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      The cold press of steel against my throat and the familiar sting of my skin breaking woke me with a shock. My body remained frozen, deadly still, but my eyes snapped open to confront my attacker. Only to find Leon staring back at me from just inches away. His green gaze held mine, steady, unblinking, unmoving, until the trickle of blood down my neck broke the spell he held over me.

      “Leon,” I whispered, my voice a little rough with sleep. He’d gone to get us snacks so we could fuck like bunnies, but had taken so long I’d fallen asleep. And now here we were. With his knife at my throat as I lay naked in his bed.

      “Danny,” he replied, still not blinking. Like he was worried I might disappear if he closed his eyes even for a split second.

      I swallowed, feeling the blade cut me a little deeper with that motion. “What are you doing?”

      His gaze dropped from my eyes to the knife he held at my throat, then to my mouth, where he lingered a moment. “I was thinking about killing you,” he admitted without even a trace of guilt in his voice.

      Damn. Here I was holding out hope that it was a sex kink. Guess weapons during sex was just Kai’s thing.

      “That’s unfortunate,” I replied, assessing my next move. Leon was a tech bunny, a hacker. He couldn’t take me on now that I was awake, surely. “I’d probably prefer not to get murdered right after sex, but maybe that’s just a me thing.”

      The corners of Leon’s lips twitched like he was fighting a laugh, but I wasn’t sticking around to wait for him to follow through. I wrapped my fingers around his wrist and jerked it sharply to the side, dislodging the knife from my neck but taking a deeper slice in the process.

      Not that it slowed me down. Leon grunted in surprise at my strength from a position of such weakness beneath him, and I rolled to get free of his weight. Thank fuck I hadn’t bothered pulling the blanket over me when I fell asleep, or I’d be tangled up like a burrito by now.

      “Danny,” he barked, rolling to his feet and shifting his hold on the knife. “Don’t fucking play with me right now.”

      “Me?” I shrieked back, scrambling to the other side of the bed to keep the mattress between us. “If I hadn’t woken up, were you going to cut my throat?”

      Leon gave a one shoulder shrug. “Probably. But you did wake up.”

      I ran a hand over my face in horror. Not at the situation, though it was unbelievable at best, but at my own shocking choice in men. Seriously? First Kai who was honey trapping me right back, and now Leon who apparently harbored secret murder tendencies? Fuck me, I needed professional help. Or a better vibrator.

      The warm rivulet of blood from my neck trickled down my chest, and Leon watched it with pure fascination, making me seriously question how the hell I’d missed the red flags with him all along.

      Pointing a finger at him, I hardened my glare and tried to ignore the way he was looking back at me. “Stay the fuck away, Leon. Don’t make me kill you to get out of here.”

      Hell, if I’d had any weapons within reach when he’d woken me up, he’d be dead already. The only reason I was trying to be reasonable was that he held the upper hand. For now.

      “Where do you think you’re going, DeLuna?” Leon asked in a dangerously calm voice as I made a move toward the closet.

      I scowled. “To get dressed, Marx. No offense, but I’m not sticking around to get murdered in my sleep, and I’m not going out in the snow while I’m naked.” Gritting my teeth, I took the gamble that he wasn’t going to kill me right now, and turned to grab clothes out of the closet—until the tip of the dagger slammed home in the wooden door a scarce half inch from my face.

      “You’re not leaving,” he announced.

      Fury and outrage rolled through me, and I wrapped my hand around the hilt of the knife, yanking it free of the wood. “Stupid move, Leon,” I informed him with a chuckle, spinning around to face him. The blade was still stained with my blood, the setting sun seeming to amplify the red inside Leon’s bedroom. “Do you seriously think you can stop me?”

      An ice cold smile crept across his lips, and his eyes flashed with the challenge. “I don’t think, DeLuna, I know. Just try me.”

      Well shit, if Leon had a death wish, who the fuck was I to talk better sense into him? But I certainly wasn’t going out of my way to kill him… I just fucked him, and if I was honest with myself, my crush had turned into full blown infatuation that not even this little hiccup had fully quelled. So rather than coming at him with the knife, I just shook my head dismissively and crossed straight to the door. Fuck getting dressed, I would grab a coat and snow pants downstairs.

      Leon moved with surprising speed, intercepting me before my hand could even touch the door handle. I lashed out, swinging the knife at him and twisting out of his reach with practiced ease… but when my eyes locked on him once more, a cold sense of dread crept down my spine.

      “You’re not just a tech bunny, are you?” I asked in a resigned whisper.

      He gave a low chuckle. “Just? No. No, I’m not. And to be honest, DeLuna, I’m a little disappointed it’s taken you this long to notice.”

      His gaze flickered from my face to the knife in my hand, then to my tits. He licked his lips, and a ripple of potent arousal shot through me. Damn it if I wasn’t more interested now that he was peeling back the façade.

      “You’re not going to let me leave without a fight, are you?” I shifted my grip on the knife, preparing to do whatever it took to get past him. Intriguing as this shift in Leon was, I couldn’t forget that he had been about to cut my throat moments ago.

      He didn’t respond immediately, his gaze raking over my naked body like he was addicted. Then he shook his head. “I don’t think I could, even if I wanted to.”

      “You’re insane,” I muttered, eyeing him up and trying to stay focused on him as an opponent, not as a gorgeous naked man who I’d just fucked.

      He shrugged one well-muscled shoulder. “Apparently.”

      I snorted a laugh despite the gravity of the situation, then darted forward, swiping with the knife in my hand and grabbing for the door handle. Leon hissed in surprise, jumping back out of the arc of my weapon and allowing me the chance to disappear out of the bedroom.

      His reaction time was a shit load quicker than I was prepared for, though, and he caught up with me before I made it even halfway down the hall. His arm wrapped around my neck, lifting me clean off my feet even as our combined momentum sent us flying into the carpet.

      “Fuck!” I exclaimed when my chin hit the floor and I tasted blood. I wasn’t letting him get the better of me so easily, so I bucked in his grip to slide free and stab out with the knife I’d retained my hold on. This time it sliced across his bicep, and blood splattered the cream carpet as I scrambled back to my feet.

      Leon gave the cut on his arm a cursory glance but didn’t seem to even react to the pain. Instead, he rushed forward, grabbing my wrist before I could twist away.

      “Drop it,” he growled, compressing my wrist with a shockingly strong grip.

      I gritted my teeth, holding onto my weapon and swinging a punch at his head with my left hand. He dodged it in a lightning fast slip, then caught my follow-up hook on his jaw with barely a grunt. Before I could punch him again, he swept an arm around my waist, spinning us both until I found myself crushed against the wall at the top of the stairs.

      His dangerous green gaze locked on mine as I struggled against him, but he had me tight. No way in hell was Leon a tech bunny. He was, dare I say, better than me. And that terrified me.

      “I said drop it, DeLuna,” he ordered me again, his fingers crushing the bones of my wrist even harder until I no longer had a choice. My fingers loosened involuntarily, and the knife fell to the carpeted floor with a dull thump.

      A deliciously evil smile curved his lips. “Good girl.”

      Oh fuck. He did not just say that. I officially needed professional help, because his mocking praise nearly made me come.

      “Jesus, Leon,” I groaned. “You’re so fucking hard right now, it’s really making it difficult to remember what we’re doing here.”

      He wet his lips. “What are we doing here?”

      I gave a shaking laugh, holding his gaze. He had me all off balance and so fascinated in learning who Leon Marx really was. The fact that he could match me in a fight? Like my best sex dream come to life.

      “I’m pretty sure I was about to kick your ass, then disappear into the night with my head still firmly attached to my neck,” I informed him. “You think I can’t kill you without a knife?”

      His smile spread wide. “I know you can. But you have no idea who you’re up against this time.”

      My breathing was way too quick. My skin far too warm. I should be firmly in the grasp of fight instinct, but the adrenaline coursing through my veins was in no hurry to end this tête-à-tête.

      “I’ve never faced an opponent I couldn’t best, Marx,” I responded, fighting the urge to kiss him. He was so close, his hot, strong body pressed tight to mine. I hadn’t been exaggerating when I said his dick was hard; it was throbbing against my lower belly with how he had me pinned. But my pussy wasn’t exactly the Sahara right now, either. Apparently, we both enjoyed the life-or-death dance we were engaged in.

      Before he could offer a witty response, I dropped. Letting my knees crumple and my shoulders turn to jelly, I slithered free of his hold before he could adjust his grip suitably. Then I popped back up and slammed my elbow into the side of his head before bolting for the stairs.

      “Dammit, Danny!” Leon shouted after me as I flew down the steps in just a few long strides, my toes barely touching the ground between each leap. “You can’t run from me.”

      “Watch me, asshole!” I shouted back, racing for the kitchen. It had a door that led to his garage, which housed snowmobiles and weather appropriate coats. It’d suck pretty hard to get away and then die of hypothermia for being naked in fucking Alaskan winter.

      He caught me before I got to the door, this time picking me up and throwing me over his shoulder. If I was paying more attention, I might think he wasn’t actually trying to kill me. But the sting of the cut on my throat and the crust of blood on my skin reminded me that this wasn’t a game. Or… not any game I’d ever played before.

      I slammed my fist into the small of his back, making his knees buckle and his hold on me loosen just enough that I slipped free again. He was between me and escape now, though, so I darted into the living room to grab a weapon. Any weapon.

      Leon laughed when I picked up a decorative vase and tested its weight in my hand. “Danny, you’re being ridiculous,” he told me. “Why don’t we—”

      Whatever he was going to suggest, I cut him short as I threw the vase at his head. He ducked at the last second, and it soared over him, smashing against the wall in a highly dramatic shattering of glass.

      “Great,” I huffed, “now I’m going to end up cutting my feet when I run through there.”

      Leon snorted. “You’ll never make it that far, DeLuna.”

      He clearly had enough of toying with me, because this time when he rushed at me, it was like being hit by a moving tower of bricks. The air knocked from my lungs, but I still fought with everything I had until he got an arm around my neck and my wrists locked up behind my back.

      “I thought you were better than this,” he mocked me, using the back of the couch to trap me as he reinforced his submission hold on me. Fucking hell, I’d seriously underestimated Leon Marx. His thick forearm banded across my trachea, compressing my breathing but not choking me out. Not yet.

      “I thought you were a hacker,” I retorted, then groaned as his hips pushed me into the back of the sofa. “You’re not seriously still turned on right now.”

      Leon gave a hum of amusement, his choke hold around my neck loosening even as his hold on my wrists secured tighter. “You say that as if you’re not turned on right now, DeLuna.” He traced a gentle finger over the shallow gash on my neck, then leaned in to kiss my skin. The hot flick of his tongue made me suck a short gasp and shudder with intense desire. Fuck yes I was turned on, but I was also trying to maintain a little perspective.

      “Dammit, Leon,” I groaned as he kicked my feet apart.

      “Stop me, if you really want to,” he dared me. “I know you’re capable.”

      I was. But I didn’t want to. I really, badly didn’t want to stop him.

      Leon gave a small groan, then I cried out as his cock slammed into my aching pussy. I was soaking wet already, but he was thick enough to give an edge of pain with the pleasure. Utterly perfect.

      His grip on my wrists bit deeper, like he was permanently imprinting his touch into my skin as he reared back and slammed in again, hitting me deeper as I bent over the back of the couch.

      “Holy fuck,” I gasped as he fucked into me with ferocity, making me see stars. “Yes. Oh shit. Leon…” His name left my mouth in a moaning plea, and my pussy gripped his cock hard with every stroke.

      He muttered curses of his own as he fucked me stupid, his body slapping against my ass and pushing me harder and harder into the couch. If it weren’t for how tight he held my wrists, I’d have already toppled over because my balance was shot.

      “Are you gonna come for me like this, DeLuna?” he asked in a breathless, husky voice that made my nipples tighten. “Are you gonna come all over my cock while blood still runs down your neck?”

      I shuddered with the first threads of an orgasm. “Fuck yes,” I gasped.

      Leon wasn’t even slightly put off by how fucked up that was. Hell, he was even more messed up than me, because his movements became more forceful, more desperate at my response.

      Then he swore and pulled out abruptly. Releasing my wrists, he spun me around with dizzying speed and lifted me with his hands under my butt. Two seconds later, my ass was on the cold stone of the kitchen island, and Leon’s dick was buried back inside me once more.

      Seeking balance, I leaned back on my hands, and Leon’s heated gaze flared as he took in my naked body splayed out in front of him. Then his attention locked on where we joined. At the slick movement of his cock pounding my pussy.

      I watched as he dragged his lower lip between his teeth, his chest rising and falling with harsh breaths as he stared. Then my climax began to crest, and his eyes darted up to my face.

      Tossing my head back, I let the orgasm take me, sweep me up in its intoxicating embrace and totally shatter the world around me for just a few precious moments. My cunt tightened, and wave after wave of heady euphoria rolled through me as Leon grunted and fucked me harder, prolonging my pleasure.

      He came a moment later, joining me in exhilarating release and pumping his hot load inside me with determination. It was a totally different experience than the way Kai had filled me up, though. Leon knew what the Guild did to protect its assets. He knew there was no risk of getting me pregnant. And that just made it funner.

      For several long moments, neither one of us moved. The only sound filling the room was our combined panting. Then, instead of pulling free, Leon gathered me close and wrapped my legs around his waist as he lifted me from the counter.

      “What now?” I asked in a sleepy, well-fucked voice. “We going back to trying to kill each other?”

      His lips curled and his softening cock twitched inside me. “Can it wait until morning? I find I’m not quite done with you yet, Danny DeLuna.”

      I huffed a laugh. “Deal. I’m definitely not done with you either.”

      Finally giving into temptation, I draped my arms around his neck and kissed him. Really, deeply kissed him as he carried me back upstairs to his bedroom. If this was the way I died… at least I went out fighting and fucking. Couldn’t ask for much better than that.
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      When I told Danny I wasn’t quite done with her, it was a gross understatement. Every touch, every kiss, every sigh… I was addicted. Obsessed. Consumed. Would I have really gone through with killing her if she hadn’t woken up? I didn’t know. But I did know that I’d intentionally allowed her to wake… like I needed her to take the decision out of my hands and remove my own culpability in the failed assignment.

      Not that it had been an official assignment, anyway.

      Somehow… for some reason… I found myself confessing the informal kill order to her as we lay sweaty and intertwined some hours later.

