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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New Orleans

      

      

      Ribbons of passion and song seep through the closed doors of St. Joan of Arc Catholic Church into the empty street. A woman inside is singing, the soulful sound lifted up by the accompanying piano and drums. Making my post my pew, I hum the familiar hymn until the lyrics to the refrain come back to me.

      
        
        All that we have and all that we offer

        Comes from a heart both frightened and free.

        

      

      I briefly consider going inside, but for now I’m content to wait where I am, a block off the Mississippi River. The immediate neighborhood is unremarkable—modest houses, an adjacent school, and a warehouse with commercial space a few feet down the street where I’m now parked.

      After an all-night drive from DC, I traveled the long stretch of highway that took me over Lake Pontchartrain and into the city at dawn. Already the sultry spring air is a welcome change from the chilly capital. I close my eyes and melt into the supple leather seat of the blue SUV that’s been my home since my mother pushed the keys into my hand and we said our tearful goodbyes. Only goodbye for now, I think, as I feel exhaustion tug at me.

      “Hey.”

      A loud voice and the sudden rapping on the windshield jolts me upright. I brace my hand on the center console and open my eyes at the same time. A heavily muscled man with a shaved head, his shirt damp with sweat, is standing just beyond my rolled-down window. My heart threatens to beat out of my chest. I scramble to open the console and whip out the pistol I have hidden there.

      “Whoa, whoa.” The man backs up a couple of steps with his hands raised.

      I blink rapidly and try to steady the full-body panic vibrating through me. On second glance, he looks a little less menacing. More like a forty-something gym rat out on his morning run. His skin is like mine, sandy brown. His eyes a shade darker, wide and honest.

      “I’m not going to hurt you, all right? I noticed your out-of-town plates, saw you sleeping here, and wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Do you need help?”

      “No, I don’t need help,” I snap. Why would he think I need help? Do I look that bad? I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror. My skin is dull, and the bags under my eyes seem to reflect the toll of this latest leg of my journey.

      I untangle my hand from the weapon. My adrenaline is still pumping hard, but I try to suppress the feeling of immediate danger.

      “Sorry. I’ve been driving all night. I’m just tired. I’m waiting for someone.”

      I glance at the still-closed doors of the church. The Sunday service should be wrapping up soon.

      “With a gun?”

      “It’s for protection. You scared the shit out of me.”

      He drops his arms and pinches the center of his branded T-shirt, tugging it off his damp skin a few times. “You worried about someone in particular or just everyone?” His chest moves with labored breaths, more from physical exertion than the fact I considered shooting him a few seconds ago, I’m guessing.

      He points toward my lap when I don’t respond. “Believe it or not, you don’t need that.”

      Why can’t he take a hint? I’m not interested in company. Can’t he read the sign on my forehead: Crazy, exhausted woman with a handgun. Back off.

      “Thanks, but you don’t know anything about what I need or don’t need.”

      “I know you’re scared to death. Probably a little too punchy to have a weapon like that within reach. You almost shot me for knocking on your window. Doesn’t that concern you?”

      Jesus. If I wanted a sermon, I would have attended the service. I clunk the gun back into the center console and slam it shut. “I don’t even know how to use it. Does that make you feel better?”

      “Not really.”

      “Listen, I have to go.” I look to the church again, relieved when I see the doors open and patrons spilling out onto the steps. “Sorry,” I say again for good measure as I get out of the vehicle and move away from the man.

      Approaching the church steps, I try to ignore the knot of anxiety I’ve been holding on to about meeting a different stranger altogether—the mysterious woman my mother assured me would help me get settled here in the city.

      Martine Benoit looks just like the picture Mom gave me. A few inches shorter than me, she’s petite with curves that fill out her bright floral sheath dress, her feet adorned with bright-red patent leather pumps. The heavy rouge on her cheeks and heavily dyed blond hair betray a woman clinging to her youth. She lingers near the entrance with the reverend and two other women who look to be around my age.

      The sparse crowd thins quickly, narrowing my window for making contact. I push my doubts aside and climb the steps to her.

      “Let us know what you need for the dinner. I’m sure the girls would love to help,” she says.

      The reverend takes her hand and holds it in both of his. “That would be wonderful. Your generosity is always a blessing.”

      His gaze flickers to mine, and Martine’s follows.

      She looks me up and down before smiling. “Isabel.”

      I hesitate a few paces away, but she waves me forward.

      “Come. Reverend Stephens, this is Isabel. She’ll be staying with us.”

      I go to them, and as he takes my hand, I experience for myself his warmth and gentle strength.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Isabel. You are welcome here anytime. Consider this an extended home.”

      “Thank you,” I say, uneasy with how quickly I’m being swept into a world of people I don’t know.

      The knot in my belly tightens when I think of Tristan. I miss him. I’d much rather have him at my side than force myself into these new circumstances. But I have to be strong. Have to find my own way for now.

      The reverend nods to each of us. “You ladies have a blessed day.”

      Martine and the two girls flanking her murmur reciprocations before turning their attention to me.

      “You made good time,” Martine says with a painted smile. “Lucia said to expect you tonight at the earliest.”

      “I decided to drive straight through,” I admit. I didn’t relish the miles I was putting between Tristan and me, nor was I overly anxious to make this first move into my new life. Mostly, I couldn’t see myself staying at a hotel anywhere between here and there and feeling comfortable enough to actually rest.

      “I’m Skye.” One of the young women waves her fingers. Her hair is pure fire, a natural bright auburn that’s braided down her back.

      “Skye and Zeda are sisters at the house. They’ll help you get settled.”

      House? Sisters?

      I register a needle of concern that my mother has committed me to some sort of convent for wayward women.

      Martine gestures to Zeda. She’s tall with deep-brown skin and features made even more striking by her short hair. She could easily model the runways of Milan, but the distance she keeps from the others and her untrusting eyes tells me that’s not the path she’s been on.

      “Good to meet you,” she says without much warmth.

      “You must be exhausted, child. Come.” Martine hooks an arm into mine, and together we descend the steps.

      Except our journey is leading us right back to the man I hoped would go away. He saunters across the street, his muscles flagrantly on display, his lips curved slightly.

      “Noam.” Martine sings his name.

      “Morning.” He leans in to kiss her cheek. “I’m sweaty.”

      She shushes him. “I wouldn’t know you any other way. Meet our new sister, Isabel.”

      His gaze lingers on Zeda a moment before locking with mine. “Isabel. Pleasure to formally meet you. I’m Noam Namir.”

      “Noam owns the Krav Maga center over there.” She points down Cambronne to a plain-looking building with metal siding and a few windows.

      “You’re welcome anytime, Isabel. I’d love to have you. No charge.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say tightly.

      The exhaustion is no doubt making me edgy. His aggressive concern for me is difficult to accept, though. All of this is. Martine’s motherly clutch on my arm. Her flock of “sisters” who probably already know things about this arrangement and me that I wish no one did. Even the reverend who reminded me of Father Antonio back in Brazil, an open heart and a kind smile.

      “The house isn’t far. We can walk,” Martine says. “It’s a fine day.”

      I stiffen. “I have my car. I can meet you there if you give me the address.”

      She waves her hand. “It’s only a few blocks. Noam, you can drive Isabel’s car up the street for us, couldn’t you?”

      “Sure.”

      “Wait—”

      Martine squeezes my arm gently. “Noam is with us. Your things are safe with him. Plus, I was hoping we could chat.”

      I don’t feel as if I’m being given much choice, but my mother ensured me that Martine could be trusted. She’s an old friend. A dear and well-connected friend whom she never spoke of until she was handing me a new life in a new place—a place where the people who want me dead will hopefully never find me.

      I take my keys out and hand them to Noam.

      “I’ll be over in a few.” He winks.

      He jogs over to my car as Martine leads us toward our destination.

      Skye and Zeda walk ahead of us. Their quicker pace soon makes it impossible for them to hear us.

      “You poor thing, you must be terrified,” Martine mutters.

      We share a look, but I’m at a loss for what to say.

      Am I terrified? All things considered, yes, terrified sums up my current state of mind pretty well.

      “Your mother told me everything,” she continues. She shakes her head as if something unpleasant has just passed through her thoughts. “Even if she hadn’t, I could see it on your face the minute I saw you. It may take some time for you to believe it, but you’ll be safe with us. I promise you that.”

      “Thank you.”

      I am thankful. Even if I’m scared and uncomfortable. Noam drives by in my SUV, honking as he passes.

      “You know him pretty well?”

      “I have known Noam for many years. He’s part of the fabric of our little community here. He watches out for the girls. More importantly, he helps them watch out for themselves. You should go to him.” She gives my upper arm a harsh squeeze. “Put some muscle behind your fear and it’ll become something else. Something you can face.”

      I nod a little as we turn onto a much busier St. Charles Avenue. Majestic live oaks line both sides, bathing our path in shade.

      “But first, we’ll show you around, and you can get some sleep. You can breathe easy now. No more running.”

      The farther we walk, the better I feel. Our conversation melts away, replaced by the flow of cars up and down the street. The rhythmic clopping of Martine’s heels on the sidewalk. The hum and periodic ding of the street car moving past us down the median. I feel as if I’ve stepped into another world. An offbeat kind of place that—despite its grit and oddities—feels almost magical. And the woman beside me may be my fairy godmother.

      I’m ready to chide myself for these sleep-deprived thoughts when we slow in front of a sprawling old house with an ornate facade. I take in its features—a welcoming wraparound porch, tall bay windows, and a second-floor balcony. Lush greenery, a long drive where my car is already parked, and a wide wrought-iron gate separate it from the street. A castle too, I think, fully surrendering to the fairy tale now.

      Two golden emblems are set within the gate’s rails—the serif letter “H” with a double ringed oval running through its center and enclosing the upper half of the letter. Wrought-iron fleur-de-lis and swirling vines curl around them, reaching all the way to the top of the center pickets that are artfully coiled above the others.

      Martine punches a code into the box beside the door latch. It buzzes, and the door slowly opens with a groan.

      “This is the house?” I wonder aloud, doing little to hide my awe of the place.

      Martine smiles and leads me down the path. “Welcome to Halo.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      I wait at a café across the street from the car repair place and stare at my phone, rereading the headline that hit the national news circuit this morning.

      
        
        Missing American Teacher Found Dead in Rio

        

      

      The article goes on to explain how the body of Isabel Foster, an English teacher in Brazil who disappeared ten days ago, was found dumped on the outskirts of the city, so unrecognizable that dental records had to be referenced to confirm her identity.

      Someone’s helped Isabel disappear, and for once, it wasn’t me. While her father has resources, I’m skeptical he’s used them to fake his daughter’s death.

      Then there’s Lucia…

      I’m halfway through my second cup of coffee when she passes through the door.

      I study her. Her rigid posture and confident gait. Her hand steady on her purse.

      “I got your message,” she says almost breathlessly as she takes the opposite chair.

      “Is she safe?”

      She meets my eyes. “She’s safe.”

      “Who is she with?”

      She quietly assesses me. Like Isabel, her beauty is a distraction from whatever lies beneath. I have every intention of unearthing at least a few of her secrets today.

      “Tristan, what do you truly want from her?”

      “I want her out of harm’s way.”

      She cants her head as if she doesn’t believe me.

      “I would never hurt her.” Unnerved, I make the vow with more force.

      “If she has to start over—and she does—she has the right to do it alone.”

      Her words are a swift punch to my heart, the same broken organ that Isabel’s brought back to life. I exhale slowly, trying like hell not to show how her words affect me. Maybe I’d read things wrong with Isabel. Misunderstood her affection for something entirely different in our desperate circumstances. Or maybe after Brienne, there’s simply nothing left to salvage.

      “She cares for you.” Lucia interrupts my spinning thoughts. Flattening her palms on the table, she leans in. “What I’m asking is if you care for her past your sense of obligation to keep her safe.”

      “Of course,” I say without hesitation.

      “Have you told her that?”

      I hesitate. “I… Lucia, we’ve been through hell. When was I supposed to tell her?”

      “You’re sleeping with her, aren’t you?”

      I work my jaw and look away. True enough. Our intimate moments have been heavy with all the things I haven’t said, things I don’t know how to express. I trusted she could sense it without me having to say the words.

      “We’ve been a little distracted.”

      “You’re making excuses.”

      Her mother’s not giving me an inch of forgiveness. When I invited her here to talk, I was expecting to press her for information about Isabel’s situation, not state my intentions to earn it.

      I swipe the coffee stirrer and trap it between my teeth, grinding absently. What do I say? How do I get back to Isabel with her mother guarding the gates?

      I cycle through my options. Lie, manipulate, threaten, kill. I can’t handle this like a mercenary, though. I need to think like the human being Lucia expects me to be if I’m going to have any kind of presence in her daughter’s life.

      “I think you want me to say that I’m in love with Isabel and I should have told her that at some point while we’ve been running for our lives. Maybe I should have, but the truth is, I don’t know what that feels like yet. I’m not normal. I’m not like this Kolt guy.”

      “He’s not good for her,” she says abruptly.

      I stare, hoping to unlock her cryptic look and the meaning behind her statement. Her trying to steer Kolt away at the door the other day and her swift intervention between us had taken me off guard. She knows things about him.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “His family… They’re not good people.”

      I didn’t expect they would be. Anyone with that much money and influence has secrets. Not the good kind.

      She drums her fingers and looks out the window. “Did she tell you about Mariana?”

      “Leukemia.”

      She nods tightly. “I want to tell you things, Tristan. I want to arm you with everything you need to know, but I need to trust you. You may think you care for her now, but what if that changes and she’s left even more vulnerable because of the things you know? I have to trust you.”

      Possibilities whirl through my brain, and suddenly I’m fiending for the information she has. I was not wrong about Lucia. Her eyes are shadowed with secrets untold. Her desire for trust is evenly matched. I need her to tell me every useful nugget of information that will bring Isabel back into my world.

      “You probably never approved of me. Never liked me or whatever Isabel and I shared.”

      She sighs. “Tristan, you were both very young. We had dreams for her.”

      “I got in the way of those dreams.”

      “You did. Then you broke her heart. And here we are.”

      “There’s no point in holding it against me now. I’m not that person anymore. I don’t know why I left her, but if I hadn’t, I’d have a normal life. I’d have my memories. Now all I have is her. I know I’ve never deserved her, but I need you to understand that I will never hurt her. She cares about my life more than I do, and I’d gladly sacrifice it to keep her safe.”

      The silence stretches between us for a long time.

      “She needed to take this trip on her own, Tristan. Between the things she saw in Brazil and losing Brienne, she’s unsteady. She wants to find her balance and not feel like she’ll lose it the minute you walk out the door. I kept her sheltered for too long.”

      “She told me,” I say.

      She twists her wedding ring absently, shifting the modest diamond back and forth on her finger. “When she’d had enough and finally struck out on her own, I was so scared for her. But I can’t deny that a part of me was proud too. I’ve seen the horrors that human beings can bring on each other. A parent never wants her child exposed to those things, but Isabel was hungry for life and I couldn’t hold her back.” She closes her eyes briefly. “Nothing could have prepared her for what’s come to pass, but she’s capable. I know she is.”

      Lucia’s impassioned speech resonates. If I could keep Isabel isolated from the big, bad world for the rest of my life, I would. She’s strong enough to face it, but she’d have a much better chance of surviving it with me by her side. Of all people, her overprotective mother should realize this.

      “So you thought this was a good time to let her spread her wings and fly solo. When her life is on the line. When she’s a fucking target.”

      “Feeling like she can’t manage on her own is dangerous too. If she’s made to feel weak, she’ll be weak. If she knows you’ll always be there to catch her, she’ll never be able to catch herself. This is more than the immediate threat, Tristan. This is going to be a long road for her.”

      “Hopefully it is.”

      “She’s in good hands, I assure you.”

      I lean in, pinning her with a look full of steely determination. “You do realize that I’m going to do whatever it takes to find my way back to her. No matter what you say. If you decide to help me or not.”

      “I know that,” she utters quietly.

      “Then, please, for the love of your daughter, tell me what you know.”

      She takes a deep breath, as if she’s deciding at this moment that she will.

      “Mariana did not expire in a natural way. She was given an experimental drug that ended her life two days after it was administered. My father, Gabriel Martinez, begged for help from the people who’d been developing the drug, despite the bad blood between them. They were…estranged, bitter enemies. But a child’s life hung in the balance. They could have saved Mariana. Instead they chose to settle the score, robbing us of the time we had left.”

      The photo in Isabel’s room flashes in my mind. Then Isabel’s sad but accepting account of her sister’s untimely death. “She doesn’t know.”

      “I raised Isabel hoping she’d never need to know these things, but she understands the men who took her sister’s last days are the ones who now want her dead. I explained everything when I came to the hotel.”

      I worry now that inviting Lucia to stay with her was my worst misstep yet. Not only did she help Isabel disappear, but her involvement runs deeper than I could have imagined. Either that or she’s completely crazy. All of this could be the paranoid delusions of a grieving parent who needed someone to blame.

      “If they settled the score twenty years ago, what’s changed? Why would they be after Isabel all of a sudden?”

      “The grief was too much. My father didn’t know what to do with it, and neither did I. We had to fight for her in our own way.” She levels a tired gaze at me, some of her earlier sternness seeming to ease. “We chipped away little by little, exposing information about their company, their finances, figuring out their connections. Over the years, the company grew, merged with others. Their interests expanded. Their power stretched so far and so fast, we could hardly keep up.”

      “Wait a minute. Who are they?”

      “Today, they are Chalys Pharmaceuticals. You may recognize the name.”

      My blood turns to ice. My heart’s in my throat, and my hands turn to hardened fists. Jesus, they’ve been right there the whole time. Under my nose. In her goddamn bed. The pendulum in my chest has turned into a murder weapon, wreaking havoc on my insides. I can’t breathe right. Can’t see properly through this sudden rage.

      “They couldn’t have sent him there for her.” I’ll kill him…

      “He could have been there by chance. I never made the connection between Kolt and Chalys until Isabel went missing and his full name came across in the police reports. He was the last person to see her, so I looked him up, hoping to find out more about him. Then I realized who his mother was. Gillian Mirchoff. She and her brother took over operations for Chalys and its subsidiaries a decade ago. I would have gone and gotten Isabel out of there myself if I’d known.”

      I pound my fist on the table. “Why else would he have been there if not to kill her?”

      “Because he can do whatever he wants, and Rio’s a playground for the young and the rich. Besides, why would his family risk putting blood on his hands when they could pay someone like you to do it?”

      I stand abruptly. The chair groans against the tile floor. I pace to the opposite side of the café and back again.

      “He loves her,” she says when I’m near again. “I’m sure of it. Not just from the way he acted the other day. Isabel and I spoke often. He’s been in her life for months. He wanted her to come to Boston with him after the school year ended. Mentioning her to his family could have spurred all of this. I can’t be sure.”

      I keep pacing, trying to tamp down my violent thoughts. Isabel’s penchant for walking directly into danger and surviving is nothing short of astounding. I’m past furious for Isabel making her well-being known to Kolt the other day. If she hadn’t, he’d believe today’s headline as pure fact. She’d be dead to him. Lost forever.

      “Tristan, sit down. Please.”

