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   This one’s for 
 
   4 A.M.
 
   For keeping all my secrets.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “Just gonna stand there and watch me burn…
 
   Well, that's all right because I like the way it hurts.
 
   Just gonna stand there and hear me cry…
 
   Well, that's all right because I love the way you lie.”
 
    
 
   Skylar Grey
 
  
 
  



Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Faith
 
    
 
   “I have to get back to my life. People will be looking for me in New York.” 
 
   Shit. I hadn’t meant to tell him where I was living.
 
   Tension saturated the room, denser than morning fog. “Who?” 
 
   My back went ramrod straight as I listened to his footsteps crossing the room back toward me. 
 
   “Who’s waiting for you, Faith?” His tone was deceptively soft, but I could hear the strain beneath his words. “A boyfriend? A husband?” 
 
   I didn’t answer, but my hands curled into fists by my sides. He had no right to know the answer to those questions — not anymore.  
 
   “Is it the man who helped you disappear? The one who turned you into Fae Montgomery? Because whoever he is, he has connections. Even I couldn’t find you. And, believe me, I looked.” 
 
   My stomach clenched at that admission. 
 
   “Someone helped you vanish off the face of the fucking earth, without a single trace. No mere name-change could’ve erased you so thoroughly.”
 
   I bit my lip to keep from answering as Conor’s face flashed in my mind. 
 
   “Someone taught you to shoot.” His words slithered around me like a snake, moving in for the kill strike. I tried to ignore him, but the closer he moved toward me, the harder it was to remain unaffected. “Someone helped you change into this… new person.” 
 
   I spun around so fast, I nearly knocked noses with him. He edged back until our faces were a few centimeters apart, and I glared into his eyes, suddenly furious. 
 
   “You want to know who changed me?” If looks could kill, he’d be down on the floor, bleeding out. “You. You changed me.” 
 
   His jaw clenched. 
 
   “You broke me, Wes-whatever-your-real-fucking-name-is-Adams. You ripped my life to shreds and walked away.” I shoved his shoulders with both hands and screamed a little when he barely even rocked back. “You don’t get to know about my life after you wrecked it. And you certainly don’t get to judge me for how I chose to put myself back together after you shattered me.” 
 
   I shoved him again, fighting the tears that were suddenly threatening to pour, and continued to berate him. 
 
   “If you don’t like the girl you see in front of you, you have only yourself to blame. You feel like I’m a new person? Good. I don’t want to be that fool who believed your lies ever again.” Despite my efforts, I felt a tear slip out from beneath my lashes. When I shouted at him again, my voice cracked with emotion. “You don’t recognize the woman I’ve become? Perfect. Now you know what it feels like to look at someone you thought you understood, and realize you never knew them at all.” 
 
   “What do you want from me?” he growled, his dark eyes narrowed in anger. The careful restraint he always used was stripped from his voice.  “Do you want me to pinky fucking promise that I’m not going to hurt you again? Because I can’t. Grow up. This is the real world, Faith. I’m not accountable for your happiness — no one on this godforsaken planet is.” 
 
   “I don’t want anything from you!” I screamed, shoving him again.  
 
   My fists pounded against his arms, his shoulders, anywhere I could reach. I was crying full-out now — a sniffing, sniveling mess — and I couldn’t stop the tears streaming down my face any more than I could stop the words flowing from my mouth. 
 
   “You’re the devil.” 
 
   My vision was blurred, my voice clogged with grief as I struck him again and again with balled fists. He didn’t move, didn’t speak; he just stood there and let me hit him. 
 
   “You’re the worst thing that ever happened to me.” 
 
   My voice broke on the last word and I felt something deep inside me break, too. Anger dissolved as quickly as it had materialized, replaced by sorrow so deep, shouldering it instantly fatigued me.
 
    Strength sapped from my limbs, my blows subsided into feeble strikes against his chest. I thought I might collapse under the weight of my own broken heart. 
 
   “I hate you,” I whispered weakly, the heat of my anger gone. “I hate you so much.” 
 
   I’d never been a very good liar.
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   THREE YEARS EARLIER
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   BUDAPEST
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter One: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   IN SHEEP’S CLOTHING
 
    
 
   Who’s afraid of the big bad wolf?
 
   There’s a monster in the dark, darling. Hiding under your bed, lurking in your closet. 
 
   Are you scared yet, little girl? You should be. 
 
   Monsters aren’t all tentacles and teeth. Sometimes, they’re far less obvious — wrapped up in charm and charisma, cloaked behind secrets and seduction. They don’t blunder through blackness, or slither soundlessly through shadows. They are the dark — it’s what they’re made of, it’s in their very essence. 
 
   Still not frightened, little one?
 
   Open your eyes, then. See the monster you’ve invited into your bed. You can hide under your covers all you like — I’ll hide under there with you. I’m your childhood nightmare, come out to play.
 
   I won’t leave footprints to follow or fingerprints to trace. I’m no Sasquatch you can track through the wilderness, no monster you can spy swimming at the bottom of a deep loch. My calling cards are far more subtle. 
 
   A crooked smile. A smoldering look. A broken heart. 
 
   I don’t play fair — I don’t believe in it. Life isn’t fair. Why should I be? 
 
   What big eyes you have, the little girl says to the wolf.
 
   All the better to see you — your every soft spot, your every weakness. I’m going to exploit them all.
 
   What big ears you have.
 
   All the better to hear you — your closest-guarded secrets, your innermost thoughts. 
 
   What big teeth you have. 
 
   Yes, baby. And I’m about to eat your heart out.  
 
    
 
  
 
  



Chapter Two: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   LIKE A DREAM 
 
    
 
   Good things come to those who wait.
 
   Everything happens for a reason.
 
   It’s not about waiting for the storm to pass, it’s about learning to dance in the rain. 
 
   Everyone knew these phrases. 
 
   They were everywhere you looked — doodled in the diaries of hopeful young girls. Emblazoned on taped-up college dorm posters. Framed on the walls of doctor’s office waiting rooms. Re-blogged infinite times on social media sites. 
 
   They weren’t called clichés for nothing. 
 
   In a society where “cool” and “cynical” seemed to go hand in hand, these platitudes often induced heavy eye-rolling from the majority of my jaded generation. To most, they were nothing more than pretty, empty words. 
 
   But that wasn’t me — never had been. 
 
   I wasn’t cool. Not unduly sophisticated, or plagued by a self-inflated sense of worth.
 
   See, I was the loser who actually thought that happy endings existed for everyone in this life. The girl who believed in random acts of kindness and the power of love. The idiot who trusted that reaching for the moon was worth it because, even if you missed, you’d still land among the stars — or so I’d been assured by my Pinterest and Tumblr feeds. 
 
   Maybe I was naive. Maybe I was an innocent with wide eyes and a foolish heart. Maybe I really did live up to my name, putting blind faith in things I shouldn’t. But I loved those stupid, vacuous, absurd clichés. They were oddly comforting in this life of mine, where the only constant was change and the only thing consistent was utter inconsistency.
 
   I grew up in a crazy family. 
 
   I loved them to pieces, don’t get me wrong. But the Morrissey clan was nuts. Totally, completely, certifiably insane. 
 
   First, there were my parents — two 1960s throwbacks who’d never quite stopped being hippies.  
 
   Products of their generation, they didn’t believe in corporal punishment, discipline, or any kind of rule-system. Rebellion was welcomed — encouraged, even. For my eighth birthday, I received a pair of platform white go-go boots; for my twelfth, they bought me a hookah; for my eighteenth, they supplied my party with three kegs. Despite their graying hair, they both had a penchant for stocking their wardrobes with far too much tie-dye, they listened almost exclusively to The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, Janis Joplin, and Jimmy Hendrix, and they were often caught making out in the kitchen like handsy teenagers — much to the mortification of their six children. 
 
   Yes, you heard that right. Six children. 
 
   And, as the baby of the family, you can bet your ass that I wasn’t the only one who wound up with a flower-power-generation name. From oldest to youngest, my three sisters were called Saffron, Meadow, and Rain. My two older brothers were partly spared this humiliation, given that male hippie names were a little harder to get away with if you wanted your son to survive grade school unscathed. My brother Dylan was the namesake of a particular favorite, famous folk hero my parents adored in their youth. And let’s just say, Lennon’s childhood bedroom was top-to-bottom Beatles lyrics for a reason. 
 
   I got lucky, I suppose. Maybe by the time they popped me out, my parents had given up on the truly Looney-Tunes names at the top of their list and decided to pick something a bit more reasonable. I felt justified in making that assumption, given the fact that my license didn’t read “Starshine Love Morrissey” but instead, “Faith Moon Morrissey.” 
 
   Still a hippie name, but at least passably normal. 
 
   On the contrary, there was nothing even remotely normal about being the youngest of six siblings in a house with very little parental guidance. My entire childhood was spent playing one everlasting game of catch-up. 
 
   My three sisters were eleven, nine, and seven years older than me, which meant that by the time I was formulating basic two-word sentences, even the youngest of them was filling out her training bra and gossiping about potential boyfriends. My interests — which mainly included teething and tinker toys — didn’t exactly leave us with a lot of common ground. I suffered through a decade of hand-me-down clothing and absent parenting, waiting for years to get older, to grow bigger. Praying for the day that things would finally change. And they did, eventually — just not in the way I’d been expecting. 
 
   I wasn’t welcomed into the Ya-Ya Sisterhood with open arms. My sisters didn’t become my friends; they became three more mother-figures whose “sage” advice I may’ve needed but rarely heeded. 
 
   Dylan and Lennon were closer to me in age — just five and three years older — but, as every little sister in history knows, there comes a point in every boy’s life when letting your baby sis tag along on your adventures is no longer acceptable. Plus, they were boys. I could play LEGOs and army tank with the best of them, but after ten years of scraped knees and tomboyish-tendencies, I was ready for a change. 
 
    My teen years were lonely. 
 
   All three of my sisters had moved out of the house, by that point — off at college or settling down with their own families halfway across the country, in places so far from our sprawling California farm house, years would pass between their oft-promised holiday visits. 
 
   They left and the house was suddenly quiet — or, if not quiet, then at least quieter — and I could hear myself think for a change. There was no more of Saffron’s screeching into her cellphone at all hours of the night, no girly pop music blasting from Meadow’s speakers, no rhythmic thwack-thwack-thwack of Rainey’s field hockey stick in the back yard. Dylan and Lennon, typical teenage boys, were out partying with their friends half the time and passed out in a dead sleep the other half.
 
   There was silence at last in the Morrissey manor. 
 
   And in that unforeseen quietude, I — for the first time ever — could finally stop playing that game of catch-up. I stopped rushing full-speed toward my siblings. I let them fade out of sight, around a distant corner, and I was abruptly alone on the empty, dust-swept road of childhood. I glanced around for a while, apprehensive at my sudden solitary state, before I realized there was nothing left to do but ask, now that they’re all gone… 
 
   Who the hell are you, Faith Morrissey? 
 
   The saddest moment of my life was when I realized I didn’t have a fucking clue. 
 
   ***
 
   By the time I turned eighteen, I was overdue for an adventure. 
 
   I’d graduated from high school and broken up with Conor, my high-school sweetheart, who’d done the great service of divesting me of my virginity and walking me through all the typical teenage milestones: homecoming, prom, graduation. No one — not even me — fully understood why I’d ended things with him. He was the perfect, All-American guy — two years older, attending community college, and first in line to inherit his father’s car wash business, even if he secretly harbored greater ambitions. Being with Conor promised security: a safe little life with a big house and a bunch of kids, which never forced me to step foot outside the county I’d been raised in. 
 
   But I didn’t want safe. Not anymore. 
 
   So, I left a bewildered ex-boyfriend behind with no regrets, and found myself alone at California State University in Bakersfield — just another freshman with an “undecided” major and a case of severe skepticism about what I was supposed to be doing with my life. I’d figured that sensation of mystified self-consciousness would fade as I adjusted to life at school.
 
   It didn’t.
 
   CSUB was only a few hours from my parents’ house and, frankly, after putting five other kids through college and paying for two lavish weddings, it was the only option my parents could afford. I lived in a dorm with a part goth, part punk, full crazy girl named Cindy. She wouldn’t let me call her Cindy, though, insisting that I instead refer to her by her “paranormal” name — Crimson.
 
   ‘Cause, you know. Vampires. Blood. Red. Crimson. 
 
   Yeah. 
 
   She wasn’t exactly what I’d call an original thinker, let alone a friend. 
 
   So, when I heard about the study abroad opportunity my favorite history professor was coordinating, I didn’t give a damn about the destination. Timbuktu, Athens, Tijuana, Amsterdam… name the city, and I’d be there. As long as it was anywhere but here, cloistered in a 10x10 foot cinderblock room with a girl who spent every weekend watching reruns of Buffy alone in the dark. 
 
   Though my parents were fully supportive of my travel plans, they couldn’t contribute financially. I scrimped and saved for two years until, finally, I had enough money for the down-payment. And only when the check had cleared and I held the flight itinerary in my hands, did I allow myself to be excited. 
 
   Senior year in Budapest. 
 
   I still remember the giddy feeling I carried inside for weeks leading up to the trip, and the shit-eating grin I couldn’t quite keep off my face as I boarded my first ever plane, which would whisk me away from the only state I’d ever set foot in. I felt as though I was starring in a Hollywood movie version of my life — some glamorous jet-setter, heading off on a year-long European vacation with stars in my eyes. 
 
   And the best part? The trip was mine. 
 
   Just mine. It wasn’t a repurposed, out-of-fashion prom dress or a second-hand pair of shoes one of my older sisters was no longer interested in. It wasn’t the inherited, old bicycle Dylan had no use for anymore, or the beat-up, twenty-year-old SUV I finally got to drive after Lennon left for college. 
 
   Budapest belonged solely to Faith Moon Morrissey, and no one else.   
 
   I’d wonder later, after it all fell apart… if I’d known how it would turn out, would I have ripped that plane ticket into pieces? Would I have stayed in my quiet little life, married Conor, and chosen never to meet the man who’d splinter my world — and my heart — into fragments? 
 
   I still didn’t know the answer to those questions. 
 
   And, at the time, I had no idea that Budapest, that the fantasy I was living, wasn’t real. 
 
   It was nothing more than a dream — the kind so perfect, so detailed, it feels more authentic than any reality. The kind you never want to wake up from. 
 
   Unfortunately, I didn’t have a choice in the matter. 
 
   Because while Wes Adams may’ve seemed like a dream come true… 
 
   He was actually my own worst nightmare. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Three: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   THE LITTLE PRINCESS
 
    
 
   Her smile was so white it could blind you, but that didn’t stop her from grinning at every stranger she passed on the street. She had a tiny crescent-shaped scar on her left temple, but you could only see it if the light hit her face just right. She walked with a near-giddy bounce in her step, like there was a fountain of energy and excitement welling within her, always threatening to spill over. She couldn’t wait to explore this faraway city she’d come to – greeting the world with enthusiasm, seeing promise in everything and everyone she met. Her existence was a series of blissful moments, with each day better than the one before. 
 
   If she were anyone else, that exuberance for life would’ve driven me up a wall. 
 
   As a general rule, I avoided happy people. They had a way of making everything in my world seem even bleaker. People were always spouting shit affirmations about the power of positivity and the influence of others. They’d smile and stitch throw-pillows with quotes by goddamn Oprah on them, and carry on with their carefree lives.
 
   Surround yourself only with people who are going to lift you higher.
 
   What a load of shit. 
 
   First of all, Oprah Winfrey has more money than King Fucking Solomon, so perhaps her life lessons would be more accurate if they said, Surround yourself with giant piles of money until you forget how shitty life can be. Secondly, as any truly miserable human being knew, surrounding yourself with people who walk around with their heads in their asses, holding onto bullshit beliefs that life is unconditionally beautiful and that people are inherently good to one another — no matter how many shitty things have repeatedly proven otherwise — didn’t make you any happier. In fact, it usually served the opposite purpose: highlighting and increasing your own misery by comparison. Because you’d never be as happy as those delusional dumbasses — it was a waste of time to even try. 
 
   But this girl… 
 
   There was something about her that was different. Though I was almost positive she had an embroidered inspirational wall-mural somewhere in her apartment at this very moment, even that wasn’t enough to make me hate her. Maybe it was because she was beautiful. 
 
   Not the makeup-heavy, airbrushed perfection most girls strived for. Her beauty was elemental. It radiated from beneath her skin, painted her in color against a grayscale world.
 
   It made me uncomfortable. Set me on edge. Put an unfamiliar ache in my chest and triggered an all too familiar tightness in my jeans. 
 
   I dismissed both sensations as I rose from the small, outdoor table I’d been watching her from for the past hour, tossed down a few colorful forint bills to cover my fare, and slipped back onto the street. Not a single other patron looked up as I left. 
 
   People were predictably self-absorbed. They walked through life like horses trussed in blinders, only looking ahead to their next meal, next screw, next satisfaction. 
 
   It made my job so much easier.
 
   They didn’t see me, but I saw them — every facial structure, every move they made.
 
   Having a photographic memory was helpful, but I didn’t need it. Recall, attention to detail… they were learned skills. Like disappearing in plain sight — with enough practice, anyone could make themselves invisible. 
 
   I’d been doing it for so long, I wasn’t sure I could stop if I wanted to. It was second nature.
 
   The girl had finally closed her sketchbook, finished with her drawing of the popular Kiskiralylany statue — better known to tourists as “The Little Princess” — and was moving down the promenade at an unhurried pace, taking in the sight of the Danube and the immense, imperial Buda Castle which dominated the opposite bank. The sun was setting fully now, and the bronze-sculpted statue, perched on a railing overlooking the river, gleamed dully in the weak evening light. 
 
   I left a healthy distance as I trailed the girl back toward her apartment. A twenty-minute walk would bring her back to Corvintas University, where she’d enrolled for summer classes three weeks ago. I knew from last night’s surveillance run that her apartment was only a handful of steps from campus. 
 
   Totally unaware of the eyes on her, the girl smiled to herself as the wind blew a lock of dark hair across her face. It was the color of rich mahogany — deep brown with the faintest touch of auburn. Thick, shiny — the kind of hair you wanted to run your fingers through, because you had to know what it would feel like. 
 
   I watched her push a strand behind one ear and that tight feeling was abruptly back in my chest. A jab to the ribs, a voice in my head — pushing into my thoughts, questioning my decisions for the first time in as long as I could remember. 
 
   Not her. Anyone but her. 
 
   The voice pissed me off.
 
   Pick someone else.
 
   What was this shit? 
 
   Was I finally developing a conscience? 
 
   Honestly, it was little late, at this point. 
 
   I shoved the voice away, determined to remain unaffected by this girl I hadn’t even met yet. Any attraction I felt now would fade. Beauty like that was never matched by what was on the inside — once she opened that perfect, pink-bowed mouth, she’d reveal herself as a vain, vapid little girl. Which was fine — better, actually — for my line of work. 
 
   Having a totally egocentric mark always made things easier. No questions, no feelings, no strings. 
 
   It doesn’t have to be her.
 
   The voice was back, nagging, as if I didn’t already know I could target someone else. Any of the girls who worked at the courier service would do. The agency didn’t care who I chose, so long as I got the intel. Which I would, without question. 
 
   No — it didn’t have to be her. 
 
   But it was.
 
   As soon as I’d locked eyes on Faith Morrissey, I knew she was my mark. 
 
   The only option for me.
 
   I didn’t allow myself to question why as I followed her home, keeping to the shadows and ignoring the fact that my eyes were a little too intent as they memorized the way her hair fell in a lush reddish wave over her shoulders and midway down her back. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Four: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   SIXTY STRANGE SECONDS 
 
    
 
   Wes Adams and I didn’t meet. We collided. 
 
   Hard. 
 
   On the day I turned twenty-one, amidst the throngs of Hungarian locals and fellow tourists crowding Heroes’ Square in hopes of snapping a few photos of Budapest’s most popular statues, my flimsy sandal caught on a loose cobblestone and I landed in the strong, waiting arms of a man who, unbeknownst to me, was about to flip my world on its head. 
 
   It wasn’t a graceful collision. This was no corny, cliché, out-of-a-movie encounter between star-crossed strangers. No iconic, elegant, swept-off-your-feet embrace, like that famous photo of the V-J Day Kiss in Times Square. 
 
   We hit like opposing air fronts. Clashed like hot and cold. Two total contradictions — a high-pressure system and its low-pressure polar opposite — converged and created a massive atmospheric disturbance. 
 
   A lightning strike. 
 
   My head bonked ungracefully against his, setting off an explosion of sharp pain inside my temple. Stars swam in my eyes and I surely would’ve collapsed to the ground if not for the muscular, well-tanned forearms that banded around my midsection and hauled me upright.  
 
   Without even realizing it, that one, tiny, insignificant action — tripping over my own feet, crashing into a stranger — set off a chain of events that forever altered the course of my life. One freak accident changed everything. 
 
   Well, at least at the time, I believed it was an accident. Months later, when I finally learned the truth, I’d realize that our meeting had been carefully planned, that each word he spoke and gesture he made had been orchestrated with meticulous precision.
 
   But, in that moment — face to face with a beautiful stranger, his calloused hands gently gripping my forearms and steadying me in the sea of camera-toting globetrotters — the only thought in my head was that the archangel Gabriel’s handsome sculpted profile, captured for eternity in the statue I’d come to photograph at the square that afternoon, was a dull visage of beauty compared to the man before me. He was so appealing, it was almost aggressive. A visual assault that stopped my breath and made my heart skip a beat.
 
   Not classically handsome — something more than that. Handsome was too refined a word for him. He held a more primitive, more savage beauty — all sharp edges and angles. High, prominent cheekbones and a chiseled jawline framed a nose that looked like it had been broken at least once. Stark raven eyebrows slashed across a broad forehead, over a set of deep, dusky eyes. Rimmed with a fan of long, inky lashes, his irises were so dark they seemed entirely black at first glance. A second look revealed a thin ring of brown around ebony pupils — darker than the super-expensive, bittersweet chocolate the vendors sold at the upscale candy shops on Váci Street.
 
   Unusual eyes. Unconventional eyes.
 
   They seemed to pierce my skin with the sheer intensity of their gaze, lingering on my features like a physical weight. Memorizing my every feature. Taking the measure of my soul. 
 
   His gaze was personal… Intimate even. Five tiny seconds under his gaze and I felt stripped bare, reduced to my most basic elements. 
 
   I shivered, despite the intense summer heat. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I mumbled like an idiot, feeling the blush rise to my cheeks. “I tripped.”
 
   Thank you, Captain Obvious. 
 
   As soon as the words escaped my lips, I wanted to smack an open palm against my forehead. 
 
   The stranger’s mouth lifted at one corner in the sexiest, crookedest half-grin I’d ever seen in my life. Despite my best intentions, I found myself watching his lips, mesmerized by their movement like some lovesick preteen meeting her celebrity crush. 
 
   People moved around us in a constant stream, their cameras held aloft. Ceaseless chatter in many different languages filled the air. Seconds ticked by on the small silver watch cuffing my wrist. High overhead, a cloud meandered across the sky and drifted in front of the bright summer sun. Generally speaking, the rest of the world carried on.
 
   But we didn’t move. 
 
   The stranger still held me in the circle of his arms and, for some reason I could never fathom when I looked back on it later, I let him. We didn’t shift or breathe or speak. We just stood face to face, the only point of stillness in an ocean of moving chaos, taking each other in with an intensity typically reserved for longtime friends and lovers. 
 
   Finally, after nearly a minute, belated clangs of warning began to sound in my head and I took a hasty step back. I’d seen all the PSAs and read all the pamphlets cautioning naive young tourists against all manner of less-than-law-abiding citizens before I set off on my study abroad trip. This guy could be anyone — a pickpocket, a con artist, a serial killer. 
 
   As soon as I pulled against his grip, the stranger’s arms dropped to his sides, immediately releasing me. I didn’t even know if he spoke English, but when he opened his mouth to say something, I cut him off and launched into a tirade of mortifying, nerve-fueled babble that made me want to hurl myself off the top of the nearest building rather than risk ever bumping into this man again.
 
   “I’m—”  
 
   “No, don’t!” I interjected with enough force to convince him I was certifiably nuts if by some slim chance he hadn’t already figured that out. “Don’t tell me your name.” 
 
   His eyebrows rose and his smile faded a bit as I continued to speak. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I can’t do this. You probably think I’m a lunatic but, for all I know, you’re a lunatic too, so I’m not going to worry about it right now.”  I watched his dark eyes widen just the slightest bit around the corners, that tiny show of emotion the only indication that he understood any of what I was saying. I swallowed around the growing lump in my throat and prattled on. “Anyway, thanks for saving me from falling on my face, those cobblestones look pretty unforgiving. I appreciate it, really. But I can’t do that afterwards-thing where we talk and trade life stories because, well, even though you’re probably harmless, I’m sure Ted Bundy’s victims thought the same thing about him, and look where they ended up.” 
 
   I took a deep breath and shuffled a few steps backward, a smile twitching at my mouth when I saw the utterly dumbfounded look on his face. 
 
   “See, I made a promise to my family that if they let me go halfway around the world to study in a place they knew nothing about, I wouldn’t get murdered or abducted while I was there.” 
 
   His mouth gaped a little. I couldn’t quite contain my giggle, but I kept talking anyway. 
 
   “So, thank you, dashing stranger, for saving me and my favorite pair of sandals from undue harm. Sorry about your head.” My eyes flickered up to the red bump on his temple where I’d so graciously smacked into him with my own. “Unless you’re actually a serial killer. In that case, I’m not sorry at all.” 
 
   Grinning fully now, I watched as his crooked smile slowly returned. 
 
   “Don’t worry, I only kill people on Thursdays,” he said, the sound of his voice sending a chill up my spine. It was throaty, deep. Extremely masculine. The kind of voice made for phone-sex lines and erotic audio books. 
 
   His English was perfect, unaccented. For a split second, I wondered if he was American, before reminding myself that it didn’t matter because I wasn’t interested in getting to know this guy, even if he happened to be the hottest human being I’d ever seen up close. 
 
   Nope, totally not interested. Not a friggen bit.
 
   My assurances were pathetically unconvincing.
 
   “It is Thursday, you know,” I pointed out, laughing. “And you really shouldn’t give your victims advanced warning. Jeeze, that’s like Murder 101. Don’t you know anything?” 
 
   “Oh, and I suppose you’re a murder expert?” His eyebrows quirked in amusement as his gaze scanned me from head to toe. “You sure look like a hardened criminal.” 
 
   That voice, coupled that grin and that face… it was a killer combination. Pun intended. I practically melted on the spot. 
 
   “Hey, don’t doubt my criminal tendencies.” My insides may’ve been liquid, but I forced my features into a haughty mask, broadcasting a confidence I didn’t feel. I dropped my voice into a low, conspiratorial whisper. “Once, I stole a lollypop from a convenience store.” 
 
   He grinned, his eyes locked on my face. “And how old were you when this outrageous crime was committed?” 
 
   “Five,” I admitted, blushing a little. 
 
   “Ah, yes, a bad seed right from the start.” He shook his head, trying to conceal his laughter with a stern look. “It’s no wonder you’ve graduated to killing by this point.” 
 
   I laughed. “From Hershey’s to homicide — a natural progression, obviously.”  
 
   “Did you do hard time?” he asked. “I’ve heard the penalties for lollypop thievery can be pretty harsh.” 
 
   My cheeks reddened further. “I felt so bad afterwards, I made my parents bring me back to the store so I could return it.” 
 
   His eyes went soft around the edges, making him look — if possible — even more attractive. I made a concerted effort not to squirm, but it was difficult given the fact that roughly ten thousand butterflies were fluttering in my stomach. 
 
   “Of course you did,” he murmured, staring at me as though I was a fascinating puzzle he wanted very much to solve.
 
   We fell into silence, two strangers grinning at each other in the middle of a crowded square, prolonging the strange, unexpected moment we’d just shared. We both knew it was coming — that inevitable point when we’d go our separate directions and never see one another again — so we just stood there, staring and smiling. Enjoying the inexplicable familiarity, the confusing chemistry, that bubbled in the air between us. 
 
   That kind of banter, that feeling that your personalities were entirely complementary… it didn’t come around every day. Hell, it barely came around once a decade. To find someone who just got you, on a fundamental level… someone who you just clicked with, like two puzzle pieces snapping into place… Well, it was rarer than it should be. 
 
   When the seconds dragged on into minutes, I knew it was time to walk away — even if I didn’t want to. 
 
   “I have to go, now,” I murmured, my gaze steady on his. “Things to do, people to kill. You know the drill.” 
 
   Something flashed in his eyes. “I do, actually.” 
 
   I smiled, taking a few steps backward until nearly ten feet separated us. Several tourists filtered through the gap between our bodies, but our gazes still held. 
 
   “Goodbye, stranger,” I called. “And as a parting gift, from one serial killer to another, remember — always have an alibi, never talk to the police without your attorney present. ”
 
   He laughed and his whole face lit up. “You watch a little too much Law & Order. You know that, right?” he called back. 
 
   I contorted my features into a look of disgust. “Law & Order? Psh. Never. I’m a Criminal Minds kind of girl, any day of the week.” 
 
   His shoulders shook with repressed mirth. “You are a weird girl, any day of the week.” 
 
   “I know,” I agreed happily, winking at him before I finally forced myself to turn on my heel and walk away. If I didn’t leave now, I never would. 
 
   As I weaved a path into the crowd, I heard his voice yell out one last time at my back.
 
   “Weird is good!”
 
   My smile grew even wider. 
 
   ***
 
   The rest of my day was spent rushing between classes, my apartment, and the Hermes Courier office. I kept purposefully busy, which helped push thoughts of my collision with the handsome stranger to the back of my mind, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to keep my attention from straying to him.
 
   Sitting in my medieval history class, my note-taking on the Ottoman-Hungarian Wars was abruptly interrupted by a startlingly vivid memory of that megawatt, crooked smile. 
 
   Dashing toward my apartment for a quick lunch break between lectures, I was nearly run over by a blue van when a flash of those intense dark eyes involuntarily popped into my mind. 
 
   I knew I was romanticizing the encounter in retrospect. But could you blame me? I mean, it had all the makings of a whirlwind Hollywood romance: girl, literally swept off her feet by a mysterious, handsome stranger in a fabulous, fairy-tale city. Walking down the avenues, I could practically hear Celine Dion belting out the soundtrack to the romantic drama that was my life overseas.
 
   Wait, no… It wasn’t the sweet refrain of “My Heart Will Go On” that I was hearing…  
 
   I was just nuts. 
 
   All I could do was laugh at myself as I walked through the doors to the Hermes office. I’d always been a daydreamer, but this fantasy was rapidly spiraling toward the realm of ridiculous, even by my standards. I giggled as I made my way through the atrium. The space was serene — large windows let the mid-afternoon sun flood the white room, making it seem even more airy. Unfortunately, the heavenly atmosphere was darkened significantly by the presence of the woman sitting at the long, pale marble desk directly across from the entrance. 
 
   Irenka.
 
   Secretary, schedule-master, time-keeper. 
 
   Which essentially translated to: judge, jury, executioner. 
 
   She ruled with an iron fist, guarding the entrance to the Hermes offices like a monstrous, mythological chimera, accepting parcels from customers, and depositing them onto the revolving conveyer-belt that whisked them into the back room for disbursement. As a side gig, she made it her business to manage each and every worker who came in for a shift, and was all too fond of letting us know whenever we were running so much as thirty seconds tardy. 
 
   “Late,” she growled at me as I skirted the long, shiny counter she was perched behind and headed for the revolving door to the back. 
 
   “I still have at least thirty seconds, Irenka!” I protested, glancing at the large clock on the wall over her desk. “That clock runs fast.”
 
   “You move slow,” she countered icily. 
 
   After rolling my eyes so hard I was momentarily worried they’d become lodged upside-down in my skull, they landed on the novel in her hands. The front cover depicted a half-naked man in a pirate costume, and I was sure she was reading about his prominent sword at this very moment. 
 
    “Good book?” I teased sweetly, a knowing smirk on my face.
 
   Marko, the security guard stationed at the front doors, burst into choked laughter but quickly managed to suppress it into a low cough. Irenka narrowed her eyes at him, harrumphed, and turned back to her romance. Shaking my head back and forth, I smiled merrily at Marko before pushing my way into the back room. 
 
   I navigated down a short hallway, bypassing the bike-rack and loading rooms on either side and hurrying for the end of the passage, where the employee locker room was located. Each worker here was assigned a small, wooden cubby to store their street clothes and other personal belongings while they were on shift. When I walked inside, several other girls were already there, changing into uniforms and lacing up their tennis shoes.
 
   I spotted Margot in the back. As my roommate, workmate, and classmate, Margot had become a fixture in my life in Budapest during the month we’d been here. The petite, pixie-like blonde’s angelic exterior was no match for the amount of sass and snark she managed to pack inside her short frame, but I loved her all the more for it. 
 
   I’d known her mere weeks, but we’d connected on a level I never had with my biological siblings. In a way, Margot had become the sister I’d always dreamed of. A Colorado native and language-studies major, she’d applied to learn Hungarian abroad through her Denver-based university. We’d ended up with several overlapping general-ed classes at Corvintas as well as identical housing assignments, sharing a small apartment just off campus. It was lucky we got along so well — there wasn’t a whole lot of room for drama in our tiny loft. 
 
   Margot was the one who’d convinced me to apply at Hermes when I’d been understandably resistant to the idea of working as a bike messenger during the summer months in a city I was almost entirely unfamiliar with. She’d had an answer for my every objection. 
 
   We’ll get to sightsee the whole time we’re working, she’d argued.
 
   But I’ll get lost every single shift! 
 
   You’ll have GPS. Plus, what better way to get to know the city? 
 
   It’ll be 90 degrees outside — you really want to ride a bike in that heat?
 
   We’ll meet so many cool people while we’re out making deliveries!
 
   No way. 
 
   We’ll be in the best freaking shape of our lives! Riding for five hours a day will make you so fit.
 
   Five hours straight?! 
 
   The pay is insanely good. You’ll make more money cycling than you would at any entry-level office job.
 
   Well… 
 
   You’ll thank me later. Just apply and see what happens… 
 
   Given the fact that I was about to start a shift at Hermes, it wasn’t too hard to figure out that I’d caved to Margot and conceded to interview for a position. After several rounds of questions and the most thorough background check I’d ever been subjected to, we were both offered jobs the following week. I’d had no good reason to turn it down – it wasn’t like I had seventeen other offers waiting. Plus, I could really use the cash. After two weeks of nonstop shopping and indulging, my tourism funds were rapidly dwindling. 
 
   As it turned out, the job wasn’t so bad. I didn’t love it, but Margot had been right — I did get to see the whole city, and I certainly met some interesting characters while out delivering parcels. Plus, after only three weeks of work, my legs had never been more toned — Carrie Underwood had nothing on me, now. 
 
   We’d lucked out and snagged adjacent lockers. As I approached, I could see she was already in uniform, the bright green, form-fitting Hermes t-shirt doing nothing to flatter her porcelain complexion. Her yellow, spandex bike shorts weren’t going to win any fashion awards, either. 
 
   “You’re late, loser,” she called, grinning at me. 
 
   “Not you too,” I moaned, spinning my locker combination. 
 
   “Let me guess…” Margot said, raking her short blonde hair into a mess of spikes. “Irenka already bitched you out?” 
 
   “Mhmm,” I hummed, whipping my sundress over my head and sliding the strappy espadrilles off my feet. Within seconds, I’d traded my cute summer outfit for the garish lemon-lime uniform we were forced to wear. Lined with multiple reflective patches that caught the beams cast by street lamps and car headlights, the ghastly getups also prominently featured the company logo — winged sandals — on the shirt-back. Matching, fluorescent green helmets and neon yellow tennis shoes completed the look.
 
   I could only imagine how Anna Wintour might describe it.  
 
   “What’s your guess? How many today?” Margot asked, tying her sneakers into neat bows so they wouldn’t get caught in her gears. I slammed my locker closed and spun the lock, deliberating for a moment before giving an answer. 
 
   “Hmm… maybe forty?” 
 
   We played this game before every shift, each guessing how many deliveries we’d have that day. Whoever picked the closest number won — and loser bought post-work drinks. 
 
   “Final answer?” Margot asked. 
 
   “Yeah, I think it’ll be pretty busy tonight.” I sighed as I scraped my hair into a low ponytail that would fit beneath my bulky helmet. “You?”
 
   “I’m gonna one-up you and guess… fifty-five.” She grinned. “Go big or go home, right?”
 
   I winced as we headed for the doors. “Let’s hope not. If I have to do more than fifty deliveries tonight, I’ll be going home, all right… in a wheelchair.” 
 
   Margot laughed as she shoved me out of the break room and we headed to pick up our bikes. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Five: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   A LITTLE FAITH
 
    
 
   I wrung out my soaked hair as soon as I darted through the café doors. 
 
   The storm had come out of nowhere. One minute, there’d been nothing but blue skies and balmy heat; the next, lightning was flashing and rain was pouring down in sheets, immediately drenching my thin cotton blouse and sending me rushing for the nearest open coffee shop. Sunday was my only day off this week, and Margot had picked up an extra shift, so I’d been sightseeing alone at the historic Parliament building. The guided tour had lasted about an hour, but I’d lingered long after, exploring the huge basement-level library, taking pictures of the distinctive architecture and lamenting the fact that I’d forgotten my sketchbook at my apartment across town.
 
   Praying my camera hadn’t been destroyed by the sudden deluge, I used the semi-damp hemline of my shirt to wipe at the screen, but it didn’t seem to do much good. I cradled my Canon in one hand and ferreted out my wallet with the other as I approached the counter and ordered a cappuccino. 
 
   A few minutes later — steaming cup in hand, camera strap slung over one shoulder — I was making my way to an unoccupied table by the window, when I heard it. 
 
   “Do I need to upgrade you from stranger to stalker?”
 
   Chills licked down my spine as I turned toward the sound of his voice. In the instant before my gaze swung up to meet his, I found myself hoping it would be him – my stranger, as I’d come to think of him during the past few days while replaying our first interaction over and over in my mind. I wished, with every part of my being, that he’d be the one sitting there, taking shelter from the rain. 
 
   And, as fate would have it, he was. 
 
   “Twice in one week? That’s definitely crossing the line from stalker to serial killer, if you ask me,” I countered, smiling at him despite myself.
 
   “Well, you’re the expert,” he murmured. 
 
   I couldn’t help but notice that he was even more jarringly gorgeous today, with his dark eyes locked on mine, that cap of close-cropped black hair, and two twin tendrils of ink snaking up the back collar of his shirt, hinting at tattooed skin beneath. I found myself wondering what his naked back looked like, and instantly banished the question to the far recesses of my mind, horrified I was even entertaining such thoughts. 
 
   But, looking at him, it was hard to stop myself. He was just so… raw. So male. There was no other way to explain it. From the top of his head to his littlest finger, his every part exuded sensual energy, as though he was putting out some kind of invisible pheromone-enthralling, ovary-ensnaring tractor-beam that lured in women against their better judgment. As I stared down at him, my mouth going dry at just the sight of his face, I knew I wasn’t entirely unaffected. In fact, I was pretty sure I was entirely screwed. 
 
   And yet — sitting there with his bicep muscles straining against the sleeves of his plain black t-shirt, leaning over the small table with a book clutched in his hands — he was also a total contradiction. Men who looked like him rarely sat alone in quaint coffee shops, reading Joseph Heller’s Catch 22.  
 
   From the looks of it, he’d been there a while. His coffee cup was half-empty and the leather jacket slung across the back of his chair wasn’t dripping water onto the floor, so he’d likely been inside when the skies opened up. We stared at one another for several seconds in silence, mirrored smiles on our lips, and I couldn’t help but think that this was fate, pulling us together again. That it was somehow my destiny to keep running into this beautiful stranger, against all odds, in a city of nearly two million people. 
 
   There was a name for it. 
 
   Kismet. 
 
   That moment when stars align and things that are just meant to be come to pass. 
 
   My mother always told me, fate was a force to be reckoned with. Some encounters were just destined to happen in this life, and you stood little chance of avoiding them. Certain people were simply meant to cross your path — to reach into your chest and leave an irreversible handprint on your heart, on your very soul. 
 
   Then again, my mother also believed that loose tea leaves at the bottom of her mug foretold the future and firmly insisted that she could see peoples’ auras, so I tended to take everything she said with a grain of salt. 
 
   “Are you going to fall into my arms again?” my stranger asked, smiling crookedly up at me. “Should I be prepared for a dead faint, or do you intend to remain conscious?”
 
   “You make it sound intentional.” I rolled my eyes. “I tripped. You just happened to break my fall… with your face. Did the impact of my head against yours do permanent damage?” I asked sweetly, fighting off a grin. 
 
   “Well, if you’re going to be ungrateful, next time I’ll just let you collapse to the ground unassisted,” he said, his dark eyes warm on mine. 
 
   “How charming of you.” I snorted in a truly ladylike fashion. “Chivalry isn’t dead, after all.”
 
   “Not dead, just passed out somewhere without a handsome stranger to revive it.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes a second time.
 
   “Want to sit?” he offered, gesturing toward the empty seat across from him. 
 
   My eyes flickered from his face to the chair, undecided. I felt a blush stain my cheeks. “Oh, no. I wouldn’t want to interrupt your reading.” 
 
   “You’re not,” he said softly, closing his book and nudging the free chair away from the table with his foot. A clear invitation. 
 
   My eyes moved back to meet his.
 
   “You already know I’m a psycho, stalking serial killer,” he pointed out. “What else do you need to know before you’ll agree to have coffee with me?”
 
   I laughed lightly and could almost feel those intense eyes watching my mouth as the sound escaped. It should’ve alarmed me, but instead I found it oddly comforting. 
 
   “True enough,” I agreed, some of my trepidation fleeing. “But, if I sit, there are some rules you have to agree to.” 
 
   His head tilted in an evaluative stare and he forcibly suppressed his smile into a serious expression that had me fighting off another laugh. “Terms are open to negotiation,” he said formally. 
 
   “Good.” I grinned. “First rule of stranger club…”
 
   “Let me guess,” he interjected. “Never talk about stranger club?” 
 
   My laugh escaped. “No, Brad Pitt. The first rule of stranger club is no names.” 
 
   “I can deal with that.” He shrugged. “Second rule?”
 
   “Questions are fair-trade. You ask one, you answer one.” 
 
   “Sounds good to me, Red.” 
 
   “Red?” 
 
   He eyed my hair pointedly and the skin around his eyes crinkled in amusement. 
 
   “I am not a redhead.” I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him. 
 
   His lips twisted in a repressed laugh. “Whatever you say.” 
 
   “My hair is clearly brown.” 
 
   “Uh huh,” he agreed, grinning. 
 
   “Ugh!” I groaned, craning my head back so my eyes were on the ceiling. “I don’t even know you and I can already tell you’re impossible to reason with.”
 
   “There’s that redhead’s temper.” He laughed. “Now are you going to join me, or are you planning to let your caramel latte get cold while you list a whole bunch of rules I have no intention of following?”
 
   “It’s actually a cappuccino,” I corrected, narrowing my eyes at him. “And you better follow my rules.”
 
   He leaned back in his chair and unleashed that crooked grin once more. “You have any more excuses left in your repertoire? Or are you fresh out of reasons why you can’t sit with me?”
 
   I sighed and set down my mug. Pulling out the chair across from him, my eyes dropped to the table as I settled in. My sassy, smart-talking bravado seemed like a pathetically thin shield, now that I was seated directly across from this beautiful man. I felt my confidence fleeing as I sat beneath his steady gaze. 
 
   “Suddenly shy, Red?” he asked, his voice wry. 
 
   My eyes lifted from their intent study of the wood-grained tabletop. “No,” I objected a little too defensively. “I’m just thinking of my first question.”
 
   “Who says I’m letting you go first?”
 
   “It’s the gentlemanly thing to do,” I pointed out.
 
   “Who says I’m a gentleman?” he asked, his eyes flashing. I suppressed a shudder — not one born of fear, but of something far more startling: desire. It was like nothing I’d ever felt. Perhaps because I’d already had a perfect gentleman in Conor, and it hadn’t satisfied me. 
 
   One glance at this man, at the promise in his dark eyes, was enough to assure me he was nothing like any of my well-mannered ex-boyfriends. 
 
   I ignored the sensation, as well as his words. 
 
   “So…” I took a swallow of my cappuccino before forcing my eyes up to meet his. “You’re American?” 
 
   He nodded. “Yep, born and raised on Cape Cod.” 
 
   “Here for vacation, school, or work?” I asked, thinking he didn’t look much like a tourist or a student. 
 
   “That was two questions in a row,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me. “It’s my turn.” 
 
   I huffed and motioned for him to get on with it. “Do your worst.” 
 
   “You’re American, that much is obvious,” he noted. 
 
   I glared at him playfully but didn’t disagree as he spoke on. 
 
   “Based on the book-bag you were carrying the other day, I’m going to assume you’re a student.” His gaze drifted lazily across my features, moving from forehead to chin in such a slow study, I immediately had the urge to hide behind the curtain of my still-wet hair. “So, instead I’ll ask: why Budapest? Of all the places you could’ve chosen to study abroad, what brought you here?”
 
   I stared down at my teacup so I didn’t have to meet his gaze directly. “Honestly? I have no idea.” 
 
   “Nah, I don’t buy that.” He shook his head and leaned across the table into my space. “There must be a reason.” 
 
   I took a deep breath, then looked up to meet his eyes. “I guess I picked it for a lot of reasons.”
 
   His eyebrows quirked. “Such as..?” 
 
   Sighing, I ticked them off on my fingers as I spoke. “Because I wanted to go somewhere with a rich history. Because my favorite professor coordinated this trip. Because it was the only program with a down payment I could afford.” I swallowed roughly and continued in a quieter voice. “Because I needed to escape my family for a year.” I stared into his eyes and took a deep breath. He waited, sensing I wasn’t finished. “Because, after a lifetime of stumbling around blindly, I need to figure out who the hell I am… and this seemed like a good place to start.”
 
   I sat back in my chair and expelled a heavy breath. I was stunned those words had just escaped my mouth. I’d spent two decades pretending self-doubt and loneliness didn’t bother me, yet here I was — in a café halfway around the world, spilling the beans faster than a freaking espresso machine to a man I knew nothing about.  
 
   Maybe it was true, what people said — that blurting secrets to a stranger was always easier than confiding in your closest friends. But, as I waited for him to say something, anything, I found myself quaking under his suddenly solemn gaze. For a fraction of an instant, so fast I wondered if I’d imagined it, his eyes flashed with a dark emotion I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Not quite sadness, not quite regret — something else entirely. Before I could figure out what the expression meant, it was gone.
 
   “Hell of an answer,” he murmured, his voice deeper than normal. 
 
   “Thanks,” I whispered back, staring at him.  “My turn?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Do you believe in fate?” I asked. “Do you think that — despite everything we set out to do in this life, despite our best attempts and intentions — we don’t control a damn thing, from the people we meet to the places we end up?”
 
   I blushed up to my hairline, immediately embarrassed. I’d known the guy all of thirty seconds and I was already peppering him with philosophical questions. Perfect. I might as well have asked if he believed in soulmates and love at first sight, while I was at it.
 
   He was totally going to laugh at me. 
 
   Except, to my absolute astonishment, he didn’t. Instead, his face drained of color. I stopped worrying about looking like an idiot and started wondering if I’d said something to upset him – but, for the life of me, I couldn’t fathom what. 
 
   He was silent for a long time, mulling over my question with an unreadable look on his face — eyebrows drawn tightly together, lips pinched in an uncompromising line. 
 
   I fidgeted anxiously in my seat. 
 
   Finally, he cleared his throat and spoke in a low voice. “You’re asking…” He pulled a deep breath of air through his nose and seemed to steady himself. “Do I think that a man who’s set out on a particular life course — one he may not like, one he may wish to escape — has no hope of ever changing, of ever redeeming himself, because some asshole higher-power decides it’s not in his cards?”
 
   I tried to respond but all that slipped through my lips was a nervous squeak as I attempted to formulate a coherent response. 
 
   At the sound, he seemed to snap out of his somber reverie. His face blanked, his eyes flew up to meet mine, and an easy-going smile crossed his lips once more. I couldn’t help but notice that it seemed a little forced. 
 
   “That’s bullshit, Red. We make our own fate. Forge our own fortune. Shape our own stories.” His eyes were still too serious as they stared into mine. “Sometimes, we shape other people’s, too.”
 
   I didn’t know what he meant by that, but I nodded anyway. Silence fell between us for a moment and I was afraid to shatter it, so I just stared at him. 
 
   “My turn,” he said finally. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Will you go out with me?” he asked, grinning.
 
   Laughter burst from my mouth, a strange sensation after the serious moment we’d just shared. “I don’t go out with serial killers,” I said regretfully, shaking my head in rebuff. I glanced out the window; the rain had stopped and the sun was shining weakly. “And I’d better go while the weather’s clear. Who knows when the downpour will start again?”
 
   His dark eyes trapped my skittish ones. “You’re really not going to tell me your name or give me your number, are you?”
 
   “Sorry, stranger.” I smiled and stood up. “First rule of stranger club, and all that jazz. Can’t break it on day one.” 
 
   He blew out a puff of air. “So, I’m supposed to let you walk away and take the chance that we’ll never see each other again?” 
 
   I paused, staring at him for a moment. “You might not believe in fate, but I do.” I grinned. “If it’s meant to be, it will be.” 
 
   “That’s total crap,” he pointed out. “You do realize that, right?”
 
   I shrugged, still smiling as I slid my camera strap back over my shoulder. “Well, in that case, I guess I’ll never see you again. Have a nice life, stranger.” I turned to go. 
 
   “You’re weird and stubborn,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
   I giggled and glanced back at him for a fleeting instant. 
 
   “Have a little Faith, will ya?” I called, chuckling at my own inside joke as I headed for the door and left him behind for the second time in a week. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Six: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   WRECKING BALL
 
    
 
   My fingers were aching and swollen after two straight hours. 
 
   My knuckles were raw, ripped to shreds, bleeding through the tape.
 
   My fists struck the bag in a ceaseless bombardment, a steady blitz of punches and uppercuts that left behind a smattering of four blood-red circles with each hit. 
 
   I embraced the pain like an old friend. 
 
   The girl’s face entered my mind again. I pounded the bag with renewed intensity, despite my screaming muscles. 
 
   She’s an idiot. 
 
   She’s beautiful. 
 
   She lives in a delusional, fairytale world. 
 
   She’s honest and innocent and everything I’m not. 
 
   She’s a foolish little girl with silly, inconsequential dreams.
 
   She’s refreshingly real in this bleak life of deceit and deception.
 
   I hated her for it. For this.
 
   For making me feel. 
 
   For making me question everything about my existence which, until this point, I’d been perfectly content with. 
 
   Never stopping, never settling. 
 
   No friends, no family. 
 
   Avoiding attachment, uprooting every few months. 
 
   It’s how I’d lived, how I’d survived. Not just since I took this job, but for as long as I could remember. Since the day I realized they were never coming back, no matter how long I waited on that cracked asphalt gas-station stoop. 
 
   I’d been alone for an eternity. An old man since I was a child. 
 
   Twenty-five years was a lifetime when you spent it in total solitude. 
 
   Exhausted, I collapsed against the punching bag. My breaths were coming quick and my pulse was pounding beneath the skin, faster than I was comfortable with. Breathing deeply through my nose, I counted the seconds it took to regulate my heartbeat again. 
 
   One.
 
   Two.
 
   Three.
 
   Four. 
 
   Five. 
 
   And, just like that, I was back in control. 
 
   The tense coil of anxiety unfurled deep in my chest. I welcomed the pain radiating from my battered knuckles. I’d rather feel that than this other shit. Physical pain — at least it was manageable. You could overcome a fractured finger or a bruised bone. Lacerations could heal, bullet wounds could be stitched closed or cauterized. 
 
   But pain in your head? Pain in your heart? 
 
   That was the shit that fucked you up permanently. 
 
   When I was first recruited to the agency, I thought things might finally be different. For the first time, someone wanted me. Needed me. 
 
   I wasn’t just joining an organization, I was joining a family. 
 
   Yeah. It took me about three minutes on the job to realize that was just another line they fed potential recruits. They didn’t seek me out because I was special, or unique, or because they recognized some kind of latent possibility within me that they wanted to tap. 
 
   I fit a profile. 
 
   Loner. High IQ. Unemotional. Unattached. Aptitude for weaponry combined with a lethal appetite for vengeance. Enough anger at the world and its shitty circumstances to channel into something productive. 
 
   Nothing more than another shiny, savage tool in their arsenal. 
 
   I suppose I couldn’t put all the blame on their shoulders. After five years of doing what I did best, they offered me a desk job. Back in the States, filing paperwork and handing out orders. I could’ve had a life, a family, if that’s what I’d wanted. No more of this covert, chameleonic, undercover bullshit. 
 
   Most guys I know would’ve jumped at the chance for a little stability, considering our work circumstances. The job paid well, sure. I had more money than I’d ever know what to do with. But it was also notoriously hazardous to one’s health. Too many of my comrades had learned the hard way that you can’t exactly spend that heaping fortune from six feet under. 
 
   So, when you finally got your chance to get out, you took it. Unless, of course, you were me. 
 
   I didn’t want the stable life, with the sprawling mansion and the Stepford wife. I didn’t want to be Agent Weston Abbott, settled nicely in a corner office at Langley.
 
   I had no use for that life, or for him.
 
   People with permanent positions at the agency, who’d never done deep cover missions or stepped so much as ten feet from their comfortable desk chairs, didn’t — couldn’t — understand. 
 
   It must be exhausting — leading a double life, they’d say, shaking their heads in sympathetic disbelief. Constantly putting on a show, never letting your mask slip.
 
   But it wasn’t. It was a million times easier to live my life as someone else. To look in the mirror and see a total stranger. To slip into a new skin and slither around for a while, only to shed it for another when the time inevitably came to move along. 
 
   I liked my new life of limitless identities and ever-changing characters better than I’d ever enjoyed being Wes Abbott. 
 
   So why did one stupid, insignificant, staged conversation with Faith Morrissey have me wishing I could, just for a single moment, be him again? To look into her eyes, to talk to her, as the real me, rather than the asshole who was about to take a wrecking ball to her life?
 
   Disgusted by my own weakness, I took a step away from the punching bag, lifted my aching fists, and began another round, hoping this time it might drive her from my thoughts for good. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seven: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   WORK UP A SPARKLE
 
    
 
   When I arrived back at the office to collect the parcels for my last run of the night, I was covered head to toe with a thin sheen of perspiration and in desperate need of some water if I wanted to avoid falling off my bike while cruising through Vörösmarty Square. Dismounting, I headed through the Hermes side entrance — the double-wide doors and dual access ramps had been designed specifically for speedy bike departures and, as an added bonus, using them meant I didn’t have to see Irenka when I was in and out a million times a day, refilling my black messenger bag with small parcels, documents, and packages for delivery. 
 
     I entered, deposited my bike in its designated rack near the far wall, and nodded at Istvan, the beefy security guard who ensured that only employees made it through the back entrance. Hurrying toward the sorting room around the corner, I mourned the fact that there was no time for a leisurely pace or a sip of water. In the past five years, Hermes had overtaken the competition as Budapest’s largest courier service, which meant there was rarely a dull moment for anyone who worked here, from the bike messengers to the sorting staff. 
 
   I ignored my strained muscles as I walked through the doors and tossed a smile at Konrad, one of the young Hungarian teenagers who worked in the stock room on summer breaks and weekends. After three weeks on the job, I still found myself taking in the chaotic space with wide eyes. The sorting room was always a blur of activity, with new packages arriving every few minutes. Konrad and four other young men worked nonstop in the sweltering room, plotting the best delivery routes, clustering packages, and restocking the returning bike messengers. 
 
   Parcels headed to the same general neighborhood were grouped together and given to a single messenger for maximum efficiency. Speed, productivity, and number of deliveries were logged to ensure every courier was pulling her weight. It was strenuous and sweaty and more stressful than any other job I’d ever had. 
 
   If not for the pay, I would’ve quit after my first shift. 
 
   My only saving grace was the fact that Hermes couriers were exclusively young women about my age, so I wasn’t competing with the delivery times of super-speedy muscle-men. When I was first hired, I thought this all-female staff was strange and rather sexist, but within an hour on the job I’d figured out why the company would adopt such a business model. Pretty girls delivering packages in form-fitting, brightly colored uniforms was the crux of what made us the most popular parcel service in the city. 
 
   Hermes girls were something like cultural celebrities. Tourists snapped pictures with us, smiling policemen stopped traffic to help us through particularly jammed areas of the city, and the clients receiving their packages were always happy to see us on their door stoops.  
 
   In short, despite our smaller statures and our tendency to get lost in the city’s many twisting avenues, a cute, feminine courier in a helmet got things done ten times faster than a brooding Hungarian man with a backpack.  
 
   And, anyway, each bike was rigged with a built-in GPS screen between the handlebars, to guide us while we were out making deliveries. Our helmets were bluetooth-enabled, so we could easily receive calls from headquarters without fumbling for a cellphone in our bags. Constructed of the lightest carbon-fiber, the bikes weighed less than fifteen pounds and whipped along faster than any cycle I’d ever ridden back at home. They also each cost more than I’d made in my first two weeks of work.   
 
   “What do you have for me this time, Konrad?” I asked, grinning when I reached the young man’s station.
 
   His head lifted, a wide smile already on his lips. “Only three, Faith.” 
 
   I cast my eyes heavenward and pressed my hands together, as if in prayer. “There is a God.”
 
   Konrad snorted. “Don’t thank God, thank me. I just gave Sara the seven-parcel run that should’ve been yours.” 
 
   “My true savior,” I drawled, grinning at him and batting my eyelashes coquettishly.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. You gonna go out on that date with me, now?” His brown eyes lit up hopefully.
 
   I laughed. “Call me in ten years, Konrad.”
 
   “I’m almost sixteen!” he protested. “Only four years younger than you!” 
 
   “Five,” I amended. “My birthday was last week.” 
 
   “Happy birthday, Faith.” His smile was warm as he handed over the packages.
 
   “Thanks.” I winked and turned away from him, loading the three small parcels into my backpack with a bounce in my step. 
 
   Konrad had ensured that my last run of the night would be quick, which was a good thing considering my thigh muscles had begun to ache somewhere around hour three of my shift and, in the time since, had worsened to a steady burn. I’d have to ice them later. 
 
   I’d zipped my backpack, grabbed my bike from its rack, and was wheeling it toward the exit when I heard a familiar voice. 
 
   “Hey, loser,” Margot called breathlessly, pushing her bike through the opposite door. She’d just returned from a run, by the looks of it.
 
   “You’re a sweaty mess,” I called back, grinning at her. 
 
   “I don’t sweat, I sparkle!” 
 
   Istvan’s muffled laugh was audible across the room. I rolled my eyes as I wheeled my bike onto the exit ramp. “See you in a few!” 
 
   “Drinks after shift?”
 
   “Count on it!” I tossed over my shoulder, smiling as I clipped my helmet tightly beneath my chin. I programmed my route into the GPS, slung my messenger bag firmly across my back, and pedaled off into the sunset.
 
   ***
 
   The bass thrummed through the speakers so loudly, I had to watch Margot’s lips if I had any chance of making out her words. The song, Dark Paradise by Lana Del Rey, was familiar to me, but it still came as a bit of a surprise to hear American music blasting at a club in Hungary. The DJ put his own spin on strains I knew by heart, remixing it with a pounding dance beat, and the crowd of revelers around us contorted their bodies in time with the pulsing bass.  
 
   Clutching Margot’s hand firmly in mine, I tugged her petite frame behind me as I cut a path through the throng. Our venue of choice tonight was Iguana, a huge, multi-level ruin club at the heart of the city. Ruin clubs were fantastic and totally foreign to me, but in Budapest they seemed to be all the rage for tourists and locals alike. Birthed from the ruins of abandoned buildings and redesigned to create the ultimate festive atmosphere, each club had its own unique design and vibe, but they all had one thing in common — they were always packed to capacity. 
 
   Margot and I had been eager to check out Iguana for weeks, but this was the first night we’d succeeded in getting through the velvet-roped doors before closing time. 
 
   “Drinks?” I yelled to Margot.
 
   “What?” she shouted back, cupping a hand over one ear.
 
   I blew out a huff of frustration and mimed a drinking motion with my hands. 
 
   She nodded in comprehension, but her expression turned forlorn as she took in the sight of the bar. When I glanced over, I couldn’t blame her — it was so crowded, we couldn’t see the bartenders behind the mass of people waiting for drinks. It would take ages to reach the front of that line and, in my experience, club drinks were usually overpriced and under-liquored.
 
   Thankfully, I’d been a Girl Scout for approximately two months during second grade. I hadn’t learned much in that short time span, but one vital lesson — always come prepared — had stuck with me. Well, that, and a love of delicious mint-chocolate flavored cookies. 
 
   Snapping open my clutch purse, I pulled out two mini, airplane-sized bottles of Fireball whiskey from my stash. I’d had to leave my phone at home in order to fit the nips inside, but it had been worth it. 
 
   I grinned at Margot’s stunned expression as I pushed one of the tiny bottles into her hand. 
 
   “Classy,” she mouthed at me, her fingers curling around my gift even as the insult left her lips.
 
   I shrugged, grinned, and unscrewed the plastic cap. “Down the hatch!” 
 
   “What?” she yelled again. 
 
   Rolling my eyes, I poured the alcohol between my lips. I swallowed and my senses were abruptly overtaken by the warm, cinnamon burn of the alcohol. It tasted like the Wrigley’s Big Red bubblegum I’d chewed as a kid, and I happily licked the remnants from my lips. Margot spluttered a bit, but managed to swallow hers in two gulps.
 
   “Good?” I screamed in her ear. 
 
   She nodded, a smile curving her mouth. 
 
   I snapped my clutch purse closed, saving the remaining two bottles for later consumption, and grabbed Margot’s hand once more. Tugging her toward the center of the undulating mob of dancers, I felt my hair grow damp around the temples and wished for a hair elastic to pull it up. I was definitely working up a sparkle in the intense heat created by hundreds of moving bodies.
 
   We reached a point when the wall of people became so thick, there was no way to get any closer to the DJ booth, which was elevated on a high, circular platform. On the lofted stage beside the speakers and sound equipment, four female dancers in skimpy green lingerie and shimmering makeup shook their bodies to the pulsing beat, much to the delight of the male patrons below. Similarly-clad performers were scattered on platforms along the club walls, putting on a nonstop show under the dizzying, multicolored light beams that throbbed in harmony with the song’s tempo. 
 
   Every few minutes, confetti would blast from the ceiling in an explosion of color, raining down on the dance floor below, and everyone in the club would raise their arms into the air and scream. The thin, colorful pieces landed on sweaty limbs and stuck like paper-mache — after a few confetti explosions, the entire crowd was awash in rainbow hues, a sea of club-goers covered in scales like some strange species of vibrant, deviant fish. We were an ocean of immoral mermaids and mermen, our bodies pressed flush together, gliding so languorously, it wasn’t hard to imagine the air flowing around us was water.  
 
   Iguana was definitely an experience. 
 
   Margot and I danced for what felt like hours, pausing only once to finish off our supply of whiskey. When a set of arms wrapped around me and a hard, male body pressed into me from behind, I glanced up at Margot and widened my eyes in question.
 
