driver stepped to the back passenger door and opened it for his boss, who nodded as he slid into the back seat. No talking. Roslyn felt the staff was beneath him, only there to command or to berate. I’d seen it several times on the video clips I’d managed to dig up off the Internet in the past twenty-four hours.

Roslyn’s Google calendar was shared between himself and his most pertinent staff, which made it easy to hack. The councilman had a standing appointment at the Patriots Club every Thursday night. With a bit more digging—i.e. bribes—I discovered that the household staff was also off every Thursday. It was the emptiest I would find the house, so I took advantage of it.

After seeing the front gate close behind Roslyn’s town car, I circled around to the back of the grounds. The gates required a six-digit code to open, as did the outside doors to the house. The codes were changed once a week, and I’d paid handsomely for this week’s code to the back gate and the side garage door. Carefully I entered the numbers on the keypad next to the gate’s lock, then waited for the small light to turn green before pulling the gate open enough to slip through.

With a median net worth of almost $800,000, the residents of Peach Tree City were used to opulence, but even here, Roslyn’s hundred-acre estate was unusual. I entered the gardens first, an area lush with hedges and flowerbeds and trees. One in particular caught my eye, a huge oak that had to have been here before Roslyn had even been born. Its branches spread out, blocking the moonlight, providing cover as I stopped to survey the grounds.

“Come on, Levi! Come see. It’s perfect.”

I flinched as Remi’s voice echoed in my head. A glance up assured me I was beneath Roslyn’s tree, not that long-ago oak Remi loved to climb.

“Dad says he’ll give us all the wood we need. Don’t you think it’ll make the perfect tree house?”

I could hear his excitement, swore the scent of vegetation steaming in the heat of a summer afternoon after a hard rain filled my nose.

“Come on, Levi!”

“Shut the fuck up!” I needed my head in the now, not some long-ago memory that didn’t matter anymore. Forcing my legs to move, I jogged lightly across the grounds until I hit the open lawn along the back of the house. Security cameras scanned the property regularly, though they weren’t a concern now—I’d hacked them before I’d even attempted Roslyn’s personal computer. I knew from watching that no regular patrols guarded the grounds, but just to be safe, I waited a few minutes, eyeing the back windows, searching for movement, for light. Any indication that the house wasn’t as empty as it seemed.

It wasn’t completely empty; I already knew that too. But the one person occupying the 5000-square-foot building wouldn’t be a problem.

Letting out my breath, I made my way to the door on the side of the garage, entered the code, and walked inside. The garage was dark. Several bays held a sedan, a sports car, what appeared to be a work truck, probably for the groundskeepers. The bay for the town car was empty. I moved through the area quickly, making my way to the door that led to the mudroom.

More darkness met me on the other side.

Doors to my left and right led to basement areas according to the layout passed on to me by my source. The door directly opposite the garage led to the kitchen. I crossed to it, listened carefully to make certain the room was empty, then entered.

The kitchen was massive, easily large enough to cater the lavish dinner parties for which Roslyn was known. The space was almost painfully empty as well. No appliances out on the counters. No bowls of fruit on the massive center island workspace. No cookie jars.

“Can I have oatmeal?” Remi asked, bouncing on his eight-year-old feet as our mother took the lid off the cookie jar. Oatmeal was his favorite…

I scrubbed a hand down my face. “For fuck’s sake, stop!”

The words were no more than a harsh whisper, but still they echoed in the empty room. Narrowing my eyes, I moved across the tiled floor, noting the glaring whiteness of the cabinets, counters. The only color was the stainless steel appliances and the faint veins in the countertops. The room was clinical, stark, so much so that I would’ve doubted anyone lived here if not for the faint scent of cheese and warm bread that lingered in the air. Not the scent of Roslyn’s dinner, since he would eat at the club tonight, but the scent was there, meaning the occupant I expected had been here recently.

I searched the area until I found a trash bin beneath the sink. There, right on top, lay a to-go bag from Fratelli’s. Italian food. Explained the scent. I closed the cabinet door, attached a bug under the lip of the center island, and moved on.

The downstairs was mostly living space: a massive dining area that could seat fifty, a formal living room devoid of personal mementos and family photos but full of stiff furniture and an excruciatingly neat atmosphere. I stopped here and there to plant the occasional listening devices, then made my way via the back stairs to the second floor. Roslyn’s living quarters.

The hall I entered was lit by night-lights every few feet, just as the halls downstairs had been. The first set of doors I came to were wide, heavy wood. I added a bug to the underside of a night-light, then moved to the doors and grasped the knob of the left one.