      I return and drop angrily into the seat. “Why doesn’t Morgan do something about this?”

      “Because he doesn’t know.” Her admission falls like a stone between us.

      I still. My bloody thoughts clear. “Are you kidding me?”

      “He’s never known,” she says.

      “They killed his daughter. How can he not know that?”

      “We signed away our rights, Tristan. We had no recourse against them. Until my father knew for certain it was foul play, we let Morgan believe it was her time. We were so heartbroken already, after months of treatments and not knowing if she could get better. If he’d known what really happened, it would have destroyed what was left of our family. He would have never forgiven me.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “It’s always someone’s fault,” she whispers.

      “He could have helped nail them for what they did.”

      She shakes her head. “He’s bound to the law, and these people are above the law.”

      “Well, you certainly could have told me. I’ve been in DC for days trying to find more information, and you’ve been sitting on it this whole time.”

      “I had to make arrangements. Do my own due diligence. I just needed you to keep her safe while I figured out a more permanent solution.”

      “You mean killing her.”

      She exhales a sigh and rubs her forehead. “We can bring her back to life just as easily. Trust me, this is far from over.”

      I’m roiling. Vexed in more directions than I can count. Pissed at myself for having so narrow a view that I let Isabel slip through my fingers. I’d been so focused on Morgan, I’d ignored Isabel’s concerns about her mother’s behavior. If Lucia was able to fake her daughter’s death and hide her away, I have to question what else she’s capable of.

      “Who is she with?”

      My jaw is locked tight. I pin her with a look, daring her to challenge my final request for the information I came here for. Acting like a decent human being for her sake was just that. An act. I’m ready to buy a ticket to hell for Isabel. I wouldn’t hurt her mother, but I’m silently imploring her not to get in my way.

      “She’s with a friend,” she says, pursing her lips as if that’s all she’ll tell me.

      “In New Orleans?”

      Her expression remains impassive save a small twitch at the corner of her mouth. “She told you.”

      “She left a note. Are you surprised?”

      “No, I don’t suppose I am.” She rises, her hand firm on her purse once more. “If she wants to be found, that’s where you’ll find her.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      Halo, as Martine calls it, is more than a picturesque estate along one of New Orleans’s historic arteries. It’s a haven. As soon as I step through the front door and into the foyer warmed by the spring sunshine pouring in through the bay windows, I can feel it. A sense of home that has nothing to do with this brief reprieve from imminent danger. The worn floors creak under our footsteps as Martine gives me a tour through the rooms.

      As she describes them, the local cadence of her voice becomes more obvious. Every room is welcoming. Clean but lived in. The dining room, which holds an extended rustic table that could seat more than a dozen, flows into an impressively large kitchen equipped with modern appliances and wrapped by exposed brick, creating a feeling of comfort and hominess.

      “The bedrooms are upstairs.” She gestures to the narrow staircase in the hallway.

      I follow her up, running my hand along the thick railing. The bones of the house are strong, and I get the sense it’s been stripped down and thoroughly restored while preserving all the heart of the place.

      We pass several bedrooms and pause at the last doorway. “This is your room. Skye and Zeda are next door.”

      She steps aside and waves me in. The bedroom is small but cozy. My suitcases are just inside the door. A full-size bed is set against a wall and flanked by a bedside table and an antique chest of drawers. An oval mirror hangs on another wall. I share a brief look with my tired reflection before going to the window that takes up nearly the full height of the wall and faces the back of the house. Below is a stone courtyard surrounded by a variety of leafy trees and bushes, some already flowering with white blossoms. Skye and Zeda are sitting with a couple of other women around a painted picnic table. Some are smoking. Most are laughing, though I can’t tell what they’re talking about.

      “How many people are staying here?”

      “Seven right now, including you. Sisters come and go. Most usually stay just the once and move on when they’re ready. Our door is always open, though. This will always be your home for as long as you need it.”

      “Why do you call it Halo?”

      My curiosity is burning about this place and its steward, this strangely magnetic woman.

      “Halo isn’t the house, Isabel. It’s a mission.” As she stands beside me, the afternoon light reflects on her fair skin, exposing every smudge of rouge, every imperfection. “We exist to illuminate the truth. The truth in ourselves first.” She touches her chest. “Then we cast light on the people who threaten our well-being.” She follows my gaze to the courtyard below. “We take women in and we help them onto a better path. Any age, any background, under any circumstances. Prostitution, violent relationships, drugs.” She lifts her gaze to mine. “We offer protection…asylum from those who would do us harm, mentally or physically.”

      Asylum is the word that rocks me. More than a place, it’s a state of being. Here I somehow feel out of reach from the people who would have killed me if they’d gotten a clear shot.

      Martine’s intent is so matter-of-fact, I have a hard time accepting it. Have I lost trust so quickly? Or is the picture she’s painting too altruistic even for me to buy into? How can any place, any entity, have such pure intentions?

      “How do you sustain all this?” I gesture around the room. Maintaining a house like this with only one occupant would be expensive. How can she afford to support so many others?

      “Halo sustains itself in its own way. But we don’t ask for money from within. All we ask for is an open mind. A willingness to consider our doctrine and a chance to be a part of something bigger. A band of light that reaches all corners of the globe.”

      I tense a little. A doctrine?

      “So you’re like…missionaries?”

      Maybe my earlier assumption about the nunnery was right. I’ve found myself brought to my knees in desperate prayer more than ever lately, but I’ve also faced death and seen the horrible acts human beings are capable of up close and personal. I’m not ready to hear anyone’s doctrine with my own faith on such shaky ground.

      “Missionaries in that we have a mission. A fluid one at times. We must evolve as the world around us changes. We aren’t faith-based. However, I find that light travels well through those channels. Not all of course, but there are plenty of kind souls left in the world. People like the reverend. People like Noam.”

      “Light… What do you mean by that?”

      “Information, mostly.” She takes my hand gently in hers. “Don’t worry about any of that, though. For now, we focus on you.”

      I laugh. “Where would someone start? My life—if I can even call it that anymore—is a complete mess.”

      “You’ve been on the run.”

      I nod. “Not long. But it feels like a lot longer.”

      She frowns. “Running is a hard place to be. You may feel alone with what you’re going through, but you’re not. When you’re running away from something, remember you’re also running to something.”

      “I wish I knew what that something was.” Because right now this journey feels like a never-ending road paved with unknowns and lined with heart-wrenching pit stops.

      “Maybe we can help you figure that out. Show you ways to tap into your power when it feels as if you have none, and then help you use that power to fight back and win. Not just to survive, Isabel, but to thrive and cast light on the darkest corners of your life. You have the power to do that.”

      I swallow over the emotion constricting my throat. The weight of the past two weeks threatens to crash down on me. “I can see now why my mother wanted me to come.”

      “When your mother reached out to me, I accepted without hesitation. Lucia’s been vital to our work for many years.”

      I still. “Really?”

      She nods. “After your sister passed, our paths crossed. Halo was just beginning to take shape, and she told me about your grandfather and what happened to Mariana. We’ve been helping each other ever since.”

      “I never knew about Halo. She never mentioned you either.”

      “I don’t think our work was something she ever wished to burden you with.” She touches my shoulder. “Circumstances have changed. But perhaps this was fateful that you would find your way here.”

      Perhaps.

      Her eyes soften with quiet understanding. “For now, just rest, Isabel.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      By the time I wake up, the sky has grown dark. I should feel rested, but the exhaustion is still heavy on me. Weighing down my limbs as I force myself upright. Lingering in my bones as I unzip one of my suitcases and pull out fresh clothes and some toiletries.

      I shower in the little bathroom across from my room. When I emerge, I hear female voices down the hall. Delicious aromas waft upstairs from the kitchen, tempting me. My stomach growls, but I’m not sure I’m recharged enough to face the rest of Halo’s tenants just yet.

      Instead I spend the next hour or so reorganizing my things into drawers and the bedroom closet. Doing so reminds me of my first days at college. Brienne and I had become fast friends. She was honest and real, and I could always just be around her without pretense. She didn’t drain me or expect me to be someone else. And she didn’t expect me to be whole again after Tristan had broken me.

      Because of those times and countless others, we could flow in and out of each other’s lives knowing that we could always count on that solid foundation of friendship.

      By the time my second suitcase is emptied, tears are streaming down my face. I still can’t believe she’s gone. Because of me. If I hadn’t gone to her, she’d still be alive.

      “Hey.”

      I whip around to find Skye in the doorway. I wipe my tears quickly.

      She comes in holding a plate in her hands. “Dinner’s ready. I brought you up a plate in case you wanted to eat in here tonight.”

      I accept it. “Thanks. I was going to go down later to see if there were leftovers.”

      “When Martine cooks, there usually aren’t leftovers. But there’s always takeout. It’s hard to get a bad meal in this town.”

      The food smells amazing, and my growling stomach can’t disagree. I take a seat on the bed and dive into the rice dish. It’s an explosion of flavor on my tongue, and I don’t hesitate to go in for another bite and another.

      “Wow, girl. When’s the last time you ate?”

      I catch my breath a moment. “Drive-through on my way into town. I didn’t mean to sleep so long.”

      Skye flops her body over the end of the bed. A bite of the moistest cornbread I’ve ever had distracts me from the pretty girl edging her way into my personal space.

      “My God, this is good.”

      “I figured you wouldn’t be able to resist.” She smiles. “So what’s your story anyway?”

      “My story?”

      “Everyone at Halo has a story. But Martine knows you, so you must have a good one. We’re all dying to know.”

      I eat my next few bites a little slower, the immediate pangs of hunger having subsided. Skye seems like a nice girl, but the last thing I want to do is recount the past two weeks of hell.

      “Where are you from?” she asks next, showing her persistence.

      I set the empty plate aside and lean against the headboard. “DC. How about you?”

      “Houston.”

      “What brings you to Halo?”

      She props her head up on her elbow. “The short version? A life on the streets.”

      “And the long version?”

      “I came to New Orleans with my pimp a few years ago. He heard there was money to be made in the Quarter, and I was his best girl. Got me dancing in one of the clubs and wanted me to push drugs to the johns too. One of the johns got mad when I wouldn’t snort coke off his dick one night. Made a big show about it like I was rejecting him or something. Charlie was into all kinds of shit by then. High all the time. He beat the hell out of me after. Didn’t touch my face, of course, but I ended up in the hospital with internal bleeding. When he came to pick me up, one of the nurses who’d been taking care of me turned him away. Threatened to call the cops if he came back. Of course, I freaked out because he was my whole life. Didn’t matter that he almost killed me. I thought I loved him. Why else would I do all those things for him?”

      She traces her fingers over the quilt stitching on the bedspread. I bite my lip, not knowing the right words to say. Skye’s story is heart-wrenching and, for the moment, pulls me out of my own malaise.

      “The nurse told me about this house where you can go and stay free,” she continues. “Free food, a clean room, other girls like me who are trying to start over from bad situations. Said the woman who ran it had some good connections and could get me a real job. Help me start over.”

      “Martine.”

      Martine’s the one who’s brought us all here, like a beacon of hope.

      She nods. “It was scary at the time because I didn’t know what it’d be like here. If it didn’t work out, Charlie probably would hurt me really bad if I had to go back to him.”

      “Looks like it worked out,” I say softly.

      “I’ve been here for a couple years.”

      “What do you do now?”

      She shrugs. “Odd jobs here and there. But mostly I help Martine.” She straightens on the bed before I can question her further. “Hey, do you want to come with me and Zeda to Noam’s class in the morning?”

      I hesitate. “I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”

      “Come on. It’s fun.”

      I sigh and decide to hear her out. “What kinds of things do you do?”

      “You learn how to kick ass. Shoot, you should see Zeda go at it with him. He’s been training her for like six months. She’s lethal.”

      “What about you? Are you lethal too?”

      Something mysterious flashes behind her eyes, a coy little smile lifting her lips. “I can be. But when it comes to Noam’s classes, I do it for a while, and then I pussy out so I can just watch him. I mean, have you seen him?”

      I laugh at her obvious enthusiasm about his physique. “I have. He’s very fit.”

      “He’s more than that. He’s like my Israeli knight in shining armor. You know he’d beat the hell out of anyone who came at us.” She lifts her shoulder, a starry look in her eye. “I don’t know. I just haven’t met a lot of guys who don’t use their strength to push women around. Sometimes I’m a little in awe of him.”

      My heart goes out to her. She looks my age, but she sounds so young too. Like a lovesick teenager—one whose heart should be hardened against the world for everything she’s endured.

      “There are more guys out there like him,” I say reassuringly.

      “Yeah, probably,” she says.

      “You seem…” I bite my lip, not sure how to say what I want to. “I guess you seem really positive for everything you’ve been through.”

      “I’ve never been this happy in my life.” She swirls her auburn braid around her index finger until the tail whacks her chest. “My mom kicked me out when I was thirteen. I quit school and started hooking for cash just to live. With everything I went through from then to now, I’m lucky to be alive. It’s more than just feeling safe here, though I do. I get to be a part of something bigger. I never thought I’d get to do something like that.”

      Her energy seems to brighten my own and lift me out of my fatigue some.

      “Anyway, I’m sure you’re tired from your trip. I’ll come grab you around nine if I don’t see you at breakfast, okay? Just wear, like, whatever you want. Noam doesn’t have many rules except he wants you to break a sweat. Not usually an issue.”

      I open my mouth to protest.

      She lifts her finger. “Just give it a try once, okay? Trust me. It’s worth it.”

      I slouch in my spot on the bed, feeling completely won over by this glowing redhead, even though Noam’s the last person I want to face in the morning.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      I hit the highway not long after my meeting with Lucia. I don’t put much stock in the “good hands” she claims Isabel is now in. Not to mention I’m eager to see her for myself.

      Going the speed limit the whole way brings me into New Orleans’s Garden District just past midnight. I paid extra to have the rental manager meet me this late at the house—a small two-bedroom furnished and stocked with groceries for the week.

      The rental boasts views of one of the city’s historic cemeteries and easy access to the streetcar that will take me right into the Quarter at all hours. I don’t care about any of that as I check the app on my phone for any sign of life from Isabel’s phone. The circular locator arrow spins endlessly, giving me no confirmation that she’s in the area.

      I toss it aside and open my laptop. As it loads, I start some coffee, needing a boost while I figure out tomorrow’s plan. Munching on a pastry, I watch the pot brew and let my thoughts drift to Isabel—the driving force behind everything now. Lucia’s earlier challenge kept circling back to me on the drive. Unease curled through me every time it did. Regret that I should have tried to explain how important Isabel was becoming to me while she was still with me. Frustration that I lack the emotional tools to express myself to her the way she deserves.

      Because Isabel had opened more than her heart to me. She let me into her body. We shared an act that wasn’t reserved for people in love, but she’s obviously in love with me. Why couldn’t I have given her an inkling of reciprocity when it’s her feelings for me that saved her life? And mine…

      I fill a mug when the pot is half full and take the first scalding swallow, chasing the fatigue.

      Yes, Isabel saved my life in some ways. Being on Jay’s hit list isn’t the retirement I was hoping for, but I’m not sure anything could convince me to go back to doling out dark justice for money I don’t need. I’ll take a life on the run with Isabel if that’s where this is going.

      A ding from my computer draws my attention back to the living room. I drop into the couch and pull it onto my lap.

      
        
        CROW45: I heard you ran into Jay.

      

      

      I hover my fingers over the keys. If the chat handle is any indicator, Crow managed to get out of the bind I left him in. Alive.

      
        
        RED: How’s your hand?

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: Fuck you.

      

      

      I smile. At least I know who I’m really talking to. Contractors in Company Eleven making contact is rare. We know of each other and little more. I’m unsure why Crow would reach out now, and I’m hesitant to encourage an exchange without knowing his intentions. So I wait patiently for him to continue the conversation I never asked for.

      
        
        CROW45: I left the Company.

      

      

      “Interesting,” I mutter to no one. Who knows whether he’s telling me the truth or not, though.

      
        
        RED: Why?

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: You think I was going to let her kill me?

      

      

      I thought I tied those knots pretty tight. Either he got away on his own, met a very forgiving clean-up crew, or overpowered them before they could take him out. Still, Jay received the message and he knows about my run-in with her, which means he’s been in contact with the Company one way or the other.

      
        
        RED: What do you want?

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: A resource.

      

      

      
        
        RED: I’m not your friend.

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: I fucking know that. This is business.

      

      

      I should end the chat. Crow’s not like me. The old me or the new me. We’re in this life for different reasons. Even if he’s not trying to lure me out for Jay’s sake, I have nothing to gain by maintaining contact. I’m ready to close out the screen when another message pops up.

      
        
        CROW45: I have info on Soloman.

      

      

      
        
        RED: How?

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: My family has their fingers in some of the same pots. How do you think I got into this shit? This is bigger than Jay. Bigger than Soloman. Think BIG.

      

      

      Undeniably, I’m intrigued. I know he’s thinking big dollar signs. I’m thinking payback. Freedom. Being able to give Isabel a life where she doesn’t have to look over her shoulder. I’m not even sure it’s possible, but knowing more about the organization behind all the hits could make it possible.

      
        
        RED: Still in the revenge game?

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: $$$$$

      

      

      I laugh to myself because Crow’s so predictable. And Makanga wasn’t wrong. There’s something safe in consistency, no matter how fucked up the person is. I don’t care about money, but Crow doesn’t know that.

      
        
        RED: I’m listening.

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: Let’s meet.

      

      

      
        
        RED: I’m busy.

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: I don’t trust this chat.

      

      

      
        
        RED: I don’t trust you.

      

      

      
        
        CROW45: I’ll be in New York for the next month. Let me know when you want to talk.

      

      

      I stare at the blinking cursor for a minute and close the window. Crow’s successfully dangled a carrot in front of me. I’m interested in what he knows. I’m not wild about getting lured into his family’s mob den and risking my life for information that may not even exist, though.

      So for now I push Crow’s offer out of my head and spend the next hour or so mapping out a plan to find Isabel, starting with the best clue I have. The church on the corner of Cambronne and Burthe.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      I’m ready to hit the bench with Skye after forty minutes of warm-ups. Wandering away from the others not long ago earned her some mild harassing from Noam. I refuse to give up, though, which is difficult to do when he’s pushing everyone so hard—Zeda and me and a few other people I don’t recognize from the house. I’m pouring sweat and now holding planks that have me trembling.

      When the count expires, I drop to the mat, desperate for the reprieve and seriously questioning my decision to come.

      “Okay, now we battle, folks.” He picks up a couple of black leather punch pads.

      Zeda and another student do the same as they pair up with the others. Noam comes right for me.

      He slaps the pads together like they’re boxing gloves. “Come on, Izzy. Let’s do this. It’ll be fun.”

      I suppress a groan and crawl upright once more. I face him with a grimace and every nonverbal cue I can muster to communicate my lack of enthusiasm. He ignores them all with a smug smile and a bounce in his step.

      “Show me what you’ve got.”

      He crouches a little, holding the pads toward me as targets. I ball my fists and hit one after the other, concentrating hard on not missing as he shifts around.

      “All right, now rotate your shoulders. Bend your knees a little.”

      I struggle to modify my motions on top of everything else.

      “Harder.”