      She didn’t react to the news, not really. She just tipped her face to meet my eyes with a small frown marring her perfect brow.

      “One of the Circle wants me dead,” she repeated. “It’s not a contract?”

      I shook my head, my fingers tracing patterns over her smooth, bare hip. Fuck, her skin was soft. And so pale I could almost see the blue-ish tint of blood passing below the surface. Would she let me mark her? In a permanent way? The bruises my hands had left around her wrists weren’t enough. They would fade so fast… then how would she carry me with her when she left?

      Because she would leave. Sooner or later, she’d go. But I would follow her, and I think she understood that now.

      She was mine.

      “Emmanuel Blanchet,” I murmured, my voice rough. “He’s… how much do you know about the Circle power structure, Danny?”

      She quirked a brow. “About as much as any Guild mercenary, almost nothing. Secrecy and mystery is sort of their main objective, isn’t it?”

      I flashed a smile. She wasn’t wrong about that. But I was feeling strangely compelled to share a little of that mystery with this bewitching woman in my bed. Even if it did end up biting me in the ass later, right now there wasn’t much I wouldn’t share, if she kept looking at me with those big, interested eyes of hers.

      “Right. Well… do you want to know more?” Why was I offering this? I should be strangling the life out of her and wiping her clean out of my mind. Focusing on my job. But no, here I was drinking in her sleepy smiles and living for every breath. Here I was, ready to spill the kind of secrets that have protected the Guild for hundreds of years. Was this what it meant to be pussy-whipped?

      She narrowed her eyes. “That’s the stupidest fucking thing I’ve ever heard you ask, Marx. Of course I want to know. Are you kidding?”

      I grinned. What the fuck was this strange emotion curling through my chest? It wasn’t unpleasant, but it was definitely unusual. “Okay, you twisted my arm.” I propped my head up on my hand, turning onto my side to face her better. “The Circle, you already know, has seven seats of power. They’re handed down through bloodlines, because like all ancient secret societies, the Guild is fueled by wankery and bullshit. DNA is more important than competency.”

      She blinked at me. “What a smart business model.”

      “Agreed,” I muttered in response. “Although most of the Circle are competent right now. One or two are likely to be killed by their heirs soon, but that’s inevitable when power is passed by blood. But that’s beside the point. The Mercenary Guild has grown so large over the years that it made sense for the Circle to split up the responsibilities somewhat. So each Circle member is directly responsible for certain groupings of mercenaries, roughly assigned based on geography. Emmanuel Blanchet is the one who you work for.”

      Her brows hitched. “And he wants me dead? That can’t be a good thing.”

      I couldn’t stop touching her. I traced my fingertips across her alabaster flesh, tracing the lace of her tattoo, then circling the freshly healed scar on her side from the gunshot in Prague. I wanted to repeat the gesture with my tongue and lips. I wanted to worship at the altar of Danny DeLuna.

      “Yes and no,” I replied when I finally dragged my focus back to her face. “It wasn’t an official kill order.”

      She wet her puffy lips, her tongue inviting me to kiss her so much that I needed to tense my jaw to keep from pouncing on her.

      “So… what does that mean?” she asked, the confusion clear on her face. “Why wouldn’t it be official?”

      “Because kill orders on Guild assets need to be approved by more than one Circle seat. The Guild puts too much time, effort, and money into assets to just kill them off on a whim. Which means Blanchet either couldn’t get anyone to support his request, or he didn’t even ask. Either way, if it’s not official, then I have no obligation to follow through.”

      Her spine stiffened under my fingers, and her gaze turned sharp and accusing. “You? You’re the one he asked to… oh my fucking god, you’re an executioner?” She scrambled to sit up, but there was no fear in her gaze.

      I lay back into the pillow, drinking in the sight of her full, perky tits with those pale pink nipples just begging me to touch them. The delicate ink decorating the base of her sternum was perfectly positioned. Her messy, well-fucked white hair draped around her shoulders like something straight out of a Michelangelo, and my dick hardened once more. The dressing patch on her throat where I’d cut her only added to the perfection.

      “Yeah, I am,” I replied casually, linking my arms behind my head, paying no mind to the way the sheet rose up. “Is that a problem?”

      She blinked at me, like she couldn’t decide whether to laugh or scream. Then raked a hand through her tangled mane of hair. “It’s only a problem if you’re still planning on killing me.” She paused, locking eyes with me. “Are you?”

      I took my time to consider her question. For some reason, I felt an insatiable urge to tell her the truth, to stop hiding my true self. Whoever the fuck that was. So I really thought about her question, rather than tossing out an empty platitude.

      “No,” I finally responded. “Not tonight, anyway.”

      She wrinkled her adorable nose, then shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      Amusement rippled through me, but excitement quickly surpassed when she tugged the bed clothes down and straddled me. My hard cock nestled against her hot pussy, and I gave a low groan of appreciation.

      She rocked against me, teasing, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. “If you think I’m falling asleep around you, though, you’re deluded. No offense, Leon, but”—she paused, rising up on her knees to grasp my erection in her hand, guiding me to her opening—“I don’t trust you.”

      The air escaped my lungs in a whoosh as she sank down onto my dick, taking me in one movement despite how tight the fit was. “I’d be disappointed if you did,” I admitted when I caught my breath. “So I guess we just have to stay awake. Whatever will we do?”

      She gave a soft groan, bracing her hands on my tensed abs as she rose and fell slowly, teasingly. “I think this is a good start,” she whispered in a husky, sex-drenched voice that went straight to my dick. Goddamn, she was worse than any addiction. Somehow, I sensed she could easily be the death of me, too.

      Now, she’d challenged me, though, and I was determined to fuck her so good she wouldn’t be able to keep those beautiful sapphire eyes open a moment longer.
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      As it turned out, I was the one who fell asleep first. My plan backfired, and she fucked me into a deep, dreamless sleep. The kind of restful sleep that I hadn’t had… maybe ever? I certainly didn’t remember ever sleeping so well. When I woke, my muscles ached in the most amazing way. My dick tented the sheets, rock hard, and a warm feeling filled my chest.

      “Danny,” I mumbled, reaching out for her with just one eyelid cracked. I needed to touch her skin, to feel her breath on my lips, to know that she was still here with me.

      But the bed beside me was empty and cold, and I sat up with a heavy sense of dread.

      “DeLuna!” I shouted, but she didn’t respond. Of course she didn’t. She’d waited until I had fallen asleep… and left.

      I wasn’t even mad about it, either. She was a mercenary, raised by the Guild. Her actions were like that of a frightened animal, slinking away silently and running for safety. Of course, I knew better than any that she was no mere house cat. Danny DeLuna was a predator, but so was I.

      She must surely know, the game had only just started between us.

      Smiling, I climbed out of bed and sauntered into my bathroom to shower but pulled up short when I saw the mirror.

      “Shit,” I murmured, my pulse racing with excitement, “now you’re just teasing, DeLuna.”

      On the mirror, she’d left me a very clear message. Or so it may seem.

      
        
        Leon,

        This was fun, but lose my number. You’ll never see me again.

        x Danny

      

      

      She’d signed off with an imprint of her lips, and it did all kinds of delicious things to my emotions. It was a challenge, obviously. She was running, but she wanted me to chase her.

      I took a closer look at the writing, touching a finger to the ink. Then I brought it to my mouth.

      Fuck. She’d written it in blood, the sick bitch.

      My dick hardened like stone. Even more so when I spotted the freshly applied dressing on my thigh. She hadn’t written it in her own blood, she’d used mine. And somehow managed to cut me without ever waking me up.

      Oh yeah. I was coming for her… No way in hell was I walking away from a woman who was clearly my soul mate. We were fucking fated.
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      The solid smack of leather gloves hitting the heavy bag soothed my frayed nerves slightly, but I still carried tension between my shoulder blades that held me on a knife’s edge day and night.

      “Maybe he decided to let it go?” Jude suggested when we took a break. She was breathing heavily, sweat plastering her hair to her forehead, and I grinned.

      “You need to get down here more often, Mackenzie; you’re puffing like an old lady.” I tugged my own boxing gloves off and grabbed my bottle of water. I wasn’t going to address her suggestion that Leon had decided to let it go. That wasn’t even remotely a possibility. Not for him… or me.

      Jude grimaced and took a long drink from her own bottle. “Fuck you, DeLuna. I’m probably the fittest librarian in the world.” She limped heavily over to where she’d left her cane, then shot me a teasing smile. “Maybe you need to stay with me more often, kick my butt back into shape.”

      “Oh, honey, that boat sailed a long ass time ago,” I teased, nodding to her leg. She knew what I meant. The broken leg that had ended her future as a mercenary had been a thorn in her side ever since. Multiple surgeries and an infection had left her with extremely limited mobility in her left leg. The fact she was at the gym with me at all was impressive.

      She wrinkled her nose at me, but it was in good humor. We were close enough that we didn’t take offense to teasing, and I knew better than anyone else how much her leg still hurt her—emotionally as well as physically.

      “Come on, Mackenzie, that bottle of vodka in your freezer is calling our names.”

      Jude scoffed. “It’s ten in the morning!”

      I shrugged. “So what? You don’t have to be back at work until Monday, right?”

      She groaned and shook her head as we headed through to the gym’s showers. “You’re so fucking bad for my liver, DeLuna.”

      Grinning, I headed into a shower cubicle to rinse off the light sheen of sweat from our workout. I’d been staying with Jude for almost a week and hadn’t even caught a glimpse of Leon. I’d thought surely he would have found me by now; I wasn’t exactly hiding. Edinburgh was quite literally the current home of the Guild, and he knew where Jude lived. If he had wanted to, he could have turned up on her doorstep the very next day.

      But he hadn’t. Nor had he even so much as called.

      What the fuck? I’d thought my parting note was pretty fucking clear… shit, I’d used his own blood to write my challenge out on the mirror. There was no way he could have missed it.

      So why hadn’t he tracked me down? Was he reconsidering that unofficial kill order? Just because he wasn’t going to kill me that night didn’t mean it wasn’t a possibility another night.

      Angry again, I washed my body with the harsh smelling gym soap, then towel-dried. I really needed to day-drink and wallow in self-pity.

      I should be scared. Leon was fucking insane, and he was an executioner to boot. If he’d decided to kill me…

      Well, if he’d decided to kill me, I would probably be dead. So, fuck being scared. I was angry. Had the sex really been so forgettable that he wasn’t going to bother coming after me?

      “You done in there or what?” Jude called out, jerking me out of my depressing thoughts.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered back, dressing in clean clothes and stuffing my sweaty workout gear into a bag. “Let’s go.”

      Jude arched a knowing brow at me as I stomped out of the shower cubicle, but when I shot her a glare, she just shrugged and said nothing. I knew she knew what I was shitty about, though. She was my best friend for a reason.

      She held her tongue the whole way back to her apartment, but to think she was doing anything but biding her time would be stupid. She waited until I’d mixed us both martinis—dirty—then pounced once I’d taken that first mouthful.

      “So, are you going to tell me the whole story about what happened with Leon?”

      I held the vodka in my mouth a moment, narrowing my eyes at my friend, then swallowed. “Do I have to?”

      She shook her head, taking a more delicate sip of her own drink. “Have to? No. I don’t think anyone on this earth can make the infamous Danny DeLuna do anything she doesn’t want to do. But if you can’t tell me… who can you tell?”

      I parted my lips to reply, but she cut me off.

      “Stanley does not count.”

      Damn. “Okay,” I replied, then licked my lips. “I see your point.”

      So far, I’d given Jude very vague information about my whole tryst with Leon. She knew he’d rescued me from Ares the arms dealer and that I’d gone into hiding with Leon while we “completed” my mission. She knew that much from when I’d called her prior to Leon and me fucking each other half to death. Then I showed up on her doorstep a week ago in a sour mood and gave her fuck all information about what had happened since we last spoke.

      “Drink up,” she told me with a smirk, “then start spilling your guts. I’ve given you way too long to feel sorry for yourself, now it’s time to start bouncing back.”

      I rolled my eyes but gulped the rest of my martini and went to make another.

      “So obviously I know you and Leon got your fuck on,” Jude started as I mixed my drink, “and even as cagey as you’re being on those details, I can tell it was excellent dick.”

      The vivid memory of Leon’s pierced dick flashed through my mind, and all the things he’d made me feel with it. I groaned and my pussy quivered. “Yeah, it was okay.”

      Jude snickered. “Okay sure. It was okay. That’s why you’re moping about him not chasing you down after you disappeared in the middle of the night after literally telling him never to contact you again?”

      I carried my martini back to the couch and flopped down beside her—careful not to spill any booze. She’d stocked up on Copper Wolf vodka just for me, and I loved her to death for it. She was more of a Grey Goose girl, herself.

      “It sounds stupid when you say it like that,” I grumbled. “Telling him to lose my number was clearly a challenge. He didn’t strike me as the type who just gave up so easily.”

      My friend gave me a skeptical look. “Because he’s an executioner.”

      Yeah, I’d told her that part. I had to, given I was placing her in danger by staying with her.

      Jude sipped her drink again, then puffed out a breath. “I have to admit, I would never have picked that one. He seemed so… I dunno. Nerdy? I fully admit I had zero confidence that he would find you when Ares abducted you.” She winced. “Which now I feel awful about, because he clearly did have the skill.”

      I laughed. Jude had doubted Leon enough that she’d been launching her own search using some of the other Guild mercenaries we were on friendly terms with. Leon, with Carlos’s help, had just reached me first. “Yeah, well… I underestimated him too. I guess that’s sort of a requirement of the job though, right?” My mind skipped back to my time on the island… to Kai. But I quickly pushed those memories away once more and focused on my best friend. “So you already know we fucked and that I left him in the middle of the night. What else do you wanna know?”

      She glared. “Uhhhh, some details for starters? This was no normal one-night stand, and you fucking know it. What aren’t you telling me? How did you find out he’s an executioner? You never explained that part.”

      I licked my lips. I wondered what she’d say if I admitted to finding out because I woke up with his knife at my throat, my own blood trickling down my skin. Or what she’d say if she heard how we tried to kill each other and ended up fucking… over and over and over. Shit, my pussy was heating again just thinking about it.

      “Um, he told me,” I said instead, vague as shit but not totally lying. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Can we talk about something less depressing?”