   “So hot,” she mouthed, flashing me a quick thumbs-up sign before turning to face the attractive man who’d just approached her. 
 
   Somewhat giddily, I grinned and gave myself over to the music. All too soon, however, I found my happiness wavering as my partner’s unskilled hands guided me into a inept, inconsistent gyration that stirred horrible flashbacks to junior prom night and called to mind an image of Otto, my childhood dog, humping his bed pillow with unchecked vigor. 
 
   Unfortunately, I seemed to be the pillow in this situation. 
 
   Either my partner was severely rhythmically challenged, or seriously intoxicated. Judging by the smell of cheap gin emanating from his pores, it wasn’t too hard to guess which. 
 
   After five minutes of suffering, I was about to extricate myself from his grasp when, to my surprise, his hold on me suddenly vanished. Above the din of the music, I heard what sounded almost like a low grunt, and then his hands were simply gone from my waist. I managed to spin around in the crush of bodies, but there was no one behind me — as though he’d never been there at all. 
 
   Puzzled, I started to turn back to Margot, but halted when my eyes caught on something that sent my heart stuttering. I felt a thrilled jolt of electricity shoot through my system as I stared across the expanse of dancers, straight into a pair of darkly familiar eyes. Eyes I’d been longing to see again, if only to prove myself right — that fate really did have a hand in whatever was happening between me and the handsome stranger. That we would find each other again.
 
   Startled by his presence, I blinked rapidly to clear my whiskey-blurred vision and to reassure myself that he was actually there, rather than a figment of hopeful imagination. 
 
   When I opened my eyes not even a second later, he was gone. 
 
   There were no signs of him in the crowd. In the place I thought I’d spotted him, two blonde girls in plastered-on dresses were entwined in an intimate embrace. Behind them, a pair of drunken tourists were having a competition to see who could stick their tongue the furthest down the other’s throat. My stranger was nowhere to be found.
 
   It only took a few seconds to convince myself that I’d been imagining things. 
 
   Seeing him in the crowd because I so desperately wanted to. 
 
   Disappointed, I turned back to Margot and, for the millionth time since I’d walked away from that café without getting so much as his name, I regretted my own stubbornness. If I never saw him again, I only had myself to blame. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eight: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   A GODDAMN DISTRACTION
 
    
 
   I hated places like this. 
 
   Full of trendy music, migraine-inducing light shows, and stupid, superficial patrons. 
 
   Clubs like Iguana were all glitz and glamour on the surface level, with their lingerie-clad performers and velvet-draped wall panels, but if you peeled back that thin veneer of glitter, you’d find a black, rotten core. The dark ambiance and sexually-charged atmosphere created a haven for the worst kind of people.
 
   Predators. Pickpockets. Robbers. Rapists. 
 
   They were drawn in like poisonous moths to an irresistible flame. 
 
   I wasn’t talking about the mobs filling the dance floor, here to have a good time with friends. Not the tourists and exchange students, happy to have a night out on the town, or even the locals who got a kick out of foreign girls-gone-wild. 
 
   I meant the ones who lingered in the shadows, who huddled by the far walls. The ones out of the spotlight. They didn’t crave attention; didn’t want to be seen. Their clothes weren’t flashy or form-fitting. They spent their nights watching. Waiting. Preying on the party-goers, who made such easy targets. 
 
   I wasn’t the only monster here, tonight. 
 
   My eyes tracked her as she moved deeper into the crowd, my gaze steadfast, unwilling to lose sight of her for even a moment. Every now and then, her hair would catch the light, flashing pink or green or some other hideous, fluorescent color. I ignored the feeling that swelled in my chest when I watched her laughing, her smile so bright, it practically glowed in the dark. 
 
   I hadn’t planned to follow her tonight. I had far more pressing things I could — should — be attending to at the moment. 
 
   Command had been requesting a debrief for hours. Cameras needed to be rigged on the Hermes entryways. Several suspects required tailing. Three separate phone taps had to be placed and monitored. The movements of this girl shouldn’t have been high on my list of priorities and certainly didn’t merit an in-person surveillance detail.  
 
   And yet, here I was.
 
   Earlier, I’d watched from the shadows and overheard her chatting with her roommate as they walked home from work. As I’d listened to them discuss their plans for the evening at the club, I’d found myself struggling to justify the need to watch her tonight. 
 
   I told myself there’d be predators who could interfere with my endgame. If I didn’t protect her — as nothing more than an asset, of course — she could get into all kinds of trouble and I’d have to start over, laying the groundwork with a new mark. I fed myself bullshit excuse after excuse, knowing all the while that I was fabricating reasons to be around her. 
 
   I knew I was getting too close. I was fully aware that the smart thing to do would be to pick another girl for this assignment.
 
   But for some reason, I couldn’t walk away from her. Not yet. 
 
   She fascinated me. 
 
   I’d been trained to watch. I could stare at the most tedious of targets for hours without so much as blinking, because it was my job and I was damn good at it. But it was no chore to watch her. She had a way of moving through life that was just… pure. Authentic. Real. 
 
   Everyone in the world had nervous tells. Trademark gestures they made when they were scared or anxious. Some people blinked too much when they were lying through their teeth; others didn’t blink at all. A truly accomplished liar might be harder to spot, but even they had telltale quirks and mannerisms that gave them away, eventually.
 
   I’d been watching Faith Morrissey for a week now, and she didn’t have a single one. 
 
   Not because she was the best liar I’d ever met, but because she didn’t live her life by covering things up. She laid it all out there, for the world to see. Her flaws, her beauty, her innermost self. There was nothing affected or superficial about her. There wasn’t a fake bone in her body. 
 
   She didn’t do secrets, or half-truths, or lies.
 
   In every tangible way, she was my opposite… 
 
   And a goddamned distraction I couldn’t afford.
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek to reground myself as I turned and headed for the exit. I couldn’t believe what a fucking pussy I’d become over this. How weak was I, if I couldn’t tear myself away from an average American girl? I’d never formed an attachment to a mark — never come close, not even after months of deep cover. I barely knew this girl. So, what the fuck was my problem?
 
   I berated myself all the way to the doors. 
 
   You’re an idiot. 
 
   You’re losing your professional edge. 
 
   You need to regain focus on the big picture, or this entire mission will fall apart.
 
   None of my internal rebukes were enough to stop me from looking back at her one last time when I reached the exit. My eyes cut straight to her through the crowd and, despite myself, I felt my blood begin to boil when I saw some half-cocked local attempting to mount her from behind on the dance floor. The look on her face told me his attention wasn’t welcome. 
 
   Walk away, Wes. This isn’t your business.
 
   I sighed. Bit my cheek. Cursed myself.
 
   Fuck.
 
   Not two minutes later, I’d shoved my way through the mob to reach them. His back was to me and his arms were still wrapped tight around her torso. Seeing his uncoordinated thrusts, the way he ground himself against her, instantly had me clenching my jaw. I felt my hands curl into fists even as my internal voice screamed to walk away. 
 
   Self-restraint had never been my strong suit. 
 
   One swift undercut to the left kidney and a strategically placed boot sent him reeling. With nothing more than a quiet oof of pain, he was gone, quickly lost in the crowd. The glare I shot after him made sure he’d stay lost. 
 
   Before she could turn fully around to see what had happened to her dance partner, I was already fading into the crowd. For the briefest instant, I let my gaze meet hers across the sea of bodies. Her confused caramel eyes went wide in half-recognition, half-hope. Her mouth parted in a gasp. Her hand lifted involuntarily, reaching toward me through the crowd, as though she couldn’t help herself. 
 
   My cock twitched in my jeans. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   I whirled away, cursing myself once more for being a fucking idiot, and disappeared into the shadows where she could no longer see me, all the while promising myself I’d stay away for good this time. Find a new mark, move on without her. 
 
   I was a shit liar. 
 
   At least, I was when it came to deceiving myself. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nine: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   CHINESE WATER TORTURE
 
    
 
   My history lecture was boring me to tears. 
 
   I’d been doodling on the edges of my notebook for the past hour while Professor Varga droned on in heavily accented English about King Andrew II’s Golden Bull of 1222. Apparently, as the first edict in European history to limit the powers of a monarch, it was significant enough to take up a whole class period. 
 
   Yada, yada, yada.
 
   Snore. 
 
   I felt my phone buzz in my bag. In an attempt at stealth, I slipped it from the side pocket and glanced covertly at the screen. 
 
   Margot: Hey! I have a surprise! 
 
   Faith: I hate surprises.
 
   Margot: You’ll like this one! It involves college boys and alcoholic beverages!
 
   Faith: ….I’m listening.
 
   Margot: Study Abroad Student Mixer! Tonight in City Park! It’ll be fun!
 
   Faith: I don’t know. It’s my one night off from work. I was planning to relax.
 
   Margot: Oh, come on! It’s Friday night! You won’t regret it! I promise! 
 
   Faith: Are you aware of how many exclamation points you use while texting? Because it’s a lot. Like, a lot. 
 
   Margot: Shut up. It starts at 6. You’re coming.
 
   Faith: Okay(!!!) Sounds good(!!!) 
 
   Margot: I hate you.
 
   Faith: !!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Városliget — otherwise known as “City Park” to those of us who’d only been in Hungary for a month and were still struggling to master basic pronunciation — was a sprawling, magnificent garden that made every American park I’d ever been to pale in comparison. Nestled in the very center of Pest, the immense, green public garden was home to many of the city’s most beautiful sights. From the stunning Széchenyi thermal baths to Vajdahunyad Castle, which was perched on a lakeside like something straight out of a fairy tale, the entire affair took my breath away. 
 
   I’d been here several times before, but never this late in the day. The weak light from the setting sun illuminated the walking paths, aided by hundreds of beautiful paper lanterns strung from light-posts and tree branches. There was magic, here. Wisps of childhood floated through the air and threads of long-forgotten dreams were called to mind as you strolled from one attraction to the next. 
 
   Tonight was a perfect, sultry summer night, and the park was a popular destination for twilight strollers. Scores of couples walked hand in hand, gazing up at the lanterns or wandering the botanical gardens with dreamy looks on their faces. Families with small children hurried down the paths, eager to get their sleepy young ones to bed after a long day riding the wooden roller coasters and the hundred-year-old Ferris wheel at the amusement park.
 
   Margot and I meandered past a stretch of museums and eventually reached Heroes’ Square. I hadn’t been back since my chance encounter with the stranger last week and, as I peered up at the imposing statue of Gabriel, I felt the stirrings of inexplicable remorse deep within my chest.  I wasn’t sure why I felt such a connection to the man I’d collided with — there was just something unforgettable about him. As though, once my eyes caught sight of him, they’d become so utterly fixated, they could’ve spent an eternity drinking in nothing but his image, and never felt a loss.
 
    “Hey, you coming?” 
 
   Margot’s voice stirred me from my reverie, and I realized I’d drawn to full stop with my eyes locked on the archangel’s face high above. Shaking myself out of the trance I’d slipped into, I forced a smile and hurried to catch up with my friend. 
 
   “Sorry, got a little distracted.” 
 
   “You and your obsession with history.” Margot snorted. “Doesn’t all that stuffy old architecture and ancient art get boring after a while?”
 
   I laughed. “As if studying languages is any more exciting. Who considers conjugating Hungarian verbs a hobby?”
 
   “Just keep up, will you? At this rate, we’re going to miss the whole thing.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. Margot had a tendency to exaggerate and was a total stickler when it came to being on time for events. “Margot, it started literally five minutes ago. We’ll probably be the first ones there.” 
 
   “Less talkie, more walkie!” she ordered, giving me a light shove toward the path that would lead us to the lake. I sighed, but allowed her to steer me along. 
 
   We walked for several minutes until the lakeshore came into view. A crowd of maybe forty people had gathered on one of the grassy banks, clustered around two rows of cocktail tables — a mix of young men and women in their twenties, most of them dressed far more formally than I was, in my casual jean cut-offs and summery top. As soon as Margot and I stepped off the path onto the bank, several sets of appreciative male eyes instantly clapped onto us and did a vertical sweep of our forms. I tried not to fidget, feeling insecure and underdressed beneath the collective weight of their eyes. 
 
   Abruptly, I had a very bad feeling that Margot hadn’t been entirely honest about our plans for the evening.  
 
   “I thought you said this was a study abroad mixer,” I hissed in her direction.
 
   “Did I?” she asked, her voice all innocence. 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “Oops!” 
 
   “Margot, don’t make me torture you.” I glared at her. “Where have you dragged me?”
 
   “It’s a twenty-somethings speed-dating night! I saw a flyer for it while I was out riding during my shift yesterday, so I called and reserved two spots for us!” She grinned at me. “I thought it would be fun!” 
 
   “Margot,” I bit out, clenching my fists together so I wouldn’t reach out and strangle her. “Do you also consider Chinese water-torture or having bamboo shoots forced beneath your fingernails fun? Because I’d rather sign up for either of those activities than go freaking speed-dating with total strangers!”
 
   “Oh, relax.” Margot huffed. “Let’s get a drink. You’ll feel much better after a glass of wine.”
 
   “Are you planning to roofie it?”
 
   “Only if you continue being such a spoilsport,” she countered breezily, grabbing my hand and tugging me forward. 
 
   There was a buffet table of appetizers on the left where, thankfully, most of the crowd had gathered. A makeshift bar had been set up on the right. I beelined for it, and not five minutes later, I had a complimentary glass of cheap, boxed wine clutched tightly in one hand – in the nick of time, too, because a bubbly woman with a brunette bob straight out of the 1950s had just grabbed an electronic megaphone and stepped up onto a stool to address the crowd. 
 
   “Good evening, everyone! I’m Linda!” Her voice boomed at such a high decibel, the mic let out a piercing shriek that probably set every dog in a ten-mile radius on high alert. I rubbed at my ringing ears and took a large sip of wine from my plastic glass. It tasted horrible, but I was pretty sure if I drank enough of it, the night might become a fraction more tolerable. 
 
   “Sorry, sorry!” the woman blathered into the bullhorn. “Still getting the hang of this thing!” 
 
   Her amplified giggles made me want to hurl myself into the lake. 
 
   “So, anywho!” she continued, her voice full of excitement. “You’ve gathered here tonight because you’re all English-speaking singles looking to spice up your love lives overseas! Am I right? Or am I right, people?” 
 
   I nearly threw up in my mouth, but managed to stop myself. I wasn’t about to waste a single drop of the precious little wine remaining in my glass. 
 
   Thank god no one in the audience chorused you’re right! back at Linda. I drew the line at campy call-and-response activities. 
 
   “So, as you can see, there are twenty tables total — ten in each row.” Linda gestured to the cocktail tables, each of which was topped with a paper placard. “Where are my ladies at, tonight?” 
 
   There were halfhearted murmurs from the women in the audience. Margot giggled; I sipped more wine. 
 
   “We’ve got a great group this evening, I can just tell!” Linda gushed. I was beginning to wonder if she’d popped a happy pill — or six — before beginning her speech. “So, ladies, you’ll each be stationed at a table. Gentlemen, you’ll rotate from woman to woman when you hear this sound!”
 
   Linda rang a small bell with so much enthusiasm, I thought her arm might snap off. 
 
   “Each round is five minutes! Any questions?”
 
   Silence from the crowd. 
 
   “Excellent!” Linda smiled wide. “And just remember… when you hear the bell toot, it’s time to scoot! No lingering, gentlemen.”
 
   I did throw up in my mouth a little, that time. 
 
   “Now, off you go, ladies! Find your name and table.” Linda clapped her hands in excitement. “Gentlemen, please line up over here. You’ll have a better view of the ladies as they get settled from this spot, anyway!” 
 
   I turned to Margot with a fake smile plastered on my lips. “When your body washes up on the banks of the Danube tomorrow morning, just know… you totally deserved it.” 
 
   Ignoring my words, Margot shimmied her entire body inappropriately in my direction, drawing attentive stares from several of our potential suitors. “Oh, yeah. Single and ready to mingle. Let’s get this party started.” 
 
   With that, she turned and headed off to find her table. I raised my glass to take another sip of wine and was dismayed to find it completely empty. 
 
   Damn. This night was really not going my way. 
 
   ***
 
   “So, as I was saying, I’m really just here for a few weeks. It was the next stop on my bucket list, so I had to check it out. I’ve been all over Europe — Prague, Vienna, Florence, Amsterdam. I’m gonna hit up Asia next, then maybe head to Australia for a while.” He finally took a breath. “You know, some people aren’t like me.”
 
   What, you mean not everyone is a total narcissist? Well, thank the lord for that. 
 
   “Some people aren’t lucky. Not everyone gets to travel to fifty countries in two years,” Earl prattled on, entirely unaware of my thoughts. He smiled at me with a faux-humble grin he’d no doubt been perfecting since his boarding school days, and I tried my best not to gag. “Not everyone has a trust fund, either,” he added.  
 
   Jesus. Was this guy for real? Did women actually find this shit appealing?
 
   Actually, given the fact that he was self-enrolled in a speed-dating service, I was going to assume the answer to my question was hell fucking no. I cast my eyes heavenward and prayed for divine intervention. Maybe a merciful lightning bolt would strike him — or me — dead. Because Earl was match number six, and, so far, he was the best of the bunch. 
 
   The first two guys had essentially stared at my boobs until the bell rang. The third had at least attempted conversation, not only revealing that he’d been traveling the world on a religious pilgrimage for the past eight months, but also attempting to convert me when I told him my parents had raised me without any formal religion — all in five minutes or less, mind you. Number four had been so shy, I’d initially wondered if, like me, he’d been forced into this situation by his friends, so I struck up a scintillating conversation about how beautiful the park was at this time of year. It seemed like an innocuous enough topic. 
 
   Huge mistake. 
 
   As it turned out, match number four was horrified to learn of my ignorance concerning the indigenous bird species that had been driven from their habitats due to overcrowding and excessive tourism. He used his five minutes to educate me quite thoroughly on the issue. 
 
   By the time date number five arrived, I was thinking things might finally be on the upswing — he was attractive, well-dressed, and I’d seen him engaged in a lively conversation with Margot only minutes before. And yet… he seemed totally disinterested in me from the moment he sat down, glancing at his cellphone every few seconds and casting several unsubtle looks at the girl at the next cocktail table rather than making conversation. 
 
   Talk about an ego boost. 
 
   Hell, considering the other options, Earl was shaping up to be the most eligible bachelor of the evening. 
 
   A surreptitious glance at my watch informed me that there were still three minutes left until the bell rang. I’d spent a hundred and twenty seconds with Earl, and I was ready to jab my eyes out. I didn’t know how much longer I could last. 
 
   Thankfully, he was so enamored with himself, he didn’t seem to notice that I was no longer paying attention. My eyes drifted down the bank of the lake and, in the fading twilight, I saw an artist packing up his easel for the day. He’d been sketching the rowers on the water, his canvas streaked with the red-orange hues of sunset. His back was to me — all broad shoulders and defined muscles. He wasn’t huge, like those roid-ragey, neck-less, body-builder types who were always grunting at the gym, but there was something in the way he held himself, even from this distance, that spoke of tightly coiled power, of lithe energy and a deceptive amount of control.
 
   I should’ve recognized him, but I didn’t.
 
   He turned slowly, as though he felt the weight of my eyes on him. When his face lifted and I realized it was him, my stranger, I nearly had a heart attack right there at the cocktail table.
 
   His eyes locked onto mine. Hands frozen midair, canvas hovering half-stored inside his portable easel, he stared across the expanse between us. Our eyes held for five unblinking seconds, and I felt a slow, disbelieving smile spread across my lips. My mind blanked except for one word.
 
   Fate.
 
   I should’ve been embarrassed to be caught staring. I should’ve looked away, as this fleeting glance between strangers had stretched on for too long. But I couldn’t. 
 
   “Hey, you still with me?” Earl’s voice invaded the moment and my eyes flew back to his face. 
 
   “Yeah, sorry,” I said, my heart thundering in my chest. “Spaced out for a minute there. What were you saying?”
 
   “I was telling you about snowboarding at my dad’s chalet in Switzerland.” 
 
   “Oh, right,” I murmured. “Carry on.” 
 
   Happily back on track, Earl launched once more into his monologue of self-congratulation, and I let my impatient eyes fly back to the lakeshore. But there was no easel on the bank. No brushes scattered on the ground. And no handsome artist, painting my night a little brighter with his mere presence. 
 
   Maybe he hadn’t been there at all. 
 
   Maybe I was imagining him again, like I had in the club the other night. 
 
   I sighed and turned back to Earl, my chin resting in my palm as I counted down the seconds until the next bell. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Ten: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   A WATERY GRAVE
 
    
 
   I picked this spot on purpose. 
 
   I knew she’d be here. Just like I’d known she’d be at the club the other night, and at the café last week. I was fully aware that if I sat here long enough, she’d grow so bored with whatever moron was currently chatting her ear off, she’d let her gaze wander down to meet mine.
 
   Just because I was prepared for it, didn’t make it any easier, though. 
 
   When you jump into a really cold body of water, there’s a moment when the breath is stolen from your lungs, when the icy waves close over your head like a liquid tomb. It’s bone-chilling. It hits you like a kick to the stomach. Like knives piercing your skin. You choke in a lungful of ocean, push your way to the surface, and assure yourself that you’ll adjust. That the shock will wear off and, eventually, your body will go numb enough that you don’t feel the frigid water lapping at every inch of you. 
 
   Every time my eyes locked on Faith Morrissey’s, it was like jumping into the fucking Arctic Sea: instant shock to the system. 
 
   Except it didn’t go away. 
 
   There was no adjusting to her. No way to numb her effect or ignore her influence on my body.
 
   It wasn’t pleasant — drowning never was. I hated her for it. I fought against her hold on me, but I couldn’t shake her. I couldn’t prevent her effect any more than a drowning man could resist gasping for one last mouthful of air when he was 10,000 leagues underwater. Though it promised certain death, that final, fatal gasp for air was unavoidable.
 
   I was drowning in the ocean that was Faith Morrissey. 
 
   ***
 
   I let her spot me on the bank, but only for a moment. 
 
   Just long enough to peak her interest further. She was a little more skittish than most of my targets — I wanted to make sure she was truly on the line before I set my hook and reeled her in. 
 
   Hidden from view in the shadows, I watched her for another minute. Her chin was planted in one palm and her eyes glazed over as her sixth match of the night talked on. 
 
   What a prick. He was more interested in regaling her with his life story than he was in getting to know her. She could’ve been anyone — he didn’t care, so long as she had ears and was forced to listen to him talk for five, uninterrupted minutes. I knew his type. The melody of his own voice was his favorite sound in the world.
 
   Maybe if he pulled his head out of his ass for thirty seconds, he’d realize what he was missing. He’d learn that the girl sitting across from him was bright and beautiful, fierce and funny as hell. But he didn’t. Like the five who’d come before him, he ignored her. He didn’t see her at all. And, as the minutes ticked by, I watched her slowly deflate, gradually retreating into herself as though their asinine behavior was somehow her fault. As though she was the one with something to be ashamed of, rather than those useless pricks.
 
   Seeing her like that — diminished by this parade of assholes who’d never be good enough for her — pissed me off beyond measure. I didn’t fully understand why, but seeing this beautiful girl begin to question her own worth because of a few idiots had me ready to throttle each and every one of them, until they were bleeding and begging to apologize for their own ignorance. 
 
   I didn’t recognize these unfamiliar emotions raging inside me — I had no name for them, no experience to compare them with. All I knew was that I was so mad, I couldn’t think straight. So angry, I was out of my fucking mind. The tightly-reined control that I’d counted on for as long as I could remember suddenly fled and, for a moment, I lost myself. 
 
   That was the only possible explanation for what I did next.  
 
   Because when Linda, the obnoxiously enthusiastic brunette in charge, rang her bell to signal the end of round six, I didn’t slip out of sight and leave the girl behind, as I’d planned to. I didn’t walk away. Instead, I found myself emerging from the shadows, heading determinedly for the cocktail table I’d been watching for the past thirty minutes. 
 
   Asshole number seven was reaching for the stool, but I cut in front of him and quickly slid onto the seat. I set my easel case on the ground, propped my forearms on the table, and turned to face the shocked girl seated across from me. 
 
   Her eyes were wide with disbelief. Her lips were twitching as though torn between two expressions — unsure whether to stretch in a smile or part in shock. I grinned wolfishly at her and was pleased when, after a few seconds, her lips curved up in response. 
 
   “Hey, Red,” I said casually.
 
   “Hi,” she breathed, her eyes scanning my face. “You’re here.” 
 
   My grin went crooked.
 
   “Um, hello? Excuse me?” The insistent male voice was an unwelcome intrusion on our moment. I glanced dismissively at the short-statured man who should’ve been Faith’s partner during this round, before turning my eyes back to her. 
 
   “So, where were we?” I asked her. Before she could speak, I launched in.  “Ah, yes. Speed-dating. Well, I’m Wesley Adams — though, only my mother is allowed to call me Wesley. To everyone else, it’s Wes. Twenty-five years young. Capricorn. And yes, before you ask, I do in fact like piña coladas and getting caught in the rain.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open and her whisper was full of breathy outrage. “You broke the first rule of stranger club!” 
 
   “This is not an official stranger club meeting — this is speed-dating.” I managed to laugh, but inside I was kicking myself. I couldn’t believe, of all the names in the world, I’d given her that one. My entire cover story had been there, poised on my lips. I’d had it prepared for weeks. 
 
   I was Joshua “Josh” Collins — stationed here on business for the next year. A pharmaceutical researcher studying the healing properties of Hungary’s famous thermal springs, as well as their applications for modern medicine. Unmarried. Originally from a small, oceanfront community in Cape Cod, Massachusetts. A stand-up sort of man, with a safe set of interests — golf, sailing, skiing. I was the stereotypical New England WASP, who’d gone to a good, solid college and was looking for a good, solid woman. 
 
   Except, when I’d opened my mouth to reveal my name, the cover I’d carefully rehearsed hadn’t come out. Because I didn’t want to be Josh Collins when she looked at me. I wanted to be myself — or, at the very least, some close derivative of myself. So, I said Wesley Adams.
 
   Wesley. Fucking. Adams.
 
   Might as well have blown the whole fucking mission wide open and told her my real name.
 
   Hi, I’m Weston Abbott, the CIA operative attempting to infiltrate your life. Wanna grab a coffee?
 
   I was such a fucking idiot. 
 
   I could’ve tried to justify it — could’ve told myself I’d only chosen a name similar to my own because it would be easier to remember, that lies were always more convincing when they held a grain of truth. But that was all bullshit. I’d changed my cover at the last second for one reason only: because when I finally heard Faith Morrissey say my name, I didn’t want it to be fake. I didn’t want it to be a lie. 
 
   And that was the most dangerous, reckless thing I’d ever done in all my years dodging bullets and running for my life on this job. 
 
   “Excuse me!” Match number seven was really getting flustered now. “You’re in my seat! I’m supposed to be with her this round.”
 
   I looked up at him once more. “Are you sure? I think you should go check with the brunette with the bullhorn. She looks like she’s a good mediator.”
 
   “But, I—”
 
   “Dude. You’re hovering.” 
 
   “But—”
 
   I turned back to Faith, who was barely managing to contain her laughter as the man stormed off to find matchmaker Linda. “Anyway, where was I?”
 
   “Breaking all my rules,” she muttered darkly, her eyes narrowing as she crossed her arms over her torso. 
 
   “And my own,” I added under my breath.
 
   “What?” Her brows lifted in question. 
 
   “I did warn you that I had no intention of following your rules the last time we spoke,” I pointed out.
 
   She huffed. “I don’t like you.” 
 
   I shrugged and grinned. “I don’t know why you’re so upset. You were right.” 
 
   “I usually am,” she said humbly, her smile reappearing. “But, pray tell, what about this time?”
 
   “Fate,” I said quietly.
 
   Her eyes went liquid with warmth. “So you believe in it, now?”
 
   “No,” I said carefully, gaze still on hers. “But you do.” 
 
   The skin around her eyes crinkled when she grinned. “I told you — you just had to have a little faith.” 
 
   I caught her play on words, but didn’t let on that I understood. “So, we have approximately two and a half minutes left. Let’s get cracking. I want to know your deepest secrets, fears, and dreams.” 
 
   “In that order?” she asked, laughing.
 
   “Of course. That’s what speed-dating is all about, right? Really getting to know someone? Every detailed facet of their personality, each nuance that makes them special, what really makes them tick…”
 
   “Oh, of course.” She snorted, her voice heavily laced with sarcasm. “All of the men I met tonight now know everything there is to know about me. Five minutes is really all it takes.”
 
   “I figured as much. Plus, they seemed like total gentlemen.” 
 
   “Six Prince Freaking Charmings in a row, let me tell you.”
 
   “Why are you here?” I was truly curious. “This doesn’t seem like your scene.”
 
   Her eyes darted left, three tables down the row to where her roommate was sitting. “My friend Margot kind of tricked me into it. Personally, I would’ve preferred an evening of medieval torture.” 
 
   “Hmm, what’s your pleasure? The Iron Maiden? Heretics Fork? Judas Cradle?” 
 
   She winced. “None of the above. Just guillotine me and get it over with.” 
 
   I laughed — a real, genuine chuckle that ricocheted inside my chest like a ping-pong ball. The sensation was totally foreign to me. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laughed without pretense; not because I was obligated to, not because it was something the man I was pretending to be might’ve found amusing, but because I actually wanted to express enjoyment at the words and wit of another human being. 
 
   “So…” She trailed off for a moment, a contemplative look in her eyes. “Wes.” 
 
   She said it slowly, as though she was testing out the feeling of the name as it rolled off her tongue. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself in check when she stared at me with those molten gold eyes and said it again. “Wes Adams.” 
 
   “That’s my name.” I swallowed roughly, my mouth suddenly dry. “Speaking of… isn’t it about time you told me yours?”
 
   She shook her head slowly. “No, I don’t think so. Just because you broke the rules of stranger club doesn’t mean I’m going to.” 
 
   “And how many times do you have to meet someone before they stop being a stranger?” 
 
   She shrugged and smiled unapologetically. “It varies.” 
 
   I sighed. “Wasn’t there a fair trade clause somewhere in the stranger club charter?”
 
   She laughed full out now. “Fair trade only applies to questions, not names. But valiant effort.”
 
   When the bell rang abruptly, neither of us moved. I listened to the sounds of the couples around us, saying their goodbyes and starting for the next table. I sensed Faith’s new match, hovering at my elbow, waiting for me to move. Waiting for his five minutes with her. But I didn’t get up. 
 
   “Linda is going to be mad at you,” she whispered, still grinning at me. 
 
   “I don’t fucking care, Red,” I whispered back. 
 
   “Dude, are you planning to move along any time soon?” Match number eight was not pleased with the delay. Five seconds later, the sound of a woman’s shrill voice, magnified through the megaphone, rang out in the air. 
 
   “Sir! Yoo-hoo! There at table nine!” Her voice was stern, but still bubbly with enthusiasm. “Please remember the rule! When you hear the bell toll, it’s time to stroll!” She rang it again for added emphasis. 
 
   Faith burst into laughter.
 
   “Alright, alright,” I said, pushing back from the table and rising to my feet. The waiting man immediately slipped into my spot and I turned my eyes to Faith, who was suddenly staring anywhere but in my direction. She looked a little crestfallen and, irrationally, I was pleased that the thought of me leaving upset her. 
 
   I was so fucked up over this girl. 
 
   Leaning down, I grabbed the strap of my easel case and slid it over my shoulder. When the man in my seat began to engage Faith in conversation, I extended my hand to her.
 
   Wide caramel eyes flew up to my face. 
 
   I raised my brows and waggled the fingers on my open-palmed hand. “You coming, Red?”
 
   Her face broke into a smile as she nodded and slipped her hand into mine.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eleven: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   GRISLY FLOWER PETALS
 
    
 
   My hand twined with his and I was startled by how much I liked the feeling of his calloused palm pressed warm against mine. I glanced apologetically at match number eight, muttered a quiet “sorry” under my breath, and allowed Wes to pull me to my feet. 
 
   “Excuse me!” Linda’s voice boomed through the megaphone. “Sir! Miss! There will be time to mingle at the conclusion of all the sessions. Where are you going?”
 
   “Oh, shit!” I cursed, looking up at Wes. “We’re so busted.” 
 
   He deliberated for a moment. “Well, there’s only one thing to do…” 
 
   I stared at him for a suspended instant, wondering if he was going to make me sit back down and suffer through another string of potential suitors. To my relief, his hand didn’t release mine — it only tightened and tugged, as he took off running at a breakneck pace that had me tripping over my own feet.
 
   “Run!” he explained needlessly. 
 
   I giggled, breathless and reeling, as we sprinted off the bank toward the path. Linda was chastising us with a fresh round of admonishments via the bullhorn, but there was no stopping us. 
 
   “Call you later, Margot!” I shouted over my shoulder to my roommate, locking eyes with her for a brief moment. Her eyebrows had drifted high on her forehead and she looked slightly concerned by the fact that I was making a break for it with a man she’d never before laid eyes on, but her mouth was half-lifted in a grin, so I knew she wasn’t too distraught that I’d abandoned speed-dating night. 
 
   “Be safe, you crazy bitch!” she yelled after me, which only made me laugh harder. 
 
   We ran like fugitives. Like Bonnie and Clyde, bolting from a big heist with the law on our heels. 
 
   There was no one chasing us, but that wasn’t the point. There was something exhilarating about holding hands with Wes Adams, running through City Park like lunatics, laughing so hard it was impossible to catch a good breath.
 
   ***
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked, swallowing roughly. 
 
   “It was my idea.” 
 
   “Well, I’m just not sure I’m ready…”
 
   “You’re ready.”
 
   “I’m…um…” 
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re backing out now.” His voice was teasingly exasperated. 
 
   “It’s just so….high,” I whispered, tilting my head back to take in the sight of the towering Chain Bridge, sprawled out before us in all its glory. When my gaze swung down to the brown-blue waters of the Danube flowing below, I gulped nervously. I knew that, as far as bridges went, this one wasn’t exceedingly tall. But that knowledge did little to calm my stomach, which was flipping queasily at even the thought of the fifteen-minute walk across to the Buda side of the city. 
 
   “It’s not that high,” Wes argued. “Even if you fell off — which you won’t — you’d probably walk away with nothing but a few bruises and a mouthful of river water.”
 
   I winced at the mental image of my body toppling over the railing.
 
   “You haven’t truly experienced Budapest until you’ve walked the Chain Bridge,” Wes pointed out. 
 
   I nodded — I knew he was right. The famous suspension bridge had been a Hungarian landmark since its construction in 1849. Its distinctive square towers and the imposing, carved-stone lion statues that guarded either side made it one of the most beautiful sights in the entire city. Scores of tourists were walking it at this very moment, snapping pictures and laughing without a care as I deliberated on a sidewalk.
 
   Thus far, most of my exploring had been limited to the Pest side of the city for this very reason — I couldn’t work up the courage to walk across a damn bridge. The university, my apartment, and the Hermes offices were all in Pest and, after a bit of begging during my first shift, Konrad had agreed to give me delivery routes on that side only. So, I didn’t necessarily have to go to Buda. But if I didn't conquer this fear, I’d be missing out on half of the place I’d come to immerse myself in. 
 
   Budapest was a city of split-personalities. Pest was a buzzing, bourgeois hub of restaurants, bars, clubs, and cafes; Buda was the richly historic home to the Royal Palace, Parliament, Castle Hill, and the Fisherman’s Bastion. Two distinct cities, one old and one new, divided by the Danube. 
 
   As a history student, I really needed to explore the old side — and, if I wanted to avoid paying for a ferry or a taxi every time, it was paramount that I get my ass walking across the damn bridges. Pronto.
 
   Unfortunately, as with most things, this was much easier said than done. 
 
   “I’m afraid of heights,” I squeaked out. 
 
   “You don’t say.” Wes’ voice was amused. 
 
   “You know, if you were a nice guy, you’d let me take the ferry. You wouldn’t make me do this.” 
 
   He was silent for a long moment — so long I thought he might not respond at all — but, finally, he broke the quiet with one, tiny word that, for no logical reason at all, sent chills down my spine.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   The softness of his tone — something I’d never heard from him before — immediately caught my attention. I turned my worried gaze away from the bridge in order to meet his eyes, which were empty of their usual teasing light and, instead, full of sincerity. His hand lifted carefully to touch my face, like a cautious hunter might approach a wounded wild animal — slow and steady movements, giving me ample time to bolt if I didn’t want the contact. To flinch back or flee if crossing this line from simple strangers to something more wasn’t what I wanted.
 
   I didn’t flinch or flee. In fact, I stood so still, I barely breathed as two fingertips landed gently on my cheekbone, skimming like the lightest flutter of a butterfly’s wings against my skin. 
 
   Stifling the involuntary gasp that threatened to escape my lips, I felt the electricity of his touch coursing through me like a current, from the tiny points of contact where the pads of his fingers smoothed away the worry lines on my face, all the way down to the soles of my feet. He traced slowly up the bridge of my nose, across my forehead, and down my temple, circling my eye in a caress so delicate I had to stop myself from leaning into his touch. 
 
   “You’re right,” he whispered.
 
   My thoughts were honed so intently on his featherlight fingers, I couldn’t string words together to form a response.
 
   “I’m not a nice guy,” he told me in a hushed voice. “I’m not going to give you a free pass when it comes to doing things you’re afraid of. If that makes me an asshole, so be it. Phobias, fears — either they own you, or you own them. Whether you let them rule you — that’s your choice, Red. I don’t live my life hiding from the shit that scares me. I don’t believe in running from fears; I believe in facing them.” 
 
   My lips parted in an exhale and I stared into his eyes, totally transfixed, as he spoke on. 
 
   “And, if it makes it easier… If you need me to…” He swallowed roughly. “I’ll face this one with you.” 
 
   He held out his hand for me to take and, without hesitation, I slid mine into his grasp. I didn’t know why, I couldn’t begin to explain it… but I trusted Wes implicitly. I looked into his eyes and thought, for the first time in a long time, for the first time maybe ever, someone had finally taken the time to look beneath my surface. To understand who I was deep down, where no one could see. 
 
   Except him. 
 
   He saw me.
 
   Not the Morrissey’s youngest child, or Saffron’s little sister. Not the homecoming queen or the honors-level history student. 
 
   Just me. Just Faith.
 
   A flurry of nervous butterflies erupted in my stomach — and they had absolutely nothing to do with heights.
 
   “If I die on this bridge, I’m gonna be so pissed at you,” I whispered.  
 
   “Aren’t you the one who’s always saying you just need to have a little faith?” he reminded me, that devilish, crooked smile playing on his lips. “I’ll keep you safe. I promise.” 
 
   I laughed. “Thanks for the reassurance. And, speaking of faith…” 
 
   His eyebrows arched in question. 
 
   “My name.” I paused for a beat. “I’m Faith.” 
 
   He was silent for a moment, a slow grin dawning like a glorious sunrise as he stared at me. My heart turned over at the sight. 
 
   “Of course you are,” he eventually murmured.
 
   “What does that mean?” I asked narrowing my eyes at him. I wasn’t sure whether he was complimenting or criticizing me. 
 
   “Just that it suits you.” He squeezed my hand in his. “Now, are you coming, or not?”
 
   My eyes drifted back to the bridge and my apprehension, lost momentarily as I stared into comforting, chocolate eyes, returned with a vengeance. “Um…” I swallowed against the lump that had lodged itself in my throat. “I, well, uh… See, the thing is—”
 
   Before I could voice the excuse hovering on the tip of my tongue, Wes laced his steady fingers through my shaky ones and pulled me close. My words dried up altogether as our bodies collided — interlocked hands trapped in the sliver of space between us, faces mere millimeters apart, eyes locking together in a heated gaze that made my heart race. For one crazy instant, I thought he might bend down just the slightest bit, close that final gap of distance between us, and kiss me. 
 
   Slowly, so slowly, he moved closer.
 
   My eyes dropped to his mouth and I watched its progression as the breath caught in my throat. 
 
   Closer.
 
   A fraction of an inch apart. Suddenly, I was longing for his lips to brush against mine. Praying for it. Fighting my innermost instincts, which were screaming to rise onto my toes and crush our lips together. 
 
   Closer. 
 
   A centimeter of space. Achingly near to tasting him. I licked dry lips in anticipation.
 
   Closer. 
 
   His mouth was practically on mine, now. If either of us moved even the slightest bit forward, we’d be kissing. And I knew it was stupid and reckless. I was fully aware that I knew virtually nothing about Wes Adams, that running off with a stranger in a foreign city was, by far, the most idiotic thing I’d ever done. I recognized my stupidity easily — heard all the internal rebukes, saw all the red flags. 
 
   Still, I was going to let him kiss me. 
 
   No — I had to let him kiss me. There was no choice, any longer. Because if he didn’t close that final bit of space between us, I’d shatter into a million sexually-charged pieces. I’d crumble into a pile of what used to be Faith Morrissey — splinters of a girl caught between the cobbles at the mouth of the Chain Bridge, blowing down the ancient avenues, floating in the Danube like grisly flower petals. 
 
   His lips parted; like a mirror, mine opened as well. 
 
   His eyes stared into mine with a burning intensity; I had no idea what emotions were swirling in the depths of my own gaze. 
 
   And, finally, after a small eternity of waiting, he moved that fraction closer. My heart pounded a mad tattoo in my chest as his breath ghosted across my lips…  
 
   “Oh, ye of little faith,” he taunted, breathing the mocking words into my mouth and instantly obliterating the intensity of the moment. 
 
   In that sliver of time, I wasn’t sure who I hated more — him, for toying with me, or myself, for believing him. I felt an inferno of embarrassment flame up my cheeks, and shoved at his shoulder as I moved out of his space. He didn’t let me get too far — his right hand was still interlaced tightly with my left.
 
   “You officially suck,” I muttered. I couldn’t believe I’d been so weak, that he’d drawn me in like that. And, if I was being honest, I was also irrationally disappointed that he’d only been joking around. “Let’s just walk the damn bridge.”
 
   He laughed and led me onward, to my doom. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twelve: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   COUNT TO FIVE
 
    
 
   She made it about three steps onto the bridge before her face paled, her palms went clammy, and her confidence fled entirely. Four steps, and the panic set in. Five, and she was ready to turn back around and forget the whole thing. 
 
   “I can’t do this, Wes,” she whimpered softly, squeezing my fingers harder than an enemy insurgent with a goddamn pair of vise-grips. Since it was her, I didn’t mind.
 
   “Yes, you can.” I drew to a stop and turned so I could see her eyes. They were wide with terror as they lifted to meet mine. Seeing the raw fear there was an unwanted punch to the gut. It hit me hard, a stinging jab beneath my ribcage. 
 
   For once, I didn’t want to cause pain — I wanted to cure it. 
 
   I didn’t want to break someone’s spirit — I wanted to bolster it.
 
   The sensation was strange. Unfamiliar. Unwelcome. 
 
   I shoved it from my mind and focused on the beautiful, fearful girl before me. 
 
   “Take a deep breath, Red. That’s it — in through your nose, out through your mouth. You’re panicking.” 
 
   She nodded, breathing deeply as she fought to regain control. 
 
   “Talk to me,” I ordered gently. 
 
   “Um…” He eyes lost some of their fear as confusion suffused their depths.
 
   “What do you like?” I asked abruptly. “Hobbies, interests…”
 
   She looked at me blankly.
 
   “What are you studying?” 
 
   “History.” She whispered her answer through parched lips, a new light entering her eyes. “I like history.”
 
   I nodded. “This bridge — it’s old. Really fucking old. I’m sure it has a great history. Why don’t you tell me about it?” 
 
   Her mouth lifted in a hollow half-smile. “You want to hear about the history of a bridge?” 
 
   “I want to hear the sound of your voice as we walk this damn historical bridge,” I corrected. “Frankly, the subject doesn’t matter much to me.”
 
   Her lips trembled into a full smile. 
 
   “See the lions?” she asked, gesturing at the dual stone statues on either side, which guarded the entrance to the bridge like sinuous feline sentinels. They were lit with spotlights, easily visible despite the fading sun. 
 
   Looking up, I nodded. “Kinda hard to miss those, Red.”
 
   She laughed softly. “Well, they’re from the original bridge. The rest was destroyed in World War II and eventually rebuilt, but the lions survived the siege.” 
 
   “Why? They were too ugly to destroy?” I guessed, grimacing at the colossal cats. 
 
   Faith gasped in outrage. “They aren’t ugly! They’re a work of art!” 
 
   “Just teasing, Red. Carry on.” 
 
   She huffed lightly, but a smile was twitching the corners of her mouth. “Anyway, these beautiful, historic lions are from the 19th century. Legend goes that the sculptor who made them was so proud of his work, he dared the crowds at the bridge’s opening ceremony to find a flaw. He was so confident in their perfection, he declared he’d end his life if anyone found a single mistake.” 
 
   “Sounds like a prick,” I noted, taking a few steps forward onto the bridge. Faith was so wrapped up in her story, she followed docilely, not seeming to notice where I was leading her. Her eyes were distant and animated as she spoke, recalling facts and figures from long ago. With measured steps down the pedestrian walk, I guided her out over open water. 
 
   “Well, then you’ll enjoy the rest of this story,” she told me, her cheeks flushed with enthusiasm. “The crowds gathered to see the new bridge and, when the statues were revealed, a little boy in the audience gleefully pointed out that the lions didn’t have tongues.” Faith chuckled under her breath, her whole face lighting up with mischievous joy. 
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek. Hard. 
 
   Better to focus on the pain than the way she made me feel when she looked like that. 
 
   “Devastated his perfect lions weren’t so perfect after all, legend goes that the sculptor threw himself over the side of the bridge and fell to his death.” 
 
   I snorted. “A bit dramatic, don’t you think?” 
 
   “Tell me about it.” Faith’s smile stretched wider. “He didn’t really die, of course. It’s just part of the myth. But the tongueless lions have become sort of a citywide joke.” 
 
   “You get your kicks where you can,” I murmured, drawing to a full stop. 
 
   We’d reached the exact center of the bridge. 
 
   Faith shook her head lightly as she laughed, still lost in her thoughts. 
 
   “Red?”
 
   “Mhmm?” she hummed, turning her attention to me. 
 
   As soon as she stopped thinking about the past and focused on her present, her eyes went wide with terror and her face drained of color. She backed as far from the railing as she could on the narrow walkway, tripping over a family of German tourists in her frantic flight with a series of whispered, white-faced apologies. 
 
   Hand still clasped around hers, I followed until her back pressed against the stone partition dividing walkers from cars. I leaned into her frame, forcing her to focus on me. 
 
   “Faith.” I whispered it like a benediction, my voice hushed and undeserving as I used her name for the first time — an unfit outlaw addressing a queen. 
 
   Her eyes snapped to mine and held.
 
   “I’ve got you,” I told her simply, squeezing her hand in mine. “You hear me?”
 
   She nodded unconvincingly. 
 
   “You’re safe. I can’t promise you much, but I’ll promise you this — you will always be safe with me.” I tried to convince myself it wasn’t a lie as the words left my mouth. “Look how far you’ve made it already, Red. You’re halfway there, without even realizing it.” 
 
   Her eyes left mine for a moment, darting over my shoulder to glance at the waters of the Danube. I heard her breathing rate increase, felt her heartbeat speed up to a rapid staccato at the pulse point in her wrist. Panic was setting in again. 
 
   “When I was a little boy—” I broke off abruptly and swallowed down the indecision that was clawing at my throat in a chokehold. I warred internally — did I follow protocol, as I’d done a million times before, and fabricate a convincing little anecdote to comfort her? Or, for the first time ever, did I throw the rulebook in the fucking river and give her a piece of my own past? 
 
   Those beseeching honey-gold eyes returned to mine and the decision was made without another thought about proper procedure. 
 
   “When I was small, I didn’t have anyone. And, for a while, I was scared of everything — the dark, the monsters under the bed, the kids who were bigger and stronger than me at the shelter. Thunderstorms, dogs, strangers on the street. You name it, I feared it. Solitude makes the world a helluva lot scarier, especially when you’re a kid.” My eyes lost their focus as my thoughts turned inward, to places I’d left unexplored for decades. “After one particularly bad day, which started and ended with an empty stomach, I’d crawled into this abandoned warehouse and curled into a ball on the floor. And I remember just crying like the fucking world was ending. For hours, till my eyes ached and my face was a streaked mess of dirt and snot and tears.” 
 
   Faith stared at me, her panic gone. In its place was a look that I wanted to hate on principle, but couldn’t. It wasn’t pity — it was horrified compassion. I couldn’t meet her eyes when she was looking at me that way, so I stared over the top of her head at the buildings on the embankment, their windows illuminating like distant fireflies as dusk fell.
 
   “Hunger breaks you down, makes you weak. Not just your body; your mind.” I cleared my throat, as though that might expel the emotion that had lodged itself there. “I let it break me, that night.”
 
   Faith was silent, absorbing my words with rapt attention. I swallowed again, as more cobwebbed, dust-coated memories rose to the surface unbidden.
 
   “Finally, I heard a voice in the darkness. Nearly pissed my pants, I was so scared. It was this other street kid — bigger, stronger, meaner than me. He’d been on the streets for years. Told me to shut the fuck up so he could finally get some shut eye.” One corner of my mouth lifted involuntarily. “And then he gave me a piece of advice I never forgot.” 
 
   I forced myself to look into Faith’s eyes. 
 
   “He told me, no matter what happens, no matter how scared you are, you can’t let fear shut you down forever. So you give it five seconds — you let it own you, control you, take hold of every one of your senses. But only for those five, finite seconds. You breathe them in, count them down. And when they’re over..” I dragged a ragged breath through my mouth. “You tell the fear to go fuck itself.” 
 
   Forcibly, I pulled out of my twisted stroll down memory lane. I was rattled I’d revealed so much. Once I’d started, I hadn’t been able to stop myself from spitting out the whole goddamn sob story. I’d kept it locked inside for too long, without an outlet. I hadn’t talked about this shit since… 
 
   Actually, I’d never talked about this shit. Period. 
 
   Our eyes locked. Both of us were breathing too fast, like we’d been running a goddamned marathon. I didn’t know what else to say to her, so I waited. 
 
   “Just count to five?” she finally asked in a small voice. “That’s the big secret?”
 
   I nodded. “Just count to five, Red.” 
 
   She looked over her shoulder at the water and panic flashed briefly on her features. Taking one shaky step closer to the railing, her grip tightened on mine. 
 
   “Will you count with me?” 
 
   I couldn’t hide the smile that was tugging at my lips. “Of course.” 
 
   Together, we took a step closer to the edge. 
 
   “One,” I counted, nodding in encouragement when she looked my way.
 
   A shiver of fear rippled through her body, but she took another determined step toward the water.
 
   “Two,” she whispered.
 
   “Three.” I squeezed her hand tighter as we moved in unison. Almost there, now.
 
   “Four,” she said in pinched voice, taking the final step. Waists pressed against the stone railing, we stood shoulder-to-shoulder and stared out at the river. I saw the whites of her eyes flash when her gaze dropped straight down over the edge. Shaking visibly, she crushed her lids closed, took a deep breath in through her nose, and released it with a whoosh of air that made her entire body sway like a reed in the wind. 
 
   “Five,” she breathed, opening her eyes to stare into mine. 
 
   I stilled for a beat, watching to see if the panic would return. Waiting for her to freak out or run from the railing, toward the relative safety of the wall.
 
   She didn’t. 
 
   Instead, she did something so surprising, it nearly knocked me on my ass. She unlaced her fingers from mine, stepped forward into my space, and wrapped her arms around me in an embrace that had me clenching my jaw and curling my fists in an attempt to maintain even the pretense of control. 
 
   And there on a bridge in the middle of the Danube, with a beautiful girl pressed tight against me, I felt my mask slip. For just a moment, I let Wesley Adams fall away and Weston Abbott took his place. His thoughts filled my mind, swirling in a chaotic tangle, and for once I didn’t push them out. 
 
   This girl. 
 
   She kills me. 
 
   Every look, every laugh, every smile. 
 
   She slays me. Breaks me. 
 
   Undoes me. Creates me. 
 
   She sets everything in my hollow, heartless world on fire. 
 
   And I let her. 
 
   Because I love to feel the flames lick my skin. 
 
   The chaos she incites, ignites… 
 
   It’s the realest thing I’ve ever felt. 
 
   My hesitant arms lifted of their own volition to return her embrace, wrapping around her frame in a light grip that wasn’t quite a hug. I was out of practice at this. Undoubtedly, I was fucking it up. 
 
   She didn’t seem to notice, though. She just hugged me tighter. 
 
   Minutes ticked by as we stood there, interlocked in an embrace I felt down to my tar-black soul. Her forehead tucked against my shoulder, her fingertips dug into the thin cotton of my t-shirt like she couldn’t bring herself to let go. 
 
   The sun set, and the moon drifted up to take its place. 
 
   The stars appeared one by one, sprinkling the sky with light. 
 
   The summer breeze lost its warmth, and a chill blew off the water. 
 
   And still, we stood. Frozen. Entwined like one figure, one soul, for so long the lines between where I ended and she began became blurred. There was nothing left to say — I had no pretty words for her. I didn’t even have more ugly ones.  So I let my arms speak for me.
 
   I tightened my grip and returned her embrace, holding her until thoughts of who I was supposed to be and what I was supposed to be doing here disappeared entirely. Until I was just a nameless man on a bridge with a brave girl in his arms. Until it was just us. 
 
   Wes and Faith. 
 
   Faith and Wes. 
 
   We were doomed from the start. A lost cause. A losing battle. 
 
   And yet, in that narrow instant, I didn’t give a single fuck. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirteen: FAITH 
 
    
 
    
 
   UP TO FATE
 
    
 
   “You sneaky little bitch!”
 
   “Hello to you too, Margot,” I muttered, dumping my wallet on the countertop and making my way over to the couch where she was sprawled out beneath a fuzzy red blanket reading Tina Fey’s new autobiography. Birdy’s All You Never Say was humming quietly from the kitchen speakers. There was a large mug of tea sitting in front of my roommate — I snatched it off the table and took a swig without waiting for permission. 
 
   “Hey!” she protested. “Make your own!”
 
   I smiled as I settled in next to her and set down the cup. “Relax, I only wanted a sip.” 
 
   “First, you ditch speed-dating to run off with a scrumptious mystery man I’ve never heard a you utter a friggen word about, and then you steal my oolong,” Margot grumbled. “You have some serious explaining to do, woman.” 
 
   “Can it wait till tomorrow?” I cast bleary eyes at the clock above the stove. “It’s past midnight and I’m beat.” 
 
   “Ask me how much I care.” 
 
   Uh oh. Margot was using her this-means-business voice. I sighed and snuggled deeper into the couch cushions, tugging a corner of her red throw over my lap. My roommate glared at me — blanket thievery was clearly even more unwelcome than tea snatching. 
 
   “How was the rest of speed-dating?” I asked, hoping to delay the inevitable for a while longer.
 
   It was Margot’s turn to sigh. “Miserable.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   She grimaced. “Let’s just say, none of them were boyfriend material.” 
 
   I tried desperately to hold in my laughter. “Didn’t you meet Earl?” 
 
   Margot threw a pillow at my face when a flurry of giggles escaped my lips. I only laughed harder as I dodged the soft missile, holding up my hands in surrender.
 
   “Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” I managed to gasp out between laughs. “Seriously, there were some good looking guys there. I’m sure some of them were into you.” 
 
   Margot shook her head. “All of the hot ones were either only interested in sex, or totally uninterested in me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Margot. It’s their loss, not yours.”
 
   “At least mosquitoes still find me attractive,” she muttered darkly, scratching at several puffy red bumps on her arms. 
 
   I snorted. 
 
   “I’m serious!” she groused. “As soon as the sun went down, the little blood-suckers were out in force. You’re lucky you made your escape before then…” Her eyes narrowed. “Which brings us back to you. Time to spill about your secret rendezvous, Faith.”
 
   A deep sigh escaped my lips. “It wasn’t a secret rendezvous.” 
 
   “What was it, then?”
 
   “Fate,” I murmured. 
 
   Now Margot was the one snorting. 
 
   I ignored her. “His name is Wes. And, honestly, I know practically nothing about him.” 
 
   “So, you ran off with a total stranger because…” she stared at me like I’d grown an extra head. 
 
   “There’s just something about him. I don’t know how to explain it. It’s…” I drifted off, trying to find the words but coming up empty. “We have a connection. It’s like… like nothing I’ve ever felt before. He just gets me.” 
 
   “A total stranger gets you?” Margot’s tone was incredulous. “As in, he gets the money from your wallet when you’re not paying attention? Or he gets into your pants after slipping a roofie into your drink?” 
 
   I shook my head absently, thinking back to the bridge. Despite my roommate’s words, I couldn’t dismiss the connection I felt to Wes. Memories from the night filtered through my mind. 
 
   Dark eyes. Soft-spoken promises. 
 
   Panic, fear. Comfort, compassion.
 
   Wrapped up in a stranger, as the moon rose over the Danube, my bloodstream had thrummed with adrenaline. My body was wracked with so many emotions I’d never be able to sort them all out. 
 
   I’d never felt so alive. 
 
   I cleared my throat lightly and tried to articulate my thoughts once more. “Wes Adams looks at me like he knows me better than anyone I’ve ever met in my life. So, yeah, maybe it’s weird that I don’t know his middle name or where he works or why he’s in Budapest, or what his freaking phone number is.” I swallowed roughly. “None of that changes the fact that when he looks at me, he sees me. The real me.” 
 
   There was a brief pause as Margot contemplated my words. 
 
   “You’re nuts,” she declared decidedly. 
 
   “Quite possibly,” I agreed.  
 
   “So, what did you do with this stranger who gets you?” 
 
   “Faced fears. Counted to five.” 
 
   “English, please.” 
 
   I smiled a secret smile. “We walked the Chain Bridge.” 
 
   “But you’re afraid of heights,” she pointed out.
 
   “Exactly.” 
 
   “Do you have to be so cryptic?” she complained. “I want details, woman.”
 
   “I’m not being cryptic.” I was totally being cryptic. “There just isn’t much to tell. We walked the bridge, then he walked me home. End of story.”  
 
   That wasn’t exactly the truth. Sure, we’d walked the bridge and, yes, afterwards he’d walked me home. But something monumental had happened between us in the dark, suspended over the river in an embrace. We’d barely spoken, yet I’d felt Wes’ impression on my soul like a brand since he walked away from my door stoop a half hour ago. 
 
   But how did you put that into words for another person? How did you explain that to your roommate, as though it was nothing more than regular, post-date gossip and girl talk?
 
   I couldn’t trivialize it. 
 
   Wouldn’t debase or dissect it for someone who’d never understand. 
 
   “Well, are you going to see him again?” Margot’s question interrupted my musings. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I hope so. But I guess it’s up to fate.”  
 
   She sighed, reached for her tea, and took a large sip. “What the hell does that mean? Don’t normal people just trade phone numbers, text awkwardly for a few days, then get together and have hot sex? I’m pretty sure there’s a rule about that inscribed in our generation’s book of dating norms.”
 
   I couldn’t stop myself from grinning. “Nothing normal about this, Margot.” 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I’m cranky, I haven’t gotten laid in weeks, I’m covered in mosquito bites, and I’m far too sober for conversations where you speak in 90% riddles.” She reached out and picked up her book. “So, if you don’t mind…” She glanced pointedly from the open pages to my bedroom door.
 
   “Oh, fine, you crotchety bitch.” I laughed and blew her a kiss as I rose to my feet. “I’m going, I’m going.”  
 
   “Love you,” she called after me.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Love you too.” 
 
   ***
 
   “Please sign here, sir.” 
 
   With my bike balanced between my legs and one hand holding the handlebars steady, I waited for the man to sign the electronic invoice on my company-issued iPhone screen. He scribbled something indecipherable with his fingertip, chuckled under his breath at the sight of his messy “signature,” and passed the phone back to me. 
 
   “Köszönöm,” the man muttered, accepting his parcel with impatient hands. 
 
   “You’re welcome!” I called, stowing the phone in a side pocket of my messenger bag. He slammed the door in my face and disappeared inside without another word.
 
   I blew out a huff of air. Apparently some people weren’t so enamored with the Hermes girls, after all.
 
   With a swift kick off the ground, I pushed my bike from his stoop into traffic. Navigating the city during rush hour was a nightmare. Hungarian drivers were fond of laying on the horn, cursing like sailors, and causing perpetual gridlock. Plus, they seemed to think that stopping for bicyclists was an optional pursuit — if I didn’t pay attention, I’d be run over multiple times each shift. 
 
   And, honestly, paying attention had been something of a struggle for the past ten days. 
 
   Ever since I’d watched Wes walk away from my doorstep, I could barely focus on anything. Not my classes, or my job, or even the words on the pages of my favorite novel. Even now, riding from one delivery to the next, I couldn’t help myself from replaying our goodbye over and over in my mind…
 
   We didn’t hold hands when he walked me home. It seemed, through some unspoken agreement, we both needed a little space after so thoroughly invading each other’s privacy back on the bridge. This connection… it was new. Scary. With Wes, I was swimming in uncharted waters. Miles offshore, so far over my head I’d lost sight of any familiar points of land.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered finally, when we were a block or so from my apartment. 
 
   Wes flinched at the sound of my voice — he seemed far away, lost in distant thoughts I had no access to. His expression was unreadable, his dark eyes carefully averted from mine. In lieu of a real response, he turned his head slightly to glance at me, nodded once in acknowledgement, and kept walking. 
 
   This was an entirely different man than the one who’d held me in the circle of his arms on the bridge. 
 
   I had no idea what to think, to say, to do. So, heart lodged firmly in my throat, I walked the rest of the way home without breaking the silence until we reached my door. 
 
   “Well, this is me,” I mumbled, my eyes on the cobblestones by my feet. They were surprisingly shiny — worn smooth by the tread of thousands of feet over hundreds of years. When, once again, Wes failed to respond, I scuffed the toe of my sandal against a stone, abruptly angry at the turn my magical night had taken. 
 
   Lifting my eyes, I glared at his expressionless face. 
 
   “I don’t know what happened to you in the last thirty minutes and, frankly, I don’t care. You might not want to admit it to me or even to yourself, but something changed tonight. Shit got personal. We invaded each other’s space. We made ourselves vulnerable for a second. You saw me, and I saw you, Wes.”
 
   I was breathing hard by the time I broke off — I’d become quite worked up as the words poured from me in a frustrated torrent — but that didn’t stop me from continuing.
 
   “Maybe we got too personal. Crossed that comfortable little line of distance strangers draw around themselves to keep things superficial and fun. But, if you remember, you’re the one who dragged me across that damn bridge and across that damn line!” I threw my hands up, exasperated. “I don’t play games, Wes. That’s not me. I don’t do half-assed or hot-and-cold, high-handed or hush-hush. So, even though you don’t want to hear it, I’m going to tell you anyway…”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him and took a deep breath. 
 
   “Thank you. Thank you. For tonight, for the bridge. For giving me a little piece of your strength when I needed it.” I wanted to reach out for his hand but I held back, determined to get the rest of my speech out. “You did something for me that no one on this earth has ever even attempted to. You put yourself out there for me. You made me face my biggest fear. And, up until a half hour ago, when you started pulling the silent treatment on me, you gave me what was probably the best night of my entire existence.”
 
   Almost against his will, his face softened. His dark eyes thawed a bit at my words, locking onto mine and holding in a stare I wanted to shake off in a fit of childish indignation but couldn’t quite bring myself to break. 
 