Inside, a massive bed dominated the room.

Blood splashed the white walls. Soaked the bed. Even in the dark I could see it. And my uncle, Amos, standing at the foot of it, his gun now pointed at me. “Speak and you’ll join them. Then your brothers. You wouldn’t want that, now would you?”

I sucked in a shaky breath, blinked my eyes back into focus. This room was dark, masculine, not white. The bed was a heavy four-poster, the covers neatly in place, not mussed and crumpled from the bodies beneath them. I pointed the differences out to myself, one by one, and yet couldn’t shake the weight of the memories crouching in my head, waiting to attack at the slightest hint of weakness.

I knew what it was, of course. I’d been back to the hospital. It had been almost two days since the fall, and Remi wasn’t awake. The longer he remained unconscious, the more I worried that he’d stay asleep for good. I couldn’t escape the worry, couldn’t block out thoughts of him, the feeling of responsibility, the weight of needing to fix this somehow. But I couldn’t fix him; I could only make certain it never happened again. Walking to the bedside table with a neatly bookmarked biography and a pair of reading glasses, I stared down at Roslyn’s bed. His days of sleeping easily, unhindered, were numbered. He didn’t know it, but I did. I’d make it happen or die trying.

Another bug, another room. This floor got more attention than the first because it was Roslyn’s private space. Opposite his bedroom was the office he used when he worked from home. Completely dark. There were no night-lights in here, and the heavy shutters were closed to protect his privacy. I snapped on a penlight and swept it across the massive desk he sat behind to work.

The desk was small, cramped, like the room. Garrett’s sun-worn face was ravaged from worry, from stress. From fear. But he no longer had anything to fear. The men who’d taken his daughter’s innocence were dead; I’d made sure of it.

“How did you do this thing?”

I might be young, but I was already strong, my muscles hard from both work and fighting. That’s the way it was on the streets—you used what you had, and I had strength. I’d used it to avenge Sarah’s pain, to stop the agony that pierced me every time I thought about them hurting her. “Don’t worry about how I did it. Just know you won’t ever have to worry again.”

Garrett stared at me for a long time, his grave eyes weary down to his very soul. Then he opened a drawer in the bottom of that cramped desk and pulled out a lockbox. Didn’t even open it, just handed it over. “For you.”

“No.” I hadn’t done this for money.

“Take it, Agozi.” Garrett’s gaze bored into me, old to young. Both with too much knowledge. “You do the work of a man; you get paid like a man.”

This desk was nothing like Garrett’s. Far bigger deals and far bigger payouts had crossed this desk, none of them as sincere or as worthy as the corner convenience store owner’s had been. And I wasn’t the man who’d walked out of the tiny office with a thousand dollars in cash either. Nowhere near as altruistic, definitely not as caring. We lived by rules, my brothers and me, but emotion didn’t come into it. We weren’t animals; that’s what the rules gave us. Some semblance of humanity.

Here, now, I was saying fuck the rules. This was about vengeance, plain and simple, about making sure no one dared come after my family again. Roslyn was a dead man walking, and I was going to enjoy taking him down.

The laptop on the desk was useless; I’d hacked it through the Web hours ago. I added two bugs to the office space, one inside the top drawer, attached to the underside of the desktop, and one across the room in a not so obvious place in case Roslyn’s security found the first one. The files in the cabinet I ignored—anything not pertinent to right now didn’t matter. I riffled through the ones on his desk but didn’t find anything any more interesting than the bank statements I’d already seen via his computer. Taking one last look around, I stepped through the door and closed it carefully. Quietly. Made my way back to the door I’d entered from.

It was time to go upstairs.


 




Chapter Five

 

 

Entering an empty house is easy. A house that’s occupied? Not so easy, but doable. My options—and time—were limited, so having Roslyn’s daughter on the third floor had been an acceptable risk.

Abigail Roslyn was [twenty-one. Daddy’s little hostess for all social events, the exception being her Thursday nights free. An only child whose mother died when she was a toddler. She didn’t take after either parent with her dark red hair and curvy figure. Pictures of Roslyn’s events always showed her in the background, never at his side, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t aiding and abetting her father in whatever he did.

I entered the third floor from the back staircase just as I had the second. The back half of the floor contained guest rooms, and I holed up in one while Abigail finished eating. Shadows kept me hidden as she descended the front stairs with her tray a few minutes later. In a loose-fitting tee and yoga pants, her hair up in a messy ponytail, she looked about fifteen. Too young to rule the staff with an iron fist; that was definitely Roslyn’s doing.