      Jude huffed. “Like what?”

      “Like… why the Guild is trying to have me killed unofficially?” Yeah, that’s what I considered a less depressing topic. “Last I checked, I’ve been nothing but loyal, so what the fuck have I done to make someone want me dead?”

      I hadn’t told her that Leon actually tried to kill me, nor had I told her that I knew who one of the Circle really was. Just knowing Blanchet’s identity was breaking some major Guild rules, and I wasn’t going to be careless with my friend’s fate like that. Yes, it could be argued that I was putting her in danger by staying with her instead of going home, but she was injured, not incompetent. She could still put up a good fight if necessary.

      Jude nodded, her fingernail tapping her martini glass as she thought. “I agree on that point, you’re probably the most loyal mercenary ever born into the Guild.” She shot me a teasing smile. “But I don’t think you’re being targeted specifically. I mean, yes, someone clearly wants you dead, but it’s not just you.”

      My brows rose in surprise. “What do you know, and why have you been holding out on me, Judith Mackenzie?”

      She smirked. “Oh, because you tell me everything? Besides, I just heard this last night when I was working late, and you were already out cold when I got in. I overheard Franklin talking with someone on the phone.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Overheard?”

      Franklin—uptight old bastard that he was—had been an impressive mercenary in his own right back in his prime. He was careful enough not to be overheard if he was talking Guild business within the library.

      She gave a sly shrug. “I have my ways, DeLuna. Anyway, you wanna hear this or not?”

      “Obviously,” I drawled.

      “So, apparently there have been a few unexplained mercenary deaths lately,” she told me in a conspiratorial voice. “Like, more unexplained than usual. Mercs being killed in their own homes, not on a mission, with no motive or reason. Did you ever meet Petr Wagner? Hacker merc, super cute, thick German accent? He was found in his own bed, throat slit, no signs of forced entry. Hell, his own security systems were still active, and they were super high tech.”

      I frowned. Petr Wagner. Why did that sound so familiar?

      “Okay, but mercs get killed for all kinds of reasons, why do you think it’s connected to these attempts on me?”

      “Because it’s not just him. Franklin seemed to be alluding to a lot of mercs being killed or just disappearing. It’s almost like someone is targeting the whole Guild. Not just a few mercs.” She finished her martini, then held the empty glass out to me. “Refill, please!”

      I got up and went to make her another cocktail, pondering her theory that it wasn’t me being targeted. But… why would Emmanuel Blanchet want to kill off the Guild? He was on the Circle. That seemed illogical. Unless he wanted to establish a new mercenary guild in the power vacuum it would create? One that didn’t require seven ruling members, perhaps? Maybe one that only he was in charge of?

      Damn it, this was only giving me more questions. Though, I’d admit, it made me feel a little better to hear I wasn’t being specifically targeted. Surely Leon knew more than he’d told me. He was an executioner and a tech bunny. He knew the identity of the Circle, something not even the Circle themselves knew. So he must know more.

      Something wasn’t adding up. A lot of somethings, actually.

      “It can’t be all Guild assets being targeted,” I mused aloud as I mixed Jude’s drink and threw in extra olives. “Do you know if there was anything in common with everyone Franklin was talking about? Maybe… geography? Were they all European assets?” Because that would mean they—like me—fell under Emmanuel Blanchet’s purview.

      “I don’t think so?” Jude replied. “I couldn’t say for sure, but I know another one was an American merc, went missing in California around the time you were there for that Halloween party, which—I might remind you—ended pretty badly for you.”

      I stiffened. That was my Ares mission… the one I was supposed to collaborate with a different tech bunny on, but Leon had turned up last minute.

      “What was his name?” I demanded, returning to the couch with Jude’s drink. “The American.”

      She shrugged. “No idea. Why?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and raked a hand through my hair. Shit. Now I knew why Petr Wagner had sounded so familiar… He was the hacker I was meant to run the Ted mission with.

      They hadn’t been killed by an unknown assassin. They’d been killed by Leon. I was sure of it.

      Ding dong.

      I jerked in surprise as Jude’s doorbell pealed through the apartment. My wide eyes shifted to her in question, but she was relaxed and smug.

      “Answer the door for me, would you? My leg hurts too much to get up.”

      Suspicious, I stood up and grabbed a gun before checking the peep-hole in the door. When I saw who was there, though, the tension dropped off me like water off a duck.

      Throwing open the door, I grinned. The visitor—dressed as a slutty elf—struck a dramatic pose.

      “Surprise!” Sabine sang out, not even flinching at the gun in my hand. “Merry Christmas, bitches!”
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      “It’s not Christmas for another two weeks,” I informed my bubbly friend as she wrapped me in a huge hug. “You’re early, little elf.”

      “Oh shut up, killjoy,” she laughed. “We never get to spend Christmas together, so this is as good as it gets. Besides, it’s ten days, not two weeks. Judith! I love what you did with your hair!” Sabine swept into the apartment, leaving me to close the door and put my gun away.

      Jude, laughing, hugged her back as Sabine climbed onto the couch in my spot. “I changed my hair a year ago, you twat waffle. You’ve seen it a hundred times on video chat.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not the same as seeing it in person,” Sabby replied, stroking Jude’s dark locks. “It really suits you. Oooh, are we drinking already? Hell yeah, count me in!”

      I couldn’t wipe the smile from my face as I went to make more martinis. Sabine was totally right that we rarely found time to get together under normal circumstances. Holidays were a total write-off, being one of the busiest times of year for the Guild. Especially for honey traps. All that holiday cheer made some easy targets for those who intended to exploit it.

      “Jude, did you arrange this?” I called out as I hunted for another bottle of vodka in the freezer.

      “You know it!” she yelled back. “I figured this was exactly what you needed to take your mind off Leon.”

      Sabine gave a dramatic gasp. “Leon Marx? I knew that was him you were making out with at the Halloween party! Damn, girl, he is scorching hot.”

      “You were spying on me? Creep.” I winked at Sabby as I joined them once more, handing a drink over to her. Then I sighed. “Okay. Here’s the full story.”

      Jude snorted. “And by full, she does mean the bare minimum to protect her missions and be a big old gossip tease.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever, same thing. You wanna hear my boy troubles or what, Sab? Maybe you can shed some light on this Leon bullshit.”

      Sabine grinned, sinking back into the couch and sipping her martini. “Please proceed. I have to fly back to Shadow Grove first thing tomorrow morning, and I want to know everything before I go.”

      “Speaking of that, how did you manage to sneak away from your assignment?” I arched a brow at her, and she wrinkled her nose.

      “I had some sick days up my sleeve, and my mark is out of town with his family. I’ll be back before anyone notices I left town; it’ll be fine.” She sounded confident, but her smile slipped a little.

      Worry for my friend rippled through me. “Your cover hasn’t been compromised, has it?” She’d spent so long on this contract, and the stakes were so high…

      Sabine shook her head. “No. No way.” Her smile returned to her lips. “You’re not the only one who can play a long game, DeLuna.”

      I sighed. “I know… but if Hades finds out—”

      “She won’t, and she never will. This contract has nothing to do with her anyway. Just tell me about Leon, okay? I can’t talk any more about this.” She gave me a hard look, and Jude frowned with concern that seemed to match my own.

      But that was one of the hurdles that we always encountered when we all caught up. There was so much about our lives we couldn’t share with one another, so we’d learned to just accept that we weren’t entitled to everyone’s secrets and move the fuck on. So I gulped my drink and launched into my rather abridged version of events, starting from Halloween night when Sabine had seen me in Shadow Grove.

      I glossed over my time on Kai’s island, just saying that I’d been tortured but eventually fooled them into allowing me to escape. I didn’t mention how Kai tracked me to the bridge in Venice or how it felt like I had torn my heart in half as I leapt into Leon’s arms. Not because there were any great secrets there, but because I simply couldn’t get the words past my lips. No matter how deeply I lied to myself that I’d moved on, it was still raw.

      So I hurried past that section and moved onto my tryst with Leon. I told them about the outdoor spa overlooking the snowy, frozen lake—location kept vague out of habit more than a desire to protect Leon’s home… I think. How Leon had made me come with his fingers, then taken me back to his room… god damn him for not coming after me. Was it so much to ask that a man chase a woman when she waves a red flag?

      When I finished, Sabine let out a low whistle. “Oh girl,” she laughed. “You’re screwed. You fell for them both, didn’t you?”

      I startled. “What? No. Why would you—”

      Sabine and Jude both snickered.

      “Come on, DeLuna,” Jude groaned. “It’s us. We can read between the lines.”

      I glared at them both, fighting the embarrassed blush that wanted to rise in my cheeks. “You guys are drunk,” I muttered unconvincingly. “I need to pee. Sabby, you’re on drinks.”

      Their teasing laughter followed me as I headed to the bathroom, and I grumbled curses about how I needed new friends that weren’t trained in espionage.
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      My head pounded and my mouth tasted like something had crawled inside and died at some point during the night. What fucking time was it? Jude, Sabine, and I had continued drinking and gossiping well into the night until Jude had run dry of alcohol and we were all too drunk to buy more. That was when we’d decided to call it a night and all crashed out in Jude’s bed.

      I rubbed the heel of my hand over my crusty eyes and groaned.

      “Shit,” Sabby moaned from somewhere to my left. “What time is it?”

      I cracked one eyelid to peer at my watch. “Fuck, it’s only seven. Go back to sleep.”

      Instead, she did the opposite, sitting up with a yelp and shouting a curse. “Fuck! Shit, fuck! My flight leaves in two hours! Crap!”

      In her scramble to get out of bed, I caught an elbow to the boob, and Jude cursed her out when her leg got kicked.

      “Sorry!” Sabine yelled out, disappearing into the bathroom to pee with the door half open. “I gotta go, or I’m in real shit.”

      Jude and I exchanged a smile, and I yawned as I sat up. “Do you wanna take Carlos’s plane, Sab?”

      There was a pause from the bathroom, then the toilet flushed and our friend appeared in the doorway with a big smile. “Only if you insist, DeLuna.”

      I rolled my eyes, and Jude hid her face under a pillow as she shook with laughter.

      “I absolutely insist, Sabine. I won’t be held responsible for you catching a bullet between the eyes if your contract gets exposed. Besides, I’m only heading home from here anyway, and I don’t need the jet for that.” I hauled my hungover ass out of bed and pushed Sabine out of the way so I could pee.

      “In that case, I probably don’t need to rush,” she replied. “Hey, did hottie-psycho ever reply to your message?”

      I froze mid-pee. “What?”

      A moment of silence met my question, and I could feel Sabine and Jude exchanging a look. My skin was prickling with dread, though, and I was in no mood for teasing. I quickly finished on the toilet and returned to the bedroom where I could glare at my friends.

      “What message?” I demanded, hands on my hips.

      Sabine wrinkled her nose, and Jude winced.

      “Oh shit, you don’t remember? You drunk dialed Leon,” Jude informed me as she leaned forward to massage her scarred leg.

      Cold sweat dripped down my spine, and I swallowed heavily. Vague, vodka-hazy memories flitted across my mind, confirming that I had indeed done the unthinkable. I groaned, scrubbing a hand over my face.

      “I didn’t.” It was pure denial; I already knew I had. Shit. Had he replied? “Where’s my fucking phone?”

      I started a frantic search around the couch while my friends watched me with far too much amusement all over their faces. Fuck. I needed new friends. Would Mo have let me do a dumbshit thing like that? Ugh. Probably yes, except it would have been a hundred times worse if I’d called Kai instead of Leon. Or would it? I had no idea. My brain hurt.

      “I hate you both!” I shouted as my fingertips found my phone stuffed between the couch cushions. “Real friends would have stopped me!”

      “Uh, pretty sure we tried,” Sabby replied on a laugh. “You literally shut yourself in the bathroom and locked the door so we couldn’t take your phone away.”

      I cringed. Ugh. I had. Damn it.

      My thumb swiped the screen, unlocking it, and I quickly located the message thread with Leon.

      Fuuuuuuck.

      “You two,” I gasped, shooting an accusing glare at Sabine and Jude, “are the worst friends ever!”

      I scrolled the thread, reading my drunken message to Leon… and all his replies. Shit. Shiiiiit.

      “What did he say?” Jude asked, grinning like an asshole. Ugh! Why did I drink so freaking much?

      My response was to flip her my middle finger as I clicked the photo attachment on one of Leon’s messages. Then I needed to swallow hard. The teasing comments from my friends faded into static as I speed-read the rest of the messages and clicked through the numerous pictures he’d sent.

      Then I swallowed hard and shut down my phone.

      “I need to get home,” I told the girls, a little numb with shock. I needed to process, and I needed to not be in Jude’s home to do that.

      Jude frowned, all traces of laughter gone. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      I nodded quickly, my lips tight with worry. “Yeah. Yes, yeah, nothing to stress about. I think I have just overstayed my time here.” I tried to offer a smile, but neither one of my friends was buying it.

      They both just stared at me for a moment, then Jude sighed and nodded, knowing full fucking well I wouldn’t talk unless I wanted to talk. And this? No, I definitely didn’t need to tell her about Leon’s messages. Or about the photo he’d sent, taken from the street outside Jude’s flat sometime last night while Sabine and I were dancing on her dining table.

      “Alright. I think that’s officially the end of our fun weekend,” Sabby said with a sigh, giving me a sympathetic look. “You’ll call me if you need help, won’t you?”

      I gave her a more genuine smile, and Jude scoffed.

      “Danny never needs help, Sabby, you know that. Just don’t get yourself killed, okay?” She gave me a hard look, then shifted her gaze to Sabine. “Either one of you. I hate that I can’t help you if you need it.”

      “Awww, Judy baby!” Sab exclaimed, wrapping her in a hug. “You keep us both sane! You help us with every text and every call.”

      “Sabby’s right,” I agreed. “You’re our glue, Jude. Don’t ever underestimate how important you are in this trio. Without you…” I trailed off with a shrug.

      Sabine snickered. “Without you, I’d actually believe I was a stripper, and Danny would be a crazy plant lady who can’t separate reality from plant-land in her head.”

      “Dick,” I muttered, offering Sabine my middle finger, and she blew a kiss back at me.

      Jude gave a resigned sigh. “I guess.”

      Our sporadic catch-ups always ended like that, with either Sabby or I cagey and secretive about some contract or looming danger. But that was just our lives, and we were used to it, so we didn’t find it strange or suspicious. We just parted ways with tight hugs and promises to be in touch soon.