   “I don’t know if I can do this,” he finally whispered, his words so low it seemed as if he was talking to himself. 
 
   I lifted my eyebrows in question, but he didn’t have any answers for me. 
 
   Our eyes locked as another moment dragged on in total silence. We stood, taking each other in as we had that first day in Heroes’ Square. Except tonight, we weren’t total strangers. There was an underlying intensity, an intimacy, in our glances now. A deeper understanding that hadn’t been there before. 
 
   He took a deep breath, as though to steady himself, before leaning forward into my space. My breath caught as he laced one hand into the hair at the nape of my neck and, to my absolute astonishment, pressed a lingering kiss to my forehead. My eyes closed automatically as I savored the sensation of his lips on my skin. I breathed in his scent — rich leather and exotic, unnamable spices. 
 
   I wondered what he’d taste like.
 
   My heart was pounding so hard I was sure he could hear it. I should’ve been embarrassed by its rapid throbbing, but I wasn’t. Nothing in my life had ever felt so right as the soft press of Wes’ mouth against my forehead.
 
   And yet, after a few seconds of internal celebratory cartwheels, I began to realize this wasn’t the beginning of a fairytale romance — it was the ending. 
 
   A goodbye kiss.
 
   He pulled away, but I still felt the imprint of his lips on my forehead like a searing wound. A brand of his own making, scorched permanently into my skin like an invisible tattoo. 
 
   “Goodbye, Faith.” He stared at me for another moment, his eyes roaming my face as though they were memorizing my every feature. Then, he turned on his heel and walked away.
 
   “So that’s it?” I called after him, unable to let him leave without some kind of explanation. “You’re just going to walk away, Wes?”
 
   He didn’t turn around — he was almost out of sight.
 
   “What about fate?” My voice cracked on the last word. 
 
   “Don’t believe in it, Red.” His words drifted back to me through the night, a disembodied specter. “Never have, never will.” 
 
   I pressed my eyes closed so I didn’t have to see him disappear into the dark. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fourteen: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   NO SHIT SHERLOCK
 
    
 
   “Abbott,” I clipped into my phone. 
 
   “Identification?” The coolly detached female voice was as familiar to me as my own.
 
   “01908.” I rattled off my personal ID tag from memory. 
 
   “Verified,” the voice confirmed. “Hold for connection.” 
 
   I waited about thirty seconds, listening to the faint buzz of white noise over the receiver as I was patched through to Command. You’d think the fucking CIA had enough left over in their trillion-dollar budget that they could’ve at least sprung for some canned hold-music. 
 
   Breathing hard, I tried to ignore the burning in my calves. The call had come in the middle of my run, and stopping so abruptly after jogging nearly ten miles of Buda’s rolling hills was enough to give even the fittest person shin splints. There was no avoiding it — when Command called, you answered. No exceptions. 
 
   Finally, Benson’s voice crackled over the line, his tone curt, sharper than a whip. 
 
   “Abbott. You haven’t checked in for twelve days. I need a status report on Szekely.”
 
   I took a deep breath and prayed for patience. Dealing with Benson was a bigger pain in the ass than a fucking colonoscopy. Handlers were rarely a joy to work with, but Benson brought an all new level of asshattery to the job. 
 
   “Surveillance is in place on the exterior office doors.” I stepped off the deserted running path and positioned my body against a nearby tree, so I had an unobscured view of anyone approaching.  “I’ve got nothing inside yet — there are armed guards posted at every exit point. Not Rent-a-Cop types, either. Paid hitters, each with a long list of bodies on his resume.” 
 
   “We need eyes inside that building.” 
 
   No shit, Sherlock. 
 
   I somehow managed to hold in the retort. “I’ve been tailing three of Szekely’s top men — all of them are Hungarian ex-army intelligence, black ops. They take care of anyone who Szekely considers a threat or who so much as looks at him the wrong way. I’ve bugged their home landlines, but that has limited value. They do almost all their business on company cell phones. I’m working on access.”
 
   “And Szekely’s main compound?”
 
   “Impenetrable. Cameras, bodyguards, attack dogs. State of the art security system, with motion detection and heat sensors. You put your fucking pinky toe on his property, his head of security knows about it.” 
 
   “This man is running one of the biggest crime syndicates in Europe and no one’s ever seen his face. We’re the best intelligence organization in the world with the most sophisticated technology known to man, and we have nothing more than a grainy surveillance photo of his profile from two decades ago,” Benson said brusquely, as though I were somehow at fault for the agency’s twenty-year-old shitty intel. 
 
   “Man’s a ghost.” I shrugged. 
 
   Benson sighed. “Have you at least been able to confirm that Szekely is using the couriers to transfer arms and correspondence to his assets in the city?”
 
   “Nothing definite, yet,” I hedged, hoping to steer the conversation in another direction. 
 
   “Abbott.” I could easily envision Benson leaning back in his chair, his doughy arms crossed over his chest in exasperation. “It sounds to me like you’re sitting on your ass, enjoying a Hungarian holiday. You’ve been there three weeks — I expect something more than phone taps and nanny cams. Where are you with infiltration? I assume you’ve isolated a mark, by this point.” He scoffed. 
 
   I scraped the knuckles of my free hand against the rough bark of the tree.  
 
   It was easy to be pompous and peremptory from behind a desk. With his overweight, out-of-shape ass parked firmly in a plush leather chair, the only thing that made Benson break a sweat these days was Free Doughnut Day in the company cafeteria. He wouldn’t last a day out here. He had essentially no field experience. He probably hadn’t picked up his gun since he left The Farm. And here I was, reporting my every move to him. 
 
   Bureaucracy at its finest. 
 
   “Well?” Benson prompted impatiently. 
 
   “I have a mark,” I bit out, Faith’s face flashing in my mind. 
 
   “Excellent. I expect some intel on that front within the week. And Abbott?”
 
   “Sir.” The word curdled on my tongue, sour as spoiled milk. 
 
   “If you can’t deliver, I will assign someone else to this mission. Keep me informed.”
 
   He clicked off. 
 
   I slid the phone carefully back into the bicep-holster I used while running, took a deep breath in through my nose, and punched the tree with so much force, every knuckle on my right hand split wide open. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifteen: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   MARIONETTE STRINGS
 
    
 
   I walked the dark halls of Hermes in a semi-daze. Ten days post-Wes and my anger had fizzled into depression, which in turn had faded into begrudging resignation. It was time to admit defeat, to acknowledge that he’d been right all along. 
 
   Fate was bullshit. 
 
   I’d never see Wes Adams again. 
 
   I wasn’t sure why that hurt so damn much. I barely knew the guy. 
 
   Can you miss something that was never yours to begin with? 
 
   Can you mourn the absence of someone you never even had? 
 
   My chest ached as though Wes had reached under my ribcage and removed a piece of my heart when he’d walked away. Perhaps I was grieving for our potential — for the future that might have been. Because in three short encounters with Wes, I’d felt things no one else had ever stirred in me. It sounded so cliché I couldn’t say it out loud — I could barely even say it in my head — but it was as though my soul had recognized something kindred in his. As if some facet of my innermost self had cried out because, at long last, it had found its mate. 
 
   In those briefest of shared moments, we’d come to know one another not through conversations or games of Twenty Questions, but through something far more elemental. Bound together by essential, invisible threads, we’d moved, breathed, existed as one — two twin marionettes on the same string. 
 
   But he’d cut his lines and walked away. 
 
   Now, I hung alone in empty air, as I’d done for most of my life. The solitude was familiar, but somehow seemed more unbearable now than it ever did before I’d known Wes existed.
 
   Margot had surely noticed the absence of my usual cheerful disposition over the past two weeks, but she’d refrained from commenting or shoving an I-told-you-so down my throat. Instead, she’d been intent on distracting me — dragging me all over the city, exploring historic sites and hot clubs in equal measure. She even forced me to cross the Chain Bridge into Buda on our day off, waiting patiently as I freaked out for five long seconds before grabbing my hand and guiding me over.
 
   As I’d counted to five, I couldn’t stop myself from imagining his face or hearing his voice.
 
   You breathe them in, count them down. And when they’re over… 
 
   You tell the fear to go fuck itself.
 
   I wasn’t sure whether it was his words or the memory of his dark eyes that made my fear flee. But, for the first time since I’d come to Budapest, I made it across the damn bridge without being reduced to a puddle of panic. I guess, if nothing else, he’d given me a way to get over my fears. 
 
   Too bad I couldn’t apply the same strategy when it came to getting over him.
 
   I blew out an exasperated huff of air as I walked toward the staff room. I’d been so distracted, I’d completely forgotten my book bag in my locker after today’s shift. Typically, I would’ve seen that as a sign from the gods that I didn’t need to spend my night studying, but Professor Varga had emailed the entire class earlier this evening, warning of a possible pop quiz during tomorrow’s lecture. If I didn’t brush up on Hungarian history, my GPA would start to suffer right along with my heart. 
 
   The office was eerily quiet. 
 
   Deliveries stopped at 8 p.m. each night, and it was well past 10 p.m. by now. I’d never seen the halls so deserted — no couriers were rushing from the sorting room to their bikes, no new packages were speeding by on the now-motionless conveyor belt. The front doors had been firmly bolted, the entry lights doused. Irenka, Marko, and Istvan were absent from their usual posts. I’d had to walk around the side of the building and scan my company badge to open the small entrance by the delivery ramps.
 
   It was strange to see what was typically a hub of endless activity totally silent — like wandering an amusement park alone after closing time, when the twirling carnival lights had gone dark and the rides had drawn to a standstill. It felt eerie. Unnatural. 
 
   I cast wary eyes around the empty office, suddenly worried I wasn’t supposed to be here after business hours.
 
   But, surely, it was okay for me to dart in and out for a textbook. It wasn’t like I was vandalizing the place. I’d be here less than five minutes. No reason to freak out. 
 
   Still, I picked up my pace when I rounded a corner and spotted the door. 
 
   Halfway down the hallway, I started to a stop when I heard the unmistakable sounds of muffled conversation. Feet frozen, my eyes traveled to the small alcove I passed each day on the way to my locker. The double doors there were always firmly closed during my shifts, but now I saw they were slightly ajar, allowing hushed, male voices to spill into the passage and reach my ears. I couldn’t make out their words — they were speaking Hungarian — but the low, urgent nature of their tones made my feet falter and my heart begin to pound.
 
   A little voice in the back of my mind was screaming at me to turn back, telling me something wasn’t right here. That I should forget the damned book and walk — no, run — for the nearest exit.
 
   Curiosity killed the cat, my inner voice shrieked. 
 
   I was more of a dog person, anyway. 
 
   Dismissing my intuition, I crept forward, my footfalls soft against the carpeted floor. When I reached the alcove, I peered around the corner through the cracked door. Two men wearing the same uniform Marko and Istvan always dressed in — night guards, from the looks of it — were standing in front of a large bank of screens.  Their discussion was growing more heated by the second, but my attention was focused on the pixelated wall behind them. From the looks of it, I’d stumbled upon a surveillance room. 
 
   There were six monitors, each displaying various views of hallways and exit points in what appeared to be multiple buildings. Some of the split-screen images showed what looked like the Hermes office interior; others were entirely foreign to me. On the largest monitor in the center, there was a computerized street map of Budapest, with several red blinking dots scattered at different locations throughout the city.
 
   I wasn’t a tech expert by any means, but it looked like they were tracking something. Several somethings, actually. 
 
   But what — the bikes? The packages? 
 
   Why did a simple courier service need so much security? 
 
   And, more importantly… was I about to appear on one of those monitors? 
 
   I felt my stomach churn with unease at the thought. It took effort, but I managed to keep my eyes from wildly scanning the ceiling above, looking for cameras trained on me, as I backed slowly away from the door. 
 
   It was time to get out of here. Screw the textbook, screw the quiz. I didn’t want to be at Hermes another moment. The guards were distracted by their argument — they’d never know I was here.
 
   Slinking back toward the exit, I cursed my stupid decision-making the entire time. Then, I cursed Wes Adams for clouding my head and making me forget my damn book bag in the first place. And then, I cursed Professor Varga because, really, if he hadn’t threatened a freaking pop quiz, I wouldn’t be in this mess at all.
 
   As I neared the back door, I felt some of my panic ease. I hadn’t done anything wrong — I wasn’t sure why I’d responded with such fear. Even if I’d been spotted, it’s not like they would’ve done anything to me. I’d obviously overreacted.
 
   Or… maybe not. 
 
   Because when I rounded the final corner that would lead me to the exit, I bumped straight into Istvan’s broad chest. And he did not look happy to see me. 
 
   ***
 
   “How did you get in here?” he hissed for the second time, his hands wrapped like iron shackles around my biceps. His normally friendly eyes were narrowed on my face and filled with suspicion. 
 
   “I told you already, Istvan! I scanned my badge and came through the delivery entrance.” I tried to calm my racing heartbeat. This was Istvan. We were friends — or, if not friends, then acquaintances. I said hi to him every time I arrived for a shift. He laughed at Margot’s lame jokes. He wouldn’t hurt me.
 
   Right? 
 
   “There was no guard at the door?” he growled, disbelief written plainly on his features.
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Why are you here?” His hands tightened on my arms. 
 
   “Look, I just needed my textbook.” I swallowed roughly. “I swear.” 
 
   He muttered something indecipherable in Hungarian. 
 
   “You’re hurting me,” I said quietly. 
 
   His grip loosened marginally but he didn’t release me.
 
   “You aren’t supposed to be here after hours.” His expression was grim. “I should report this.” 
 
   “I didn’t know, Istvan. I’m really sorry. I had no idea.” I stared at him with wide eyes, imploring him to believe me. “I’m a terrible liar — just ask any of my older siblings. You’d know if I was lying to you. I have a big quiz tomorrow in my history class and I forgot my school bag. That’s it. I promise.” 
 
   He stared at me for a long moment, weighing my words. 
 
   “Wait here.” He released me abruptly and turned away. “And don’t move.”
 
   Crap. I was so screwed. He was totally going to report me. I was definitely going to lose my job. 
 
   I rubbed my tender arm muscles as I watched him walk away. For two long minutes — the longest freaking minutes of my life — I waited for him to return. I didn’t dare run, knowing that would only make me look guiltier. If there was any chance of salvaging this situation, I had to hold my ground. 
 
   He finally returned and I nearly collapsed with relief when I saw he was alone and, to my surprise, carrying my book bag in one hand. He shoved it roughly in my direction, leveling me with a serious look that undoubtedly would’ve made me pee my pants had there been a single drop of liquid in my bladder. 
 
   “Office hours are 6 a.m. to 8 p.m.” His tone was grave. “Don’t forget it.” 
 
   I nodded, my shaky fingers clamping onto the fabric and clutching it tightly to my chest. 
 
   “You’re lucky it was me,” Istvan muttered, his eyes on the ceiling. “Anyone else and you’d be…” 
 
   “Fired?” I whispered.
 
   His eyes flew back to mine. “Yeah…fired.” 
 
   There was something strange about the way he said those words, but I was so focused on the fact that he was letting me go without reporting me, I didn’t expend too much brainpower dissecting it. 
 
   “Thank you, Istvan.” 
 
   He stepped forward to pull the door open for me. “Don’t mention it.” He glanced at me through slitted eyes. “Seriously. Don’t.”
 
   I nodded again. 
 
   “See you tomorrow, Faith.” 
 
   “Bye.” 
 
   I slipped through the exit and out into the night, thanking my lucky stars that my job — and my skin — were still intact. I didn’t let my thoughts linger too long on Istvan’s strange reaction, or the fact that Hermes had a heck of a lot of surveillance in place for a family-run courier service. Sometimes, it was simply better to be left in the dark.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Sixteen: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   KISS OR KILL
 
    
 
   Faith Fucking Morrissey. 
 
   The girl was going to get herself killed. 
 
   I watched from a rooftop across the street as she exited the Hermes building, hugging her backpack to her chest like a lost little girl reunited with her favorite childhood toy. Despite the anger pumping in my veins due to her total stupidity, I drank in the sight of her. 
 
   Ten days, I’d stayed away. Forced myself to keep a safe distance. Told myself it was better — for her, for me, for the mission. 
 
   It hadn’t been easy.
 
   And then, tonight, there she was. I’d been sitting in my apartment, scanning blueprints of the city sewer system that ran beneath Szekely’s compound and trying not to think about her, when she suddenly appeared before my eyes, large as life on the surveillance screens I used to monitor the Hermes office. She’d strolled up to the back door without a care in the world, scanned her badge, and walked straight into the arms of death. I thought I was going to have a fucking aneurysm when the door closed at her back and sealed her fate. 
 
   She had no idea how close she’d come to getting herself killed. 
 
   On my motorcycle, I’d made it in five minutes. I broke every traffic law known to man, smashed the window on an office building across the street, and sprinted up to the roof. I knew I was probably too late. That my presence was useless, as I couldn’t intervene. That she was likely already dead, lying cold and lifeless on an office floor, bleeding into the carpet. 
 
   None of that could’ve stopped me from waiting on that roof, praying to a god I didn’t even believe in for her to appear unscathed. 
 
   When she finally did, I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding and unclenched my fists from where they’d wrapped around the rooftop railing in a white-knuckled grip.
 
   I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do more — kiss her or kill her. 
 
   She’d been lucky; that was the only reason she was still alive. The guard who’d caught her evidently thought more with the head between his legs than the one resting on his shoulders, because he’d let her go. If it’d been me in his position, I would’ve killed her. No question. She was a loose end — the kind Szekely paid lots of money to eliminate. 
 
   I watched the guard through night-vision binoculars, as he held the door open for Faith and let her pass. His eyes followed her until she vanished around a corner. 
 
   Istvan Bordas. 
 
   I recognized him easily, despite the garish infrared staining his profile green. 
 
   Thirty-two. Former officer in the Hungarian Defense Force. Specialized in automatic weaponry and explosives. Reputedly gave up his national decorations in favor of private contracting several years ago, when he’d learned the same lesson as so many honorable officers before him: that honor was great, but it didn’t pay the bills. Not like mercenary work could, anyway.
 
   He was a killer. 
 
   But, apparently, I wasn’t the only monster with a soft spot when it came to Faith. 
 
   He disappeared inside and I headed back down to the street, my mind brimming with bleak thoughts. Men like Bordas did nothing for free. He was a hired gun — everything came with a price, whether it was a contract killing or a free pass during an unauthorized office visit. He’d collect payment from Faith eventually, it was just a matter of when. 
 
   I thought about the way his eyes had tracked her every move, lingering long after she’d disappeared from his sight. 
 
   When he came to collect, he wouldn’t be looking for cash. 
 
   I sighed deeply as I straddled my bike and stowed the binoculars in a saddlebag. 
 
   The girl was more trouble than she was worth. She was a walking, talking disaster — practically guaranteed to fuck up my mission. If I were smart, I’d let her stumble further into this deathtrap, where she’d be unable to complicate things for me. I’d walk away and leave her to the likes of Bordas, who’d screw her once and toss her away like a used rubber.
 
   As I navigated down the dark streets, warm honey-gold eyes flashed in my mind. I pictured them far-seeing and cold — rolled back in the sockets of a corpse. Drained perpetually of life, along with the girl they belonged to. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   There was no choice, anymore. Best intentions be damned, I couldn’t leave her to meet that end.  She was in this too deep now to go it alone. She needed protection. Someone to look out for her, to watch over her.
 
   Not just someone — me.
 
   She needed me.
 
   She. Needed. Me. 
 
   Me. 
 
   No one else ever had. 
 
   But she did. 
 
   My motorcycle growled like a wild beast as I unleashed the throttle and raced into the night. It was time to make some plans.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Seventeen: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   TALK NERDY TO ME
 
    
 
   “How’s it going, Faith?”
 
   “Can’t complain,” I said, grinning at Konrad. “One more run and then I get to go home and take a bubble bath.” 
 
   “Was that an invitation?” The snarky teen waggled his eyebrows suggestively. 
 
   “Konrad!” I gasped. “Don’t make me call your mother.”
 
   His expression instantly clouded over. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
   “That all depends on what you have for me,” I said, winking so he’d know I was only teasing. 
 
   “I have eight for you, this time.” He grimaced. “But—”
 
   “Eight!”
 
   “Before you freak out — three of them are overnights. So, really only five more tonight.” 
 
   “But I’ve never done an overnight.”
 
   “I know, but Istvan just told me you’ve been approved for them. Couriers usually have to be here at least four months before they’re eligible, and not everyone gets the green light. They must like you.” He grinned. 
 
   Damn. Ever since my after-hours encounter with Istvan the other night, he seemed to think we had a special connection of sorts. I’d caught the typically gruff guard smiling at me twice today. Now, he was making sure I got promoted up the work totem pole. What was next? 
 
   “Don’t make that face,” Konrad said. “This is a good thing! It means you’re trustworthy. Plus, it comes with a bonus.”
 
   I sighed. Bonus or not, I’d heard from several other Hermes girls that overnight deliveries were a pain in the butt. 
 
   Often, customers dropped off packages at the end of the day, after most businesses were closed, with instructions to deliver them to their destinations first thing in the morning. Rather than have couriers come all the way into work to retrieve the packages — only to head straight back out and potentially miss a crack-of-dawn delivery deadline — the sorting staff would occasionally send a package or two home with the girls overnight. That way, we could simply drop them off on our way to the office and, joy of joys, get an early jump start on our workdays. 
 
   Efficiency was highly prioritized, here at Hermes. 
 
   I rolled my eyes.
 
   “So, how does it work?” I asked. “Do I keep my bike with me, too?”
 
   “Yep,” Konrad said. “And I’d lock it up, if I were you. If it gets stolen, you’re the one who has to shell out the cash to replace it.” 
 
   “That doesn’t seem fair,” I grumbled. “Where am I supposed to keep it, under my bed? Stuffed inside my pint-sized closet?”
 
   “When you see your bonus check, it’ll all be worth it,” he said, winking. “A few months of this, and you’ll be able to afford a bigger apartment.” 
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Just give me my damn packages already.” 
 
   “Here are the overnights.” He handed me three thick business envelopes — probably some poor suckers’ divorce papers. “And these three are regular delivery.” He passed over several more parcels. 
 
   “And the last two?” I asked, looking at the final bundles after I’d stored the others in my satchel. 
 
   “These are special delivery.” Konrad’s eyes were twinkling with mischief. “Both to the same destination. Make sure you deliver them last tonight.” 
 
   “What are you up to, Konrad?” I asked, taking the first package from him. Enclosed in a black plastic bag, whatever was inside felt soft, slightly squishy. Like a stuffed animal or a piece of fabric. The second parcel was a smallish box, wrapped in black paper. 
 
   “You can thank me later,” he said mysteriously. 
 
   I stared at him for a moment, riddled with questions, but he failed to offer up any more details. 
 
   “Whatever, weirdo,” I finally said, zipping my messenger bag closed. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
   “Have a good night, Faith!” he called after me. “Enjoy that bubble bath!”
 
   I shook my head in exasperation as I hurried to retrieve my bike. 
 
   ***
 
   Standing on the sidewalk with my head tilted up at the sign, I felt my brow furrow in confusion. My last destination of the night wasn’t a private home or an office building — it was a restaurant. A really nice one, from the looks of it. The patrons filtering through the front doors were all dressed semi-formally — women clad in expensive summer dresses, men clothed in dress shirts and ties. 
 
   “Elvarázsolt.” I sounded out the name in butchered Hungarian, my eyes scanning the sign overhead.
 
   “Enchanted,” a smooth, male voice said in perfect English. 
 
   My eyes snapped from the sign to the elderly man in an impeccable suit who’d just addressed me. He was hovering not three feet away on the sidewalk. 
 
   “I’m sorry?” I asked, eyebrows raised. 
 
   “The restaurant’s name. It means enchanted.” He smiled. “I am Hugo, the maître d's here. We have been expecting you.” 
 
   I nearly smacked an open palm against my forehead, but managed to restrain myself. “Oh, yes! Of course. You need your packages.” I hastily unzipped my messenger bag, rooting around for the two black parcels. “I’m so sorry for the delay, sir.” 
 
   A gentle hand landed on my arm and stilled my movements. I looked up into Hugo’s smiling eyes. 
 
   “Miss Morrissey, it is not the packages we’ve been waiting for.” 
 
   My jaw dropped at the sound of my name. “What?”
 
   “Please, follow me,” he said simply, gesturing to a young busboy hovering nearby before turning toward the doors. 
 
   Before I could so much as dismount from my bicycle, the busboy was at my elbow. “Your bike, miss,” he said, his English poor but intelligible. 
 
   “I— What—”
 
   I heard Hugo sigh before he pivoted to face me. “Daniel will take your bicycle. It will be well looked after, locked away in my office for the duration of your meal.” 
 
   “Meal?”
 
   He smiled indulgently. “Come.” 
 
   Totally bewildered, I hopped off and watched helplessly as Daniel wheeled my bike through a side entrance and out of sight. Hugo had already disappeared inside the main doors. With no other options, I clutched my messenger bag tightly and rushed after him. 
 
   I stepped into the opulent lobby, my eyes scanning from the mahogany bar to the gold-gilded wall sconces, and tried not to feel too self-conscious under the curious stares of the patrons who’d gathered to await their reservations. I suppose I did look a little out of place, in my neon uniform, helmet, and tennis shoes. I certainly felt like a fish out of water. 
 
   “This way,” Hugo called, waving me over. He led me out of the lobby and down a narrow hallway, to a room marked with a single word I instantly recognized. I’d memorized it on Day One of my Hungarian adventure.
 
   hölgyek
 
   He’d brought me to the ladies restroom. 
 
   “What—” 
 
   “The packages, madam,” Hugo cut in smoothly. “You may open them, now.” 
 
   “But, they’re—”
 
   “If you look closely, you will see they are addressed to you.” 
 
   Okay, so… Hugo was clearly a few fries short of a Happy Meal. That was the only explanation for all of this.
 
   Or, that’s what I thought until I pulled out the first parcel and saw FAITH MORRISSEY scribed across the top in tiny, silver lettering. I turned disbelieving eyes to Hugo, but he simply smiled again and gestured for me to open it. 
 
   I tore through the thin plastic and was shocked when my fingers sank into whisper-soft fabric. Pulling off the wrappings, my eyes went wide when I saw a magnificent cocktail dress in the most stunning burnt-orange hue I’d ever seen in my life. Simple in design, with a sweetheart neckline and a fitted silhouette, the dress somehow managed to be elegant and modern at the same time. 
 
   “This can’t be mine,” I whispered to myself, even as my hands curled tightly around the floaty gauze in a proprietary grip.
 
   “There is still another package, madam.” Hugo’s gentle reminder startled me back to reality. Before I could protest, he reached out, plucked the dress from my hands, and draped it across his arm like a sommelier’s towel. 
 
   I stared at him for another moment, dumbfounded, before reaching into my bag and pulling out the small black box. In one swift movement, I tore off the paper, lifted the lid, and found myself gaping at a gorgeous pair of strappy, gold lamé sandals. They were dainty, delicate. Whimsically designed to wrap around the ankle and calf like winding golden vines. 
 
   My mouth fell open. 
 
   It seemed I’d been transported into a live-action, modern-interpretation of Cinderella, complete with a stunning outfit I’d never be able to produce on my own and a mysterious Prince Charming I’d yet to meet. 
 
   A semi-hysterical giggle escaped my lips when I realized that my fairy godmother was a short-statured Hungarian man named Hugo. All he was missing was an enchanted wand and some magic words. 
 
   “Bibbidi-bobbiti-freaking-boo,” I muttered under my breath, eyes still locked on the shoes. 
 
   “Very good, madam,” Hugo said politely. “You may change your attire inside. You’ll find a garment bag hanging on the back of the door, for your uniform. After you’ve changed, please return to the hostess station and we will guide you to your table.” 
 
   “But… This is crazy!” I finally managed to form words, as he handed the dress back to me and began walking away. “Hugo! Who arranged this? Was it Konrad?” 
 
   There was no response from the mysterious maître d's. He rounded the corner and faded out of sight, leaving me alone with a beautiful dress, gorgeous shoes, and about fifty million questions.
 
   If this was Konrad’s way of finally getting me to go out on a date with him… that boy was in for a world of hurt. 
 
   My stomach clenched with nerves as another, far more disturbing possibility occurred to me. What if this wasn’t Konrad’s plan at all — what if it was Istvan’s? 
 
   Was this the next step in his seduction strategy?
 
   Crap. I was so screwed. 
 
   Sighing deeply, I pulled open the bathroom door and prepared to pull my sweaty self together.
 
   ***
 
   Light from the flickering candle refracted off my crystal wine glass, as I slowly rotated the stem between two fingers. I watched wax trickle down the candlestick, dripping in creamy yellow rivulets onto the silver stand as the flame consumed the taper. Taking a sip of my wine, I contemplated checking the time on my phone again.  
 
   I’d been sitting here for fifteen minutes, and my date — whoever he was — had yet to arrive. 
 
   I refused to entertain the possibility that it was anyone but Konrad. 
 
   The kid must’ve spent months saving up for this restaurant, the dress, the shoes…
 
   I almost felt bad. Almost. 
 
   “More wine, miss?” My waiter was quite diligent — so much so, I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to ride my bike home if he kept refilling my glass at this rate. 
 
   I turned to smile at him. “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”
 
   “You’re quite welcome, miss.”  
 
   “You wouldn’t happen to know when my date is arriving, would you?”
 
   His eyes darted to the empty chair across from me and he opened his mouth to say something. Before he could express a single word, he was interrupted by the sound of wooden chair legs scraping against the floor, as well as a familiar masculine voice, speaking from the other side of the table. 
 
   “Sorry I’m late, Red.” 
 
   I stilled completely, my eyes frozen on the waiter’s face. The young man flushed under my gaze, nodded politely in my direction, and hurried away from the table so fast he made Harry Potter’s apparition skills look sluggish. Damn — I really could’ve used his help. I needed someone to pinch me, hard, because I must’ve been dreaming. 
 
   There was no possible way that Wes Adams was sitting at the table across from me. It was simply inconceivable that he’d been the one to arrange all of this. 
 
   “Red?” 
 
   He was using that soft tone again — the one that made my insides melt — and I couldn’t resist anymore. 
 
   Eyes wide, heart in my throat, I turned my head in his direction. And there he was. 
 
   For no reason at all, I found myself blinking back tears.  
 
   “You did all of this?” I asked, my voice breaking a little. 
 
   He nodded. 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Figured it was time I took you out on a real date,” he said, shrugging casually, as though there was nothing special about the evening he’d planned. 
 
   Thoughts tumbled unchecked through my head as I tried to process that this was actually happening. My mind was spinning. My chest was so full, it ached. My heart beat so fast, I worried it was about to explode into a million tiny pieces. Staring at Wes, all I could think was how handsome he looked, sitting there with the candlelight illuminating his angular features, dressed in a crisp white button down. No tie, but that was no surprise — he didn’t strike me as the tie-wearing type. 
 
   “I thought I’d never see you again,” I finally whispered, when I’d regained a little of my composure. 
 
   “I told you — I don’t leave things up to fate.” His eyes locked on mine. “I make my own.” 
 
   My head shook in disbelief. “I can’t believe you did this.” 
 
   “I can’t believe how gorgeous you look in that dress.” His eyes dropped to my neckline, lingering for a long moment. My breath caught as I saw how his jaw clenched, how the muscles there jumped and tightened. Abruptly, he stood and offered me his hand.
 
   I stared up at him, confused. 
 
   “Show me,” he said, his voice low. 
 
   I cast an embarrassed glance around the restaurant. “Now?”
 
   He nodded. “I want to see you, Red.” 
 
   My stomach flipped at his words and heat began to simmer in my veins. 
 
   Slipping my hand into his, I allowed him to pull me to my feet. For almost a full minute, I endured his intent perusal, trying not to shiver as his gaze caressed my body from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. I shivered when his eyes finally returned to mine and I saw the unmistakable lust swirling in their depths. My mouth went dry as he tugged me closer.  
 
   Was he finally going to kiss me? 
 
   A surprised, involuntary laugh slipped from my lips when Wes lifted one arm over my head and spun me in a complete circle. His wolfish whistle injected some levity into the otherwise intense moment and caused several people at surrounding tables to stare disapprovingly in our direction. I didn’t spare them a thought — all my concentration was used up by Wes, who was twirling me closer and closer with each turn. When I pirouetted to a dizzy stop, I found myself wrapped tightly in the circle of his arms.
 
   “Very smooth,” I said breathlessly, still giggling. 
 
   “You’re beautiful, you know that?” Wes whispered, tucking a loose strand of hair behind my ear.
 
   “This outfit is beautiful,” I corrected. “I have helmet hair and would sincerely benefit from a long shower.” 
 
   He smiled that crooked smile. “You need to learn to accept a compliment.” 
 
   “There are a few other things I’d like to learn first, mister.” My tone was playfully stern as I forced myself to step out of his arms. Untangling my limbs, I took a steadying breath as I sat back down in my chair. He settled in across from me with an amused, expectant look on his face. 
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Such as…. How did you manage all of this? This dress fits like it was made for me — so do the shoes! Konrad was somehow in on the entire plan. Even honorable Hugo was totally down with your scheming.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do you have a super power I don’t know about?” 
 
   “That depends — do you consider being unbelievably attractive a super power?” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I don’t like you.” 
 
   “Yes, you do.” He laughed boyishly. “Red, Konrad is a teenage boy — he’d have done anything I asked for twenty bucks, a Red Sox cap, and a free case of beer. Hugo was a little harder — a few more bills and a bottle of scotch. And, let’s just say, men aren’t the only ones who can be bought. Your roommate Margot was quite helpful when it came to dress and shoe size.”
 
   My jaw dropped.
 
   “Don’t look so surprised.” He grinned. “You’ll wound my ego.”
 
   “As if that’s possible.” I huffed. 
 
   His grin widened. 
 
   “You could’ve just asked me out, you know,” I pointed out. “You didn’t have to do all of this.”
 
   “Yeah, I did,” he said, the joking light fading from his eyes.
 
    I looked down at the linen tablecloth. It probably had a higher thread count than the sheets on my bed. “But I’m not worth the effort,” I mumbled quietly. 
 
   “Yes, you are.” Wes’ tone was suddenly sharper than a razor blade. “I don’t know who put the idea in your head that you don’t deserve to have the world on a fucking string. I don’t know who convinced you that you’re not worthwhile. But if I ever meet them—” He inhaled deeply and his voice went cold as ice. “I’ll make them regret it.”
 
   Startled by his harsh words, I glanced up to find his eyes burning into mine. The look swimming in their depths was one no man had ever given me before — a swirling combination of stark anger and pure desire. It caught me off guard, sent my thoughts whirling in a kind of panicked anticipation. A blush stained my cheeks under the heat of his gaze and I resisted the urge to hide behind my hair. 
 
   When the waiter suddenly reappeared at our table, I breathed a huge sigh of relief. His presence was a welcome reprieve from the intensity of Wes’ stare. Unfortunately, after handing us menus and topping off our wine glasses, he disappeared once more, leaving me alone with a man who had me squirming in my seat with a single heated glance. 
 
   I immediately took several fortifying sips of wine — liquid courage was better than no courage at all. 
 
   Wes grinned knowingly as he watched me drink. I pointedly ignored him. 
 
   For the next few minutes, I pretended to read the options on my menu but, really, all of my attention was consumed by the man sitting across from me. I listened to each breath he took, heard the light scratch of his fingertip against linen as he traced absent circles on the tabletop. I let the calligraphy blur before my eyes as I peeked around the leather-bound edges of my menu, watching the way the flickering light made shadows dance across his features. 
 
   When our waiter reappeared, I’d barely scanned the options. Flustered, I ordered the first thing my eyes landed on, not even bothering to read the English description printed beneath the foreign dish title. Taking another gulp of wine, I raised my eyes to Wes and found him staring at me again. He had one eyebrow quirked up and the left corner of his mouth was twitching. 
 
   “What?” I asked, a little defensively. 
 
   “Nothing, nothing.” His crooked grin was back. “Just surprised you ordered a rib-eye.”
 
   Shit, I’d ordered steak? 
 
   My parents had been all-organic, animal-loving, California-crazed heath freaks — in their eyes, red meat was the devil. I don’t think I’d ever eaten steak in my life. But I wasn’t about to admit that, unless I was also prepared to admit why I’d been so distracted while ordering. 
 
   I was so not prepared for that. 
 
   Burying my embarrassment, I set my shoulders stubbornly. “Why are you surprised — because I’m a girl? Who says girls can’t eat steak? What, was I supposed to order a salad with a side of air? A gust of wind, perhaps, accompanied by a plate of peeled grapes?” 
 
   Wes choked on his wine. 
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest. “You know, in the olden days, plenty of women ate red meat just as often as their menfolk.” 
 
   “Wait, I’m sorry,” Wes interrupted, holding a hand up to stop me. “Did you just use the word menfolk in casual conversation?”
 
   I buried my laughter beneath a glare as I tried to conjure an argument consisting completely of bullshit and bluster. “As I was saying, it wasn’t always a big deal that women ate a steak every now and then. Historically there’s no basis for these women-should-only-subsist-on-light-and-air shenanigans. It’s biologically biased and, frankly, rather sexist.” 
 
   Wes’ eyes crinkled around the corners but his voice was deadpan when he responded. “God, I love it when you talk nerdy to me.” 
 
   Half a giggle escaped, but I managed to rein it in. “You’re a barbarian.” 
 
   “I’m not the one who ordered a huge-ass steak.” 
 
   I sighed. There was no winning with him — but it was fun as hell to try. 
 
   Our meals arrived a few moments later and I tried desperately to mask my horror when the waiter placed a sizzling hunk of meat down in front of me. The smell wafting from it should’ve been appetizing, but only succeeded in stirring up the mental image of guileless cows frolicking in the pasture. I stared down at the colossal slab, filled with revulsion. There was no freaking way I could eat that.
 
   “What’s wrong, Red?” Wes’ voice was thick with mirth. “Aren’t you gonna eat your steak?” 
 
   I looked up at him, my face a little pale. “Um…”
 
   “Because, I mean, if you don’t eat it… aren’t you just reinforcing the meat-shaming stereotypes perpetuated by a male society?” 
 
   He was mocking me. I wish I didn’t find that so sexy.  
 
   “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I’m going to eat my damn steak — it looks delicious,” I lied through my teeth. Taking a deep breath, I picked up my knife with shaky hands. I’d rather plunge it into my stomach samurai-seppuku style than consume this chunk of baby bovine. 
 
   “Whatever you say,” he murmured.
 
   I could feel his eyes on me as I cut into the rare beef. Red juice seeped from the middle, flooding the bottom of my plate and absorbing into the mountain of mashed potatoes sitting beside it. Totally nauseated by the sight, I tried my best to keep from puking.
 
   “That looks juicy,” Wes commented happily, taking the first bite of his chicken.
 
   I looked up at him and tried to glare, but couldn’t quite muster the strength. One more glance at my plate, and my facade cracked completely. 
 
   “I have a confession,” I muttered, setting down my utensils. 
 
   “Let me guess.” Wes grinned at me. “You don’t eat steak?” 
 
   I blew out a huff of air. “How’d you know?” 
 
   He snorted. “You look like you’d rather swallow your knife than you would a piece of your dinner.”
 
   “Can you blame me? It’s gross. There’s no way I’m putting that meat in my mouth,” I said, grimacing. When Wes chuckled softly under his breath, I thought about the unintended double meaning behind my words and felt a blush flame up to my hairline. “Don’t even go there,” I ordered.  
 
   “It was too easy, anyway.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. 
 
   “Just red meat, or all meat?” he asked. 
 
   “I eat chicken and fish.” 
 
   Wes stood, picked up his dinner, and, before I could protest, swapped his plate for mine. 
 
   “Wes, no,” I started. “This is your dinn—” 
 
   “Red.” His voice was firm as he sat back down. “No more arguing tonight.” 
 
   I swallowed the rest of my words. The chicken before me looked delicious — vastly preferable to the poor baby cow Wes was now consuming with vigor. I cut into it and tried not to moan when the first bite hit my tongue. In all the steak drama, I hadn’t realized just how ravenous I was. After a long shift on my bike, I had a tendency to eat like a truck driver. 
 
   We ate in silence for several minutes. I was headed toward a full-on food coma when a subdued laugh from the other side of the table made me look up. 
 
   Wes wasn’t eating — he was staring at me with a small grin on his lips. 
 
   In as ladylike a manner as I could manage, I swallowed the huge mouthful I was currently chewing. “What?” 
 
   “You like to eat.” The approval in his voice was unmissable. 
 
   I shrugged. “Food is awesome.” 
 
   “Yeah, well, most girls who don’t eat red meat are also vegan-vegetarian-gluten-free-you-name-it.” 
 
    “True enough,” I agreed. “You tell people in California that you eat gluten, they look at you like you said you enjoy barbecuing puppies on the weekends or slicing kittens into your sashimi rolls. Sheer horror.”
 
   Wes laughed and I cracked a smile at the sound. 
 
   “You really are weird, you know,” he told me unnecessarily, his voice soft and his eyes warm. 
 
   “I know,” I said, stuffing another hunk of chicken into my mouth. “But you like me anyway.”
 
   He grinned and picked up his fork. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Eighteen: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   SOMETHING BETTER
 
    
 
    I wheeled her bike down the promenade, listening as she described her family in colorful detail. Her parents sounded like a trip and her siblings seemed a little selfish when it came to their youngest sister, but I could tell that Faith missed them all. Loved them deeply. 
 
   At one point in my life, hearing the love evident in her voice might’ve made me jealous. Since I was ten years old, my family had consisted of me. Just me. I had no funny stories to share about embarrassing relatives, no memories of family vacations to reminisce over. And I never would. 
 
   It didn’t make me sad anymore. It just made me emptier. 
 
   Being reminded of the fact that I was — and always would be — alone made it easier to scrape out whatever remnants of Weston Abbott remained in the husk of a man I walked around as. Totally empty, it took almost no effort to replace him with someone new. Someone like Wesley Adams — an easygoing man full of charm and good humor. The kind of guy a girl like Faith might easily fall in love with. 
 
   I found myself envious of a man who didn’t exist.
 
   Pathetic.
 
   But I couldn’t bring myself to be jealous of Faith, even as I listened to tales of her family. Envying her was like holding the sun accountable for the light it shone on everyone around it — a pointless endeavor. I couldn’t resent her for brightening my life, couldn’t hate her for banishing shadows I’d carried since I was a child. 
 
   “What about you?” she asked suddenly. “I’m sorry, I’ve been spewing my whole life story, and I haven’t even let you get a word in.” 
 
   I shrugged. “Not much to tell. I don’t have any siblings.” I cleared my throat and stared straight ahead. “My parents are dead.” 
 
   It wasn’t necessarily a lie — I had no idea whether they were still alive. Considering the way they’d lived their lives fifteen years ago, it wouldn’t be shocking if they’d wound up overdosed and glassy-eyed in a gutter somewhere. 
 
   I could’ve tracked them down, of course — my line of work ensured I could find practically anyone, if I wanted to.
 
   I didn’t want to. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Faith whispered, slipping her arm through mine with a comforting squeeze.
 
   “Don’t be.” I ignored the way the simple touch of her hand nearly brought me to my knees. “It was a long time ago.” 
 
   We fell silent, the only sound that of the bike wheels slowly spinning against the ancient stone sidewalk. When we passed the statue of The Little Princess, I couldn’t help remembering the day I’d watched Faith sitting along the riverbank, sketching for hours. It had been one of the first times I’d seen her. She’d captivated me even then, when I’d doubted her inner allure could ever match such an exterior. 
 
   She’d been beautiful, that day. 
 
   Tonight, though… she was breathtaking. 
 
   The dress was part of it. That body, that hair, that smile — there weren’t enough cold showers in the world to wash off their effect on me. If I looked at her for longer than ten consecutive seconds, walking became a bit of an issue and I was forced to recite the Gettysburg Address over and over in my head until thoughts of what she’d look like with that dress pooled around her ankles had been banished to the back of my mind. Hard-ons notwithstanding, the thing that hit me heaviest, the part that really knocked the breath from my lungs, was the fact that I’d been wrong that day on the riverbank.
 
   Inside, Faith Morrissey was just as gorgeous as she was outside. 
 
   She didn’t push me to talk about my family. She switched gears to lighter subjects, discussing her history course load and peppering me with questions about the medical research I was supposedly doing for work here. My answers were well-rehearsed — just enough information to sound credible, but boring enough to dissuade her from digging too deep. 
 
   By the time we reached her apartment, Faith was yawning.
 
   “Tired, Red?”
 
   She nodded sleepily. “My shift was long.” 
 
   “Lots of deliveries?”
 
   “Yeah, around fifty. My legs are killing me. And I have another shift tomorrow morning, followed by several hours of Professor Varga’s lectures.” 
 
   “What about tomorrow night?” 
 
   She glanced up sharply, a slight smirk twisting her lips. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “No reason.” I shrugged, shoving my free hand into the pocket of my pants. “Just wondering what your plans are.” 
 
   “Are you trying to ask me out on another date?” 
 
   “Absolutely not.” I shook my head in swift denial. 
 
   “Oh, right,” she murmured, grinning wryly at me. “Because you don’t ask girls on dates — you just ambush them with surprise dresses and magical evenings at five-star restaurants.” 
 
   “Essentially.” 
 
   “Well, then, if you won’t man up, I’ll just have to be the one wearing the pants in this relationship,” she said decidedly.
 
   I raised my eyebrows, amused. 
 
   “Wes Adams, will you go out on a date with me tomorrow night?” Her tone was flippant, but her eyes revealed deep underlying insecurity that I might reject her. I wanted to erase that look more than I’d ever wanted anything in this life. 
 
   “Well, Faith Morrissey, that depends.”
 
   “On?” 
 
   “On whether you’re going to steal my dinner again,” I said in a serious voice. “I mean, I’m trying to watch my girlish figure. I can’t go around eating steaks every night just because you’re too stubborn to change your order.” 
 
   Her mouth dropped open in indignation. “I did not steal your dinner! You forced it on me!” 
 
   “Red.” 
 
   “The idea that I would steal your dinner is just, well…”
 
   “Red.” 
 
   “It’s just wrong, Wes! It’s wro—”
 
   “Faith.” I stepped forward into her space and watched as the words died on her tongue. 
 
   “Yes?” she squeaked, her face mere inches from mine. Her gaze darted from my eyes to my mouth and back again. 
 
   I cracked an involuntary grin. She was so fucking cute. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said simply. “Seven o’clock.” 
 
   “Okay,” she breathed. 
 
   Before she could move, I leaned in and placed a quick kiss on her forehead. She seemed to melt a little at the contact, her hands dropping limply to her sides and the tension uncoiling from her shoulders. I transferred the bike into her pliant hands, slid the messenger bag off my shoulder, and looped it over the nearest handlebar. 
 
   “Goodnight, Red.” 
 
   “Goodnight,” she whispered, blushing furiously as she watched me walk away. I got about ten steps from her stoop before her voice called out again. “Hey, Wes!” 
 
   I couldn’t help but smile as I turned back to face her. “What is it, Red?”
 
   She smiled too, and her whole face lit up. “Thanks for dinner. It was the best surprise I’ve ever had.”
 
   Tossing a wink in her direction, I turned and disappeared into the night, determined not to think about her eyes or her mouth or any other distracting parts of her anatomy. I walked away and resolutely ignored the way her words, her smile, her laugh, her very presence seemed to fill those empty parts of me with something pure. 
 
   Something better. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Nineteen: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   CAST AWAY
 
    
 
   I closed the door behind me, leaned my bike against the living room wall, and collapsed onto the sofa with a deep, dreamy sigh. I’d been seated about five seconds when the door to Margot’s bedroom flew open and she was there next to me, launching herself onto the couch with an expectant look on her face. 
 
   “Tell me everything,” she demanded.
 
   I giggled.
 
   “I’m serious! Tell me. I want details. How was it?” 
 
   I looked up at the slow-paddling ceiling fan as a huge grin split my face in two. “Amazing.” 
 
   Margot squealed and threw her arms around me. “Yay! Ohmigod, I’m so relieved you had a good time. Then again, how could you not with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Ridiculously Handsome at your side? He is delectable. Seriously. When I met him for coffee, it was hard to keep my eyes off him — and there was a chocolate croissant on my plate. Fierce competition.”
 
   “How did he even know we were roommates?”
 
   “He was standing on the sidewalk outside our apartment the other day, probably waiting for you to come home. He must’ve recognized me from the speed-dating night,” Margot explained, her eyelashes fluttering. “Or, maybe from the fact that when I saw him my jaw dropped, I stopped in my tracks, and screamed Ohmigod, Wes! It’s you!’” 
 
   I snorted. “Oh, great. Very subtle, Margot.” 
 
   “So, where did he take you?”
 
   “Elvarázsolt.” 
 
   “Ohmigod! That place is like impossible to get reservations at. And it’s ridiculously pricey.” Margot’s eyes were wide with appreciation. “That man is not fucking around. He must really want to bang you.”
 
   “Margot!”
 
   She giggled. “Oh, fine. He must really like you. Totally platonically, I’m sure. Like a doting older brother or a completely non-creepy uncle. That’s why he chose that dress.” She eyed my neck and hemlines. 
 
   I blushed for the millionth time tonight. 
 
   “Did he kiss you?”
 
   “On the forehead, like a good brother.” I smirked.
 
   Margot sighed. “Damn. Well, when are you seeing him again?”
 
   “Tomorrow night. He’s picking me up at seven.”
 
   “What?!” she exclaimed. “But that gives us basically no time to prepare!” 
 
   I stared at her quizzically. “Prepare for what?”
 
   “The fact that you’re even asking me that question is exactly the reason we need more than—” She glanced at the clock. “Twenty-one hours to prepare you.”
 
   “I have work and class all day tomorrow,” I pointed out.
 
   Margot threw her hands in the air, disgusted. “Well, that’s just perfect!” 
 
   Against my will, a flurry of incredulous giggles escaped. 
 
   “I’m happy one of us is taking your dating life seriously,” she muttered. 
 
   “You do realize how backwards the logic behind that statement is, right?”
 
   She glared at me. “Until I find a boyfriend, I will be living vicariously through you. Channeling my sexually-frustrated powers for good, so to speak. Deal with it.” 
 
   I sighed deeply and tried to ready myself for whatever Margot had up her sleeve. No doubt she was about to spend the next twenty-odd hours imparting all manner of dating tips and tricks on me, while also coordinating the perfect outfit and coaching me on the dos and don’ts of starting a new relationship. As though I’d never been on a first — well, technically, second — date before. 
 
   I closed my eyes and resigned myself to the fact that there was no possible way I’d get my history homework done before bed tonight. Hell, I might not even make it to class tomorrow, if Margot was feeling determined. In a match between Professor Varga and my tenacious roommate, there was no doubt about who’d win. Where Margot was concerned, I knew all too well that any resistance was futile. 
 
   ***
 
   “I can’t believe you brought flashcards to dinner.” 
 
   “I was worried you might bore me to death,” I teased, trying to cover my deep mortification. I was going to kill Margot. She’d been the one with the genius suggestion that I bring discussion points with me on my date. In fact, it hadn’t been so much a suggestion as a demand, considering I’d had zero choice in the matter. After I’d refused to bring them along, she’d evidently thought it was a great idea to shove them in my purse when I wasn’t looking. I didn’t even notice them — at least, not until they came spilling out during dinner, when I clumsily knocked my clutch off the side of the table. Of course, Wes had seen them and immediately demanded an explanation. 
 
   He arched one dark eyebrow.
 
   I took a sip of my wine. “Oh, relax. They’re only conversation starters. It’s supposed to be a fun, get-to-know-you thing. Or, you know…” I shrugged casually. “A fail-safe if things get dull and we run out of things to talk about.” 
 
   “You really doubted my ability to make basic conversation for the course of a single meal?”
 
   I pressed my lips together to keep in a giggle. “Do you want the honest answer or the fake, we’re-on-a-first-date-so-I’ll-compliment-you-even-if-you-have-lettuce-in-your-teeth answer?” 
 
   Wes stared at me with an indecipherable look on his face. “You are so weird.”
 
   “Yes, we’ve covered this.” I heaved another sigh. “And?”
 
   His crooked smile appeared. “Just give me the cards.”
 
   “No! You can’t have the cards. You made fun of the cards.” 
 
   Deftly, in a move so fast I could barely track it, he reached across the table and plucked the stack from my grip. 
 
   “I don’t like you,” I muttered. 
 
   “Yes, we’ve covered this,” he mocked. “And?”
 
   I shook my head in vexation.
 
   He’d picked me up an hour ago. I’d been sitting in my bedroom, listening to Margot’s endless dating advice, when the loud, unmistakable rumbling of a motorcycle pulled up outside our apartment. We’d both raced to the window and jockeyed for the best view. I think our mouths had dropped open in unison as we’d watched Wes, clad in a dark gray, distressed leather jacket, dismount from the bike and saunter up to the front door like he owned the place. 
 
   “So hot,” Margot had breathed.
 
   I’d gulped, unable to form words. 
 
   That sensation of being totally in over my head had only increased as the evening waned on. I’d felt my mind short circuit as we rode Wes’ motorcycle through the city, my arms wrapped tight around his torso. My thoughts had scattered entirely when we’d pulled up at a tiny outdoor café on the banks of the Danube, with a view so spectacular it seemed the stuff of romantic legends. My brain had melted into a puddle of worthless goo when Wes had pulled out my seat like a true gentleman, ordered a bottle of crisp white wine, and turned those dark chocolate eyes on me, where they’d remained riveted ever since. 
 
   Let’s just say, by the time the salad course arrived, I was more than thankful for Margot’s once-ridiculed flash cards, as I wasn’t entirely confident I could string original thoughts together. 
 
   In a voice choked with barely-contained laughter, Wes read off the first card. “If you could go anywhere in the world, where it be?” He flipped to the next card. “If you could be any animal for a day, which one would you choose?” He tried to read a third, but he was laughing too hard.
 
   Jutting out my bottom lip in a pout, I muttered under my breath. “I never said they were good conversation starters.” 
 
   “Did you make these up?” he asked disbelievingly, scanning through the stack with wide, amused eyes.
 
   “Margotprintedthemofftheinternetforme,” I mumbled quickly, averting my eyes. 
 
   He snorted so hard wine came out his nose.
 
   “Nice,” I commented, handing him a cloth napkin. “You really know how to make a girl feel special, you know that?”
 
   “Shh, I’m starting for real now. Question number one.” He cleared his throat and adopted a faux-serious tone. “If you were trapped on a desert island with no hope of rescue, what single item would you bring?” 
 
   “Easy.” I blew a puff of air through my lips. “Ice cream.” 
 
   Wes’ incredulous chortle was unmistakable. “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   “That’s the stupidest answer I’ve ever heard.”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest, offended. “Name a better one.” 
 
   “Fine. How about flares, fire, water, food, medical supplies…” His eyes narrowed. “Need I go on?”
 
   I shrugged and smiled.
 
   “Why are you smiling?” he asked. “You know I’m right.”
 
   “Because the card says there’s no hope of rescue,” I pointed out.
 
   “Okay, valid, but you could hypothetically survive on the island forever.”
 
   “Yes, but honestly, what kind of life would that be? Living alone, totally isolated?” I shook my head. “I saw that movie Cast Away. The man had a borderline-obsessive relationship with a volleyball.”
 
   “Oh, as if you didn’t tear up when Wilson floated away,” Wes muttered. 
 
   I burst into laughter, but eventually gathered my thoughts enough to finish my argument. “All alone, with no one to talk to, to share your life with? No one to love? That’s not a life. It’s an existence, maybe, but not a life. So I’ll happily take my ice cream and go to my end with the knowledge that, if all things fail, Rocky Road is always there when times get tough.”
 
   When I looked up from my explanation, a smile lingering on my lips in anticipation of his reaction, I was stunned to see that Wes wasn’t enjoying my joke. His face was solemn, his expression more guarded than I’d ever seen it. 
 
   “Hey, what’s wrong?” I asked, reaching across the table for his hand. My touch seemed to rouse him, and his eyes snapped up to meet mine. 
 
   “Sorry. Just spaced out for a second. We’re all good.” He swallowed roughly. “Rocky Road, huh? I’d have pegged you for more of a Cookie Dough girl.”
 
   “I have a firm anti-discrimination policy when it comes to delicious ice cream flavors.” 
 
   “Ah, I see.” His grin was back, but his eyes were still distant. 
 
   “You do that a lot, you know.” 
 
   His eyebrows lifted in question.
 
   “Sometimes, I say something and you go somewhere — you disappear inside your head.” My voice was soft. I had to tread carefully, here — I didn’t want him to throw up that wall again, like he had the night we’d walked the Chain Bridge. “It’s not a bad thing, Wes. I just wish you’d take me with you when you go.” 
 
   He stared at me for a long, suspended moment without saying a word. 
 
   I wished I could read him better, but he was a master at keeping his feelings in check. I couldn’t blame him — I remembered every word of the story he’d told me. The way his face had looked, when he’d talked about sleeping on the floor of a dirty warehouse as a little boy. The carefully bland tenor of his voice when he’d told me he didn’t have any family. 
 
   My heart ached for the child he’d been, for the man he was today. I now understood why he was so closely guarded when it came to revealing details about himself or his life. Pressuring him to open up would only succeed in driving him away. If I pushed too hard, too fast, he wouldn’t let me in — he’d just shut me out again.
 
   But I couldn’t seem to help myself. 
 
   No matter how many times I tried to back off, there was an inexplicable part of me that was intent on getting inside Wes Adams’ head, to see what secrets he’d buried there. Perhaps it was because while in many ways we were opposites — he was totally self-contained; I was a clumsy, quirky, open book — there was part of me that recognized his loneliness as the mirror of my own. Deep down, in spite my noisy childhood, I understood what it was like to live a life of solitude. To be alone, even in the company of others.
 
   For twenty years, I’d resented it — wishing I could change my circumstances, change myself. But now, as I looked at the lonely man sitting across the table from me, I was thankful for the inner solitude that had always plagued me. 
 
   Maybe I was only alone for so long because, all my life, I’d been waiting for him. 
 
   Wes and me… we were alone, together. 
 
   Two lost souls, found in one another.
 
   Though he might not realize it yet, I’d known it the first time I’d looked into his eyes. But I wouldn’t force it; I’d wait until he was ready. Until he saw it, too. 
 
   Worried I’d pushed too far, I tried to turn my words into a joke, though I’d never been so serious in my life. “‘Cause, you know, I’d like to take a peek inside that thick skull of yours.” I forced a laugh. “Just to make sure there’s actually a brain rolling around in there, and all.”
 
   A small smile appeared on Wes’ lips, but he didn’t say anything. 
 
   So, I changed the subject. I spent the rest of dinner making him laugh at stories about Margot’s misadventures in love and telling him of my own less-than-stellar track record when it came to navigating the city on my bike — GPS be damned. For two straight hours, we were just a normal couple on a first — second — date, making small talk and discussing topics with little depth. 
 
   It was lovely. Safe and simple and lovely. 
 
   But deep down, I was biding my time. Waiting for the day that Wes would let me in. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   EITHER WAY
 
    
 
   She fell asleep mid-sentence. 
 
   Who does that? No one.
 
   No one except her, apparently. 
 
   It was just another line on the long list of things that set Faith Morrissey apart. One minute, she’d been telling me about the time her childhood dog, Otto, chased the mailman up a tree in her front yard, and the next, she was passed out cold. I’d had to make a dive for her wine glass, before it slipped from her hand and splintered against the hardwood floor.
 
   I stared down at her on the couch, a smile twisting my lips. Feet tucked up beneath her, she was curled into the cushions like a nesting baby bird. I couldn’t help but smirk when I saw the inspirational message embroidered across the pillow beneath her head.
 
   Be the change you want to see in the world.
 
   Somehow, I was unsurprised to find that in her apartment. 
 
   We’d ridden my bike back here after dinner. With a furious blush staining her cheeks, she’d invited me inside for another glass of wine. I think her intentions were to seduce me.
 
   She’d fallen asleep, instead. 
 
   Her hair was mussed against the fabric, half-fallen out of its fastenings. A stray red-brown lock fell across her cheekbone. Her eyelashes fluttered as she dreamed. She was snoring lightly, soft breaths slipping through parted lips with each exhale. She’d probably be completely mortified, if she ever found out I’d witnessed her in this state.  
 
   She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. 
 
   I moved silently through the condo, taking in the space with critically trained eyes. It was spacious, for student housing. Two separate bedrooms, a shared bathroom, and a full-sized kitchen. Street level, which made me a bit uneasy. I liked to be up high — better vantage points. Not that street level didn’t also have its merits, if you needed to make a quick exit. Any window could be an escape hatch.  
 
   I opened one bedroom door and knew instantly that it was Faith’s. 
 
   Her scent hit me first — enveloped me like a cloud. She smelled like spring.
 
   Pure. 
 
   When my eyes caught up to my other senses, I saw that one accent wall had been painted a bright, cheery yellow. The duvet was dyed a matching canary color, and the throw pillows were overstuffed with fluffy white down. Frankly, I was surprised there were no teddy bears strewn about the bedspread. 
 
   The walls were covered with taped-up charcoal sketches — some complete, others barely started. All were good enough to make me question why she was studying history rather than art. She’d captured Budapest with her pencils. Not only monuments and statues. She’d sketched moments, emotions. The harried faces of vendors. The frantic families, rushing from one shop to the next. The Danube at dusk. 
 
   There were clothes scattered everywhere. On the floor, on the bed, on the desk chair. I closed my eyes and pictured her here, waiting for me to arrive. Trying on every outfit in her wardrobe, wanting to pick something perfect. She’d been nervous. I made her nervous. 
 
   For all the wrong reasons. 
 
   This room screamed innocence, goodness, and light. It screamed Faith. 
 
   Those bright yellow walls seemed to dim a bit as soon as I stepped over the threshold, as though my very presence saturated the happy space with darkness. The big bad wolf in little Red’s bedroom. 
 
   It only took me about thirty seconds to locate her messenger bag, tucked away by her dresser. Thirty more, and I’d slipped the knife from my boot and sliced off one of the front buttons with a swift stroke of my blade. I used my knife tip to make a small incision in the material by the seam. Pulling the small black case from the pocket of my leather jacket, I slid the bag into the middle of the floor and got to work. 
 
   I’d done this so often over the last five years, I could probably do it blindfolded. But this time, I found my fingers hesitating as they sewed a tracker into the lining of Faith’s bag. The minuscule device was deceptively powerful, emitting a geolocating ping every few seconds, which would allow me to follow her movements. My chest felt uncomfortably tight as I sewed the seam closed and replaced the round button I’d cut off with a near-identical black sphere so smooth and simple looking, you’d never know it was a camera. The lens was undetectable, unless you had professional training and knew exactly where to look. 
 
   I pulled the last stitch and stared at the bag. She’d never notice. But something stopped me from putting it back in place by the dresser. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I closed my eyes and cursed under my breath. 
 
   Once I did this, there was no turning back. No more pretending that I was only watching her for her own good. No lying to myself that she wasn’t a mark, that I wasn’t using her. 
 
   Nothing I was doing right now had to do with Faith’s safety. If anything, I was putting her life in even more jeopardy. If she got caught with this… if they found this tech on her bag… 
 
   She’d be dead. 
 
   Because of me.
 
   I tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter. 
 
   She’s just another mark. 
 