Maybe he rules Abigail as well. Does she resent that, resent him? Or does her father’s wealth and position make up for the lack of freedom?

I’d find out soon enough.

She returned minutes later, glancing in my direction as she topped the stairs. Her steps hitched, a flash of something crossing her face as she stared into the shadows, as if she could sense something not right. Some marks could. That didn’t mean they could find me.

Abigail didn’t either—she shook off whatever had caught her attention and moved into her living area, already pulling the ponytail from her hair.

That hair. I watched it fall down her back as she passed through into her bedroom, the sight tightening something low in my gut. Long and curly, a vibrant splash of color. It would make her stand out anywhere, that hair. It certainly drew attention. My attention.

Abigail Roslyn was interesting, if secondary to my target. The question was, was she worth my time? Or maybe, more appropriately, how could I make her worth my time?

I waited five minutes more before easing from my position to enter the living area. From the crack of the bedroom door, the sound of water rushing into a tub reached me. I crouched nearby a few more minutes, alert, ready, until the water turned off and the splash of Abigail getting in came through. Only then did I do a quick, thorough search of the living room and add my bugs. Other than a day planner open on the desk, some textbooks and papers, there was nothing out in the open, nothing that would help me understand Roslyn except a single framed image: a beautiful blonde woman holding the hand of a redheaded toddler. The baby stared solemnly into the camera; the woman scowled from beside a Porsche convertible.

The dead mother. Neither of them looked happy to me.

So why does she have this picture in her room, where she has to see it every day?

I slipped into Abigail’s bedroom.

The bathroom door was barely cracked, just as the bedroom door had been. Only someone who fully trusted that they were alone left doors open and unlocked. I knew from the blueprints that the garden tub she sat in right now was to the left, out of the line of sight to look into the bedroom. I searched carefully but quietly, ignoring the faint sounds of water trickling and sloshing as Abigail moved. Or telling myself I ignored it despite the fact that images of that red hair piled on top of her head, baring creamy shoulders above the water line, flicked through my head.

Get this done and go find yourself a fuck, asshole. You’ve got a job to do.

Cream dominated this room—walls, bedding, curtains—as it had most of the house except the bleached-white kitchen. Despite the stark coloring, this room felt lived-in. A soft purple throw across the end of the bed. A collection of old perfume bottles adding color to the dresser. A neat stack of paperbacks on the bedside table. I picked one up. Not an author I recognized, but then the half-naked man on the front said it wasn’t a genre I’d normally gravitate to.

It tells you what she’d gravitate to, doesn’t it?

I set the book back precisely in its place and continued my search.

The closet was bigger than some of the places we’d squatted in as kids. Evening gowns and formal clothes dominated, though one corner contained jeans and T-shirts and soft pants like she’d been wearing earlier. Expensive underwear and shoes. Only the best for Daddy’s little girl.

I doubted Roslyn viewed it that way. There had been no pictures of him with his daughter in her living space, no personal pictures at all in his quarters downstairs, only images of him with other prominent businessmen and politicians, celebrities. She was a necessity, not a loved family member.

But necessities were vital for a reason. I could use that.

Filing the intel away, I went through the wallet sitting on her dresser: fifty dollars in cash, a credit card in her father’s name, a student ID and meal card, as well as a frequent buyer card for the campus coffee shop with half the squares punched. Nothing else in her wallet. That confirmed what I’d learned online: she didn’t have a driver’s license, and her only pursuit outside of the hospitality she provided her father’s guests was a degree at one of the local universities. Humanities, though she’d recently attended a nursing course.

There was nothing here that changed my perception of her as a pawn in Roslyn’s political games. If she was useful to him, she would be useful to me. A man like Roslyn was all about reputation; his daughter would be above reproach, useful for the social aspects necessary for his job, then put on a shelf when he didn’t need her.

Maybe reputation was where I needed to hit him first.

The sound of water moving, lapping against the tub came from the bathroom as I exited the closet—Abigail washing her body. Taking a moment to add a bug to the backside of the headboard, I turned my attention to her phone, currently plugged into the charger on her bedside table. When the switch on the side was turned so the ringer wouldn’t sound, I unplugged the phone, turned it off, and removed the SIM card. Slid it into the SIM reader waiting in my pocket. I’d transfer the data to a new phone later, allowing me to clone Abigail’s phone and read any texts she sent or received.


There was nothing else I needed to do in this room, but when my feet moved, it wasn’t toward the living area; it was toward the bathroom door. Oh so carefully, I pushed—one inch, two. Just enough that the crack between the doorjamb and the edge of the door opened, barely allowing me a peek at the tub behind it.