      Sabine headed back to Shadow Grove on Carlos’s jet, and I flew home to Iceland by helicopter. I didn’t look at my phone again until I landed on my remote block of land on the rocky cliffs. Only then did I pull my phone out and look at Leon’s messages properly.

      It all started with my drunken text.

      3982: You disappoint me, Marx.

      His reply had taken almost half an hour, within which time I must have dropped my phone between the couch cushions and totally forgotten about sending the message.

      My insides twisted up in knots as I reread his reply.

      6279: You’re drunk, DeLuna. That disappoints me.

      I swallowed hard. If I’d seen that message last night, it would have been clear. Leon was watching me. Probably had been all week, the creep.

      When I hadn’t responded, he’d sent more messages. Probably because he knew I would wake up with a pounding headache and read them all in the sober light of day.

      6279: You said I would never see you again, but you were so wrong.

      6279: I see you far more often than I should, but I can’t help myself. I’m addicted to the sight of you.

      6279: Especially this one… this is my favorite.

      That message was followed with a photo of me, stark naked and deeply asleep in Leon’s bed. The sheets were crumpled around me, not covering even an inch of skin. My legs were parted enough that the slick sheen of his cum was unmistakable on my pussy and coating my inner thigh.

      It shouldn’t turn me on, knowing he’d taken photos of me like that… It shouldn’t, but it did.

      He sent several more pictures after that, all from the same night when I slept so soundly in his lair, each with dirty little notes about why he loved each image. His musings on the soft pink of my tender flesh, of the way my nipples were still hard in my sleep, and how he’d battled not to fuck me right then while I was unconscious.

      The whole thing was all made worse by the knowledge of what happened next. How he’d then decided to kill me, and I’d woken up to find his knife at my throat.

      Knowing he’d taken these to look at later, to remember me when I was dead and gone, to revisit the next time he needed to jerk off… It was a little flattering. Even if it was completely unhinged.

      I sat in the dormant helicopter and flicked through the images again, reading his commentary and growing more turned on by the second. Eventually, I caved and slipped a hand inside my jeans.

      It was shockingly easy to make myself come, closing my eyes and imagining it was Leon’s fingers delving into my soaked cunt. I could practically hear his low, calm voice in my ear as I worked myself over, I could almost feel his heavy breath against my skin, and when I came, I could imagine his heavy, intense stare. The way he watched me was beyond intoxicating.

      “Shit,” I exhaled when my shudders subsided, and I wiped my fingers off on my jeans. “Dammit, Leon.”

      I checked the thread again and read his last message, sent just an hour before dawn. It held a serious warning about the danger still hanging over my head, and the fact that other executioners might not respect my friends’ safety.

      I’d left Jude’s place because Leon had reminded me that this wasn’t just a game between the two of us. As entertaining as the cat and mouse shit was, there were higher stakes. The Circle still wanted me dead, and I was an idiot to think Leon was the only one they might ask to kill me.

      Wetting my lips, I climbed out of the helicopter and headed across the grass to my cabin. It felt like a lifetime since I’d been home, and I wanted nothing more than to kick back in my chair and chat to Stanley about everything that had gone down since I left.

      The door unlocked with my fingerprints, and the alarm code took only seconds to key in. Once the door closed behind me, I gave a long sigh of relief.

      I was home.

      “Stanley, I’m back!” I called out, flipping the lights on and tossing my small bag of newly purchased clothes on the floor. “I’m sorry I was gone for so long; you must have been so lonely here without me.”

      I went straight to the kitchen and filled up my big jug with water for Stanley. Poor dude would be bone dry by now.

      “You’d never believe the shit I’ve gone through in the last two months, Stan. Honestly, I don’t think I would even believe me if I hadn’t lived it. Did I ever tell you about Ares? The arms dealer?” I paused as though I actually expected a response while I carried the water jug through to the living room.

      I barely made it halfway across the small room, though, before I sucked a sharp gasp of shock.

      The jug slipped from my numb fingers, hitting the floor and splashing water everywhere, but I barely noticed. I sure as fuck didn’t care.

      Because Stanley was gone.
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      Nine days. That was how long it took for the silent alarm I’d placed at Danny’s house to activate. Nine days between me locating her safe place, her secret haven, and making a move that would force her to come back to me.

      Okay, in fairness, I personally hadn’t found it. Our insider at the Guild had slipped us the information after I pressured Mo into digging deeper. Without that tip, we never would have found Danny’s home.

      “She knows that I have you now, Stanley my friend,” I told the enormous plant. Stanley the Devil’s Backbone. A mature euphorbia tithymaloides variegata. The one thing that she had told me the truth about. She’d lied about everything else, but Stanley? He was real. And now he was settling in nicely in his new home, positioned in front of my bedroom window overlooking the ocean. I’d added a bow and a little tinsel to dress him up. It was the holidays, after all.

      I sat back in my armchair. In her armchair. Her scent still clung to the fabric, and if I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine she was still here with me. But then I opened my eyes again and remembered that the tether I thought I’d tied to her was never secure. She’d just made me think she was trapped, lulled me into complacency… then ripped my heart out and took it with her on a speedboat out of Venice.

      “Shit,” I muttered with a sigh, staring at Stanley like I had done every day for nine days. “Do you think she’s still thinking about me, Stan? Or has she been off fucking that slimy sack of shit Leon? I bet she has no idea that he’s on the Circle too.” I drummed my fingertips on the arm of the chair, fantasizing all the horribly painful ways I would hurt that bastard when I got my hands on him. Part of it would be for his position in the Guild, but most of it would be for touching her. She was mine, and it would only be a matter of time before she fully understood what that meant.

      “I see why she likes you so much, Stanley,” I commented, flexing my fist and still picturing how it’d feel to punch that shit stain Leon in the face. “You’re a good listener. Nonjudgmental. I bet I could tell you all about—”

      A sharp knock on my door interrupted what I was saying, and I sighed. “Come in!”

      My older sister let herself in with a tight set frown pulling her brow and gave an irritated sound when she saw me sitting in Danny’s chair again.

      “Seriously, Kai?” she asked, exasperated. “You need to snap out of this.”

      I glared up at her. “Back off, Moana. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, I don’t? Jesus, Kai, she was fucking acting. You don’t even know who she is, and you’re sitting here mooning over her goddamn plant like some heartbroken fool. Pull your shit together.”

      Anger rippled through me, and I surged to my feet. “Watch your tongue, sister. I’m no one’s fool.”

      She tipped her chin up, holding my gaze defiantly. She was one of the few people who was never afraid of me. Probably because she knew I’d do anything for her. “Really? Sure looks like that shady bitch snared you within her trap and hasn’t let go yet. You were supposed to play her, not the other way around. Fuck, Kai, you’re lucky you’re even alive. She could have killed you when she took your phone, you know?”

      I knew. It was that shred of hope that I’d been clinging to like the lovesick puppy Moana accused me of being. “But she didn’t,” I bit back with clenched teeth, “which means she wasn’t totally unaffected.”

      Moana stared up at me for a long moment, then gave a pitying shake of her head. “She doesn’t love you, little brother. She was just doing her job.”

      I swallowed hard. My head knew she was probably right. But my heart…? I couldn’t accept it. Danny could have killed me that morning. Hell, she could have killed me any one of a hundred moments in those days we spent alone here on my island. But she didn’t, and I had to believe it was more than just strategic.

      “We’ll see,” I replied in a cold voice. Because now I had Stanley, she would come for him sooner or later. I just knew it.

      Mo sighed and ran a hand through her dark curls. “Whatever, Kai. Are we going to talk about the next steps with our plan? We haven’t done anything since before Halloween, and I’m starting to worry you’ve changed your mind.”

      I scowled. “Of course not. Mo…” I trailed off, my eyes flicking over to Danny’s plant. Shit, she was right. I was so consumed with getting my siren back that I’d all but abandoned our plans for the Guild. “Is the rest of the team in the kitchen? Maybe we should have a strategy meeting.”

      She nodded, and I followed her out of my bedroom. Better that we all discuss our next steps together rather than having to repeat myself anyway.

      Down in the kitchen, my guys were sitting around the huge dining table with beers in hand and a casual game of poker underway.

      Eli spotted me first, jerking me a small nod of greeting, which I returned. Jae and Cyryl gave me cautious looks, like they weren’t sure what kind of mood I was in. Sam just glared.

      I didn’t blame him. He knew I’d fallen for the enemy, and I couldn’t even deny it. He held her responsible for Mauricio’s death, even though it was that venomous prick Leon who’d shot our friend.

      That fight that we’d orchestrated in the kitchen after I “freed” Danny from the dungeon was all too real, despite my best intentions. I’d seen the way she looked at him in terror, and I’d lost it.

      “You want a beer, boss?” Jae asked, getting up from his chair. I almost refused, but I needed to start working on mending things with my team, so I nodded as I sat in an empty chair. Danny would return to me, and this time, she wouldn’t get away. My team needed to accept that reality sooner or later.

      I took a gulp of the cold beer Jae handed to me and kicked out my legs to get comfortable.

      “Project Remus,” I said after a painfully awkward silence. My obsession with Danny DeLuna had created too much strain between us, but I couldn’t stop. “Where are we up to on pinpointing the remaining clinics?”

      Moana cleared her throat, then started filling me in on the most recent research, the shit I had been too preoccupied to really pay attention to in the last month or so. She delivered the information in a calm, emotionless voice, but I knew better. We all did.

      This secret project that our team was engaged in, this investigation into the Guild’s Project Remus, it was for her. Because the Guild had tricked her, used her, and broken her heart. We would do everything possible to ensure it never happened to anyone else.

      To our advantage, someone else seemed to be working toward the same goal as us. Albeit probably for different reasons. At least one out of every three Guild employees we tracked down who were associated with the baby experiments was already dead. Recently dead.

      If I were to hazard a guess, I’d say the Guild was attempting to clean up their own mess.

      “What about Ares business?” Cyryl asked when Mo was done with her update. “After that mess in Brussels, have we heard any whispers in the network about the setup?”

      Eli was the one to respond, shaking his head. “No. Or nothing bad. The ambush was leaked, but so was our retaliation on the snitch. If anything, it has only solidified Ares’s reputation as someone not to be crossed.”

      “Does anyone know the Guild was involved?” I asked, tapping my foot with irritation. That fucker had brought a grenade launcher to that ambush.

      Eli shook his head. “Not that I’m aware. Mo, have you heard anything from our contact on the inside?”

      My sister scowled. “Not since that message a couple weeks ago with the address for Kai. I’ve reached out but haven’t got a response.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing Kai is so hard at work on flipping another asset for us to use, isn’t it?” Sam sneered, shooting me a hard glare. “That is what you’re doing, isn’t it, boss? You plan to leverage that white-haired bitch for inside access so we can finish this mission once and for all?”

      If Sam thought he was the one calling the shots around here, he was severely mistaken. I met his gaze with a cold stare and arched a brow.

      “You sound like you don’t want to do this anymore, Sam,” I commented in a calm voice. “Are you quitting the team? If you’ve had enough, no one is forcing you to stay.”

      Sam paled instantly, his eyes flicking to Mo. Her brow was tight, but she was keeping a lid on her emotions otherwise.

      “No, of course not,” he murmured with a sigh. “Sorry, Mo. Of course I’m not quitting. You deserve closure, we’ll see this through to the end.” He reached out and took her hand in his, squeezing her fingers with reassurance. “Finding and punishing those sick fucks behind Remus is the only thing keeping me going these days. Mauricio would never forgive me if I walked away.”

      “What is the plan for Danny, boss?” Jae asked cautiously. “You’re trying to lure her back here… for what?”

      My expression closed over. “None of your fucking business, Jae.” I pushed my chair back from the table, the legs scraping loudly across the floor. Before I could say anything more, the lights flickered off and on again.

      I tensed, my senses all on alert. My whole team remained dead silent, too, all of us frozen while we listened for any kind of suspicious activity in the house.

      When nothing else happened, Eli gave a small grunt. “Probably just the wind, boss.”

      It was windy outside, but not at a power-fault level of wind. A moment later, the lights cut out again, but this time didn’t turn back on.

      “Shit,” I muttered. “Alarms?”

      “Undisturbed,” Eli replied, checking the app on his phone. “Could just be a fuse.”

      My skin was prickling with apprehension, but I nodded. We were on an island. If the power outage was caused by someone breaking in…

      “I’ll check the fuse box,” Cyryl offered, already on his way out of the kitchen. Jae followed close behind with a gun already in hand, and I motioned to Sam and Eli.

      “Check the surveillance cameras,” I told them. “Make sure no one else is on this island right now. Go!”

      My men raced out of the room to do as they were told, and Mo gave me a flat glare.

      “Make sure no one is on the island?” she repeated with heavy sarcasm. “Or make sure no one gets off the island this time?”

      I didn’t respond to her, taking long strides back up toward my bedroom with excitement and anticipation building inside me like a fucking tidal wave. She’d come for Stanley already, and the alarm at her house had only activated less than a day ago. My plan had worked.

      Unable to quell my victorious smile, I threw open the doors to my room—the room she’d shared with me for all those glorious nights together. But to my gut-wrenching disappointment, no white-haired siren waited in the armchair beside the window.

      Nor, in fact, was Stanley anywhere to be seen.

      She hadn’t taken him back herself. I could feel it; she’d hired someone else. Was it too much wishful thinking to assume I knew why she’d outsourced the job? Because she was scared of what she might do if we came face to face once more? I liked to imagine she would crack if I pushed her again. That she would drop her mask and let me see the real version of her… the strong, capable woman that I’d glimpsed beneath the surface. The fearless warrior who’d jumped from a bridge into a speeding boat. That was the woman I was obsessed with and wanted to lure back into my trap.

      Disappointment was so bitter I could taste it as I crossed to the window, noting the droplets of water on the sill. Whoever had rescued Stanley had come in that way and was probably long gone already.

      A pile of tinsel mocked me from the place where his pot had sat, and a scrap of notepaper rested on the carpet with three words scrawled across it.

      Nice try, asshole.
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      Relief washed over me as I glanced down at the photo sent to my phone. Stanley was safe and secure at Carlos’s vacation house in the Bahamas. I couldn’t risk taking him back to my home in Iceland, not now that Kai had found him once. I also didn’t ask about the bow. It seemed festive.