   After this mission, I’ll move on, like I have a million times before. 
 
   She’ll be alive or she’ll be dead — it doesn’t mean jack shit to me.  
 
   Either way, she’ll never be a part of my life again.
 
   I was a fucking idiot, for letting this girl get to me. I bit the inside of my cheek so hard I drew blood. I wasn’t sure what upset me more — the thought that I’d have to walk away and leave this little fantasy I’d built around Faith behind, or the fact that even the thought of leaving her made my chest ache worse than the time I’d had a lung collapse when a mission had, ironically, gone south in North Korea. 
 
   She’ll never be a part of my life again.
 
   It didn’t matter what I told myself — nothing I said would take away the sting of truth in that realization. After the mission was over, I’d have to walk away. Alive or dead, loving or hating me — either way, I’d lose her.
 
   She barely stirred as I carried her into her bedroom and slid her body beneath the yellow comforter. She looked like a little girl, lying there with the covers pulled up to her chin. I wished, for a moment, that she’d never crossed my path. That she’d never have to learn that the world was a fucked up place, full of fucked up people who were experts at hurting one another. I wished that she could stay innocent, unchanged by me or any other bastard who stumbled into her life. And, finally, I wished I was strong enough to walk away before she got even more tangled up in this mess.
 
   Coward.
 
   Mercenary.
 
   Bastard.
 
   Monster.
 
   I turned quickly and headed for the door, not sparing another glance at the bag I’d arranged perfectly in place against her dresser or the girl I was incapable of removing from my life and my thoughts. 
 
   For Faith, I was a fatal cancer — I was selfish enough not to care. The little slice of her I stole during this mission would be the only bit I ever got. So I’d be greedy. I’d take it, without question. It would have to tide me over for the rest of my life, when I was alone with only the memory of her to keep the shadows at bay. 
 
   I needed to hit something. 
 
   Hard.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-One: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   FLICKER OF DOUBT
 
    
 
   I woke up alone. 
 
   Sill wearing my clothing from last night, I could feel the grungy, day-old makeup caked beneath my eyes. My head was pounding from all the wine I’d consumed and I instantly felt my cheeks flame. Great — I’d barely cracked my eyes open and I was already blushing. That did not bode well for the day to come. 
 
   Wiping the residual eye-liner from my bleary eyes, I pushed my comforter down to the foot of my bed and groaned as I realized Wes had not only seen me in a fine state — drunken stupor was such a sexy look on me — he’d also seen my bedroom in all its post-Margot glory. Eyeing the multitude of clothes, bras, and accessories strewn about the space, I fell back against the pillows and pulled one firmly over my face. He probably thought I was a total slob.
 
   My door creaked open. “Suffocating yourself, huh?” Margot called, bounding into the room and onto my bed with a heavy thud that made my entire body bounce. I held the pillow firmly over my face as she settled in. 
 
   “Ungh,” I grunted, a ghoulish sound.  
 
   “I take it the date went really well, then?” she teased. “That, or you’ve become some kind of moaning, flesh-eating zombie overnight. In which case, I’m turning your bedroom into a yoga studio.”
 
   I pulled the pillow off my face. “You don’t even do yoga.” 
 
   “Obviously,” she said, rolling her eyes. “But this way, if I bring a man home, I can say, Oh, yes, that’s my yoga studio in a super seductive voice. Boys always want to do bad, bad things to yogis. They’re so bendy…” She trailed off, her eyes distant.
 
   “It’s way too early to be having this conversation,” I grumbled. 
 
   A tinkling laugh escaped Margot’s lips. “Fine, fine. Tell me about the date.” 
 
   I sighed. “It was great. Good meal, good conversation. I invited him back here for a post-dinner drink, as you suggested...”
 
   “And?” she prompted impatiently. “Tell me I didn’t sleep at Justine’s place for nothing. She wanted to play Scrabble before bed last night. Scrabble, Faith.” Speaking in a melodramatic voice, she threw one hand over her heart and widened her eyes. “Tell me I did not suffer thus in vain!”  
 
   I giggled. “Sorry, no earth-shattering orgasms to report. In my grand plans to seduce him, I chugged one too many glasses of wine and fell asleep on the couch. I don’t remember putting myself to bed — he must’ve carried me.” 
 
   “A true gentleman,” Margot muttered forlornly. “I bet he didn’t even try to wake you up.” 
 
   My eyebrows rose.
 
   “I mean, he could’ve tried. Instead, nobody gets any orgasms. And, now that he’s seen the way you live...” She grimaced as her eyes swept the disheveled space, conveniently forgetting she was the one responsible for the mess. “I bet he’ll never come back. We’ll have to start fresh with someone new!”
 
   “Margot,” I said gently, trying to control my bubbling laughter. “I’m going to say this in the nicest way possible…”
 
   She looked at me expectantly.
 
   “You have officially become more invested in my sex life than I am. Girl, listen to me.” I took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes, making sure to annunciate each word as I spoke. “You. Need. To. Get. Laid.” I shook her lightly. “Well, that, or get a new hobby — one that does not include a daily tally of my nonexistent orgasms.” 
 
   Margot dissolved into giggles. 
 
   “Oh, come on, you lunatic. We have to get ready for work.” I released her, hopped out of bed, and headed for the kitchen, hoping my unintentionally-abstinent, nymphomaniac roommate had, at the very least, brewed a pot of strong coffee before coming into my room to torture me. 
 
   ***
 
   I didn’t find the note at first. 
 
   He’d picked a clever hiding spot — rolled into a scroll, tied to the shoelace of my tennis shoes. I grinned as I unrolled it and read the message, scrawled in masculine, narrow-lettered chicken scratch. 
 
   Meet me in the middle of the Chain Bridge at sunset. 
 
   I huffed, trying to work up a sense of indignation that he hadn’t bothered to ask me, but it was no use. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. 
 
   Was it pushy and demanding and totally presumptuous of him to assume I was not only free at that time, but also willing and wanting to meet him? 
 
   Hell yes.
 
   Was it also incredibly romantic and heart-flutter inducing, in spite of the alpha-male assumptions behind it? 
 
   Hell freaking yes. 
 
   Was I going to be standing in the middle of that damn bridge at sunset, waiting for him?
 
   Come hell or high water.
 
   ***
 
   It was the first time I’d walked the bridge alone, but I made it. Yes, I kept a white-knuckled grip on the railing the entire time and yes, I hyperventilated practically the whole way across, but that wasn’t the point. I’d counted to five — okay, ten — and forced myself to walk.
 
   The first twenty steps were hard. Small, measured, hesitant — baby steps. 
 
   The last twenty were so easy, I practically sprinted them. Once I spotted Wes waiting for me at the center of the bridge, my feet flew over the stones so fast I completely forgot to be scared.
 
   He was leaning against the railing, looking out over the river. His profile was lit by the setting sun, his jeans hung just right on his athletic frame, and his shoulders perfectly filled out the fitted black henley he was wearing. One glimpse of him, and I felt the breath catch in my throat. I still had difficulty believing a man that gorgeous could ever be interested in me.  
 
   I swallowed hard as I drew to a stop several feet from him.
 
   “Hey, stranger,” I called softly. 
 
   He turned to look at me, that crooked smile already on his lips. “You’re late.” 
 
   “Excuse me?” I took a few steps closer. “Your note said sunset. The sun, if you’ll notice, is still setting.” 
 
   “But it’s been setting for almost an hour.”
 
   “Well, next time you decide to write me a note demanding my presence, be more specific about the time, will ya?” I teased. 
 
   He stepped forward and grabbed my hand. “No promises. Now, let’s go.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   He glanced at me dismissively. “You do understand the concept of a surprise, right?”
 
   “Sorry, I’m sort of killing the whole mystery-man vibe you’ve got going, aren’t I?” 
 
   “Completely,” he agreed, grinning. “So shut up and follow me or we’re going to miss it.”
 
   I bit my tongue to keep from asking miss what? and followed Wes across to the Buda side. He pulled me along after him with one hand firmly gripping mine, hurrying us through the crowded avenues and around the many street vendors who’d set up their carts on the promenade. After about five minutes of walking, Wes came to a stop and I felt my eyes go wide. 
 
   “No way,” I said instantly. 
 
   “Red, don’t be unreasonable.” 
 
   “I’m unreasonable?” I blew out a puff of righteous outrage. “You’re the unreasonable one, if you think you’re going to get me on that thing.” 
 
   “Red…” 
 
   “Don’t Red me in that soft voice, Wes!” I glared at him. “No way. Nope. Not happening.” 
 
   “Red…” He was grinning again, the bastard. 
 
   “What did I just say?!”
 
   He laughed outright.  “I’ll hold your hand the whole time.” 
 
   I eyed the Sikló like it was a venomous snake, rather than an old-fashioned brown and yellow train car on a vertical track. The Castle Hill Funicular was famous in Budapest, whisking tourists up the steep hill from the riverbank to Buda Castle every few minutes and boasting some of the best views the city had to offer. But I sure as shit wasn’t about to get onboard, even with Wes holding my hand. Bridges were one thing — riding a centuries-old cliff car at a 75-degree angle up a sheer rock-face was another altogether. 
 
   “I can’t,” I whispered. 
 
   Wes pulled me close, so he could stare into my eyes. His hands came up to cradle my face, and my heart began to have palpitations. 
 
   “You can,” he whispered. “Faith Morrissey, you can do anything. Anything. Don’t let the world convince you otherwise.” He leaned down so his forehead was resting directly against mine and I felt my windpipe convulse spastically. “Five seconds of fear, or a lifetime of regret that you missed out on something amazing. Your choice, Red.” 
 
   Well, when he put it that way… 
 
   “I really, really don’t like you,” I grumbled, clearing my throat. 
 
   Wes laughed again and bumped his nose against mine. I thought I might faint when our mouths almost brushed, but managed to pass off my near-swoon as latent fear rather than sheer lust. 
 
   As he led me to the boarding station, his hand laced warmly in mine, I wondered if he’d ever stop pushing my buttons or testing my boundaries. 
 
   Almost instantly, I realized I didn’t want him to stop.
 
   Wes challenged me in the best way possible. He made me press my own limits, forced me to try things I hadn’t had the courage to do in the past. He never questioned my abilities. He stared at me without a flicker of doubt in that steady brown gaze… looked at me like I could do anything, be anyone. 
 
   He believed in me. 
 
   With him, for the first time ever, I felt like I was starting to figure out who I was — and who I wanted to be.
 
   More than any star I’d ever wished on or any blown-out birthday candle plea I’d ever dreamed might come true, I hoped that one day, I’d live up to the version of Faith that he saw when he looked at me like that. More than anything…
 
   I wanted to be the woman Wes Adams thought I was. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Two: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   I’M WITH YOU
 
    
 
   “Oh, wow. Wow, wow, wow,” Faith breathed, her eyes wider than I’d ever seen them.
 
   We were about halfway up the embankment, slowly ascending toward the castle with all of Budapest laid out before us like a rug. The Chain Bridge and river promenade, now far below, were children’s toys left lying on the vast carpet, growing ever smaller as we rose up the hill. The setting sun painted all the world gold, like a sepia camera lens had been slipped over my eyes.  
 
   “This is amazing.” Her tone was hushed, full of wonderment as she took in the view. I’m sure it was spectacular, but I didn’t see any of it. I was distracted by a far more beautiful sight.
 
   My eyes were locked on her face. 
 
   Tracing the curve of her lips. Memorizing their supple softness. Imagining how they’d feel against my own. 
 
   As I watched her, I felt it rise within me like a tidal wave — unfamiliar, irrepressible, undeniable. 
 
   Fear. 
 
   I hadn’t been frightened when I was bleeding out in a med-evac helicopter in a Bosnian war zone. I hadn’t felt fear coursing through my veins when I’d been stranded in the deserts of Afghanistan without a satellite phone or water source for miles. I hadn’t experienced terror when I’d been captured by enemy insurgents during an entirely off-the-books surveillance mission.
 
   But I was scared as hell at just the thought of kissing Faith Morrissey. 
 
   “Look, Wes! You can see the steeples of St. Stephen’s Basilica from here!” She let out an appreciative sigh. “God, isn’t it beautiful? Have you ever seen anything so gorgeous in your entire life?”
 
   My eyes moved over her face as hers swept the city. “No.” I cleared my throat roughly. “I haven’t.” 
 
   She was totally enthralled by the panorama of old-world elegance that seemed to stretch on for miles in every direction — my detachment didn’t even register on her radar. My knee bounced up and down, keyed-up with adrenaline. She was supposed to be the one reeling out of control. And yet, somehow, the world had been flipped on its head because I was the only mess of nerves inside this goddamned floating glass box. 
 
   I pinched the bridge of my nose and pressed my eyes closed. For the first time in more than a decade, I found myself falling back on old habits. I started to count. 
 
   One.
 
   She leaned slightly forward in her seat to stare through the glass, her fear of heights completely forgotten. “This is amazing. You can see all the way to City Park from here!” 
 
   Two.
 
   Her hand tightened on mine, squeezing in excitement and anticipation. We were almost to the top. “Seriously, Wes. I’m sorry I gave you a hard time. I love this.” 
 
   Three.
 
   I opened my eyes when I heard her gasp. The setting sun had just peeked out from behind a cloud, illuminating the river’s surface with shafts of buttery light. It gleamed like a gold-plated mirror. 
 
   Faith’s voice was awed. “Thank you for sharing this with me.” 
 
   Four.
 
   She glanced in my direction. “Wes?” she asked, staring into my eyes with a question swimming in her own. “You still with me?”
 
   Five. 
 
   I took a deep breath, leaned into her space, and lifted one hand to lace through the hair at her temple. She stilled, her eyes melted like superheated caramel, and her jaw quivered slightly as realization crept into her gaze. She was a little bit terrified of us, of this, too. 
 
   Somehow, that made it easier to banish my own indecision. 
 
   “I’m with you, Red,” I muttered, an instant before I brought my lips down on hers in a crushing kiss that made my mind empty of everything except the way her mouth felt as it moved slowly beneath mine.
 
   The instant our lips met, my fear vanished like it had never existed. I had no idea why I’d been afraid in the first place. This, right here, with my mouth pressed against hers, was the safest I’d felt in years. 
 
   The safest I’d ever felt. 
 
   My tongue in her mouth, my hands on her face — I wasn’t chaste or slow. I could barely control myself now that I finally had her in my arms. And as I lost myself in her, I found the man I’d buried deep, so long ago I could barely remember him. 
 
   I was drowning in her — this time I didn’t fight it.
 
   I let her waves drag me under, and found myself praying I’d never be forced to resurface. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Three: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   INVINCIBLE
 
    
 
   There’s something about first kisses. 
 
   Something sacred. Special. 
 
   Two sets of unfamiliar lips meet as strangers. They crash and cling, glide and gasp, and in the span of a few fumbling, familiarizing seconds, quickly become the most intimate point of contact two people can share. 
 
   There’s magic in first kisses. 
 
   In their fixity. Their everlasting endurance.
 
   There are no re-tries. No do overs or take twos. 
 
   And that anticipation, that pressure to make a first kiss perfect — it typically does one of two things: 
 
   It either makes them unforgettable… or it undermines them completely. 
 
   Nerves get in the way. 
 
   People falter and flounder.
 
   The magic is lost. 
 
   You close your eyes and wait for the awkwardness to pass. You look forward to the second kiss because, honestly, you’re hoping practice might make the next go-around a bit better than the first. You grudgingly accept that reality can’t quite match your expectations.
 
   There’s disappointment in first kisses. 
 
   But not with Wes.
 
   Because when he kissed me, my world exploded. 
 
   I felt myself light up like a roman candle. Stars burst behind my eyes, as though I’d been staring at the sun for too long, blinding me to everything. It all disappeared — the view, the other passengers behind us in the cable car, the nervous energy that had been simmering in my veins since we’d boarded.
 
   Everything but him. 
 
   And as his mouth explored mine — as he and me conjoined and slowly became we — I realized that I’d never been kissed before.
 
   Not really. Not in any way that counted.
 
   Every other middle-school spin-the-bottle peck, every sloppy seven-minutes-in-heaven, every backseat make-out session in Conor’s truck… they all faded away as I realized they’d never measure up to Wes’ kiss. They weren’t even in the same league. 
 
   This wasn’t just our first kiss. 
 
   It was my first real kiss. Ever. 
 
   And it didn’t live up to expectation — it far surpassed it. 
 
   His lips consumed me, unhinged me, crushed me, undid me. His hands wove into my hair, as mine traced the subtle scruff along his chiseled jawline. I felt my heart expand in my chest like a balloon, so full of delirious helium it might just lift me off the ground and send me floating into the sky. His kiss carried me away — up, up, up to the highest heights. It should’ve scared me. 
 
   But when his lips were on mine, I didn’t fear the air or the altitude. Even the prospect of falling back to earth didn’t terrify me. He kissed me, and for the first time ever, I felt brave. Empowered. Adventurous. 
 
   I could climb any peak, conquer any challenge. Soar beyond any point of panic or self-preservation. 
 
   He kissed me, and I was invincible. 
 
   ***
 
   “Excuse me?” The bashful voice and gentle clearing of a throat broke us apart. Working to clear the Wes-induced haze from my brain, I swung my startled gaze toward the funicular exit, where a uniformed attendant was standing. He shifted anxiously from one foot to another, his eyes darting from the floor to the seat, where Wes and I were still semi-entwined. 
 
   “I’m sorry sir… miss…” The man trailed off, his cheeks flaming. I’m not sure who was more embarrassed — him or me. “We need you to make your exit. The new passengers are waiting to board.” 
 
   I wanted to curl into a ball of mortification beneath my seat as I glanced around for the first time and realized that the cable car was entirely vacant. Evidently, we’d been so consumed, we’d neglected to notice that the car had come to a stop and fully emptied of every other passenger. 
 
   A muffled laugh came from Wes’ direction. I swiftly elbowed him in the side, hoping to silence him.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” I mumbled. “We were… um…” I tried desperately to think of an explanation, but I was pretty sure the attendant had already seen us necking like preteens. The play-it-cool card wasn’t going to work — that ship had sailed as soon as Wes’ tongue had entered my mouth. Seconds ticked on in silence. My cheeks were literally on fire; I was afraid the whole car might combust into flames spurred by sheer humiliation. 
 
   “We were just… uh…” I trailed off again.
 
   “Enjoying the view,” Wes finished for me, grabbing my hand and hauling me to my feet. 
 
   The attendant smiled slyly. “Of course, sir.” 
 
   “So… we’ll just be going, then…” I swallowed harshly, hoping to dislodge some of my discomfort. “You know, it’s really a beautiful funicular.”
 
   The attendant stared at me blankly.
 
   “Not that I’ve been on a lot of them, or anything,” I explained, swallowing again. “Well, actually, this was my first one ever. But it was beautiful.” 
 
   Shit. I was rambling — my worst nervous habit. 
 
   “I mean, really, gorgeous. That view! Best in the city,” I blathered on. I knew I was only making an awkward situation even more uncomfortable, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.
 
   Wes squeezed my hand and tried his best to suppress a laugh as he pulled me toward the exit. 
 
   “I don’t even like heights. In fact, I’m pretty scared of them,” I said, wishing I was flexible enough to literally shove my foot into my mouth — that was likely the only thing that would shut me up, at this point. “But this was totally worth it.”
 
   “Thank you, miss.” The attendant also appeared to be burying a chuckle. 
 
    We sidestepped him and passed through the door. 
 
    “No, thank you!” I called over my shoulder as we walked away. 
 
   We left the cliff railway behind and walked toward the castle. Wes was silent, his shoulders shaking slightly. 
 
   “So… I ramble when I’m anxious.”  As if he hadn’t just witnessed four full minutes of this humiliating habit in action. 
 
   He took a deep breath and turned to look at me, forcing a serious expression. 
 
   “What?” I asked, my voice defensive. 
 
   Wes’ solemn expression cracked as he lost his battle against amusement. He laughed deeply — the kind of laugh that made his whole body shudder and left him gasping for breath. I waited, arms crossed over my chest, until he’d regained some command over himself. I was glaring at him, but the severe look was undercut somewhat by the twitching of my lips as I fought my own giggles.
 
   “I can’t help it!” I shoved him in the shoulder. “I’m a nervous talker.” 
 
   A fresh laugh escaped Wes’ mouth. “Yeah, Red. I remember our first meeting quite well.” 
 
   I grinned involuntarily at the memory. “That was nothing. You should’ve seen me as a kid — I never got away with a freaking thing.” 
 
   That soft look appeared in his eyes. It made me want to kiss him again. “I can only imagine,” he murmured, staring at me warmly. 
 
   “Let’s just say, if someone puts screws to me…” I shook my head and grimaced. 
 
   He arched a dark eyebrow, his crooked grin firmly in place. “You’ll sing like a canary?” 
 
    “Pray I never get captured by terrorists and tortured for information,” I joked.
 
   Wes’ grin fell off his face so abruptly, I worried he’d suffered some kind of mental breakdown. Something dark flashed in his eyes as he stared at my face. Before I could ask what had happened, the strange look cleared into a flat expression, concealing whatever was going on inside his head. 
 
   “You okay?” I asked, concern lacing my tone. 
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be?” He shrugged. “Let’s go check out the castle.” 
 
   “After you, Prince Charming,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood as he began striding toward Habsburg Gate, the tall stone archway that opened onto the castle grounds. 
 
   “I’m not your prince, Red.” Wes’ voice was low, nearly ominous. “The dark knight, maybe. But don’t confuse me for the valiant hero.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes at his back as I followed after him. “Well, good, Mr. Dramatic, because I’m no Disney princess.”
 
   Wes glanced over his shoulder at me, somewhat startled by my vehement admission. 
 
   I dragged a deep breath in through my nose and prepared to unload several decades of disenchantment on his ass. “First there’s Ariel: the girl genetically modifies herself for a man she’s never even spoken to because being a unique, beautiful mermaid is apparently so much worse than being an average human — albeit one with great hair. Then, there’s Snow White: she communes with wild animals, consumes food from creepy strangers, and, essentially, is entirely useless when it comes to doing anything but sing, cook, and clean.” I let out an exasperated snort. “And don’t even get me started on Belle. I’m not sure what’s worse — the blatant Stockholm Syndrome or the rampant bestiality.” 
 
   There was a beat of silence as he waited to see if I was done with my tiara-induced tirade. 
 
   “Don’t hold back, Red.” Wes’ voice was wry and his eyes were amused when he finally spoke. He’d come back to me. “Tell me how you really feel.”
 
   Happy he’d regained his sense of humor, I grinned and shook my head, in the process catching sight of a statue in my peripherals. “Oh, look! See that statue? The one of the weird, ugly bird clutching a sword? Like a griffon, only way cooler?”
 
   His eyes followed my finger as I pointed at the massive stone hawk, its wings spread wide. 
 
   “That’s the Turul! It’s a hugely important symbol in ancient Hungarian history. They say it signifies power, strength, and nobility.” I turned excited eyes to Wes and caught him staring at me with a strange look on his face. 
 
   “What?” I asked warily for the second time in ten minutes. 
 
   His mouth lifted in a half-grin. “Nothing.” 
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “You’re just… full of surprises,” he said, shrugging. “You hate Disney princesses and you love medieval mythology. You’re terrified of heights, but you appreciate the view from the top. You’d choose Rocky Road ice cream over survival supplies. You ramble when you’re nervous. You complain that you don’t like me, but you kissed me on a train car like you never wanted to come up for air.”
 
   I blushed, of course.
 
   “You’re a contradiction.” He said, leaning in so our faces hovered millimeters apart. “A gorgeous nerd. A terrified adventurer. A clumsy cultural-expert.” He moved closer and I felt his breath on my lips when he spoke again. “It’s strange and unexpected and beautiful. You’re beautiful.” 
 
   I tried to slow my racing heartbeat. Tried not to hear his words or stare too deeply into his eyes as he said things I’d been waiting my whole life to hear. Because if I looked, if I listened — I knew I’d fall. 
 
   Too fast. Too hard.
 
   I’d blink and, before I knew what was happening, I’d be in love with this man who was, in many ways, still a total stranger to me. And I couldn’t let that happen. Couldn’t allow my study-abroad-dalliance to become something much more permanent. I wasn’t a dumb princess in some fairy tale and, as he’d already told me, he was certainly not my prince. 
 
   This was a fling. No strings, no labels, no promises. Just a short-term love affair I’d look back on when I was a wrinkled old lady in a rocking chair on the back porch, telling tales to my thousand grandkids.
 
   Right. 
 
   My traitorous, treacherous heart cackled hysterically at me from within my chest. 
 
   You’re dumber than Aurora and Cinderella put together if you think you’re not already half in love with Wes Adams, it taunted deviously. 
 
   I chewed anxiously on my bottom lip, riddled with worry, until Wes closed the gap between our faces and pressed his mouth to mine in a consuming kiss that made me forget all about my heart and, instead, start thinking with certain other, less judgmental, parts of my anatomy. 
 
   ***
 
   I wasn’t sure how we got back to my apartment. The entire trip was a blur.
 
   All I knew was, once Wes kissed me, once I got a taste, there was no stopping it. No way to sate my appetite for him. A wave of shored-up lust that had been trapped carefully behind a dam of self-control for the past month tore through my body like a tsunami after a year-long drought.  
 
   Buda Castle was left in the dust. The Turul statue was forgotten. Habsburg Gate faded into the distance as we ran, laughing like fools, down the steps of Castle Hill. Our hands tightly entwined, we cast surreptitious glances at each other as we raced through the city toward my apartment. It took forever, but only because we stopped so many times. We couldn’t go more than two minutes before the need to crush our lips together became unbearable. 
 
   It was crazy. Out of control. Indecent. Immodest.
 
   I didn’t care. 
 
   At the bottom of the steps, Wes pulled me against his chest and kissed me so deeply, so passionately, I forgot to breathe. Deprived of oxygen, I might’ve passed out in his arms, had he not broken away. Tourists were looking at us — snapping pictures, shielding their children’s eyes. It didn’t matter. I was so caught up in him, I would’ve stripped naked on the cobblestones if he’d asked me. 
 
   I’d never even let Conor kiss me in full-view at a high-school football game. 
 
   We reached the middle of the Chain Bridge, and I couldn’t take another step without touching him. I tugged Wes to a stop and pulled his face down to mine, slamming our lips together hungrily. It was far too much for a public display of affection; and yet, it wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy me. Pressing my mouth to his, I let myself float away as our lips devoured and discovered one another. I was so I dazed I couldn’t have told you my first name or my favorite color, but I’d never felt more complete than I did at that moment. Only the threat of toppling over the railing in a lust-fueled stupor was enough to force us onward.  
 
   We made it another block before the wave crashed again. 
 
   A single, heated glance passed between us, and then Wes was yanking my hand, dragging me into a narrow stone-paved alleyway, and pressing me against the wall with the entire length of his body. I could feel his hardness, knew his desire matched mine in every way. Our lips met again, his tongue entered my mouth, and I had to grip his shoulders so I wouldn’t crumple to the ground in a pile of strength-sapped limbs. I arched into him, needing more — more lips, more skin, more everything. My hands traced down his back, under the hem of his henley to skim the bare flesh beneath. He growled and tore his lips from mine, panting hard into the crook my neck. 
 
   “You’re killing me,” he whispered. His teeth scraped my earlobe and I moaned so loud a woman peered out her first-floor apartment window at us with a disapproving look. 
 
   Shit.
 
   “Let’s go.” I grabbed his hand and pulled him from the alley, sprinting down the street as fast as possible in flimsy sandals. He was right beside me, step for step — just as eager to get behind closed doors, where our last vestiges of restraint could be shed like the unwanted clothes still concealing us from one another. 
 
   When we finally reached my apartment, he kissed me as I fumbled blindly with the key. I struggled for several long moments until Wes, officially out of patience, took over for me. The lock turned and, lips still fused together, we fell through the front door as a messy tangle of arms and legs, hitting the floor before we’d made it two steps beyond the threshold. Wes kicked the door closed with one foot, threw my keys and purse across the room, and rolled on top of me in a single swift move that made my stomach clench with delicious anticipation.
 
   “Red, Red, Red,” he chanted under his breath, his eyes on my face and his hands in my hair. “Do you have any idea what you do to me?”
 
   His palms moved over my shoulders and down my sides, skimming so softly I could barely feel them through my clothes. I was getting desperate — the need to feel his touch against my skin grew more urgent with each passing moment. 
 
   I lifted my arms to remove his shirt, more than ready to see what lay beneath, but he reached down, grabbed my hands, and pinned my wrists above my head in a firm, inescapable grip. I couldn’t touch him, couldn’t move, as he held both my hands down with one of his own. He was in total control of my body, pulling expertly on those invisible threads that bound us together. 
 
   He touched; I responded. It was elemental, instinctual. The most basic of physical principles, brought to life by his hands. 
 
   For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.
 
   His hand traced down my breastbone; my back arched like a bowstring.
 
   His fingers skimmed a spiral pattern up my neck and across my cheekbone; my head fell listlessly to the side, giving him better access.
 
   His knee nudged my legs apart; I let them fall open so he could settle fully on top of me. 
 
   I was a puppet on a string. It should’ve been confining, demeaning. 
 
   It wasn’t.
 
   It was electrifying. A thousand volts of lust pumped through my bloodstream, lighting me up from the inside out. It was the hottest thing I’d ever experienced.
 
   “Wes,” I whispered, unable to form other words. Unable to ask for what I wanted. 
 
   His face moved closer, his mouth trailing wet kisses along my jaw, making me squirm with pleasure. His lips landed softly on mine, but he didn’t kiss me. They were the shadow of a kiss, the ghost of what I needed — teasing, taunting. He was driving me crazy. 
 
   “Please,” I begged, my eyes on his. 
 
   “What, Red?” He asked, grinning crookedly down at me. He was enjoying this, the bastard. “Use your words, like a big girl.” 
 
   I glared at him. “I don’t like you.” 
 
   His grin widened before he leaned forward and kissed me. Not another insufficient peck — a full-out, no-holds-barred kiss that invaded every one of my senses and left me gasping for breath when it was finally over. He pulled away, a smug look on his face, and I couldn’t remember what we’d been discussing only seconds before. 
 
   “Oh, I think you like me.” Wes taunted against my lips. “Especially when I do that.” 
 
   Okay, now I remembered. 
 
   “Or this,” he whispered, kissing a path down my neck, until his face was hovering directly over my cleavage. I forced my body to lay unresponsive under him, not to bend or break beneath his touch, as he slowly pulled the neckline of my t-shirt down. Somehow, this had become a contest — a battle of wills I knew I’d never win, but couldn’t stop myself from taking part in. 
 
   When whisper-soft kisses began to land against the lace of my bra, keeping still became nearly impossible. I needed to move, to touch him, to kiss him — and he wasn’t letting me. His hand began to move under my shirt, and I felt my spine go rigid with the effort to remain in control. 
 
   “Wesley Adams, if you don’t make love to me in the next thirty seconds, I will kill you,” I threatened in a murderous voice. 
 
   Wes’ head came up at the sound of his name. Laughter and lust faded from his eyes and something else — something painful — flashed in their depths. He abruptly released me, rolled to the empty space beside my body, and sat up, so we weren’t touching at all. A guarded expression masked his emotions from me.
 
   I sat up and stared at him, eyes wide. “Wes?” 
 
   He didn’t look at me, and I saw the muscle ticking in his cheek like a time bomb as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. 
 
   “I was just kidding,” I said, reaching out to touch him. When my fingertips landed on his forearm, he flinched and lifted haunted eyes to meet mine. Whatever he saw on my face affected him so strongly, his expression immediately shuttered. 
 
   “I have to go,” he said haltingly, rising to his feet. His tone was cold. Impersonal. Like he was talking to a stranger, rather than the girl he’d been kissing like a madman for the past hour. I couldn’t fathom what had inspired this change in him. He had to be kidding around.
 
   Right? 
 
   “What do you mean, you have to go?” I asked, a little hysterically. If he was joking, I was ready for the punchline. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He stared straight ahead as he spoke. “I just remembered I have something to do for work.”  
 
   A beat of silence passed between us. It was eight o’clock at night — we both knew his words were a lie. 
 
   “Wes, what did I do?” I asked in a strangled voice. “I’m sorry if I said something wrong. If I did something…” 
 
   His eyes came back to meet mine. They were burning with fervent emotions I couldn’t name. “It’s not you, Red. You’re perfect. Don’t ever think it’s you.” Leaning down to where I was still sitting on the floor like a discarded rag doll, he pressed his lips fiercely to my forehead. He held the kiss for a long time and, inexplicably, I felt my eyes fill with tears. 
 
   “Are you saying goodbye to me again, Wes?” My voice wavered. 
 
   He didn’t say anything as he pulled his lips from my skin and turned for the exit. When he reached the door, he stilled with his hand on the knob. “I’ll see you soon,” he promised, but his voice was hollow. I wondered if his promise was equally empty as I watched him pull open the door and step over the threshold. 
 
   And then he was gone. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Four: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   SUBZERO
 
    
 
   My punches rained down on the bag in a steady rhythm. I hadn’t bothered to tape my knuckles or change from my street clothes. As soon as I’d stepped through the door, I’d shrugged off my jacket, crossed to the bag, and started hitting. The rage, the pain I’d been feeling since I left Faith’s apartment — it needed an outlet. With each strike, I recited the two words bouncing around my head like a crazed incantation. 
 
   Wesley. 
 
   Smack.
 
   Adams. 
 
   Smack.
 
   Ten minutes passed. 
 
   Twenty. Forty. An hour. 
 
   I kept hitting. 
 
   My knuckles were raw — bleeding and aching. They hurt like a bitch.
 
   But that pain was a fucking needle prick, compared to what I’d felt when Faith looked at me with love in her eyes and said another man’s name. 
 
   It gutted me. 
 
   A knife twisting in my stomach, slicing through sinew and muscle. Rending vital organs to hemorrhaged shreds.
 
   Before I’d met Faith, I didn’t think I had a heart. Now that I knew her, I was sure I didn’t.
 
   For twenty-five years, a solid block of ice resided behind my ribs, and I was better for it. The perfect operative. Cold, detached, numb. No need for useless emotions. No use for the triviality of love. 
 
   You can’t miss what you’ve never had. 
 
   But in the span of a few weeks, a stubborn, whip-smart, unshakeable girl had melted my subzero shell. With one look, one laugh, one touch, she’d dissolved all the defenses no one else had even gotten close enough to see. And when she’d exposed the shriveled, unused, underdeveloped organ inside my chest — the laughable excuse for a heart that hadn’t pumped since I was small — she ripped it, still beating, from the cavity and claimed it for her own.
 
   So, I could hit the damn bag until my hands fell off.
 
   The pain would never come close to the searing agony inside my empty chest. 
 
   ***
 
   “Abbott.” 
 
   “I need a status report.” Benson’s voice snapped over the line. 
 
   Breathing deeply, I tried to mask the contempt in my tone before I responded. “I’m surveilling the interior of the Hermes offices as we speak.”
 
   My eyes remained riveted on the screen of my laptop. The picture was bouncing slightly, the rhythmic movement of Faith’s steps making the camera on her messenger bag sway as she walked the halls.  I reached out a hand and pressed a series of buttons to mute the volume feed and dim the picture.
 
   “And?” Benson prompted. 
 
   Ass.
 
   “I have audio and visual.” My jaw clenched. 
 
   “Anything actionable?” His voice was patronizing. “Or are you just monitoring the girls’ locker room to get your rocks off?”  
 
   I began to grind my teeth. “I’ve ID’d six operatives from the internal footage. One of them is Szekely’s nephew.” Konrad’s face flashed in my mind and I felt an uncomfortable sensation in my chest. I liked the kid — it was a shame he’d gotten himself snarled in this shit. “I bugged a baseball cap and gave it to him as a souvenir – hopefully, he’ll be wearing it next time he visits his uncle’s compound.”
 
   “How old is he?”
 
   “Sixteen.”
 
   “Good. The young ones always break faster in interrogation.” Benson’s voice was smug. As if he’d ever interrogated anyone except the intern who finished the last doughnut from the box in the staff break room. 
 
   “We might be able to use him as leverage, but I doubt he knows much about the true nature of his uncle’s company.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and sighed. “Plus, Szekely isn’t the sentimental type. You could cut off his nephew’s hand and ship it to his doorstep via one of his own couriers— I doubt it would faze him. He won’t do anything to jeopardize his empire. Not even for family.”
 
   “Well, we’ll see about that,” Benson blustered. Even when he knew he was wrong, he couldn’t admit it. “What do you have in terms of layout intel?”
 
   “I’m reverse-engineering a map of the building from recorded images, sewer plans, and old blueprints. I should have a complete picture in a week. Two weeks, max.” 
 
   “Make it one.”
 
   I began to pound a fist against the metal desk in sharp, metronomic hits that made the bones in my hand ache. My eyes followed the blinking red dot on the city map monitor, as Faith hopped on her bike and headed out for another run. 
 
   “Do you have access to deliveries in transit?” 
 
   “Limited.” I bit out the word like a curse, remembering how shitty I’d felt when I searched Faith’s messenger bag, opening each parcel and photographing the documents inside for later study. If she ever found out…
 
   “Abbott, I’m not fucking around. We need actionable material, and we need it yesterday.”
 
   “You don’t think I know that?” 
 
   A frosty silence blasted over the line. “Speak to me like that again, and I’ll transfer your ass back here behind a desk so fast you’ll have perpetual whiplash.” 
 
   God, even his threats were pathetic. The worst pain he could even contemplate inflicting on someone was akin to a slight neck twinge. I tried not to laugh.
 
    “Sorry, sir,” I sneered. “I’ve made contact with a few local sources. There are rumors that Szekely is working on something big. A new prototype.”
 
   “The CIA doesn’t deal in rumors, Abbott.” 
 
   Given the opportunity, I’d put a bullet between Benson’s eyes without hesitation. 
 
   “Rumor or not, my sources are worried. Theories range from drones to nukes to bio-weapons. No real consensus. The only thing they all agree on is that whatever he’s working on is so advanced, it could alter the course of modern warfare.” 
 
   “All the more reason for you to stop dragging your heels,” Benson barked. “Tap every source you can find — bleed them dry, if you have to. I want to know what the hell he’s building in that compound. And, for god’s sake, get some eyes inside his estate. I don’t care what you have to do — just get it done.” 
 
   “I have a meeting with a new source in a few days. He’s outside the city, living off the grid in a small village, but apparently he was one of Szekely’s inside men for years before defecting. He wants to discuss possible U.S. asylum status in exchange for what he knows. I’ll contact you if he has anything concrete.” 
 
   “Do that.” 
 
   He hung up. 
 
   “Enjoy your doughnuts, lardass,” I muttered. 
 
   I took a deep breath, tightened my grip on the sat phone, and hurled it across the room so hard, it ricocheted off a wall and the screen fractured in a spiderweb.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Five: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   YOU CAUGHT ME
 
    
 
   “Faith, wait up!”
 
   Shit.
 
   I pasted on a happy smile and turned to look at Istvan, who’d abandoned his post by the back door and was hurrying to my side with a determined look on his face. 
 
   Shit, shit, shit.
 
   “Glad I caught you before you left,” he said, smiling broadly when he reached me.
 
   “Me too,” I concurred, though my true feelings couldn’t have been further from that statement. I’d been avoiding this interaction for over a week. “What’s up?”
 
   “I’m taking you out to dinner tonight.” His smile was confidant, his tone self-congratulatory. “I made reservations at my favorite restaurant.” 
 
   Talk about presumptuous. “Um… Istvan…” 
 
   “The table is ours at eight, but we’ll want to walk around a bit before we eat. I’ll pick you up at six.”
 
   “Istvan…”
 
   “You’ll love it.” He reached out to squeeze my bicep in what was supposed to be a soothing, seductive gesture. It succeeded only in giving me goosebumps — and not the good kind I got when Wes touched me.  
 
   “Istvan…” I shrugged away from his touch and took a step back. “I’m sorry, it’s really nice of you to offer, but I can’t go out to dinner with you tonight.” 
 
   He looked a little crestfallen, but quickly recovered. “Tomorrow, then,” he said decidedly.
 
   “I can’t go out with you tomorrow either, Istvan. Or the night after.” I sighed. “Not any night, really.” 
 
   The warmth faded from his eyes and they seemed to harden as I watched, turning to steel and narrowing on my face. “Why?”
 
   I gulped as I considered his question. Wes and I weren’t officially dating, or anything. We’d never talked about labels. In fact, we hadn’t talked, period, since he’d pulled his Houdini act the other night. Technically, I was free to go out to dinner with anyone I wanted. 
 
   “Um…”
 
   Istvan’s brows rose. 
 
   What the hell — a little white lie never hurt anyone, right? 
 
   “Well, I’m seeing someone.” I felt the nerves begin to stir to life in my belly as soon as the fib left my lips. “I mean, sort of. Strictly speaking, we aren’t a couple or anything. Not officially. But I suppose we’re dating. Practically dating, anyway. Maybe.” 
 
   I forcibly bit my lip to stop myself from spewing any more idiotic word-vomit.
 
   “Maybe,” Istvan echoed, his expression still chilly. Evidently, he didn’t find my nervous talking cute. 
 
   “Look, I’m really sorry.” I swallowed roughly. “I think you’re a great guy. If the situation were different, I’d love to go out with you.” 
 
   Okay, so that wasn’t exactly true. He scared the ever-living shit out of me and I’d rather eat my own hair than consume a meal sitting under that spine-chilling stare of his for an hour. But I wasn’t about to tell him that. 
 
   Istvan’s eyes went so cold, I worried I might contract frostbite if they lingered on me a moment longer. Thankfully, he clamped his jaw shut, nodded curtly, and turned on a heel. Watching his back as he walked away, I felt a relieved sigh slip from my lips, grateful the conversation was over. Now, maybe things would go back to normal between us.
 
   Unless he’s some kind of psycho-killer who’s going to exact revenge on you for shutting down his ego, my snarky internal voice offered. 
 
   Jeeze, if I became just a tad more paranoid, I’d turn into my sister Saffron, who’d spent her childhood convinced our next door neighbors were spies and to this day believed that SLEEPY’s mattress stores were a front company for the mob.  
 
   I shook some tension out of my shoulders, hauled in a deep breath, and headed into the lobby, determined to put my odd day at Hermes behind me. 
 
   ***
 
   The first thing I saw was Anna. 
 
   Ugh. 
 
   You know those women who talk incessantly about how much they “hate girls” and insist that they have only male friends because they simply “get along better” with men? Those same women who, when you aren’t looking, will steal your boyfriend or stab you in the back because they refuse to respect the Girl Code all members of our ovarian-sisterhood inherently follow? 
 
   Anna was one of those.
 
   She didn’t have girl friends because she was a shitty one herself. She was untrustworthy, flirty, and almost constantly at odds with the women in her life. She made a point to befriend every man in the office and every boyfriend who came to visit his girl during shift breaks. It didn’t help matters that she had a huge amount of T&A, spoke in a bubbly voice, and was a self-proclaimed “hugger.” 
 
   We didn’t exactly see eye-to-eye.
 
   So, when I stepped into the front atrium after my shift, approached the wide glass doors, and glanced out to see her petting Wes’ bike with one hand and stroking the arm of his leather jacket with the other, I saw red. The blood began to boil in my veins, pure fury bubbling through my ventricles and vessels like lava, until I thought steam might start leaking from my ears. Even when I saw Wes shrug off her touch and step to the other side of his bike on the sidewalk, my anger didn’t cool.
 
   I didn’t question why he was here, picking me up like it was an average afternoon, after three days of radio-silence. 
 
   I didn’t care that we weren’t exclusive and hadn’t talked about labels.
 
   I didn’t give a single shit that I was about to look like a crazy person. 
 
   I heaved in a deep breath, blew past Irenka, who was glaring at me from behind her bodice-ripper, and pushed open the doors with a determined shove. Storming down the front steps, I beelined for Wes’ bike, a glare already on my face. I could hear Anna’s syrupy sweet voice as I approached.
 
   “…such a nice bike. I wonder what it feels like to have that much power between your legs,” she purred, her eyes on Wes.
 
   I swallowed a scream. 
 
   “Maybe you can take me for a ride sometime?” she asked, leaning over the bike so her ample cleavage was on full-display. Wes, to his credit, didn’t react. His eyes were cool when his mouth opened to respond.
 
   I beat him to the punch.
 
   “Anna, have you really ridden so many men in Budapest that you’ve been forced to move on to inanimate objects to get your thrills?” 
 
   I heard her gasp in breathy outrage, but my narrowed eyes were locked on Wes. His gaze snapped to mine, startled by my abrupt arrival, and I thought I saw his lips twitch with humor. 
 
   He was amused by this? I was going to kill him.
 
   “And you,” I spat at Wes. “I told you from the start that I don’t like games. I especially don’t like to play when I can’t figure out the rules or the other player’s intentions. So I’m about ready to cash in my chips or turn down my deck or fold in my cards or… whatever.” 
 
   Damn, my metaphor would’ve been so much stronger if I knew anything about cards. 
 
   Wes’ lips twitched again. “You’ve never played poker, have you Red?” 
 
   “Shut up,” I muttered, my cheeks flaming. “So not the point here.” 
 
   “Well, will you tell me the point so we can stop fighting? ‘Cause I’d really like to kiss you hello at some point, but I’d prefer to do it when I know you aren’t gonna bite my tongue off for trying.” 
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest. “The point is…” 
 
   Crap, what was the point? It was so hard to hold onto rational thought when I was looking into those dark chocolate eyes. 
 
   His brows rose in question.
 
   “I’m mad at you, that’s the point!” I unleashed my coldest glare. “And you bet your ass I’ll bite you. These lips are closed for business, mister.” 
 
   His crooked grin appeared and he held his hands up in surrender. 
 
   “Are you her boyfriend?” Anna asked suddenly.
 
   My icy gaze slid over to examine her. She hovered a few feet to Wes’ left with one hip jutted out in a sultry pose. 
 
   “Are you still here for a reason?” I growled.
 
   Wes snorted. My arctic eyes moved back to him.
 
   “Did you just laugh?” 
 
   His lips clamped together and he shook his head. “No, definitely not.” 
 
   “Good.” I looked back at Anna. “And no, he’s not my boyfriend, but let’s not pretend it would stop you even if he was.” 
 
   “Whatever, bitch.” She pursed her lips in an unattractive pout and turned her eyes to Wes. “Call me if you want to take that ride,” she said, taking a step in his direction and sliding a small piece of paper inside the front pocket of his jacket. With that, she winked at him and sauntered away. 
 
   I clenched my fists as I contemplated tackling her from behind and ripping out her hair extensions.
 
   “If you’re going to hit her, I’d go for the fake boobs,” Wes said in a dry voice. “One good punch and those balloons will explode on impact.” 
 
   I glanced back at him, eyebrows raised. “You were looking at her boobs?” 
 
   He grinned. “No, definitely not.” 
 
   I huffed, still fuming. 
 
   “What, are you jealous?” he scoffed, trying to inject a little levity into the situation. 
 
   Unfortunately for him, his words had the opposite effect — my fury boiled over. 
 
   “Great job, Wes! You freaking caught me!” I waggled my fingers at him in an exaggerated fashion. “I admit it. I’m jealous. I don’t want anyone else and I certainly don’t want you to want anyone else. And I don’t need to keep it quiet. I’ll happily scream it from the rooftops, even if it freaks you out.”
 
   I heaved my shoulders back, set them firmly, and glowered as I watched the humor fade from his eyes. His face went from smiling to stony in a matter of seconds, morphing into the closed-off expression I was unfortunately becoming quite familiar with. I didn’t let it deter me, this time. If he threw up his walls, so be it. I had things to say, damn it. 
 
   “I say I’m sorry a lot. I mess up. I’m stubborn as hell. I babble and over-analyze and make a big deal about things that shouldn’t matter. I have a potty mouth and I hate to cook and if it were socially acceptable, I’d wear pajamas every day and never brush my hair. I’m not a trophy or a prize or anyone’s freaking cup of tea.” I swallowed roughly. “But you don’t seem to care about any of that. For the first time in my life, I feel like I don’t have to put on an act. I can just be me and, for some crazy reason, you put up with me anyway.” 
 
   I blinked away tears as I held his gaze, determined to remain strong. 
 
   His reaction was barely detectable, unless you knew him — which, thankfully, I did well enough to look for the slight clenching of his jaw as he fought back whatever words were forcing their way to the surface. I didn’t let his silence bother me. I pushed on, past the bullshit, past the boundaries.
 
   “I have my flaws. I’m fully aware of them. All my cards are there, on the table. I’m an open freaking book!” I took a deep breath. “But you! You are the most impossible, guarded, closed-off, challenging person I’ve ever known. You pull me in and push me away. You play games with my head, even if it’s not intentional. You don’t want me to worry about you, to care about you — well, too damn bad, Wes. I care about you.”
 
   I stepped closer and felt my heart turn over when, for a single moment, his guard fell and fear flashed in his eyes. 
 
   “I care about you,” I said softly. “Why can’t you just let me?” 
 
   He was silent for a long time, his jaw working as he warred with himself. I looked at him and I saw the terrified street-kid, alone in the dark. Afraid to trust, afraid to love. Never letting down his guard or opening up to anyone. I tried desperately to hold onto my anger, but I felt it slipping away as my eyes moved over his face. 
 
   He was a man lost in shadows. 
 
   I knew I might never be able to pull him to the light. But, for now, I’d gladly slip into the darkness and keep him company there. I’d find him in the pitch-black night and wrap him in my arms until morning came.
 
   He just had to let me.  
 
   His gaze finally lifted to meet mine, and I held my breath when I saw the intense emotions burning there. His voice was hushed, fervent. 
 
   “All my life, even when I was with other people, I was alone. I’ve never, not even for a second, known who I was.” He paused, cleared his throat, and moved a fraction of a step closer to me. His voice dropped even lower, but lost none of its passion. “That was until I met you.” 
 
   I felt a breath slip through my lips as he took the final step and closed the gap between our bodies. I squeezed my eyes shut so I wouldn’t cry as I felt the last bit of anger fall away. 
 
   “I know I’m a bastard, Red. I’m sorry I didn’t call. I’m sorry I didn’t show up. I’ve been sorry since the moment I left you.” His hand came up to cup my face and I felt his fingers tremble a bit as they landed on my skin. “But, the thing is… I’m hoping you’ll forgive me anyway.” 
 
   I opened my eyes so I could look at him. He was watching my face, his expression filled with fragile hope. In a deliberate move, I leaned my cheek into his touch, so he was supporting my face with the span of his hand. He knew I forgave him. 
 
   Sometimes, actions speak louder. 
 
   “See, I’m about to go on this adventure,” Wes whispered, the beginnings of a smile on his lips. “And I’ve realized they’re a hell of a lot more fun when you’re with me.” 
 
   He held out his free hand for me to take and my eyes snagged immediately on his knuckles. They were split and swollen. Terribly bruised, like he’d been on the losing end of a bar fight. I wanted to ask what had happened, but I held back. 
 
   I could’ve walked away. Could’ve turned my back on him and gone on alone, angry and unsatisfied. But holding a grudge against Wes wouldn’t make me happy. The only thing that might do that was spending time with him. 
 
   So, I slipped my hand into his, careful not to squeeze his injured knuckles. 
 
   “Take me for a ride?” I asked in a terrible imitation of Anna’s most seductive voice. 
 
   Wes laughed, laced his fingers through mine, and pulled me into his arms. I sighed as they tightened around me, content for the first time in three days. No matter what he did, it didn’t change the fact that being with him was always better than life in his absence.
 
   ***
 
   We went on an adventure, as Wes had promised. 
 
   I was beginning to learn that he wasn’t the stay-home-and-watch-old-movies-in-our-pajamas-all-day type. He didn’t do lazy — there was too much adrenaline pumping in his veins for that. He was a thrill-seeker, the ultimate danger-junkie. I couldn’t help but wonder why this lover of all things risky and heart-racing wanted me — an admitted coward and scaredy cat — as his companion. But, as long as he let me tag along, I wasn’t going to question it. 
 
   He drove his motorcycle far too fast as we left Budapest behind and merged onto one of the main highways. It was the first time I’d left the city proper since my arrival in the country. I was a little nervous as I watched the spires and hills of the capital fade from view, especially since Wes refused to give me so much as a single hint as to where we were going. 
 
   My nerves were all but forgotten as soon as we headed into the countryside. 
 
   It was gorgeous. Green and lush. Peppered with quaint, centuries-old towns and more pastures than I could ever count. I’d never seen anything like it in my life. 
 
   We whipped along for more than two hours, but I was so enthralled by the view, it seemed a much shorter time. When we reached our distant destination of Gyula, a village at the furthest reaches of Hungary, practically straddling the Romanian border, it was late in the day and I was starving. 
 
   Wes slowed to a crawl when we reached the town outskirts. The roads were more congested with cars the closer we got to the central square. I could hear music flowing down the streets as we approached and felt my eyes widen in wonder when I saw dozens of people dressed in traditional folk costumes walking the cobbled streets. The stunning red and white fabrics, intricate embroidery, and colorful headdresses looked like they’d leapt off the pages of one of my history textbooks. 
 
   Screw Professor Varga and his boring lectures. This was the history I wanted to experience. 
 
   “What is this?” I breathed in Wes’ ear, my chin propped on his shoulder as the bike crawled down the road. 
 
   He turned his head slightly so I could make out his words. “It’s the summer festival. There’s dancing, food, crafts, music…” He trailed off. “I have to meet someone for a few minutes — work stuff. But I thought you could explore on your own while I’m tied up. I’ll find you as soon as I’m free.” 
 
   I was at a loss for words. A grin split my face as I watched two girls in matching dresses skip hand-in-hand down the road, heading for the small castle at the heart of the town, which seemed to be the epicenter of activity.
 
   “I just thought…” Wes’ voice was casual, but there were undercurrents of unease in his tone. “If you don’t like it, we can leave. I’ll come back another day.” 
 
   “Wes.” I squeezed his torso so tight, I’m pretty sure I cut off his oxygen for a few seconds. “I love this. History geek, remember?” 
 
   “I remember.” 
 
   I felt my heart turn over. Of course he’d remembered. 
 
   “Now, will you park this damn bike already so we can go explore?” I demanded in a gruff voice, trying to avoid thinking about how perfect he was for me. 
 
   It was no use.
 
   Wes Adams was quite possibly the best thing that had ever happened to me — and, though he might not be aware of it, I certainly was.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Six: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   GYPSY CURSE 
 
    
 
   “How much?” I asked in horribly mispronounced Hungarian, praying the young girl in the stall would take pity on me. 
 
   She smiled warmly and rattled off the number of forint I’d owe if I wanted to purchase the gorgeous bracelet I’d been staring at since I spotted it on my first pass by her table over an hour ago. As I’d wandered the festival, I’d seen all different handicrafts, from beautiful embroidery to carved horns to finely-worked leather, but nothing had captured my attention quite like the horsehair bangles, earrings, and necklaces displayed on her bright red tablecloth. 
 
   I touched the bracelet lightly, tracing the intricate, woven threads with the pad of one finger. I’d left straight from work — my wallet contained barely enough money to purchase a coffee, let alone a handmade piece of art. 
 
   “Köszönöm,” I murmured with a regretful smile, turning from the stall and heading back toward the square. Folk dancers were moving to traditional steps as a band of string instruments, pipes, and drums played upbeat tunes. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I watched people of all ages dancing and singing together. Song after song, dance after dance, the merrymakers showed no signs of stopping as the afternoon waned on. Hands clapping to the beat, a huge smile fixed permanently on my face, I watched for so long I lost track of time. 
 
   I’m not sure what made me glance up, but when I did, my gaze landed on a set of unwavering, dark eyes that were staring at me from across the square. 
 
   Wes.
 
   He winked when he caught my eye and took a few steps along the perimeter of the crowd, cutting a path toward me. His movement soon drew the attention of some of the dancers, and I laughed as I watched two bold, gawky girls of twelve or thirteen grab his hands and haul him into the center of the celebration. Their leather-booted feet tapped madly against the stones as they twirled, granting Wes no mercy as they spun him in circles, maneuvering him around the makeshift dance floor like he was their personal, life-sized Ken doll. The crowd laughed and cheered as they watched his stumbling steps. I was swaying in place and laughing at him, too — until he passed close by my side of the audience, reached out an arm, and tagged me around the waist. 
 
   “If I’m doing this, you’re damn well doing it too, Red,” he growled in my ear, hauling me into the center of the square.
 
   We whirled around wildly, locked in each other’s arms, until the crowd went blurry and the sound of their laughter faded away. All I could see was his face. Faster and faster we spun, a hysterically uncoordinated pair, making up all our own steps. Heedless of the many people watching. 
 
   We only had eyes for each other. 
 
   ***
 
   I glanced warily at Wes, entirely unsure that this was a good idea.
 
   He grinned back at me across the small round table. 
 
   “Ala okaya, ohala okaya.” The old woman’s eyes were closed as she chanted some sort of pagan incantation under her breath. A visual sweep of the small tent, constructed of red and purple swathes of fabric, revealed all manner of strange things — candles of every shape and size, countless vials filled with liquid, small bottles containing God only knew what. Eye of newt and toe of frog, most likely. 
 
   I snorted under my breath and Wes looked over at me disapprovingly. The woman chanted on, undisturbed. 
 
   “Do you think she’s casting a spell on us?” I hissed in his direction. 
 
   “Undoubtedly,” he whispered back. 
 
   After our turn on the dance floor, the same two girls who’d pulled Wes into the square had grabbed our hands and dragged us toward a vibrantly-colored tent on the edge of the festival grounds. Giggling at each other in a mischievous manner exclusive to preteen girls, they’d pulled back the draped entrance and shoved Wes and me inside without another word. And now, we were alone at the hands of a zillion-year-old gypsy woman who, apparently, doubled as a witch. 
 
   “Ala okaya, ohala okaya.” 
 
   Her chants continued as she reached sightlessly beneath the table and pulled out two stout green pillar candles. I watched as she wound a cord made from willow or some other thin-branched tree around the candles and tied them together in an intricate, ritualistic knot without ever breaking her chant or cracking open an eye to peek. Clearly, she’d done this before.  
 
   “Is she speaking Hungarian?” I asked.
 
   Wes shook his head.
 
   “Romanian?”
 
   “No dialect I’ve ever heard.” 
 
   Great. There’d be no clues from that front, then. 
 
   The candles were now lit, flaming brightly and casting flickering shadows across the gypsy’s wrinkled face. Her chanting picked up pace and she held her palms up to the sky, shaking them in time with her spell. I half expected sparks to start shooting from her fingertips or, at the very least, a little bit of levitation off the floor. Maybe I’d watched one too many Harry Potter movies. 
 
   Wait, I take that back. There’s no such thing as too many Harry Potter movies.
 
   Abruptly, the woman fell silent. I flinched involuntarily when she opened a set of bottomless gray eyes to stare across the table. Nearly a minute passed as she examined us with an unblinking stare, and I began to squirm in place. 
 
   It was safe to say she creeped me out.
 
   Before I realized what was happening, she’d reached over and grabbed Wes’ right hand in one fist, then clasped mine in the other. She was pretty spry, for such an old lady. I didn’t fight her grip as she guided my hand over the open flame of the candle sitting on the table in front of me. Wes’ eyebrows were high on his forehead, but he allowed her to do the same. When we were both positioned palm-down over our candles — not so close that it burned, but near enough that I felt the flame’s warmth tickling my skin — the woman began to chant once more. 
 
   I locked eyes with Wes over the flames. “You think she’s enchanting us to give her all our money?” 
 
   One side of his mouth lifted. “Maybe she’s hexing us. Giving us an eternity of bad luck or an unstoppable sneezing condition.”
 
   I giggled.
 
   “Bah!” The woman yelled, instantly drawing my attention back to her. She was glaring at me.
 
   “Sorry,” I whispered.
 
   She gestured from my mouth to the flame, pantomiming for me to blow out the candle. She turned to signal at Wes, as well.
 
   “Time to blow?” I asked quietly. 
 
   Wes chortled.
 
   “Oh, come on. That one was too easy, even for your dirty mind.” 
 
   He grinned at me. “On three?”
 
   We counted down together and blew out our candles simultaneously. Smoke began to drift up from the smoldering wicks. Grabbing our hands once more, the gypsy swirled them through the smoke, until the separate trails from each candle combined into a single ashy cloud. She muttered under her breath as she guided our hands, moving so rhythmically, I soon found myself mesmerized. There was something bewitching about watching our fingers move lazily through the dim light. 
 
   As the smoke dissipated, the woman positioned my hand above Wes’, palm to palm over the now-dark candles. It was utterly still in the tent as she reached down, unwound the willow cords, and began to wrap them around our lofted wrists, tethering us together. 
 
   I didn’t dare speak — she’d only scold me again. 
 
   “A szerelem vak,” the woman recited. 
 
   That sounded more familiar — less pagan, more Hungarian. 
 
   “A szerelem igazi,” she continued, wrapping the cords so tightly they began to dig into the flesh of my wrist. 
 
   I glanced at Wes and saw, for the first time, his brow was wrinkled in what looked like comprehension — and the beginnings of distress.
 
   “A szerelem örök.” 
 
   He glanced over at me and opened his mouth to say something, but the old woman’s voice boomed out once more.
 
   “Előbbi egyedül. Ezentúl együtt.” 
 
   I looked at him with wide eyes, wondering why he suddenly looked worried. He’d been remarkably calm about this entire thing, up until she’d started speaking Hungarian. 
 
   “Örökké.” 
 
   Her hands dropped to her sides and her eyes closed. She’d reached the end of her spell — the finality ringing in her tone made that much obvious. I stared at Wes, whose face was a mask of stunned disbelief, and then at our hands, which were now bound together in a beautiful knot. Only when the curtain behind us flew open and the two girls rushed in, giggling and smiling ear to ear, did I begin to realize something wasn’t right here.
 
   This had been no normal spell or chant.
 
   “Wes…” I whispered, looking up at him with alarm. “What just happened?” 
 
   He couldn’t even look at me. I saw him swallow several times, watched his eyes open and close rapidly as though they might somehow blink away whatever had just occurred. The girls were clapping and circling the table, each bearing small loops of sturdy white rope. When they grabbed my left hand and slid the tiny circular cord onto a very specific finger, I almost fell over in shock. 
 
   “Did they… did she…” I gulped for air. “Wes?” My voice was squeaky. 
 
   “I think…” He cleared his throat, hard, then looked over at me steadily. “Uh…”
 
   I stared at him for a long, frozen moment, waiting for him to finish. Waiting for him to confirm that my suspicions, crazy as they might’ve seemed, were correct. 
 
   “Well, Red…” Something changed in his eyes. They went sort of soft as they moved over my face and the hint of a grin touched his lips. He took a deep breath before he spoke. 
 
   “I think we’re married.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Seven: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   IN OTHER WORDS
 
    
 
   There weren’t a lot of rules. 
 
   Lie.
 
   Cheat. 
 
   Steal.
 
   All perfectly fine with the agency.
 
   Threaten. 
 
   Torture. 
 
   Kill.
 
   Just another part of the job description. 
 
   Boundaries. 
 
   Ethics. 
 
   Morals.
 
   They were blurred lines I was never forced to define and frequently found myself crossing. 
 
   My world didn’t distinguish right from wrong. Black and white were nothing more than lofty ideals. I lived in the gray area. 
 
   There weren’t a lot of limits, in the gray. 
 
   But there was one. A single, icon-clad, unbendable margin you did not cross. 
 