      I clench my jaw. My whole body hurts, never mind the sting in my hands. So I ignore him. A bit more of this and he’ll leave me alone.

      “Harder,” he says again.

      Then he uses a break in between my jabs to tap one of the pads on my cheek. Not overly hard, but the impact mimics a slap. A patronizing offense.

      My nostrils flare. Heat rushes to my already burning cheeks.

      He licks his lower lip and flashes a crooked grin. “There we go. That’s the fire I want.” He gestures for me to come at him again, so I do. I punch until I worry about the integrity of my wrists.

      “That’s it,” he says. “Continuous motion. Put your instincts to work. Never give me a chance to put you on the defensive.”

      He sneaks in another tap to my face that makes me want to scream but instead inspires me to retaliate until he’s forced several steps back.

      My arms are ready to give out when he makes us stop. “Nice work,” he says, tossing the pads to the ground.

      “Now I’m going to come at you. Remember, I’m not your benevolent fitness instructor. I’m a bad guy. Show me what you would do.”

      My heart is already beating too fast. “Wait, what?”

      He doesn’t respond, but his expression flattens into a serious one. Then he comes closer. I seem frozen in place until he grips my arms firmly. I twist and wrestle an arm free to slap at his face, but he ducks and dodges and pushes me backward. In one swift move, he nudges me off balance and knocks my leg out from under me so I slam down on my back with a hard humph.

      I lay there fighting tears. He stands next to me, hand out. His expression all peppy again.

      “You want to learn how to do that to me?”

      I catch my breath a moment before taking his hand and letting him hoist me upright. Everyone around us is engaged in their own “battles,” but Skye is watching every move between us. I can’t decide if I’m more embarrassed or pissed off.

      “You’ve got a hundred pounds of muscle on me. Not exactly a fair fight, but I hope it felt good.”

      “Don’t get confused. You can absolutely overpower me.”

      “Go to hell,” I mutter under my breath.

      He frowns. “Excuse me?”

      I turn away and head for the door, my pride hurt and my muscles screaming.

      “Hey, wait.”

      I don’t wait. I push open the heavy door and start moving in the direction of the house. I hope no one wants to attack me on the way, because I have nothing left to fight anyone off.

      “Isabel, wait up.”

      He circles in front of me and halts my forward progress.

      I shoot him a glare. “Listen, I know Halo is all about saving people, and that’s great. But I don’t need you to save me, okay? Whatever you do here, I’m not into it.”

      “So you think you’re going to rely on that shitty pistol to fight off the bad guys?”

      I cross my arms tightly. “Maybe I will.”

      “Well you’re not getting it back from me until you let me show you how to fight and properly defend yourself.”

      I pause. “You took it?”

      He shrugs, his lips thin with determination. “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t.”

      “That’s mine.”

      “Then earn it. Be back here tomorrow morning, and be ready to get your ass bruised some more.”

      I unfold my arms. “I’m not going to let you toss me around your mats to impress your friends.”

      “They’re students, and they’re used to getting a few bumps and bruises because that’s what it’s like when someone is seriously trying to hurt you.”

      I’m silent and unwilling to acknowledge the truth in this. I’m not worried about the bruises as much as being in the crosshairs of a gun. Nothing about Noam’s class is going to keep me safe from a bullet.

      He looks past me toward the studio, his posture and features softening as his focus drifts back to me. “Isabel, I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I know you’re scared. I’ve seen that look before, and I just want to make it go away. That’s what I do. I can’t promise it’s going to be easy or that you’ll always be in the right headspace for it, but I can promise that it’ll be worth it.” He rubs my shoulder briefly. “Sorry for knocking you around. I just wanted to motivate you a little bit.”

      “Is this enough fire for you?” I try for a snappy tone, but I feel my anger fading.

      “Yeah. I want you to use it on the mat, not for cussing me out.”

      I sigh. “Listen, I’ve been through a lot lately. I’m just not sure this is the right time for me to do this.”

      “Let me prove you wrong. I think you need this. Meet me tomorrow at eleven when the studio is empty. There’s less pressure outside of a class.”

      I consider his offer and let his words sink in. What he sees behind my edgy tone and jumpy instincts is real. I’m trying like hell to be brave, but I’m scared too. And I’m so tired of being afraid.

      “Fine,” I finally say, the word barely audible.

      “Yeah?”

      My acceptance is met with another winning smile from the man I’m confident will push me well past my physical limits.

      “You want to finish up? I’ll take it easier on you.”

      I shake my head, knowing my spirit’s a little too broken to return. “I’m good for today. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I pass him and start back toward the house. I could wait for Skye, but I’m craving some alone time. I’m unsettled and missing home. For once, home isn’t a place. Home is anything familiar that holds the faintest measure of comfort. My mom. Rio. Tristan…

      Up ahead, the church consumes the corner of the block. The street is quiet except for the sound of a barge chugging down the river nearby.

      I halt in front of the steps and consider a dozen reasons not to go inside. I’m tired and grumpy. Sweaty. My legs might not even carry me up the steps. More, I don’t want to risk seeing the kind reverend, even though he offered his sanctuary as an extended home. I’m seeking peace, not friendship. Reassurance in my heart, a voiceless knowing that all will be well.

      I lumber up the steps and hesitate just outside the entrance. The doors are closed, but they’re really open. Lost souls are always welcome. I rest my hand on the tall wooden door and then slide it down to the thick metal handle.

      I listen. All I hear is silence and the call to find some peace inside.

      Then the hurried shuffle of footsteps behind me. Then my name.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      “Isabel?”

      It’s her. It has to be her.

      The woman ahead of me turns abruptly, removing all doubt.

      “It’s you.” The confirmation is a mix of shock and awe as I rake her in, cataloging all the ways she’s changed since I last saw her.

      Her hair, much shorter and now blond, is dramatically different.

      She’s flushed, and I’m pretty sure I know why. I first spotted her coming out of the fitness center moments ago, bickering with a forty-something meathead before I could intervene.

      I wasn’t about to let her out of my sight. Now here she is, taking up the whole view.

      Her eyes are the same greenish-brown almonds. Dark lashes set against her perfect skin. The flash of fear in her eyes quickly morphs into something else the minute she recognizes me. Something much more powerful than relief. I recognize it, because it’s pulling through me like a riptide.

      On the outside, I’m frozen in place, worried about everything that’s going on in her head. Feeling like I can’t pick up where we left off, my hands in her hair, my mouth on hers.

      “You came,” she whispers.

      “Of course.” I never gave myself any other choice.

      Her hand stills on the door like she’s about to go inside the church. Instead, she lets go and comes closer, touching my chest. The contact resonates throughout my body.

      I grasp her hand, molding her palm against my heart.

      She accepts my embrace, circling her arm around my middle, resting her head against me as I hold her to me.

      “I missed you,” she whispers. “So much.”

      I close my eyes as a barrage of questions burn through me. Why did you leave me? Who are you with? Then the demands. Disappear with me. Trust me.

      I guide her chin up, ready to start my interrogation. She exhales a shaky breath and brushes some wayward hairs from her face. “I’m a mess. I’m sorry.”

      “As if I care.”

      Her skin aglow with sweat only makes me want to kiss it, lick it, and take in as much essence as her body will offer—the magic potion that kindles the faintest memories of the intimacy we once shared. Probably the best memories I had before they were all stolen away.

      I brush my fingers across her cheek. My muscles grow taut with effort not to haul her against me again like I’m some kind of feral beast. I should have more control over my impulses, but no matter how often I tell this to myself, I’m no less compelled to touch her.

      Heavy silence stretches between us. Still, she doesn’t speak. Doesn’t let on to what brought her here or why she ran from me.

      “I got your note,” I finally say.

      She offers a short nod before stepping out of our embrace completely. She takes a seat on the steps, closing her eyes and arrowing her fingers through her new hair.

      I follow her down. “I like the new look.”

      She smiles weakly. “Thanks. I’m getting used to it. I still don’t recognize myself when I look in the mirror.”

      “I almost didn’t.” I guide one of her hands in mine. “Why did you leave?”

      She’s quiet for a long moment. “When my mom came to the hotel, we talked.”

      “About Mariana.”

      She looks up, her features pinched. “How do you know?”

      “I reached out to Lucia after you disappeared. She told me about your grandfather and your sister. And Kolt.”

      She stills. “Kolt?”

      One look and I realize she has no idea. Of all the things Lucia decided to share, she didn’t bother sticking a fork in the last little pockets of Isabel’s affection for a man who may very well have been sent to Rio to kill her.

      I shake my head with a tense laugh. “If what your mother says is true, then your friend Kolt’s family is behind Mariana’s death.”

      She pales and stares straight ahead. “That’s impossible.”

      “Why?”

      “I know what you’re thinking. Kolt wouldn’t hurt me.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Because if she’s not, I’m going to kill him. I’ll do it for free and take immense pleasure in it.

      “I’m not that naïve, Tristan. We knew each other for months. I’d have sensed if he were that disingenuous.”

      “You couldn’t manage to fall in love with him all that time. Maybe that’s why.”

      She breaks her thoughtful composure with a burst of laughter.

      “What?”

      “If anyone could fall into bed with someone who wanted her dead, I guess it’d be me.”

      An unpleasant feeling curls through me with her meaning. I don’t like being lumped into that group.

      “Whoever in his family paid for the hit may think you’re dead, but they may not. Especially if Kolt’s involved. Plus the Company knows we’re on the run. Whether they choose to share that with their client and claim it’s a case closed, we can’t be sure. Faking your death may have bought us a little time or none at all.”

      “You saw the news, I guess.”

      I nod. “I’ll admit your mother’s reach caught me by surprise.”

      “You’re not the only one. She’s kept so much from me for so long. If it weren’t for the extreme circumstances we’re dealing with, I’d have taken more time to hold it against her.”

      True enough, we don’t have a lot of time for grudges—at least not with people who are on our side of the battle line.

      “Why did she send you here?”

      “I’m staying with a friend of hers. Martine. I guess they’ve known each other a while. I hadn’t met her before, but she seems like she really wants to help.”

      I glide my fingers back and forth through hers, relishing the physical connection, not wanting it to end.

      “I rented a place not far from here. You can stay with me.”

      A knot forms in my stomach when she’s quiet for too long. Three days have passed since she disappeared, and I’ve come too far to risk losing her again.

      “If you want me to leave you alone, you’re going to have to try harder,” I mutter in a low tone.

      She tightens her hand around mine. “You didn’t ask for me to come back into your life.”

      I still. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I wanted you to find me, Tristan. You have no idea how much. That’s why I left the note. But if me dying on paper meant I could live without you protecting me, then it solved a problem for you too. You wouldn’t need to worry about me anymore.”

      I hook her knees and spin her toward me so we’re facing each other. “This was your way of letting me off the hook?”

      She lifts her shoulder, avoiding eye contact. “Maybe. People are trying to kill you because of me. It’s not like we always see eye to eye, either. Wouldn’t your life be easier without me in it?”

      “Isabel. Just…” I work my jaw, needing her to stop painting this picture of us because it’s all wrong. “Stop it, all right? I care about you. Is it not obvious?”

      She lifts her gaze to mine, trapping her lower lip between her teeth. Lucia’s challenge comes back to me.

      “A declaration of love? Is that what you want from me?”

      “No. I’m not asking for that,” she answers softly, her cheeks turning pink as if the mere suggestion embarrasses her.

      “You make me feel a lot of things.” I curve my hand around her nape, swiping along her silken cheek as I go. “Fear’s not common for me, but with you it’s real. I’m afraid I’m going to lose you and have to live the rest of my life knowing that I failed you.”

      “That’s what I’m saying. I don’t want you to carry that burden.”

      I pinch my brows together. “You think that’s it? That I’ve got some kind of bodyguard complex that’s overridden everything else all of a sudden? I spent three years waking up in the morning and checking my messages to find out who I had to kill next. It took something pretty intense for me to figure out what I was missing. You, Isabel.”

      She chews her lip harder, her eyes gleaming.

      “I don’t know how to feel things like normal people do, but I know I miss you when we’re apart. I’m jealous when someone wants any part of you that I’ve already decided I can’t share. When you smile, I’m ready to move mountains to see you happy. This is all new, and it scares the hell out of me.” I struggle to form the next words. “I don’t just feel these things because of you. I feel them through you, Isabel. When you hurt, I fucking bleed. When you love, you show me how. That’s the only way I know how to explain it. I can’t do any of that when you’re not with me.”

      Her breaths come faster. Her eyes are glassy. And it resonates through me too, a strange cocktail of emotion. Vulnerability and frustration and passion so strong it makes me want to draw her to me, kiss her hard, and never let go.

      I guide her closer and lower my mouth to hers, because I don’t know what more I can say…

      The sounds of shoes scuffing up the steps stops me the second before we touch. We both turn toward the slight woman with a tail of long red hair climbing the steps.

      “Hey, Isabel, you okay?”

      When I let my hand slip from Isabel, she rises abruptly.

      “I’m fine.”

      I follow her up and take a better look at the girl. She’s dressed in a tight tank top and running shorts that reveal her pale, toned legs. She’s young but has an air of fearlessness about her that makes me think she’s had to have her own back more than a few times.

      “This is Skye. She’s staying at Martine’s too,” Isabel finally says.

      I force a polite smile. “I’m Tristan.”

      Skye looks me over, her eyes sharp and assessing before softening when they land on Isabel. “We should head back.”

      Isabel nods. “Sure. I’ll be right behind you.”

      Skye doesn’t make any moves to leave, though. It’s obvious she thinks I pose a threat. My instinct is to be blunt and tell the girl to carry on her way. This is my territory. None of her damn business. But I sense Isabel may not want to make waves with her new housemates—or host, for that matter.

      I turn my body toward her. “Maybe we can meet up later.” By maybe, I mean definitely. And by later, I mean as soon as possible. But I’m using soft language for the sake of Skye. “I’d like to talk to you about a few things.”

      “Okay.” Her smile is genuine this time, and the relief almost knocks me down.

      “Can you do me a favor and turn on your phone?”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh…sure.”

      Another wave of relief hits with the reassurance that I’ll be able to track her down more easily. One of these days I’ll come clean about it, but for now, I can’t risk her slipping off my radar again.

      I can barely bring myself to let her leave me now. I resist the almost searing urge to kiss her despite this watchdog girl invading our personal space. Instead I give her hand a little squeeze and watch her walk down to the street with Skye.

      Wherever she’s staying is within walking distance, but I follow well behind them until I see her turn down another street, then another, determined to find out where she’s calling home these days.

      After a few blocks and a short walk down the streetcar route, they stop at the gate of an old antebellum mansion. The kind that is so impressive in its style and grandeur that it makes a person wonder what kind of important person lives there. This one is no different.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      Thankfully Skye didn’t question me too hard about Tristan on the walk back to the house. Trying to explain that we were once in a relationship and he followed me here after I disappeared wouldn’t sound great to someone like her who sees most men as predators. Tristan’s not a predator. At least not to me. He is more committed than I’d given him credit for, though.

      Just you and me…

      After I left DC, I agonized over the small vow we made. I questioned what it really meant to him and if the words were more to keep me from running off or downward spiraling during one of the blackest moments of my life. The more I questioned it, the more I convinced myself that Tristan’s feelings for me can’t possibly be anything close to what I feel for him. After all, I have the benefit of years of missing him. And these memories, so deeply ingrained in me, evade him.

      But if what he said on the church steps is true…

      For being ill-equipped emotionally, he couldn’t have expressed himself much better. I wasn’t expecting him to tell me he loved me. Obviously I love him. I’ve hardly made that a secret, even as the meaning behind the sentiment evolves as I come to know the new Tristan better.

      But what he shared means so much more.

      Still reeling from the weight of it all, I shower, dress, and power up the phone Tristan gave me. Knowing Tristan would likely track me through it, my mother gave me another one before I left DC, and that’s the one I kept on during the drive in case of an emergency. The subtle distress in his expression when he asked me to turn on my phone removed all doubt. He definitely tried to track me.

      I don’t plan on leaving Martine’s yet, but I can give him some reassurance that I’m here, safe.

      The phone dings when two old messages from Tristan load.

      
        
        Tell me you’re okay.

      

      

      Then…

      
        
        I’ll see you soon.

      

      

      I smile a little at the determined tone I can hear behind his words. Doubting that he’d find his way to me seems foolish now. Maybe selfish, too, when I consider my own unsteadiness and how being here, away, was intended to cure that. To what end? Only to find myself back in his arms, the warm embrace of his protection and affection?

      I’m still shaky from the morning’s session at Noam’s, and my body is demanding food. I go downstairs, pick up an apple from the countertop bowl, and take a loud bite.

      “There you are.” Skye enters the room with a spring in her step.

      “I’m starving,” I muffle as I look through the pantry cabinet.

      She opens the refrigerator and pulls out a small baking dish covered in foil. “Noam’s classes will do that. You want some jambalaya?” Under the foil is more of the delicious rice dish I sampled last night.

      “Oh yeah.”

      She warms up two dishes of jambalaya, and we take them to the dining room table.

      “You want to go out tonight? See the town a little?”

      I stall and take a big bite of food because the possibility of seeing Tristan later is heavy in my thoughts. I miss him more than I’ll admit to anyone. I crave more of his touches, more of his heart-wrenching honesty.

      “I’ll probably stay in. But thanks.”

      She pins me with a stare as her mouth works her food. “You have plans?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You’ve been different since I saw you with that guy. I feel like you don’t want me to know why he’s here.”

      I try to shrug off her comments. “That’s reaching a little. I don’t understand why it’s any of your business anyway.”

      “Transparency is important here. We don’t keep secrets. Especially ones that could put anyone else in the house in danger.”

      “I’m not putting anyone in danger.”

      “Then who is he?”

      I drop my fork on my plate and attempt to calm my nerves. I appreciate Skye’s play at friendship, but my need for space is sudden and unmistakable.

      “Listen, Martine knows what I’m dealing with right now. That has to be enough. I can assure you that Tristan isn’t a threat to anyone here or me.”

      I start to get up when she catches my hand.

      “Wait. Just… I’m sorry.”

      Her pretty blue eyes seem to implore me to stay.

      Reluctant, I lower into my seat again.

      “Let me explain a few things.” She takes a deep breath before continuing. “It was hard for me at first to talk to people about the life I’d come from. It was humiliating. I felt so worthless, like no one could possibly understand how a person could fall so low.”

      I replay her story and how she shared it with me so easily. I hadn’t thought any less of her. If anything, I considered her incredibly brave for stepping away from the only life she’d known, not fully trusting where a new path would take her.

      “I don’t think that about you,” I say gently.

      “I appreciate it. I need you to know, though, that whatever you’re dealing with, you can tell me, and I won’t judge you. I promise, I’m nothing but open ears and bottomless acceptance. I’m ready to make this shit right.”

      “You can’t make this right.”

      She folds her arms and leans in. “Try me.” Her determined posture doesn’t sway. “Martine says you’re running. Who are you running from? Is it him?”

      I wince. “No. Tristan’s been with me through all of this. I just… I don’t know why I left DC without him.” I close my eyes a moment before opening them again. “I’ve seen a lot of people die the past two weeks. I came here hoping that if I disappeared for good, no one else would have to die because of me.”