      “Thank you,” I murmured to the big man sitting opposite me in the tea shop. “I appreciate you prioritizing this request, I know you’re busy.”

      He flashed me a toothy smile, then sipped his tea. The delicate bone china cup looked ridiculous in his huge hand, but he made it work. “How could I resist such a curious task?” He placed his cup down and linked his thick fingers together in front of him, his gaze sharp. “Why did you hire me for this, Danny DeLuna? You could have done it yourself. Easily.”

      I gritted my teeth, holding back a grimace. While he was right that I had the skill to make a simple theft—even with the challenges of Kai’s island security—I knew I couldn’t have done it. No way could I step foot back on that island so soon, not if I ever wanted to leave it again.

      Nope. I was too weak to face Kai in person just yet, because I’d totally lost myself while playing that meek character. I’d lost myself and left a solid chunk of my heart behind. Which was fine, I could live without it.

      “Are you complaining about an easy job, Hermes?” I covered my dark thoughts with a teasing smile. “I figured it would be a welcome break for you. Especially after that Wittenberg diamond theft last year.”

      His expression didn’t shift, not even slightly. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. However, I did appreciate the simple task of recovering your plant. So much so, I picked you up a present while I was there.”

      My brows lifted. “Oh?” Maybe he killed Kai for me and eliminated that worry from my mind. Dammit, why did that idea make me feel murderous?

      Hermes inclined his head slightly, reaching into his breast pocket and pulling out a necklace. He held it out, and I opened my palm to receive it. “I thought you might want that back. Those are exceptionally valuable and only going to waste locked in Ares’s dresser drawer.”

      I traced my thumb over the intricate key strung on the gold chain as a pendant, inspecting the engraved pattern.

      “How’d you know this was mine?” I asked in a cool tone. Hermes was notorious for returning lost items to their owners—usually at an exorbitant fee—but every now and then he did it just because he needed to.

      This necklace, however, wasn’t mine.

      He finished his cup of tea, then dabbed his full lips with a napkin. “I may not be Guild, Danny DeLuna, but I know a Guild symbol when I see one. That’s an old one but doesn’t make it any less Guild.” He cocked his head to the side. For such a huge man, he was strangely graceful. “Did I make a mistake?”

      I closed my fingers around the necklace. “Not at all. Just surprised, though I shouldn’t be with you.”

      Another bright smile. It sent a chill down my spine. Hermes—his code name, not his real one—unnerved me like no one else I’d ever met. Even Leon when he showed his crazy didn’t make me as nervous as Hermes smiling.

      “Good,” he murmured. “If that concludes our business, I have a big project to plan for.”

      “Good luck,” I told him as he stood from his seat. “I have my money on you for the win. Again.” Every four years, there was a very unofficial but very infamous game within the criminal circles of the world. More often than not, the final round of the game was a seemingly impossible theft. Hermes had won every game since he’d appeared in the competitor list as a skinny twelve-year-old.

      “I still have no idea what you’re talking about, Danny DeLuna. Stay safe.” With a short nod, he slipped out of the tea house like he was a mouse, not a six-foot-seven mountain of a man. His ability to crowd blend despite his size was beyond impressive.

      Letting out a long sigh, I opened my hand once more to inspect the necklace. If Hermes said it was an old Guild symbol, I believed him. But it sure as hell wasn’t one I’d ever seen before. So it begged the question, what the fuck had it been doing in Kai’s bedroom?

      Frowning, I tucked the necklace into the pocket of my jeans and paid the bill for our tea and scones. Now that Stanley was safe—and Kai’s plan to lure me into a trap thwarted—I needed to work out my next steps. Starting with a new safe location since my home was compromised.

      I tugged my phone from my bag and dialed Carlos. As much as it stung to rely on him so heavily, he was just my best bet right now. He held no Guild loyalty and never would, but he had access to plenty of Guild-similar organizations. If anyone could help me work out why my own employer wanted me dead, it was Carlos.

      He didn’t answer his primary mobile, which irritated me but didn’t shock me. Carlos had his own life and wasn’t sitting around waiting for me to call. So I tried his office line instead.

      To my disappointment, his assistant Tito answered the call.

      “Hey, Tito, it’s Danny,” I replied, rubbing at the bridge of my nose. Tito was not a fan of mine, so I generally avoided him. Easy enough to do, these days.

      “What do you want?” he responded in a sour voice.

      I stifled a sigh. “I’m trying to get hold of Carlos. Is he there?”

      There was a short pause, then Tito gave a cold laugh. “If he’s not taking your calls, Danny”—the heavily accented way he said my name always smacked of sarcasm and disgust, like it was a placeholder for something he’d rather call me—“then I would assume he doesn’t wanna talk to you. About damn time, too. Bye now.”

      The digital beep of the call ending was no great shock, but it made me picture slamming Tito’s smug face through a window pane. Prick. I’d just have to try Carlos again later on his primary contact number. Failing that… well, Stanley would be fine for a while before he needed love. Hermes had given him some water before he left.

      I’d chosen my “safe house” for the night at random, because that was the easiest way to evade anyone tracking me. Jude had tried calling me a few times while I was dealing with the whole Stanley abduction mess, so I called her back from the taxi to let her know I was fine. We chatted for a few minutes, and it helped me to relax slightly.

      We said our goodbyes as the taxi pulled up outside the five-star hotel my random pick had selected for the night, and I paid my driver in cash. The hotel was considerably more luxurious than I usually stayed in, so I had to hope no one tried to blow this one up.

      Dammit. That just reminded me of Leon showing up on my doorstep—out of concern, it seemed—and now I was thinking about him all over again.

      As if he could read my mind, my phone pinged with a message.

      6279: Where are you?

      My insides fluttered against my better judgment. Somehow, waking up with him moments away from slitting my throat had increased his appeal tenfold. He’d gone from hot hacker who I had a fuzzy crush on to scorching hot executioner with psychopathic tendencies. The fact that he also had a pierced dick and seemed to get off on me getting off? Like a wet dream come to life.

      Add to that the uncertainty that he might change his mind and kill me at any moment? Yeah, whatever, I had damage. No one was arguing that fact. I was a sucker for the danger.

      Maybe that’s why Kai was still lurking inside my head and heart.

      3982: You don’t already know?

      His reply came instantly as I strode through the hotel foyer to collect my key from reception.

      6279: Of course I do, I just wanted to see if you’d tell me.

      I rolled my eyes but didn’t reply as I took the plastic card from the hotel receptionist, then headed for the elevators.

      6279: I don’t usually like disobedience, but I like yours.

      Groaning, I bit my lip and tried really hard not to picture Leon smacking my ass for disobeying him. That visual was way too freaking easy to conjure up now that I’d seen his psychotic side.

      3982: Am I safe here?

      The question was loaded. If he knew where I was already, it was possible Blanchet did, too. But I was also asking if I was safe from him. Had he changed his mind about keeping me alive? If the Circle gave an official kill order for me, would he feel obligated to complete the contract? Leon was even more dedicated to his job than I was… and I didn’t think that was possible.

      6279: Are you ever safe, DeLuna?

      I scoffed a laugh, shaking my head. He had a valid point.

      With a sigh, I located my room and let myself inside. I’d dropped my bags off before going to meet Hermes, and the concierge had delivered them for me already. Who knew when I’d be able to return to my home, but at least I traveled light.

      Half an hour later, I had showered, washed my hair, cleaned my face of makeup, and wrapped up in a hotel robe to watch a movie. Then my stomach rumbled.

      “Dammit,” I muttered aloud, staring at the ceiling. “Should have eaten more scones.”

      Except their jam was too sweet and the cream was the crappy stuff out of a can instead of real whipped cream. Visiting Jude in Scotland was ruining me for the rest of the world’s poor attempts at Devonshire tea.

      One bonus to staying in a five-star hotel, though, was that they offered room service, and I didn’t even need to put on pants to get some dinner delivered.

      A quick call to the hotel restaurant, and I placed my order for pizza and red wine. Delicious and perfectly paired with hotel bathrobes and pay-per-view movies.

      The gentleman on the phone advised my food would be delivered in twenty minutes, so I picked up my phone to reply to Leon. Yeah, I was addicted. Just opening his message thread gave me fluttery tingles of desire and danger.

      I scrolled back up the messages for what seemed like the thousandth time, and decided to poke the hornet’s nest a little harder. Rather than send a flirty message back, I shrugged out of my hotel robe and snapped a sexy nude picture in the mirror.

      His response was quick and exactly what I expected.

      6279: Tease.

      6279: More.

      I grinned and took another more explicit image for him.

      3982: Your turn, Marx.

      The responding message gave me cunt flutters.

      “Oh shit,” I whispered, sitting up straighter and wetting my lips. The image was unclear where he was, the background dark, but it was a clear shot down his body, taking in his incredible abs. His tattoo-covered arm in the side of the frame made it clear that it was Leon, but even without those distinguishing features, I’d recognize his hand. And the thick, pierced dick he gripped.

      Unsolicited dick pics in general were never sexy, but this? This was no mere dick pic. This was a work of art.

      With a groan, I sank back into my pillows. I shouldn’t have started this game with Leon tonight… there was no way my vibrator could compare, and I was just going to end up disappointed without the real thing. Maybe if I called him… maybe if I could hear his voice as I fucked myself with the Purple Pussy Eater…

      Yeah, that could work. I tapped Leon’s number to call him and hunted my lavender-colored helper out of my bag while it rang.

      He picked up quickly, his voice husky as he said my name, and I needed to mentally scold my libido for flipping right the fuck out.

      “I think the real question, Marx,” I told him, aware of how breathy my own voice was and not giving two shits, “is where are you? And why aren’t you here?”

      He gave a low chuckle, and I collapsed back onto the bed. “I thought you were scared of me, DeLuna. Weren’t you running for your life last time we were together?” He gave a small groan, and I could picture him pumping his own cock. Damn it, I wanted to explore those piercings with my tongue.

      “So?” I replied, flicking the Purple Pussy Eater on and shivering with anticipation. “What’s your point?”

      A knock on the hotel room door made me startle, and I breathed a curse. “Hold that thought, bunny,” I muttered to Leon, “my room service is here.”

      Somewhat annoyed, I turned my battery-operated friend off and slipped back into the hotel robe. I tossed my phone onto the bed and grabbed a tip from the dresser where I’d left the weapons I’d been wearing earlier.

      “Just a second!” I called out when the knock came again. I grabbed a gun and chambered a bullet. Just in case.

      A quick look through the peep-hole didn’t raise any alarm bells for me, though. A middle-aged white man in a hotel uniform stood there looking bored as hell with a room service trolley in front of him.

      Keeping my gun at my side, slightly obscured by my robe, I opened the door and offered a polite smile. “Sorry for the wait, I was changing.”

      The guy just gave me a tight nod and pushed the room service cart into my room when I stepped aside. The strong smell of fresh pizza made my stomach grumble, and I was beyond excited to eat my pizza while Leon dirty talked in my ear. Only one thing could have made it a better scenario, and I wasn’t fucking thinking about him anymore.

      “Thanks so much,” I told the guy, handing him a tip and holding the door open for him to leave.

      The man murmured a polite “enjoy your meal” kind of response and exited. I closed the door, then flipped the lock and slid the safety chain on. Leon was right when he said we were never totally safe, but we did what we needed to in order to catch a few hours of sleep.

      Once the safety was back on my gun, I placed it back on the dresser with my other weapons and plucked the warming lid off my pizza. Instant mouth water.

      “Fuck yes,” I moaned, grabbing a slice. It was still hot—a hit or miss aspect to room service—and I ate a whole slice before retrieving my phone from the bedclothes. “You still there, Marx?”

      His rough laugh responded, flooding my pussy once more. “I wasn’t going anywhere. Did you just moan while eating something?”

      “Pizza, Marx. Cheesy, saucy pizza.” I took a huge bite of a second slice. I was hungry.

      “Shit, DeLuna. I’m on my way.” It was a darkly dangerous promise… or threat… and it got my blood pumping like crazy. Finally, I wandered over to the floor-to-ceiling window of my room and peered out into the glittering city lights, imagining I could see him out there somewhere.

      “Good,” I told him, “then I’ll save my batteries.”

      His answering groan made me laugh, but a flicker of movement in the window reflection made me gasp and duck on instinct.

      Not fast enough.
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      Pain lanced through me as the sharp garrote bit into my neck and hand—I’d narrowly managed to get my fingers up in time to give me a shred of fighting hope. I bucked against my assailant, using the window to kick my full weight backward, and he staggered a couple of steps. It gave me just enough advantage to wrench one end of the garrote wire out of his grip to slide free, and I dropped to the carpet.

      “Slippery bitch,” the unknown man grunted as I rolled swiftly to give me space to get to my feet. Suddenly I was seriously unimpressed with the hotel bathrobe. It was not doing wonders for my range of movement, but I also wasn’t wasting time taking it off.

      I faked to the left, then darted right, diving headfirst over the bed and hitting the floor as a suppressed gunshot rang out above me. Fucking hell, this prick wasn’t playing. The room wasn’t exactly big enough for a long drawn out fight, either, so I launched at the dresser to grab my own weapons.

      He seized my hair in a vicious grip, hauling me backward with an arm wrapped around my neck, but my fingers had already latched onto a dagger, and my chin was tucked low to prevent a proper choke hold. I lashed out with the knife, stabbing at anything I could reach, but to my horror, he didn’t release me. The knife struck him deep in the thigh, glancing off bone and jarring my hand, but he just grunted and shifted his grip like he was about to snap my neck.

      “Oh hell no,” I snarled, twisting and squirming out of his hold in a way that only my slighter size would allow. He aimed his gun again, but I kicked his wrist to knock it away. With a fraction of distance between us, I tried to search my mental database for his face.

      Then again, if this was another of the Circle’s executioners, it would be part of the job to not be recognized as such. Fucking hell, Emmanuel Blanchet really wanted me dead.

      “Look, buddy,” I tried to reason with him while ducking a scary fast punch aimed at my head, “this is all a misunderstanding. I don’t know why the Circle wants me dead, but I am loyal.”

      “I don’t fucking care,” the guy responded, then somehow faked me out and slammed my face into the wall. Ouch.