   Don’t get attached.
 
   Don’t leave loose ends.
 
   Don’t forget that it’s all temporary.
 
   If there was one protocol you didn’t disregard, it was that one. 
 
   I looked down at my left hand. I would’ve laughed at the sight of the pure white cord wrapped just below my cracked red knuckle, but I couldn’t seem to find any humor in this situation. I wasn’t allowed to care about Faith. Wasn’t supposed to make any permanent connections or long-term bonds.
 
   She wasn’t mine. She never would be. 
 
   Except, now… she kind of was. 
 
   And she was more than just a loose end.
 
   She was my fucking wife. 
 
   I’d crossed the line of demarcation. I’d broken the one rule I lived my life by. I’d disregarded my most important order.  
 
   In other words, I was fucked. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Eight: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   RUN WILD 
 
    
 
   I was curled into a ball on the window seat in my bedroom with a large glass of wine in hand, listening to the mournful strains of Christina Perri’s Distance when I heard the front door open. 
 
   “Faith?” Margot called. 
 
   I took a large swallow of wine, listening to the sound of her approaching footsteps. 
 
   “You home?” 
 
   My bedroom door creaked ajar and Margot’s head popped through. 
 
   “Hey! There you are,” she said, walking into the room and settling in on the cushion beside me. “Didn’t you hear me calling you?” 
 
   “Sorry,” I murmured, staring at my toes. I really needed to repaint them — the deep blue Margot had applied before my date last week was already chipping. 
 
   She was silent for a moment. “Why are you sitting in the dark?” she asked finally.
 
   I sighed. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 
 
   “Try me.” 
 
   I took another sip of wine. “I don’t even want to say it out loud.” 
 
   “Is this about Wes?” 
 
   I nodded miserably.
 
   “What’d he do this time? Bring you to practically the brink of orgasm and then bail with a lame excuse about having to work again?” 
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
   “Okay, no.” She ran one hand through her pixie cut, mussing it instantly. “Did he force you to scale another tall building or monument and then kiss you at the top?” 
 
   I cracked a smile. “No.” 
 
   “Just tell me,” she whined. “I hate guessing.” 
 
   “Fine.” I straightened my shoulders out of the hunch they’d sunk into and braced myself for her reaction. “He…” 
 
   “Yeah?” Margot prompted.
 
   “He kind of…” 
 
   She made an impatient hand gesture.
 
   “…married me.” I winced, anticipating her response. 
 
   When she didn’t say anything, I glanced over and saw that her jaw had dropped open and her round eyes had zeroed in on my left hand like a laser beam. I let her absorb the news for almost a full minute in silence until, finally, her gaze refocused on my face and she reached out a hand toward my wine.
 
   “I’m gonna need a sip of that before this conversation goes any further.” 
 
    I smiled and passed her the goblet, watching as she took a large swig. 
 
   “Now,” she said, turning to face me fully. “Start at the beginning and tell me everything. If you leave out a single detail I’ll eat all the Nutella in our pantry and play Justin Bieber songs on full volume for the next six months.” 
 
   My face contorted into a horrified expression at the thought of such torture. I quickly reclaimed my wine and launched into the story, making sure not to scrimp on the finer points — because, obviously, I wasn’t about to jeopardize my Nutella.  I told her everything: the Anna altercation, the ride to Gyula, the festival, the gypsy’s tent. When I finished, she stared at me for nearly a minute with a bizarre look on her face. 
 
   “So...” I asked in a tentative voice. “What do you think? Because, honestly, any insight would be helpful right about now.” 
 
   Margot looked deeply into my eyes. “Let me get this straight…” Her voice was more serious than I’d ever heard it. “You married a guy without even sleeping with him first? What are you, Amish?!” 
 
   I snorted into my wine glass.
 
   ***
 
   Late that night, I lay in bed thinking about Wes and staring down at the thin white cord wrapped firmly around my left ring finger.
 
   Obviously, the marriage wasn’t legally binding. It wouldn’t hold up in the eyes of the courts. Neither the U.S. nor the Hungarian government would regard the union as a valid contract. They’d laugh it off, much in the way Wes and I had done earlier that afternoon, after we realized what had happened. 
 
   He’d teased me about not even bothering to wear white to our ceremony. 
 
   I’d joked back that he could’ve at least carried me over the threshold of the tent.
 
   We’d made light of the entire thing. On the surface I’d been full of smiles, rolling my eyes at the ridiculousness of the situation. Giggling as we’d climbed onto his bike and headed back to the city. 
 
   Inside, though… I was a mess. 
 
   I’d always believed that marriage was more than words on a piece of paper. Tying your life to someone else’s wasn’t a consequence of legal jargon or an agreement of terms between partners and a justice of the peace. 
 
   It was an alignment of souls.
 
   A fusion of spirits. 
 
   So, no — lawfully I wasn’t Wes Adams wife.
 
   But spiritually? I wasn’t so sure. 
 
   I spun the white cord in a circle around my finger. A handful of old words muttered by a witch-woman shouldn’t have meant anything. So why couldn’t I shake the sensation that I was now somehow bound to Wes in an unbreakable, indisputable way? 
 
   It was as if my entire stratosphere had snapped into focus as soon as I’d stepped from the smoky darkness of that tent and met Wes’ eyes in the full light of day. I looked at him and everything seemed to shift, as though I’d been walking around my whole life looking at the ground beneath my feet, and someone had finally tilted my head back and introduced my eyes to the sky. 
 
   Nothing was different; and yet, everything had changed. Whether we wanted to admit it or not, something ancient, something sacred, had transpired today.  We could cover it up with teasing words, downplay it with jokes and jabs, belittle it with laughter — but, really, I think we both knew that the carefree no-labels, no-commitment attitude we’d both embraced up until this point was no longer relevant. 
 
   Maybe that’s why, when he’d dropped me off, Wes had made his excuses and disappeared without so much as a kiss goodnight. I’d tried not to be too disappointed as I watched him ride away. Tried not to let it bother me that we’d turned something special into nothing more than a punchline. Assured myself that he’d come around, that he’d come back to me when he’d sorted out his head. 
 
   I knew he was freaked out. 
 
   So was I. 
 
   But I did notice, in spite of all our teasing, neither of us had removed our rings. 
 
   ***
 
   The sound woke me from a deep sleep. 
 
   Tap, tap, tap.
 
   My heart began to pound and my disbelieving eyes flew to the window, my barely-conscious mind consumed by thoughts of the axe-wielding murderer who was likely climbing through the portal into my bedroom. To my great relief, the dark pane was still firmly closed. My apartment was on the first floor, elevated by a ground-level basement — it would be damn near impossible to climb through the window without standing on a dumpster or somehow scaling the ten-foot wall barehanded. No one was coming inside. I’d probably heard a gust of wind or a distant crack of lightning. Maybe I’d simply imagined the noise. 
 
   Tap, tap.
 
   Nope, definitely not a figment of my imagination. I pushed back the covers and scurried out of bed, edging toward the window with my back against the wall like a secret-agent-spy-extraordinaire. When I reached the sill, I fell to my knees with my chin propped on the cushion of the window seat and craned my neck to peer through the pane. 
 
    At this angle I couldn’t see much except the granite wall of the building across the alley. My startled eyes rounded like saucers when I saw a small projectile fly through the air and bounce off the glass like a tiny stone boomerang. A pebble. 
 
   A freaking pebble.
 
   Thrown against my windowpane like I was some princess in a 16th century castle. 
 
   Before I could stop myself, I was climbing onto the narrow window seat, pressing my hands flat against the glass, and staring down into the dark alleyway, looking for a figure in the shadows. When I spotted a familiar leather jacket, I hurried to slide open the window.
 
   “Wes?” I whisper-yelled down to the street, my eyes straining to meet his in the black night. “It’s three in the morning. What the hell are you doing down there?” 
 
   I saw a flash of white teeth in the darkness as he grinned. “I had to tell you something.” 
 
   “Who do you think you are, Romeo?” I rolled my eyes. “A text would’ve sufficed.” 
 
   “Cut me some slack, I’m trying to be romantic.” His words floated up to my ears, and I could hear the amusement in his tone.
 
   “I told you I’m not a princess. This is definitely crossing the line into fairy-tale territory.”
 
   “You’re right. You’re not a princess — you’re Little Red. And I’m the Big Bad Wolf.” 
 
   “Still a fairy tale,” I contested.
 
   “Not if you read the original version,” he countered. 
 
   “True enough.” 
 
   “Are you going to let me in, or were you planning to leave me hanging out here like an asshole all night?” 
 
   “Hmm.” I pretended to think about it for a moment. 
 
   “Red,” he growled.
 
    I laughed, slid the window shut, and ran —yes, ran — to the front door, pulling it wide so he could come inside. 
 
   He stepped over the threshold and opened his mouth to say something, but I threw out a finger and pressed it to his lips, silencing him before he could make a sound.
 
   “Margot,” I mouthed, gesturing toward the bedroom door only feet away, behind which my roommate was sleeping soundly. 
 
   Wes’ mouth curled into a smile beneath my fingertip, but he nodded and allowed me to tug him from the doorway without another word. 
 
   When we reached my bedroom, there was an awkward moment when I realized there was nowhere for us to sit except my rumpled bed. 
 
   You already married the guy, my subconscious reminded me. I’m pretty sure you can sit on a bed with him for a few minutes without spontaneously combusting. 
 
   We settled in with a few feet of distance between us. I sat with my back to the headboard and my knees bent up to my chest; he sprawled out on the end of the mattress like a king, owning the space. 
 
   I swallowed hard when he leaned back against the blankets and his t-shirt rode up, revealing a slice of taut, tanned abdominal muscles. I could happily sit here drooling at him all night, but I had a feeling that wasn’t my best look — I was already contending with bed-head and weird middle-of-the-night eye gunk.
 
   “So,” I said abruptly, after a few minutes had passed in silence. “You wanted to tell me something…” 
 
   He turned his head in my direction and I saw his eyes were remote, his mind far away. 
 
   “Is this the part where I comment on how big certain parts of your anatomy are, Mr. Wolf?” I asked, reverting to our Little Red Riding Hood joke to bring him back to me. 
 
   His eyebrows went up and a corner of his mouth lifted sardonically. “Depends which parts we’re talking about, Red.” 
 
   I felt my face flame. “Do you have to make everything dirty?” 
 
   “I don’t have to.” He grinned. “But I like watching that blush make your face match your name.” 
 
   I glared at him. 
 
   “Okay, okay,” he said, sitting up and sliding closer to me on the bed. “I didn’t come here to tease you.” 
 
   “Why did you come?” I asked, my voice snarky.
 
   He reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and pulled out a tiny red drawstring bag. I felt my breath catch in my throat when he passed it to me. “Here,” he said softly, pressing it into my hand. 
 
   Full of curiosity, I opened the small bag and watched, stunned, as the gorgeous handmade black bracelet I’d spent hours admiring at the festival earlier tumbled into the palm of my hand. With one finger, I traced the delicate beading and intricate horsehair weaving. It was even more beautiful now than I’d remembered it. 
 
   I lifted watery eyes to glance at Wes. “How’d you know?” 
 
   He stared at me with an intent look. “I know you, Red.” 
 
   My stomach clenched as I stared back at him, feeling the air around us begin to crackle with everything that short sentence implied — and everything else we’d still left unsaid. With his words wrapped warm around me like an invisible blanket, I suddenly stopped worrying about my mussed hair and my messy bedroom. I didn’t care that it was the middle of the night and nothing was perfect. This wasn’t a fairytale — it was my life. And it was about time I started living it.
 
   I uncurled my knees and inched closer to Wes on the bed, until our sides were pressed tight together — like we were one, singular being. 
 
   Any amount of space between us felt too far.  
 
   “Put it on for me?” I whispered, handing him the jewelry and holding out my left arm. I watched as his hand lifted to take the woven bracelet, entranced as his fingers hooked the tiny clasp against the pounding pulse point in my naked wrist. Wes’ hands were gentle, barely even skimming my flesh as he turned my hand back over. With a single fingertip, he began to trace length of my fingers one-by-one in an achingly slow exploration.
 
   Thumb. 
 
   Index. 
 
   Middle. 
 
   I tried not to squirm, unwilling to reveal how much he affected me. How the simple act of touching my hand was enough to set every atom in my body on fire. 
 
   When Wes reached my ring finger, his progression halted. Instead of moving on, he stroked the thin cord that resided there so delicately, so reverently, it nearly reduced me to tears. He made a kind of choked sound I couldn’t put words to, and when I looked up to meet his eyes, I saw plainly in his gaze the confusion, lust, conflict, and love that were warring for space in his head. I easily recognized his struggle for control — inside, I was battling those same feelings. 
 
   Neither of us spoke as the silence dragged on and the air grew thick with tension. I opened my mouth to say something, then shut it again; Wes swallowed hard and seemed to be gathering his thoughts, but none of them escaped his tight-pressed lips. 
 
   The night was made for spilling secrets. But, sometimes, there aren’t any words.
 
   Only actions. 
 
   The joining of two bodies in the darkness. The melding of two lost souls in the night. 
 
   My hands dropped to the hem of Wes’ shirt. He turned to face me, lifting a finger to toy with the thin strap of my tank top. Our eyes locked. Held. Burned. 
 
   And then, we were kissing. 
 
   Violently, suddenly. 
 
   A kiss that blasted open the floodgates — so powerful it was just as terrifying as it was beautiful. And like a lightning strike sparks an unstoppable wildfire in the heart of a vast forest, the mere brush of his mouth against mine set off a consuming fire within our interlocked bodies, that no amount of reason or restraint could douse. 
 
   His lips slammed down on mine — imposing, possessing, demanding, domineering. His kiss was a coup d'état. He seized every one of my senses, invaded every part of me, took control over my entire body with a few strokes of his tongue, a few nips of his teeth. 
 
   It was no hostile takeover. I surrendered to him willingly, with open arms and a white flag. 
 
   But Wes’ walls were higher than mine — harder to scale and fortified with dynamite. This was a man who’d never known love. I knew he wouldn’t yield to me so easily. So while his overthrow was overt, mine was the Trojan horse. A mission of stealth. I didn’t wait for his permission — I didn’t demand it. Instead, I snuck past his borders while he was distracted obliterating mine. I slipped inside his walls, inside his soul, and planted my flag in the flesh of his heart. 
 
   If he was claiming me, I was claiming him right back. 
 
   For once, we didn’t joke or tease or push away everything that made us a little bit vulnerable. We stripped each other bare — not only our clothes, but every barrier we used to keep a safe amount of distance between us. My tank top hit the floor and with it all the willpower I’d been trying to utilize. Wes’ hands worked the shorts from my legs and I felt all my self-doubt and carefully constructed denial peel away as well.
 
   I am in love with this man. 
 
   The realization crippled me. I began to tear at his clothes, determined to remove the last obstacles separating us. Needing to get to that place where it was just him and me — two bare bodies, wearing nothing but the white cords around our fingers, entwined so tightly nothing could ever separate us again. 
 
   I moved around behind him as I pulled his t-shirt over his head and tossed it to the floor alongside mine. My fingers traced the whirls of ink spanning his broad back and shoulders. I’d been dying to look at his tattoo for weeks, since I first spotted the twin tendrils peeking out of his collar on that rainy afternoon in the café. I saw now that it was a work of art — an infinite twisting design of spirals and interlocked rings, thorns and coils of ebony ink. 
 
   A pang of surprise and sadness jolted through me when I saw the pattern was etched over a multitude of scars, each a different shape and size. It was like nothing I’d ever seen – the bumpy skin from countless old wounds, camouflaged by a labyrinth of inky beauty. I didn’t allow myself to ask where the marks had come from – I simply explored the maze with my fingers and lips, working my way from the outermost swirls to the elaborate inner markings and reveling in the feeling of Wes’ muscles contracting and heaving beneath my touch. 
 
   I heard his breath grow labored as I kissed my way to the spot directly between his shoulder blades. His back was taut with tension, each muscle pulled tight as he tried to keep himself in check. I knew he was losing the battle for control when I reached the center of the inky design and felt his spine go rigid. 
 
   He spun around and pinned me beneath him so fast I had no time to react, and I felt my own breaths turn to choppy pants of desire. Wes’ eyes burned into mine as he settled on top of me and I felt every hard line of his body pressed tight against my curves. His desire was a visceral, tangible creature swimming in the air around us — clawing, consuming, caressing me. 
 
   No more walls stood between us — we’d obliterated them. There was nothing left here but skin and unspoken promises. Undeclared dreams and unquenched desires. And for a moment we just gazed at each other, his face hovering centimeters above mine, and the look in his eyes told me everything I ever needed to know about love. 
 
   He stared into my soul, his dark eyes brimming with something like wonderment, and inched inside me so slowly, so achingly, I thought I might fly apart in a million pieces, so full of emotion my body couldn’t possibly contain it all. And, for the first time in my life, I knew exactly who I was, what I was. 
 
   I was complete. 
 
   We moved together — eyes locked, souls aligned. 
 
   I was spiraling, reeling. Spinning, feeling. 
 
   It was too slow, too fast. 
 
   Too much, not enough. 
 
   Everything, all at once. 
 
   And as our lips met and parted, as our hands caressed and explored, as our mutual pleasure mounted and grew to a breaking point… I knew I would happily stay here, in this moment, with him for the rest of my life. I didn’t need air or water or sustenance — all I needed was Wes, and this slow, delicious torture he was inflicting with each powerful thrust of his hips. Every time he moved, he pushed me higher, until the earth disappeared and I was floating among the clouds. I never wanted it to end, never wanted to return to the ground.
 
   He rolled so I was on top of him, staring down into his eyes, and when I saw the mixture of astonishment and longing swirling in their depths it nearly shattered me. He felt it too — the connection between us. The love.
 
   I’ll never let this go, I thought. I’ll never let him go. 
 
   But I didn’t say it. 
 
   He was a wild creature — untamed, unloved. Not meant for a cage.
 
   I’d never keep him. I’d never bind him to me. 
 
   I knew that all too well. 
 
   But maybe, I thought as he thrust into me one last time and triggered an explosion of ecstasy that shook me to my core, Maybe he’ll let me run wild by his side. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Twenty-Nine: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   A CONTRADICTION 
 
    
 
   I’d fucked women. 
 
   Banged them. 
 
   Screwed them. 
 
   Nailed them. 
 
   I’d never made love to one, though. Not till Faith. 
 
   I didn’t deserve her, certainly hadn’t earned her. But I’d damn well try to be what she needed. Faith Morrissey deserved everything I could give and far, far more.
 
   She was a girl composed entirely of truths. The fabric of her essence was weaved with threads of honesty and candor.
 
   I was a man comprised completely of lies. My blackened soul was built of falsehoods and fabrications. 
 
   Together, we were a contradiction. It shouldn’t have worked. But somehow, all our opposites balanced — two halves of the same whole. 
 
   My sharp angles were mellowed against her soft curves. My disappointment in the world was curbed by her enthusiasm for it. My darkness was eased by her light.
 
   I held her above me as we moved together and watched her slowly unravel.
 
   Head thrown back, eyes half closed, lush lips parted. 
 
   Her hair fell around her face like a curtain and I pushed it behind her shoulders, needing to see her. Absorbing her in fragments and flashes. 
 
   White skin glowing like silk in the moonlight. 
 
   Smooth limbs tangled with mine. 
 
   Heartbeat pulsing heavily in the hollow of her throat.  
 
   She was so fucking beautiful it made my entire body ache like I’d taken a heavy beating. Looking at her hurt like a physical blow — one I’d accept happily. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 
 
   The need to possess her, to claim her rough and hard, like I’d wanted to since I first laid eyes on her, was so strong it nearly killed me. My body was screaming for release, wanting nothing more than to drive into her with so much force she’d never forget this moment, as long as she lived. But I held off, because the sweetness of this — strange and unfamiliar as it was — was also the best thing I’d ever felt. She wasn’t a cheap, meaningless fuck or a quick, dirty screw. 
 
   She was Faith.
 
   So, for the first time, I allowed myself to be tender. I touched her gently, coaxed the pleasure from her body with lazy, languorous strokes. 
 
   And, in turn, she made things I’d only ever dreamed of come alive — even as she killed me. With every muscle she moved, every touch of her hands, every brush of her body against mine, I felt myself sink further into her depths. 
 
   I drowned under the graze of her fingertips. The clench of her hips. The press of her lips. 
 
   And as she came undone around me, crying out my name and collapsing against my chest, I saw the love there in her eyes and I knew I’d never, ever be the same. 
 
   I am in love with this girl. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   ALWAYS
 
    
 
   We fell asleep, limbs tangled like vines. My head resting on his chest, I listened to the hollow thumping of his heartbeat and let it dull the edges of my wakeful mind, as a child does a bedtime story. I hovered on the border of consciousness, barely able to keep my eyelids from slipping closed, and I felt Wes’ lips skim my forehead so lightly, I couldn’t be sure if it was real or simply part of a dream. I thought I heard him whisper something against my hair, but I was too far gone to hear whatever it was. 
 
   In the arms of the man I loved against all reason, I slipped into the most content sleep I’d ever had. 
 
   ***
 
   The sheets were cold when I woke. 
 
   I reached out for Wes, but my hand encountered nothing but blankets and air as it slid across the bed. He wasn’t here — and hadn’t been for a while, if the lack of body-heat warming my bed was any indication. My eyes flew open and I sat straight up, clutching the sheet to my bare chest like a shield even as my gaze swept the room. 
 
   He hadn’t gone far.
 
   He was sitting at the end of my bed with his back to me and his head bowed in what appeared to be deep contemplation. One hand pinched the bridge of his nose and I could see, even from this angle, that his eyes were pressed firmly closed. His expression was pained. I couldn’t help but notice that he’d gotten dressed at some point between falling asleep naked with me last night and right now. 
 
   “Wes?” Though I spoke in the softest whisper, he flinched at the sound of my voice. 
 
   His head turned fractionally and he glanced over his shoulder at me, his hand dropping into his lap like dead weight. 
 
   “Good, you’re awake. I wanted to wait to say goodbye, but I couldn’t wake you. You looked so peaceful.” 
 
   There was a careful distance in his tone that set me instantly on edge. He was being friendly.
 
   But we weren’t just friends. Never had been. 
 
   I swallowed hard and tried not to overreact prematurely. “You’re leaving?” 
 
   He turned fully to face me but couldn’t quite meet my eyes. “I have work.”
 
   It was Saturday. 
 
   I felt myself begin to vibrate with anger as I watched him rise to his feet and grab his leather jacket from the end of the bed. He edged around the side of the mattress, kissed my forehead, and whispered something about having a good day in my ear. I don’t know what his exact words were — all of my cognitive processes were tied up as I tried to convince myself that it was a bad idea to walk into the kitchen, grab a large blade, and slice off his man-parts. 
 
   Because, as thoroughly as I enjoyed those man-parts, I was in the midst of a rage blackout. Self-restraint had left the building and all bets were off. 
 
   He took two more steps toward the door and I realized he wasn’t going to stop. He was actually going to walk away from me again, after everything that had happened between us last night. And that was just… bullshit. 
 
   Before I could stop myself, I’d hurled my body — naked as the day I was born — from the bed, scurried around him, and planted myself in front of my closed bedroom door with my hands thrown out to either side, effectively barricading the entire frame. I was panting and glaring and steaming mad, but I didn’t budge, even when Wes stopped dead in his tracks and looked at me like I was a few Fruit Loops short of a box. 
 
   “Red, what are—” 
 
   “No.”  
 
   His eyebrows lifted in question and I could tell he wasn’t sure what to say or where to look. His eyes dilated as they flickered down to take in the sight of my naked body splayed across the doorway like a human blockade. When his gaze returned to mine, it was dark with lust, despite the confusion still pinching his expression. 
 
   “I have to—”
 
   “No,” I repeated. “You’re not leaving.” 
 
   “Red—”
 
   “Don’t Red me, Wes.” My eyes shot daggers at him. “You’re not doing this again.” 
 
   His eyebrows went even higher on his forehead. “Doing what?” 
 
   “Running. Throwing up the damn wall.” 
 
   “You’re being a little crazy right now,” he said lightly, as though I was fabricating this distance he’d created between us. 
 
   He. Did. Not. Just. Call. Me. Crazy.
 
   Whatever expression flashed across my face evidently showed him just how infuriated those words made me. I saw his eyes widen slightly, and he opened his mouth — maybe to apologize, maybe to defend himself, maybe to dig himself into an even deeper hole. I didn’t wait to find out.
 
   “Crazy? Crazy?” I breathed, staring murderously at him. I almost laughed when I saw the semi-terrified look on his face, but managed to contain myself.
 
   Hands planted on my hips, I hauled in a deep breath. His eyes dropped involuntarily to my chest, watching as my breasts heaved up and down. I was tempted to throw my hands up to block his view, but that would’ve showed weakness. Instead, I moved away from the door and sidled closer to him, so only a foot or so separated us. His eyes snapped back to my face.
 
   “You think I’m crazy? Well, maybe I am. You make me crazy, you big idiot.” I glared at him. “Every single time I manage to knock down one of those goddamn walls you’ve constructed, you pull this crap and take a step back from me. Why?” 
 
   He opened his mouth to speak but I didn’t let him — I spoke on, answering my own question.
 
   “Because you’re a big idiot. And because there’s something in that big, idiotic brain of yours that tells you to never get close to someone. But that’s too damn bad, Wes, because it’s too late. We’re close. We’re freaking married!” I let out a frustrated scream. 
 
   I saw a little of the warmth return to his eyes and I knew I was getting through to him. 
 
   “Guess what, Wes?” I whispered fiercely. “You’re mine, and I’m yours. You hear me?” 
 
   I took a step closer, so our bodies were flush together — thigh to thigh, chest to chest. The crisp leather of his jacket was cool against my bare flesh, the faint stubble on his jawline was directly before my eyes. When I spoke again, my voice was gentle. 
 
   “You can try to run; I’ll chase you. You can try to push me away; I’m not going anywhere.” I leaned toward him and my lips brushed against his as I breathed the words across his mouth. “You’re mine. And I’m yours. Haven’t you figured that out yet?”
 
   He stared at my face for what seemed like forever. The long, breathless moment dragged on as we stood eye to eye, chin to chin — the two stubbornest people to ever walk the earth. Neither willing to cave, neither wanting to admit defeat. I watched his nostrils flare, saw the muscle twitching in his cheek as he clenched his jaw over and over. 
 
   When he finally responded, his voice held none of the anger I’d been anticipating. It was soft, full of astonishment and affection — even if his words didn’t match his tone. “You really are pretty fucking pigheaded, you know that?”
 
   I considered this for a moment, accepted it to be true, and felt a smile twitch my lips up. “Well, you’re pretty fucking slow on the uptake,” I countered, my voice equally gentle. “But I’m willing to overlook it if you kiss me right this instant.”
 
   “Tell me something, first?” That crooked smile I loved so much was back, and I knew I’d won this round. 
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “If there was one place in the world you could go, where would it be?” he teased, calling back memories of our first date. 
 
   I grinned against his mouth. “Here. In your arms.”
 
   “Good answer.” 
 
   And then, he kissed me. 
 
   His arms circled my body and pulled me against him, all gentleness absent from his impatient touch. His grip was rough, nearly bruising, as his hands slid down my spine to the back of my thighs, lifting me off the ground and carrying me backwards toward the bed. My legs wrapped around his waist, my hands found their way into his hair, and — mouths still fused together — we fell back onto the mattress, more than ready to stop bickering and do the only thing we ever seemed to be perfectly in sync on.
 
   ***
 
   As it turned out, Wes hadn’t been lying. He really did have work — a fact which should’ve embarrassed me, but totally didn’t. I refused to regret the hour of makeup sex that followed our fight.
 
   I’m sure some people — cough, cough, my sisters, cough, cough — would say that it wasn’t a good sign we were already fighting. This was the much-lauded Honeymoon Stage, after all. Those beautiful six months where partners walk on egg shells around one another, everyone shits rainbows, and people hide their crazy in a closet where it can’t be seen until much, much later, when it’s far too late to break things off. 
 
   But Wes and I weren’t normal. We didn’t hide our imperfections from one another. I knew he was damaged; he knew I was… let’s call it quirky. (Read: totally bonkers.) 
 
   So, it’s what we did — we fought. We tested each other’s limits. Pushed buttons. Struck nerves. 
 
   And, given the chance, I wouldn’t trade it for a perfect, fight-free relationship. 
 
   I didn’t want someone who’d let me be complacent. I wanted a man who’d push me to mature into the person I was meant to be. I wanted to keep evolving — not just now, but for the span of my entire life. 
 
   Who created these rules — that growing up stops when your growth plates close, or that old dogs can’t learn new tricks?
 
   They’re crap.
 
   Opposites attract for a reason. Loving someone who sees the world in such a different light — it’s challenging and infuriating and full of hurdles. But the benefits far outweigh the costs. 
 
   Plus, the endless, hot makeup sex is enough of a selling point on its own. 
 
   After we’d sufficiently reconciled, we lay intertwined with my yellow sheets pulled over our heads, speaking in whispers like two kids who’d built a fort of pillows and blankets. The light shining through the thin covering cast both of us in a golden hue and made everything feel kind of sacred, even as Wes spoke the hushed words I’d been dreading. 
 
   “I have to go.” 
 
   I shook my head in denial. 
 
   “I’ll come back tonight. I promise.”
 
   I squeezed my eyes closed like a little girl, as if I could shut out his words.
 
   “Trust me, Red. If I didn’t have to leave you, I wouldn’t.” His thumb skimmed gently across my cheekbone. “Look at me.” 
 
   I didn’t.
 
   “Faith.” 
 
   My eyes opened at the sound of my name. He rarely used it, so I knew this was important. 
 
   “I’m sorry for being an idiot earlier. You… this…” He swallowed, his eyes scanning my face intently. “It’s everything I never thought I could have. Up until now… not once in my life has someone needed me. No one’s ever counted on me to show up. I’ve never been accountable to anyone before. Never lo—” 
 
   He broke off, and I could tell he wasn’t ready to say it.   
 
   “I know, Wes,” I said softly. “Just come back to me when you can.” 
 
   His eyes bored into mine. “Always.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-One: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   ONE LAST NIGHT
 
    
 
   “Tomorrow.” 
 
   Fuck, fuck, fuck. 
 
   This wasn’t happening. Not now. 
 
   “I need more time.” I tried not to sound like I was pleading. I tried to get control over myself. But all I could see was Faith. 
 
   “You can’t have it.” Benson’s voice was cold. “The bug you planted on the kid—” 
 
   “His name is Konrad,” I growled.
 
   “I don’t give a fuck what his name is. The only thing I care about is the fact that we now have the intel we need to move on Szekely’s compound.” 
 
   “It’s too soon. We need more information before we strike a facility we know essentially nothing about.” 
 
   Benson’s voice went arctic. “The access codes we’ve obtained from the boy may change any day. I’ve already sent a team — they’re en route to you as we speak. I don’t know what’s wrong with you, Abbott, but I need you to retrieve your fucking balls from wherever you’ve stashed them and get on board with this plan. You will lead Team A into that damn compound tomorrow, while Team B simultaneously raids the Hermes office. If you can’t do it, I’ll get someone else. This mission is happening, with or without you.”
 
   Fuck. I clutched the phone in my hand so tightly, I worried it would snap in half under the pressure. 
 
   “Your source suggested the prototype will be in the sub-basement,” Benson said, as if I needed a refresher course on the intel I’d procured. “Priority is to retrieve it, along with any other advanced weaponry you find there.”
 
   “And Szekely?” 
 
   “Dead or alive, we want him. If you have a shot, you’re authorized to take it. We don’t want this mess coming back to bite us in the ass in the future.”
 
   I cleared my throat. “If we just waited a week, I’d have a clearer picture of what we’re walking into.” 
 
   Please. Just a few more days with her. 
 
   Benson snorted. “We have the building layout you’ve constructed. We have intel from your sources. We have perimeter and internal video. We have the access codes. And, most importantly, we have audio confirmation of Szekely’s presence in that building from the bug you planted on the kid. If Szekely leaves, this is all for nothing. Another week won’t make this any more actionable. We’re moving on it, and we’re moving now.” 
 
   “But if I just—” 
 
   “Abbott!” Benson’s voice was exasperated. “This isn’t a negotiation. These are orders. And you will follow them.” 
 
   My eyes pressed closed. “Yes, sir,” I muttered darkly.
 
   “Call me when the team arrives to discuss op-tech and link up our comm feeds.” 
 
   The line went dead in my ear. 
 
   I sat for a long time, staring down at my left hand. When a drop of water fell and splashed against the white cord on my ring finger, I looked up at the ceiling for a leak before realizing that it wasn’t even raining outside. The leak wasn’t the shoddy roofing — it was me. 
 
   I couldn’t remember the last time I’d cried. But as I thought about leaving Faith, I couldn’t help myself.
 
   One last night.
 
   I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. 
 
   Not yet. 
 
   Not ever. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Two: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   POWDER-KEG
 
    
 
   He was quiet when he came back. 
 
   It was late, nearly midnight, and I was tired after a long day of cramming for the end-of-summer exams, which were approaching far too rapidly for my taste. Sleepy or not, I saw something in his eyes when he looked at me — a sadness that hadn’t been there before. I heard it in his voice, how it saturated his tone like the world was coming to an end. I felt it in the way he touched me, as though he was memorizing the feeling of my every curve, my every freckle, when his hands glided across my skin. 
 
   Mostly, it was there in the way that, for once, he didn’t hide behind any walls when he looked at me. Tonight, his emotions were right there, burning bright on the surface of his eyes. His gaze was brimming over with things that made my heart race. He wasn’t holding anything back. 
 
   It should’ve overjoyed me. Instead, it worried me.
 
   I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Maybe it’s just human nature — when things finally fall into place, we immediately begin to worry that something will come along and blow it all to hell.
 
   Before I could dwell too much on devastating possibilities, Wes was on me, all over me. Distracting me with his hands, pressing his body against mine until I forgot my own name and all I could think of was him. The future faded away and all I had was us, this single moment in time where we were connected and all the world shrank until it fit into his eyes. 
 
   He didn’t say a word as he stripped my clothes off one by one, his hands impatient as he dropped them to the floor and pushed me onto the bed. In his touch were no traces of the tenderness he’d exhibited last night. He touched me like a starving man might clutch at vital sustenance, like a man who’d wandered the desert for far too long in search of water and finally reached a life-saving oasis. He gripped me with urgency — all rough hands and rushed caresses. And when he sank into me, eyes glued to mine, I felt something inside him snap, felt the control he exercised over every aspect of his life bow and break like a steel box filled far beyond its capacity. The cage that had contained his feelings for more than two decades burst wide open, its metal sides bending like butter under the strength of his emotions. 
 
   He pounded into me, my hips rising to meet each thrust, and we were a single entity — feeling, breathing, moving as one. 
 
   His eyes said I love you though his lips were still and silent. 
 
   And, for now, as I felt myself turn to liquid gold beneath his touch, that was enough. 
 
   ***
 
   “Do you still believe in fate?” Wes asked softly. 
 
   “How can you even ask me that, when you’re here in my bed?” I responded in an equally quiet voice. 
 
   He fell silent. 
 
   “Did you know that we met on my birthday?” I asked, turning my head to stare at him. 
 
   “No — you never said anything.” He scanned my face searchingly. “Now I feel like a bastard — I should’ve gotten you a gift.” 
 
   “You were the gift.” I smiled at him when I saw his eyes melt like chocolate over flame. “We were meant to find each other, Wes. I’m certain of that, even if you still question it. And it’s okay. You don’t have to believe — I’ll believe enough for the both of us.” 
 
   His eyes pressed closed, as though he was in great pain. When he finally spoke, his voice cracked a little.
 
   “My past… the things I’ve seen…” He cleared his throat. “I don’t believe in soulmates or fate or God. I can’t. But I believe in you. I believe in us.”
 
   My heart expanded in my chest.
 
   “You are the person I want to fall asleep with at night and wake up to in the morning, Red. You’re the person I want to share myself with — the good, the bad, the ugly.” He pushed a tendril of hair behind my ear. “You’re the way I want to live my life. The way I want to see the world. My guiding light. My religion… my faith.” 
 
   I felt tears start to leak out of the corners of my eyes, and Wes’ thumb gently wiped them away. Leaning forward, I pressed a soft kiss against his lips. When I’d finally gathered enough composure to speak, my voice was laced with emotions I could barely name. I wanted to say it then — to scream it from the rooftops.
 
   I love you, Wes. 
 
   But I didn’t want to rush him before he was ready. There would be plenty of time to say it later — it wasn’t like this was our last night together.  
 
   “Well, it’s a good thing you married me, then,” I whispered instead. 
 
   Wes’ crooked smile appeared for the first time all night and I knew, no matter what happened, we’d be okay. 
 
   ***
 
   He was gone before I woke up. 
 
   I knew he would be — he’d warned that he had an early workday before we fell asleep — but that didn’t stop me from missing him. The note on my pillow was simple: a lopsided heart, drawn in pen on a piece of computer paper. The heart was messy, masculine — not quite closed at the bottom, with two uneven sides, as though he’d never found himself in a situation that called for drawing such a shape before. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if that made me happy or sad. 
 
   Rolling over, I grabbed my phone from my nightstand and saw that it was still early — barely six o’clock. The screen displayed a blinking red icon, indicating I had a new voicemail, and I quickly tapped on it, thinking Wes might’ve left me a message. The voice that burst through the speaker was familiar, but it didn’t belong to the man I’d hoped for. 
 
   “Faith, it’s Istvan. Look, I know you weren’t on the schedule this weekend, but I really need you to come in. It’ll be five hours, tops — Sunday shifts are special delivery only, no regulars. Janice is on-call today but she’s sick — some kind of stomach flu. I’ll even let you start early, if you can get here before we open at ten. You’ll be in and out, I promise. Plus, Sunday pay is double rate. Call and let me know.” 
 
   I sighed and fell back against the pillows, considering my options.
 
   Either I could sit here all day pretending to study and obsessing about Wes every five seconds, or I could pick up a few extra hours at Hermes and distract myself while making some cash. Sunday shifts were always sleepy. There were few deliveries and even fewer couriers on staff — at most, one or two girls were on-call. Plus, if Istvan was running the show, I knew he’d let me get an early jump on what few parcels we had. I’d be out by noon — plenty of time to obsess over Wes later. 
 
   I called Istvan back and agreed, promising to be there within the hour. 
 
   Before I got out of bed, I flipped onto my stomach and buried my face in the pillows, smelling Wes and smiling at the thought of seeing him again tonight. If this — him and me, together — was the new normal, I certainly wasn’t complaining. 
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I’d shrugged into a tank top and jeans, stuffed a clean uniform into my messenger bag, scribbled a note for Margot, and was out the door.
 
   Just the start of another normal day in Budapest. 
 
   ***
 
   I was alone. Terrified. Running for my life.
 
   How did it come to this? 
 
   Ashes drifted like snowflakes in a hot, hellish blizzard. I choked down smoke as I ran through the blackened maze of passages. Hands thrown out to the walls for guidance, my fingertips were soon coated in ebony dust. I could feel the heat radiating beneath the pads of each fingertip ― the fire raged just inches away, on the other side of a perilously thin barrier. The smell of charred furniture and smoldering wood stung my nostrils and made my eyes water as I stumbled along, praying for salvation of any kind. I wondered vaguely if I’d make it out alive. If I’d ever see the ones I loved again. 
 
   Wes’ face flashed in my mind and abruptly my eyes were stinging from more than just the pungent smoke. 
 
   I pushed all thoughts of him away, knowing they’d only torment and distract me.
 
   Despite my disorientation, I knew where I was. The Hermes office — I’d been here a million times. I knew these corridors like the back of my hand. On a normal day, I could walk them blindfolded. 
 
   Today wasn’t a normal day. 
 
   Today, I was lost. There were flames licking at my back, as a bright inferno tore through the space which once housed the fifty or so wooden lockers in the staff room. My cubby was burning into ash behind me, the fire consuming everything with greedy, white-hot tendrils that raced up the walls to the ceiling overhead.
 
   Blinded by the thick smoke, I blundered through the dark until I’d left the fast-creeping flames behind. I rounded a corner and dragged in a gulp that was equal parts smoke and oxygen. Bitter and toxic, it hardly soothed my screaming lungs, but I was relieved to be breathing at all. 
 
   My relief was short-lived. I was all too aware that even if the fire didn’t burn me alive, the noxious fumes entering my lungs with each labored breath would kill me just as quick. Thick smoke swirled in the air above me, gathering in a roiling, poisonous cloud on the ceiling and turning once-familiar corridors into an unnavigable maze of passages.
 
   I didn’t have time to think.
 
   I ran.  
 
   My mind raced with fear and adrenaline pumped through my veins like a narcotic, fueling my flight. I could hear men yelling in the distance, though it was hard to tell whether their cries were of pain or anger. 
 
   My coworkers. 
 
   Trapped. Burning alive.
 
   The sizzling fire still roared at my back and, more terrifying, I now heard the foreign crack of gunfire, ringing out every few seconds like a macabre metronome. The bullets whizzed closer as the blaze chased me down hallway after hallway. 
 
   It didn’t make any sense. It was Sunday — no one was supposed to be here this early, except me, Istvan, and a skeleton crew of other employees. When I’d arrived, the front doors had been unlocked but the offices seemed totally abandoned. I’d made my way to my locker with a secret smile on my lips, thinking of Wes and the things he’d said to me last night. 
 
   Not ten minutes later, I’d been half-changed into my uniform when the offices literally combusted. Flames devoured the building faster than any natural fire had a right to. My thoughts turned briefly to the lingering scent of gasoline that laced the smoke around me, but I was soon distracted by more pressing dangers. 
 
   Crack, crack, crack.
 
   Gunfire. 
 
   Because apparently the actual fire was not enough to contend with today. 
 
   For a moment, I stood frozen with fear. Every instinct I had was shrieking to run for the exits, to take my chances with flying bullets over flames. 
 
   I reached up and rubbed at my stinging eyes, placing the sleeve of my thin uniform back over my mouth as soon as I’d blinked away some of the smoke. My throat burned with each breath I gulped down and my lungs ached, but I pressed onward. 
 
   The voices were closer now, as were the sounds of gunfire ― definitely coming from the front lobby. I could see the swinging door that led into the atrium from here, maybe thirty feet down the hall. Men yelled in guttural Hungarian and, as I edged closer, I could make out some of the volleyed words despite my limited grasp on the language.
 
   A familiar voice called out, his pitch panic-stricken. It was Marko, I realized, half-stunned by the thought.   
 
   “Who is it, the fucking CIA? How did they find us here?”
 
   Another man answered in a raspy, authoritative tone I recognized immediately. Istvan.
 
   “I don’t know. One of the girls tipped them off, maybe.”
 
   Marko spoke again. “You think they’re in the main compound, too?” 
 
   A scoff. “No way they’re getting in if Szekely has anything to say about it.”
 
   There was a loud curse, then a short silence. The gunfire ceased for a moment. I glanced behind me at the hallway I just traversed — smoke was creeping around a corner and saturating the space around me. In a few moments, the passage would be fully engulfed in flames. There was nowhere to go but forward. 
 
   Advancing slowly, I strained to hear more. Marko was speaking again. 
 
   “Are all the files destroyed?” 
 
   Istvan’s voice was calm, considering the circumstances. 
 
   “I did what I could. The fire will take care of the rest.”
 
   The sharp staccato of gunfire again filled the air, and I flinched to a standstill. Feet locked in place, eyes wide with fear, I listened intently.
 
   Shots firing.  
 
   Glass shattering. 
 
   Screams of pain. 
 
   Body pressed tight against the wall, my heart pounded double-time in my chest. I didn’t want to die here. The thought of leaving this earth before seeing Wes one last time was unbearable. 
 
   I pinched the fleshy part of my palm, hoping to wake myself from this nightmare. This wasn’t my life. Things like this didn’t happen to normal people.
 
   I was a freaking history major. An American tourist. A twenty-one year old student who wanted a year abroad in a magical, fairytale city with cute boys, lots of medieval buildings, and plenty of cheap drinks. 
 
   I certainly didn’t expect to die in an accelerant-fueled office fire surrounded by flying bullets and angry Hungarian madmen. 
 
   Sparks crackled and hissed. Men cursed loudly, yelling about ammunition and exit points. Stray bullets flew and ricocheted. For a split second, I wished for a weapon to defend myself — but quickly realized that even if I had a gun, I’d have no idea what to do with it. In truth, I’d probably end up shooting myself and saving the bad guys a wasted bullet. 
 
   I glanced back at the corner I’d just rounded — more thick, black smoke was funneling into the hallway. The inferno couldn’t be far behind. 
 
   I looked forward to the doors ahead — the sound of rushing footsteps, heading quickly in my direction, was unmissable.  
 
   Paralyzed by fear, I was caught between two very different foes and utterly out of options. Waiting for one to round a corner and kill me. 
 
   I knew, with absolute certainty, that I was going to die. My eyes pressed closed as I accepted it without a fight.
 
   Wes had been wrong — I wasn’t brave. I was a coward. 
 
   But then, his voice was in my head. 
 
   Fears… either they own you, or you own them. Whether you let them rule you — that’s your choice, Red.
 
   I couldn’t shut him out. 
 
   Faith Morrissey, you can do anything. Anything. Don’t let the world convince you otherwise.
 
   His words were my salvation.
 
   Five seconds of fear, or a lifetime of regret. 
 
   Suddenly, I knew exactly what I had to do. I pretended Wes was there with me — staring into my eyes, cupping my face. Counting down the fear. 
 
   One.
 
   Two.
 
   Three.
 
   Four.
 
   Five. 
 
   I wasn’t going to die here.
 
   My eyes snapped open and I started running for the exit. I’d almost reached the door when it swung wide and two figures burst from the atrium, nearly colliding with me in their rush to escape. 
 
   For one brief, fleeting moment I was relieved as I realized that these weren’t the bad guys, come to banish me to an early grave. I knew these men — I’d worked alongside them, under their protection, practically every day for the past three months. Marko and Istvan wouldn’t hurt me. They’d help me from the flames, guide me to safety, away from whatever madness was transpiring in the lobby beyond.
 
   As Istvan lifted the weapon and trained it on me, I felt my eyes widen in disbelief. Stunned, I stared into his familiar eyes — eyes now fixed so coldly upon me, I couldn’t imagine they’d ever held an ounce of warmth or welcome.
 
   I wasn’t sure what the two of them were more surprised to see — me, standing there in the hallway, or the wall of smoke at my back, blocking every other viable exit. Marko opened his mouth to say something but before he could get a word out, Istvan grabbed hold of my wrist and pulled me in front of his body. With his free arm banded tightly around my ribs, he pressed my back to his front like a human shield. His other hand, still firmly gripping his gun, lifted so the barrel was poised against my temple. 
 
   Marko muttered a string of panicked Hungarian in Istvan’s direction, his voice laced with terror. I made out only a few words as I fought off the increasingly strong urge to cough up the smoke in my lungs. I held my breath and tried not to move.
 
   “We don’t have time for this,” Marko hissed. “We have to get to the surveillance room exit before the fire does. Leave her, let’s go.”
 
   Istvan turned me in his arms, gun still pressed against my temple, and looked into my eyes with such hatred it made my heart falter. Was this the same man who’d offered to take me to dinner only a week ago? 
 
   “Please,” I whispered. “Let me go, Istvan.”
 
   “It was you,” he said, his voice cold. “You sold us out.” 
 
   “What?” I breathed, more confused than ever. 
 
   “You did this. That night after hours — I let you go. I should’ve known, then.” His eyes were crazed with fury. He shook me so hard my teeth rattled in my mouth. 
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I squeaked.
 
   “How long were you working for them?” Istvan yelled in my face, spittle landing on my cheeks. 
 
   “Istvan, please.” 
 
   “Istvan,” Marko said, tugging at his partner’s sleeve. 
 
   “Shut up! Just shut up! Let me think.” Istvan had slipped over the edge of sane — I could see the madness in his eyes. There would be no reasoning with him. I heard the sound of splintering wood, and knew the fire was practically on top of us. 
 
   “Screw this, I’m getting out of here.” Marko sprinted down the hall into the smoke without another word. 
 
   Istvan watched his friend flee, then turned back to me. Lifting his gun, he brought it down on my temple so hard I fell to my knees and nearly lost consciousness. Dark spots exploded behind my eyes, even as I lifted them to look up at Istvan. Awaiting the final blow that would knock me out and seal my fate. 
 
   But he wasn’t even looking at me. His head was cocked to the side, as if listening for something. My mind, still reeling from the blow, felt sluggish as I tried to tune my ears to whatever he was hearing. I blinked a few times and the fog cleared.
 
   Footsteps.
 
   A lot of them, growing closer by the second. If I had to wager a guess, I’d say they were just on the other side of the door, crossing the atrium quickly. Whether they were bringing me help or harm remained to be seen. 
 
   Before I could so much as regain my feet, Istvan was gone — running toward the flames as Marko had done mere moments earlier. I scrambled upright, ignoring the pounding in my head, and cast my gaze back and forth from the door to the gathering smoke. Everything seemed to slip into slow motion as I stood there like the ghost of a girl — waiting, coughing, dying. It played out before my eyes like I was a spectator, watching the act from the sidelines. 
 
   The guard sprinting away, a cloud of smoke engulfing him like death’s embrace. 
 
   The door swinging open, men in black commando gear rushing into the hallway. 
 
   The sharp crack of bullets, loosed from the swinging barrel of the fleeing guard’s handgun. 
 
   The men shouting orders, taking cover from the fire.
 
   The girl reacting too slow, too late. 
 
   The shock of pain, searing into flesh like a hot brand to the gut. 
 
   The blood, hot and sticky, flooding over her fingers like a river as they tried uselessly to stem its flow. 
 
   The girl, falling to her knees in a hallway, clutching her stomach with grim acceptance as the world weaved in and out of focus. 
 
   It couldn’t be me. Surely, I wasn’t that girl. Not the one there, dying in the hallway. Bleeding out on cheap carpet. 
 
   I heard more shouting, but it seemed distant now. 
 
   “Thompson! Go after those last two guards. Renley, watch his back.” 
 
   “This place is a powder-keg. Time to bail, boys. It’s too late — anything that was here won’t be salvageable. Bastards torched everything with gas as soon as they saw us coming.” 
 
   “We need body bags — we took out about six of Szekely’s men in the lobby.” 
 
   “Someone call Abbott.” 
 
   “Looks like there’s a civilian down over here. We need an ambulance.” 
 
   Someone was prodding at my stomach. It still hurt, but not like before. Everything seemed numb. Dull around the edges, like listening to someone yelling messages deep underwater. 
 
   “How you doin’ down there, darlin’?” The new voice was closer than the rest, but still seemed far away. I tried to open my eyes to look at whoever was speaking to me, but I couldn’t quite muster the strength.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll get you out of here,” the voice said. Hands were squeezing my abdomen like a vise. I heard the sound of fabric ripping. 
 
   I tried to nod but the tiny movement was lost as I felt my body lifted off the ground into a strong set of arms. I tried to remain conscious but I was tired — so, so tired. I was drifting away, a balloon without a tether. Everything on earth was fading as I floated into the sky. 
 
   “Please,” I mumbled incoherently, wishing I could sob but lacking the energy for it. 
 
   “What is it, darlin’?” The voice asked gently. 
 
   “Wes,” I managed to whisper, before the rest of the world faded away and I lost the battle to remain conscious. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Three: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   MY FAULT
 
    
 
   “Abbott.” 
 
   “It’s Renley. Calling to report on the Hermes raid.” 
 
   I paused, catching my breath. We’d finished our sweep of the compound only moments before and I was still winded. “Proceed.” 
 
   “As soon as we got there, they engaged us. By my count, there were eight men. Only six at first, but two more showed up after we’d been trading rounds for a few minutes. Unfortunately for us, they’d been in the back rooms pouring gasoline and dropping matches like candy wrappers.”
 
   “Fuck,” I cursed quietly. “They knew we were coming.” 
 
   “Sure as shit seemed that way, sir.” 
 
   My eyebrows pulled together. “No one knew about this op except the guys on our team and Benson.” 
 
   We were both silent as we considered what that meant. 
 
   A leak. 
 
   Neither of us voiced our suspicion, but the implication was there, hanging heavy in the dead air between us. 
 
   Without another word on the subject, Renley cleared his throat and finished his report. “We took down six in the lobby but the two who’d torched the place skipped through the back doors. We pursued into the building, but we lost them in the smoke.”
 
   “Did they make it out?”
 
   “Not unless they were Olympic swimmers who can hold their breath for five minutes. That smoke was so thick, one good gulp was enough to kill ‘em.”
 
   “So we have nothing.” 
 
   Renley sighed. “Essentially.” 
 
   “Fuck.” I gripped the phone tightly in my hand. “This is exactly why I wanted to wait. The whole fucking op was rushed because Benson and some pencil pushers at Langley wanted results.” 
 
   “I assume you didn’t find Szekely or the prototype at the compound, then?” 
 
   “No. Empty as a fucking church on Halloween.” I blew out a frustrated huff of air. “We’ll regroup back at base and debrief in an hour. Any injuries on your end?”
 
   “No, all our men are fine.” 
 
   “Good,” I clipped, preparing to hang up.
 
   “There was a civilian casualty, though.” 
 
   “Are you sure it was a civilian?” My mind spun. 
 
   “Well, they left her behind. And shot her. So I’m assuming she wasn’t with Szekely’s men.” 
 
   She. He’d said she. I felt my heart begin to pound. 
 
   “The offices weren’t open,” I said, sweat beginning to bead on my forehead. “No one should’ve been there.”
 
   “Well, she was.” 
 
   “It was a woman?”
 
   “Yeah. Young girl, maybe twenty. One of the couriers, I think. She was wearing a uniform. Probably just got caught in the crosshairs.” 
 
   “What happened?” I asked through suddenly clenched teeth.
 
   “We sent her off in an ambulance. I think they’re taking her to the hospital by City Park. Thompson’s with her, in case she wakes up. Pretty doubtful she will, though. She was covered in ash  — she’d been baking in that oven for a while. Wouldn’t be surprised if the smoke inhalation killed her before the bullet in her stomach did.”
 
   “What did she look like?” I forced the question from my lips. 
 
   “Thin, pretty. It was hard to tell with all the smoke, but I think her hair was reddish-brown.”
 
   Reddish-brown.
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Red. 
 
   Before Renley could say another word, I hung up and sprinted for the van. I’d never run so fast in my life. Thoughts clawed at each other in my mind like wolves, each more feral than the last. 
 
   Faith, Faith, Faith.
 
   I had to get to her. 
 
   This was my fault. 
 
   If she died… 
 
   It would kill me. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Four: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   THE IN-BETWEEN
 
    
 
   I drifted for days in the in-between. 
 
   Like a child on a seesaw, I wavered between the ground and sky on whims that were not my own. 
 
   Up, down. 
 
   Earth, clouds.
 
   Life, death.
 
   I was in and out of consciousness. The bright lights, the doctors’ sharp voices, the nurses’ kind hands, the rhythmic beeping and whirring of machines as they pumped blood and life back into me — I saw it all through a fog. Far-removed and floating outside my body, as if it were happening to someone else. 
 
   The sounds were more of a nuisance than anything. As time slipped by, I felt myself dissipating into the ether. 
 
   But then, he came.
 
   His voice was the anchor I needed. He tied me down so I couldn’t float away. He gave me something to hold on to.  
 
   I heard the panic in his tone, the fear. Guilt poured off him in waves, a tangible thing. 
 
   I wanted to tell him it was all right — I was still here. That, for him, I’d stay. 
 
   My useless, unconscious mouth refused to cooperate. 
 
   I felt his lips on my forehead, his teardrops on my cheeks. 
 
   “Don’t leave me, Faith.” He sounded hollow. A lonely man and a lost child, wrapped up in one empty form.  
 
   Don’t cry, love. I’m still here. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered against my hair, his voice suffused with grief.
 
   Don’t be sorry, love. It’s not your fault. Do you hear me? 
 
   “This is all my fault.” His words were pain embodied. 
 
   I love you, Wes. Can’t you feel it? 
 
   “I love you,” he said fiercely, his hands cupping my cheeks, which were damp with his tears. “I will always love you.” 
 
   He loves me.
 
   “Goodbye,” he breathed. 
 
   Goodbye?
 
   He pressed a final, gentle kiss to my lips, his hands sliding into my dirty, smoke-stinking hair. A sound escaped his throat — one of indescribable sorrow. Half sob, half scream. Like he was being torn apart from the inside out. 
 
   And then, he turned and walked away.
 
   Out of my room, out of my life.
 
   My tether was gone.
 
   I began to drift once more.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Five: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   NUMB
 
    
 
   “Are you listening to me, Abbott?” 
 
   Benson’s voice was even more annoying in person. It normally would’ve pissed me off, but at the moment I wasn’t capable of feeling anything but numb. He walked several steps closer to where I sat. I continued to stare at the grains in the hardwood floor.  
 
   “Abbott. I’m not fucking around. Did you hear a goddamned thing I just said?”
 
   I lifted empty eyes to his face. “You have a lead on Szekely via your sources in Turkey. Got it.” 
 
   “I need you in Istanbul,” he snapped. “There is no room for error. With this fuck-up of a mission, we’ve blown any element of surprise we might’ve had. This op is going to be a long-haul. Deep cover, little contact. No more half-assing it.”
 
   I was silent.
 
   “I need to know your head is in the game, Abbott.” 
 
   “Yeah. Got it.”  
 
   Benson stared at me. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
   I laughed, the sound mirthless and bitter as it filled the air. 
 
   What was wrong with me? 
 
   What a ridiculous question. What a ludicrous answer. 
 
   I killed the love of my life. 
 
   Killed her. 
 
   It wasn’t my bullet, but I might as well have pulled the trigger. 
 
   Now she was dead. 
 
   Or soon-to-be.
 
   She’d never wake up.
 
   Never laugh again. Never smile. Never see the world through caramel eyes and rose-colored glasses. 
 
   Because of me.
 
   “Abbott,” Benson growled. “There is no room for error, here. Can you do this or not?” 
 
   I could do it — lose myself again. 
 
   I was an expert at it. 
 
   The only thing I couldn’t do was sit around here and watch her die. I couldn’t live in a world where I knew Faith Morrissey didn’t exist. 
 
   “When?” I asked, my voice remote. 
 
   “Tomorrow or the next day.” 
 
   I thought about that for a moment. “No. Now.”  
 
   “Excuse me?” 
 
   I cleared my throat and rose to my feet. “I’ll leave now.” 
 
   Benson’s eyebrows went up. “Are you sure?” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   I wouldn’t last another minute in this city. She was everywhere.
 
   On every bridge, at every street corner. Saturating the air. Seizing my thoughts. Seeping into my bones.
 
   Faith was Budapest. Budapest was Faith. 
 
   And I was the worst thing that had ever happened to her.
 
   My very presence in her life was a cancer, a life-draining force. If she had even a shot at survival, I had to go. 
 
   The sooner I left, the further I fled, the better off she’d be. 
 
   And, if she died… 
 
   The last shred of good in me would go to the grave alongside her. 
 
   The man I’d strived to be whenever I was near her… 
 
   He’d be dead, too. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Six: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   SHRAPNEL
 
    
 
   When I finally peeled my eyes open, it was five days later. 
 
   My lips were cracked, my throat was raw. My eyes swept the hospital room, taking in the tan-brown walls and the series of beeping machines and monitors parked next to my bed. There was an IV line in my right hand and, despite the painkillers that were flowing into my bloodstream in a steady drip, there was a lancing, throbbing ache in my abdomen. 
 
   A man I’d never seen before was sitting in a chair by my bed, staring at me with cool eyes. Pudgy, balding, and noticeably uncomfortable in his own skin, he instantly reminded me of my seventh grade math teacher, Mr. Schwartz – the perspiring, chalk-dusted lump of a man who’d first introduced me to the horrors of algebra.
 
   “Water,” I croaked. 
 
   He poured me a glass and lifted it to my lips, helping me take small sips until my throat started working again. 
 
   “What happened to me?” I asked, once he’d settled back into his seat. 
 
   “You were shot.” He had small, beady brown eyes that never seemed to blink. “Your spleen was ruptured and a portion of it was removed during surgery. You lost a lot of blood, so you’ve had several transfusions. You also suffered severe smoke inhalation, so you’re being monitored for long-term lung effects.” 
 
   I blinked as I tried to process all of that.
 
   “I remember the fire,” I murmured, thinking back to that horrible stretch of time I spent trapped in the inferno. It seemed almost like a dream, now. 
 
   “Yes, it consumed the entire Hermes office.” Begrudging anger laced his voice. 
 
   I lifted my gaze back to him. “Who are you?” 
 
   “My name is Joseph Benson. I work for the U.S. Government.” He flashed an official looking badge that read, in embossed gold letters, CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY. 
 
   I felt my eyes go round. “What? Why are you here? How…?” 
 
   The man sighed. “You will, of course, have a full debriefing later. For now, all you need to know is the organization you were working for has strong ties to a crime syndicate that we, as a nation, have a vested interest in putting a stop to.” 
 
   “Crime syndicate…” I echoed, disbelief plain in my tone. I wondered if I was still unconscious, if this was some kind of drug-induced dream. “Like a front company for the mob, or something?” 
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not authorized to tell you much beyond what I’ve said already. Not until we’ve cleared you and had you sign a non-disclosure agreement.” 
 
   “Cleared me?” 
 
   “Formally absolved you of any involvement in this. It’s protocol.” 
 
   I nodded, as if the things he was saying were making any sense at all. 
 
   They weren’t.
 
   “Can someone call my—” I broke off mid-sentence and glanced down at the ring on my finger. The pure-white cord had been blackened with smoke and ash. “My boyfriend?” I finished. 
 
   Mr. Benson was silent. I looked up at him.
 
   “I think he’d want to be here,” I said quietly, hoping my words were true. “His name is Wes. I can give you his number.” 
 
   I thought I saw the man’s eyes widen fractionally when I said Wes’ name, but I might’ve been imagining things. The drugs made it hard to focus my full attention on anything. 
 
   “That’s the other reason I’m here, Miss Morrissey.” 
 
   My eyebrows went up. 
 
   “The man you’ve been involved with for the past several weeks…” 
 
   He drifted off and I felt the breath slip from my lungs in a terrified exhale as I braced myself for whatever news I was about to receive. From the look on this man’s face, whatever it was, it wasn’t good. 
 
   “He was a trained operative, stationed here for both your protection and the wellbeing of our nation as he investigated the crime syndicate.” The man’s face was blank, empty of any readable emotions. “Your involvement in this will be regarded as service to your country. You can be proud of that.” 
 
   “You’re joking.” My voice was flat — I lacked the energy for incredulity. 
 
   “I assure you, I’m not,” Benson said, his eyes steady. “The man you know as Wes Adams is one of our country’s greatest intelligence assets.”
 
   I stared at him as my mind struggled to process the ludicrous things he was saying. 
 
   Wes was an operative? Like, a secret agent? A freaking spy?
 
   I almost laughed at the absurdity of his words, but my brain seemed to be disconnected from the rest of my body. My mind emptied as all thoughts fled. Silence crackled in the space between my ears like a record player left spinning long after the final track has played. 
 
   Nothing made sense. 
 
   We sat in silence for over a minute — an impatient man glancing subtly at his watch and the girl whose world he’d just crushed with a few careless words.  
 