      Skye’s tenacity simmers a little, seeming to make room for me to tell her more if it’ll calm her down.

      “Tristan is dangerous. But not to me. Someone—a company from my family’s past—hired him to kill me. He didn’t. We’ve both been on the run since. I think the heat is off for now, but we have no way of knowing yet.”

      The muscles in her jaw flex and release. “Okay. We got this. Hold that thought.”

      She takes our empty plates into the kitchen, clanks them in the sink, and comes back a few seconds later with a notebook, pen, and her phone.

      “Who is this company?”

      “Skye… You don’t need to get involved in this. This is my mess.”

      She rolls her eyes with a groan. “Ask me what happened to Charlie.”

      I hesitate. “Your old pimp?”

      “Ask me what happened to him.” She purses her lips firmly.

      “What happened to him?”

      “He’s serving ten to fifteen for possession and assault. Ask me what happened to the owner of the club who took a cut off every ‘private dance’ I gave there knowing full well what was going down—and also looked the other way whenever Charlie decided to get physical.”

      “What happened?”

      “He’s running a clean operation now. Ask me why.”

      “Why?”

      She leans in again, her eyes sparkling with something like quiet satisfaction. “Because if he doesn’t, I’m releasing video and photos that show what really went down in that place. He’ll lose his business and his freedom.”

      “Why should he have either?”

      “He shouldn’t, but someone else would take his place in the Quarter in a second, and nothing would change. Letting him stay means Halo gets twenty percent of the profits and the girls who work there don’t have to worry about pushing drugs or offering anything more than a dance. They get benefits now too.”

      I attempt to process everything she’s telling me. “So Halo deals in blackmail.”

      “Blackmail is too specific. We deal in information. The information I collected from Charlie when I pretended to go back to him put him in jail. The information I chose not to share with the police ensured the club owner got a slap on the wrist and a few fines. Now we have him by the balls and his business allows us to help more people. People like you.”

      My thoughts spin. “Martine put you up to all this?”

      “Martine has a heart of gold, but I wouldn’t fuck with her. She’s been doing this so long, she can outmaneuver anyone. She may not have dirt on everyone, but she either knows someone who does or can dig it up with very little effort. And once she’s got it…” She shakes her head, her lips curving into a smug smirk. “Watch out.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      After pouring my heart out to her on the church steps, I thought Isabel would have wanted to meet yesterday. Instead she texted me hours later and asked me to meet her after her morning class.

      Entertaining this unwelcome distance and her decision to stay with a woman I don’t trust requires patience I don’t have. Still, I used the extra time to get what little rest my body would give me. Too often I jolted awake with nightmares that the sniper who took out Brienne took Isabel from me too. That it was her blood splattered across my car. Her life-force stolen. The last of my humanity snuffed out right along with her.

      I shake off the disturbing visions as I park across from the fitness center, ready to intercept her as soon as her class ends. I can see Isabel through the window standing across from the man I recognize from yesterday. He’s gesturing as he speaks. Then he takes a step back and suddenly comes toward her in a series of offensive motions that have her flat on her back.

      I climb out of the car and get to the door in a matter of seconds. I swing it open just as he pulls her upright again.

      “You don’t have time to think through the moves,” the man says. “You have to feel it. Always be on the offensive. Always moving. That’s the retzev.” He pauses, noticing me. “Can I help you?”

      Isabel turns. Her face flushes a little more. “Tristan.” She walks toward me, leaving him behind. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Sorry, I saw him slam you down, and I obviously came right in to kill him.”

      She poorly masks a grin, glancing back to the man and then to me. “That’s Noam. He’s just showing me some self-defense stuff. He thinks pissing me off is a good motivational tool.”

      I lock eyes with the man. His arms are crossed and his pectorals are puffed up. He’s gone from upbeat to threatening with his body language alone.

      “Why does everyone around here look at me like I’m trying to hurt you, Isabel?”

      She toys with the hem of my shirt. “I’m not sure if you realize this, Tristan, but you don’t blend in as well as you think you do. And the vibe you give off isn’t usually very friendly.”

      “Is there a problem, Izzy?” The man approaches us, flanking her.

      His nickname for her feels like an icepick through my whole body.

      “She says you’re pissing her off,” I say, baiting him.

      “That’s between her and me.”

      “Not really,” I offer quickly.

      “This is a private class—”

      “Guys, stop. It’s fine. Everyone is fine. Tristan, do you mind waiting for me until I’m done?”

      I break the staring contest with Noam to look down at her hand, now warm against my chest. I grasp it and kiss her knuckles before finally releasing her.

      “I’ll wait right here,” I say before shooting a flat don’t-fuck-with-me look to her instructor.

      She returns to the mat, and he trails behind her. His lips are pulled into a grim line as he joins her in the middle of the room.

      “You good?” he mutters quietly.

      “I’m fine. What’s next?”

      He slides his gaze to me and back to her before continuing. “Soft points.”

      “What are those?”

      “Points on the body that are vulnerable no matter how big someone is. No matter how much muscle they’ve got. Thumbs in the eyes. The nose is easily broken.” He pinches his own. “The throat is delicate. A knee to the groin works like a charm. Got it?”

      “Easy enough.”

      “Good.” He waves her forward. “Come at me.”

      She stands unmoving for a few seconds. “I don’t want to hurt you, though.”

      He smiles, and even though I share his amusement, I’d also like to see her crush one of his soft points when he’s not paying attention.

      The next thirty minutes pass much the same. Lessons, trials, and correcting. Until Isabel’s clearly wiped out and Noam’s broken a sweat. I’d like to continue hating him, but the more I watch, the more I approve. He’s fair when he needs to be and appropriately aggressive when demonstrating what she could be up against with someone his size. This is a simulation, but it’s far better than trying to break boards with her fists. He’s arming her with skills she could use, and she very likely will. Because her mother was right. This journey is far from over.

      When they finish, she walks over to me, breathless. She probably thinks she looks like a mess again, but to me she’s vital and thrumming with energy I want to feed on until we’re both as spent as she looks.

      “I’m going to get cleaned up in the locker room. Give me ten minutes, okay?”

      “I’ll be here.”

      Once she’s gone, Noam wanders closer. I rise as he does. He takes a towel off a nearby hook and wipes his face.

      “How do you know Isabel?” he asks.

      “You mean Izzy?”

      He cocks his brow. “I call her that to get her riled up, and it works. Don’t tell me that’s your nickname for her.”

      “Not a chance.”

      She’s Isabel to me. My saint. She’s not a nickname.

      “So what are you? Her boyfriend?”

      Another diminutive term that doesn’t suit us. But I simply reply, “Something like that.”

      He doesn’t look relieved. “I hope you’re not the reason she pulls weapons on total strangers.”

      I flinch, a faint movement under my eye.

      “That’s how I met her. She was dozing off in her car. I startled her when I was passing by, and she pulled a pistol on me before she realized I wasn’t a threat.”

      “I haven’t taught her how to shoot yet. I probably should.”

      He laughs. “I wouldn’t rush it.”

      “This is important. What you’re doing here with her.”

      His humor fades. “I think it is too. She’s going to be banged up a little bit, but it’ll be worth it when she feels like she can hold her own.”

      “Agreed.”

      He glances to the door she left through and then back to me. “Listen, most of the girls that stay with Martine are trying to get away from trouble. I just need to know if you’re the trouble she’s hiding from.”

      “Does it look like she’s hiding from me?”

      He purses his lips. “Not exactly. But she’s obviously shell-shocked. What happened to her?”

      I shouldn’t tell him a damn thing because it’s none of his business. But maybe if he understands a measure of the gravity Isabel’s faced, he’ll be in a better position to truly help her.

      “We’ve been on the run. Trouble finally caught up to us. They killed her friend.” I pause. “Right in front of her.”

      His expression sobers. “Got it.”

      When she returns, fresh faced with damp hair, we both stare. She’s wearing a black tank top that hugs her perfect tits. The tight jeans set low on her hips reveal the barest sliver of skin there. With the new hair and a pair of low-ankled black Converse, she’s owning her new look and displaying a shade of confidence I haven’t seen in her before.

      She gives me a concerned look. “What?”

      “When did you turn into a badass?”

      She laughs and rakes a hand through her hair.

      “Tomorrow? Same time?” Noam interrupts.

      “Uh, sure,” she says, her shoulders set with new determination.

      If she’s made to feel weak, she’ll be weak.

      I never meant to make her feel that way. Isabel’s not weak. She never was. But now, this new emboldened version of her is gradually blowing me away.

      We leave Noam’s. She walks ahead of me toward the passenger side of my car, giving me a delicious view.

      “What now?” she asks.

      She reaches for the door when my patience finally expires. I curve my hand at her hip, spin her, and give her a gentle shove against the car. I take in her shaky exhale and parted lips. Then I lean in until I can smell the soap on her skin.

      “I’m going to kiss you now.” My voice is like gravel. Any space between us feels like an affront.

      But there is space between us—an unspoken chasm I have to journey across to get us back to where we were. In the space of waiting for permission to reclaim her lips, she grabs my waist and guides our bodies together in one hungry tug. A bolt of lust arrows right to my groin. I make certain she feels it when I crowd her harder against the curve of the coupe. She gasps, and I entertain a vision of taking her right here. I’d never do it, but God I want to.

      She feathers her fingertips near the band of my jeans, tangles in my hair with her other hand. I angle and taste and take…and fuck me, her mouth is heaven. A room in heaven just for me made of vanilla and soft skin and every sound she’s ever made.

      Suddenly three days without feeling her against me has become the longest dry spell I’ve ever known. I’m all hot-blooded male without a dash of reason until a car roars down the cross street, abrasive enough to jar me faintly into the present.

      I withdraw just enough to catch my breath but not a fraction more. I’m still fixed on her swollen, pouty lips and her wild breathing.

      “Isabel…” I cup her cheek. I grimace at the willpower needed to keep from tearing her skin-tight clothes off.

      “I know,” she whispers.

      She doesn’t know. She won’t know until I discover new ways to make her scream my name. As my imagination starts sprinting in a dozen of those directions, I can feel her pulling back, pushing me away. Concern and a dark cloud of thoughts I can’t read cool her features. The bastard in me wants to kiss away her change of heart. The better man she’s turning me into follows her lead as I attempt to temper my own raging impulses.

      “We should talk,” she says shakily.

      We probably should. Maybe I can blindfold myself while we do. Or handcuff myself to the opposite side of whatever room we occupy to keep from touching her. Only then can I imagine being able to untangle my thoughts from the promises of pleasure tied to every curve of her body.

      Jesus, I’ve endured things that would kill other men. Why can’t I get a handle on myself when it comes to her?

      For now I close my eyes and take a deep breath that stings my lungs because I want more than this tepid air. I want her air.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      Nothing would be easier than melting into the sweet, dark oblivion of Tristan’s touch. If nothing larger loomed, I’d have stayed in DC and drowned myself in moments like these. I’d have cocooned myself in Tristan’s protective embrace instead of taking to the road on my own, getting my ass kicked by Noam every day, and falling asleep in a house of well-meaning strangers for the sake of forward motion. I came here to find a path that wouldn’t end in more ugly death.

      Because I can’t run anymore if we don’t have something better to run to. That much I know. For the first time since all this madness started, I recognize a glimmer of hope. An inkling of light seeping in. The only question is whether Tristan can be a part of it. He’s wired to maneuver and fight and kill. The plan Skye and I drew up until the wee hours doesn’t include much of that.

      So when Tristan and I settle at a table at Cooter Brown’s, the local tavern a few blocks away, the plan I was so committed to hours ago dies in my throat. We order, and when Tristan shoots an expectant look my way, I muster up the words I need.

      “I have an idea about how to end all this.”

      His eyebrows shoot up his forehead, but he doesn’t say anything. He rubs his thumb along his lower lip rhythmically. The tiny movement is distracting and nerve-racking.

      “I don’t want any more people to die,” I say.

      His answering look is full of doubt and quiet understanding, like one a parent gives a child who hasn’t yet experienced the world.

      “What’s your plan?”

      “To blackmail Kolt’s family into calling this off.” There. I said it.

      “Tell me this doesn’t have anything to do with Kolt.”

      “No, I don’t think he’d be much help. I spent some time researching Chalys Pharmaceuticals last night, though. His grandfather owns the company. Kolt’s mother and uncle run it.”

      “We don’t know who hired me yet. Who are you going to blackmail? Better yet, how?”

      I’m grateful when the server brings our lunch. I pop a fried shrimp in my mouth and replay last night’s conversation in my head.

      “We haven’t exactly planned it down to the letter yet, but—”

      “Who’s we?”

      I huff. “You have a lot of questions.”

      “Well, you came here to talk, and I have a feeling you’re trying to convince me to step back so we can handle this your way, which I’m not crazy about. But I’m hearing you out. So just tell me.”

      “Skye and I talked things through last night. Martine too.”

      “Great,” he snips before pulling his mouth into a taut line.

      “I trust them.”

      He curses under his breath and rubs at the creases across his forehead. “Two steps forward, one step back.”

      I rest my fork on my plate and fight to stay in control of my emotions. He said he’d hear me out, so he’s going to.

      “Martine has connections all over the country. All over the world. At all levels of society. She doesn’t have enough dirt on the family to turn this around. But Kolt’s uncle, Vince Boswell, is the president of the company. He has a reputation that could work in our favor.”

      He stills. “What kind of reputation?”

      I gnaw at the inside of my lip to the point of pain. “He’s unmarried. Untethered. He’s all business, which is why they’ve been able to expand the family’s interests into so many different industries so quickly.”

      “And…”

      “He has a weakness for high-priced call girls.”

      “If you think exposing that to the public will make a pinch of difference, you’re crazy.”

      “I know it won’t. They can bury that news easily. And who cares? He’s not cheating on his wife. But it’s a way to lure him in. We could get him vulnerable. Get him to tell us whatever he knows. Maybe even get information off his laptop, which could be a potential goldmine. And of course we’d get everything on video. Enough to scare him into calling off the hit.”

      “No.”

      I wilt. “Tristan, you haven’t even heard me out.”

      “I don’t care who Martine knows. Your friend Skye can’t pass for a high-end hooker. She’s got streets written all over her.”

      “I know. She has serious triggers with men too.” I take hold of my lip again and brace myself for his reaction to what I’m about to say. “What about me?”

      He stills and levels me with his silver stare. “Fuck no.”

      “I think it could work. Vince never met me in person. I have a really different look now. With the right makeup and maybe contacts, I don’t think I’d be recognizable. Especially if he has a few drinks first.”

      Tristan’s features are all hard planes. “I have a better idea.”

      “What? Kill everyone instead?”

      He jams the toothpick from his sandwich between his teeth and stares out the window, telling me that was definitely his “better idea.”

      “Sorry, but I don’t consider your experience as a trained killer an asset in this situation. If you really want to be with me, Tristan, you have to know I can’t live like that. I don’t care if we spend the rest of our lives on the run if that’s what we have to do, but to know that you’ll keep doing that…” I swallow and push the horror of it all down. “Taking lives and never asking questions. I can’t accept it.”

      He doesn’t answer me. A few tense minutes pass before he picks up his sandwich and proceeds to eat, ignoring my plea and my plan. The thought that he’d want to keep on that path makes me too ill to touch the rest of my lunch. What if these breakthroughs in emotion have more to do with our animal attraction than an actual shift in his priorities?

      I can find it in my heart to forgive the killer Jay made him, but I don’t think I can forgive keeping that part of himself alive. Of course, I wish our enemies would disappear too. Days ago I held Tristan’s gun in my lap and, deep in my grief, fantasized about what it might be like to take an eye for an eye. In the same moment, I recognized I wasn’t capable of carrying through with anything so heinous. He knows it too. So does Noam. Apparently I have gun-shy innocence written all over my face.

      Several minutes pass in tense silence.

      “I’ll drive you back,” he says gruffly after we get the check.

      I pack up my picked-over meal and hope to have an appetite for it later. As Tristan takes us through the oak-lined streets toward Martine’s, I reflect on the total roller coaster this day has been. I went from hopeful to empowered to set ablaze to utterly defeated.

      As we drive, I worry the Tristan I have been falling in love with is still the Tristan who could kill me in the blink of an eye. Somehow he’s convinced me that he could be different. A man I could give my heart to again.

      He rolls in front of the house, slowing to a stop.

      “I’ll see you later,” I mutter, not sure when or if I want to see him again after today’s conversation.

      But when I reach for the handle, he reaches across for my hand, stopping me.

      “Don’t go yet.”

      That contact between us feels right, even when everything else between us feels wrong. The flickers of vulnerability where I saw hardened defiance before give me hope.

      “I didn’t choose this life.” His tenor is soft, but the heaviness of his words fills the small space.

      “I know you didn’t, Tristan.”

      “I’ve seen things and done things I wish I could forget. I’ve made a small fortune from it, and every cent of it is red with the blood of others. Good people, bad people. Doesn’t matter. It was all wrong. Until you, I never hesitated before. Couldn’t let myself fail. Somehow, contemplating a different kind of life felt just as scary as carrying on the way I was. How miserable is that?”

      I don’t answer him but clutch his hand tighter.

      “If I never write another name into that fucking notebook, I almost think I could forgive myself one day.”

      “Then don’t,” I whisper. Please don’t…

      “I can’t rule it out.”

      Disappointment rolls through me like a drowning wave. Our gazes lock, and I’m certain my heart falling to the floor can be seen on my face.

      “Isabel… I’ll never take another job again. But if someone gets in my way or if someone threatens you… If it’s a matter of eliminating someone else to save you, I’ll always make the right choice. I’ll always protect you. And if that makes me a killer that you can’t be with, all I can do is try to change your mind, try to convince you that sometimes it’s kill or be killed, and hope for your forgiveness if circumstances come to that.”

      The drowning wave ebbs away and is replaced with relief and a prevailing sadness that this life could be my life always. Running, fighting, and facing death over and over again until I’m numb to it. As naïve as I’ve been, I can’t deny that Tristan has killed people who would have otherwise killed me. How many, I don’t know, and I’m fearful to ask.

      Would I change that? Would I sacrifice my life for any of the monsters who would have killed me without regret? Who killed Brienne?

      No. I’d choose to live. To survive. But I worry permission to protect is not all Tristan is asking for.

      “I’m asking you to question your instinct to shoot first.”

      “And how am I supposed to ignore that instinct after all this time?”

      “You’re brilliant, Tristan. You always have been. You have tools at your disposal that aren’t served behind a gun. We can figure this out without anyone else dying.”

      He looks past the iron gates to the house. Martine is sitting on the front porch with Zeda. I can see them through the trees, but they likely can’t see us.

      “I know you think I’m being altruistic and naïve,” I say.

      “You understand why it’s hard for me to get behind this plan on multiple levels.”

      “I know. But what other options do we have? Keep running? Hiding? Never knowing if we need to be looking over our shoulders?”

      “There are other options.”

      “Tristan…”

      “That feeling you have that makes tears well up in your eyes at the thought of someone dying? I don’t have that feeling. It doesn’t exist in me. I can eliminate them until there’s no one left who would dare hurt you.”