A jolt hit my gut. Or maybe my cock—the blow was hard enough, I couldn’t distinguish between the two, because only a few feet away, Abigail Roslyn wasn’t simply bathing in her beautiful tub. She was arched back, her vibrant hair spilling across the lip of the bath, her eyes closed, [clenched in what I would believe was agony if it weren’t for the fingers pinching her upthrust nipples. The sound that escaped her, half moan, half sigh, wrapped around my cock like a silken fist, drawing my balls up tight. It was the sound of sex, of hunger.

Of frustration. I knew it even before her eyes opened to stare at the ceiling. Her fingers twisted and plucked at the strawberry-pink tips, her body moved restlessly, but the look on her face wasn’t satisfaction. Torture, maybe. Painful need, but not satisfaction.

Her naked skin gleamed in the low lights of four candles lit at each corner of the tub. I caught the faint scent of vanilla and some kind of flowers in the air, but it was the sight that kept my attention. She didn’t look fifteen anymore; she was every inch a woman, striving for her pleasure, needing something she wasn’t getting.

Why did I care? She was a naked woman like any other; it wasn’t as if I hadn’t seen hundreds before now, in every position known to entice a man. Hell, I’d lost my virginity at fourteen to a friendly neighborhood prostitute who frequented the corner not far from the building my brothers and I had been squatting in at the time. Derrick Roslyn’s daughter didn’t have anything I hadn’t seen before. And yet…

There was something about her face, her body. Something I couldn’t put a finger on. Something that drew my attention when I normally wouldn’t spare her a second glance, no matter how beautiful, no matter how much she made my cock thump against the zipper of my fatigues.

“Oh!” Her eyelids slid closed, then opened again when she pinched her nipples hard. The water sloshed as she pushed up into her hands, searching out the pleasure-pain she was giving herself. One hand left her breast and traveled beneath the bubble-covered surface of the water, its journey hidden from everything but my imagination. I knew the moment her fingers made contact with her clit—it was in the widening of her eyes, the heavy puff of air she released, the sudden jerk that splashed water onto the bathroom floor.

A growl rose, unbidden, in my throat. To my shock, I barely managed to hold it back.

Definitely time to find a fuck.

And yet I didn’t move. I watched instead—the slender bend of her arm as she set a rhythm, the white teeth biting down on her full lower lip, the strain in her face as she chased release. I watched, and I held my breath, waiting, waiting. And every second only served to solidify the plan forming in my mind. The way to use Abigail Roslyn against her father. The way to add another stone to the [grave I would build to bury him alive.

The daughter would be the start. Only death would finish it.

Abigail strained hard, a small wail escaping her lips as she hit her peak. And yet the tension didn’t ease, not by much. I could see it in the rigid set of her muscles, in the way her body stayed tight instead of relaxing into the water. She might have climaxed, but it had been weak. Unsatisfying. She needed more than her fingers, more than whatever fantasies were playing out in her head.

She needed a partner to give her that ultimate high. A partner she hadn’t found yet.

That partner would be me.

 




Chapter Six

 

 

I had motive and means; now I simply had to wait for opportunity.

“How is he?” I asked Eli, my gaze on the screens in front of me. On the central monitor, I was busy hacking the foreign bank where one of Roslyn’s many accounts was held. To one side, the cameras showing the grounds surrounding Roslyn’s mansion played out, no movement except the sway of branches in the wind. On the other screens, I had views of the hospital hallway Eli walked every six hours to get to Remi’s room, and Remi lying in his bed. I could see he was no different, but I needed to hear the words.

“The same.”

My brother’s voice was beyond tired. The weight of Remi’s condition was wearing on both of us, but it was Eli who was stuck at the hospital. Neither of us was used to doing nothing. At least out here, I was able to take action.

“He’ll wake up soon.” I believed that because I wouldn’t allow myself to believe anything else. Remi was going to heal, he was going to wake up, and he was going to come home. Period.

“Will he?”

Before I could reprimand him, Eli moved on. “What have you got on Roslyn?”

I grunted. “Plenty.” Conversation after conversation from both his home and business offices. A wealth of online data he probably thought no hacker could access. All waiting for me to do something with it. But the opening salvo of this war had to be big, unmistakable, a declaration Roslyn couldn’t ignore and sure as fuck couldn’t mistake for anything else. “All I need now is the perfect opportunity to make the play—and I’ll find it, Eli. I promise you.”