   “No,” I said finally, breaking the quiet. “That’s simply… not possible.” 
 
   His eyes were cold. “I’m afraid it is. The man you knew doesn’t exist. You served as a vital part of his cover — nothing more. The sooner you accept that, the easier things will be.”
 
   His cover.
 
   Nothing more. 
 
   “I want to see him.” I felt myself starting to get hysterical. “I want to see Wes.” 
 
   God, was that even his name? 
 
   “I’m afraid that’s not within the realm of possibility, Miss Morrissey. He’s already left on another mission. He won’t be back here.”
 
   He left. 
 
   He won’t be back.
 
    My breaths were coming faster and faster, and I thought my throat might close under the strain of hauling air into my hyperventilating lungs. The room before my eyes began to spin and there was nothing I could do to stop it, like I’d boarded a carnival ride with no exit. 
 
   “Your hospital expenses are being taken care of, so don’t worry about that. As soon as you’ve recovered fully, we’ll fly you home at no cost to yourself, if that’s what you wish.” The man rose and fastened the button on his ill-fitting suit jacket. “Your questions will, of course, be answered during the full debrief in a few days. I simply came here as a courtesy. After all you’ve been through, we felt you shouldn’t have to wait for an explanation.” 
 
   What was I supposed to say? 
 
   Thank you for ruining my life, sir. 
 
   For taking away the one thing that mattered to me. 
 
   For telling me it was all a lie. 
 
   I swallowed roughly, trying to gain control over myself. It was no use — I was spiraling into a full-blown panic attack. My heart started beating at twice its normal rate. My vision was weaving in and out of focus as I watched him preparing to leave. 
 
   “I’ll be in touch,” the man said, nodding at me and turning for the door. My heart raced even faster. 
 
   I waited for him to spin around and smile, telling me it was all some kind of twisted joke Wes had thought up. 
 
   He didn’t.
 
   I wanted to call after him, to beg him to wait. I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs that this was just wrong, all of it. 
 
   But as I opened my mouth, I was overtaken by the most intense pain I’d ever felt. 
 
   Harsher than the smoke damage in my lungs. 
 
   More painful than a gunshot wound to the stomach.
 
   A pain so great, so intense, my body couldn’t cope. My heart beat so fast, it simply couldn’t sustain itself.  
 
   It shattered to fragments inside my chest like shrapnel — cutting me open, flaying me into a bloody mess. 
 
   Rivers of blood filled up the hollow space beneath my ribs and poured into my lungs.
 
   I struggled for breath, drowning in the damage inflicted by my own shredded heart, as the dream I’d been living for the past month fizzled and faded into dust. 
 
   Wes was gone.
 
   He’d never existed in the first place. 
 
   My fingers trembled as they unclasped the horsehair bracelet he’d given me and hurled it across the room. It hit the far wall and fell behind a particleboard table, out of sight. Tears streamed down my face as I tore the dirty rope cord from my ring finger and threw it to the ground beside my hospital bed. 
 
   Looking down at my empty hand, I felt my last vestige of hope slip away. 
 
   The pain — inside, outside, everywhere. It was too much. 
 
   As I let go of the dream that was Wes, as I awoke from the fantasy, I felt myself lose consciousness. 
 
   This time, as I faded back into the dark, I prayed I wouldn’t wake up at all. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
   THREE YEARS LATER
 
   ***
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “And I am done with my graceless heart.
 
   So tonight I'm gonna cut it out and then restart.”
 
    
 
   Florence + The Machine
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART TWO
 
   New York City
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Seven: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   END OF THE TUNNEL
 
    
 
   I hate that phrase. 
 
   There’s always a light at the end of the tunnel.
 
   Supposedly, you’re in the darkness, and you look up and see it — a faint ring of light in the distance, marking the end of the moonless, lonely night. Drumming in the dawn.
 
   But my tunnel wasn’t just dark. It was an abyss. 
 
   A tomb.
 
   After a while, when all my hopes for rescue missions and recovery teams had been abandoned… when I realized that my screams would never, ever be heard through the dense-packed rock blocking my path back to the surface… 
 
   I stopped waiting for rescue.
 
   And I embraced the dark. 
 
   I learned to like my cave. That bleak, bereft place became a comfort, instead of a burden. 
 
   I stopped trying to claw my way back to the surface and wrapped myself in a blanket of shadows.  
 
   Then one day, years and years later, when I least expected it, when I least wanted it, when I’d been alone in the dark for so long I’d forgotten what the light looked like… an explosion shook the walls of my cave, blasted open the crypt of my own making.
 
   And I finally saw it. The light at the end of my tunnel.
 
   But she wasn’t the dull glow of a flashlight I’d been expecting. Not the dim luminescence of a solitary streetlight, or the dull flicker of a lantern in the starless sky. 
 
   She was a fucking sun-ray. 
 
   A flare. A fire. A detonation. 
 
   She was C-4. 
 
   She blasted her way into my life, into my heart, and hauled me from my nightmarish void onto the streets of Budapest. I kicked and clawed at her the entire way like the wild thing I’d become in my isolation, unable to readapt to the world of the living or play well with the masses. 
 
   She dragged me out anyway.
 
   She blew up my life. 
 
   I hated her for it.
 
   But not as much as I loved her. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Eight: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   A CLEAN SLATE
 
    
 
   Time heals all wounds. 
 
   Don’t cry because it’s over; smile because it happened. 
 
   Sometimes good things fall apart so better things can fall together. 
 
   I used to believe these things. Used to find comfort in the pretty words, the clever phrases. When I was eighteen, I’d walk through the aisles of my favorite superstore, cooing at the utter cuteness of every embroidered pillow and canvas mural with an inspirational life affirmation scrawled across it. In a sad, childish sort of way, it had comforted me to know that for only $19.99, I could be the proud owner of a cheap Target wall-quote sticker, that would adorn the cinderblock of my freshman dorm room and remind me every day to believe. 
 
   In fate. 
 
   In good.
 
   In love. 
 
   As if reading a bullshit Audrey Hepburn happy girls are the prettiest sentiment on a pink duvet cover would somehow make it true. 
 
   In case you were wondering — it doesn’t. 
 
   And that girl, who loved those pretty phrases? 
 
   I don’t believe in her anymore either. 
 
   ***
 
   The pad of my index finger pressed firmly against the cool metal of the trigger. My eyes were unblinking, my hands steady as the shots rang out, each finding their mark in the thin red circle of the bullseye. 
 
   One. 
 
   Two.
 
   Three.
 
   Four.
 
   Five.
 
   I stared across twenty feet of open space to the hanging paper target, examining the holes my bullets had made with a remote sense of satisfaction. Three years ago, I couldn’t hold a gun without shooting myself in the foot. Now, I had a license to carry concealed and you’d be hard pressed to find me without my tiny Smith & Wesson pocket pistol shoved into my purse or tucked somewhere else as I walked the streets of New York. 
 
   I sighed when I felt someone hovering in the space behind me and reached up to remove the hot-pink shooting muffs Conor had given me when I’d first started. He’d meant them as an embarrassing joke, but I loved them. 
 
   Pulling them down to dangle around my neck, I turned away from the target with my gun still resting comfortably in my palm and frowned at the stranger who was waiting to speak with me. 
 
   When I first came to the range with Conor, I’d been a twitchy, trembling rookie so green it had almost — not quite, but almost — made him smile. The first time I’d shown up without him, the men who’d been practicing here for years looked at me like an unwanted interloper who was more likely to shoot one of them in the head with a rogue bullet than she was to hit the target. 
 
   No one laughed when I walked through the doors anymore. Now, they looked at me with respect. A few of them even looked at me with more than respect, going so far as to ask me out to dinner or a drink after I’d finished for the day. I tried my best to be gentle as I let them down easy.
 
   I’m not dating right now. 
 
   The lie was comfortable on my lips after using it for so long, and far easier than the truth. If I’d looked at them and said, I’ve got trust issues and a broken heart, so I’m never dating again. I plan to die an old spinster with seven thousand cats and a dried up, celibate uterus they never would’ve believed me. What sane, twenty-four year old New Yorker didn’t date?
 
   Eternal Singleville…. Population: me. 
 
   My eyes scanned the guy who’d approached in a detached, cursory survey. Mid-twenties with handsome features and prominent muscles that attested to his many hours at the gym, he probably turned heads wherever he went. Before Budapest, I’d have been so flustered he was even looking at me, I probably would’ve passed out cold. At the very least, I’d have talked his ear off with a cringeworthy stream of unstoppable babble. But I was no longer that girl.
 
   I raised my eyebrows coolly and waited for him to speak. 
 
   “Nice shots,” he said, flashing a mega-watt smile. “You must spend a lot of time here.” 
 
   “Yep,” I agreed, shrugging as I flipped on the safety, stowed my gun back in its holster, and shoved it inside my black duffel. 
 
   “Maybe we can practice together sometime?” he asked, hope plain in his voice. I couldn’t help but notice that his expression was already a little crestfallen — I think he saw the rejection in my eyes before I even opened my mouth. 
 
   “Sorry.” I slid the strap over my shoulder and brushed past him on my way to the exit. “I shoot alone.” 
 
   ***
 
   I love history. 
 
   Ancient times. Faraway lands. 
 
   I’ve spent hours hunched over history textbooks, pouring over facts and figures. Examining the different eras and periods. 
 
   See, historians… we like order. We divide things into B.C. and A.D. designations. We draw lines on a piece of paper and segment the past into chunks that make our own historical consumption easier. 
 
   The Stone Age.
 
   The Middle Ages. 
 
   The Dark Age. 
 
   We like to know exactly when things changed. The precise moment one era ended and a new epoch began. As if any amount of organization could make the brutal history of our world easier to swallow. 
 
   If you’d charted my existence on a time line, there would be a bold red divider bisecting my life, with everything leading up to Budapest on one side and everything that came after on the other. If you were to look a little closer, you’d find the catalyst of change separating the two periods of Faith Morrissey was an infinitesimal instant of time — a single, sunny morning in Heroes’ Square when I’d fallen into the arms of a charming, crooked-grinned stranger. 
 
   My lifespan had two distinct eras, now.
 
   B.W. and A.W. 
 
   Before Wes. After Wes. 
 
   And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to erase that line or step back over it to my life before. 
 
   My family, my friends — hell, even my name — were all on the other side. Untouchable and unreachable. 
 
   As far as I was concerned, as far as the world was concerned… 
 
   Faith Morrissey was gone. 
 
   ***
 
   “Fae? Are you here?” 
 
   I broke eye contact with myself in the mirror and hastily grabbed my shirt off the bed as I listened to the slow, waddling footsteps that were making their way across my apartment. It should’ve surprised me that she was here this early on a Saturday morning, but my friend was anything but predictable these days. 
 
   “In my room!” I called through my closed bedroom door. “Give me a sec, I’m just throwing on some clothes.” 
 
   “Yeah… I’m not gonna make it that far. I’ll be on the couch.” 
 
   I smiled softly at her words.
 
   Pulling the thin sweater down over my head, I hid the ugly scar that marred the upper left side of my stomach. Three years after surgery, it had faded from bumpy pink flesh into semi-smooth white skin, but it would never be entirely gone. I’d bear the mark of what had happened in Budapest for the rest of my life — a perfect physical manifestation of the invisible, intractable memories seared into my mind.
 
   I set my shoulders, smoothed my dyed-dark hair into place, and swung open the door of my bedroom. As soon as my eyes caught sight of her, sitting on my couch with both hands on her very pregnant stomach and her swollen feet propped up on my coffee table, a giggle escaped my lips. 
 
   “Laugh all you want,” Lux grumbled unhappily. “Someday when the tables have turned and you’re the one who’s married and a thousand months pregnant, I will have no sympathy. We’ll see who’s laughing, then.”
 
   “I see you’re in a good mood, this morning,” I said, ignoring the familiar pang of sadness that her words inspired and forcing a cheery tone. “This very early morning, I might add.” 
 
   It wasn’t quite seven. 
 
   “Bash made me waffles at four a.m.,” she said a little wistfully, an involuntary smile on her face as she spoke of her husband, Sebastian. “And then I couldn’t fall back asleep so I figured I’d come harass you instead.” 
 
   “Preggo my Eggo,” I teased, settling in next to her on the couch. 
 
   She stuck out her tongue at me. 
 
   It was actually pretty funny to see her in such foul spirits. Normally, Lux was a sunny blonde with an even sunnier personality — one that had shone all the brighter in the past year, since she’d married the love of her life and was now, and I quote, a thousand months pregnant with his baby. They were the perfect couple — both fair haired and fun, with big hearts and warm dispositions. They were also so obviously in love it almost hurt to look at them directly.
 
   “I brought breakfast,” Lux said, nodding toward the coffee cup and white paper bag on my side table, both of which were emitting delicious smells I was convinced only the bakeries of Manhattan were capable of producing. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said, reaching out for the coffee. I felt the weight of Lux’s eyes on my face as I lifted the cup to my mouth and turned to look at her. She was watching the progress of my sip with sheer longing on her face — her eyes bright, her lips parted. When I swallowed the first scalding gulp, I thought she might start to cry. 
 
   “You okay over there?” I asked quizzically, once my tastebuds had recovered. 
 
   “Coffee,” she said weakly, her eyes still trained on my cup. “I miss coffee. So much.” 
 
   “Well, it won’t be too long, now. That bun’s just about ready to come out of the oven,” I joked, eyeing her stomach. 
 
   “Agh! Don’t say that. I’m not remotely prepared.” 
 
   “Oh, shut up. You’re going to be a great mom, and you know it. And Sebastian is practically tailor-made for fatherhood.” I smiled at her. “Baby Jamie is one lucky little fetus.”
 
   “Ew, please don’t say fetus.”
 
   “Sorry. How about zygote?” I teased. “Or embryo? Spawn? Seedling?” 
 
   “I will take those croissants and leave,” she warned. “Don’t test me. Yesterday, I ate an entire baguette in one sitting.” 
 
   I laughed. 
 
   For the next hour, I listened happily to her describe her disastrous attempts to paint the nursery a unisex color. Apparently, saffron orange looked way better in curry than it did on the walls. Small talk with Lux should’ve been boring, but it wasn’t. For a long time, even after I’d left everything behind and moved across the country, I’d thought I would never have this again. 
 
   Friendship.  
 
   When Lux and I met two years ago, I’d been alone. I hadn’t had a friend since Margot, and I’d barely known how to get myself to work in the morning, let alone strike up conversation with the stranger in the cubicle next to mine. How could I be a friend to someone when I barely knew myself?  
 
   Because I couldn’t be Faith Morrissey anymore. I refused to be that stupid girl who’d been lied to. Deceived and duped by a man with a charming, crooked smile and a few pretty words. That girl…
 
   She was gullible. Naive. Foolish to believe, even for a minute, that things were real with him. 
 
   Men like Wes Adams simply didn’t fall for women who were scared of their own shadow. Whirlwind romances and fairytale happily-ever-afters were nothing more than Hollywood fabrications. And sad, silly girls who could no longer recognize themselves in the mirror weren’t worth anyone’s time. 
 
   I’d needed a clean slate. A fresh start. A new name and a new city, where no one would know me or my story.
 
   And, more importantly, where no one could ever find me. 
 
   Where he could never find me. 
 
   New York had been perfect, for that. With Conor’s help, I’d gotten my new life. I’d just never anticipated that this existence would allow for things like friends or laughter. Nor had I realized that, even with the constant, throbbing pain of a broken, betrayed heart in my chest, I would be able to find happiness again. 
 
   My capacity for romantic love was gone — that was an unchangeable fact. 
 
   But my love for the rest of it — for best friends and buttery croissants, for fashion and fine bottles of wine — was very much intact.
 
   Being heartbroken doesn’t mean you stop feeling. Just the opposite — it means you feel it all more. With your heart in fragments, every sensation is sharper, every emotion more acute. Your feelings are enhanced, like a blind man with an impeccable sense of smell, or a deaf woman whose eyes can perceive things a normal person would never recognize. 
 
   The brokenhearted are the best empaths of all. 
 
   I wasn’t numb or desensitized to the world. I experienced everything with the keen sharpness of a blade — the pain, the betrayal, the loss, the lies. The light, the love, the hope, the fear.
 
   My heart wasn’t dead — but Faith Morrissey was. 
 
   I was Fae Montgomery, now. 
 
   And the greatest surprise of all was that despite the pain of leaving my family and everything I’d ever known behind…. 
 
   I kind of liked being her. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Thirty-Nine: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   GHOST STORY
 
    
 
   She’d always said it wasn’t a fairy tale. 
 
   She’d been right. It was a ghost story.
 
   There was a once a beautiful little girl, who stumbled upon a vicious wolf in the woods. She ignored his sharp teeth and dirty pelt. Her eyes didn’t linger on the bloodstained fur or pile of bones scattered around him. His deepest growl and most menacing glare didn’t send her running. 
 
   She only saw how dark the woods were, how lonely the wolf was — alone with only the shadows for company. 
 
   She didn’t run away, as everyone who’d come before her had done. 
 
   She pulled him out. Tugged on his paws and claws until he’d left the wild behind. 
 
   She knew a wolf could never become a pet dog. He was feral, ferocious. 
 
   She didn’t seem to mind. 
 
   She claimed him as her own, bound him inside the cage of her heart.
 
   She loved the savage creature and tried to teach him how to exist outside the isolation of the forest. 
 
   She didn’t see that living in the wilderness wasn’t what made him wild. 
 
   The wild was inside him. 
 
   So, though the girl wrapped him tight in her embrace, though she bathed him in the warm glow of her soul…
 
   He couldn’t help himself. It was in his nature, in the marrow of his bones, in his very blood. 
 
   There was no redemption, for a wolf. 
 
   Eventually, as he’d always known he would, he turned on the girl who’d been his salvation. 
 
   He killed her. 
 
   She became a ghost.
 
   And he went back to the dark. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   CUTTING TIES
 
    
 
   I was careful. 
 
   I hadn’t seen my parents in more than three years. I hadn’t been home for a visit or spoken to my siblings on the phone. I didn’t check my old email addresses or call my former voicemail boxes. 
 
   I tried not to think about California, as I settled into the chilly climate of the northeast. I learned to dress in layers and finally understood the value of a quality pair of waterproof winter boots when the first snows turned to grimy grey slush on city streets. I forgot about kale and kombucha as I learned to like greasy Chinese takeout and massive late-night pieces of New York pizza. 
 
   I walked faster, talked faster. Dressed better. 
 
   I was a new person, with no ties to my old life…. with one, tiny exception. 
 
   Margot. 
 
   See, my old roommate wasn’t exactly easy to shake. And, as she was the only person in my life who’d been fed the same bullshit “declassified” government debriefing after Budapest, she knew exactly why I’d had to start over. Why I’d run. 
 
   So I did something that broke all my new rules: I opened a P.O. Box and let her send me letters. 
 
   She was the one tie from my past I couldn’t quite sever. Maybe it was reckless, but it wasn’t like we were daily pen pals. We’d exchanged a handful of notes over the past three years, mostly when holidays and special occasions rolled around. Often, Margot sent me postcards with no return address, covered in all manner of stamps and seals from her travels across the globe. I’d grin as I read about the Croatian caves she’d spent her Christmas exploring or the sweltering Belizean jungles she’d spent her birthday trekking through. Sometimes, when she settled in one place for long enough, I’d write back and tell her about my new life in New York — but those times were few and far between. 
 
   That was the only reason I didn’t worry when three months passed without a note from her. 
 
   Then six months.
 
   Then eight months.  
 
   The last message I’d received was a homemade Thanksgiving card in the shape of a handprint-turkey, its lopsided envelope bearing an Australian postage stamp. She’d enclosed a picture of herself posing by the Opera House with her blonde pixie cut blowing in the wind and her hands thrown up in the air. She’d sounded happy in her note — she’d loved Sydney and hoped to stay for a few months. She’d promised to write more often. 
 
   But then… nothing.
 
   The card I sent at Christmas to her last known address went unanswered. There was no colorful birthday card in my mailbox in August when I turned twenty-four. And this week, it was Thanksgiving again — marking a full year without so much as a word from her. 
 
   I reassured myself that she’d gotten restless in one place and set out on a new adventure. She was probably just busy traveling. Maybe she was somewhere remote, like the Sahara desert, where there were no convenient post offices. Maybe she was spending the year at sea, sailing from port to port with no time to disembark and scribe me a few cheery words.
 
   No matter what I told myself, the pit of anxiety burning its way through my stomach lining didn’t go away. I was so concerned about my friend, I’d even called her landlord in Sydney and left a message, hoping he’d know something — anything — that might ease my paranoid thoughts. I’d probably develop an ulcer from the endless worry, by the time I heard back from him. 
 
   Unfortunately for me, Margot was the least of my worries. My troubles were only just beginning. 
 
   And the careful new life I’d begun to construct in New York was about to implode.
 
   ***
 
   Swiftly descending the steps of my apartment building, I hit the street and edged into the busy flow of pedestrian traffic rushing toward the nearest subway platform. I made it a few feet before I noticed the nondescript black sedan, its windows tinted too dark to see through, parked directly in front of my walk-up. With a reluctant, resigned sigh, I cut across the steady stream of walkers and reached for the passenger door handle. I wasn’t surprised to find it unlocked.
 
   The chill of the early winter day was chased away as soon as I slipped inside the warm car. 
 
   “What do you want?” I asked without preamble. I hadn’t seen him for a few months and we weren’t exactly what you’d call friends. More like grudging acquaintances united by an inescapable past. So there was no point in beating around the bush — if he was here, something was wrong and I wanted to know about it. 
 
   “Nice to see you too, Montgomery.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Can’t say the same, Gallagher.”  
 
   Conor. Fucking. Gallagher. 
 
   A twenty-six year old dead sexy Gemini with a killer smile, ice-blue eyes, and a surly disposition that made all that hotness a moot point. The most curmudgeonly city cabbie looked like a cute, cuddly golden retriever puppy next to Conor. He was pathologically unpleasant. 
 
   At least, he was when it came to me. 
 
   See, there’s a rule about breakups. When you crush someone’s heart, you’re supposed to walk away — permanently. If you’re the one to inflict damage, you’re not supposed to stick around and torture them for the rest of their life. You remove yourself from the picture so they can move on in peace. 
 
   But, let me tell you, all the rules go right out the window when you’re desperate to start over and your ex-high-school-boyfriend is a rookie FBI agent with the resources to make that happen for you. A single, pleading phone call three years ago had brought Conor back to my doorstep with a new passport, social security card, birth certificate, and one-way plane ticket in hand. No questions asked. 
 
   Was it selfish? Sure.
 
   Did I regret it? Not for a minute. 
 
   I knew, even after I’d so painfully ended our teenage tryst, that he would be there for me in an instant if I needed him. He was just that kind of guy — always putting others first, even when they didn’t deserve it. So, when I’d asked, he’d erased the girl he used to love with the help of a few untraceable, unauthorized contacts he’d made since joining the Bureau. 
 
   I’d said goodbye to my family, leaving them with nothing more than a hasty explanation about needing to hide from a dangerous ex-boyfriend I’d met abroad. Before I knew it, I’d been thrust into my own unofficial Witness Protection Program — and Conor had, in turn, been saddled with responsibility for the girl who’d broken his heart. 
 
   Helping me disappear was one thing. 
 
   Forgiving me for screwing up his life — not once, but twice — was another entirely.  
 
   Still, he’d been my landing pad when everything fell to pieces. He’d brought me to New York with him and even let me crash at his tiny apartment for a few weeks until I found a job and could afford meals consisting of more than Ramen noodles. He hadn’t pressed me for unnecessary details about Budapest or the man who’d broken my heart there — perhaps because he wanted plausible deniability if any of this came back to bite him in the ass, or maybe because thinking about me with another man hit a little too close to home. 
 
   In either case, he knew the only thing that mattered: I was hiding from a man who made it his life’s work to find people who didn’t want to be found. The only way to do that was to become a ghost. 
 
   So I did. 
 
   “I’m going to be late for work,” I complained, snapping back into the present. 
 
   “I know. Sorry,” Conor said, his tone a little less gruff than usual. 
 
   My brows shot up on my forehead. “What’s wrong?” I asked instantly.
 
   “Why do you think something’s wrong?” 
 
   “You just said sorry. You never apologize to me. In fact, you make it a point to be as rude as possible.” I stared at him, trying to read his expression. “So I repeat — what’s wrong?”
 
   Conor sighed and leaned back in his seat. He glanced over at me and the typical glare that marred his face whenever he was in my presence was notably absent. There was compassion in his eyes — it made me nervous. 
 
   “Gallagher, so help me God, just spit it out,” I demanded. “Rip off the Band-Aid.” 
 
   He took a deep breath. “It’s your dad.” 
 
   I felt the blood drain from my face, fearing the worst as my mind conjured up possibilities. 
 
   Was he sick? Hurt? Dead? 
 
   Would I ever see him again? 
 
   That’s the problem with becoming a ghost — the dead don’t have families. And the people you leave behind don’t just stop living in your absence. Life goes on… even when you wish it wouldn’t. 
 
   “What happened?” The hope in my voice floated fragile in the air, wispy as a butterfly’s wing as I waited for him to elaborate. 
 
   “He was in a car accident late last night.” Conor’s blue eyes were steady on mine and, for once, not full of condescension or contempt. “Sounds like some asshole tried to run him off the road.”
 
    His words were a kick to the stomach, slamming the wind from my lungs. I tried to respond, but found I couldn’t form words. 
 
   “I’m sorry I don’t have more details for you.” Conor’s voice was kind. “My mom called early this morning to let me know. I came straight here to tell you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I managed to whisper, once I’d regained some composure.
 
   I saw him nod in my peripheral and I could feel his gaze scanning my face. A moment of silence passed as I waded through the emotions warring for space inside my mind. 
 
   How could I go home?
 
   How could I not go home? 
 
   It had been three years… wasn’t I safe from the ghost of boyfriends past, by this point?
 
   Wes wasn’t looking for me. He’d probably never been looking for me. I bet I could’ve stayed Faith Morrissey for the rest of my life and never seen him again. After all — none of it had been real, for him. I’d been nothing more than a mark. 
 
   I thought of my Dad — my crazy, quirky, too-much-tie-dye-for-his-own-good Dad. And, suddenly, my skull emptied of all those chaotic thoughts tumbling around in free fall. 
 
   The slim chance that Wes was trying to find me by keeping tabs on my family wasn’t enough to justify staying away.  
 
   Not when they needed me. 
 
   I raised my eyes to look at Conor and listened to my own voice, wavering and uncertain, as it broke the quiet. I sounded like a stranger to my own ears. 
 
   “Conor?” 
 
   He jolted. I never used his first name — not anymore. Not since I’d become Fae. 
 
   Clearing his throat, he quickly recovered. “Yeah, Montgomery?”
 
   “I think…” I swallowed hard. “I’m going home.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-One: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   HOME SWEET HOME
 
    
 
   I don’t remember much of my last two plane rides. 
 
   The trip home from Budapest — actually, pretty much everything from the time I woke up in the hospital to the time I landed in the States — was a blur. I know that me, Margot, and a handful of other American couriers were pumped for information by men in dark suits for hours, answering their questions about Hermes and looking through mugshots as we tried to help the CIA piece together who had been working inside the organization. I don’t remember what questions they asked or what names were inscribed on their badges. I don’t know if I was helpful to them. 
 
   I do know that there was a debriefing of sorts. 
 
   A tearful goodbye to Margot. 
 
   A plane ride home to California.
 
   But those memories were clouded by a fog of unrelenting grief and sheer disbelief. 
 
   For months, I’d been a zombie — a living girl with a dead soul. As though I’d died in the fire that day but my corpse refused to stop functioning. 
 
   Thankfully, I was much more conscious for this plane ride. 
 
   I spent the five-hour flight trying not to fidget in my seat as I thought about seeing my family for the first time in years. I hadn’t told anyone I was coming — hopefully, my showing up would be a welcome surprise, rather than an unexpected imposition. Family reunions, even under the best of circumstances, were always stressful. And these were not the best of circumstances — not by a long shot. 
 
   As the plane landed and taxied to the gate, I tried to breathe deeply and assure myself that everything would be all right. I powered on my cell phone and saw that during the flight, I’d missed a call from an unknown number. Unease stirred in my belly as I dialed my voicemail box and listened to the unfamiliar Australian accent speaking into my ear. 
 
   “Miss Montgomery — this is Roger Callahan. You left me a message about one of my previous tenants… a Miss, uh…” There was a pause, as though he was reading her name off a piece of paper. Not a good sign. “Miss Mills.” 
 
   Clearly, Margot wasn’t living there anymore.
 
   “I’m sorry to have missed you. Give me a call back at this number, when you have a chance. There are some things we should probably talk about.” 
 
   The line clicked off. 
 
   Crap. From the sound of things, Margot had gotten herself into trouble. Maybe she’d skipped out on her rent and owed him some money, I reasoned, ignoring the anxiety rumbling in my gut. But he hadn’t sounded angry — he’d sounded almost sympathetic. Like he felt sorry for me. 
 
   I tried not to think about what that might mean as I called back the number and listened to it ring for several long moments until his voicemail finally picked up. 
 
   This game of phone-tag was starting to get on my nerves.
 
   I’d begun to dial again, but stopped when I realized the plane had reached the gate. The mystery of Margot Mills would have to wait another few hours, at least. 
 
   Hurrying through the terminal, I jostled alongside my fellow passengers, trying to beat the rush to the baggage claim. It was a shame I’d had to check my luggage, but certain items — like my Lady Smith and the three clips of ammo that accompanied her — were a big no-no in carry-on bags, unless you wanted to piss off the TSA agents and end up on several no-fly lists. It was a pain in the ass, but traveling unarmed wasn’t an option. My pistol had, in many ways, become my security blanket. 
 
   Thankfully, my small black duffel was one of the first bags off the carousel. The heels of my Chanel boots clicked steadily against the tile floors as I headed toward the rental car service. My pace was brisk, my face serene but unapproachable. Not a trace of the flailing, starstruck girl who’d stumbled through the airport three years ago, eager to start her first-ever adventure, was visible anymore. 
 
   Within the hour I was behind the wheel of a compact sedan, heading down the highway toward my parents’ house far faster than the legal limit. The music was cranked up, Florence + The Machine’s Shake It Out screaming from the speakers. The windows were rolled down, drenching me with mellow California heat and blowing my hair into a tangle around my face. Sixty minutes on the West coast, and I could already feel the tension seeping from my bones. 
 
   I was going home. 
 
   ***
 
   “You’re so thin!” Meadow shrieked before I’d even set down my suitcase. “Have you been doing hot yoga?”
 
   “Your hair is different.” Saffron’s nose scrunched up in distaste as she examined me from head to toe. “Darker.” 
 
   They shot questions rapid-fire, not giving me time to answer a single one.
 
   “Is that a Prada blouse?” 
 
   “Those are the new Chanel boots! How did you get those?”
 
   “What happened to your frumpy jeans-and-a-t-shirt look?”
 
   It was the typical sisterly greeting — what I liked to call antagonistic affection. Our interactions were full of advice and admonishment. Equal parts smiles and snide remarks, excited compliments and underhanded criticisms. My older sisters were mostly well-intentioned, though I couldn’t say I’d missed them tremendously in our time apart. 
 
   Except for Rain. She was silent as she hugged me tightly, and her smile was as warm as her embrace. 
 
    “Dad is doing fine — a few bumps and bruises, but he’s stable and conscious. They’re just keeping him overnight for observation,” she whispered in my ear. “It’s good to see you, Faith.”
 
   “You too, Rainey.” I pulled away and turned to face my other two sisters, who were still clucking like mother hens over my appearance. 
 
   “We didn’t know you were coming,” Meadow said. “No one expected you would.” 
 
   I bit my tongue.
 
   “There’s no bed made up for you.” Saffron made a tsk noise. “I’m sure your room is a dusty mess.”
 
   “That’s fine.” I shrugged and resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m here to see Dad, not to lounge around in bed.”  
 
   “Dylan and Lennon can’t make it.” Saffron’s voice was thick with disapproval. “They’re on some kind of snowboarding trip in the Himalayas.” 
 
   I did roll my eyes, that time. 
 
   “Bill is at home with the kids.” Meadow’s words were welcome — I wasn’t eager to see her brood of children or their father. Bill rarely pulled his eyes away from the television long enough to speak, and her kids were simply blurs of movement, racing around the house so fast it was impossible to make out their features clearly.
 
   “So is Steven,” Saffron added. “He’s watching the twins.”  
 
   My relief was palpable. The last time all my nieces and nephews had seen me, “Auntie Faith” had ended up with permanent marker all over her face and a rat’s nest hairstyle it would take hours — and several clumps of lost hair — to undo.   
 
   “So, speaking of the men in our lives…” Rainey had a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “Are you dating anyone?”
 
   Meadow and Saffron instantly leaned in, their attention fixed so intently on me I had to fight the strong desire to run away.
 
   “Aw, crap, is that the time?” I exclaimed, glancing at the nonexistent watch on my wrist. “If I’m going to see Dad today, I’ve gotta go.” 
 
   “Faith.” Rainey’s voice was playfully stern. 
 
   “We’ve already been to the hospital today. Visiting hours are practically over, by this point,” Saffron said. 
 
   “Really, it doesn’t make much sense for you to go now,” Meadow chimed in. “But then, you never were exactly plagued by good sense.” 
 
   Rainey saw the look on my face and pressed her lips together to keep from laughing.
 
   “Well, apparently that’s genetic,” I snapped, glancing from Saffron to Meadow determinedly. “Dad was just in a car accident — forgive me for not wanting to talk about my social life. I’m only here for two days. I’m going to see my father.”  
 
   With that, I turned on my heel and headed for the car, chiding myself for not going straight to the hospital. I could still hear Meadow and Saffron grumbling about their stubborn little sister as Rainey’s laughter chased me out the door. 
 
   ***
 
   It was great to see my parents. 
 
   They both teared up when I walked into the hospital room which, of course, immediately made my eyes water as well. Three years without seeing them suddenly felt like an eternity.  
 
   My mother was wearing a long flowing patterned dress straight out of Woodstock and though my dad was dressed in a hospital gown, his John Lennon glasses were still firmly in place on the bridge of his nose. They both looked exactly the same and I found deep comfort in that. Everything else may’ve changed, but my parents were one fixture that never would.  
 
   My dad was in far better shape than I’d been anticipating, boasting nothing more than a dislocated shoulder and a slightly bruised ego after my mom spent several hours making fun of his driving skills. The CT scans showed there was no internal bleeding from the bump on his head, and all the other tests his doctors ran came back clear. He’d be released tomorrow. 
 
   We’d been catching up for a while when a nurse came in to tell us visiting hours were over. We said goodbye to my dad, promising to pick him up in the morning, and soon enough I was walking toward the parking garage, arm in arm with my mother — something I’d thought, for a very long time, I’d never be able to do again. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said abruptly. 
 
   Her head turned toward me. “For what, baby girl?”
 
   “For running away because I couldn’t face my past.” I swallowed hard. “And then for staying away.” 
 
   My mom was silent for a long moment. 
 
   “I didn’t plan any of this,” I whispered.
 
   “‘Life is what happens when you’re busy making other plans,’” she quoted softly. 
 
   A smile broke out across my face. “Do you have an appropriate John Lennon quote stashed away for every occasion?”
 
   “Pretty much.” She titled her head to the side in contemplation. “But I’m sure your father has even more of them memorized.” 
 
   My smile stretched wider.
 
   “Don’t be sorry for the choices you’ve had to make to survive, baby girl. You are who you are. Embrace it. Live it. Love it. And never, ever apologize for it.” Her arm tightened around mine as she pulled me closer. “No matter how many years go by without seeing you, or how far from us you travel, we will always love you. There are no boundaries or time limits on love — it’s eternal.”
 
   I felt tears gather in my eyes. “Who said that one?” I asked in a choked up voice. “Lennon again?”
 
   “No.” She kissed my temple. “That one is all me.”  
 
   ***
 
   When you’re away from home for a long stretch of time, you almost forget how good it is. 
 
   You convince yourself that the feeling you get when you’re surrounded by family can somehow be satisfied by sniffing a “Home Sweet Home” scented jar candle or by looking through old photographs and conjuring memories of times gone by. But the truth is, there’s no substitute for the real thing — for being embraced by your Dad in a too-tight hug that makes your ribs ache. For having your Mom stroke your hair like you’re still her baby girl. Even for your oppressively overbearing siblings. 
 
   By the time I had to leave on Sunday, I was an emotional wreck. I drove away from the ranch house I’d called home for eighteen years, not knowing when I’d be back again. Looking in the rearview mirror at my family as they waved goodbye from the front porch, for the first time in years I felt a few tears slip down my cheeks. 
 
   I wasn’t ready to go back to my fake life — not yet. 
 
   But staying wasn’t an option. The sad, simple truth was that I didn’t belong here anymore. 
 
   I didn’t belong anywhere. 
 
   So I drove. Two hours on the highway with the wind in my hair, listening to The Beatles sing about all the lonely people. It felt appropriate. 
 
   I shouldn’t have stopped at the rest area. I should’ve driven straight to the airport without looking back. 
 
   But I had to pee. 
 
   Who would’ve thought a full bladder would be the thing to seal my fate? 
 
   ***
 
   One moment, I was walking back to my car, brushing still-wet hands against my Donna Karan skirt and lamenting the fact that both the air dryer and paper towel dispenser had been out of service… and the next, a palm clamped over my mouth, the purse was snatched from my grip, and I was deposited neatly into the trunk of my rental car before I could so much as reach for the gun in my thigh holster. 
 
   I thrashed and screamed but whoever had grabbed me was far too strong — there was no way to escape his hold. I never even saw his face before the trunk slammed shut and I was enclosed in the cramped, dark space. My cellphone lay uselessly in the bottom of the Prada bag he’d so easily taken from me. 
 
   I screamed though I knew there was no one around to hear the muffled sound. The rest area had been practically deserted. 
 
   The unmistakable rumble of the engine starting made my heart pound faster. Sweat began to bead across my forehead when I felt the car pull out of the parking space and merge back onto the highway. 
 
   I kicked and clawed at the taillights, but they wouldn’t come loose. I bloodied my fists against the metal latch, banging until there was no strength left in my arms. With a scream of frustration, I was finally forced to accept the fact that I wasn’t getting out of this trunk until someone opened it from the outside. 
 
   Reaching down, I pulled my Lady Smith from her holster. Five rounds were all that stood between me and… well, whatever unpleasant things my captor had planned for me. They’d have to be enough. 
 
   We drove for hours. 
 
   That’s what it felt like, anyway. In the dark, I had very little concept of time.  
 
   I tried not to cry or panic. It was easier to keep my cool at first, with one hand clenched around my pistol so tightly I thought the metal would leave permanent impressions in my flesh. But as the minutes ticked on, the claustrophobia set in — as did the realization that wherever he was taking me, it was so far from civilization, we’d had to travel several winding roads off the highway to get there.  
 
   I was haunted by the fact that no one would know I’d been taken. I’d said goodbye to my family with no promises to call when I got home safely. I hadn’t even told Lux or Conor that I’d be returning to New York. 
 
   Essentially, I was an idiot. 
 
   But the guy who’d snatched me — he was an even bigger idiot. And, if I had anything to do with it, soon he was going to be a big, dead idiot.
 
   Seriously, who kidnaps a girl without checking to see if she’s armed first?  
 
   After an eternity, the car slowed to a stop.
 
   I listened to his door open, to his footsteps approaching. 
 
   My grip tightened on the gun, my body was poised to leap from the space.
 
   The trunk creaked open…
 
   And I fired. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Two: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   PRETTY LITTLE PISTOL
 
    
 
   “Fuck!”
 
   I ignored his curse as I jumped headfirst from the trunk and hit the dirt. Instead of executing the perfect roll I’d intended — I mean, they did it in every spy movie, how hard could it be? — I literally landed on my face. This was no lithe, Catwoman-esque tumble. When I finally skidded to a stop, I was covered head-to-toe in dirt and had somehow managed to swallow a large clump of earth as well as several small pebbles. I moaned in both pain and mortification as I spat dust and grass tufts from my mouth. Scrambling to my feet, gun still firmly clenched in my right fist, I tried to stand tall as I spun to face my captor, but that was pretty hard considering I’d lost one high heel in my disastrous leap for freedom and was now wobbling on uneven footing. 
 
   I figured he’d have either run for the hills, terrified by my unexpected bullets, or at the very least be cowering in fear, lest I shoot at him again. 
 
   Sadly, I was mistaken.  
 
   He was leaning against the car, his arms crossed casually over his chest as if he had not a care in the world. His breathing rate was perfectly normal, while I was still heaving in oxygen faster than a freaking vacuum cleaner. Not a speck of dust coated his black-on-black jeans and leather jacket combo, whereas I looked like the creature from the Black Lagoon. But it was that goddamned crooked smile, fixed so happily on his face as he watched me hack up globs of soil, that really tested the limits of my sanity. 
 
   “You,” I spat, glaring at him and trying very, very hard to remind the less-forgiving parts of my psyche that first-degree homicide was a bad, bad thing that would send me to prison for a long, long time. The gun twitched in my hand. 
 
   “Me,” Wes agreed, grinning at me like we were old friends. 
 
   Yep. There was only one option here.
 
   I’d have to kill him. 
 
   ***
 
   “Give me one reason not to shoot you,” I growled, my eyes narrowed on his face and my hands wrapped firmly around my gun as I aimed it at him. I tried to keep my gaze cool, clinical, but damned if he wasn’t even better looking than he’d been three years ago — a realization that pissed me off beyond measure. Light five o’clock shadow dusted his jawline, making it seem even more chiseled. His hair was slightly longer than it had been last time I’d seen him. I didn’t look in his eyes — I couldn’t bear to see what emotions they held — so I watched his mouth instead.
 
   “Do you even know how to use that thing?” His smile was condescending. 
 
   Without taking my eyes off his face, I fired a shot into the dirt, missing his boot by mere inches. 
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, batting my lashes like a bimbo. “Do I?”
 
    He lifted his hands in surrender, though his grin stretched wider. “So, the kitten grew some claws.” 
 
   “You think I’m joking around?” I took a step closer and my voice went arctic. “You ruined my life. I would be all too happy to shoot you. Honestly, it would be poetic justice.” 
 
   His eyes dropped to my torso, as though he could see through my clothes to the ugly, circular scar that lay beneath. 
 
   “Eyes up, asshole.” I gripped my gun tighter when his gaze lifted and met mine for the first time. It took all the strength I had not to react when our eyes locked — dark chocolate flashing against caramel, the connection instantly making the air around us sizzle with electricity. I felt a physical jolt move through my body, like I’d stuck one finger inside a socket, and all the fine, feathery hairs on my arms stood on end as my gaze, full of rage and distrust, burned into his dispassionate one. 
 
   His face was a mask, that happy grin he wore concealing every real emotion, just as smoke and mirrors hide a magician’s slight of hand.  I could read nothing in his expression. 
 
   Some things never changed, I supposed. 
 
   He took a step closer to me and opened his mouth to speak.  “Listen—” 
 
   “Stay back!” I shook the pistol as I moved away from him, keeping a distance of about ten feet between us.
 
   “If I wanted to hurt you, I would have already.” His voice was exasperated. 
 
   “You kidnapped me,” I snapped, swallowing forcefully and trying to gather my composure. 
 
   “Well, considering you’ve got a gun trained on me right now, you can’t exactly blame me,” he pointed out. “I knew the only way I’d get you to listen was if I cornered you.”
 
   “Except you didn’t ‘corner me.’ You threw me in a trunk.”
 
   “You say potato, I say—” 
 
   “Shut up.” I waved the gun menacingly and he stopped speaking, though his grin grew even wider. I took a deep breath. “You were right about one thing. I have no interest in listening to anything you have to say.” 
 
   I backed away from him until I reached the driver’s side door, which he’d left ajar. He didn’t shift from his spot against the trunk, though his eyes tracked my every move. When I looked inside and saw the keys were missing from the ignition, I lifted my gaze to glare at him. 
 
   “Is there a problem, officer?” he mocked, raising his eyebrows.   
 
   “Do you have a death wish?” I shrieked, taking several steps toward him.
 
   He shrugged.
 
    I held in a scream. “Give them to me.”
 
   “What, these?” He held up the keys. “No. Not until you listen to what I have to say.”  
 
   I couldn’t contain it anymore — the scream escaped, a screech of sheer frustration and anger. “Ruining my life once wasn’t enough for you? You really came back for round two?” My voice was borderline hysterical. “God, what don’t you understand? I don’t want to talk to you, or listen to you. I hate you.” 
 
   Something flickered in his eyes, but it was gone far too quickly for me to read it. 
 
   “Still stubborn as a fucking ox, I see,” he muttered under his breath. “The thing is, I don’t give a shit what you want. You’re going to listen.” 
 
   I stared at him, fuming. Adjusting my grip on the gun, I tried not to let him see that my hands were trembling with effort to remain in control. 
 
   Just looking at him ached like a bullet wound to the stomach. It was like seeing the ghost of everything I’d ever wanted in life, come back to haunt me. I stared at the man I thought I’d loved, at the lie I’d so easily fallen for, and I felt myself slowly bleeding out inside. Blood filled my chest cavity as my shrapnel-shredded heart was ripped open again for the first time in three years. It was a miracle I managed to stay standing as whatever scar tissue had managed to heal over was torn away like paper, the old wound made fresh once more. 
 
   I dragged a deep breath through my nose. “There’s nothing you can say that will affect me or my life.” 
 
   His grin faded a bit. “Well, then there’s no harm in hearing me out, is there?”
 
   I fought the urge to roll my eyes at his logic. “If I listen, you’ll give me the keys?” 
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Then get it over with.” I somehow found the strength to make my voice steady, when inside I was falling apart. “I’d like you out of my life again as soon as possible.” 
 
   “Fine.” His jaw clenched tighter. “I’m here to tell you you’re in danger.”
 
   I tried not to scoff.
 
   “The mission in Budapest three years ago — I was there for a man named Szekely. He’s an arms dealer, but not the kind who fucks around with old army regulation AK-47s and sawed off shotguns. He’s next-gen. Heat-seeking missiles, drones, biological warfare. My protocol was to gather intel on his front company—” 
 
   “Hermes,” I muttered darkly.
 
   He nodded. “I planted cameras and got eyes inside—” 
 
   “By using me,” I supplied, my voice venomous.
 
   “You know, for someone who said she wanted this over as soon as possible, you sure have a lot of fucking interruptions,” he noted pointedly. 
 
   My mouth snapped shut.
 
   “I was looking for a prototype. When we raided the Hermes offices, we also raided Szekely’s compound. There was nothing — and no one — inside by the time we got there. The entire place was cleaned out.” 
 
   I felt my eyebrows go up in curiosity, though I still didn’t understand how this translated to me being in danger.
 
   “Someone tipped him off. Someone on my team.” His anger was apparent, suffused in every word that escaped his tight-pressed lips. “Szekely has a lot of money. His bribes have carried him a long way.” 
 
   I couldn’t keep myself in check any longer.  “And this matters to me because…” 
 
   His eyes locked on mine and the expression on his face was so serious, I felt my stomach flip in foreboding. “Because, in the past year, everyone who was even remotely involved with the Szekely operation — from the couriers to the men who raided that facility by my side — has wound up dead.” 
 
   “What?” I breathed in disbelief. 
 
   “They’re dead — the girls you worked with, the men on my team. Someone is hunting them down and killing them. A professional — the hits are clean, execution style.” His voice was low, each word intent. “You are in serious danger. Trust me, I wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.” 
 
   Trust him. Trust him. Was he freaking kidding? 
 
   I stared at him, torn between laughter and tears. His words seemed ludicrous, but they had their intended effect — I was scared, even if I didn’t fully believe him. Each word he spoke, each expression on his face was so convincing, it made me falter for a moment. 
 
   But then I remembered this was the same man who’d deceived me once before. The man who’d fooled me so thoroughly, so successfully, I’d thought I was in love with him. 
 
   “I don’t believe a damn word you say.” My voice was cold. “You’re a liar. You’ve proven that in the past. Who’s to say you aren’t lying now?”
 
   “I’m not lying.” His words were adamant. “You think I was the only one watching your house, waiting for you to slip up and come home? If they know where you are, you’ll be dead before you can so much as reach for that pretty little pistol you keep waving around.” 
 
   “I heard what you had to say.” I stared at him blankly, careful to conceal all the pain and heartbreak that was tearing me up inside. “Now, give me the goddamned keys before I shoot you with this pretty little pistol. It might be small, but it shoots straight and true. And its bullets will kill you just as quick.”
 
   He stared at me for a long moment before nodding and tossing the keys by my feet. “Fine. It’s your funeral.”
 
   Without taking my eyes or my gun off him, I crouched down and scooped up the keys. 
 
   “I’ll stay here for another day, in case you change your mind. There’s a cabin in the clearing just through those woods.” His words were flat as he gestured to the copse of trees off the dirt road. “If you come back before tomorrow at midnight, I can keep you safe. If you don’t…” 
 
   He didn’t finish the thought. 
 
   I didn’t speak another word as I backed away from him toward the driver’s side door — I had nothing left to say and, frankly, I wasn’t sure I could even form words. My anger was wearing off and the brave face I’d worn for the past fifteen minutes was splintering with each passing second. Seeing him was simply too painful — the ache of it overrode every other sensation, until I was crushed beneath the weight of my own broken heart. 
 
   I climbed into the car and immediately locked the doors behind me, not releasing my gun as I shoved the keys in the ignition and started the engine. My eyes were trained on the rearview mirror, watching to see if he would try to stop me.
 
   He didn’t.
 
   He stood on the dirt road, hands shoved deep in the pockets of his jeans, and stared at me through the glass with a look on his face that almost brought tears to my eyes. That careful expressionless mask he always wore slipped as he watched me leave, and his eyes swirled with something that looked a lot like regret. Maybe even longing. 
 
   I forced myself to look away, with an internal reminder that nothing he said, did, or showed me was trustworthy. Once a liar, always a liar.
 
   Right?
 
   So why was my stupid, foolish heart begging me to stop the car and go back to him, even as I raced down the road and left him in a cloud of tire dust?
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Three: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   OUT OF MY MISERY
 
    
 
   I replayed it over and over in my mind as I watched her car disappear down the winding road, back toward the highway. 
 
   Her eyes flashing hotly, her expression pinched with anger as the words flew from her mouth. 
 
   God, what don’t you understand? I hate you. 
 
   She hated me.
 
   I hated me, too. 
 
   Standing there, watching her drive back out of my life, I almost fell to my knees in the dirt. Almost lost it completely. 
 
   It had been hard enough to hold it together when she was standing in front of me. Now that she was gone, my cocky facade slipped entirely and I felt myself spinning out of control. 
 
   I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, pressed my eyes closed, and counted until my breathing rate returned to normal. This time, it took far longer than five seconds to regain command of myself. 
 
   Seeing her again — no matter how pissed off at me she’d been — was like breathing fresh air for the first time in years. Like stepping into a pool of sunlight after a lifetime spent in the darkness. She was even more beautiful now — her cheekbones were sharper, more angular, framing those catlike eyes and making her soft mouth look even more inviting. 
 
   I tried to block out memories of that mouth, hot as hell against my own — in a cable car, in an alleyway, on a hardwood floor, in her bed. I tried to shut out thoughts of her hands threading into my hair, pulling my lips down on hers in a kiss so bruising I worried I’d hurt her with the strength of it. I tried to ignore the tightness that settled in my chest when I noticed her curves, the full-bodied curves of a woman, beneath the tight-fitting clothes she wore. 
 
   Gone was the girl in cut-off shorts and flip flops — whatever traces of youth had remained when I’d met her in Budapest were long vanished. She was a woman, now — dressed to kill in stilettos and a skirt that hugged her ass so tightly it made my mouth go dry and my cock twitch in my jeans. Thoughts of the luminous white skin I knew lay beneath those clothes drove me to distraction the entire time she stood there glaring at me with a gun aimed at my chest. 
 
   I half-hoped she’d shoot, just to put me out of my fucking misery. 
 
   Looking at her and knowing I’d never have her again was worse than any torture my enemies could ever come up with. But it wasn’t just unfulfilled lust driving me insane. It was the realization that she was different. 
 
   Budapest, meeting me… it had changed her. 
 
   The stylish clothes and darker hair were new. So was the gun. 
 
   But the thing that hit me like a fucking sledgehammer was the change in her eyes. 
 
   They were no longer wide with wonderment at the world. They weren’t the eyes of a naive, young girl with an eternity of possibilities laid out before her. There was no excitement or blind trust in their depths. 
 
   Now, they looked like mine. Narrowed with suspicion. Wary of everything and everyone. 
 
   And the thought that Faith — that the hopeful, happy girl I’d loved since before I could even recognize the emotion — was less like herself and more like me — a coldhearted bastard with a bad attitude and no redeeming qualities — was the biggest fucking tragedy of all. 
 
   She’d said it best — I ruined her life. 
 
   She didn’t want my help. 
 
   She didn’t trust me. 
 
   She hated me. 
 
   Too bad. I didn’t give a fuck.  
 
   I was going to make sure she’d stay alive to hate me for the rest of her extraordinarily long life, if it was the last thing I ever did. 
 
   Sure, it would be easier for both of us if I simply vanished again. She wouldn’t have to relive the worst thing that had ever happened to her, and I wouldn’t have to look at her like she was a stranger. Wouldn’t have to keep my distance and pretend it didn’t kill me every time her eyes flashed with anger and abhorrence.
 
   But this bloody, fucked up world I lived in, paved as it was with death and deception, had taught me one thing:
 
   The right path was rarely the path of least resistance. And the hardest things in life were usually the only ones worth doing. 
 
   So damned if I was going to stand on the sidelines and watch as she ran straight to her death. I’d been looking for her for too long to let her go again now that I’d finally found her. 
 
   Faith Morrissey was alive. 
 
   Sure, she was full of piss and vinegar, eager to put a bullet in me, and currently racing away as fast as her cheap-ass economy rental car could carry her. 
 
   But she was alive. 
 
   And a world with Faith — even the new guarded, gun-toting version — was better than any reality without her. 
 
   For the first time in three years, I felt a real, genuine smile tug at one corner of my mouth as I turned and headed into the small patch of trees where I’d stashed my motorcycle. 
 
   I was so fucking in love with that woman, it was going to kill me. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Four: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   THE MAELSTROM
 
    
 
   I managed to keep it together until he faded to nothing more than a speck in my rearview mirror.
 
   My breaths started to come faster when I hit the main road. The bounce of my shocks as the tires climbed over the bump from dirt to asphalt seemed to shake whatever shred of composure I’d still been holding onto right out of my grip. 
 
   I left him behind; I began to fall apart.  
 
   Back on solid pavement, speeding away with my foot pressed firmly against the gas pedal, the tears began. 
 
   Slowly at first. Just a trickle down each cheek. 
 
   Then faster and faster, a steady torrent of emotion, blurring the road before my eyes and eventually forcing me to pull over at a small lookout point. I reached down and blindly shoved the shifter into park as my head dropped to rest against the steering wheel. And for several long minutes, with my fingers pressed uselessly against my eyes in an attempt to stem the flow of tears, I wept like a child. Like the world was coming to an end. 
 
   Ragged sobs tore through my chest. I hiccupped for air. Lungs aching, windpipe half-closed, each breath was a hard-fought battle.  
 
   I hadn’t cried like this in years. 
 
   Not since I’d become Fae. My new persona was sophisticated, self-contained, and always had her shit together. 
 
   Five minutes in his presence, and I was back to weepy old Faith. 
 
   Crying like a baby, as if tears had ever been a viable solution to any of my life’s problems. I was fully aware that weeping rarely resulted in anything except a headache and puffy, red eyes. 
 
   And yet, I couldn’t seem to stop. 
 
   ***
 
   I don’t know how much time passed before I finally got hold of myself. 
 
   With swollen eyes and a heavy heart, I dialed the number, praying he wouldn’t answer. My eyes pressed closed when the Australian accent sounded through the receiver. 
 
    “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, is this Mr. Callahan?”
 
   “Yes, this is Roger. Who’s calling?” 
 
   “It’s Fae Montgomery. I called you a few days ago about—” 
 
   “Your friend,” he said, his voice resigned. “Yes, I remember.”
 
   “Margot,” I supplied softly.
 
   “Right, Margot Mills.” He sighed. “Well, I’m very sorry to be the one to tell you this, but she’s gone.” 
 
   “She doesn’t live there anymore?” The hope in my voice was thin. 
 
   “No, you’ve misunderstood me…” He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, but… she’s dead.” 
 
   She’s dead. 
 
   My world screeched to a halt and I nearly dropped the phone. The tears that had finally dried up were instantly back in my eyes, running down my face as I tried to keep from hyperventilating. I stared at the cracked leather of the steering wheel, my eyes wide with shock and denial, telling myself this couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be happening.  
 
   “Miss Montgomery?” Roger prompted. “Are you still there?”
 
   “When?” I managed to gasp out, after a few moments had passed in silence.
 
   “Almost a year ago.” Roger spoke hastily, no doubt eager to finish up this call and get on with his day. “She didn’t live here long. I barely knew her. Seemed like a nice enough girl, though, no matter what the papers said about her.” 
 
   That caught my attention. 
 
   “What?” I whispered in a hollow voice. 
 
   “Well, that’s the thing… they found her…” He cleared his throat again. “Miss, are you sure you want to hear this?” 
 
   “Please, just tell me.” 
 
   “She was in an alley. There was something about the evidence found at the scene — and, well, the manner she was killed in — that led police to think she was involved with some pretty bad people.” 
 
   I forced the question from my lips. “What kind of people?”
 
   “Some kind of European drug cartel or terror group. I’m sorry, I just don’t remember. But I think they were based in Hungary.” 
 
   Terror group.
 
   Hungary. 
 
   I felt my heart drop into my stomach like a stone. 
 
   “Listen, Miss Montgomery, I might not have all the facts right. This was nearly a year ago and, like I said, I didn’t know her all that well.” 
 
   “I… this…” My mind was spinning so fast I could barely string words together. “Is there anything else you can tell me about what happened?”
 
   “I’m sorry.” Roger’s voice was sympathetic. “I’ve told you everything I know. I’ll see if I can dig up any of the old newspaper articles about her death. If you’d like, I’ll email them to you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered into the receiver, my voice choked with grief. 
 
   I gave him my email address and we hung up a few moments later. I sat for hours with my arms propped on the steering wheel, turning my phone over in my hands and watching the sky turn from blue to yellow to pink to gray. Listening to the single thought that kept turning over in my mind like a washing machine on an endless cycle. 
 
   Margot was dead… and Wes was telling the truth. 
 
   ***
 
   Denial.
 
   Anger.
 
   Bargaining.
 
   Depression.
 
   Acceptance.
 
   Crack open any psychiatric textbook, and you’ll see Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’ five stages of grief spelled out with careful definitions and maybe even a colorful, convenient chart to illustrate them. You can study them, memorize them, take an exam or write an essay of 2,000 words or less explaining them. You can recite their descriptions verbatim and think, because you received that coveted A grade from your high school psychology teacher, that you know a little about grief. 
 
   Truth is, though… you don’t know a damn thing. At least, not until you’ve lived through it and come out the other side.
 
   You don’t move through the stages like some kind of grim ten-step program. There’s no one-by-one order when it comes to what you feel after losing someone you love.
 
   You feel everything all at once — an awful maelstrom of emotions. They swirl inside you like a violent hurricane: rage wrapped up in sadness blanketed by pleading cloaked in denial. It’s horrible. Horrific. And when you’re caught in that tornado, held hostage by your grief, there’s no getting out. You simply have to wait for the winds to die down and the twister to release you. 
 
   It takes most people months. Others, years. Some, lifetimes. 
 
   I had mere minutes. 
 
   There was simply no time to process my grief, as thoughts of Margot’s murder were overtaken by fears of my own. 
 
   If Wes had been right — if I really was a target — I had to get to the airport, book a new flight, and return to my safe, new life before my past caught up to me.
 
   It was now dark and I’d been sitting in my car unmoving for so long, my legs were both asleep. My tears had dried hours ago, leaving salty trails on my cheeks. Flipping down the overhead mirror, I examined my face. 
 
   Dirt from my graceful fall out of the trunk still coated my features, but there were streaks through it where my tears had cut a stark path. My makeup was gone. I was missing one high heel. My clothes were unsalvageable, covered as they were in grime. In a feeble attempt to pull myself together, I brushed at my skirt, smoothed my hands over my fitted sweater to remove unwanted wrinkles, and ran a hand through my hair. 
 
   I was a mess. If I walked through the airport like this, I’d immediately draw unwanted attention. 
 
   It was time to pull myself together.
 
   ***
 
   A half hour later, I’d reloaded my gun, shimmied out of my dirty clothes in the backseat, and swapped them for a pair of dark wash skinny jeans, knee-high brown boots, and a maroon silk blouse. I used a wet wipe from my purse to clean the dirt from my face and neck, applied a touch of mascara to my eyes, and swiped some lipstick on my lips. When I flipped down the overhead mirror, I saw polished, put-together Fae Montgomery staring back at me. I almost recognized myself again. Only the haunted look in my eyes was evidence of the deep grief I felt every time I thought of Margot. 
 
   I started to drive. This time, the music stayed off and the windows remained firmly rolled up. I drove through the night for hours in total silence, with only haunted thoughts to keep me company. Before I knew it, the sky was lightening as dawn broke and I’d nearly reached the airport. The traffic grew congested the closer I got, as several roads merged into one line of vehicles waiting to approach the terminals. I found myself glancing in the rearview mirror more than once as I weaved through traffic, watching the cars behind me. 
 
   A flutter of unease erupted in my stomach when I saw the same car that had been trailing me for almost twenty minutes was still there, half-concealed behind the truck directly in back of my rental. Initially, the car caught my eye because it reminded me of the one Conor was always driving — a black sedan with windows tinted so dark you couldn’t see through them even if your face was pressed against the glass. Now, I was watching it for another reason altogether. 
 
   I’d noticed it following me almost as soon as I exited the freeway. 
 
   Of course, it was possible that whoever was in the car also had a flight to catch. Perhaps the fact that we’d picked the same route to the airport was sheer coincidence. Maybe I was being paranoid. Maybe the news of Margot’s death and the things Wes said to me were simply too much to handle without succumbing to crushing anxiety. But, unwarranted or not, the fears had gotten into my head. 
 
   I was starting to panic. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, I drove straight past the turn that would bring me to the rental car return area. Instead, I pulled into the cellphone waiting lot, cut across the rows of idling cars, and merged immediately back into the main flow of traffic. When I glanced in the rearview, I felt my heartbeat pick up to a rapid staccato as fear began to course through my veins. 
 
   The sedan had mirrored my every turn. I could see it edging out of the cell lot, back into the gridlock behind me. 
 
   Shit. Definitely following me.  
 
   My grip on the steering wheel tightened until my knuckles went white. 
 
   I looped through the airport departure drop-off zone, changing lanes several times to conceal my car in the fray. 
 
   The sedan was still there every time I looked back.
 
   I wound around the arrival concourse, speeding up to cut off several large coach buses. 
 
   Seconds later, the sedan was five cars behind mine, edging ever closer.
 
   What the fuck did I do, now?
 
   ***
 
   It was a split-second decision. 
 