      Throwing my elbow back into his diaphragm, I twisted and slashed with my knife, slicing the back of his thigh. I was aiming for his hamstring, but judging by the fact that he hadn’t crumpled to the floor, I couldn’t have cut deep enough.

      Shit.

      The realization that I was outmatched punched me in the gut harder than my assailant, and I doubled over with an involuntary body response. Crap. I might actually be fucked this time, and not in a fun way.

      No way in hell was I making it easy on him, though. I let momentum and gravity take me to the ground, pretending I’d lost my balance. As soon as my shoulder hit the carpet, I twisted to my back and slammed my knife up into the man’s groin, aiming for his femoral artery… or his balls. One of the two should do the trick.

      But he just grunted and wrapped his hands around my throat. This time, I couldn’t tuck my chin or get a hand up, and he got a clean grab with his fingers circling my whole neck. Then he squeezed.

      I tried everything I could think of to free myself, but it was utterly futile. My lungs burned and my vision blacked. Then all of a sudden, the pressure released and my attacker collapsed on top of me in a lifeless heap.

      Coughing and spluttering, I dragged oxygen back into my screaming lungs as the big man was shoved off me to reveal Leon standing there looking like he’d stepped straight off the pages of GQ.

      “What took you so long?” I croaked as he offered me his hand. I took it and he hauled me to my feet with far more speed than my swimming head could handle. I stumbled and fell against him, and then his lips were on mine.

      His strong grip moved to my waist, holding me tight against him as he breathed life straight back into my lungs, kissing me with a desperation that shook me right to the core. I kissed him back just as hard, one of my hands gripping his neck and the other around his waist, pulling him closer.

      “Danny DeLuna,” he growled against my lips as he tugged the loose tie of my robe undone, “that was too fucking close.”

      I gave a laugh, then bit his bottom lip a little harder than necessary, tugging on it with my teeth as I looked up into his deep green eyes. “I had it handled.”

      Such a lie. I was dead in seconds if Leon hadn’t turned up.

      He knew it too. His gaze flashed and his grip on my waist tightened, spinning us around and shoving me down onto the bed. The bathrobe spread out beneath me, doing nothing to hide my nudity now, and Leon stared down at me like he wanted to devour every inch of my body.

      “You did not have it handled.” His tone was hard-edged even as he unbuckled his belt. He was angry. At me?

      “And that’s my fault?” I snapped back, propping myself up on my elbows and trying to keep my eyes on his face. It was hard. So fucking hard. Like other things.

      Leon used his knee to spread my legs apart on the edge of the bed, lowering his pants just far enough to free his gorgeous pierced dick. He leaned over me, his hand stroking the bruised and cut-up length of my throat reverently.

      “You have no idea…” he murmured, his voice dark and dangerous as he traced the stinging line where the garrote had cut my skin. His knees pushed my legs wider apart, and his hot tip brushed my throbbing cunt as he dropped his face to kiss the wounds on my neck.

      I gasped at the tiny bites of pain as his stubble-beard brushed my fresh cuts, but I was also so turned on I was trembling. My hips rocked with invitation, silently begging him to fill me up. He understood, too, notching his pierced tip just inside my pussy as he brought his lips back to mine.

      “No one,” he whispered against my lips, his fingers resting so gently around my injured throat, “I mean no one”—his fingers tightened fractionally, making me gasp in anticipation—“lays his hands on this throat, DeLuna. No one.” His cock slammed into me so hard I grunted, and Leon caught my lips in a rough kiss that I swore I could feel printing against my soul.

      He pulled back and thrust in again, hard enough to shift me up the bed slightly. It was exactly what I needed.

      “You’re mine, DeLuna. This perfect throat is mine to grab.” He tightened his grip, making me moan. Pain radiated from all my fresh wounds, but holy hell I was about to come already. The way he choked me wasn’t to cut my oxygen off, either. It was a careful pressure on my blood vessels, heightening the arousal in every inch of my body. It made me see stars and hear fireworks.

      “As for this?” He fucked into my pussy with ferocity. “This is definitely mine. Don’t even think about pulling out that battery-operated dick again without my permission, beautiful.”

      I moaned, feeling my muscles spasm and clench with the first waves of orgasm. Leon’s grip let up slightly on my throat as he kissed me again, his tongue roughly tangling with mine in a way that made me feel like the epicenter of his natural disaster.

      My gasps and cries were muffled by his kisses as I came hard, his pierced tip striking me in just the right way to keep my climax going an unearthly length of time. Then he hauled me up off the bed like a rag doll and flipped me onto my stomach.

      “Up,” he barked at me, slapping my ass. I somehow mustered up the strength to push up onto my knees, leaving my face and chest against the bed like a pornographic yoga pose. It was what he must have wanted, though, because he thrust back into my pussy with a grunt, and his hands gripped my hips like handlebars.

      “Holy fuck,” I gasped out as he fucked me harder and deeper than before. Moans and whimpers fell from my lips without any conscious thought. The adrenaline of nearly dying was still rushing through me, making me dizzy and hyperaware of every inch of my skin. It was intense in the best kind of way. “Yes,” I encouraged between moans, “yes, fuck, harder!”

      He gave me what I wanted, his hips slapping into my ass so hard I’d likely have bruises in the morning, but shit, what was a few more? The metal buckle of his belt scratched against the back of my thigh, and his short fingernails bit deeply into the flesh of my hips. I came again, muffling my own screams with a pillow, and Leon slowed his thrusts to wait me out.

      God damn, his stamina was impressive.

      “Fucking gorgeous,” he muttered with rough pants as my climax faded enough for me to catch my breath.

      I tipped my face to the side to give him a witty retort, then stiffened when I saw my mysterious attacker move.

      “Marx!” I barked. “Nine!”

      Leon didn’t question me, nor did he stop fucking me. He just pulled a gun from the holster still strapped under his arm and aimed the gun at the other executioner.

      “Be a pal, Bryan, and don’t move,” he drawled to the dazed and confused-looking man on the floor beside the bed. “I’m not done with my girl just yet.”

      My attacker seemed resigned, like he recognized Leon and knew he was screwed. So he just gave a small incline of his head and didn’t move another muscle. He just watched.

      Leon huffed a laugh and rocked his hips with his cock buried deep inside my pussy. “Babe, keep him covered. Bryan’s a sneaky bastard, but I don’t trust myself not to shoot him if I get carried away.”

      He handed me the gun, and I shifted it to my uninjured hand so I could keep it steady on the bleeding man. I’d stabbed him countless times, and the growing stain on the carpet below him confirmed that I hadn’t missed. Never mind the blood dripping from his head where Leon had hit him.

      “That’s it,” Leon purred, stroking a hand down my spine. “I hope your gun hand is as steady as the rumors say it is.” He leaned over and stuck two fingers into my mouth. “Suck.”

      My lower belly heated, and my pussy tightened around his cock. I was no blushing virgin; I knew what he had in mind. So I did as I was told, coating his fingers in my saliva. I arched my back as he pushed a wet finger into my ass, then moaned and asked for more.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he murmured, adding his second finger and fucking my ass slowly with his hand. “So tight, DeLuna. I can’t fucking wait to get my dick in here.”

      Words failed me as I rocked on my knees, breathing heavily and keeping the gun trained on Bryan. For several minutes, Leon seemed to just be testing my patience, his movements unhurried and gentle.

      Bryan’s gaze shifted from the gun to Leon, and I could sense he was planning on making a move soon. Far too soon, because I was having fun, dammit.

      “Marx,” I gasped out, pushing back onto his hand and dick, “smack my ass and fuck me hard. Make me scream, then come all over my pussy.”

      Bryan’s eyes widened, but Leon barked a laugh. Then did what I demanded. The crack of his hand across my butt cheek made me shriek and tense up, but then he was fucking me so hard I almost fell off the bed. It was all I could do to keep the gun trained on Bryan, and even then, he must have underestimated me.

      As I climaxed, panting and moaning Leon’s name, Bryan tried to make a run for it.

      I shot his knee out, making him crash to the floor in a heap. Then Leon grabbed the back of my neck and fucked me so deep I could almost taste his cock in my throat.

      He did exactly what I told him to do, pulling out and coming in hot spurts all over my pussy and ass, coating me in his essence. It was hot as hell.

      “Don’t move,” he grunted, shifting off the bed.

      I tipped my head to the side just in time to catch him taking a picture of his mess with his phone. He met my eyes as he snapped another, then just smirked. “Adding to my collection,” he told me, like that was all the explanation I could possibly need.

      “Can I move now?” I asked with a teasing smile, wiggling my hips at him.

      He seemed to really consider saying no, but then Bryan gave a loud groan of pain, and Leon sighed. “I suppose. Go wash up and clean those cuts. I’ll deal with our audience member.”

      I was sorely tempted to stay and help, but shit… I ached all over, and my hand was bleeding freely from where the garotte wire had cut through the fleshy bit of my palm. I was a goddamn mess, and a shower sounded fan-fucking-tastic. So I yawned and climbed off the bed with shaking legs.

      There was blood everywhere, but it was nothing we couldn’t handle. The bigger concern would be someone calling security for that gunshot without a silencer.

      Leon’s problem, not mine. I needed a shower. His possessive declarations while we’d fucked haunted me into the bathroom, though. An echo of what Kai had told me, back on the island when he thought I would never leave.

      My addiction for jealous, possessive men was becoming problematic.
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      Was this even real, or had I slipped into a lucid dream? It wouldn’t be the first time, though I thought I’d solidified the line between reality and imagination some years ago. But it was almost too good to be true. This woman was too good to be real. Too perfect to be mine.

      After I’d dealt with Bryan—as fast as humanly possible—I’d joined her in the shower and fucked her against the wall while the water at our feet turned red with blood. Then after we got out, she barely let me dry her off before shoving me to my knees and demanding I make her come again with my mouth and nothing else.

      Forget tending to her wounds, my woman wanted to ride the high of nearly dying as long as she could, and I understood. So I knelt there on the hard tile floor and damn near suffocated myself in her sweet cunt. Her legs buckled when she came, but I caught her and lowered her gently to the floor, never taking my mouth from her throbbing core for a second. No way in hell was I spilling so much as a droplet of her sweet release.

      After that, she was so exhausted and pliable that she didn’t protest when I scooped her up and took her to bed. Nor when I tended all her various wounds. None of them were too severe, the cut in her hand being the worst of them. Luckily her medical kit was fully stocked, and I closed it with glue.

      For a long time after I was done, I just lay there beside her, tracing the marks on her ivory flesh with featherlight touches, not wanting to wake her. Quietly obsessed with the marks that were mine, because they came from a place of raw passion unlike anything I’ve ever felt.

      “You knew him,” she murmured, startling me somewhat.

      “I thought you were asleep,” I confessed, pressing my lips to her bare shoulder in a kiss.

      She hummed a sound that did weird things to my chest. Made me all warm and shit. “Nearly,” she whispered, cracking her eyes open, “but I get the feeling that when I wake, you won’t be here. So I don’t want to sleep.”

      I arched one brow. “That’s why you don’t want to sleep?” Because she didn’t want me to leave? Fuck. Why did I just feel like I’d been punched in the stomach by that statement?

      Her lush lips curled up in a smile. “You think I’d be worried about you killing me in my sleep again? Nah, you’re too infatuated with my pussy to kill me yet.”

      If that wasn’t the truth… But it was so much more than her cunt I was obsessed with, it was her. All of her. The way she’d fought back against Bryan, a seasoned executioner, or the sassy quip she threw right after she almost died. I couldn’t get enough of her. She was strong in every aspect of her personality, and I was… what had she called it? Infatuated.

      That word barely scratched the surface.

      “Don’t look so worried, Marx,” she told me with a wry smile, threading her fingers into my short hair and tugging my face closer. “I’m hooked on you, too.” She whispered the confession against my lips, then kissed me so perfectly. Fear shot through me, and I stiffened up.

      She must have felt it, because she broke away with a sigh. “Tell me something, bunny.”

      Amusement cut through my sudden wave of anxiety. “Like what?” I propped my head on my hand, looking down at her from a short distance. She was stunning, with makeup or without. Bruised and cut up, or unblemished. I liked her in every version.

      Her long dark lashes fluttered, but her sapphire eyes were sharp and assessing. “Tell me something true, bunny. Tell me something you’ve never told anyone, or tell me why you locked up just now.”

      What curious phrasing, seeing as how they were one and the same. But did I trust Danny DeLuna enough to tell her about Layla?

      I hesitated long enough that she exhaled heavily and rolled onto her side to face me. Her long fingers threaded into her silken white hair, and her delicate tongue wet her lips. She held me spellbound.

      “Okay, I’ll go first,” she offered, “though I doubt there is much you don’t already know about me.”

      My lips curled up. “You’d be surprised.” Someone had done solid work on burying Danny’s personal life. I still didn’t know where she’d gone after leaving Scotland via helicopter, even though I was narrowing the options down.

      “Mm-hmm, well, okay, depending on how closely you’ve been stalking me, maybe this is news. Kai tried to reach out a few days ago.” She delivered that truth bomb as casually as asking whether I liked her to spit or swallow.

      Swallow, obviously.

      “I didn’t know that,” I responded carefully, gritting my teeth and holding a tight grip on my temper. Fuck, I wanted to kill that bastard a hundred times over, and hearing his name on her lips made me see red. “What did he say?”

      She gave a small head shake. “Nothing. He tried to get my attention by abducting Stanley.”

      My brows rose before I could control my reaction. “Stanley. You care a lot about this… Stanley.”

      Danny’s eyes narrowed. “Yeah. I do. And I had stupidly told Kai about him while I was playing my dumb twit character. So he had Stan abducted and thought it would make me return to his fucking island or something.”

      I swallowed hard. I wanted to know everything about Stanley. I wanted him dead. How dare he elicit such loyalty and adoration from my DeLuna? He had to go. She was mine and I would not share.

      “I’m thinking his stupid plan didn’t succeed, or we wouldn’t be discussing this so casually right now,” I said instead, schooling my tone to calm lest I alarm her by my inner thoughts.

      Her answering smile was smug. “I had it handled. Stanley is safe and out of Kai’s reach.”

      Hmm. What did that mean? If he was out of Kai’s reach, was he also out of my reach? Clearly she’d shared more about her life with that prick than she had with me. I hated that.