      Even as he says the words, I find myself swallowing over emotion thick in my throat. I trust this reaction is normal and his isn’t. “It’s Kolt’s family. I would never wish that on him. Never.”

      “You don’t know he’s not involved.”

      I roll my eyes with a huff. “Jesus, Tristan, we’ve been over this.”

      “And we still don’t know, do we?”

      “And you don’t know who is involved, and you’re proposing that you, what, just fly up to Boston and start knocking people off until you get the one who ordered the hit?”

      “I saw Jay. Before I had any idea you left me, of course.” He smiles tightly. It’s a smile made of discontent. “She knows she has to give me the name or I’m coming for her. I’ll get it. Just…whatever plan you’re hatching with them…wait until I know more, okay?”

      I hesitate. I’m eager to move our plan into motion and be free of this invisible prison, but I can’t deny that without knowing the true target, we run the risk of failure and nothing will have changed.

      “I’ll wait if you promise to help us.”

      He slides his gaze to me. Attraction and hope and fear that everything could come crumbling down around us at any moment fills the air between us.

      “Is this an ultimatum?”

      I squeeze his hand. “No… It’s an invitation to show me the kind of man you can be.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      I let Isabel out of my sight for what feels like the hundredth time. I miss her and ache for her. Yet when I walk through the door of my rental, I’m relieved to be alone with the fucked-up person I’ve become and not have to spend another minute trying to convince her I’m worth being in her life.

      She makes me feel things, and worse, she makes me see. She shows me the broken person I buried when I went to Rio and the savage I replaced him with. She touches scars I learned to ignore. She’s ready to absolve me of all my crimes if it means I can change. How much blood on a person’s hands is too much? At what point does redemption matter?

      Of course, if I had a pinch of faith, I could try to talk myself into a place of hope. I could contemplate my soul. Figure out ways to stop the bleeding when life as I’ve known it has been a nonstop hemorrhage of murder and sin.

      I don’t especially want to kill people, but I can’t deny that sometimes it’s the easiest way to solve a problem. I don’t trust Halo or her budding friendships in the organization or her plan. But massacring Kolt’s family doesn’t end the chaos. It would likely breed more. I still have the Company to deal with. And despite Lucia’s connections—the extent of which I’m still trying to figure out—Isabel’s family is at risk the longer this goes unresolved too.

      I open my laptop, bring up the chat window, and type a message for Jay. I don’t have much to threaten her with, especially since I failed to kill her once. I don’t know what I could possibly offer her, so I go into the communication with no strategy other than trying not to show how I’m emotionally beating myself to death right now.

      
        
        RED: Time’s up.

      

      

      I start with a threat and hope for the best. Minutes pass. Nothing. I get up and pace around the house. It’s a cute house. Almost cottage-like, except most of the blinds are drawn, making it dark and depressing. If Isabel were here, she’d make it moody and seductive and we could fuck for hours and I could pretend I didn’t have this enormous mess to clean up. At least for a little while.

      
        
        JAY: I can disclose the details whenever you’re ready.

      

      

      There has to be a catch. Asking opens the door for her demand, though. So I wait.

      
        
        JAY: One condition.

      

      

      
        
        RED: I’m not in the mood to negotiate.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: You’re not in a position not to.

      

      

      I refuse to acknowledge that I owe her anything. I could kill her. That doesn’t guarantee I’ll get the information I need, though. Of course she’ll have plenty more people guarding her place—if she’d even risk showing up there again. Then again, maybe I have an ace.

      
        
        RED: I already know about Chalys.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: I know more.

      

      

      Tempting. I’m tired and pissed off, so I finally do it. I ask.

      
        
        RED: What do you want?

      

      

      
        
        JAY: We want you to come back to Company Eleven.

      

      

      Dread roils my normally iron stomach.

      
        
        RED: Not happening.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: Sharing this information with you means there will be losses for us. You’ll have a debt.

      

      

      But I’ll have my life. The only way to keep my secrets safe is for them to keep me. I’ve known this for a long time. It’s why I kept the ledger. I can remember every name and number on it, but once I’m dead, it’s gone forever. The trail of blood. The map of all my offenses.

      
        
        RED: The girl?

      

      

      
        
        JAY: You can bring her back to life when you’re ready.

      

      

      Minutes go by. I need a drink. I wish I’d never initiated the chat and invited the demand I knew would come. Why ask a question when you don’t want to hear the answer?

      
        
        JAY: You’re important to us. Soloman wants you back. You’re the best we have.

      

      

      
        
        RED: Flattery will get you everywhere.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: I’d have told you before if you didn’t already know it.

      

      

      Jay spews lies, so the compliment does nothing for me. She’s dictated my life for the past three years. I despise her. I despise the person I’ve become. The only patch of beauty in this bloody existence has been Isabel. Her inexplicable love for me. I have no authority on what’s healthy in a relationship, but a cold-blooded killer falling hard and fast for a beautiful mark probably isn’t anywhere in the realm of healthy.

      I mull over Jay’s proposition. If I accept—regardless of whether I intend to follow through—we could trap the right people and employ Isabel’s developing blackmail plan, with my willingness to extinguish Boswell as a solid backup.

      If I did follow through and let Jay bring me back into the fold of Company Eleven… My instincts scream no, but my brain keeps spinning despite the reluctance I feel in my bones.

      With the Chalys feud neutralized, Isabel could get her life back, though. Maybe not the same life but one that could be normal given time. Maybe letting her go would break her heart all over again, but she’d be alive. Teaching. Putting her saint heart to work in the best ways she could. Not wasting her time in a rootless existence with me.

      Then I could scratch Isabel Foster’s name out of my book, and she could scratch my name out of her life.

      I wouldn’t have to spend my days protecting her with my life. But I could offer what’s left of it to make sure no one ever tries to hurt her again.

      Wouldn’t that be simpler? Would it be worth it?

      No, because selfishly I can’t give her up. I’ll never be able to bring myself to do it.

      Regardless, I want whatever Jay knows. So I press her.

      
        
        RED: Time to disclose.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: Do I have your word, then?

      

      

      
        
        RED: My word isn’t worth anything anymore.

      

      

      A long pause.

      
        
        JAY: There will be consequences if you don’t follow through. Don’t make me regret this.

      

      

      
        
        RED: I know how this works.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: Vince Boswell.

      

      

      Isabel is on target. I’ll give her that. But I’m not getting roped into Jay’s bullshit deal for a name I already know.

      
        
        RED: Tell me something I don’t know, or this conversation is over.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: They sent his nephew to Rio to get close to her and collect intel. He got too close, so they enlisted us.

      

      

      He fell for her. I knew it. I fucking knew it. I type hard on the keys with my next question.

      
        
        RED: Why is she so important to them?

      

      

      
        
        JAY: Ask her mother. She’s been meddling in their affairs. Causing problems for quite some time.

      

      

      Been there. Done that.

      
        
        RED: Anything else?

      

      

      
        
        JAY: They know she’s alive. This isn’t over until one of us ends it.

      

      

      So much for buying time. The only thing faking her death did was get the case off the Feds’ radar, which I admit is one less concern since they’d be useless in bringing her justice. At least the kind of justice I’m after. The longer Isabel’s name is in the media circuit, the more likely she is to be recognized, but her death is already old news.

      
        
        RED: Give me a couple weeks.

      

      

      
        
        JAY: Don’t screw this up.

      

      

      We’re negotiating, always maneuvering, because that’s the dance we know. But underneath it all, the real tension in our exchange exists because this is the last straw. Turning on a client simply isn’t done, but if they want me back, they’ll have to suffer the consequences. And if I don’t go back, they’ll be merciless in finding me.

      I shouldn’t have agreed without knowing if I could go through with it. The prospect of going back to my old life is both tortuous and comforting at once. Like Isabel, I’ve been tossed out of my comfort zone with all of this. But maybe it’s a means to another end. A better way through this mess. Find Soloman. Root out the threat from the inside.

      If I let them reel me back in, that’s what I’ll do. Of course, they’ll expect that too.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      I spend another morning at Noam’s. I’m sore from the past couple of days’ exertions and using my muscles more intensely than I’m used to. Today’s lessons are more pragmatic than physical, though. He talks about using weapons of opportunity. Keys, pens, belts. Anything within reach in an emergency. He shows me how to disarm him of a fake gun and knife with fast, strategic movements. It takes me several tries, but I feel more confident with each iteration.

      We review soft points and incorporate those offensives into the sequence, which is only loosely structured. Everything can change. Noam comes at me differently each time, and each time I have to react first. He never gives me time to think.

      These lessons resonate maybe more than any of the others. I’m not worried about bar fights. I’m worried about the people who want me dead, and they won’t come at me with their fists.

      I walk back to the house feeling taxed but stronger. More capable. Like maybe one day soon I could hope to defend myself against the white-collar devil who wants me dead.

      Vince Boswell is that devil.

      Tristan texted me last night. Kolt’s uncle is our mark. Putting a face and a name to the threat might feel better if I didn’t have to find the nerve to seduce him. Tristan’s not the only one tentative about that part of the plan. Skye insists I have it in me. A part of me does, sure. I know how to get a man’s attention. But this one is the head of a billion-dollar corporate powerhouse and probably intimidating even in the most casual situations. That and he paid someone to kill me.

      Still, I’m not sure I can trust anyone else to the task.

      I shower and hurry to get dressed, knowing Tristan will be here soon. Martine gave her blessing when he requested a meeting. We’re hurtling forward into this plan faster than I anticipated. Skye’s not the only driving force, but her energy makes me nervous. She’s hungry for justice, which I get. But I’m having a hard time catching up to her.

      I clean up and head downstairs. Martine has an office in the back of the house. Murmurs of voices carry to the front when there’s a hard rap at the front door.

      I open it to find Tristan.

      “Oh, hi. How’d you get past the gate?”

      A coy grin. “I memorized the key tones when I dropped you off yesterday.”

      I lean against the jamb and cross my arms. “Aren’t you tricky?”

      He braces his hands on either side of the door, leaning in so I can smell him. That familiar scent—earth and spice and the love of my life—emanating off the man who’s overwhelmed my senses for as long as I can remember.

      “You didn’t think I was going to let a fancy iron gate get between us, did you?”

      “Of course not.”

      I don’t think he’ll let anything stand between us unless that’s exactly what he wants.

      “You going to let me in or what?” His tone is low, a threatening little tease.

      I look him over because I can’t help myself.

      He’s wearing his usual black T-shirt and jeans, both contouring attractively over his muscular frame. His dark-brown hair is messily parted and hangs over his forehead a little. He’s clean-shaven—a rarity, because who has time for that when you’re Tristan Red? I run my finger along the smooth edge of his jaw.

      “You shaved.”

      He hums an affirmative, capturing my hand when it falls away. “You know this distance between us is like a slow death for me, right?”

      I swallow hard and offer a small nod. I start to move to the side when he hooks his finger around my belt loop and tugs me a step closer.

      “See me tonight,” he murmurs.

      My skin erupts with goosebumps. I recognize the heat in his eyes. The potent need that’s gone unsatisfied for too long tugs at the already frayed threads holding me together.

      Before I can say yes, I hear footsteps behind me.

      “You must be Tristan.”

      Tristan straightens and lets me loose. I turn, and Martine greets him with a practiced smile. She looks as put together as ever. Today it’s perfectly pressed cream slacks and a bright floral blouse with lavender and creamy swirls that ties everything together. No one would peg her for the mastermind that she is.

      “And you must be Martine,” he says coolly.

      “I am. Welcome to Halo.”

      He returns her polite smile, but I can see he’s holding back. Suspicious. Guarded as ever. I’m sure she knows too as she waves him inside and guides us to her office.

      Skye is sitting on the edge of the desk and talking to Zeda.

      “Have a seat,” Martine says, taking hers behind her desk. She peers at her computer screen and clicks around a few times.

      The office is painted a deep maroon, but white country-style furniture adorns the room, brightening it up. The walls are covered in vibrant abstracts and paintings of New Orleans’s classic architecture.

      Tristan leans against the wall by the doorway. I take the empty chair nearest to him.

      “Isabel says you’ve isolated the target,” Martine says almost absently.

      Skye and Zeda fix their stares on him.

      “I have,” he says.

      Martine leans back in her chair and appraises him. “Perfect. There’s a private event this weekend that I believe will work. It’s at the Mercier Terrace Courtyard at the Ritz. The most important people in New Orleans will be there. I happen to know several, and a few happen to owe me favors.”

      “This is New Orleans. Not Boston,” he says.

      “Taking a weekend to indulge in the debauchery our fine city offers is rarely a hardship. Beyond that, the Boswells have been trying to expand into oil for some time. This event will be flush with oil money. Not to mention politicians, who are always helpful to the cause. And, of course, beautiful women.”

      “What’s your plan?”

      He crosses his arms, putting his strength on display, and a little bolt of possessive pride warms me.

      “He’ll book a room at the hotel, of course,” Martine says. “Before he checks in, Zeda will sneak in and pose as a maid to get access to the suite.”

      “The whole place will be outfitted with surveillance,” Zeda says with confidence. “We’ll have audio and visual from multiple points. Plus we can inconspicuously plant whatever Isabel will need while we’re there.”

      Tristan’s features tighten at the sound of my name.

      “Isabel will be a guest at the party on the terrace,” Martine continues. “When the time is right, after Boswell’s had a couple of drinks, I’ll have someone introduce her if he hasn’t already taken an interest in her.”

      Tristan straightens off the wall, letting his crossed arms fall to his sides. “No. We discussed this. It’s not happening. Someone else can go.”

      Martine doesn’t flinch. “Can I ask you something, Tristan? What exactly do you bring to this plan beyond a compulsion to protect Isabel?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve been around the block a few times.”

      “Yes,” she gives him a quick once-over. “I’m aware of your skill set. It’s your instincts that concern me. Isabel wanted your help, but I’m questioning if we really need it. If you allow your emotions to get in the way of what has to be done here, the whole plan is foiled. More damage will have been done than results achieved.”

      “I’m not emotional,” he says in a clipped tone.

      “Then let us do our jobs, and you do yours. We’ll be in a nearby suite. We’ll have eyes on the room the whole time. If anything goes wrong, you can be on standby to intervene if needed. And only if it’s needed.”

      “You’re going to send her in there to seduce and subdue him? That’s a tall order for a school teacher.”

      Martine’s eyes narrow slightly. “You underestimate her.”

      I stand up. “Can you two stop talking like I’m not even in the room? Listen, I’m nervous about this too, but I realize it should be me.”

      Tristan squares his body with mine. “Tell me how it’ll go, then. You entice him to the room with the promise of sex. He starts trying to rip your clothes off. Then what do you do?”

      “Slow things down.” I share a quick look with Martine because we’ve already discussed the plan. And there’s no way in hell I’m telling Tristan the whole plan. “It’ll be enough for the cameras, but then I’ll excuse myself to the bathroom or something before he can take things too far.”

      “What if you don’t get that chance and he overpowers you?”

      “I can defend myself.”

      “You’re learning how, but you’re not an expert, and you’ll be panicking.”

      I close my eyes and stave off a flare of alarm with his warning. “For now, let’s assume he won’t be that aggressive. He should know how to take a hint. I’ll ask him to get more comfortable while I’m in the bathroom, and when I get back, I’ll be armed and he’ll know it. Then I’ll…”

      I have a hard time envisioning the next part. The part where I stay strong enough to reveal myself to him—the girl he would have murdered—and confront him on the matter at hand. I’ll have to issue the threat and be convincing about it. How those few minutes play out will be the difference between stopping this feud between our families, hopefully forever, and inciting more bloodshed.

      “You’ll do what, Isabel?” Tristan’s voice is quiet but firm.

      “I’ll explain the terms and ask for his compliance.”

      He chuckles. “You’ll ask.”

      “I will demand it while I’m pointing a gun at his chest. Is that better?”

      He’s quiet. “Much better.”

      Martine brings her hands together with a slap that makes me jump. “We have a plan, then. I’ll get him the invite. In the meantime, we wait and prepare.”

      “Perfect.” Skye bounces upright and shoots me a satisfied smile on her way out of the office.

      Whether Tristan likes it or not, the conversation is over.

      The rest of us follow except for Martine, who stays at her desk, working.

      As we walk toward the front of the house, Skye says, “Zeda and I are going to Frenchmen Street for a few drinks tonight. Do you guys want to come?”

      I look to Tristan, expecting him to shoot it down the way he’s shot down everything else today. No to the plan. No to my involvement in the plan. No to never killing anyone again.

      He blows out a tense exhale. “I guess I could use a drink since all I can think about now is another man trying to have sex with you.”

      “Great,” Skye beams, effectively ignoring Tristan’s grim mood. “We’re heading out around ten.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      I’m used to adapting to my surroundings. Maneuvering around unexpected circumstances. Eliminating obstacles as I go. Because, in my line of work, nothing ever goes down the way it’s supposed to. Never knowing what challenges I’ll face keeps me sharp. Focused. Fluid. I get off on the threat of failure and beating the odds.

      Nothing about this plan is getting me off. I’d rather put Isabel in a plastic bubble and lock her away until I can take care of things my way. I’ll still take care of things my way if I need to, though. She and Martine don’t need to know that as long as it looks like I’m bending to their grand plan.

      As we drive toward our destination, I’m not sure if I’ve ever seen Isabel more relaxed—almost as if a physical weight has been lifted off her.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      She sighs. “Just taking it all in, I guess.”

      “Have you ever been to New Orleans?”

      Traffic slows as we turn off Elysian Fields Avenue on our way to Frenchmen. The streets are already busy with pedestrians. French-inspired row houses frame the narrow streets. Even as night falls, the pastel stucco fronts create an atmosphere that matches the revelry the city is known for.

      “No, but that’s not what I mean,” she says.

      I reach across and take her hand in mine, as if the contact will give me a better line into what she’s thinking. “What do you mean?”

      “Life is moving a million miles an hour. I don’t have time to overthink anything. Or worry or hesitate. I’m more in the moment than I’ve ever been, which, oddly, might have been what I was hoping for when I moved to Rio to begin with.” She pauses. “It’s funny, but I think I might be getting used to it.”

      “Welcome to my world, I guess.”

      “I’m not sure I’d know what to do if things were normal.”

      “You’d have to get into something really intense like skydiving to keep your adrenaline up.”

      She laughs, and the sound feels like an explosion around my heart, melting the ice and tension there. We park a few blocks away from the Blue Nile because the street is already jammed with taxis and people partying in every available crevice.

      I tense a little because this is the type of place where trouble hides under all the good fun everyone’s having. Most of the people around us are here to either fight, fuck, or make a few bucks. Some are already wasted, and the rest aren’t too far behind. We walk toward a blue-painted stretch of building with a neon crescent hanging above the doorway.

      “This is the place,” Isabel says over the chatter of people around us.

      The doorman checks our IDs—both of which are fake for reasons the doorman would never guess. We both get stamped and walk inside the club that’s surprisingly empty. She spots Skye and Zeda at a little bar table near the stage. Noam and a few others I don’t recognize are with them. Isabel waves to them, but I coax her toward the bar, the urge to be antisocial too strong to resist.

      “Want a drink?” I ask, gesturing to the bartender.

      “Sure. Whatever you’re having.”