   The kind you make when you’re at a restaurant and you’ve got two meal choices floating in your head. You’re wavering, completely undecided, and the waiter opens their mouth… and, suddenly, your tone is confident and you’re saying chicken parmesan as though there was never a question about what you were ordering.
 
   You’ve decided, but it’s not even a conscious decision. Not really.
 
   That’s the closest I can come to describing why I did what I did.
 
   The options were clear: on my left, the exit lane that would lead me out of the airport; on my right, the terminal, where I knew there’d be two uniformed police officers stationed just inside the sliding entry doors.
 
   I’d wonder later if, at that moment, I’d chosen differently, if I’d picked the other option…  how would it have ended for me?
 
   But in that infinitesimal moment of time, with my car in the middle lane and both options approaching as my tires ate up asphalt too rapidly for rational thought… I didn’t consider the future. I made that split-second decision.
 
   I turned the wheel right. 
 
   Slamming the car into park before it had fully stopped rolling, I looped an arm through the strap of my black duffel, slung my purse over one shoulder, and double checked that my gun was still stashed inside. My eyes locked on the rearview mirror and what I saw there made my stomach clench so hard I nearly threw up. 
 
   The sedan was swerving onto the shoulder. In seconds, it would be directly behind my car and my tiny window of escape would close. 
 
   Without another thought, I grabbed the handle and swung open my door. As soon as my feet hit the pavement, I was running. My door slammed shut, my soles pounded the blacktop, and I began to round the front hood.
 
   I shouldn’t have looked back, but it was as if my eyes were no longer controlled by my brain. I couldn’t stop myself. 
 
   And, surely, they weren’t going to try to abduct me here, now, surrounded by cars and cameras and countless witnesses… Right?
 
   Wrong. 
 
   Time shifted into slow motion as I watched him climbing out of the car.  Reaching into his suit jacket. Pulling out a gun. 
 
   And I knew, deep in the marrow of my bones, that I was never going to make it to the police officers. The entry doors were too far away; I’d never outrun his bullets. 
 
   One good shot, and I’d be gone — for good, this time. 
 
   I felt my eyes go wide when I saw the man’s face. Recognition and horror burned brightly in my mind, causing me to stumble for the briefest of moments. My hands slammed against the hood and I dropped into an instinctual crouch, using the car as a shield. 
 
   Overwhelmed by distress, I didn’t process the roaring sound until it was right on top of me, skidding to a stop in front of my car, mere inches from my body. The motorcycle was so close I could feel the heat its engine emitted, sizzling the hairs on my arm. Its steady rumble was so loud it hurt my ears, but its rider was a one I recognized easily.
 
   Black bike. Black leather. Black helmet. Black jeans. Black eyes.
 
   Black heart. 
 
   A hand stretched down to me. “Let’s go,” he yelled.
 
   I knew that voice. Still, I hesitated.
 
   I was frozen with fear and indecision. Caught between two choices, neither of which I liked.
 
   He cursed, loudly, and ducked down to grab my wrist in a bruising grip. 
 
   “Get on the damn bike, Red, or I’m leaving without you,” he hissed, tugging hard on my arm. “And you’ll be dead.” 
 
   The jarring sounds of a gun firing, of a bullet scoring the metal of my car, finally shook me out of my stupor. My hand clasped his so hard I thought I’d break his fingers as I scrambled to my feet and swung my leg over the back of the bike. My ass had barely settled on the seat when he took off, the tires screeching noisily against the tarmac as the bike skidded into gear.
 
   I somehow managed to wrap one arm around his waist and hold onto my duffel bag with the other as we sped away, leaving my rental car — and my stomach — behind. 
 
   I couldn’t think about the fact that I’d almost just died, or that Wes had saved me. All my energy was concentrated on not falling off the damn bike as we flew down side streets and alleyways, cutting a path so muddled, I knew no one would ever be able to trail us. The bike hurled around a hairpin turn, tilting at such a steep angle I feared my foot would scrape pavement, and I saw my life flash for the second time in less than ten minutes. Tucking my head against Wes’ back, I hugged his chest in a death grip and squeezed my thighs against his like a vise. 
 
   “Trying to asphyxiate me, Red?” he yelled, once we’d left the city behind in favor of a secluded back road.
 
   “Could you blame me?” I muttered, loosening my grip marginally.
 
   He laughed and accelerated until I felt moisture gather in my eyes from the sheer speed of the wind against my face.
 
   At least, I told myself the wind was the reason for my tears. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Five: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   PUPPET MASTER 
 
    
 
   Ten hours later, I was back where I’d started — on a dirt road in the middle of the woods, with only the man who’d destroyed my life for company. At least this time I wasn’t falling out of a trunk. 
 
   I was, however, so exhausted, I nearly fell off the back of the motorcycle by the time we slowed to a stop. As the hours had ticked by, it became a monumental effort to keep my eyes from drooping closed or my arms from slackening. 
 
   It was fully dark now, and a million stars blanketed the night sky overhead. The only sound besides our quiet footfalls was the chorus of countless cricket legs, chirping in unison. We didn’t speak as he wheeled the bike off the road into the trees. There was no path that I could see, but I followed along mutely, too tired to care much where he was leading me. Between being kidnapped by the man I hated for ruining my life, finding out that my best friend was dead, being nearly murdered myself, and then being rescued by said life-ruining ex-love… this had pretty much been the worst day of my life. 
 
   I was ready to close my eyes, fall asleep, and let it come to an end before any more bad shit could happen. 
 
   Like the zombie apocalypse. Or a nuclear bomb. 
 
   Because, at this point, those were the only things that could actually make this day worse. 
 
   Or, so I thought, until we made it through the woods to a small clearing and I saw the tiny, one bedroom cabin I’d be forced to share for the foreseeable future with the man who’d broken my heart.
 
   “I hope you’re not a cover-hog,” Wes said, his voice light. “There’s only one bed.” 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   ***
 
   The smoky scent of a blown-out match still drifted in the stale cabin air. I could see the concern on his face, illuminated by the faint yellow light of the lantern. I knew he didn’t understand why I’d gone from crazed to comatose in the few hours that had passed since he last saw me. 
 
   “Here.” He passed me a cup of water. 
 
   I nodded in thanks, wrapping my hands around the glass and taking a small sip. My throat felt hoarse, like I’d been screaming at the top of my lungs, though in truth I hadn’t made a sound for hours. The grief, the fury, the resentment I felt were so thick, they filled my chest cavity, blocked my airway. There was no outlet — I was choking on them. 
 
   “We’ll be safe here. I bought this place a few years back, in case I ever needed to disappear. It’s completely off the grid.” He walked to the front windows and pulled the curtains firmly closed. “In a few days, this will all be over. Then you can…” He trailed off and turned to glance at me with look I couldn’t quite decipher.
 
   I raised one eyebrow in question.
 
   He swallowed roughly. “Then… you can go back to your life.” 
 
   I stared at him for a moment, then dropped my eyes to the floor so he couldn’t read the sadness in them. 
 
   There was no going back. I couldn’t return to pretending that my past didn’t exist, that Margot hadn’t died. 
 
   My happy, uncomplicated life in New York was over.  
 
   A few minutes passed in silence. There was nothing to say — there was everything to say. And yet, I had no words.
 
   “If you’re worried about your car — don’t. The agency has people who’ll take care of it,” he assured me. “It won’t be a problem.” 
 
   I nodded robotically. I didn’t give a shit about my car. Whether my rental deposit covered things like bullet holes or airport abandonment was the farthest thing from my mind, at the moment. 
 
   “Are you hurt?” he asked abruptly, stepping closer to me. His voice was gentle. 
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   Another head shake. 
 
   “Well, then what the hell is the matter with you?” Though his words were gruff, his voice was soft as a whisper — like he was talking to a lost child. If I’d had the energy, I would’ve found it condescending. 
 
   I glanced up at him, my eyes empty. 
 
   Watching my face, he ran a hand through his close-cropped hair. “I’ve never heard you be silent for this long. Frankly, it’s freaking me out.” 
 
   I cleared my throat, but my voice still cracked when I spoke. “What would you like me to say?” 
 
   His dark eyes narrowed. “Anything. Cry, scream, yell if you want to. Call me a bastard. Threaten to shoot me. Hell, I don’t know.” He blew a breath through his lips. “Just not this mute shit.” 
 
   I let the duffel fall from my fingertips, listened to the gentle thud of the bag as it hit the floor. My purse soon followed suit. 
 
   “Margot’s dead.” I said the words in a voice devoid of feeling.
 
   I saw his eyes widen slightly as his gaze roamed my face, finally recognizing the traces of grief there. He lifted his hand, reaching out as if to offer comfort, but caught himself and stopped before his fingers made contact with my skin. His hand fell uselessly back to his side. When he spoke again, his voice was gentler than I’d ever heard it.
 
   “Red… I’m sorry.” 
 
   The tears came, then — huge, wracking, silent sobs that shook my shoulders — and I felt his hand settle on my arm in a light, hesitant stroke. The feeling of his palm against my skin, touching me with kindness, was unbearable. 
 
   Shaking it off, I stumbled blindly away from him until the back of my legs hit the bed and I collapsed onto it. I stared down at my hands as tears tracked down my cheeks, refusing to face him in this moment of indisputable weakness.
 
   “Red—” His voice was close, scant feet away, but I didn’t look up. 
 
   “Just go away,” I gasped out in a broken voice. “Just leave me alone.”  
 
     A few seconds later, I heard the creaky screen door swing closed at his back as he followed my orders and disappeared outside. 
 
   It was the loneliest sound I’d ever heard. 
 
   ***
 
   The cabin was pitch black when I opened my eyes. 
 
   I wasn’t sure how long I’d been asleep, but considering it was the middle of the night and I still felt like I’d been hit by an eighteen-wheeler, I knew it hadn’t been too long. My eyes swept the cabin, struggling to adjust to the dark as they took in the space fully for the first time. 
 
   Earlier, I’d been in such a cloud of exhaustion and grief, I hadn’t even bothered to look around. Now, I saw the single-room dwelling had stacked-log walls, a tiny kitchenette, and a curtained off bathroom area. To call the space rustic would be generous.
 
   The “shower” consisted of a large copper tub with a wall spigot. Judging by the ache in my back, the mattress hadn’t been updated for at least twenty years. There was a single burner on the wood stove, an icebox smaller than the mini-fridge I’d kept in my college dorm, and a lumpy red crocheted carpet spread across the hardwood floor. 
 
   The cottage wasn’t entirely without its charms, though — even my city-dwelling eyes could appreciate the simple beauty of the place.
 
   One wall was taken up entirely by an imposing stone fireplace, its mantle covered with more than a dozen wide, white pillar candles. The bed, uncomfortable as it may be, was covered with a soft down comforter and a warm quilt of so many shades of green, it looked more like the forest floor than a blanket. Thick wooden beams supported a high, peaked ceiling. 
 
   It was quietly romantic, its simplicity lending a homey, lived-in feeling that put me at ease. 
 
   I could’ve lived without all the dust, though. 
 
   A colossal sneeze erupted from my nose, fracturing the quiet. Not ten seconds later, I heard the screen swing open. 
 
   Wes hovered in the doorway and our eyes instantly met in the darkness. Seconds dragged into minutes as we stared at one another silently, each daring the other to speak first. And in that moment, as the air around us charged with memories of broken promises and betrayals, I could still feel them — those invisible strings between us, binding us together. Tying our souls in unbreakable knots. They were there, even after all these years. But this time, I saw them differently. 
 
   He wasn’t a marionette, like me.
 
   He was the puppet master. 
 
   He’d controlled it all. Every decision he’d ever made had, with no more effort than the flick of a puppeteer’s wrist, changed my life. He’d pinched his fingers, tugged on a loose thread, and watched my whole damn world unravel. I’d had no more control than a doll on strings. 
 
   I curled myself into a ball and tried to fight off my shivers as the chilled air seeped into my bones — November nights were cold, this far north. Not as bad as New York, of course, but in jeans and a thin silk blouse, I soon found my teeth chattering. 
 
   He noticed.
 
   With a sigh, he walked inside and headed for the fireplace. Barely a minute later, cheery flames were burning brightly in the hearth, filling the cabin with warmth. I tried not to be overly obvious as I edged closer to the fire and rubbed my hands together. 
 
   Circulation eventually returned to my frozen fingers. When I looked up, my eyes found him leaning against the wall beside the mantle, staring at me. 
 
   “What?” I snapped.
 
   “You’re welcome.” He nodded toward the fire. 
 
   “You expect me to thank you?” I laughed — a bitter, brittle sound. “For what? Nearly getting me killed… again?”
 
   His eyes narrowed. “How about for saving your life?” 
 
   “You never would have had to save my life in the first place, if you’d just left me the hell alone!” 
 
   “Trust me,” he drawled. “If I could go back in time and never cross your path, I would.” 
 
   His words hit me like a bucket of ice water. I jumped to my feet. “Trust you? That’s a funny joke.” 
 
   His stare turned to a glare. 
 
   “I don’t even know your real name! Whoever you are, you’re sure as shit not Wesley Adams, pharmaceutical researcher.” I heaved in a breath and took a step closer to him. “You lied to me then, you’re probably lying to me now. How do I know you aren’t the one in league with Szekely? How do I know you’re not the one who killed Margot?” Tears sprang to my eyes as I spat out the accusation.
 
   He recoiled as though I’d slapped him. 
 
   “So, that’s your opinion of me,” he said, his eyes wide and his words carefully casual. “Thank you, for enlightening me so… enthusiastically.” 
 
   He turned away, as if he couldn’t bear to look at me a second longer. 
 
   I opened my mouth to apologize, then snapped it shut again, feeling uncomfortable as inexplicable remorse churned in the pit of my stomach. He reached the door and turned his head over his shoulder, as though he was about to say something else. 
 
   I waited, suddenly hopeful that he wouldn’t walk away, but after a few seconds he shook his head and shoved out the door without another word. I flinched when the screen smacked against its frame so loudly, I worried the hinges might snap.
 
    Abruptly, I wanted to take back the words I’d used in anger. I hadn’t meant them. I’d only said them because, if I was being honest, I’d wanted to hurt him, the way he’d hurt me. 
 
   And now that I had… 
 
   I found that wounding Wes caused self-inflicted pains as well.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Six: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   COLD
 
    
 
   The night air was even colder than the words Faith had spoken. 
 
   I zipped my leather jacket closed to the collar and crossed my arms over my chest, trying to hang on to some of my body heat. I’d survived colder nights than this, in far less comfortable locations. The sun would be up in an hour or so, anyway, and it would take the chill with it when it rose. 
 
   There was nothing to be done for the icy ache inside my chest, though. 
 
   There never would be. The pain I felt whenever I thought of Faith would always be there, even after this was over and I’d left this place — left her — behind. 
 
   The cabin was one of my emergency safe houses, stocked with enough canned food and water for two days — four, if we rationed. Command said it wouldn’t take longer than that to pin down Szekely’s hitman and put a bullet in his brain. Tomorrow, I’d make a quick supply run and then, all I had to do was keep her safe until the threat was eliminated. I wasn’t worried — we had everything we needed to survive out here. 
 
   So long as we didn’t kill each other first.
 
   The sound of the screen door creaking open brought me instantly to my feet. I concealed my surprise when I saw Faith standing there, warring expressions of annoyance and contrition playing out on her features. 
 
   “Christ, it’s cold out here,” she muttered, staring at me like she thought I was a fool for leaving the warmth of the cabin. “Don’t be an idiot—” 
 
   Her words confirmed my thoughts and had me fighting off a smile. 
 
   “—come back inside the damn cottage. I promise to stop being a bitch, at least until the sun rises.” 
 
   With that, she spun on one heel and disappeared back inside. 
 
   I made sure to turn my grin into a blank expression before I followed her.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Seven: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   THE WORST THING
 
    
 
   I cursed myself for my moment of compassion as soon as we got inside. I should’ve left him out in the cold. With him back in the cabin, the atmosphere became painfully awkward. Neither of us spoke or even attempted to sleep. The only signs of life that stirred in the small space were the shifting logs in the fireplace, as they collapsed into cinders. Occasionally, one of us would rise to throw another piece of wood into the hearth but, otherwise, we were still as statues. 
 
   I leaned against the hard wooden windowsill, staring out at the trees and watching as the sky gradually grew pink with the coming sunrise. My ass was asleep within minutes, but no amount of discomfort would’ve convinced me to move onto the bed. Wes lay there, staring up at the ceiling and resolutely ignoring my presence.
 
    As soon as full dawn broke, he stood, threw on his jacket, and started heading for the door — despite the fact that he’d had little food and no rest for at least a day. Not that I cared, of course.
 
   “Where are you going?” I called after him. I might not like his presence here, but I had a feeling I’d like being alone in the woods even less.
 
   He didn’t bother to turn around. “Out.” 
 
   “Well, when are you coming back?”
 
   “Later.”
 
   I huffed. The man was impossible. “What am I supposed to do all day?” 
 
   He reached the door, turned to face me, and shrugged. “Lock the door, don’t let anyone in — even me. I have a key. Oh, and try not to get shot, while I’m gone. That would just create a whole lot of unnecessary paperwork I have no intention of doing.” 
 
   His crooked grin appeared and at the sight of it, for just a moment, my mind blanked and I forgot all about the fact that I was angry as hell at him. I almost caught myself grinning back, until his harsh words registered in my mind. Before I could so much as retort, he’d shouldered open the screen and disappeared. My grumbles of indignation were overtaken by the growl of his motorcycle starting up, and I listened to the bike’s roar fade into silence as he drove away. 
 
   And then I was alone.
 
   ***
 
   I soon learned that hiding out was boring as hell. 
 
   Bolting the thick oak door behind Wes, I spun around and faced the cabin. Going back to sleep wasn’t an option. There was no way I could ever relax enough to rest, not when I knew there were people out there who’d like nothing more than to end my life. Instead, I did what any normal person does when left alone in a household that doesn’t belong to them for an inordinate amount of time.
 
   I poked around. 
 
   The only problem was, there was nothing of interest in the entire damn place. In my hour-long exploration, I opened every cabinet, drawer, and chest I could find. To my utter frustration, I unearthed nothing more than a weathered stack of playing cards, a dusty bottle of Irish whiskey, and a tiny store of food — none of which looked appealing, no matter how hungry I was. Given the choice between stale tins of oatmeal, canned beans, and saltine crackers so old, they’d long since turned to sawdust in their wrappers, I’d choose hunger. 
 
   A broom with cobwebbed bristles and a dusty mop leaned against the wall in the corner, and under the small sink, I found a bucket filled with rags and a bottle of generic, lemon-scented liquid cleaner. Judging by the filthy state of the cottage, it was safe to say they hadn’t been put to good use in several decades. 
 
   I pulled them out, happy to have a project that would occupy my time, if not my thoughts. Anything was better than playing a gazillion rounds of solitaire. 
 
   I changed into yoga pants and an oversized, off-the-shoulder t-shirt, grabbed my iPod and earbuds from my purse, and got to work.
 
   The first song that came on when I set my music to shuffle was Madilyn Bailey’s acoustic cover of Titanium, which felt almost unbearably suited to my life at the moment, so I let it play. 
 
   I sang — tone deaf, pitchy, and horribly off-key — as I swiped spider webs from ceiling rafters and brushed leaves and debris from forgotten corners. Screeching out the high notes like a cat caught in a rainstorm, I wiped down dirty tabletops and shook clouds of dust from the carpet. With each song change, I felt a little of my sadness slip away and began to breathe again. 
 
   By the time I reached the end of my playlist, the cabin looked like an entirely different place. The lemony scent of the cleaner suffused the once-musty space, the soot-coated floors shined like a new penny, and life had been fluffed into the flattened down comforter. 
 
   The cottage looked clean, bright, and, dare I say it, almost… beautiful. In a horribly rustic, uncivilized sort of way, of course.
 
   I was finishing up my final task — bounding from window to window with a wet rag, wiping the foggy glass panes clean — when Taylor Swift’s I Knew You Were Trouble started blaring in my ears. Freezing in place, for a few seconds I listened to the pounding beat, my head bobbing along to the lyrics. And, suddenly, I couldn’t help myself — I grabbed the broom from the corner, lifted it like a guitar, and started air-jamming like a lunatic. Spinning in circles, belting the high notes, and wailing about the good girl who’d fallen for the bad boy against her better judgment, I felt a smile stretch my lips for the first time in days. 
 
   I spun.
 
   I sang.
 
   I whirled.
 
   I wailed.
 
   It was the most fun I’d had in weeks. Years, if I was honest with myself. 
 
   Or, at least it was… until I executed a final ridiculous turn, broom-guitar whipping through the air with me, and came face to face with Wes, who was leaning in the open doorway, watching me with a look of utter amusement. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   ***
 
   I stumbled to a stop, panting as I tried to catch my breath. My cheeks flamed with embarrassment but I forced my face into an aloof expression, as though it didn’t bother me in the slightest that I’d just been caught twirling around the cottage like Maria in the Sound of Freaking Music. 
 
   “What are you staring at?” I snapped, brushing a tendril of sweat-dampened hair off my forehead.
 
   He mouthed something, but I couldn’t hear him over the music.
 
   “What?”
 
   I tried not to shy away when he walked up to me, reached out a hand, and plucked one headphone from my ear. 
 
   “You’re yelling,” he whispered, a half-smile twisting his lips. 
 
   My cheeks flushed even redder when I realized I’d been screaming at an unintentionally loud volume. 
 
   “Oh,” I murmured, removing the other earbud and silencing my iPod. “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay.” I could hear the grin in his voice, but I didn’t dare look up at him. “I could hear you shrieking Taylor Swift from a half-mile out.” 
 
   My gaze flew up to his and I opened my mouth to release a snarky retort. I held my tongue when I saw his eyes were full of teasing. 
 
   “Too bad you missed the earlier portion of the program,” I joked, my snappy comeback forgotten. “My caterwauling Carrie Underwood impression was really impressive.” 
 
   “Was that an actual joke that just came out of your mouth?” he asked, his eyes widening in a parody of shock. 
 
   “Don’t push it,” I muttered, glaring at him once more.
 
   The skin around his eyes wrinkled in mirth. He stared at me for a full minute without saying anything, his eyes warm on my face, and I fought the urge to move away from him. After a small eternity, his gaze finally shifted to take in the cottage more thoroughly. 
 
   “You cleaned.” 
 
   “It was dusty.” 
 
   He glanced back at me. “I can see that.” 
 
   Lifting a hand to my forehead, he rubbed at the grime-streaked skin there. 
 
   My eyebrows went up involuntarily.
 
   “Dirt,” he said softly, his thumb still brushing my face. The feeling of his touch was so light — so right — I felt the breath catch in my throat. My heart began to pound a mad tattoo inside my chest, and I pulled back from him so fast, his hand lingered in the air even after I’d spun away. 
 
   Steadying my shoulders, I took a deep breath and decided to ignore him. I busied myself with putting away my cleaning supplies, trying to believe that I was still immune to him. Telling myself over and over that the simple touch of his hand hadn’t been enough to set my heart beating double time or steal the breath from my lungs.
 
   I’d rather lie than admit the truth — that the brush of his thumb, the warmth in his gaze, the silk of his tone could still make me weak in the knees, even after three years of hating him. 
 
   He’s the devil, I reminded myself. Did you already forget that? 
 
   I was thankful when, after a moment, the electric, tight-coiled tension in the air dissipated and I could breathe again. I listened to his steps as he made his way over to the tiny wooden table by the kitchenette. 
 
   “I got coffee,” he said, setting down a clear plastic grocery bag I hadn’t even noticed he was carrying. “Canned food, lantern fluid. Some other supplies that will last a few days. You must be hungry.”
 
   I nodded, still not looking at him. “How long are we going to be here?”
 
   “Until there’s no longer a threat.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Yes, I gathered that. I meant… Days? Weeks?” 
 
   “It takes as long as it takes.” 
 
   I bit my tongue to hold in a retort. “I have to get back to my life. People will be looking for me in New York.” 
 
   Shit. I hadn’t meant to tell him where I was living.
 
   He didn’t respond and that feeling the air was about to combust was suddenly back, swirling stronger than ever in the space between us. When he spoke, his voice was choked with tension. “Who?” 
 
   My back went ramrod straight as I listened to his footsteps crossing the room back toward me. 
 
   “Who’s waiting for you, Red?” His tone was deceptively soft, but I could hear the strain beneath his words. “A boyfriend? A husband?” 
 
   I didn’t answer, but my hands clenched into fists by my sides. He had no right to know the answer to those questions — not anymore.  
 
   “Is it the man who helped you disappear? Because whoever he is, he has connections. Even I couldn’t find you, Red. And, believe me, I looked.” 
 
   My stomach clenched at that admission. 
 
   “Someone helped you vanish off the face of the fucking earth, without a single trace. No mere name-change could’ve erased you so thoroughly.”
 
   I bit my lip to keep from answering as Conor’s face flashed in my mind. 
 
   “Someone taught you to shoot.” His words slithered around me like a snake, moving in for the kill strike. I tried to keep ignoring him, but the closer he moved toward me, the harder it was to remain unaffected. “Someone helped you change into this… new person.” 
 
   I spun around so fast, I nearly knocked noses with him. He edged back until our faces were a few centimeters apart, and I glared into his eyes, suddenly furious again. 
 
   “You want to know who changed me?” If looks could’ve killed, he’d be down on the freshly scrubbed floors, bleeding out. “You. You changed me.” 
 
   His jaw clenched. 
 
   “You broke me, Wes-whatever-your-real-fucking-name-is-Adams. You ripped my life to shreds and walked away.” I shoved his shoulders with both hands and screamed a little when he barely even rocked back. “You don’t get to know about my life after you wrecked it. And you certainly don’t get to judge me for how I chose to put myself back together after you shattered me.” 
 
   I shoved him again, fighting the tears that were suddenly threatening to pour, and continued to berate him. 
 
   “If you don’t like the girl you see in front of you, you have only yourself to blame. You feel like I’m a new person? Good. I don’t want to be that fool who believed your lies ever again.” Despite my efforts, I felt a tear slip out from beneath my lashes. When I shouted at him again, my voice cracked with emotion. “You don’t recognize the woman I’ve become? Perfect. Now you know what it feels like to look at someone you thought you understood, and realize you never knew them at all.” 
 
   “What do you want from me?” he growled, his dark eyes flashing with anger. The careful restraint he always used was stripped from his voice.  “Do you want me to pinky fucking promise that I’m not going to hurt you again? Because I can’t. Grow up. This is the real world, Red. I’m not accountable for your happiness — no one on this godforsaken planet is.” 
 
   “I don’t want anything from you!” I screamed, shoving him again. “You’re the devil! The worst thing that ever happened to me!” 
 
   My fists pounded against his arms, his shoulders, anywhere I could reach. I was crying full-out now — a sniffing, sniveling mess — and I couldn’t stop the tears streaming down my face any more than I could stop the words flowing from my mouth. 
 
   “I hate you,” I whispered brokenly, the heat of my anger gone and the words garbled by grief. “I hate you so much.”
 
   Wes was a statue, watching me unravel and utterly unable to stop my meltdown. He didn’t touch me, but he didn’t move away either. He just stood there and took it — all the vicious words I doled out, every shove of my hands against his shoulders. And when my screams turned to sobs, when my fury faded to sorrow, he didn’t push me away, as he had every right to. Instead, he wrapped his arms around me and crushed me against his chest so tight, I stopped feeling like I was about to fly apart into a million pieces. 
 
   He was literally holding me together. 
 
   “Shhh,” he breathed into my hair.
 
   And, for a moment, I just closed my eyes and let him hold me until the rest of the world disappeared.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Eight: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   A MONSTER
 
    
 
   I held her until I felt her relax in my arms, all her strength sapped by her breakdown. For a while, she seemed to forget that it was me, the man she hated so much, holding her. She might not have noticed, but I’d never been more aware of anything in my life.  
 
   I closed my eyes and breathed in her scent. Everything else was different, but that was the same: sunlight and spring. I committed it to memory. 
 
   I’d dreamed about this moment — her body pressed against mine, the crown of her head tucked perfectly beneath my chin like we’d been designed to fit together. Whenever I was somewhere cold or dangerous or just fucking lonely, I’d reach inside my head and find this fractured glimpse of Faith — her arms around me, her forehead against the hollow of my throat where my pulse throbbed a little too fast. 
 
   There was nowhere in the world I’d rather be. 
 
   Eventually, she recovered her senses enough to realize that she’d collapsed against my chest and cried approximately half of the Pacific Ocean into my t-shirt. Her breaths slowed from heaves to hiccups and her entire body tensed against mine. When she moved to pull away, I tightened my grip on her for just a moment and held her to me. 
 
   I’d listened to her tirade — it was my turn to say something. 
 
   “Maybe you’re right, Red,” I murmured, my mouth against her hair. “Maybe I am hateful. Maybe I ruined your life. Maybe I’m the devil, and the worst thing that ever happened to you, and a million other awful things.” I tilted my head so my lips brushed her earlobe, and felt her shudder in response. “But did you ever stop to think that even if I am a monster… I might still be your soulmate, anyway?”
 
   With that, I released my hold on her, turned around, and walked outside, not waiting for her response. I knew she wouldn’t have one for me — at least, not one I’d like. 
 
   The welcome release I felt when my fist slammed against the first oak tree I stumbled across wasn’t enough to make me forget her, but it did distract me from the pain inside my chest for a few short moments. 
 
   And, right now, that was enough. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Forty-Nine: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   ERASERS
 
    
 
    Did you ever stop to think that even if I am a monster… I might still be your soulmate, anyway?
 
   I sat on the floor, my eyes aching almost as much as my fists, and replayed his words over and over until they crowded out every other thought in my head. Honestly, hearing him ask the question I’d been asking myself for three long years was a little more than I could handle.  
 
   I hadn’t lied, when I’d told him he changed my life — changed me. He’d flipped my world on its axis and walked away, leaving nothing but bitterness to fill the void he’d created. Since that day, when I woke up in the hospital and learned that life as I knew it was over, I’d had only one mission: to eradicate his memory completely. To cut away every impression he’d left on me, and start over.
 
   I’d learned quite quickly that while, in theory, forgetting Wes would be easy, in reality it was damn near impossible.
 
   Wes… 
 
   Well, Wes was like math. 
 
   See, as a little kid, I’d sucked at math. I can still remember sitting in Mrs. Sampson’s second-grade classroom, learning my multiplication tables for the first time and failing to grasp the concepts she was trying so desperately to illustrate on the chalkboard. Every day she’d give us a worksheet… and every day I’d find myself staring at the incorrect answers I’d scribbled down on said worksheet, dreading the part that came next.
 
   The eraser. 
 
   I’d drag that damn piece of rubber back and forth across my faulty calculations, scrubbing away my errors with each swipe and watching with a growing sense of frustration as the crappy school-issued eraser turned my penciled answers into a blurry smudge of charcoal. No matter how hard I pressed, the marks never came away clean. The faint shadows of my miscalculations were imbedded deeply in the paper, impossible to remove without tearing away fragments of the worksheet as well. 
 
   I couldn’t expunge the memory of Wes, any more than I could scrub out those embarrassing math mistakes. Not without shredding parts of myself along with him.
 
   In the end, as much as I might want to, I couldn’t deny the truth in Wes’ words.
 
   You don’t choose who you fall in love with in this life. 
 
   You can’t erase your soulmate. 
 
   The marks they leave are etched in permanent ink. 
 
   ***
 
   He came back, after a while, and we ate a dinner consisting of the same stale crackers and canned soup I’d turned my nose up at only hours earlier. At this point I was so ravenous, I’d have happily eaten my left arm, if it meant the hollow ache inside my empty stomach would go away. I tried not to eat too quickly, but my fingers shook as I scraped the final remnants of soup from the sides of the can. 
 
   We didn’t speak. 
 
   At first, I didn’t mind the silence. But after a while, the persistent quiet began to fill with that uncontrollable, electric feeling. The space separating us seemed to crackle with invisible sparks as every molecule in the tiny cottage began to charge and collide with tension. The air was so thick with the things we’d left unsaid, I soon felt starved for oxygen — each breath I dragged into my lungs made my chest ache a little more, until the lancing pain beneath my ribcage was almost crippling. 
 
   I grabbed my duffel bag and began to rummage through it, looking for the pajama set I’d packed. After a sleepless night followed by a day of exertion — both physical and emotional — I was exhausted and had no intention of sleeping in dirty street clothes again. What I really wanted was a long, hot bath to soak away the grime — but that would require me to ask Wes for some privacy and, as I was stubbornly determined not to be the one who broke our silent stalemate, that wasn’t an option. 
 
   Unfortunately, I knew from experience that he was just as stubborn as I was. 
 
   Snatching a soft pair of shorts and matching tank from my bag, I headed for the “bathroom” in the corner. The curtain was too small to conceal much, but it was better than stripping down to my skin under nothing but the weight of Wes’ eyes. As for his ears — I knew all too well that every sound I made would carry easily past the flimsy hanging fabric. 
 
   I tried not to let that bother me when I plunked down on the toilet and started to pee. Maybe I would’ve been fine, if it hadn’t been so many hours since I last relieved myself. Maybe, if I hadn’t chugged a half-gallon of water after my cleaning marathon, I could’ve done the deed and remained entirely aloof about the whole ordeal. 
 
   Or, maybe not.
 
   All I knew was, as soon as my ass hit porcelain, I was peeing like a racehorse. And it lasted forever — one of those pees that’s so long, it’s embarrassing even when you’re the only one to witness it, all alone in the privacy of your bathroom. Except I wasn’t alone, and the damn witness to my humiliation was my satanic maybe-soulmate, standing inches away. 
 
   The steady streaming sound was so loud, it seemed to echo back at me from all sides.
 
   Thirty seconds passed and I began to pray it was almost over, though I knew I still had half a tank left to empty.
 
   At forty seconds, I felt my cheeks beginning to flush with mortification. 
 
   At fifty, I was ready to curl up in a ball and die, rather than face Wes after this. 
 
   When I neared the minute mark, I heard a chuckle from the other side of the curtain and dropped my head into my hands with a groan. This was even worse than my dirt-eating dive from the trunk. 
 
   Finally, finally, I expelled every last drop from my bladder and flushed away the evidence of my embarrassingly long pee. I took my sweet time changing into pajamas. Only when I was sure the color had faded from my cheeks, did I dare pull back the curtain and step out to face him. 
 
   His eyes immediately met mine and I was pleased to see they held no teasing. My gaze swung swiftly away and I beelined for the duffel, repacking my dirty clothes and pretending I was in no way embarrassed. I’d just zipped my bag closed when I heard a muffled laugh from the other side of the cabin.
 
   My eyes snapped back in Wes’ direction, but I found his face bore no traces of amusement. 
 
   “What are you laughing at?” I growled, glaring for all I was worth.
 
   “Nothing,” he said, his voice flat. His expression was the picture of innocence. 
 
   “Good.” 
 
   I’d begun to turn again when his stone-faced facade cracked and a snort escaped. I watched as his expression filled with mirth — a full-out grin on his lips, the skin on his forehead crinkling, a happy light dancing in his eyes. He was so handsome in that moment, looking at me with sheer joy on his face, that it was hard to hold onto my anger. 
 
   Hard — but not impossible. 
 
   When his chuckles turned to full-blown laughter, I narrowed my eyes on his face and gave him my best death-stare. 
 
   “This isn’t funny,” I grumbled angrily. “I don’t understand why you’re so amused.” 
 
   “You know…” He stopped laughing just long enough to gasp out a reply. “They used to call Secretariat ‘Big Red.’” 
 
   His eyes pressed closed and his shoulders shook uncontrollably as he laughed at his own joke. 
 
   My lips twitched, despite myself. “Oh, piss off,” I muttered.
 
   His bark of laughter reached my ears and I made sure to turn away before he could see the small smile on my lips. 
 
   ***
 
   The cabin lights were off and I was securely beneath the bedcovers — the quilt was pulled practically to my chin, covering every inch of flesh besides my face. I’d stacked two pillows against my left side, effectively dividing the bed in half, and was huddled as close to the mattress edge as physically possible. Pressing my eyes closed, I relaxed my features into what I hoped was a peaceful, unconscious expression and feigned sleep. 
 
   Better that than face Wes when he decided to make an appearance. 
 
   I heard the screech of the screen door opening a few moments later, and my entire body tensed in anxious anticipation. The thumping of my heartbeat matched the steady echo of his boots against the hardwood as he crossed the small room toward the bed. When his footsteps faded into silence, I lay as still as possible, struggling to keep my expression serene and my breathing rate even. 
 
   A minute passed. 
 
   I fought the urge to twitch. 
 
   One more ticked by.
 
   My nose itched like a bastard but I didn’t move. 
 
   I counted sixty more seconds in my head until, finally, I couldn’t take it anymore. My eyelids slivered open and I peeked out from beneath my lashes. 
 
   He was standing at the end of the bed, arms crossed over his chest in a casual stance, staring at me with an amused expression. His quirked eyebrow said Did you really think I was buying your terrible fake sleeping act? and the twisted smile playing out on his lips asked Do you truly believe your pillow barricade and paper-thin blanket will protect you from me if I want to touch you, Red? 
 
   I gulped. 
 
   He grinned. 
 
   I glared. 
 
   He reached for his belt and began to unbuckle it. 
 
   Crap.
 
   I flipped over and faced the wall, wincing as I listened to the unmistakable sound of his clothing dropping to the floor. A few seconds later, the quilt lifted, he slipped into bed, and I was forced to concede that he’d been right: my paltry pillow shield felt perilously thin, now that he was reclined mere inches from me. The darkness seemed to thicken and the air grew heavy as I listened to him settling in, heard the tired sigh he released as his body relaxed for the first time in days.  
 
   The teeming dark, swimming as it was with secrets and lies, felt somehow safer than facing him in the light of day. Lying there in the shadows, still and silent, with his skin so close to mine I imagined I could feel his heat through the pillows dividing us, he was more threatening than he’d ever been… and yet, also far less.  
 
   “I call you Wes in my head,” I whispered. 
 
   I heard a sharp intake of breath, followed by the soft crinkling of fabric as his face turned on his pillow. Though I didn’t look, I could feel his eyes burning holes into my back through the quilt.
 
   “I know it isn’t your name.” I swallowed. “That man… Benson. He told me it was just your cover.” 
 
   He kept silent, so I heaved in a steadying breath and spoke on, unable to stop now that I’d started. 
 
   “I just…” My voice was so hollow I barely recognized it. “I don’t know how to look at you and not see Wes, even though I know he doesn’t exist. So maybe…” I trailed off, suddenly feeling foolish.
 
   He cleared his throat but when he spoke, his voice was still rough, like he was speaking around a mouthful of gravel. “Maybe what, Red?”
 
   I pressed my eyes closed. “Maybe, if you gave me something else to call you, I could stop seeing you as my Wes, and start seeing you for who you really are.” 
 
   I was immediately mortified that the words my Wes had escaped my mouth, but it was too late now. They were out there, thrumming in the air around us. I knew, if there’d been light enough to see by, my cheeks would’ve been redder than a fall sunset. 
 
   He was silent for so long, I feared he wasn’t going to answer at all.
 
   “Never mind,” I mumbled, feeling like an absolute idiot. “Just forget it.”
 
   I heard him sigh. “Joshua Collins.” 
 
   My eyes flew open. “What?”
 
   “My cover name in Budapest. It was supposed to be Joshua Collins.” 
 
   Supposed to be? 
 
   “I had it all worked out. The backstory had been prepped for weeks. I was prepared.” His voice was low, now, and full of strain. “And then… Then, you looked at me with those big melted caramel eyes and… Fuck. I just… lost it.” 
 
   Though my heart was racing inside my chest, I bit my tongue to keep from talking. I knew from experience I’d have to wait if I wanted the full story from him.
 
   “And before I knew it, I was telling you my name was Wesley Adams. Which has to be the single most reckless thing I’ve done in my entire career.” 
 
   My heart began to pound faster. “Why?”
 
   “Covert Ops 101, Red: never pick a code name too close to your real one. And, no matter how you slice it, Wesley Adams is a bit too damn close to Weston Abbott for my liking or anyone else’s.” 
 
   Weston Abbott.
 
   Just like that, I finally had an answer to the question I’d been turning over in my mind for the past three years.
 
   His name was Weston. 
 
   Which meant… he was still Wes. 
 
   He’d always been Wes.  
 
   My mouth opened and closed mutely, like a fish gulping for oxygen, trying to process the fact that he’d given me a name nearly identical to his own. And, suddenly, only one question remained that really mattered. 
 
   Why?
 
   I’d parted my lips to ask just that when I felt the bed shift as he flipped over to face the opposite wall. 
 
   “No more questions. I’m tired, Red. Go to bed.” His tone booked no room for argument and within seconds, I heard his breathing rate slow into the telltale rhythm of slumber. 
 
   Perfect. 
 
   Exhaustion had effectively fled my system as soon as the words Weston Abbott left his mouth. I’d never felt more awake as I stared at the wall, contemplating everything. 
 
   His words just now. His actions back then. 
 
   As I replayed memories in my mind, I knew it would be another sleepless night for me. 
 
   And yet, with his name echoing off the walls inside my skull, I couldn’t seem to make myself care at all.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   OVERTIRED
 
    
 
   I was tired as hell when dawn broke. 
 
   It had taken me hours to fall asleep, listening to Faith toss and turn on the other side of that ridiculous damn barrier she’d put up between us. Every few moments she’d shift from her back to her side, her side to her stomach, and so on, and each time she’d let out this soft little sigh that would’ve been cute as hell if it hadn’t been so damn late.
 
   By the time I finally fell asleep, it was practically morning, which meant I was going on day three without so much as a night’s rest. I cracked open my eyes — overtired and grouchy as all fuck — and prepared to take on what was sure to be another infuriating day with the goddamned brunette whose life’s mission was apparently to make me as miserable as possible. 
 
   But all my anger disappeared as soon as I blinked awake and found Faith wrapped around me like a starfish — one leg wound around my thigh, an arm slung across my chest, her forehead nestled into the crook of my neck. Evidently, her unconscious mind wasn’t such a fan of pillow barriers; at some point in the night, she’d shifted onto my side of the bed and tangled her limbs with mine so thoroughly, it would be a miracle if I managed to get up without waking her. 
 
   I froze for a solid minute, just appreciating the feeling of this — waking up to Faith. Her warmth radiated into my skin and the light rise and fall of her chest pressed against mine was more soothing than anything I’d ever felt. I could’ve happily stayed there all day, but that would’ve been a test of my control unlike any I’d yet faced. The need to trace her curves with my hands, to skim my lips against her soft skin was so strong, it took every bit of restraint inside me to keep myself in check. 
 
   Abruptly, I wasn’t tired. In fact, I felt like I could’ve had marathon sex for hours, days, weeks, if Faith had so much as stirred in my arms and arched up to press her lips against mine…
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Fantasy time was over. I was officially sporting morning wood harder than the oak tree I’d bashed my fist into last night, which meant it was past time to climb out of this damn bed before I lost myself completely. 
 
   Gently, I detangled her limbs from my body and rolled her onto her side of the bed. She barely stirred, even when I rebuilt her pillow barrier and tucked the blankets back up to her chin. As I watched, she snuggled deeper into the bed and let out another tiny, sweet sigh. 
 
   Without taking my eyes off her, I lifted the cord around my neck up to my mouth and pressed it there for a full minute, wishing everything was different. Wishing I could slide back into bed with her, wrap her up in my arms, and make love to her until she forgot about the past. 
 
   I let the cord drop back against my neck before I turned, grabbed my t-shirt off the ground, and walked away. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-One: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   LEAVING TRACES 
 
    
 
   The first thought I had when I woke was coffee. 
 
   The entire cottage was suffused with the rich, delicious smell. My eyes flew open and I saw immediately that Wes had already risen from the bed. His side was barely rumpled, as though no one had even slept there, and I noticed my pillow barricade was safely in place. 
 
   I chose not to analyze the faint feelings of disappointment I felt when I saw that. 
 
   Thankfully, those unwanted emotions were overtaken by immense joy when I spotted the pot warming on the single stovetop burner. The coffee had been cooked in an old-fashioned percolator and it smelled a little burned, but I couldn’t have cared less.
 
   Caffeine was caffeine.
 
   I poured myself a steaming cup and drank it black, so happy I almost didn’t miss the heaping teaspoon of sugar I typically dumped in. Stretching my back like a cat in a vain attempt to work out some of the kinks after a night on the ancient mattress, I pushed through the screen door and stepped onto the dew-covered porch. I could see my breath puffing in the crisp morning air, and my coffee steamed steadily as I shifted back and forth on bare feet, trying to keep warm as my eyes swept the small clearing. 
 
   My gaze eventually settled on Wes, who was standing with his back to me about fifty yards away on the edge of the glade. I felt my eyes widen as I took in the dark streak of sweat soaking the back of his gray t-shirt and saw the axe in his hands. 
 
   The man was chopping firewood like a genuine freaking lumberjack.
 
   I felt my mouth go dry as I watched his muscles bunching and cording with sheer strength. He swung the axe high over his head and brought it down on the log with so much force, I thought he’d likely strike straight through to the stump beneath. 
 
   For five minutes, I watched him in the pale morning light, the smell of autumn lingering in the air. I felt like I was intruding on a private moment, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away. Seeing him this way was captivating. A show of pure power, of sheer masculinity. 
 
   There was beauty in it — beauty and brutality. 
 
   The coffee in my mug went cold, totally forgotten as my eyes followed every lift of his arms, every crack of the axe. The sight took my breath away. 
 
   Eventually, my good sense returned and I wanted to shake myself for spying on him. Cursing, I turned and crept back inside, careful to ease the screen shut slowly so as not to disturb him. Judging by the pile of split kindling, he’d been at it a while — judging by the mountain of yet uncut logs, he’d be at it a long while still. Not one to let an opportunity go to waste, I made quick work of turning on the spigot in the large copper tub. 
 
   It took a few minutes, but the water at last began to run clear and hot. I fished the travel-sized body wash from my duffel, dumped a heaping capful into the bath, and watched, delighted, as the basin began to fill with bubbles. Nearly tripping in my eagerness to shed my clothes, in less than a minute, I’d kicked off my pajamas and sunken into the heavenly warmth of the water with a content sigh. 
 
   I felt the wear and tear of the past few days begin to slide off my skin. The taut bands of emotion that had been squeezing my chest, slowly suffocating me, started to loosen for the first time since I’d left my parents’ house. 
 
   Margot’s death, Wes’ presence, Szekely’s hitman — it all faded away, and for a few brief moments, I was a hollow, emotionless shell without a care in the world or a thought in my head.
 
   It was blissful. 
 
   When the water lost its warmth, I was forced to open my eyes and emerge from the chilled tub. And of course — because my love life was just one long series of awkward moments — at the exact second I’d risen to my feet and begun to reach for the towel rack, trying desperately not to slip and fall on my face, Wes decided his time as a lumberjack was over. I heard the screen door screech as he stepped back inside the cabin and I lunged for the towel, but it was too late. 
 
   He’d seen. 
 
   In the tiny fraction of time before I managed to tug the pitiful excuse for a curtain in front of me and wrap a towel around my body, his ever-intent eyes had scanned my entire frame and locked on the ugly round scar, just below my left breast. Even after I’d covered myself, his gaze burned into the fabric, like he couldn’t stop seeing what lay beneath. I tried not to tremble as I stepped as gracefully as possible from the tub, my wet feet leaving damp footprints on the hardwood as I moved out of the bathroom area. 
 
   No one had ever seen my scar. Not my family, not Conor, not my new friends back in New York. 
 
   It was part of my past I didn’t share with anyone — the only physical wound left behind to mark the internal pain Wes had inflicted on me. Every time I’d looked into the mirror for the past three years and seen it, I’d also seen him staring back at me. Haunting me, taunting me. 
 
   I lifted my chin and made sure my face was contorted in an indifferent expression as I stood there, waiting for him to either say something or walk back outside. 
 
   He did neither. 
 
   Instead, he just looked at me. His eyes lifted to meet mine and the emotions swimming in their depths were so strong, they nearly leveled me. He stood there, stripped of every defense. His walls were finally down and I could see it all — the sadness and the regret that shone so brightly in his eyes, like two burning beacons of pain. 
 
   That look — it tore me apart inside. It made me want to scream at the top of my lungs, slap him across the face, and slam my lips down on his all at once. 
 
   I didn’t. 
 
   I pinched the fleshy part of my hand as I reminded myself that nothing was different after two days cooped up in a cabin with him. Even if his name really was Wes and he’d come back to protect me, it didn’t mean anything — didn’t change anything. 
 
   I channeled every bit of searing, simmering anger I could muster into my gaze and stared back at him. 
 
   I had to stay angry. There was no other option. Because if I let go of my rage… 
 
   Well, I’d be right back where I’d started: in love with the ghost of a man, who cared nothing for me.
 
   He was just as hazardous as he’d ever been — to my health. To my head. To my heart. 
 
   So, as far as I was concerned, he didn’t have a right to regret his actions — not now. Not after all this time, when it was too late. He didn’t get stare at me like he’d do anything to erase the past. 
 
   Because, every second he looked at me like that, it was a little harder to remember that he’d ruined my life. That I hated him. 
 
   Every second he looked at me like that…. I wanted to be back in his arms, letting the rest of the world disappear. 
 
   His mouth finally opened but I turned away before a single word made it past his lips. 
 
   “Please,” I whispered, my voice stark as my eyes dropped to the floor. “A little privacy.” 
 
   The screen slammed shut a moment later and I pressed my eyes closed, feeling more confused than ever.
 
   ***
 
   “So, here’s the thing,” I called, stepping outside onto the porch and planting my hands on my hips. 
 
   Wes turned his head over his shoulder to look at me, an eyebrow arched in question. If he was surprised by my change in demeanor from the shaky, silent girl I’d been less than an hour before, he showed no signs of it. 
 
   “I need to get out of this damn cabin,” I continued, walking forward and settling in on the stoop two steps above his, making sure to leave a careful amount of distance between us. “I’m beginning to understand the term cabin fever all too well.” 
 
   Wes snorted. “Well, you clearly don’t understand the terms hiding out or safe house.” 
 
   I narrowed my eyes on the back of his head. “Oh, come on. I need to get out of here and I’ll do just about anything to make it happen. Hell, I’ll wear a disguise — even ugly myself up a little.”
 
   He turned to face me, his lips twisted in amusement. “Ugly yourself up?”
 
   “Yep. You’re ugly enough as it is, so no need for you to partake,” I said sweetly. 
 
   His crooked grin came out in full force and I ignored the way my stomach flipped at the sight. 
 
   “Thanks, Red.” 
 
   “Anytime.” I cracked a smile. “So, is there a diner around here? I could go for pancakes. Oh! Or a burger. Fries. Maybe even a milkshake…. Really, anything that doesn’t come from a can or taste like sawdust would be spectacular.”
 
   He stared at me, unblinking. 
 
   “What?” I asked, a little defensive. 
 
   “You’re joking, right?” His voice was incredulous. 
 
   “When it comes to food, I don’t joke around.” I widened my eyes. “Seriously, I’m starving.” 
 
   He was silent.
 
   “Please?” I said, putting on my best puppy-dog pout. 
 
   His eyes narrowed.
 
   I jutted out my bottom lip. 
 
   “Fine,” he muttered. “There’s a diner a few miles from here.”
 
   I squealed happily.
 
   “One burger. One hour.” His voice was firm. “We’ll be in and out. No arguments.”
 
   The urge to throw my hands in the air and do a victory dance was strong, but I managed to resist. With the promise of real, warm food, nothing could dampen my spirits — not even being forced to wrap my arms around Wes’ torso so I wouldn’t fall off the back of his bike as we sped down the dirt road back toward civilization. 
 
   ***
 
   “Ohmuhgawd.” 
 
   I moaned unintelligibly around the colossal bite of burger filling my mouth. Wes was silent as he watched me devour my meal, both eyebrows high on his forehead. 
 
   If I hadn’t been so goddamn hungry, I would’ve been a little embarrassed by my gluttony. I made a forcible effort to swallow before I spoke again, sipping my soda and leaning back against the faux-leather booth with my hands resting on my now-bloated stomach. 
 
   “So good,” I murmured, staring at my empty plate. I’d singlehandedly destroyed the mountain of French fries and quarter-pounder the waitress had delivered fifteen minutes ago. 
 
   He continued to stare at me in silence, his eyes roaming my face. 
 
   “What?” I asked, my voice abrupt. My heart was beating a little too fast in my chest — I told myself it was from my impending food-coma, nothing more. “Is there a reason you’re staring at me?” 
 
   “Besides the fact that you just ate me under the table?” His lips twisted as he reached out and slowly handed me a napkin from the plastic dispenser.  “You have ketchup on your face,” he said softly. 
 
   My cheeks flamed. “Oh,” I whispered, taking the napkin and feeling foolish. 
 
   “Are you done?” 
 
   I nodded. “I just want to use the bathroom.” 
 
   “Fine, be quick.” He looked over his shoulder at the empty diner and I fought the urge to roll my eyes. We’d been here an hour and the place hadn’t seen a single other customer. We were so far off the beaten track, I was surprised the place was even in business. 
 
   Not that I was complaining — the food had been phenomenal after two days of saltines. 
 
   I slid out of the booth and headed for the bathroom. It was a dingy little closet with poor lighting and dirty walls, but even so, it still beat peeing in the cabin. I relieved myself in peace for the first time in days and also got my first horrific glimpse in a mirror since this ordeal started. 
 
   Pulling off the atrocious baseball cap Wes had insisted I wear, I saw my face was drawn with grief and tension. There were shadows under my eyes, as though I hadn’t slept in ages, and there wasn’t a stitch of makeup to be found on my features. I made quick work of applying a touch of lipstick and a swipe of mascara, feeling instantly more like myself. I pointedly ignored the snarky portion of my brain that questioned whether my desire to clean up had little to do with me and a whole lot to do with the man who’d just seen my face covered in condiments. 
 
   Before leaving the bathroom, I pulled my gun from my purse and made sure it was still loaded. I was surprised to find it was — Wes hadn’t taken my bullets, as I’d suspected he might. Checking that the safety was still on, I slipped the pistol back into my bag and strolled out of the bathroom. 
 
   I froze a few feet from the table, eyes widening at the sight before me. 
 
   Wes was standing beside our booth, wiping down every surface we’d touched — from the utensils to the salt and pepper shakers — with a damp, disposable cleaning cloth. 
 
   “And here I always thought Mr. Clean was bald,” I sassed, giggling at the sight. 
 
   He glanced over his shoulder at me, but didn’t stop cleaning. 
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “Seriously, what are you doing?” 
 
   He sighed audibly. “When I’m on a job, when I don’t want to be found… There’s a reason I pick places like this, with no security cameras. It’s the same reason I pay with cash and don’t chitchat with the waitresses. I don’t leave any traces.”
 
   “Makes sense,” I murmured, looking away from him. My eyes were suddenly tingling for no apparent reason. 
 
   I don’t leave any traces.
 
   Oh, but he did. 
 
   He might’ve wiped down every crime scene and removed all remnants of his DNA… Hell, he could’ve scrubbed every goddamn surface in Budapest. But the fingerprints he’d left all over my heart couldn’t ever be removed. They were invisible scars, reshaping my soul like a sculptor’s hands would the most malleable clay. Scored so deeply beneath the skin, he couldn’t have undone the damage even if he’d tried. 
 
   I stood, unmoving, as he brushed past me on the way to the bathroom I’d just used. He returned a moment later, dropped a few bills on the tabletop, and turned to me.  
 
   “Time to go,” he said, his hand finding the small of my back as he guided me out the door. He pulled the baseball cap down over his face as we walked past the waitress who’d served us, and I nodded goodbye with my own brim-shielded face averted. 
 
   I made sure not to touch the door handles when we stepped outside and climbed back onto his bike. The meal I’d just consumed turned to stone inside my stomach as I wrapped my arms around his torso and tried very hard not to cry.  
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Two: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   TRUTHS AND LIES
 
    
 
   After our outing to the diner, another day slipped away with very little of interest to report.
 
   With nothing to do, I grew so bored and stir-crazy, I would’ve welcomed the arrival of some heavily-armed assassins, if only to liven things up. Even arguing with Wes had lost its charm — we barely spoke as day faded into night, then day again. 
 
   As time went by, we developed an unspoken routine of sorts. Wes hated being stuck in the cabin so he’d disappear outside for most of the day, doing manly things like keeping watch and chopping logs and God only knew what else, which suited me just fine. I spent my time inside listening to an iPod that was quickly running out of battery, sketching on gum wrappers I found in the bottom of my purse, cleaning things that were already immaculate, and playing thousands of rounds of cards. 
 
   A single day of solitude and solitaire, and I’d been driven half-mad. 
 
   Which was, perhaps, the only explanation for why I thought it was a good idea to grab the whiskey from the cabinet, shove some matches in my pocket, and pull the quilt from the bed, as I headed out into the dusky twilight. Wes was nowhere in sight and, thus, couldn’t thwart my plans, which brought a smile to my lips for the first time all day. 
 
   Dumping my armful of supplies, I began collecting rocks from the clearing. Once I had enough, I laid them in a circle on the dusty earth just off the side of the cabin, then turned for Wes’ woodpile. Within minutes, I’d stacked several logs in a pyramid and shoved some dry twigs in the space beneath them.
 
   My patience expired after a few unsuccessful attempts to light a fire with nothing but matches and grass. Twisting the cap on my Jameson bottle, I doused the logs with a splash and watched giddily as flames began to consume my makeshift fire-pit. The logs burned warm and bright as I spread my quilt on the lawn a short distance away and sprawled out on my stomach to watch them crack and hiss. 
 
   As the sun set and full night descended, I fed the fire and took small sips of whiskey on alternating intervals, which sent an entirely different kind of flame burning down my throat and into my empty stomach. I knew it was cold — I could see my breath puffing in the darkness — but I felt perfectly warm.
 
   Whether from the fire or the liquor, I didn’t care much. 
 
   Eventually, I flipped over onto my back and looked up at the stars until they blurred before my eyes. 
 
   The last thing I thought before my lids slipped closed was that they were almost as beautiful out here as they’d been from a bridge in Budapest, with a boy’s arms wrapped around me and a future brighter than the moon painted in my mind. 
 
   ***
 
   “Fuck. You have to be kidding me.” 
 
   I knew that voice, but right now it sounded low and pissed off, grumbling in my direction like a freight train. I felt fingertips against my cheeks, patting my skin lightly, but like a stubborn child refusing to wake, I turned my head so they couldn’t bother me anymore. 
 
   “Perfect. Just perfect.” The voice was back, angrier than ever. “As if you weren’t already the biggest pain in the fucking ass in history, now you’re a drunk pain in the fucking ass.” 
 
   I made a light sound of protest. 
 
   “Open your eyes, Red.” His fingers traced my jawline lightly, and it felt good — so, so good. “Come on, time to wake up.”
 
   I leaned my head into his touch so my cheek rested in his palm and listened to the breath hiss between his lips in a sharp exhale. He muttered a few words I couldn’t make out under his breath, and suddenly, his hands disappeared from my face altogether.
 
   Some small, sober part of my brain was screaming that it was a good thing he’d backed off, but mostly I felt the loss of his touch like a physical blow. I wanted it back. 
 
   I opened my mouth to say so, but was cut off when he spoke again. This time, there was no anger in his voice — it was soft, coaxing. 
 
   “Faith.” 
 
   My eyes cracked open. 
 
   His face was inches from mine, illuminated by the firelight. We were so close, I could’ve counted his eyelashes, if I’d been clearheaded enough to count anything. His gaze burned into mine, hotter than the fire mere feet away, and all I could think was that he was absolutely, unquestionably the most gorgeous human being ever to walk this earth. 
 
   “You’re beautiful,” I told him, my voice sounding slurred even to my own ears. 
 
   His crooked smile appeared. “And you’re piss-drunk.”
 
   “Nuh-uh,” I said, grinning goofily. “Am not.” 
 
   “Whatever you say.” He shook his head slightly, but his voice was amused. “Can you walk?” 
 
   I blew out an incredulous puff of air. “Totally.” 
 
   He pulled back and watched from a few feet away as I struggled to sit upright. As soon as my torso went perpendicular to the ground, the world around me began to spin dizzily. I could feel my body swaying in place, until two solid hands landed on my shoulders and steadied me. 
 
   “Totally,” he agreed wryly. 
 
   I tried — and failed — to narrow my eyes at him. “Are you mocking me?”
 
   “Never.” His grin was back. “Can you put your arms around my neck, at least?” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Time to put you to bed.” 
 
   “Ohhh, how presumptuous of you.” I giggled and draped my arms over his shoulders. 
 
   He laughed. “I’m not sure who you’re going to be angrier at in the morning — me, for witnessing this, or yourself, for downing a half-bottle of Jameson.” 
 
   Before I could retort, his arms looped under my knees and around my back, as he lifted me from the ground. My head immediately fell into the hollow of his throat. I focused my spinning eyes on the vein in his jugular, watching it thrum with each beat of his heart. 
 
   “I won’t be mad,” I protested, snuggling into his chest and pressing my nose against his warm skin. 
 
   “I very much doubt that.” The rumble of his laugh vibrated my entire body.
 
   I sighed and closed my eyes as I listened to the screen door creaking open. Wes’ steps were steady as he crossed the cabin toward the bed. He came to a stop and began to shift me in his arms, preparing to set me down. 
 
   I didn’t want him to. 
 
   So, I pressed my lips against his neck and felt his entire body tense tighter than a bowstring. 
 
   His spine went ramrod straight as my tongue slipped between my lips, gently tracing the pounding vein in his neck. I worked one of my hands up into his hair as I pressed light, wet kisses against his skin. His arms tightened around me like steel bands and his voice cut through the air like glass.
 
   “Faith. Stop.” 
 
   I didn’t stop. Instead, I nipped at his skin with my teeth and was rewarded when he growled in response. 
 
   Before I knew it, my hands and lips were touching nothing but air as he tore my body from his and tossed me, none too gently, onto the bed. My whole frame bounced with the force of it. I glared up at him hotly, pissed off by his rough treatment, and saw his face was set in stone, his arms muscles bulging into cords as his hands clenched in tight fists by his sides. 
 
   He stared at me for a long moment, sprawled on the bed looking up at him with a haze of lust and liquor in my eyes. He said nothing but, as I watched a muscle tick in his jaw, I thought he looked like a man pushed to his breaking point and forced to hover there for far too long…  like someone on the verge of snapping. 
 
   He was breathing hard, his nostrils flaring with each labored pull of oxygen. His eyes were darker than I’d ever seen them. His mouth tightened, his lips holding in words I was sure he wanted to scream at me, but he was silent as he simply turned on his heel and walked away. I heard the distant, splintering sound of wood as the screen slammed closed. Normally, his anger would’ve concerned me. Right now, though, my eyes were already drifting shut. 
 
   I fell back against the pillows and consciousness faded once more.
 
   ***
 
   Shit.
 
   Total mortification consumed me before I’d even opened my eyes.
 
   I had a raging headache and one hell of a hangover, but that was nothing compared to the pain I felt when I thought back to my actions last night. 
 
   I’d called him beautiful.
 
   And I’d licked his neck like some kind of sex-crazed, whiskey-fueled hooker. 
 
   Jesus Christ. I was never drinking again. 
 
   At least, not until I was out of this cabin and far, far away from this man who made all my common sense flee faster than my self-control.
 
   I fell back against the bed, pressed a pillow against my face to muffle the sound, and screamed until my breath ran out.
 
   “So, you’re awake.” 
 