“I know you will,” he said with weary resignation. “I’d be satisfied with a bullet to the brain.”

Fuck no. This was going to take much longer than a head shot. Roslyn would feel the same agony we’d felt before he died. There’d be no coming home to that fancy mansion after I was through with him. And from what I’d observed of the private man, the one not on camera or in the interview chair, not many people in his life would grieve for the bastard.

Certainly not his daughter.

“They’re about to let me back to sit with him.” The sound of a hand rasping over stubble came through the line. Eli barely took time to come home and shower, much less shave. “I’ll get an update from the day nurse, then let you know what she says.”

“I’ll be waiting.” Then, because he needed it, because it needed to be said over and over until we all truly grasped it, “He’ll get there, Eli. Believe me.”

“Yeah.” A pause. “Love you, bro.”

“You too.”

Eli clicked off. I sat for a moment, staring at my cell, worry flashing through me, before tucking it away. I couldn’t do anything to make Remi recover faster; I could do something about making sure he and Eli were safe.

A couple of hours later, the sound of a knock on the massive wooden doors of Roslyn’s home office came through my headphones. Abigail. Roslyn had summoned her after dinner. I knew from the bug in her living space—one of the maids had delivered the message. The feed from Roslyn’s rooms was a constant buzz of noise; it seemed like the man never stopped talking. The daughter’s was just the opposite—if the woman said five words a day while at home, it was a surprise. A few text messages came through her phone, mostly school assignments and the occasional text from a fellow student, but nothing else. Even when called on the carpet in her father’s office, she was mostly silent.

I recognized self-defense when I saw it. Or maybe Roslyn had beaten her down to the point where she didn’t fight it anymore.

I hoped not, not with the plans I had for her.

“Dad,” Abigail said, her voice getting louder as she approached Roslyn’s desk.

“I assume you have the dress I sent for tonight’s appearance,” he said without greeting his daughter.

“I do.”

“Good.” The click of fingers typing on a keyboard came through. “You’ll sit with Kyle tonight.”

Abigail didn’t respond, but I could feel the tension in the room ratchet up, even secondhand.

The clicking stopped. “Kyle Pellen is the perfect companion, and I expect your demeanor to reflect that, do you understand?”

Pellen was Roslyn’s right-hand man. Tall, blond, and wealthy. A man Roslyn had made a deal with. Obviously Abigail didn’t know about that deal.

“Dad—”

A loud slap echoed in my headphones—a flat palm hitting wood. I narrowed my eyes on the lines of code filling my monitor.

“Be. Silent.” The creak of Roslyn’s chair came through as he stood up. “You will get used to him, or you’ll have a miserable future. Your choice.”

There was a long pause. Was Abigail acquiescing? Was Roslyn rounding that big desk to reach his daughter? Something about that image playing out in my head had my gut clenching.

“Maybe it’s time I spelled this out for you,” Roslyn said, his words a low snarl. The man was rarely angry; few people gave him reason to be angry. Abigail’s silent defiance seemed to be the exception. “I’ve provided for you for two decades—food, shelter, education. It’s time I got my money’s worth out of that cunt.”

A sharp, feminine gasp filled my ears.

“Kyle Pellen comes from one of the oldest, wealthiest, most influential families in this state. An alliance with the Pellens would make me unstoppable—and you are going to create that alliance for me.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I am talking about marriage,” Roslyn said. “Tonight, you will sit next to your fiancé when I announce my bid for the governor’s chair. You will be his, and you’d better make every person in that room believe you want that. Do I make myself clear?”

“What? No!”

The slap this time wasn’t palm against wood; it was skin against skin.

“You will marry, and that’s final. Don’t think you can defy me in this.” His voice lowered as if he leaned away from the bug, leaned toward his daughter. “The only worth you’ve ever had is what’s between your legs, just like your mother before you. I’ll leverage anything I have to, to get what I want.”

“What about what I want?”

The words were almost quiet enough I couldn’t make them out. Roslyn’s answer was crystal clear: “What you want has never mattered. It won’t start now.”

Silence answered him. I tried to picture Abigail’s creamy skin, the skin I was certain would never hide a blush, a sudden flush of anger. A palm print. Those expressive eyes that had stared at the ceiling, starkly naked of any defenses. Every emotion she felt, flashing across her face. What emotion was there now?

Political and financial alliances were more common in marriage, especially in families like hers, but she hadn’t expected this; that was clear. Had she known about her own mother? Picturing the framed photograph on her desk, I knew she hadn’t. And yet it explained so much, didn’t it? The woman in that image hadn’t been happy. The house lacked any personal mementoes.