      I order an Abita Amber and a Don Julio on the rocks with extra limes for her.

      She laughs when the bartender slides it across the bar. “Are you trying to turn me into a cheap date?”

      I grin. “Absolutely.”

      She takes a little sip of the tequila and wrinkles her nose. “Not bad.”

      We linger by the bar as the band on the stage warms up. Me on a stool, Isabel taking the space between my legs. Already I’m enjoying the relaxed atmosphere and our proximity. The ability to touch her whenever I want is a luxury I haven’t been afforded lately. But tonight feels different, like she’s letting her guard down for the first time since she left DC without me.

      “We should at least say hi.” Her attention wanders to her new friends and back to me.

      Except the request can’t distract me from my silent worship of her body in the little green wrap dress she’s wearing. I grab her waist and inch her tighter to me, kissing her bare shoulder. “I’m here to be with you, not them.”

      Our noses graze. Our lips are close enough that I could take hers with no effort. We could be at the other table, and I wouldn’t see anyone but her anyway. I wait for the heat in her eyes to match the fire coursing hot through my veins. She melts a little into my easy hold on her.

      When the band kicks up, the club starts to fill in earnest and people crowd the stage.

      “Will you at least dance with me?”

      She shoots me an adorable little grin that almost tempts me.

      “Not a chance,” I say.

      She pouts. “I’m not leaving you alone over here. Some hot girl is going to try to hit on you.”

      I laugh, her hint at jealousy throwing me.

      “What about the overtly unfriendly vibe I give off?”

      “I’m afraid that just adds to your sex appeal.”

      I grin broadly. “Really? Tell me more.”

      I coax her against me again, and she rests her hands on my shoulders. “You really need me to tell you how ruggedly handsome and utterly irresistible you are?”

      “Can’t you just show me instead?”

      She rolls her eyes with a smile.

      “It’s a reasonable request,” I press.

      “Maybe I will if you dance with me.”

      As if on cue, the club fills with the urgent sounds of trumpets and trombones, percussion, and the upbeat harmony of voices belting out the tune. The show has officially begun. We’ll have to yell to hear each other, so I lean in to kiss her, but she evades me, taking my hand and dragging me onto the dance floor instead.

      I should have opted for the tequila because dancing isn’t really my thing without it. Still, Isabel is so eager right now I can’t say no. We snake through the crowd, making a space for ourselves among dozens of others. She sways to the music and twirls herself under my arm, so I spin her once more, making her dress flare.

      The beat is steady and addictive, so loud that every single body in this place has got to feel it vibrating down to their toes. The whole crowd bounces and moves, staring up at the seven-man band who seem no less entertained on the stage.

      The experience consumes the senses. Overwhelms in the best way. Like a rich meal. Like sex. Like Isabel happy…

      When she leans into me, her back to my chest, and gyrates to the rhythm of the music, it’s the best of everything. I can’t remember a time when I’ve been happier.

      Another hour passes that way. Song after wall-shaking song. Another drink for Isabel. Skye finds us in the crowd, and she and Isabel own a pocket of the dance floor for a good part of the set. I’m content to watch Isabel dance, and I’m certain she knows I’m watching her. I try to ignore that I may not be the only one lusting after her, but I console myself with the promise that I’ll be the one she spends the night with.

      When the band takes a break, she comes back to me. Her skin is glowing with sweat. Her cheeks and chest are rosy and warm.

      “Hey,” she says breathlessly.

      “You having fun?”

      “What do you think?”

      I razor my teeth against my lower lip and drink her in. “I think I want to take you back to my place so we can get back to talking about how ruggedly handsome I am.”

      She laughs, and I catch her against me. She’s so perfect right now, I don’t want to change a thing.

      “I love when you laugh. I feel it,” I say quietly.

      Her eyes dim a little. “I miss it.”

      Of course she does. That’s what normal people do. Drink, laugh, have fun with their friends. Something twists painfully inside me when I realize her happiness here doesn’t have to do with me. I’m just a witness to it. This is who Isabel is when she’s not running for her life.

      She brings her hand to my cheek, drawing my thoughts back to the moment we’re sharing.

      “Let’s go home.”

      I can feel her raspy voice on the surface of my skin.

      “My place.”

      She confirms with a quick nod. “Let me just tell Skye I’m heading out.”

      I watch her walk away and count the seconds until she gets back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We’re barely inside the front door, and she’s wrapped around me. A desperate moan leaves her lips when our mouths collide. I hold nothing back because I’m starving for her. I’m fucking starving, and I didn’t fully appreciate the gravity of it until this moment.

      I crowd her against the door and tug her straps down, baring her breasts for my greedy touches. Tasting all of her becomes a race against an avalanche of desire. I pinch and bite at her nipples. I drag my nose up the graceful column of her neck to breathe and suck and taste her. Her sweat, her essence.

      “My God…” I don’t think I’ve ever been this hard in my life. I’m vibrating with a nearly violent need to fuck. And when I hold her against me, I feel her trembling too. I hike up her thigh so it slides against mine, opening her to more pressure.

      “Tristan, I can’t wait.” Her voice breaks like she might cry.

      “Me neither.”

      It’s got to be here. Right now.

      She claws at my shirt until it flies to the floor. Her fingernails slice down my shoulders when our bare chests meet. We’ll be bruised and bloody by the time we’re through, but that would be strangely right.

      “I want you rough,” I say. It’s more a warning than a wish. I’m not sure I possess the restraint to have her any other way.

      “Yes,” she breathes.

      “Hang on to me.”

      As I lift her up, she winds her arms and legs around my frame, giving me the few seconds I need to tear her panties at the side with a satisfying rip. When my fingers find her wet heat, I plunge and stroke until she’s quivering and arching to deepen my touch.

      My heart bangs like a barrel drum, thrumming through my whole body. I’ll want this forever…

      I free my cock from my jeans and drive into her, unable to stop the feral growl that tears from me when I do. It mingles with hers. The opening note of the fierce and greedy symphony that follows. The door thudding with every thrust. The soft slap of our bodies meeting. Her labored breathing. The throaty cries that pierce the air when I go deeper, take her harder.

      I swallow them, breathe her air, fight off the urge to let go too soon. But taking her this way—rough and passionate—is a fast-burning sprint to the end. She’s there too. Her body a taut bow ready to sail into oblivion.

      Having her so close to the edge is almost enough.

      “Isabel… Say you love me.”

      Those three little words ring through me, annoying in their simplicity. I love you was made for normal people with normal lives and normal problems. Still, I reach for it. I can’t say it, but I need to hear it.

      Her eyes flutter open and lock on me in the darkness. They glimmer with love and lust and the street light seeping in through the windows. Seeing her this way, my heart threatens to burst in my chest. She owns me. I know it before she says what I now desperately want to hear.

      “I love you, Tristan,” she whispers against my lips.

      The next meeting of mouths is pure possession. I kiss her deeply and match my rhythm to it, because what I feel now is more like I-love-you’s dark and fucked-up cousin. A raw, primal obsession. A twisting, grinding compulsion to sink into her so profoundly that reality has no choice but to bleed away and concede itself to our moment.

      Just this… Just us…

      She has to know I feel it too. All of it. Every drop of her love. She has to know…

      I slide my fingers into her hair, fisting gently. I tighten my arm around her waist. My ability to maintain the punishing pace goes to war with the impending need to completely spend myself without taking us both to the ground.

      Her fingernails dig deeper into my flesh. She goes rigid all around me, and her thready scream sets off my own climax, a fierce rush that causes my knees to buckle.

      I recover enough to take us safely to the floor. She lies against my chest. Her breaths come in uneven pants. Our hearts are two jackrabbits slowing after a thrilling chase. And in that space, a kind of peace washes over me that scares me as much as it comforts me, because in this moment, I realize I’ll never have it again without her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      I wake to an empty bed and the intermittent squeak of metal against metal coming from outside. I roll over. Through the blinds in the window that faces the porch, a broad shadow swings back and forth. Tristan. I check the digital clock on the bedside table. It’s past ten o’clock. Thankfully Noam isn’t expecting me today. I’m enjoying the sessions more, but I’m grateful for a break. I’m even more grateful for a pocket of time to get my head together before the Vince Boswell plan goes down.

      I fall back into my pillow, unable to ignore the dread that slams down on me suddenly. I know what I need to do. Doesn’t make facing it any easier. I can’t run from this anymore. Last night was a potent diversion. The last time I felt that free was with Kolt, sipping caipirinhas and watching Rio come alive with Carnaval—the lights and heat and sexy rhythm of a rhumba infecting everyone with its addictive beats. I let it infect me too, the same way last night consumed my senses and ended with the most intense sex of my life.

      Everything I held back with Kolt I give freely with Tristan. Love. Passion. Every raw emotion flows uninhibited.

      The night Tristan decided not to take my life, I turned Kolt away. If Tristan hadn’t been so heavy in my heart, I might have chosen differently. Maybe Tristan would have too. Now here we are, steeped in a dangerous game of life and death. Cat and mouse. The hunted becoming the hunter.

      A little of my dread lifts away because I know I can be strong. We can beat them. We can win.

      I take my tumbling thoughts into the shower. When I emerge, I slip into last night’s dress and find Tristan on the porch, coffee in hand, a faraway look in his eyes.

      “Hey.”

      He looks at me, his expression almost eerily blank for a moment before he manages a small smile. “Morning.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” He gets up. “Do you want to get breakfast?”

      “Sure. I need to get some clothes from the house.” I cross my arms and rub them with my hands to fight off the slight morning chill that feels like dew on my skin.

      “Okay. I was hoping we could go someplace after.”

      “Where?”

      I frown a little because he’s so businesslike suddenly. Last night we were a couple in love. I was professing it in the throes of our passion. Passion like I’ve never felt before. He hasn’t even touched me.

      He tips his coffee mug to his lips once more. Only then do I recognize the puffiness under his eyes. We’d tumbled into bed together after recovering somewhere in the entryway last night, but he doesn’t look like he’s rested at all.

      “Have you slept?” I ask.

      He shrugs, avoiding my eyes. “I was thinking I could teach you how to shoot today. I know you’re not especially keen on guns, but you should at least learn the basics so you can handle one confidently.”

      My muscles tense a little more, which has nothing to do with the temperature and all to do with the plan—the one that requires me to have a weapon to protect myself in the worst-case scenario.

      I swallow hard. “Okay. That’s probably a good idea.”

      I wait for him to touch me in any way. Instead, he opens the front door and we go back inside.

      “There’s an indoor shooting range near Noam’s. We can grab breakfast close by and head over.”

      He puts his mug in the sink and grabs his jacket.

      “Tristan.”

      He looks up wide-eyed, as if he might have forgotten I was here.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine. Why?”

      “You seem kind of intense right now.”

      His rolls his shoulders a little. “Sorry. When I have a job to do, I make sure I’m ready for it before I head in. You’re not ready yet.” He comes close and gives me a peck on the cheek. “Let’s go. Time to work.”
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      Tristan drops me at Martine’s so I can change. I’m able to dodge Skye and any interrogations she’ll likely have ready when I see her next, even though “all business” Tristan is making me anxious. Still, he has a point. All the dread I’m feeling about dealing with Vince probably roots in doubting my ability to execute on the plan, which is to end this shit once and for all. Being able to pick up a gun and not feel like I’m a danger to myself with it would definitely help the cause.

      Tristan and I eat breakfast quickly at a nearby café. We fill the brief time with small talk about New Orleans. I wouldn’t mind spending more time here and exploring more of its hidden gems, but I have a feeling we’ll need to move on after this weekend. I haven’t talked about that part with Martine yet, but the last thing I want is to bring any of this mess to her doorstep.

      Tristan checks us into the range, taking the lead since I have no idea what I’m doing. We use two guns Tristan already owns. A Sig Sauer for him and, for me, a Glock 19, which he assures me will be good due to its smaller size. He shows me how to load it and unload it several times until I’m comfortable with the routine of releasing the magazine and operating the slide catch.

      He picks up his weapon and models how to hold it with both hands.

      “Firm like a handshake, finger along the frame. Keep your grip high so it’s easier to stabilize the muzzle on your target.”

      I mimic everything. His easy confidence here helps mine. Still, when we finally go into the stall, I’m shaking a little from anticipation and feeling so far outside my comfort zone.

      He points to the target ahead of us, which is pretty close, because any real-life threat would be this close. I try not to think about that and instead focus on keeping a relaxed stance and controlling my breathing, which I can hear more acutely with the protective earmuffs on.

      I raise the gun and line up the white dot to the bullseye on the target. I look to Tristan out of the corner of my eye, and he nods for me to go ahead.

      I exhale slowly and empty my thoughts. My finger moves the trigger. There’s a loud pop and a sharp jolt from the gun firing in my hands. My heart thumps rapidly.

      With a broad smile, Tristan nods to the target, which I’d forgotten existed with all the adrenaline whizzing through my system. I zero in on the tiny hole just outside the bullseye.

      I jump on my toes a little. He gives me the thumbs-up to keep going.

      My next few shots aren’t as gifted. I pout a little because the competitive part of me has decided it’s important to impress Tristan. So I go through the magazine, increasingly intent on mastering the fine art of drilling the bullseye. I go through another, and another, until the paper is covered with pocks, several of them in the center circles, which pleases me.

      After about twenty minutes, I’m a little exhausted. Maybe from concentrating, or inhaling gun smoke, or absorbing the nonstop rush that seems to happen behind a weapon like this.

      I might feel more comfortable with the mechanics, but as we pay and head back to the car, I’m still uneasy with the power of it all. My attempt to wield a gun when Noam confronted me at my car seems even more absurd now. That missing pistol mysteriously reappeared in one of my dresser drawers yesterday, though, which must mean Noam trusts me to treat it more responsibly.

      Maybe after today I can. Though, if I’m lucky, one day I’ll never have a need.

      “Do you feel better?” Tristan asks when we get back to the car and pull away.

      “I guess so. I just have a hard time with the idea of it all,” I say.

      I stare at the houses we pass. Without discussing it, he’s bringing me back to Martine’s. My home for the time being.

      “I know you do. Maybe after this is finished, you won’t ever have to deal with it again.”

      Something about the way he says it bothers me. Like maybe I’ll never have to deal with him again.

      When he parks in front of Martine’s, I want to press him more on his tone and the weird attitude he’s had with me all day. Especially after last night, which was decidedly more than sex.

      “I had an amazing night with you.”

      “Me too.”

      I catch a flicker of heat in his eyes before he looks away, out toward the road.

      “I wish we had more nights like that.”

      That he doesn’t answer. The engine is still humming. He’s belted in, and for some reason, I feel like I should go. Our date is over.

      “We should meet up Saturday morning to go over everything,” he says. “Make sure we’re all on the same page and you’re as prepared as you need to be.”

      I stare at him, confused. “It’s only Thursday. I’m not going to see you until then?”

      His expression doesn’t change. “I need some time to scope things out. Do what I do.”

      “But Martine—”

      “I know you have faith in her, and I think her heart’s in the right place. But trusting other people with the plan isn’t how I stayed alive all this time.”

      “You trusted Jay.”

      He twists his lips slightly. “I relied on her direction. But when she handed out the assignments, I always did my homework.”

      And the final test was someone’s death. Cold-blooded murder.

      “And you were such a good student.”

      I catch the smallest twitch of muscle under his eye and a tenseness in his jaw as he looks away.

      “I guess I should go, then,” I say, my voice tight, inviting him to stop me. Because I don’t want to leave like this. Missing him already is insane, especially since he’s felt a million miles away all day, but I do.

      “One more thing,” he says. “You’re not going to like it, but I think you should know. Just in case Kolt tries to come back into your life somehow and you decide to let him.”

      My brows furrow.

      “When I talked to Jay to get more information about who hired the hit on you, she told me that Kolt’s uncle sent him to Rio to get close to you.”

      My heart lurches into my throat, and my whole body turns cold. Curling my hands over the edges of the car seat, I try to ground myself. Replay the words. Kolt was sent to Rio. For me. I shake my head, unwilling to accept this new information.

      “That can’t be true.”

      “I’m not a fan of his, but I never brought him up before with Jay. I don’t know why she would mention it unless it were true.”

      I look out the window toward the house, my thoughts a violent blur. Kolt’s face. His cocky smile. His privilege. The way he always seemed out of place yet almost determined to stamp his presence wherever we were instead of blending into the richness of what already existed. Every memory is tainted. Stained with betrayal.

      I bring my hand to my mouth and breathe deeply, staving off the nausea. I let him fuck me. I let him pretend to fall in love with me.

      “Isabel…”

      Tristan’s voice is careful and tentative. So is his touch when he reaches for my hand. I rip it away. Because suddenly I hate him too. For telling me. For being right. For whatever smug satisfaction I know he’s feeling right now. More than anything, I hate him for pulling away from me today when I gave him so much of myself last night.

      I’m empty of trust. Bone dry.

      “See you Saturday,” I say as I open the door and step out.

      “Isab—”

      I slam the door and quickly start punching the code into the gate’s box. He doesn’t chase me. Doesn’t call after me, which makes me even more miserable as I enter the house alone.

      Skye wanders into the foyer looking like she just finished a class with Noam, a jar of peanut butter in her hand and a spoon in her mouth. Her eyes widen with concern.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Not now.”

      I contemplate locking myself in my room, but I’d be a caged animal. I’m too pissed off. I need to scream. Cry. Throw and break things.

      I tear my fingers through my hair with a frustrated sound—something between a growl and a scream.

      “Is it Tristan?”

      “No,” I snap and speed by her until I reach the back door. I rush down the steps into the courtyard.

      It’s mercifully empty. Quiet. Lush. I pace to the far end. Except there’s nothing to throw here. Everything’s too pretty to violate. I pace back. Skye’s there waiting for me.

      “Do I have to kill him?”

      “I told you it’s not Tristan.”

      “Then who is it?”

      I walk around a little more, cursing Kolt and especially myself for being so stupid. So blindly naïve.

      “Isabel. What’s going on?”

      I halt and turn to her. “Vince Boswell’s nephew.”

      She scrunches up her face. Confusion. Yes, that’s the face of my life. Warped confusion.

      “They sent him to Rio to get close to me.” I grind my teeth. Tristan was wise not to tell me this when I had a gun in my hand.

      “Okay. So what? Their family is screwed up.”

      “I was sleeping with him for months!”

      I groan loudly and pace off again. I can’t believe it. How could Kolt do this to me? How could he convince me he cared? How could I have been so wrong to believe him? I didn’t love him, but I cared about him. The chemistry was real enough. He’d been fun and charming and passionate, even if that passion wasn’t always matched. We were lovers sometimes, but we were friends too.

      Finally my anger begins to ebb away and the ugly tears come. I press the heels of my hands against my eyes, causing bright colors to flash behind them. I refuse to cry over this man, no matter how violated and foolish I feel.

      I feel Skye’s arms come around me in a gentle hug. She’s so delicate compared to Tristan, but I feel her concern and do my best to hug her back. A silent thank-you for her support even though I’m a cluster of emotion right now.

      She lets me go, her face still pinched with worry. “But what about Tristan? I know you’re raging right now, but I’m confused.”

      I sigh and will the violent resentment to ease. Another deep breath tamps it down one percent.