      Understanding dawned and I hummed an amused sound. “That explains why I saw you meet with Hermes earlier. I didn’t realize he had diversified his portfolio so much.” As far as I knew, Hermes dealt in jewels, artwork, and priceless trinkets. Not people. Then again, maybe he’d made an exception for Danny. She had that effect on people.

      She arched a brow. “So… your turn. Tell me something real.”

      My mouth went dry. Something real. She wanted to know me, and the thing that scared me the most about that concept was that it didn’t scare me at all.

      No one ever accused me of making sense.

      “I thought I loved someone… once. Her name was Layla.”

      As those words passed my lips, I tensed up like I was afraid the roof would collapse or a bomb would detonate or something. But instead, Danny just reached out and softly traced the line of my jaw with her fingertip, and her gaze gentled.

      “Was,” she repeated in a whisper. “What happened to her?”

      I hardened myself against the deeply repressed grief I’d experienced over losing Layla. “She died,” I said. “She was Guild, too.”

      Danny gave an understanding sigh. “Hazards of the job, for some of us,” she murmured. “I’m sorry, bunny.”

      A flash of amusement cut through my melancholy. Bunny. She was just begging to get spanked for such disrespect, knowing full fucking well I was no mere tech bunny.

      “You wanna explain the rest of that statement?” she prompted, dragging her thumb over my lower lip like she was fighting not to kiss me. I could understand that feeling.

      “Hmm?” I gently grabbed her thumb with my teeth, teasing.

      She held my gaze, tugging her thumb free. “You thought you loved her. What made you realize you didn’t?”

      I stared back at her, totally unfazed by the gravity of our conversation. She was bewitching me completely. Somehow, she made me feel safe, and that was a totally foreign feeling to me.

      “You, DeLuna.” I brought my hand to the back of her head, my fingers tangling in the soft weight of her hair. “The love I thought I had for Layla pales in comparison to the raw obsession I feel for you. You utterly consume my thoughts, day and night. Do you have any idea how dangerous that makes you?”

      Her breath quickened, shallowing out as her pupils dilated. “That’s the real reason you thought about killing me?”

      I inclined my head in confirmation. “Someone on the Circle tried to use Layla against me once. Tried to hold her safety hostage to force me to comply. Now she’s dead.” Both the Circle member and Layla. No one fucking blackmails me. Not if they want to stay alive.

      Danny wasn’t scared, though. She just gave me a wicked smile and smoldering stare. “I didn’t know Layla, but I guarantee I’m harder to kill.”

      My grip on her hair tightened, tilting her head back. “That, I’m sure of,” I agreed. Then I brushed my lips over hers in a tauntingly chaste kiss. She gave a frustrated whimper, trying to lean into me, but I held her hair firm as I chuckled.

      “You wanna kiss me, DeLuna?”

      “So fucking bad,” she groaned, tugging against my hold on her hair. “And more. Bunny…”

      A grin pulled my lips at that stupid nickname. If she ever called me that outside of the bedroom, there would be hell to pay.

      “Make me a promise,” I ordered, my voice already husky with desire. My dick seemed like it’d been permanently hard since Prague. Fuck knows I’d jerked off enough times during those three weeks in Kraków, while I spied on her from the apartment above.

      Danny gave a small sound of frustration. “I don’t make promises lightly, Marx. What do you want?”

      What do I want? Forever.

      But she wasn’t ready to hear that from me. Not yet. She still thought we were playing a game, and in a way, we were. Wasn’t everything in life just one big game, and dying meant you lost?

      “Promise me,” I implored her, holding her gaze steady and serious, “that you won’t trust anyone within the Guild until Blanchet has been dealt with. No one can be trusted, not even your friends.”

      That surprised her for some reason. Maybe she thought I was going to ask something else of her? Hmm, curious. But regardless, this was important.

      “Sabine and Jude—” she started to defend them, but I shook my head.

      “Are Guild. Even mousy Judith, she’s still Guild. And you know better than anyone what that means. The Guild will always hold their loyalty. Can you honestly say that they would choose your safety over their own if given a direct order from a Circle member?” I was right, and she couldn’t deny it. I could see the pained resignation in the furrow of her brow and the tightness of her lips.

      “I’m not trying to isolate you, DeLuna,” I continued, knowing how my request might be taken—I could thank years upon years of therapy sessions for that insight. “I’m not aiming to cut you off from your support network so that you have no one to trust except me.”

      She gave a small sarcastic laugh. “You’re not?”

      “I’m not,” I confirmed, although that would be a convenient outcome, “because when I say trust no one, I mean no one. Myself included.” It damn near killed me to say that, too.

      But if I wanted her to stay alive, then I needed her to run as far from the Guild as she could. She needed to disappear and let me handle Blanchet. He had plenty of heirs to take that seat on the Circle, and I was confident one of them would be weak enough to be manipulated.

      Danny frowned. She wasn’t taking this order without question, and I never expected her to.

      “What about the rest of the Circle?” she asked. “Surely one of them can help me. If they know Blanchet is breaking the rules—”

      “Every single seat on the Circle is filled with selfish, greedy, inhumane bastards. When I say you can’t trust anyone within the Guild, they’re the worst of them. They each have their own agendas, and none of them are for world peace. Blanchet is Circle. Who knows who else he’s working with. Consider them all the worst of your enemies, DeLuna.” I hated how true that was. Hated it.

      Danny didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she pulled against my hold and crushed her lips to mine. My restraint snapped and I kissed her back, letting my lips tell her how much I was holding back. How out of control everything was starting to feel and how much blood I was about to shed in her name.

      Somehow she ended up rolling us to straddle me, and my pulse raced as my hands found her tits. She had fantastic tits, big for her petite frame and with incredibly responsive nipples. I lived for the little whimper she made when I pinched them.

      “DeLuna,” I growled between long, drugging kisses, “do you understand?”

      She broke off our kisses and gave a long sigh. “I understand,” she whispered with regret. “Trust no one within the Guild until Blanchet stops gunning for my head.”

      I quirked a brow. “Promise me, DeLuna. Or I’ll have to hide you away for your own safety.” Visions of her tied up and helpless in my snow-surrounded fortress danced across my mind, and my hard dick twitched with excitement.

      She clicked her tongue with an edge of frustration but gave a small nod. It was good enough.

      As much as it pained me to do, the moment she fell asleep some hours later—exhausted and thoroughly fucked into unconsciousness—I dressed and left the hotel room. She was more than capable of protecting herself; she’d proven that much. And I had something important to attend to.

      Whistling a happy tune, floating on the residue of incredible sex endorphins, I strode through the hotel parking deck to my dodgy white panel van. I could still taste my goddess on my lips as I opened the back of the van and peered down at my captive—bound, gagged, and bleeding in the otherwise vacant van.

      “Sorry, Bryan,” I told my guest. “That took longer than anticipated. Are we ready to talk? No? Never mind, we’ll get there.” I shot him a wink, then slammed the door closed again before climbing into the driver’s seat.

      I couldn’t think of a better way to end an incredible night than stripping the skin from Bryan’s fingers. Not to make him talk, but to punish him for touching what was mine.

      Utter perfection.
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      The bed beside me was cold and empty when I woke some hours after Leon fucked me into unconsciousness. Disappointment settled over me like a cold blanket as I opened my eyes and looked around. Because Leon wasn’t just in the shower, he was gone. Just like I knew he would be.

      Blood splattered the wallpaper in several places, and there was a sizable stain on the carpet where Bryan had lain after Leon knocked him out, but I was alone. Hell, the safety chain was even on the door—I’d need Leon to teach me that one.

      “Ouch,” I groaned as I sat up. Every inch of my body ached, and my head pounded so hard I could hear my own heartbeat. “Fucking hell.”

      Gritting my teeth, I dragged my beat up ass out of bed and through to the bathroom where Leon had left my medical kit. Oh yeah, I looked worse than I felt, and that was saying a lot. My neck was the worst of it, with dark purple bruising surrounding the angry red welt of the garotte wire. Then there were the fingerprints higher up, closer to my chin. I didn’t mind those so much.

      Carefully, I dabbed bruise balm onto my various marks, rubbing it into the discoloration and assessing everything that’d happened in the last twelve hours.

      Of all of it, including Bryan the executioner and Leon’s stern warnings to trust no one, the thing bothering me the most was the necklace. The mysterious Guild key that Hermes had given me. How did Kai get it? And why? Did he know it was a Guild symbol?

      Ugh, now I was thinking about Kai again. It sure as hell didn’t help that my pussy was still swollen and sore from all the sex with Leon last night… Every part of my body was way too fucking sensitive for intrusive thoughts about him.

      Once I had all my wounds touched up as well as I could manage, I put on a thick layer of makeup to hide the bruises on my face—thanks, Bryan, you asshole—then packed my bags back up.

      My phone pinged with a new message before I left the hotel room, and I smiled when I saw who’d sent it.

      6279: Stay safe, mon cœur. I’ll come back to you soon.

      I swallowed hard, trying desperately to smack some sense into the butterflies who just lost their goddamn minds inside my belly at the endearment Leon had used. It was no use, they were too far gone.

      3982: Is that a promise or a threat, Bunny?

      6279: Both. Don’t forget you’re mine now.

      That message was quickly followed by a picture message that took me a minute to decipher. When I worked it out, though, I gave a sharp gasp. That motherfucker…

      3982: Are those Bryan’s fingers all cut off?! I thought you had killed him!! What the fuck, Marx?!

      His response came after a short pause.

      6279: I have now. We needed to chat first. And now you know what I’ll do to Ares if he touches you again, mon cœur.

      Dread and apprehension rolled through me. Kai had said something awfully similar, back on the island. That he would kill even his own team if they touched me… so I could imagine what he might do to Leon. Then again, that had all been an act. A ruse to win me over. One that had damn near worked too.

      Leon was different. Not a single inch of me doubted the sincerity of his threat… after all, there was photo evidence of Bryan’s punishment for choking me.

      3982: You’re a psychopath, Bunny.

      6279: No, I’m a sociopath, mon cœur. I’m your sociopath. Never forget it.

      Oh geez. Fuck poetry and flowers, this man knew the way straight into my heart. The butterflies were flapping so hard I wondered if they might put me in cardiac arrest.

      To err on the safe side, I didn’t reply. Instead, I put my phone into my pocket and grabbed my bags. It was time to change locations, change cities, and plan my next moves. Just because I couldn’t trust anyone in the Guild, didn’t mean I was going to sit around waiting to be killed.

      No way in hell. Emmanuel Blanchet wanted me dead? Then I needed to take him off the game board. But I couldn’t do it alone… not even I rated myself that good.

      I needed help. But I couldn’t trust anyone within the Guild, according to Leon. Hell, not even just according to Leon. I knew he was right. Even Jude and Sabine, could I honestly say that, prior to this whole mess with Blanchet, I wouldn’t have put my loyalty to the Guild higher than their safety? I wasn’t sure. And that worried me.

      But first, I needed a new safe location. Bryan had found me far too fucking easily. That fact alone was sitting in an uneasy puddle of dread inside me. How had he found me so quickly?

      I hated to think it, but it was in my nature to be suspicious. Had Leon leaked my location, just to save me and look like a hero? Or more likely, someone else had been watching me, following me from my meeting with Hermes. That seemed more believable.

      “Too careless, DeLuna,” I muttered to myself as I rode the elevator down to the lobby. “Too fucking careless.”

      Before leaving the hotel, I flipped up the hood of my black jacket, hiding my distinctive white hair from easy view. If I weren’t so fucking vain, I might’ve cut and colored it to blend into crowds a little easier. I’d reserve that for a last resort… I liked my hair, and this life had already taken enough from me.

      Safe location. Where the fuck could I even go that the Guild wouldn’t find me?

      I couldn’t ask Jude or Sabine for help, nor could I reach out to any of my other mercenary contacts. But Carlos wasn’t Guild. Nor did he hold any particular love for my employers. He had the resources and connections to not only help me hide, but also track down Blanchet.

      “Come on, Carlos,” I whispered as I listened to his ringing tone. I’d already texted the airstrip to let them know I was on my way, but I didn’t know where I was going. I really needed Carlos to answer his fucking phone and throw me a lifeline. “Pick up the fucking phone, Carlos.”

      When his voicemail kicked in, I gave a frustrated growl, hung up and immediately called again.

      Still no answer.

      “Couldn’t think of a worse time for you to go dark, Carlos,” I murmured with a sigh, giving up on calling him. It wasn’t unusual for him to drop off the face of the earth for weeks, even months. But it seemed strange he wouldn’t have said something about it, considering how recently I used our emergency beacon.

      Still with no clue where the hell I was going, I took a taxi to the private airfield where Carlos’s jet was hangered. My cloud backup of my phone meant I never lost my contact list—which was useful with how often I lost my phones—so I spent the drive scrolling through my list and debating what the fuck my next move could be.

      By the time I boarded my plane, I had narrowed it down to two options.

      Either I called in a favor from an acquaintance in Shadow Grove, potentially bringing the gaze of the Circle down on one of the most entertaining criminal underworlds I’d ever seen… Or…

      “Shit. This is going to bite me in the ass so hard, I already know it,” I groaned, hovering my thumb over the second option in my contact list.

      “Do we have a destination, ma’am?” my pilot, Rene, asked with a blank expression. He was the definition of discretion and was paid handsomely by Carlos to fly the plane and never speak about his work. I’d known him for three years, but now I was side-eyeing everyone. Shit. Would Rene sell me out, given the right incentive?

      I had to hope the answer to that was no.

      Did I have any other options? Of course I did. But none of them would play out well. Hell, this probably wouldn’t play out well, either, but it seemed like the best I might get.

      “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Paris.”

      Carlos had a safe house that I’d used before in the Latin Quarter. He wouldn’t mind me staying there for a few days, and I could probably pick the locks if he’d moved the key.

      “Understood, ma’am,” Rene responded, then disappeared back into the cockpit to leave me alone.

      I looked back down at my phone, waking the screen up with a swipe of my thumb.

      “Now or never, DeLuna,” I muttered. “Don’t be a fucking coward.”

      Clenching my jaw tight against the rising anxiety, I tapped the call button on my last resort. The line rang enough times that I almost hung up. Then it connected, and a ripple of guilt ran through me.

      “Hey,” I said on a heavy exhale, “Mo… it’s me. Danny.”

      She inhaled sharply, then the line went dead.