Yes, it made perfect sense.

Abigail cleared her throat. “Kyle hasn’t asked me to marry him.”

The sound of a grunt came through. “He doesn’t have to. It’s understood. He’ll have a diamond for you when we arrive. A large one. Consider it payment.”

Damn.

“You are dismissed. Be ready at seven sharp. We have to be at the hotel ballroom by eight.”

I couldn’t hear Abigail’s steps as she crossed the office, but the click of the door closing quietly came through. Roslyn’s chair creaked as he sat once more; then the sound of typing filtered through the headphones.

I guessed that was one way to tell your child you were fucking them over.

I didn’t switch the channel to the listening devices in Abigail’s room. I couldn’t afford to feel sympathy right now—I couldn’t afford to feel anything. She was a mark, the perfect mark if she was the link to secure Roslyn to the Pellens. If there had been some way to get to her before the engagement, I’d have done it, but afterward would work too. Maybe better.

An hour later the cell phone I’d used to clone Abigail’s dinged—a text message. I glanced at it absently.

Hey, girl! We’re going out for drinks tonight. Wanna go? Don’t say no, Abby!!! :-)

Candy, one of the students in Abigail’s nursing class. The invites came regularly, but Abigail always said no. Especially tonight—

Sure. Where and when?

Okay, maybe not. Looked like Roslyn’s kitten was growing some claws.

OMG! Really? Squeeeeee! I can’t wait!!!!

Then…

The Full Moon. 7:30? Don’t eat—we’ll get a pizza after. Sound good?

A short pause. Having second thoughts?


Sounds good. I’ll see you at 7:30.

The next text that came through was an Uber confirmation. The animal inside me, the one that enjoyed the hunt no matter the prey, reared its head.

Opportunity. I needed it, and Abigail Roslyn was about to drop it in my lap.

The Full Moon was a downtown bar with an eclectic mix of upper-class college students, twentysomething professionals, and creatives on the prowl for their next fix, either chemical or sexual. I never dressed to stand out, but tonight I dressed to draw attention. Abigail’s attention.

Abby. Her friends call her Abby.

A black dress shirt, the fabric silky soft, the kind that would make her fingers twitch to stroke it. Black jeans that hugged my ass and legs. Black low-heeled boots. I knew what made women hungry, and Abby would be no exception. Tonight I needed her not just to notice me, but to be overwhelmed by me, enough to overcome a lifetime of inhibitions.

When I was ready, I took one last look at the screen showing Remi in his hospital bed—motionless, silent. I could never look at the image without seeing him fall from the balcony, seeing him splayed on the concrete with blood pooling beneath his head. Watching him, I let the memories play out in my mind, let the rage that filled me then, rise up now. Roslyn’s time had come. It didn’t matter that I’d have to use an innocent woman to do it. Nothing mattered but making Roslyn pay for what he’d done. Avenging my brother.

Keeping my family safe.

Abby was opening the door. Tonight I’d walk through it.

I grabbed my keys and the supplies I’d need from the desk and turned away from Remi, from Eli. I couldn’t think about them now. Abby was my focus, my prey.

The Full Moon waited.

Let’s go.
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I knew the minute I saw him that Levi Agozi was too perfect to be real. I didn't care. He came to me, asked for me, and, dazzled by his dark good looks and the bad-boy aura surrounding him, I gave in. Willingly.

My father is set to become the next governor of Virginia, and he'll use me to get there if he has to. He'll hand me over, virginity and all, to the man with the biggest bank account and political pull.





 





I wanted something more.

I wanted Levi. And I had him—until I woke up, disoriented and confused, at his mercy. He’s a bad boy, all right. A sexy, deadly assassin. And I'm the pawn torn between him and my father, two powerful men intent on destroying each other.

I might not understand their war, but I do understand one thing: no matter who wins, I lose.
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“Hello, ladies.”

My hand froze on the handle as the words quivered through my body. Look up! Look at him! But I couldn’t; I could only sit there like a dumbass holding the pitcher in my shaking grip and praying I didn’t make a fool of myself.

No fear, remember?

No fear. I tightened my grip, lifted. So far, so good. Somehow I managed to pour a fresh drink without spilling, replace the pitcher on the table. Despite the sick pounding of my heart in my throat, I made myself glance up.

Gray eyes locked with mine.

Lord, he’s beautiful.

I expected him to look away, to focus on one of the other women. He didn’t. He stared—at me. Until the urge to squirm crawled up my spine and my cheeks burst into flames.

“Hello.”