      “I’ve been in love with Tristan for six years. We were together, and then we spent a long time apart without contact. He just came back into my life recently.” I skip the reason why, because saying everything out loud makes my life sound even more insane. “Kolt and I worked together in Rio.”

      “Kolt? That’s his name?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Fuck Kolt. I hate that name.”

      I let out a laugh because I know somewhere inside her she’s hatching a plan to ruin his whole existence. I think getting his family to stop trying to kill me will have to be enough.

      “Unfortunately I did fuck him, and I really thought he was falling for me even though I was trying to put distance between us.”

      “Wait, you weren’t into him, but you were messing around for months?”

      “Not all the time. We hooked up sometimes. Weak moments, I guess. But I was still in love with Tristan. He left me really abruptly, and I was messed up from it.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Fuck Tristan too.”

      I laugh again. “Skye… Ugh.” I drag my hands down my face. “I’m mad at him for telling me. He was so cold this morning.”

      “You slept with him last night.”

      I roll my eyes at that. “Obviously we’re sleeping together. He’s Tristan. He’s…” I wave my hands in tiny circles, trying to find the words to describe him. “He’s the one. You know, the one who feels like a hit of heroin or something. He’s always been that person for me. Even though he’s massively different now and has done unthinkable things the past few years. Everything is so fucked up, but somehow I’m falling in love with him more. Except he’s an enigma. He’s missing so much. Not just our memories but basic emotions. He’s this beautiful, brilliant man, but in some ways, he’s only just now starting to figure out how to live. How to feel…”

      She props her hand on her hip. “You’re making me feel like I really have my life together, you know.”

      I crack a smile, grateful to at least have someone to talk to. Being alone in all of this would be ten times worse.

      “So what now?”

      She purses her lips. “Let’s go shopping. You have a hot date with a bad man Saturday night.”
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      The Mercier Terrace is on the fourteenth floor. I survey the layout of the room, now empty save a few hotel staff setting up for the event. No one pays me any mind until I lock eyes with a woman fussing with one of the plants past the courtyard doors.

      Zeda.

      A minute later, she comes up to me.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” I say, taking in her maid’s uniform. “Nice outfit.”

      “You’re not exactly looking covert.”

      “I’m a wandering patron of the hotel. I got lost.” I nod to the courtyard. “What’s going on out there?”

      “Just setting things up so we have eyes outside and can see her coming.”

      Some more workers come into the room and start moving tables around. She motions me to follow her into the hallway.

      “He’s booked the Vieux Carré suite. It’s vacant until he arrives tomorrow, so we have the place to ourselves for a while. We’ll be set up in the room across the hall.”

      “We?”

      She walks ahead of me. “Skye and me. Martine will be overseeing things remotely. You’re welcome to join us.”

      Once in front of the suite, she hovers her key over the sensor. It beeps with a green blink.

      “That a master key?”

      “Sure is.”

      Perfect.

      We enter a sitting area that expands into an opulent bedroom. This is where Boswell will try to have his way with Isabel.

      I shove away the jealousy the way I’m shoving everything else away—all the emotions Martine’s worried will ruin Isabel’s showdown with Boswell. Spending the day without Isabel has been its own kind of agony. Putting distance between us doesn’t feel good, but right now, it’s necessary.

      Pretending I don’t feel a damn thing is easier when I’m back in my routine. Assessing, calculating, hunting. Jury’s still out on whether I’ll be able to keep myself from pulling the trigger out of pure instinct.

      Wasting no time, Zeda reveals a thin case concealed under her uniform and sets it on the coffee table. She unzips it and starts setting out several small cameras perfect for hiding in a room like this one.

      “Where are you positioning them?”

      “One in the corner by the curtains. Should give a good view of the bed. One at the desk. And one above the doorway so we can keep an eye on his bodyguard or anything else he does outside the bedroom.”

      “Bodyguard?”

      “Private security company. They’re local.”

      “Is Martine taking care of that?”

      “Of course.” She pulls a chair to the door, lifts herself onto it, and carefully places one of the tiny cameras by the door hinge.

      I glance into her little case of goodies and spot a small roll of duct tape. From my jacket, I withdraw a tactical knife and the same gun Isabel practiced with at the range.

      “Mind if I borrow your tape?”

      She comes down from the chair and pauses, her eyes fixed on the weapons in my hands.

      I lift them up innocently. “I’m planting them for her.”

      “Sure,” she says, carrying the chair into the bedroom to reach the top folds of the curtain.

      While she works on that, I go to work scoping out convenient places. All the while my thoughts circle around this plan. Around Isabel and how all this might go down. This is what I do, but Isabel isn’t anything like me. She’ll react differently. Since I can’t take her out of the equation, I have to make damn sure I’m there and ready when she needs me.

      When I return, Zeda is still busy at the curtains.

      “She’s got a knife under the coffee table and a Glock behind the toilet.”

      “Got it,” she says with a strip of adhesive clenched between her teeth.

      “What exactly do you do?”

      “Same thing you do,” she says, evading my question.

      “I doubt that.” Not even close.

      “My brothers used to pick up old computers and TVs from the local junkyard. They’d bring them home and use the pieces to make their own computers or sell them to their friends. Kids who couldn’t afford laptops or new phones.”

      “You learned all this from them.”

      “I needed something to do after Katrina wiped out everything we had. I got my GED and did a year at a trade school. Working for Martine is more lucrative obviously.”

      “How did you hook up with her?”

      “Martine took me in after the storm. When our house flooded, my family and I got separated. When everything settled down, turns out I was the only one left. Everything we had was gone. Martine took a lot of people in then, but once she found out I was useful, I stayed and took on more work with her.”

      There’s an edge to the way she talks about Martine. Like being in her employ is a matter of circumstance, not commitment.

      “Seems like you’re a pretty tight-knit group.”

      She ignores the bait and steps down, moving next to the desk lamp.

      “Call me crazy, but you don’t seem like the rest of them,” I press.

      “You mean I’m not an evangelist like Skye?”

      I chuckle. “Right.”

      “She drinks the Kool-Aid.”

      “You don’t?”

      “I’m there to learn. There’s no binding contract that you have to buy into their mission. So I don’t. Martine knows I’m a skeptic, but she’s determined. She keeps me busy, so, for now, I stay.”

      “What’s the mission?”

      She pauses. “Halo’s mission is to collect information. The more important and connected the person, the more valuable the dirt. Martine banks it with the organization, and then they use it to manipulate people for strategic results. Sometimes the bad guys go to jail. Sometimes they can funnel some funds to the organization. Sometimes nothing happens and we wait.”

      “And you don’t buy into any of this?”

      She huffs quietly, remaining concentrated on her task. “Martine can’t see the forest for the trees. A true missionary, she wants to save one soul at a time. It’s like she’s keeping count or something. But all it does is chip away at the edges of the bigger issues.”

      “Bigger issues like…?”

      “Like this fucked-up world we live in. It’s not the little people. Skye’s pimp? He’s part of a system that made his abuse of power possible. This Big Pharma guy?” She shakes her head. “We’re getting warmer, but twisting him to keep Isabel safe doesn’t do shit for all the people dying because of the drugs they’re pushing.”

      “So you’re suggesting we use the intel we get here to try to damage his company instead.” I know it would never work, but I’m curious about her theories. Especially since Isabel’s about to star in the movie they plan on banking until further notice.

      “Nah. This Boswell guy is like the strip club down in the Quarter. Take ’em out, and someone new will be there setting up shop in the morning. The real problems run deeper.”

      Her focus on the systemic versus the isolated problems hits a nerve with me. Not like anything I’ve ever done was purpose-driven, but I haven’t been operating much differently. Taking aim at people’s individual grievances. Solving problems on a case-by-case basis.

      Then I remember Crow’s message. Think big. Maybe Martine’s not the only one who’s been thinking too small.

      “Doesn’t matter anyway,” Zeda says before whipping a small laptop from her bag. “This will combine all the signals from the cameras and send it to the room we’ll be in. Everything will be saved as it feeds in. We can edit the footage after to make it look however we want.”

      “Perfect.”

      She finishes syncing everything up and hides the machine in the far back of the entertainment center where Boswell will never notice it.

      “Hey, can I borrow your key for a second? I’m going to check out the other room before I head out.”

      I hold my hand out for the key. She eyes me warily before pulling it from her apron pocket and handing it to me.

      “Thanks.” I leave quickly, not giving her time to change her mind.

      The room across the hall is a smaller version of the suite but still finely appointed. I check out the windows and layout. Nothing of importance. I take out the RFID card duplicator hidden in my jacket, scan the master, and then program an extra key for myself. If Martine thinks she’s the only one smart enough to get the keys to the kingdom, she’s all wrong.

      When I return, Zeda has another laptop open displaying the feeds from all the cameras, including the two from the courtyard and terrace rooms.

      “Audio too?” I ask.

      She clicks a few keys and brings up the waveform fluctuating from our voices. “Audio too.”

      Silently I thank Martine for organizing half the work for me. Because once Zeda leaves and we go our separate ways, I circle back to Boswell’s suite. Using my new master key, I gain entrance and carefully tape a second computer to the bottom of the entertainment center. Installed with a packet sniffer, the machine will ensure that whatever feeds out to Zeda and Martine’s operation will also feed out to me.

      Several hours later, when I check into the room down the hall, all the camera and audio feeds are at my fingertips. All that’s left to do is wait.
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      “I’m freaking out a little.”

      A little is an understatement. Anxiety is rocketing through me, and the more I try to subdue it, the stronger it holds me.

      We’re in the bathroom of the hotel room Martine secured for the night. Knowing it’s directly across from Boswell’s is reassuring, if anything is. At least I’ll be close to help if this all goes sideways. I pray it doesn’t.

      “You look awesome.” Skye smooths and straightens the sleek white cocktail dress.

      Its formfitting high-quality material molds attractively over my curves. The deep V in the front puts some of my cleavage on display. My skin pops against the cream, as do my eyes when I place the bright-blue contacts over them. My makeup is heavy but subtle—smoky shadow around my eyes and nude glossy lips. Fake eyelashes make mine look thicker and fuller.

      “Do you need this?” Skye touches the silver pendant at my clavicle. “It’s kind of messing with the flow here.” She gestures up and down the bared strip of torso the dress reveals. “Is it important?”

      I hesitate. “Yes, it’s important.” I need every talisman and good omen I can get my hands on right now. St. Paul stays.

      “Fine.” She reaches around my neck, unhooks the chain, and circles it around my wrist a few times.” She cocks her head with a satisfied smile. “There. Now it’s important and won’t distract him from appreciating all your assets. Plus, we can’t have him thinking you’re a goody-goody Catholic girl, can we?”

      I doubt he would in this outfit. The reverend would have a heart attack.

      I look in the mirror and glide my hands over my slick blond bob. Not a hair is out of place. “What if he recognizes me?” I barely recognize myself.

      One of Skye’s genuine blue eyes goes much wider than the other. “Are you kidding me? The contacts aren’t even necessary. I’ll be impressed if he remembers your name. He’s going to be fantasizing about your tits the whole time.”

      She’s probably right. But her assumption is a blast of both relief and fresh worry. I have no idea how aggressive he’ll be or how adversely I’ll react.

      “I’m so on edge already. I feel like I’ll jump out of my skin the second he touches me.”

      And he is going to touch me. He’s going to go further than Tristan realizes, which is a betrayal for the cause that we’ll have to work out later. Or not.

      I haven’t heard from Tristan since Thursday when he dropped the bomb about Kolt on me. Maybe he already senses there’s more to the plan than we told him.

      I check my watch. The rooftop party starts in an hour, and he’s still not here.

      Skye twists her lips and looks me over. “You do look really tense.”

      “That’s because I am. I feel like I need a drink or a Valium or something.”

      “You can nurse a glass of champagne until he takes you to the room. No more.”

      “I know,” I mutter. I don’t like the anxiety, but it’s better than dulling my instincts.

      “Listen, you have to get out of your own head for a little while. At least until you have him where we want him.”

      I pace a little circle around the large marble bathroom, getting comfortable walking in the deep-red stilettos I bought for the occasion.

      “How am I supposed to get out of my head, Skye? This man wants me dead. It’s hard not to dwell on it.”

      She crosses her arms and leans her butt against the counter.

      “How do you think I got through half the shit I did? Of all the men I was with, you know how many guys I actually wanted to fuck around with?”

      “Not many, I’m sure.”

      “Exactly. You know how many kept coming back for more?”

      I don’t answer because I’d hate to know. The idea of her selling her body to live one step above the streets is awful to consider.

      “Plenty did, Isabel,” she continues matter-of-factly. “Because I was really good at pretending. I’d pretend that whoever I was with was going to see me for who I really was and take me away from that life. Didn’t matter what they said or did or looked like. So I sold the lie to myself, and then I sold it back to them. I looked at every man I was with like he was the only one on the planet. Like for the next twenty minutes, I might not be able to breathe without his hands on me. And when I started to hate it, I told myself I loved it.”

      “I don’t know if I can do that.” Another jolt of anxiety razors through me, making my fingertips tingle. I’m going to have a panic attack and botch this whole thing.

      Skye comes up to me and puts her hands on my arms. “Look at me. Breathe.”

      I take a few deep breaths and our eyes lock. My heart beats an odd rhythm.

      “Just look at him like you look at Tristan.”

      Could I do that?

      I don’t know.

      Maybe.

      “Where is he?” I whisper, trying to keep my emotions in check.

      “Don’t worry about it. You know he’s lurking around here somewhere.”

      “What if he isn’t?” My heart starts scampering in my chest again at the prospect of his eternal absence.

      What if he doesn’t care what happens tonight? What if he’s angry with me for how I messed everything up with Kolt?

      She hushes my unspoken worries and leads me into the bedroom, where Zeda is sitting at the desk with two laptops showing feeds of the opposite suite. An hour ago, the rooms were empty. Now I can see the pixelated figure of a man in a suit walking back and forth, talking on the phone, disappearing from one view and entering another. It’s Vince Boswell.

      “Oh, God. He’s here.”

      Skye squeezes my hand. “You’ve got this.”
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      The party on the terrace is already bustling when I arrive a predetermined half hour late. The crowd is noticeably thicker in the courtyard than the adjoining terrace room, so I collect my first and only drink at the inside bar, swallow half of it down, and give myself a pep talk.

      I can do this. I know what guys want. I know what they’re thinking about when they’re on the prowl. And while I’m not normally preoccupied with how I look, I’m acutely aware of my physical assets tonight. I’m not negotiating a merger. I’m trying to interest a man sexually. This is easy stuff.

      With that affirmation in my head, I brave the courtyard. The space is beautiful and lush. Statues and greenery decorate the lightly colored terra-cotta walls. Servers mill between partygoers with glasses of champagne and drinks to order. Cocktail dresses and suits seem to be the going attire, so at least I fit in.

      I scan the crowd for one of two faces. One is the club owner who runs Skye’s old stomping grounds in the Quarter. He’s been out of the game for a couple of years, but he has a reputation for introducing beautiful girls to important men, so he’s at the party thanks to Martine. His job is to casually get me on Boswell’s radar if I can’t manage it myself.

      I spot them both sitting at one of the outdoor lounge areas, talking casually to one another. I look away quickly, suddenly terrified Boswell will see me, which is the entire point of being here. Except I’m not sure I can breathe. I walk to the far corner of the courtyard and have another swig of my champagne. My glass is nearly empty already, which wasn’t the plan. I’m sure my adrenaline can offset a second round.

      I look up and try to forget where I am for a minute. The navy-blue sky swirls with featherlike clouds. A few stars prickle the darkness. It’s a cool night, but I can’t afford to cover up. Not tonight.

      My thoughts drift to Tristan. Silent, absent Tristan. I replayed the night we spent on Frenchmen Street over and over. The unapologetic intensity of it. I let my guard down, but maybe I showed him too much. Hadn’t we been baring souls since we got here?

      “You look lost.”

      A man’s subtle New England cadence clearly stands out in the sea of local accents in the conversations around me. The sound makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Still, I manage to glance over my shoulder and feign surprise.

      “Excuse me?”

      He’s dressed in a dark navy-blue suit and a white collared shirt unbuttoned casually at the neck. He lifts his lowball to his lips, revealing the expensive diamond-studded watch adorning his wrist.

      “I said you look lost,” he says after a swallow, “over here all by yourself.”

      I quickly sense I’m being hunted. I turn to fully face him, and his attention goes where I expect it to—down the front of my dress. He doesn’t honor me with a quick return to my eyes. Instead he lingers there, licking his bottom lip like I’m a piece of meat, before slowly returning his gaze to mine.

      I practice Skye’s advice and pretend he’s Tristan for a moment. If Tristan looked at me like that, my clothes would fall off.

      “I have this rule at social engagements,” he says. “I can’t let a beautiful woman suffer one of these parties alone. I have to come rescue her.”

      “That’s very noble of you.”

      He smirks. “Thank you.”

      “Am I suffering, though?”

      He cocks his head. “I definitely am. There’s only so much networking I can stomach before I need to have a real conversation with someone.”

      “So you picked me?”

      “There is absolutely no one else here I would bother with.”

      I laugh lightly because Vince Boswell is unexpectedly charming. And in a sudden and disturbing moment that I mask with a coy smile, I realize that he reminds me of Kolt too. Expensive and cultured and carefree. Vince is tall with pale-blue eyes. His tanned skin is mottled with dozens of freckles. He shows his age with his slick scalp and lines spidering from the edges of his eyes. He’s too old for me, but he’s undoubtedly attractive.

      “What brings you to the party?”

      I give myself a beat to recall my story. “I was supposed to meet a friend, but something came up once I got here.” I shrug. “So here I am.”

      “This is a pretty exclusive get together. What exactly do you do?”

      I hold his gaze for a long moment. “I’m a student.”

      He nods quietly, looking me over again.

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Do I need one?”

      He chuckles. “I have a few more people I need to say hello to before I get out of here. But I don’t want to let you out of my sight. Might be less awkward if I could introduce you.”

      I break his stare and scan the crowd, as if I’m considering his offer. Finally, I extend my hand. “I’m Michaela.”

      He takes it and, instead of shaking it, brings the back of my hand to his lips. “I’m Vince,” he murmurs before kissing the skin, keeping his eyes trained on me.

      I let my lips part and hold his heated stare. A little surge of triumph ripples through me. I have him. As long as I don’t mess it up while he keeps me on his arm tonight, I think I have him.

      He turns my wrist before letting go. The pendant shimmers against my skin. An irrational fear strikes through me that somehow this will be the thing that tips him off that I’m not who I claim to be. That I’m not the type of girl he could bring into his bed for a night of no-strings sex.

      He lifts his gaze. “You religious?”

      I pause and do my best to appear unaffected. “I know who to call when I’m in trouble.”

      With that, he laughs and slides my hand in his. “I like you, Michaela. Come on, I want you to meet the senator.”

      Another glass of champagne and almost an hour later, Vince’s hand rests possessively at the small of my back as if we’re a couple already. His charm slips away when he talks business. He seems especially passionate about legislation that affects the pharmaceutical industry. Thankfully, he’s got a friend in Senator Williams, who’s just secured a campaign donation for what would support an average middle-class family for a year.