   Shit. 
 
   I pulled the pillow away and lifted my head to peek at the man who’d just walked inside the cabin. I tried to gather my composure as I sat up and ran a hand through my hair, but it was hard to feel composed when I was still wearing yesterday’s clothes and my mouth tasted like day-old whiskey.
 
   Perfect. 
 
   “Advil,” he said, nodding toward the small bedside table where he’d placed two tablets and a glass of water. 
 
   “Thanks,” I whispered, reaching out a shaky hand for them. Within seconds, I’d swallowed the pills and drained the glass, my hangover improving almost instantly. 
 
   He nodded. “Next time you plan on being an idiot, getting piss-drunk, and falling asleep outside, do me a favor and tell me first. By the time I got to you, you were half-frozen.” 
 
   “I didn’t plan it,” I muttered, feeling a blush rise to my cheeks. 
 
   “The passing out part?” he asked, his voice dropping to that dangerously soft tone. “Or the trying to kiss me part?”
 
   My eyes fell to the quilt and I felt my stomach clench. “I didn’t plan any of it,” I snapped. “But thanks so much for throwing it in my face and affirming, once and for all, that you’re not even remotely a gentleman.”
 
   He scoffed. “It took you this long to figure that out?” 
 
   I raised my eyes to his. “Sorry, it’s a little hard to keep track of what’s real and what’s fake when it comes to you and your ever-changing identities.” 
 
   His eyes narrowed in anger. “I was never a gentleman and I never pretended to be. Even back then.” He took a step closer. “That’s what you liked about me. And, if you were honest with yourself for a goddamn minute, you’d realize it’s what you still like about me.”
 
   I threw a pillow at him. “I don’t like anything about you.” 
 
   “You’re a shitty liar.” His cocky grin made me scream.
 
   “Don’t pretend you understand me.” My voice was dark as I scrambled to my feet. “You don’t know anything about me!” 
 
   “I know you’re a fucking minx who drives me up a wall.” 
 
   “Well, you’re a bastard! And a liar!”
 
   “Find a new insult, Red. That one’s wearing thin.” 
 
   I fought the urge to throw a lamp at his head. “You… You’re an arrogant, domineering prick.”  
 
   “And you’re a royal pain in my ass who’d rather fight with me than admit she still cares.” He stepped closer and I backed away until I felt my shoulders hit the wall. He kept coming, until only a foot or so separated our bodies. My chest heaved with anger as I glared up at him, daring him to close the distance between us. If he tried, I’d punch him. 
 
   “I don’t care about you,” I gritted out between clenched teeth. “I never cared about you.” 
 
   “Now who’s the liar?” he asked, his eyes glinting darkly.
 
   “Still you. Always you.” 
 
   “Fine, you don’t want lies. Let’s see if you like the truth any better. I have a feeling you won’t.” He stepped closer, and the space between us dwindled to inches. I inhaled sharply at his sudden proximity. Though he wasn’t touching me, I could feel the heat of his body and his breath ghosted across my lips when he spoke. 
 
   “Truth number one: I want you and you want me. I’ve wanted you from the minute I first saw you in Budapest, and I know you feel the same. You might hate me, but your body doesn’t, Red.” 
 
   I opened my mouth to argue, but he cut me off.
 
   “Truth number two: you and I drive each other crazy. We fight constantly, we push each other’s boundaries, and we’re probably more likely to kill each other than go more than a day without screaming our heads off. But that fire between us — it’s hot and it’s real and I couldn’t fabricate it if I tried. Neither could you. The only time you’re not yelling at me is when your mouth is pressed hard against mine, which seems to piss you off but, frankly, doesn’t bother me a damn bit.” 
 
   I huffed. 
 
   “Truth number three: I don’t know where you’ve been for the past three years because, if I did, we’d have been having this conversation a whole lot sooner. I don’t know who you’ve been with or what you’ve done to occupy your time, but I do know one thing.” He leaned closer and made sure to annunciate every word so I couldn’t possibly tune him out. “You’ve been hiding, Red. But not because you were scared I’d come looking for you. No — you were scared of what you knew would happen between us when I did.” 
 
   Every bit of saliva evaporated from my mouth as I processed those words, recognizing the truth in them even as I tried to conjure a denial. I pulled in a shaky breath. 
 
   “That’s not true…” I muttered weakly. 
 
   He paid me no attention.
 
   “Truth number four: I didn’t give a damn about you when we first met. It wasn’t personal — I’d never really given a damn about anyone before. But from the moment you fell into my arms in Heroes’ Square and started talking a million miles a minute, you began to change me into someone different. Someone better.” His hands came up and he braced himself against the wall, his arms caging me in. Still, not an inch of his body touched mine. I pressed my eyes closed, hoping it would help me stay in control.
 
   “Truth number five,” he whispered. A tremble moved through my entire body. “This is my last one, Red, so pay attention.”  
 
   I somehow managed to open my eyes and look up into his, which were so full of passion and candor, I couldn’t doubt his feelings were genuine. I’d called him a liar, but here he was — finally telling me the truth. I had no idea what my own expression held in that long, breathless moment as I waited for his last confession.
 
   He leaned closer, eyes locked on mine.
 
   “It might’ve started as a lie, Faith, but it sure as hell didn’t end as one. I might not have been real to you, and that’s fine. But you have to know… you were real to me.” His voice dropped so low, I could barely hear him. “It was real for me. It’s still real. The realest fucking thing I’ve ever felt.” 
 
   My eyes started to water and I felt pressure building inside my chest, like my heart was about to burst. I didn’t think I could take much more of this without falling to pieces. 
 
   His gaze scanned my face as he spoke. 
 
   “I was alone, for twenty-five years. And I didn’t give a shit, because I didn’t know what I was missing.” His eyes went soft around the edges when he saw mine filling with tears. “Then, this stubborn, beautiful fucking brunette came barreling into my life and shoved her way through all the shadows. She lit up my whole world, even when I told her not to. Even when I warned her to stay away. No matter what I did, I couldn’t shake her.” 
 
   I stared into his eyes for a long, frozen fraction of time as he waited for me to say something. 
 
   “She sounds a little overbearing,” I whispered finally, my voice breaking as the first tears escaped down my cheeks. 
 
   “Oh, she is,” he said gently. “It’s one of the things I love most about her.” 
 
   I felt my jaw drop a little as those words — words I’d been dreaming about hearing him say for years — escaped his mouth. A flood of fresh tears flowed down my face as I stared up at him with love and longing in my eyes, waiting for him to lean down and kiss me. When a few long seconds passed and he didn’t move, I finally realized that he wasn’t going to. 
 
   He was leaving it in my hands. Giving me the choice. 
 
   I was the one who’d have to close that final sliver of distance between us. 
 
   “I still think you’re an arrogant ass,” I said, stretching up onto my tiptoes.
 
   “That’s okay,” he breathed across my lips. “You’re still spoiled brat.” 
 
   I grinned as I hurled my body forward and slammed my mouth against his.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Three: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   A VOW
 
    
 
   We collided, the impact of my body against his sending shockwaves through us both, like two planets crossing paths mid-orbit, causing casualties on both sides. An embrace of mutually-assured destruction. 
 
   His mouth crashed against mine, a kiss three years in the making, and it destroyed us both. 
 
   It was devastating. 
 
   Our lips clung and gasped and parted and devoured until I felt little pieces of myself stripping away like useless, crumbled debris. He kissed me and I wasn’t Fae Montgomery, the girl I’d fabricated from the tattered wreckage of my hopes and dreams. The facade I’d spent three years building split wide open and crumbed into dust until all that was left behind was me. The real me. 
 
   Faith. 
 
   His hands lifted me roughly, hurriedly, like he couldn’t find control enough to keep himself in check now that we’d finally collided. My legs wrapped around his waist and his body pressed mine into the wall so hard, ripples of pain shot up my spine. 
 
   I didn’t care.
 
   When it came to loving Wes, pleasure and pain were always wrapped up in one. We hurt each other; we healed each other. Screamed and seduced, built and broke each other. 
 
   It wasn’t a normal kind of love. 
 
   It was unsafe. Undeniable. Unhealthy. Unforgettable. 
 
   It was a contradiction. 
 
   And it would take more words than there were stars in the galaxy to describe it. 
 
   Luckily, I didn’t need a definition. All I needed was this.
 
   Faith and Wes.
 
   Wes and Faith.
 
   His arms around me, his mouth on mine. 
 
   His hips pinned me to the wall, as his fingers found the neckline of my t-shirt and tugged sharply. I heard a ripping sound and before I could even process it, my shirt had been torn clean down the middle and was fluttering to the ground in pieces. Flush against him in just my jeans and bra, I felt suddenly exposed — especially when he pulled his mouth from mine and stared into my eyes. 
 
   His right hand traced the ridges of my ribcage and I inhaled at the sensation of his fingertips on my skin. I flinched when he reached the patch of scarred flesh from my bullet wound — not in pain but in shock at the sheer intimacy of it. His fingers were unbearably gentle as they explored that most vulnerable part of me, that permanent insignia of our past.
 
   His touch was an apology and an assurance. 
 
   “Never again,” he whispered fiercely, his lips against mine. “I will never put you in harm’s way again. That’s a promise. To my dying breath, I will protect you.” 
 
   “No one’s dying, Wes.” I brushed my lips against his. “But if you stop kissing me now, I might.”   
 
   His lips were curved in a smile when he kissed me again. I worked my hands beneath the hem of his t-shirt and started to lift it over his head. Our mouths broke apart as the fabric slid past, and I threw it to the floor next to mine. My eyes, half-lidded with desire, returned to his, then dropped to take in the sight of his bare chest. 
 
   I felt my lips part as the breath was stolen from my lungs. 
 
   A sound — part sob, part sigh — escaped my mouth as I lifted a trembling hand to touch the thin black rope around his neck. Until my fingers made contact, I’d nearly convinced myself I was seeing things. But as my fingers traced the woven strands, I knew the cord was real.
 
   So was the thin, white loop of rope hanging from its center.
 
   His wedding ring. 
 
   “You kept it,” I whispered through a tear-clogged voice. “All this time?”
 
   He bent his head so he could see into my eyes as I skimmed one fingertip around the faded white cord. His tone was gruff, but his eyes were soft. “Of course I kept it. It’s the most precious thing I own.” 
 
   Tears began to leak from the corners of my eyes and he wiped them away with his thumbs.
 
   “I love you,” I admitted, looking up at him with a watery gaze. “I always loved you — even when I hated you.”
 
   A long, suspended second passed as we stared at each other.
 
   We both moved at the same time, shifting forward and sealing our lips together. Sweetness and patience were forgotten as desire reared its head once more. Need, sudden and unstoppable, claimed us. Our careful words and caresses were abandoned as hands worked at buttons and zippers, stripping each other bare. Wes kicked the pants free from his legs and somehow managed to peel off my jeans and underwear without once setting me down. 
 
   He didn’t wait for permission — I didn’t want him to. 
 
   In one long stroke, he drove into me, slamming my entire body against the wall with the brutal force of it. I cried out as he filled me, my head falling back against the wall and my legs wrapping tighter around his waist when he began to move. My nails clawed savagely into his back as he thrust, each harder and faster than the last, and I felt myself starting to fly into pieces. 
 
   Our savage pace was unsustainable — too brutal to last for long — but it was impossible to go slow. We’d waited too long, suffered too much to get back to this place. Now that we were here, there was no way to savor it. 
 
   With each movement of our hands, of our bodies, of our lips, we goaded each other into a breakneck rhythm that made my heart beat so fast I thought it might simply give out. I could feel Wes’ pulse, pounding just as quick beneath his skin, and knew he was right there with me. 
 
   “Faith,” he growled, his head buried in my neck. 
 
   I didn’t respond — I couldn’t. I was too far gone to form thoughts, let alone words. 
 
   My mouth fused against his once more and together, we climbed higher and higher until we reached the limits of the sky itself. And there, at the edge of infinity, our pleasure peaked in one single, unified moment and we both gasped at the sheer power of it. 
 
   This, here — it was perfection. 
 
   ***
 
   Eventually, we drifted back down to earth together, wrapped so tightly in each other’s arms I wasn’t sure which limbs were his and which were mine. Skin slicked with a sheen of sweat, hair damp from exertion, I dropped my forehead against the hollow of his throat and listened to the beat of his heart as it slowly returned to normal. Neither of us moved or said anything — we just stood there, intertwined, and breathed each other in and out. 
 
   Utterly exhausted, my eyes drooped closed. I couldn’t help myself — a muffled laugh escaped my mouth and broke the quiet.
 
   Wes raised his head. “Something funny, Red?” he asked, his voice a little rough around the edges.
 
   “Mmm,” I murmured, my lips brushing the skin of his neck. “That was so beyond worth the three year wait.”
 
   ***
 
   He carried me to the bed and never once loosened his hold as he settled in against the pillows. And for a long time we simply lay there, me curled happily against his chest, with our arms wrapped around each other. I listened to the beat of his heart beneath my ear and he ran his fingers through my hair over and over again, soothing me. 
 
   “Do you miss the red?” I asked after a while. 
 
   “Your hair could be purple, it wouldn’t change the way I feel about you.” 
 
   I giggled, picturing myself with magenta locks — not a flattering image. “I had to change it. It was too hard to look in the mirror and see it without also seeing you.” 
 
   He resumed his long strokes through my hair. “I know. But the hair was only part of the reason I called you Red in the first place.”
 
   I pivoted my face so my chin was planted against his pectoral and looked up at him, eyebrows raised in question.
 
   He brushed back a strand that fell across my eyes. “You reminded me of Little Red Riding Hood, lost in the forest, making friends with a wolf. Thinking she could redeem him, even though he was dangerous. A lost cause.” 
 
   I snorted. “And I suppose you’re the irredeemable Big Bad Wolf in this equation?” 
 
   He shrugged, a grin playing out on his lips. 
 
   “Well, is there a version of the story where the silly girl and the evil wolf end up together?” I asked, my eyes warm on his face. “Because that’s the only ending I’m interested in.” 
 
   His eyes flashed and abruptly, I was dragged up his chest so my face hovered above his. And then, he was kissing me. This time it wasn’t hard or bruising — it was soft. Tender. Full of love. 
 
   When he released me, I fell back against his chest in a daze. It took a little while to recover my senses, but when I felt my brain return to my body, I looked up at him with questions lurking in my eyes. 
 
   “Can I ask you something?” I whispered. 
 
   The way he looked at me made my heart turn over. “Anything, Red.” 
 
    “Why did you…” My voice trembled into silence. I took a deep breath, cleared my throat, and tried again. “Why did you leave before I woke up?” 
 
   I felt his chest deflate beneath me as he expelled a sigh of pain. His eyes pressed closed for a long moment, and when they opened they were full of remorse. I barely recognized his voice when he began to speak.
 
   “First, I need you to know that I’ve regretted that decision since the second I made it. I never should’ve left without saying goodbye, without making sure you were okay.” He swallowed roughly. “They weren’t sure you were going to make it, at first. I told myself I couldn’t sit there and watch you die, which was partly true. But really… Well, I could barely bring myself to walk away from you while you were unconscious. If I’d had to say it out loud, to watch your face as I told you I’d betrayed you…” He shook his head swiftly in rejection. “I’ve survived a lot in my life, but knew I wouldn’t survive that. So I took the coward’s way out. I left.” 
 
   He looked down at me with a thin film of moisture over his eyes. Seeing my strong, self-contained man nearly brought to tears… it floored me. Wes was not someone who cried easily — or ever, for that matter. I’d guess this was as close as he’d come to it in a long, long time. 
 
   “I know it’s unforgivable, Faith. But you have to know that I’m sorry. If I could go back and change it, I would.” He cleared his throat and seemed to regain control over himself, and I knew his tiny show of weakness was over. “I don’t blame you for hating me. I hate myself for doing that to you.” 
 
   “It’s not,” I said simply, looking into his eyes. “And I don’t.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “It’s not unforgivable.” I shifted in his arms and my hands slid up his chest to cup his jaw. I made sure to look into his eyes when I spoke again. “I forgive you, Wes. And I don’t hate you. I’ll never hate you.” 
 
   His arms tightened around my body and he dropped his head forward, burying his face in my hair. 
 
   “If the man who shot you wasn’t already dead, I swear I’d put a bullet in his head,” he muttered darkly. 
 
   My heart began to pound. “What?”
 
   “Istvan Bordas,” Wes said, lifting his head to look at me. “He’s the one who shot you, Red.” 
 
   “I know that,” I said, my eyes wide. “But he isn’t dead.” 
 
   Wes looked at me funny. “He died in the fire at Hermes. My men found his charred remains in the wreckage.” 
 
   “Well, I hate to break it to you, but your men were wrong. He isn’t dead — I saw him four days ago at the airport. It was kind of hard to miss him, considering he was shooting bullets at me and all.” 
 
   “That was Bordas?” Wes growled, anger suffusing his every word.
 
   “I mean… I’m pretty sure.” I shrugged. “He looked different. There were… scars. Burns, on his face. But it was definitely him.”
 
   “Fuck,” Wes cursed, his eyes distant. “He’s the one doing the hits.” 
 
   Thoughts of Margot filled my mind and I pressed my eyes closed in sudden pain.
 
   “Hey.” Wes shook me softly until I looked at him. “Don’t worry. We’re safe out here. No one will find us. And, if they do…” A cold glint filled his eyes. “They won’t touch you ever again. That’s a vow.”
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Four: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   ORDERS
 
    
 
   “Abbott.” I glanced back at Faith to ensure she was still sleeping soundly before slipping onto the front porch to take the call. It was five in the morning — I didn’t want to wake her, yet.
 
   “It’s Benson.” 
 
   I sighed. “What is it?”
 
   “Careful,” he warned. “Don’t forget who you’re speaking to.”
 
   “What’s happening with Szekely?” I asked, my tone a little less sharp. “I want a timeframe for how much longer I’m going to be out here.” 
 
   “And where exactly is out here?” he asked. 
 
   I didn’t answer. I wasn’t about to disclose that to anyone, even if he was my boss. 
 
   “Abbott, Abbott, Abbott — always so mysterious.” He chuckled but it sounded forced. “Well, I assume you can at least confirm that you still have the girl and she’s in a safe location.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.” His tone was light, as though we were discussing nothing more than the weather. “It seems you two are the only ones left after Szekely’s little murder spree. We wouldn’t want anything to happen to you — if he’s taken in alive, your testimony will help put him away.”
 
   My jaw went tight.
 
   “Of course,” Benson continued. “It would be simpler if he was taken out permanently.” 
 
   “Of course,” I agreed, my voice cold. “Any leads on where he is?”
 
   “Nothing credible. But we did manage to identify Istvan Bordas in the footage we collected from the airport. Apparently, he didn’t die in that fire, after all.”
 
   “I know. Faith saw him,” I muttered. “And we have no idea where he went after the airport? How is that possible?”
 
   “Why don’t you do your job, Abbott, and stop worrying about mine.” Benson’s voice went cold. “As of now, we believe Bordas is still in California, trying to track you and Miss Morrissey down. If you hadn’t insisted on doing this yourself, he would be no threat to you at all.”
 
   “He’s not a threat,” I growled.
 
   “You can’t ensure that. Tell me where you are, and I’ll send backup to your location within the hour. My men will relieve you.”
 
   I bit the inside of my cheek. No fucking way would I trust someone else with Faith’s safety — not Benson, or anybody else. I hadn’t trusted anyone inside the agency for three years… Not since I learned there was a mole in our ranks, leaking information to Szekely. I wasn’t about to start putting my confidence in them again now. 
 
   “She’s safe and secure,” I bit out. “No need for another agent here.” 
 
   There was a frosty silence over the line. “I don’t particularly enjoy my authority being questioned, Abbott. You will tell me where you’ve taken her — that’s an order.” 
 
   I stared at the crooked boards of the porch beneath my feet, and my thoughts turned to the beautiful girl sleeping just inside the cabin. Nothing was worth jeopardizing her. Not even my career.
 
   “If you find Bordas, call me. I’ll happily put him down for you. As for handing over Faith…” I bit the inside of my cheek. “Sorry, sir, but in all sincerity… You can go fuck yourself.” 
 
   I disconnected and pulled the SIM-card from my phone before he could initiate a trace. Back inside the cabin, I tossed my phone onto the table, threw another log in the fireplace, and climbed back into bed with Faith, wrapping my arms around her body and absorbing her warmth until I forgot about Benson and Bordas and all the other bullshit. 
 
   She was the only thing that mattered. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Five: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   THE PERFECT LIFE 
 
    
 
   “How about that big one?” he suggested, pointing to the mammoth tree ten feet from us. “The old oak, by the edge of the clearing.”
 
   I huffed in indignation. “A twelve year-old could find that mark. Give me something a little less insulting, please.”
 
    Wes chuckled. 
 
   “Don’t laugh at me.” I glared playfully. “I’m armed.” 
 
   He only laughed harder, even when I waved my Lady Smith in his direction. 
 
   “Fine, fine,” he said, looking at me like he thought I was the funniest person alive — which, normally, I wouldn’t have minded but, right now, when my shooting skills were being called into question, I found more than a little annoying. 
 
   “You want a tougher target? How about…” His eyes swept the clearing. “Okay, there. The apple tree.” 
 
   I followed his gaze to the thick-trunked, heavily-gnarled tree, about thirty feet away. Its branches hung heavy with ripe red apples, though many had already scattered to the earth and begun to rot with the last days of autumn.
 
   “Let’s see if you can hit the big knot in the trunk,” he challenged, his voice full of skepticism. 
 
   He didn’t think I could do it. I laughed. 
 
   “I’ll do you one better,” I muttered, planting my feet and taking aim. Cocking my head, I made sure to breathe, blocked out everything except the vantage in front of me, and pulled the trigger. 
 
   The apple exploded in a flurry of red pulp, dropping to the ground like moist confetti. 
 
   I turned to Wes, planted one hand on my hip, and grinned. “How’dya like them apples?”
 
   With his arms crossed over his chest and his face carefully blank, I could tell he was trying not to look too impressed. My satisfaction grew.
 
   “See?” I said, sidling closer to him. “I can take care of myself.” 
 
   His dark grin was the last thing I saw, because an instant later I was spinning. I’m not sure how he did it but, before I could even react, I’d been hauled against him with my back to his chest, the gun had been removed from my grip, and I was in what could only be considered a headlock. He executed the move with the ease and familiarity of a professional, the sheer skill and speed he used a testament to the lifestyle he lived.
 
   I thought back to a few days ago, when I’d held him off at gunpoint, thinking I was the one in control, and was hit with the sudden realization that my authority had been nothing more than an illusion. An indulgence, on his part. He could’ve disarmed me at any point that day before I managed to fire a single round. Hell, he wouldn’t have even broken a sweat.  
 
   His mouth touched my ear and a chill raced up my spine — the good kind. 
 
   “Really, Red, you should be more careful. You were so busy bragging about your skills, you didn’t even see me coming,” he whispered. His arm squeezed a little tighter, putting a tiny amount of pressure on my windpipe. Not enough to hurt me — just enough to let me know he could. 
 
   “You are so annoying,” I gritted out between tightly clenched teeth.
 
   “Thanks, baby, that’s so sw—” 
 
   His teasing words turned into an oof of surprise as I slid one leg between his, hooked a foot around his left ankle, and pulled forward with every ounce of strength I possessed. With the element of surprise on my side, as well as a swift elbow to his jugular, I managed to send him tripping backwards, slipping out of his loosened chokehold as he fell to the ground.
 
   It probably only worked because I’d caught him off guard, but I couldn’t stop the triumphant grin from spreading across my cheeks when I turned and saw him sprawled on his ass in the dirt. 
 
   “Now… who exactly were you calling baby, baby?” I gloated, leaning over him with my hands planted on my knees. 
 
   He narrowed his eyes at me. “Okay, so maybe I underestimated you,” he conceded. “A little.” 
 
   I snorted. “I’m pretty sure you did a lot more than— hey!” 
 
   The shriek of protest escaped my mouth just as I felt my legs swept out from under me. I would’ve fallen flat on my face, had Wes not rolled beneath me at the last moment. I landed on his chest with a thud that made both of us grunt in pain, but seconds later we were laughing too hard to care much about being out of breath. 
 
   He spun so my back was pressed against the earth and before I knew it, I was even dustier than he was. Hovering over me, his eyes were warmer than the afternoon sunshine. 
 
   “You’re full of surprises,” he said, bending to kiss my nose lightly. 
 
   “I took three years of krav maga lessons.” I grinned. “Knocking you on your ass just now was the payoff for all those gym membership bills.” 
 
   “Oh, really?” His nose skimmed my jawline and I tried not to shiver. “Well, I think you should definitely show me some of your moves.” He kissed the hollow beneath my ear and his voice dropped to a whisper. “…preferably when we’re in bed…” Another kiss landed on my throat. “…naked.” 
 
   Then, his lips were on mine again and I forgot about the fact that we were covered in dirt and that there were two loaded firearms lying in the grass less than five feet away. His hands threaded into my hair, mine slipped beneath the back of his t-shirt, and I was officially lost once more. 
 
   ***
 
   Wes’ hands glided across my wet skin, his strong fingers massaging me into a state of such relaxation I feared my limbs would turn permanently to Jell-O. I floated weightlessly, sighing in complete contentment as I leaned back against his slippery chest. My tired eyes were unfocused, watching lazily as buttery light from the fireplace gleamed off the copper and illuminated our skin. 
 
   We’d been in the tub for hours.
 
   The water had long since chilled, but the press of his body against mine lent warmth enough. I couldn’t bring myself to climb out and end the perfection of this moment — skin to skin with the man I loved. 
 
   Turning in his arms, I wrapped my hands loosely around his neck and smiled sleepily.
 
   “What?” he whispered, leaning forward and pressing a kiss to my damp forehead.
 
   “Just happy,” I whispered back, dropping my head onto his shoulder. “Aren’t you?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “I never thought it was possible to be this happy.” 
 
   “Good answer,” I murmured. My lips curved into a smile as my eyes slipped closed. 
 
   A few moments later, I felt my body shifting in the water as Wes rearranged his arms around me. I lost my breath when he stood to lift me from the tub, my already chilled skin hitting the cool cabin air and snapping me back into full consciousness. 
 
   My grumbles of complaint lasted barely a minute — before I could whine too much about the cold, Wes was sliding beneath the quilt with my body cradled tightly against his. He pulled the blankets over our tangled limbs and heat immediately began to sink back into my bones. 
 
   It was dark outside the cabin windows and I was exhausted, but my mind refused to drift into sleep. I fought against my eyes, which wanted nothing more than to droop closed for the next eight to ten hours, instead watching the shadows flicker across Wes’ features and listening to the worries that were bouncing around the inside of my skull like loose ping pong balls. 
 
   “What happens after this is over?” I blurted, the words coming out of my mouth before I could stop them. I instantly wanted to kick my own ass for dredging up future conflicts instead of simply being content in the moment. 
 
   Wes raised his eyebrows. “What do you mean, Red?”
 
   I swallowed. “When they catch Istvan… When Szekely is no longer a threat… I mean, we aren’t going to be in this cabin forever. The future… Well, it’s not just going to be an eternity of bubble baths and endless sexual gymnastics.” 
 
   “That’s a damn shame.” His fingertips skimmed my jawline and his voice was husky. “I really like the sexual gymnastics.” 
 
   I smiled weakly, my mind still reeling with worries. His playful words did nothing to soothe me. 
 
   “Red.” 
 
   “Mhmm,” I murmured distractedly, not making eye contact.
 
   “Red.” 
 
   “Mmm.” My eyes were still locked stubbornly on his chin. 
 
   “Faith.”
 
   I tilted my head to look at him, anxious thoughts plain to see in my eyes. “What?” I whispered, my voice a little bit broken. 
 
   He sighed, but there was a smile twisting his lips. “Do you remember that thing I happened to mention yesterday? Maybe you missed it.” 
 
   I shrugged. “What thing?”
 
   “The thing where I told you I loved you.” 
 
   “Oh.” My cheeks reddened slightly. “That thing. Yep, I remember.”
 
   “Good.” His grin widened, but there was a touch of sadness in his eyes. “I was lost before you found me. And then, after you’d finally helped me find myself, I lost you for three years. That’s not happening ever again. I’m done with losing each other.” 
 
   The determination in his voice made me smile. 
 
   “But you have to decide if that’s what you want, too,” he added softly.
 
   I opened my mouth to reply but he cut me off.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered, his words vehement. “Too much to lie to you or offer you false hopes for the future. If you stay with me…” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat roughly. “I can’t promise you the things you deserve. That perfect life with a picket fence in a safe suburb, where you bake casseroles for dinner and we go to a neighborhood potluck every month. I can’t tell you where we’ll live or what we’ll do. The life I’ve led… I have enemies. I might never be able to settle down in one place. My future won’t be luxurious or comfortable.” He took a deep breath and I could see, beneath the calm, that he was struggling deeply with this. “I can’t give you normal, Faith. Not like another man could.”
 
   I thought about it for a long moment, looking into his eyes, before I finally spoke.
 
   “The perfect life… That’s a funny concept, you know? Because perfection isn’t constant; it’s changeable. Personal. It depends on your own definition.” I smiled softly. “So, maybe some women’s idea of perfect is that life you just described. Safe and secure, with a spacious house, marble countertops, and a social calendar full of backyard barbecues. Maybe being nothing more than normal is the key to life’s great happiness.” I tilted my head and scrunched up my nose. “But I never said I wanted normal.”
 
   His eyes lit up.
 
   “I don’t want an ordinary life with someone else,” I said simply. “I want an extraordinary life with you. Whatever that means, wherever that takes us…” I leaned my forehead against his and spoke the words across his lips. “I love you. That’s my idea of perfection.”
 
   His eyes flashed and then his mouth was on mine, hard and hot. He clutched my body against him as his kiss consumed me. With each brush of his lips, he staked his claim. I was his, and he wasn’t ever letting me go; of that there was no doubt. Not anymore. 
 
   His hands were rough as he pulled me fully on top of him, our mouths still fused together. With one swift jerk of his hips, he was inside me — filling me, completing me. I gasped as I adjusted to the sudden intrusion, my hair falling forward around our faces in a curtain. His hands gripped my hips, so tight they were nearly bruising, and his eyes burned into mine, mere inches away, so bright with love it made my heart squeeze. 
 
   Rocking into me, his slow pace killing me in gradual, ecstatic thrusts, he obliterated my anxieties about whatever future might lie ahead for us. I felt my worries fade as my mind blanked and, suddenly, I was capable only of thoughts about this exact fraction of time, when we were connected and everything else ceased to matter. 
 
   ***
 
   I woke up slowly. 
 
   It was barely dawn and shafts of faint morning light were just starting to filter through the curtains. My eyes opened and landed on Wes, still asleep by my side. I watched the steady rise and fall of his back as he breathed, each inhale expanding his chest and lending the illusion of movement to the swirling tattoos on his back. 
 
   Propping myself up on my elbows, I leaned in and examined the markings up close. I felt my eyes go wide when I saw part of the pattern gleamed in darker, fresher ink than the rest. He’d added to the design since I last saw it. 
 
   Now, in the center of the inky tendrils spanning his upper back, an elaborate Chinese symbol was etched into his skin. The desire to trace my fingers across its lines was strong, but I knew doing so would wake him. Instead, I brought my face as close to it as possible, as though I might somehow discern the emblem’s meaning through proximity alone. 
 
   “Faith.” His deep voice startled me away from the tattoo. I pulled back and settled in next to him again, my arm brushing his. 
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,” I whispered, staring into his half-lidded eyes. 
 
   “You didn’t.” He reached out, wrapped an arm around my back, and hauled me against his side so we were pressed flush together. My arms twined around his back as I huddled into his warmth and exhaled deeply. My fingertips blindly traced the markings on his back.
 
   “The new tattoo.” His hold tightened on me. “I got it the day I left Budapest.”
 
   “Oh.” I waited, knowing he had more to say. 
 
   “Yeah.” I felt his throat contract as he swallowed. “It means faith.”
 
   Tears sprang to my eyes and I buried my head in the crook of his neck to stem their flow. I didn’t say anything — I just tightened my embrace until he knew, without words, that I was never letting him go. Not ever. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Six: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   NOT AGAIN
 
    
 
   I stepped outside and popped the SIM-card back into my phone. A text message from Benson came up on the screen almost immediately. 
 
   FOUND BORDAS. CALL IN. 
 
   I sighed and dialed, listening to it ring for several long seconds before he finally answered.
 
   “Benson.” 
 
   “It’s Abbott,” I grumbled. “You got him?” 
 
   There was a weighty silence over the line. “We tracked him to a small town a couple hours from Bakersfield. We think he’s heading for—” 
 
   “Faith’s family,” I finished, my mind beginning to race. “Fuck.”
 
   “Best guess is, he’s desperate and needs some leverage to draw her back home.” Benson sighed. “We’re sending a team to watch the house. When he gets there, we’ll take him out.”
 
   “You got her family out already, right?” 
 
   Silence. 
 
   My jaw clenched. “Benson. Don’t fucking tell me you’re doing what I think you’re doing.” 
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “Because if you’re thinking of using Faith’s family as live bait to trap Bordas…” I took a deep breath and when I spoke again, I knew my voice had surpassed threatening and gone straight to ominous. “You will answer to me.” 
 
   “I don’t answer to you,” Benson snapped. “And we aren’t evacuating the family. If Bordas senses a trap, he’ll bolt. He’s one of Szekely’s top men. We can’t afford to lose him, and we might not have another opportunity like this for years, if ever.” 
 
   “Benson—”
 
   “If you’re worried about the family, you can join the op to make sure they’re adequately protected. That’s my only offer.”
 
   I began to grind my teeth. There were no good options, here.  
 
   If I left to guard her family, Faith would be unprotected. If I stayed and her parents were injured or killed, she’d never forgive me. I couldn’t take her with me — putting her in Bordas’ path would be playing right into his hands, if the mission went wrong. 
 
   Fuck.
 
   “Decide fast, Abbott. The clock is ticking. By our estimates, Bordas will be at the house in about three hours. It’ll take you almost that long to get here.” 
 
   My eyes pressed closed. 
 
   “I’ll let you know within the hour.” 
 
   ***
 
   “You have to go.” 
 
   Faith was eerily calm. I’d expected hysterics, screams, even some threats, but she was utterly composed when I told her about Bordas. Her eyes bored into mine and she laced our fingers together, the physical contact underscoring her intent words.  
 
   My jaw clenched. “I don’t want to leave you unprotected. Even if it’s only for a few hours.” 
 
   “I’m not unprotected — I have my gun. Plus, no one even knows how to find this cabin. I’ll be fine without you.” Her eyes were liquid saucers, pleading and persuasive. “My family needs you, Wes.” 
 
   “What if you need me?” 
 
   She leaned in and brushed her lips against mine. “I’ll always need you in my life. But I can survive alone for eight hours. I promise.”
 
   “I don’t like this.” 
 
   She tucked her face into the hollow of my throat, so my chin rested on the crown of her head. “I know you don’t. But I need you to do it anyway. If they were ever hurt because of me…” He voice cracked a little. “Please, Wes.” 
 
   I sighed. I was powerless to say no to her. “Okay,” I agreed reluctantly. 
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to my neck. “I’ll spend a boring few hours playing cards, cleaning the cabin, and missing you, and then you’ll come back to me. Nothing is going to happen.” 
 
   I pressed my eyes closed and forced myself to focus on the steady sound of her breathing, rather than how irrationally afraid I was to leave her alone. She’d be fine. I was worried for no reason. 
 
   That’s what I tried to convince myself as I walked outside, called Benson back, and told him I was in.
 
   ***
 
   I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that I was missing something. 
 
   Displaying an outward composure I didn’t feel, I’d kissed Faith goodbye, made sure both our guns were fully loaded, and left the cabin behind as I skirted through the woods to the motorcycle I’d stashed a quarter mile away. But with each step, the feeling that something about this entire mission was fucked from the start only grew stronger. 
 
   As I walked, I replayed the conversation over, Benson’s voice in my head like a whiney, limp-dicked mantra.  
 
   Decide fast, Abbott. The clock is ticking. 
 
   He was a prick, but it was more than that. What else had he said?
 
   By our estimates, Bordas will be at the house in about three hours. 
 
   It didn’t hit me until I was a good distance from the cabin, practically to the bike.
 
   It’ll take you almost that long to get here.
 
   Fuck. I stopped in my tracks.
 
   He knew exactly how long it would take me to reach Faith’s house. Which meant… 
 
   He knew exactly where the cabin was.
 
   Where Faith was. 
 
   I’d half-turned to run back to her when the butt of an unseen gun landed against my temple, hard enough to send me spinning into unconsciousness. 
 
   My last thought, before the world darkened into nothing, was of Faith — alone and unprotected in the cabin, with no one there to save her. 
 
   Black spots swam before my eyes, closing in like a dark, overpowering fog. 
 
   I was going to lose her again. 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Seven: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   TROJAN HORSE
 
    
 
   When the cabin door squeaked open a few moments after Wes left, I figured he’d forgotten something. I turned, a smile already on my lips, words already forming.
 
   “What did you for—” 
 
   The words died on my tongue, the smile melted off my face. It wasn’t Wes. 
 
   It was Agent Benson.
 
   And there was a gun in his hand. 
 
   “Wha—what are you doing here?” I gasped out, taking an abrupt step back as he entered, the screen swinging shut behind him with a jarring noise that made me flinch. “Wes just left to meet you.” 
 
   His smile was smarmy — it instantly set me on edge. “Oh, I know.” 
 
   “Why—” I took a deep breath and tried to sound unruffled, though every alarm in my body was screaming that he shouldn’t be here, that something about this was very wrong. “Why are you here, then?”
 
   “Well, for you, of course,” he said, as though I was an absolute idiot for asking. 
 
   He stepped closer; I shuffled back. 
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, my hands dropping to my sides in what I hoped was a casual manner. My gun was sitting on the small table behind me, concealed in my purse. 
 
   His smile stretched wider as he cast his eyes around the room. His gaze was predatory, taking in every detail. It lingered for an uncomfortably long time on the bed, its rumpled sheets in plain view. 
 
   “Your own little love shack, isn’t it?” His words were friendly, but I knew their intent was malicious. “Have you enjoyed your time here?”
 
   I didn’t respond.
 
   “I can see that you have. No wonder Abbott didn’t want to tell me your location. He was having far too much fun fucking the woman he was supposed to be protecting.” He laughed. 
 
   I reeled as though he’d physically accosted me. My spine snapped straight and I felt fury boil in my veins. He had no right to speak to me that way. 
 
   “Unfortunately for him, he’s not as much of a ghost as he believes he is,” Benson continued. “A little digging into old housing records, and I found this place quick enough. Oh, don’t look so upset, Miss Morrissey. I’m sure whatever he told you to get back into your pants was just another series of clever lies. You should be grateful I’m putting a stop to his deception — for the second time, I’ll remind you.” 
 
   “You don’t know anything about us,” I snapped. 
 
   “I know he’s a stubborn, deceitful bastard who doesn’t follow orders.” He stepped closer, his eyes narrowed on my face. “I know you’re a naive little fool if you think there’s a happy ending in the cards for the two of you.” 
 
   “What are you talking about?” I spat at him, edging closer to the table. My purse was almost in reach.
 
   “Too many years and too much work have gone into this. I won’t let Abbott fuck it up for me.” His fixed smile was utterly at odds with the rest of his features, which were pinched in a glare. “Especially now that I finally found you.”
 
   I felt the blood drain from my face.
 
   “Oh, yes,” he said, almost gleeful. “I’ve been looking for you for years. The one loose end I could never tie up — besides Abbott, the slippery bastard. Maybe, if you’d stayed gone, you would’ve lived through this.” He laughed, but his amusement was artificial. “If I’d known I could’ve lured you back with nothing but a fender bender, I would’ve done it years ago.” 
 
   Thoughts flew through my mind faster than a thumbed flip-book of images, realizations hitting me one after another with the turn of each page.
 
   “You ran my father off the road,” I breathed. Not a question; an accusation. 
 
   His eyes lit up. “One of my better plans to draw you in, if I do say so myself.” 
 
   “But… why?” 
 
   “You needed to be eliminated from the playing field — permanently. If Abbott hadn’t interfered, you’d have already joined your friend Margot, in the ground.”
 
   “You’re the leak,” I said, finally putting words to the realization that had been staring me in the face for the past five minutes. “You’re the one working for Szekely.” 
 
   “Give the girl a cigar!” He grinned. 
 
   “If you so much as touch me…” I swallowed. “Wes is going to kill you, when he gets back here.” 
 
   His laughter was bone-chilling. “Oh, I’m afraid he won’t be swooping in to save you anytime soon. He can’t come back for you because, you see, he never left.” 
 
   As if on cue, the screen door was thrown open and a man appeared in the entryway — a man I’d hoped to never see again.
 
   Istvan Bordas.
 
   As terrifying as it was to see him — nearly unrecognizable due to the horrific burns that covered his hands, his face, every visible patch of skin — it was worse still when my eyes dropped and I caught sight of what he was dragging along behind him. His grip was bruising, unflinching, as he hauled the body harshly over the threshold.
 
   Wes. 
 
   A large gash was seeping from his forehead, blood dripping freely down his ashy face. His eyes were closed, sunken into his head like shadowy recessed pools. Looking at him, I felt the breath slip from my lungs as though I’d been kicked in the stomach.
 
   I didn’t know if he was alive or dead.
 
   “The mighty Weston Abbott, finally brought to heel,” Benson muttered triumphantly, watching as Istvan lugged Wes’ body inside and dropped him harshly to the wood floor of the cabin. He landed with a thud, unresponsive and unmoving, and I felt whatever hope I’d harbored that he might only be faking his unconscious state begin to dissipate. 
 
   “You won’t get away with this.” My words seemed a flimsy defense. “You can’t just kill us.” 
 
   Istvan laughed heartily, as though I’d told a hysterical joke. Benson grinned shamelessly. 
 
   “Oh, but we can,” Benson said. “We’ve done it before. And you’re the last ones left who know about the Budapest operation. That’s the beauty of classified missions, Miss Morrissey — total containment. After this, we can finally move forward with the rest of the plan without the threat of opposition.” He shook his head. “Abbott was a fucking thorn in my side for so long. He’s always been skittish, but when his comrades started dropping like dominoes he became even harder to pin down in one location. He’s damn near impossible to kill — all my previous hired-out attempts have failed. So, for that, I have to thank you.” 
 
   My heart was pounding so loud, it was difficult to focus on anything else. My mind was full of one, singular thought that I repeated over and over until the words slurred into a nonsensical blur.
 
   Getthegungetthegungetthegun. 
 
   “Thank me?” I whispered, my voice cracking.
 
   “For making the impossible possible!” he exclaimed. “It seems you’re his fatal flaw. His kryptonite, as it were. Before you, he’d never have stayed in one place for so long. He wouldn’t have been so blinded by lust, he failed to safeguard himself. He certainly wouldn’t have left you alone, fooled into leaving by such a flimsy lie.” He made a happy tsk sound. “Because of you, he didn’t realize what was happening until it was far too late. You could even say you’re responsible for his death — the one who killed him.” 
 
   My jaw clenched as I tried to stay in control. “My parents were never in danger,” I said, my voice flat. “There was no mission to protect them.”
 
   He grinned. “Of course not.” 
 
   I wanted to throw up. 
 
   “Without Abbott monitoring my every move like a little narc, I can finally broker a deal for Szekely’s prototype. Do you know what biological weapons are, Miss Morrissey?”
 
   I jerked my chin higher and refused to give him the satisfaction of an answer. He didn’t seem to mind — he was going to tell me anyway. 
 
   “Szekely’s work blows every conventional bio-weapon out of the water. We’re talking targeted nerve agents, programmed to affect specific individuals. To find and eliminate a particular person’s DNA. It will revolutionize warfare — my superiors are desperate to get their hands on it.” His tone was gloating and his eyes gleamed, the excitement he felt almost palpable. “Three years ago, when we learned about the prototype, I realized that whoever controls Szekely’s weapon also controls the global playing field. And I had no intention of being on the losing side of history.” He chuckled, shaking his head slightly as he reminisced. “Abbott’s operation in Budapest gave me the perfect opportunity to initiate contact with Szekely. I warned him about the raid, he cleared out of his compound hours before the team of agents arrived, and a beautiful partnership was born.” 
 
   For a moment, he and Istvan grinned at one another in mutual congratulation. Benson’s smile barely dimmed when he looked back at me and continued speaking. 
 
   “If my plan succeeds, within a year the prototype will be in the hands of our military. They won’t realize until it’s far too late that Szekely has already programmed his weapon — not to inflict warfare on others, but to eliminate our own forces. Our leaders, our top strategists, our entire government…” He grinned. “They’ll be dead, and I’ll be on a private island with more money than God, watching as our country’s defensive forces fall to shit. It’s the ultimate Trojan Horse.” 
 
   I stared at him in utter horror. This was far worse than anything I’d imagined. He was talking about mass murder — discussing it so casually, you’d think he were describing a routine trip to the dentist’s office. 
 
   “You are evil,” I whispered.
 
   “Thank you,” Benson said, as though I’d complimented him. He walked away a few steps, so he was hovering over Wes’ prone form, and I used the opportunity to scramble backwards to the other side of the table, my purse now only inches from my hand. Istvan’s eyes followed my every move — they hadn’t unlatched from me since he’d stepped inside the cabin — so I couldn’t grab my gun. Not yet. 
 
   But now, it was just a reach away. 
 
   My stomach turned and my hands twitched in desire to curl around my pistol as I watched Benson deliver a brutal kick to Wes’ side. Looming over him, he watched carefully to see if Wes would regain consciousness and seemed angry when he failed to.
 
   “Pick him up, put him in that chair,” he snapped at Istvan, gesturing toward Wes’ prone form. 
 
   “Is there a reason I can’t just kill him now?” Istvan muttered.
 
   Benson’s eyes went cold — he didn’t like his authority questioned.  “Besides the fact that I fucking said so?” His voice was even more frigid than his gaze. “I want him alive so I can see the look in his eyes when I finally put a bullet between them.” 
 
   I watched helplessly as Istvan grabbed Wes under the armpits and heaved his body into one of the straight-backed wooden chairs. Benson’s eyes were glued to Wes, his hawk-like gaze unwavering. I used the few unsupervised seconds to reach into my purse and extract my Lady Smith. I’d never been so grateful for the pistol’s small size — it was practically undetectable, clasped between my hands. I positioned my body behind the table — a measly shield, but it at least kept their eyes at bay. 
 
   When Wes was settled in the chair, both Istvan and Benson turned back to face me. I felt my hands go clammy against the metal barrel of my gun as they stepped closer, moving in unison at some unspoken signal. What they didn’t see, with both their eyes trained on me, was Wes, whose face contorted in a mask of pain as he twitched back into consciousness. His eyes weren’t yet open, but he was coming to.
 
   I felt hope flutter in the pit of my stomach. Alone, against the two of them, I stood about as much chance of lasting as an iceberg in hell. But with Wes’ help, maybe I could make it out of here.
 
   If he didn’t make a sound… 
 
   If they didn’t notice him moving… 
 
   If I could stall until he awoke… 
 
   …we might just have a chance.
 
   There were altogether too many “ifs” in that equation for my liking. 
 
   “Is this the part where you kill me?” I glared at Benson, putting a few more feet of distance between us, hoping to draw them further from Wes. His eyelids were fluttering slightly — I hoped he was listening. 
 
   “No,” Benson said. “This is the part where he kills you.” 
 
   Istvan stepped closer to me and I could see, behind the burned skin he wore like a horrific Halloween costume, a madness in his eyes that hadn’t been there three years ago. 
 
   “Istvan, you don’t have to do this,” I said, taking another step away. This time, my back hit the wall — there was nowhere else to go. 
 
   “I don’t have to,” he said, a dark edge to his voice. “I want to. I’ve thought about you a lot over the years, Faith. A lot.” His eyes skimmed down my body in a hungry way that made my stomach clench in fear. “Been looking forward to this for a long time.” 
 
   Shit. 
 
   “You really don’t think other people will figure out what you’re planning?” My voice trembled a little, but I kept speaking, trying to keep my eyes steady on Benson. I couldn’t bear to look at Istvan anymore and I was too scared to glance in Wes’ direction, fearing they’d notice he was waking up. “You think Wes is the only one smart enough to figure out you’re working with Szekely?” 
 
   Benson’s glare intensified. “No one will find out and, even if they do, it doesn’t matter. As soon as I’ve brokered the prototype deal, I’ll leave the agency.” 
 
   “They’ll find you.” I lifted my chin and narrowed my eyes at him. “They’ll track you down and kill you.” 
 
   “Szekely’s base is impenetrable,” Istvan chimed in, his voice boastful. “Even if they find it, they won’t get inside.” 
 
   “I thought his compound was destroyed three years ago,” I said, trying my best to sound guileless. 
 
   “His Budapest compound, maybe,” Istvan snarled. “But not the underground one—” 
 
   “Bordas!” Benson clipped, trying to cut him off. It was too late.
 
   “—in Tokaj,” he finished. 
 
   I tried to hide my smile. Istvan had always been a little too chatty for his own good. 
 
   “Dammit, Bordas!” Benson yelled, turning to his partner. “Shut your mouth in front of her.” 
 
   “Who’s she gonna tell? She’ll be dead in a few minutes.” 
 
   I paid no attention to his words, or the angry rebuttal Benson shot back at him — my eyes were locked on Wes, who’d finally regained consciousness. Our eyes met and I saw, there in the depths of his gaze, that he knew exactly what was happening here. I scanned his face, taking in the slight lift of his brows, the infinitesimal tilt of his head in Benson’s direction, and it was as though, in that sliver of time, we shared one mind. I adjusted my grip on the gun and bobbed my head in a tiny show of acknowledgement. 
 
   I was ready to end this. 
 
   Our gazes locked together, I counted down, hearing Wes’s voice inside my head, rattling off numbers with me. Chasing away the fear.
 
   One.
 
   Two. 
 
   Three.
 
   Four.
 
   Five. 
 
   I lifted the gun and fired.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Eight: WESTON
 
    
 
    
 
   BRAVE
 
    
 
   Faith’s aim was true.
 
   In my peripherals, I saw her shot tear into the flesh of Benson’s left leg, just above his knee. He fell to the ground screaming like a coward, his lack of field training to withstand pain never more apparent than that moment. Before he or Bordas could even think about returning fire, I was out of my chair, kicking the gun from Benson’s limp hand into the far corner of the room, where it was inaccessible to him. He was so incapacitated by his shattered kneecap, I doubted he’d be able to fire a gun, but I wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
   “Bitch!” Bordas cursed, turning to Faith. Lifting his gun in her direction.
 
   There was no choice. Not a single thought or hesitation.
 
   Not when her life was at risk.
 
   He never saw me coming. My hands wrapped around his head from behind and I exerted just enough pressure to snap his neck. I heard the sickening pop as his spine cracked in two, the thin vertebrae there no match for the strength and fury of my grip. He fell to the ground like a rag doll. 
 
   I could’ve simply incapacitated him. 
 
   I chose not to.
 
   As soon as he’d threatened to kill Faith, he was living on borrowed time. A dead man walking. Maybe it made me a bad person, but I found great satisfaction in knowing Istvan Bordas was no longer walking this earth, posing a threat to the woman I loved. 
 
   My eyes flew to Faith, who was huddled against the cabin wall, fear and shock shining clearly in her eyes. I hated seeing it there — knowing I’d been the one to put it there. I’d never wanted her to see me like that. 
 
   As a killer.
 
   Even though that’s exactly who I was. 
 
   “Red,” I whispered, my voice soft. “I’m sorry you had to see… I never wanted—” 
 
   My words broke off when she lifted her gun, hand trembling with the effort, and pointed it at me. I felt something break inside me, as I realized I no longer had her trust… or her love. As I realized that, to her, I was just another one of the bad guys.
 
   “Faith.” The word was hollow, the plea of a broken man. 
 
   I closed my eyes when I heard the shot go off, waiting for the burn of the bullet as it tore through me. 
 
   It never came. 
 
   Instead, I heard a thud and turned to see Benson falling back to the ground, his hand bleeding profusely. The gun he’d grabbed from Bordas’ body fell beside him. I’d been so distracted, I hadn’t even seen him take the gun. If she hadn’t intervened… I’d be dead. 
 
   God, I loved that woman.
 
   Leaning down, I collected the gun and shoved it into the back of my jeans. With a disgusted look, I stepped over Benson’s wailing form. Judging by the mangled flesh that was his right hand, he’d never be able to zipper his fly again, let alone fire a gun. 
 
   By the time I’d retrieved the handcuffs from my bag and cuffed his uninjured wrist to a table leg, he’d passed out, which was fine by me. His shrieking was getting on my last nerve and it was easier to convince myself to tourniquet his injuries when I didn’t have to listen to his voice.
 
   I wiped my blood-streaked hands on my pant legs before I approached Faith. I moved slowly, my gaze locked on her face. The gun was still wrapped tight in her hands. Hunching, I forced her eyes to meet mine as I slowly tugged it from her grip. 
 
   “It’s okay, Red.” My voice was gentle. “It’s over.” 
 
   As soon as I took the pistol, she let out a mewl of relief and melted against me. I wrapped my arms around her and held tight. 
 
   “He—he was going to hurt you,” she whispered needlessly, panic and shock lacing her tone. “I shot him… I shot him.”
 
   “You saved my life.” My words were fierce, my mouth pressed hard against her hair. “I’d be dead if you hadn’t. And so would a hell of a lot more people, if his scheme for Szekely’s weapon had gone as planned.”
 
   She was trembling, so I tightened my arms around her, crushing her to my chest in an unbreakable hold. “Are you hurt? Did he hurt you?” 
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I have to call this in. The sooner that bastard is locked up, the happier I’ll be,” I growled, casting a glance back at the man who’d been my handler for more than five years. “Will you be okay for a minute, while I call?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   I looked into her eyes and what I saw there worried me — that faraway, distant look told me she was still processing what had happened. I reminded myself she wasn’t used to this kind of violence, that she’d never really been in a situation like this before, except for the Hermes fire. 
 
   “Faith Morrissey,” I said, waiting for her to look up and meet my eyes. When she did, I cupped her cheeks in my hands. “You are the bravest person I know. Do you realize that?”
 
   I saw a tiny bit of light return to her eyes and I knew, then, that she’d be okay. Pressing a kiss to her forehead, I turned to fish the cellphone out of Benson’s pocket and call Command. It was past time they knew what this prick had been up to.
 
  
 
  



Chapter Fifty-Nine: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   KRYPTONITE
 
    
 
   He came back after a few minutes, that worried look still on his face whenever he glanced in my direction. I could tell he was anxious about me. He thought I was in shock, because I’d seen him kill Bordas, because I’d shot Benson. 
 
   I wasn’t.
 
   Neither of those things gave me pause. 
 
   It wasn’t Benson’s actions that haunted my thoughts — not the way he’d looked as he casually threatened thousands of innocent lives, or the cavalier tone of his voice when he’d declared Istvan was going to kill me. Instead, it was his words that stalked me, echoing in my mind over and over until I thought I might explode. 
 
   Because of you, he didn’t realize what was happening until it was far too late. 
 
   You’re responsible for his death.
 
   The one who killed him.
 
   “Red.” Wes was in front of me, his palms warm on my cheeks again. “He can’t hurt you ever again. There are agents on their way here as we speak — they’ll take Benson into custody and this will finally be over. You’re safe, now.” 
 
   “I know,” I whispered. “But you aren’t.”  
 
   His eyebrows went up. “What?”
 
   “He said I was your fatal flaw. Your kryptonite.” I could feel my eyes watering. “Maybe he’s right — you almost got killed because of me… Maybe it was silly to think we could do this, without one of us getting hurt. Maybe we shouldn’t…” 
 
   “Hey.” He cut me off and his eyes were suddenly stormy with emotion. “Don’t say that.”
 
   “But—” 
 
   “I used to think like he does — that love is a weakness.” His words were low, full of passion. “You were the one who taught me it’s not. Faith — you aren’t my Achilles heel. You’re not a flaw or a defect or a shortcoming; you’re a salvation. A strength. A cure. A gift.” 
 
   A few tears escaped beneath my lashes and slipped down my cheeks.
 
   “You gave my something to live for. Not just exist — live. And that’s not something he can take away from us with a few words of doubt. No one can take that away from us, Red. Not ever.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around his neck, pressed my body into his, and buried my face against his shoulder. 
 
   “I love you,” I said, my words adamant. “Then. Now. Always.” 
 
   His lips found mine and he breathed a single word just before his mouth crashed down in a kiss that reassured me, in every possible way, that our love was unshakeable. Immoveable. Unrelenting. 
 
   “Always.” 
 
  
 
  



Chapter Sixty: FAITH
 
    
 
    
 
   HAPPILY EVER AFTER
 
    
 
   “Come on, Red.” 
 
   “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “It’s a surprise.”
 
   “I hate surprises.” 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   He was far too cheerful — something was going on, and I wanted to know what. I grumbled and groaned until we neared the promenade and, abruptly, I knew exactly where he was leading me. 
 
   “Our bridge?” I guessed, a smile stretching my lips.
 
   He just grinned and tugged me along. 
 
   It was strange and wonderful to be back in Budapest, where it had all started — where we had started. We’d been here a week, retracing the steps we’d walked three years ago, repainting the lies and betrayals which had once clouded my image of this beautiful city with bright new memories — full of love and laughter and the promise of a new life together. 
 
   It all felt a little surreal, maybe because it had happened so fast. After I’d shot him, Benson had been airlifted from the cabin to a military hospital and then immediately transferred into agency custody. According to Wes, Benson folded before the interrogation even started, his cowardice unwavering as ever, especially since it was his ass on the line. With the intel he’d provided, the CIA raided Szekely’s underground facilities in Tokaj, as well as two smaller compounds in Romania and Turkey. The illegal arms they’d confiscated there would put Szekely — along with dozens of his men — away for the rest of their lives.  
 
   Sometimes, as I wandered the streets of Budapest, seeing it with new eyes, I found myself thinking back to before. Remembering the people I’d known then. Cranky Irenka, slutty Anna, brooding Marko. But, most often, I thought of Konrad. I couldn’t help but wonder what had happened to that smiling, scrappy teen I’d once known. Wes told me he hadn’t been in any of the compounds during the raid. 
 
   I hoped he’d made it out of that life. That he’d get a shot at being his own person. 
 
   Everyone deserves that chance, at the very least. 
 
   We had another few days in Budapest before we left for Sydney. It was the only part of the trip I’d insisted on. I needed to see the place Margot had loved enough to call home, even for a short time. I needed to lay flowers in that alley, and feel the salt on my cheeks on a windy day outside the opera house. 
 
   I needed to say goodbye to my friend.
 
   From there, I had no idea where we’d go. I’d been practically nowhere; Wes had been pretty much everywhere. He was determined to show me the world; I was happy to let him.
 
   The minute I heard Szekely was behind bars, I’d officially quit my job and given up the lease on my apartment in New York. That same day, Wes had terminated his contract with the agency. They weren’t happy to see him go, but they couldn’t hold him. Not after he’d given them Benson and Szekely on a silver platter.
 
   So, at long last, we were free. 
 
   We didn’t have a plan. We’d blow from place to place, carried by the wind, two fallen leaves in a vortex of possibility. Who knew where we’d land? 
 
   I didn’t care, so long as we were together. For me, home was Wes. 
 
   “Is there some kind of festival?” I asked, my eyes scanning the bridge. It was often closed to auto traffic on weekends, but this was different. There were no vendor carts parked along the road. No guided walking tours for tourists grouped at the stone lions, snapping photos. No pedestrians clogged the entryway. Besides the solitary man standing guard at the blockaded entrance, the bridge was entirely empty — something I’d never seen, in all my trips across it. My curiosity mounted as we walked ever closer and the railings came into focus.
 
   I thought it was snow, at first. 
 
   Thick braided ropes of white flowers had been strung from one side of the bridge to the other — a million blooms, all pure white. They covered every surface like a bizarre floral ice storm had swept across the Danube, leaving nothing but blossoms behind. 
 
   I gasped at the beauty of it.
 
   It was nearly Christmas; flowers wouldn’t bloom here for several months, so they must’ve been imported, likely at great expense. But, whatever the cost, the effect was undeniable. Magical. A winter wonderland of snowy petals, blanketing the stonework of the bridge. 
 
   The flowers’ beauty was starkly juxtaposed with the harsh metal beneath — a dichotomy in its most basic form. 
 
   Hard and soft, grit and grace, winter and spring. 
 
   A contradiction.
 
   And, just like that, I knew.
 
   “You did this,” I breathed, my breath puffing visibly in the cold air. My hand squeezed his as we stepped past the guard, who smiled knowingly in our direction, onto the abandoned bridge. I felt not a flicker of fear at the prospect of crossing, as my eyes swept around, taking it all in. I looked over at Wes, wide eyed. His crooked grin confirmed it.
 
   “But… why?” I asked, my voice laced with wonderment.
 
   He stopped and pulled me in for a long, lingering kiss.
 
   “Because I love you,” he said simply. “Now, come on. You’re going to miss your surprise.”
 
   I laughed. “I thought this was the surprise.” 
 
   His grin widened, his hand tightened on mine, and he tugged me further out onto the bridge. We walked for several minutes in silence, both admiring the ivory beauty around us, until we reached the exact center. There, Wes stopped and turned to face me, his eyes holding a gravity I’d rarely seen in the past. 
 
   “Faith Moon Morrissey,” he said, unable to keep his lips from twisting in a small smile as he said my full name. “Do you remember the first time I brought you here?” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “You didn’t want to walk the bridge. You were terrified — but you did it anyway. You didn’t let the fear stop you from living, from experiencing everything life has to offer. You trusted me, against all logic, against all reason, to keep you safe. That’s when I knew you were brave.” His voice dropped lower. “You counted to five, conquered your fear, and threw your arms around me, even though I was basically a stranger. That’s the moment I knew I loved you.” 
 
   I tied to speak, but he wasn’t finished. 
 
   “Three years ago, you tied your life to mine accidentally.” My eyes dropped to the cord around his neck and I smiled at the memory. “You didn’t have a choice, then. But you do, now.” 
 
   My jaw went slack as I finally realized what was happening.
 
   He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet bag. I felt my eyes water as I watched him pour its contents into the calloused palm of his hand — two shining bands of platinum, one large and one small. He stared into my eyes and I felt my heart spill over with love as he took my hand.
 
   “Marry me.” He didn’t ask, because there was no question. “Again. For real. Forever.” 
 
   “Yes,” I breathed without a moment’s hesitation, hurling my body against his and kissing him until the air in my lungs ran out and I couldn’t breathe. “Yes.” 
 
   His touch was featherlight, delicate, as he slipped the band onto my finger. With shaking hands, I worked his ring past his scarred knuckle and watched breathlessly as it slid into place. 
 
   Looking down at our hands, at the gleaming twin loops around our fingers, I knew, for the rest of my life, nothing would ever be as perfect as it was in this moment.
 
   And that was okay.
 
   I didn’t need perfect. I just needed him. 
 
   Faith and Wes. 
 
   Wes and Faith.
 
   Forever.
 
   As we kissed on the contradictory bridge of splendor and stone, pressed together in our own special paradox, I knew the untamed wolf and the foolish girl had found their happy ending against all odds.
 
   Our love couldn’t be erased.
 
   We were permanent.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   THE END
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