Was that my voice, all breathy and…suggestive? It must’ve been; the other girls were staring, silent, their round eyes just as awed as I’m sure mine were. I looked back to the man looming over our table.

He reached a hand out to me. “I’m Levi.”

My fingers settled into his grip like they had been created to fit him. “Abby.”

My voice cracked. I cleared my throat.

“Hi, Abby.” He didn’t let go of my hand, didn’t glance around. Just held me captive with those intense eyes. “Would you dance with me?”

Me?

I barely managed not to say it aloud. Instead I looked to Sarah, who was frantically nodding. “Uh, okay. Sure.”

Could I be any more awkward if I tried? Where was the vaunted hostess who demurely handled every crisis that arose?

Maybe she’d died along with the dream that someday, somehow, my father would see me as his daughter and not his pawn.

Levi tugged on my hand, urging me to my feet. My body responded to his command automatically, breaking through the nerves that had held me frozen. I didn’t want to be frozen, not anymore. And I didn’t want to miss this, not a minute of it.

He kept ahold of me, merely lifting our joined hands over Candy’s and Renee’s heads. Was he afraid to let go, afraid I might run away? But no, a man like this wouldn’t feel fear. Could he sense my own? Was my palm clammy? God, please don’t let me make the biggest fool of myself ever.

An actual smile tugged at my lips.

“What?” he asked.

Had he been watching me that closely then? “Just…” I clamped my lips shut over the words. No one needed access to my insecurities but me. “Thank you for asking me to dance.”

Surprise softened his smile. “My pleasure.”

The music changed as we reached the dance floor, from the latest pop single to a slow, sultry song. Levi raised his arm and twirled me beneath it. On the second spin his body blocked mine, plastering me against the hard muscles beneath his black shirt and jeans. Hard and hot—his body seared mine, as if I’d carry the impression of him on my skin for the rest of my life. And maybe I would. I certainly wanted to. Everything feminine in me flared to painful life, urging me to rub against him like a cat, roll myself in his scent, his heat. The rough, tanned skin of his throat was right in front of me, a delicious sprinkle of dark stubble guiding my eyes down to the collar of his button-down where a hint of a tattoo peeked out. This man was nothing like any other I’d known—hard-edged, powerful. Dangerous. And yet his arms surrounding my body made me feel utterly safe.

He ducked his head beside mine and inhaled, taking in my scent. Like an animal.

Don’t faint, Abby. Just don’t.

I didn’t, but I did tighten my grip. My heeled boots brought me high enough that my head settled in the hollow vee beside his collarbone. I did my own inhaling. At my shiver, a hint of a smile tugged at the corner of Levi’s mouth. That smile fascinated me, made me want to forget the whole world and just focus right there, right now, shutting out everything but this moment. No worries, no pain, no but this is only… Just Levi and now. Just this song. Just—

“So…is this your first time here?”


I jerked my head up so fast I almost clipped his chin. “How did you know that?”

Amusement lightened his gray eyes to silver. “Because I’ve never seen you here before.”

So he was a regular. “I don’t get out much.”

God, had I really said that? Before I could cover my awkwardness—with what, I didn’t know—Levi threw his head back and laughed. I couldn’t tell which caused more goose bumps, the throaty, rich sound of his amusement or the strong lines of his neck, begging me to explore them with tongue and teeth and lips and…

Levi’s amusement darkened quickly, turning into something that left me breathless, especially when that stare settled on my mouth. “I find that a little hard to believe.”

The heat in my cheeks returned. “I’m glad I decided to venture out tonight, at least,” I finally said.


Levi’s grip tightened the slightest bit as he turned me. One thigh slid between mine, and there was no mistaking the feel of his arousal against my belly. “I’m glad you did too.”

The phone in my back pocket vibrated. My father again. I ignored the buzz against my butt cheek and burrowed deeper into the male presence surrounding me.

Levi didn’t chatter—another way he was different from the men I normally met. Polite conversation was a given among the rich and socially entitled. I’d learned the art to survive, not because I enjoyed it. Here, now, without the distraction of desperately searching for the right clever thing to say, I basked in Levi’s heat, the fluid way his body moved, the exciting brush of his chest against my aching nipples and his hard erection against my belly, leaving very little doubt that he was enjoying having me in his arms. I lapped up every moment, let it fill the emptiness that had opened like a black hole inside me earlier tonight.