      I listen and learn but keep my interactions to small talk. No one cares about a pretty girl in a grad program at Tulane unless they plan to sleep with her later, which rules out everyone but Vince.

      When we’re finally alone again, he lowers his mouth to my ear. “I’m ready to get the hell out of here. How about you?”

      His lips brush against my ear seductively. I shiver, because that’s what I do when Tristan does it. I close my eyes and lean into Vince a little, hinting at the desire for more contact.

      “I think that sounds like a great idea,” I say.

      “How much?”

      My breath hitches. I look up at him. Martine and I never discussed a rate. I was going with the pretty girl act, not the hired hooker act. I wouldn’t even know a figure to toss out.

      He shakes his head. “Forget it. You can tell me when we get to the room. Charge me double. I don’t fucking care.”

      “Are you staying here?” I ask dumbly, my voice breathy and soft.

      He nods. “We don’t even need to leave the floor.”

      He takes my hand, and I follow. After a short journey out of the event room and down the hall, we’re at his door. An imposing man stands nearby, barely looking at us. Then Vince opens the door and gestures for me to go inside. I walk in slowly. The sitting area is dark, but I can make out the basics. Beige walls and beige carpet. Local artwork and expensive upholstery. I slow in front of the French doors that lead from the sitting area into the lit bedroom.

      He comes behind me, molding his hands to my hips and nuzzling into my neck.

      “How much, baby? I’ll make sure my guy has the cash by the time we’re done.”

      In the time between leaving the party with him and being in his room, I came up with a work-around to the payment situation. One that I hoped would segue nicely into the plan.

      I turn slowly in his arms and rest my palms on his chest. “I don’t want you to pay me.”

      He frowns. “I’d feel better if I did. I’m sure we can come up with something reasonable.”

      I toy with the buttons on his crisp shirt and bite my lip. “What are you into, Vince?”

      He exhales slowly, cinching our torsos closer. “A few things. You seem like a good girl, though. I don’t want to scare you.”

      I peer at him through my eyelashes. “That’s the thing… I kind of like to be scared.”

      He doesn’t speak. Scarcely breathes. Doesn’t stop his slow journey over my dress until he gets to my ass. He cups my cheeks and adds pressure so I can feel his growing erection.

      I scream on the inside. I close my eyes and bite my lip harder, turning the outward reaction into something sexy and needy, when all my instincts are telling me to run out of here.

      “I can do that for you, Michaela. I don’t do safewords or any of that shit, though. Because once I start, I’m not going to stop. Can you handle that?”

      Anxiety zings through my veins. When I’m certain the fear hits my eyes, I realize it’s the kind of fear he enjoys. Because he smiles and slides his fingers into my hair, twisting them through the strands until I wince.

      “You like it rough, baby?”

      I nod quickly, breathing fast. I’m scared, but he thinks those outward reactions are a result of my deviant desire. He thinks I’m turned on.

      It’s a perfect misunderstanding.

      Soon I’m shaking in his arms. Because I’m about to ask him to do unthinkable things to me. My lips part, and my voice trembles when I finally find it.

      “I want you to hurt me.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      I force myself to blink when my eyes start to burn. I feel like I could crack the computer screen displaying the feed to Boswell’s room with how intensely I’m staring at it.

      She didn’t just say what I think she said. She didn’t just ask this sick fuck to hurt her. On purpose. Consensually.

      Yet I’m sure she did when he suddenly goes from sweet and soft on her to pushing her into the bedroom. She stumbles on the bench in front of the bed. He catches her. By the throat.

      I hear her struggle to inhale before he leans in and kisses her. When he lets go, she drops down hard.

      “Slow it down,” I growl. “Slow it the fuck down.”

      That’s what she said she was going to do once she got this far. But I fear that was never the plan.

      The nightmare visions of what he might do next are reeling too fast for me to thoroughly process. For all my practicing detached emotion the past couple days, I’m a total fucking head case right now.

      Then he slaps her across the face, and I worry I might black out from pure rage. Rage so raw and violent, I know it’s breached a new category of feeling. I grab my gun and stand up. I take long strides to the door, my vision already red with all the blood I’m going to shed once I get in there.

      Kill. I’m going to fucking kill him.

      Another slap draws my attention back to the screen. She screams and scrambles away. He follows her onto the bed.

      “This what you want? You want me to rough you up a little first, baby?”

      “Yeah.”

      I hear her voice. So small and afraid. She doesn’t want this, yet it’s exactly what she’s asking for. I squeeze the grip of the gun, relishing the bite of the jagged metal pattern into my palms.

      When he hauls back and hits her again, he does it with enough force that her whole body spins. Then he’s behind her, fisting her hair and muttering something in her ear as he mauls her breasts through her dress. When he jerks her head back, she lets out a wail. And that’s when I know.

      I’ll never be the Tristan she wants. I’ll only ever be the one who kills.

      Taking lives is her limit. Risking hers is mine.

      An odd peace comes with this realization. Because it means I don’t have to hesitate. I don’t have to apologize. All I have to do is save her. She’s already decided the rest.

      Everything shifts into focus because I’m seeing it through the scope I’m already accustomed to.

      Knowing what I need to do, I leave my room down the hall and approach the heavily muscled man guarding Boswell’s door several feet away.

      “I need to get in there now,” I say.

      His expression doesn’t change. “No one gets in there until I get the signal.”

      “The signal?”

      He nods. Martine. What a prize she is, letting her friend’s daughter get beaten up for some bullshit incriminating video.

      I nod in mock agreement and look away a second before using my fist to crack his nose. He throws a punch, clipping my jaw and pushing me against the wall. But my next three hits come too fast for him to dodge or react to. The fourth one ends the fight. He drops to the rug, knocked out for the foreseeable future. I’ll have to deal with him later because too much time has already gone by. Isabel’s alone in there with a goddamn monster.

      I slap the key I made over the sensor until it beeps.

      When I go inside, I hear nothing except heavy breathing. Then a painful grunt. Hidden in the darkness of the sitting room, I lift my gun and go deeper into the suite until I can see more. Boswell is holding himself up against the wall, one hand on his groin, the other cradling his bloody face. His nose is gushing.

      “Fucking bitch. Take my money and get out of here,” he says with a garbled voice.

      I take another silent step forward, and Isabel comes into view. She’s in the bathroom doorway pointing the gun I left for her right at him. The adjoining room is dark, so neither of them know I’m here.

      “I don’t want your money.” Isabel’s voice is slow and hoarse. “I want my life back. The one you almost took from me.”

      He winces. “What?”

      “You sent Kolt for me.”

      His eyes harden with recognition. “Jesus Christ. It’s you.”

      “It’s me. And this is going to stop. Tonight. I’m not running from you anymore.”

      He doesn’t speak.

      “Everything you did was on camera,” she says. “Unless you want the senator to find out how you treat your women, I’d suggest you put all of this to bed. Call off the hit. Let us move on with our lives.”

      He’s calculating. I can see it in his eyes. All the potential losses. All the ways he can manipulate to get what he wants.

      He straightens off the wall, though not easily. “Isabel Foster died in Rio last week. How’d you pull that off?”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with that.”

      “Lucia and Gabriel were getting fancy again? Why am I not surprised?” He sneers, though the motion causes him to wince.

      “This feud has to stop before more people get hurt.”

      “Did you give your mother the same speech? Because she’s been fucking with my family for years. She’s got people breaking into our accounting firm to hack files. Setting off alarms at our properties. She never fucking stops.”

      “You killed my sister,” she whispers.

      “She was already dying! They insisted on the treatment. They begged for it. Your sister had an adverse reaction, and your crazy fucking mother hasn’t let it go. My father did her a favor she didn’t deserve after your grandfather nearly tanked our company.”

      “So you tried to kill me? That was your solution?”

      He pauses. “Lucia has her priorities. I have mine. She’s obviously dedicated to destroying us, and I have to protect my company. She wasn’t leaving me a lot of options. For what it’s worth, hiring the hit on you wasn’t my first choice.” He strips off his shirt and uses it to sop up the blood. “Kolt wasn’t supposed to fall for you. I guess I can see firsthand now why he did.”

      “Promise me this is over.”

      He pins her with a hard look. “Call off your mother and her band of do-gooders, and we’ll call this water under the bridge.”

      “This isn’t a negotiation,” she says.

      “Then shoot me if that’s what you want to do.”

      Something flickers in his eyes when he says it. Isabel rearranges her hold on the gun the way I taught her. Something knots in my gut, though. Boswell’s challenge is like a shockwave through the room that we all feel. We all know deep down she can’t do it.

      He tosses his shirt to the floor and takes a step toward her.

      “Stay there,” she says firmly.

      “I don’t think you really want to do this, Isabel. You’re a good girl. We can figure this out.” His tone is calm and gentling.

      Her arms start to waver. Shit. She knows how to hold a gun, but she can’t pull the trigger.

      Before he has a chance to get any closer, I step out from the shadows and move through the doors.

      “Hold it right there.”

      Boswell jolts back, his eyes wide. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Someone you can’t intimidate. Back up.”

      He lifts up his arms and starts taking steps back. His breathing ticks up. I can almost smell the fear on him. An unpleasant odor that comes from a human body when it realizes it’s facing death. He reeks of it suddenly.

      “This shit is over. You’ll wish the video was the worst of it, because if any harm comes on her after this, you’re going to have to deal with me. And I don’t hesitate. I. Don’t. Care.”

      His back hits the wall again. I crowd him, my gun aimed between his eyes.

      “I’ll come for you first,” I say quietly. “It won’t be quick, but it’ll be thorough. I’ll enjoy it, I promise you. And when I’m done, I’m coming for your father and your sister. And then that pretty boy nephew of yours. Until I’ve wiped out so many of you that no one knows who Isabel Foster is or why one of you thought it’d be a good idea to kill her. Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

      He swallows hard. “Yeah.”

      “Do you realize I would much rather kill you right now than ask for your cooperation?”

      He hesitates and then nods slowly.

      “Good.”

      As vicious as I’m feeling right now, I don’t want to kill someone in front of Isabel. Even if she left now, she’d know I did it. Just being in her presence, I can register the horror she’d feel, and I can’t deal with it.

      I turn Boswell around and bind his hands with the stash of zip ties I keep in my jacket.

      “Your bodyguard took the night off, so don’t bother yelling for him. No cops. Figure out how to patch yourself up, get your ass on a plane back to Boston, and call off the hit. I’ll know if you don’t.”

      “Consider it done,” he says with a grunt as I haul him toward the bathroom.

      Isabel steps out of the way, and we pass through.

      “On your knees.” I kick the back of one so he drops down with a humph.

      I yank his bound hands toward the toilet pipe and hook a couple more plastic loops through it so he’s tethered there, hopefully until maid service arrives in the morning.

      “Boswell.”

      He snaps his head up, looking like a beaten dog on the floor with his wounded, hateful eyes and bloody face. I really hope I never have to see it again. I hope he doesn’t give me a reason to.

      “Are we clear?”

      “I get it, all right?” he says. “It’s over.”
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          Isabel

        

      

    

    
      Tristan slams the bathroom door shut and pauses when he sees me.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m okay,” I croak. I try swallowing over the tears that want to break free, but my throat is too sore from Boswell’s viselike grip on it.

      Adrenaline is flooding my system. I don’t even want to think about what would have happened if Tristan hadn’t shown up.

      When I knew we had enough damaging behavior captured on video… No. When I knew I had enough of Boswell’s blows, I finally fought back. My invitation to play rough was met with more than I anticipated. The last hit had my ears ringing. That’s when I realized he could knock me out and this would be over. At least for me. Not knowing if anyone had my back but Zeda, anything could have happened.

      In an instant, I called on my instincts and everything I’d learned. I hit him in the nose as hard as I could with the heel of my hand. He came after me, tried subduing me until I got an angle to his groin and managed to scramble to the bathroom for the hidden gun Zeda told me was waiting for me if I needed it.

      Having the weapon in my hand gave me a short-lived sense of relief. Once I pointed it at him, he seemed to surrender. But the gun was no good if I couldn’t pull the trigger.

      As soon as Tristan showed up in my periphery, I knew he wouldn’t hesitate. I wasn’t sure what scared me more. The prospect of Tristan following through on my empty threat or having to fight Boswell off myself.

      “Let’s go.” Tristan’s voice is clipped as he moves into the sitting room. He reaches under the entertainment system and withdraws a tiny laptop.

      “What’s that?”

      “Insurance,” he says.

      I follow him out of the room and into the empty hallway.

      “I have to get my things,” I say. And check on Skye and Zeda.

      He opens the door to their suite with a plain white key that I don’t ask about. Because Boswell’s bodyguard is slumped on the floor when we walk in.

      I look at Tristan, new panic sliding through my veins. “Is he dead?”

      “Zeda and Skye must have dragged him in here after I knocked him out. They probably bailed when they saw me go in for you. Get your shit and let’s go before he comes to.”

      I run to the bathroom, but it’s empty. Everything’s been cleared out. The laptops, my bags, everything.

      “Everything’s gone.”

      He takes my hand and drags me out and down the hallway to a third room. There, he puts his laptop and the smaller one into his backpack.

      “Service elevator,” he says.

      We hurry down the hallway to it. Once inside, he hits the button for the bottom floor. I’m breathing hard. I’m scared and want this to be over. I want to be somewhere safe. Somewhere really far from Vince Boswell.

      Tristan touches my chin, slanting my face to see both sides of it. “You’re already bruising.”

      I can feel it too. The ache in my jaw. The heat on my cheek. The swelling in my lips.

      He looks away like the sight of me physically hurts him.

      The elevator deposits us near a restaurant in the back of the hotel. Tristan turns and leads us out the first entrance. His car is parked on a side street.

      We get in, and the second my back hits the leather seat, the tears start burning behind my eyes and then course down my cheeks. I’m shaking, trying like hell not to break into a fit of sobs as Tristan drives. I don’t care where we’re going, because being alone with Tristan again floods me with relief like I’ve never known.

      But he doesn’t reach for me. Doesn’t say a word. He’s cold, and I’m desperate for his warmth after what I’ve been through.

      More tears fall. “You hate me.”

      “I’m nowhere close to hating you.”

      We’re back on St. Charles, and Halo is only a few minutes away. I can feel it before we park that he intends to leave me here. I tighten my grip on the door handle.

      When he parks in front of the house, the silence is brutal.

      “Tristan…” My voice is watery, but I will myself to be stronger. “I’m sorry.”

      He’s quiet for a long time, staring out the windshield, his expression taut with unspoken thoughts. For all my wanting independence, I’m ready to run away with Tristan. Anything to end this distance between us.

      “Will you talk to me, please?” I beg.

      He shakes his head slightly. “You did what you felt you needed to do. I did the same thing,” he finally says.

      “But you’re upset with me.”

      He pulls his lips tight. “There are some things I need to take care of, Isabel. You’re going to be on your own for a while. I think you should get out of New Orleans. I don’t trust that Martine can keep you safe here. Not now.”

      “What do you need to take care of?”

      He avoids my question with more silence. I wish I could reach into his mind and draw out all the things he’s thinking.

      “They’re bringing me back in,” he says.

      The air leaves my lungs. My limbs turn cold.

      “Jay?”

      “I agreed to go back if they gave me intel on Boswell. That’s how I found out about Kolt.”

      “But you can’t go back. You said you’d stop taking jobs.”

      “What does it matter?” He pins me with a cold look. “Let’s face it. You can’t be with someone like me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “You said it yourself. You want your life back. Pretty soon, you’ll be able to have it. Just lie low for another few weeks. I’ll make sure the heat is off, and Lucia can figure out how to bring you back to life. Mistaken identity or something.”

      My jaw falls. I can’t believe what he’s saying.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because you can’t change who you are any more than I can change who I am.” He closes his eyes a moment, breathing out through his nose. “What you did today was brave. Stupid, but brave. Martine was right about one thing. I underestimated you. But you’ve already seen enough carnage to last a lifetime. You have a lot more to offer this world than being some bastard’s punching bag to bait him into a corner. You did what you had to do to end this. Now it’s over and you can go home.”

      “I don’t want my old life back if I can’t have you.” Fresh tears roll down my cheeks.

      He sees them and looks away.

      “I have to go back. It’s not negotiable. If I bail, they’ll come after you and we’re back to square one.”

      I can’t believe it. He sold his freedom. For mine…

      “Where will you go?”

      “I’m going to New York. I’ll check in from there.”

      “You can take me with you.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not safe.”

      “Is it any safer leaving me here?”

      He hesitates. “Martine has connections. She can hide you someplace else until the coast is clear.”

      His complacency about leaving me behind ratchets up my panic.

      “Tristan, no. I shouldn’t have left you in DC. It was a mistake, and maybe this whole plan with Boswell was a mistake too. But what you’re saying is crazy. You’re being rash.” I’m talking fast, nearly spinning out with racing thoughts.

      “Isabel… You don’t need to apologize. You just have to accept this for what it is. We both do.”

      I’m tempted to beg, but I know it won’t change his mind. He’s made it up. He made it up days ago when I felt the shift between us.

      So I decide to fight dirty, because that’s what he would do.

      “If you’re going back to Jay, then maybe I will too. I know where to find her.”

      He shoots me his cold, silver stare. “You stay the fuck away from that place. Do you hear me?”

      “Then take me with you.”

      He grits his teeth. “Goddamnit, Isabel. I can’t do that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I can’t keep my hands off you. And that’s not good for either of us.”

      “I think it’s just fine.”

      “Jesus, Isabel, you really think you can live this life? You think you can love an assassin? Someone who kills other people for a living?”

      He gestures between us, as if he’s disgusted that I could even consider it.

      “I already do.”

      He grips his hands on the steering wheel. “You don’t belong in this life,” he says quietly.

      “I belong with you, Tristan. We can figure the rest out. I promise.”

      Frustration and desperation swim in my veins when he shows no signs of giving in to my pleas.

      “Tell me you don’t love me,” I challenge. Because even if he can’t say it… Even if it’s strange and foreign… I know he does.

      He looks out the window, his jaw tense. “You know I can’t do that, Isabel.”

      Several agonizing seconds pass before our gazes lock. I meet his steely stare with a determined one of my own. I won’t give in. I won’t give up on us.

      “Fine,” he finally says.

      Fine? My heart does a pole vault.

      “You’re hell-bent on ruining your life, one way or the other, right? Whether it’s with me or throwing yourself into absurdly dangerous situations. So let’s see how long you last.”

      I’m hurting and wrung out, but his relenting gives me a surge of hope. Because as long as we’re together, I can try to change his mind.

      I smile even though it hurts. Tristan is an unwelcoming wall of tension, but nothing can stop me from leaning across the car and kissing him square on the mouth. The contact soothes my battered nerves.

      “I love you, Tristan.” I say it against his lips and pray he doesn’t push me away. Because the distance he wants to put between us will destroy me. Truly and completely. Beyond a shadow of a doubt, it will.

      When our mouths drift apart, he feathers his fingers over my aching cheek. His gaze travels slowly along all the places he caresses.

      In his reverent touch, I see his heart. His resentment. His confusion. The love he doesn’t know how to accept.

      “Get your things,” he says. “It’s going to be a long drive.”
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