My buzzing phone refused to respect my need, however. I didn’t have to be in the room with him to know my father was becoming livid—the constant vibrations against my ass told me that well enough. This was one instance where an aide wouldn’t be texting me. Dad wouldn’t want anyone to know his only child had run off rather than put in an appearance at the dinner where he planned to announce his gubernatorial candidacy. Not that Derrick Roslyn’s political ambitions had spooked me into running off.

No, it had been the announcement of my arranged marriage that did that.

Levi’s fingers skimmed down my side to grasp my hip, fingers so close to the curves that craved his touch. “Shouldn’t you answer that before someone blows a gasket?”

“What?”

I glanced up, meeting the same understanding amusement as before. Not cruel or taunting, as I’d so often encountered. Just genuine enjoyment of the moment. “Your phone.” He lowered his head until his mouth brushed my ear. “I don’t mind vibrators, but that’s not exactly what I had in mind.”

I flushed so hot even the tips of my ears burned; surely Levi could feel it against his lips. A stutter fumbled my words before I managed to push something intelligible out. “He’ll give up soon.”

“He?”

“My father.”

Levi drew back enough to look at me. “Family can be a bitch.”

Or bastard. Since my mother had died when I was a toddler, my father was all the family I had.


Vibrations lit up my pocket. Levi chuckled this time, his cool fingers gripping my chin. “Why don’t you go see what the problem is?”

“Because I don’t care.”

“And I don’t want your attention divided—I’d rather have you all to myself.” Heat licked at me as his hungry gaze settled once more on my mouth. “Trust me; I’ll be here when you get back.”

Why would a guy this hot be waiting for a girl like me? The questions beat at my brain, demanding an answer, but I’d never screw up the courage to say the words aloud, so I slipped reluctantly from his arms instead. Rather than returning to the table, I walked down the hall to the ladies’ room and hurried inside. The stalls were empty, so I pulled my phone from my pocket and scrolled through my contacts until I came to my father’s number, not bothering to check the texts. Personal experience had taught me that he wouldn’t stop until he heard my voice.

“What do you think you’re doing, Abigail?”

“Hello to you too, Dad.”

Pride filled me at the lack of fear in my voice—until the fury in my father’s growl made me tremble.

The sound of people talking that filtered through the phone became muffled; Dad moving to a more secluded area. “I’ve had enough of your goddamn games, Abigail. I’m sending a car for you; it’ll be outside in ten minutes, and I want you inside it in ten and a half. You will come to this dinner, and you will be by my side when I make my announcement—or you will regret it. Is that clear?”

“That’s going to be difficult since I’m not at home.”

“I know exactly where you are. Do you think I’m an idiot?”

“How—” But I was no idiot either. Or maybe I am, because…cell phone. I pulled the device away from my ear to stare at it, dazed, my father’s rants and demands registering vaguely, like flies my mind batted away without conscious thought. Only the tone flowed over me, a trick I’d learned as a young girl—or more of a survival strategy, really. The only way to endure the hours of lectures and discipline that had filled my childhood.

“Get your ass outside right this minute and wait for Charlie to arrive. I won’t have you shaming this family.”

That registered. Or rather, slapped me awake. I was bringing shame to our family? Me? My father expected me to marry for his convenience, for the good of his political career, but I was the shameful one? I squeezed down on the cell, the sound of plastic creaking in protest satisfying something inside me that ached to burst free. Too bad I wasn’t strong enough to pulverize the damn thing.

And yet, a large part of me believed him. Always had. After all, if I wasn’t shameful, he would love me, right?

No. Wrong. You’re not going to let that bastard poison you anymore, Abby.

I wasn’t the Hulk, able to crush a cell phone with a single twitch of my fingers, but I was strong enough to drop it into the trash can full of wet paper towels and walk out of the bathroom without looking back. In the hall, the sight of Levi leaning against the wall, obviously waiting, hands stuffed into his pockets, brought me to an abrupt stop. My mouth went dry. I’d spent my life trying to please a man, and look where that had gotten me.

I was already bringing shame to the Roslyn name; maybe I should embrace the role instead of letting my father’s words cut me to pieces.

I moved closer. One side of Levi’s mouth tilted up, and he wrapped those big hands around my hips the minute I came within reach. A gravelly rumble escaped him, sinking beneath my skin and sending shivers to the deepest part of my being. Heavy-lidded eyes devoured me, shouting a desire I found hard to believe, but it was there nonetheless. Hunger. Pleasure. That look sent a surge of desperation so strong through me that I couldn’t speak if I’d wanted to.

It’s now or never, Abby.

I didn’t stop or slow. I moved into his space until my body was pressed firmly against his, lifted my chin, and met the lips that lowered to mine.
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