      “What?” I frowned at my screen. Oh, lovely. She’d hung up on me. Not totally unexpected, I supposed. “Well… that could have gone better.”

      With a defeated groan, I sat back in my seat and clipped my safety belt. We were already taxiing and would be in the air in no time. But now I was second-guessing my choice of Paris.

      “Dammit,” I grunted. Leaning over to the wall, I pressed the intercom button that would connect me to Rene. “I changed my mind. Take me to Seattle.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Rene replied, not even hesitating a moment. He was great like that. Fuck the paperwork on flight plans, we paid people to handle that crap.

      My phone sat there on my lap as we took off, mocking me with its blank screen. For the first time in my entire life, I felt lost. The Guild had raised me; it was the only figure of authority I’d ever known. They weren’t simply my employers, they were my family. And now they wanted me dead.

      Why?

      What had I done to make a member of the Circle turn on me, after all my years of loyalty? My birth mother had surrendered me to the church only hours after birth, and the Guild orphanage had taken me in. I’d been given my first contract when I was eight. For twenty years, I had done everything the Guild ever asked of me, never questioning my loyalty to the mercenary way of life.

      Now I had no one to trust, nowhere to go, and no solid plan for how I could get my life back to normal.

      I was so screwed.

      It was that gut-twisting sense of regret for all my life’s choices that weighed me down as I reclined my seat to sleep. Suddenly, everything I thought I knew, everything I lived for… it was gone. I was alone.

      My phone vibrating in my lap woke me up sometime later, ripping me from my anxiety-fueled dreams about being chased down by faceless, cloaked killers.

      “Hello?” I croaked, my eyes too blurry to read the name and desperately hoping it was Carlos calling me back.

      “You’ve got a whole lot of fucking nerve calling me, Danny DeLuna,” Mo hissed down the phone, instantly wiping the sleep fog from my head.

      My mouth was as dry as a desert, but I swallowed hard and breathed a small sigh. “I know,” I replied. “Trust me, Mo. I’m well aware. But… I need your help.”

      Fuck. Admitting that out loud was like falling on my own blade. I could only cross my fingers and hope that this was the right move. Kai had a Guild necklace in his bedroom for a reason. I’d been contracted to kill him for a reason. I couldn’t help but think that they were more tangled up in the mercenary world than they’d let on.

      Of course, getting Mo to help was going to be the first hurdle.

      “I would rather help myself to a battery acid enema than help a lying, sneaky, traitorous fraud like you,” she spat down the line.

      Good. We were off to a good start.
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      Mo was furious at me and made sure I knew all about it. About how I’d betrayed her trust, how she’d genuinely thought we were friends, and how she had no idea who I even was now. But she never once mentioned Kai. That had to be a bad thing, right? Surely if he had felt anything for me, she’d have mentioned how I broke her little brother’s heart. Wouldn’t she?

      Shit, maybe that was a good thing. Fuck, what was I saying, it was definitely a good thing. The last thing I needed was Kai and Leon entering into some sort of dick-measuring competition. Actually, now that I thought about it—

      “Danny!” Mo barked in my ear, making me jolt. “Are you even listening to me?”

      Nope, I was daydreaming about two of the most impressive dicks I’d ever encountered—and I had plenty of reference points—and wondering which would actually be bigger. It was too hard to guess; I’d have to compare in person.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Mo demanded.

      I was the first one to admit I was somewhat out of touch with social etiquette when it came to girlfriends. Jude and Sabine had known me so long they just rolled with my rudeness. But I was fairly sure she didn’t want me talking about the jaw-aching size of her brother’s cock.

      “Well…” I paused, rubbing at the bridge of my nose. “I mean, I would have been inclined to say that I’m sorry and I feel awful for having deceived you so thoroughly. But then I consider the fact that you were perfectly happy to have me abducted, drugged, imprisoned, beaten, tortured, and sexually assaulted. So really, when you put things in perspective, Moana, who should be apologizing to whom in this scenario, hmm?”

      The silence was deafening.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I muttered, irritated. I did feel bad for tricking her, and that annoyed me more than anything. She was the one in the wrong between us, not me. “So are you going to help me or not?”

      Mo didn’t respond immediately. Then she made a small huff. “I really don’t know you at all, do I? You’re a totally different person to the woman I made friends with.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Cry me a river, Moana. It’s my job. Now answer my question, are you going to help or am I wasting my fucking time on this call? I know you’re not tracing my location, I’m not that fucking green.” Only newbies and idiots let themselves be GPS-tracked on mobile signal. Besides, I was still at thirty thousand feet.

      “Fine,” she muttered, right when I thought the answer would be no. “You provided a valid point about who owes who an apology.” It sounded like she was gritting her teeth, but a small wave of relief washed over me.

      “Good,” I snapped. “I’m about an hour from landing in Seattle. I’ll send you a location we can meet at, just let me know how soon you can get to this side of the world.”

      “I’m already in the States,” she admitted. “Depending how remote we’re talking, I could be there this evening, I guess.”

      Curious. Why was she in America? Then again, there were a lot of criminals hiding out or seeking asylum in the neutral gang territories ruled by Hades. It was like gangster Fiji. Bars, clubs, and hotels where they could let their hair down, safe in the knowledge that inter-gang violence was strictly prohibited and rule breakers swiftly punished. It stood to reason Ares, the infamous arms dealer, would have a lot of clients in this area.

      “I’ll text the address,” I told her. “But Mo? Do not, under any circumstances, bring your team with you. This is you and me, no one else. Am I clear?”

      She didn’t respond, and my jaw tightened.

      “Do you understand me?” I growled out, my voice hard-edged and angry. “My forgiveness ran out the moment I escaped your fucking island. I lay eyes on any of your team, they’re dead. Are we clear?”

      “Even Kai?” she asked, her voice cold. “Will you kill him this time?”

      Would I? I wanted to say yes, but I wasn’t so sure. He’d gotten under my skin too deeply.

      “Try it and find out, Mo. Don’t fucking say you weren’t warned.” I ended the call before I could give her any reason to doubt my resolve. Because despite how it might seem, I wasn’t calling him for help. I called Mo because she was just as capable, just as connected, and that necklace wasn’t masculine. For all I knew, it was Moana’s and she was the one connected to the Guild.

      Also, I still wasn’t strong enough to face him. I’d have to kill him, otherwise I risked letting him rip out another chunk of my heart. And how many more pieces could I survive without?

      With impeccable timing, my phone vibrated an incoming message.

      6279: I can’t stop thinking about you, DeLuna. Every time I shoot someone, I think about how sexy my gun looked in your hand while I fucked you. How hot it was when you shot that idiot. Where are you now?

      My breath caught in my throat, and I bit my lip. Shit, Leon knew exactly how to get my mind off Kai.

      3982: I wish I could tell you, but someone said not to trust the Guild

      I grinned as I waited for his reply. There wasn’t enough time now, we were about to land, but maybe later when I was secure, I could video call Leon. I bet he’d secretly love that, even if he had told me not to use my Purple Pussy Eater without permission.

      6279: Sounds like wise advice. Watch your back, mon cœur, I’ll find you soon.

      Once again, I couldn’t decide if it was a threat or a promise. Or both. Either way, it made me turn to mush, and my pulse galloped. He was certifiable, there was no debating this fact. But goddamn, there was just something about a man who killed for his woman without question…

      That picture of Bryan’s severed fingers was one of the most romantic gestures I’d ever received. Right up there with the moment when Kai returned my silver watch to me, thinking it belonged to my fictional grandmother.

      Of course, Kai had soured that memory by planting a tracking device of his own in the mechanism. Leon’s gesture was totally without ulterior motive, except to send a clear message that I was his, and he wouldn’t tolerate anyone hurting me. Damn butterflies.

      Once my jet landed, I hired a nondescript rental car using one of my many aliases and drove for the rest of the day. Ensuring no one had tailed me required a whole lot of zig-zagging, backtracking, and generally driving in circles. At least the patches of snow still visible off the road hadn’t turned to ice. That was something. But eventually I arrived at the remote mountain cabin I’d booked using a dark website specifically offering safe houses to anyone with the money to pay, no questions asked.

      The access protocols were extreme, starting from an armed gate a solid mile before the house. Hestia Safe Houses didn’t fuck around when hiding criminals and shady characters, that was for sure. It was exactly what I needed, so I wasn’t complaining.

      I took my time getting settled and checking, then double-checking, all of the security that Hestia put in place on their properties. It was better than anything Carlos’s houses had—and with the added benefit of totally untraceable, anonymous bookings. If I wasn’t safe here, I wasn’t safe anywhere.

      “Home sweet home,” I whispered to the silent house when I was done. I was fully armed, too paranoid to put my weapons down or relax. Especially since sending Moana the address of our meeting point.

      In an attempt to distract myself, I opened my group text thread with Sabine and Jude. But then Leon’s warning popped into my head, and I closed it again. Damn it. I needed to get this shit with Blanchet ironed out soon, or I was going to go crazy. I couldn’t just start over in a normal life somewhere. Asking me to walk away from my career—my identity—and hide out amongst civilians would be worse than death. I’d rather go down fighting, thanks.

      I wished Stanley was here.

      Full of nervous energy, I left my safe house early and headed for the rendezvous point I had arranged with Mo. The rental was hidden deep in the hills a half-hour drive from a town called Echo Creek. Or that was what it was called when it had been inhabited. Now it was totally abandoned, as it had been for a number of years.

      My meeting point with Mo was the old library, but I headed across the road to the church instead. From the little bell tower, I had a clear view of the street in both directions. I’d know if she brought the rest of her team along to ambush me.

      Unstrapping my backpack, I set about putting together my rifle and checking that I had an unobstructed view of our meeting point and the road into town. I was on the fence whether I thought Mo would come alone or not, but if Sam showed his ugly fucking face, I was prepared to shoot. Fucking oath, I would shoot him so damn fast he wouldn’t know what’d happened until he woke up in Hell.

      I didn’t have to wait all too long before movement in the distance made me tense up. She was early. Suspicious? Or punctual? Fuck, who was I kidding, everything was suspicious, but she was only about ten minutes early.

      Peering through my binoculars, I watched the car approaching the main street of abandoned Echo Creek. Everything was an eerie green with the night vision, but I was used to it and could make out the details clearly. She was driving a Ford Mustang, the kind of generic one rental companies offered, and seemed to be alone. So far. No other cars followed her, but I’d learned the hard way that anything could be used as a Trojan Horse these days.

      So to err on the side of caution, I kept my binoculars on her car right up until she parked a short distance away from the library.

      Moana stepped out of the driver’s seat, making me breathe a sigh of relief. It was actually her. Thank fuck.

      And yet, why was I swallowing back a lump of disappointment?

      I waited a few more minutes, watching as she headed to our meeting point. Waiting to see if there was any further movement from her car. Someone else inside, maybe… or in the trunk. Anything was possible. Yet nothing happened. Minutes ticked by. Still, I exercised patience even as Mo checked her phone, seeming irritated.

      She’d actually come alone. Maybe she could be trusted after all.
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      She was even more beautiful than I remembered, my siren. Everything about her was so familiar, but so very different all at the same time. Her starlight hair pulled back in a ponytail triggered memories of holding it wrapped around my fist, and her hips swayed in that exact same way that she’d walked around my house. But she was also a stranger. Her eyes were sharp with suspicion and intelligence, not even a hint of the soft, vulnerable woman I’d known. Her perfectly pouted lips were crimson and set in a hard line, offering none of the shy smiles she’d used to snare my heart.

      When I’d seen where she wanted to meet my sister, I could hardly believe my luck. We had been meeting with one of our repeat customers in Shadow Grove, only a two-hour drive from the abandoned town of Echo Creek. I had plenty of time to arrive in town before her and lie in wait.

      She headed for the church, her stride confident and her various weapons glinting under the clear moonlight. This was the real Danny DeLuna. Not the fragile creature who’d cowered from Sam and constantly sobbed.

      Every inch of my body rippled with tension, and I barely breathed as I silently followed, maintaining enough distance and moving slowly so as not to catch her attention. She was already out of my line of sight, but if it were me, I would go to the bell tower. That was the best vantage point to assess the surrounding streets, and she would want to make sure Mo was arriving alone.

      There was no rush. No need to alert her to my presence yet, not while she was likely still paranoid and on edge. Nope, I could wait it out. Let her relax and think the coast was clear.

      It took longer than anticipated. Much longer than I would have liked, but it was a good test of my own self-control. Forcing myself to stay hidden, lurking in the shadows and simply watching her. It went against every instinct I had, not immediately putting my hands on her. The need to touch her skin was totally consuming me, until it almost seemed like I’d snap in half from the tension.

      The way she assembled and handled her Ruger Precision Rifle made my dick hard. It also made me wonder who the fuck she was buying her weapons from, because it wasn’t me. Fucking Guild must have set contracts with one of my competitors. Another reason to hate them.

      The hum of a car engine broke through the oppressive silence of the bell tower, and I watched Danny shift her position. She was on her belly, sniper rifle aimed and ready to shoot if anyone other than my sister stepped out of the car. Would she have shot me if I’d turned up to the meeting instead of Moana?

      I liked to think no, but that could be my ego taking over my logic. This woman wasn’t the woman I’d thought had fallen in love with me back on my island. She had been a total fabrication. So I had no clue how the real Danny DeLuna would react. But I was about to find out.

      “Thank fuck,” she muttered on a long exhale, her posture softening slightly. She must have decided Mo was alone after all. And she was, much to her own stupidity.

      Still, Danny made no move to rush down there and speak with my sister. She just waited… which I had to admit was smart. Who knew whether someone was lurking just out of sight, right?

      Mo must have been calling, because a moment later Danny shifted to pull her lit phone from the pocket of her black pants. She was all in black, the darkness making her skin and hair stand out in stark contrast.

      “I’m here.” My sister’s voice cut through the night from across the street and echoed quietly from Danny’s phone. “And I’m sure you can see by now that I’m alone. Are you satisfied?”

      Before Danny could respond, I stupidly shifted my weight, and a board creaked.

      We both moved equally as fast, our guns pointed at one another before I even stepped out of the shadows, and Danny gave a furious snarl.

      “No, Moana, I’m fucking not satisfied,” she snapped to the phone still in her hand. She’d drawn a Smith & Wesson M&P from her hip and held it like an extension of her own body as she glared pure death at me.

      I smiled. I couldn’t help myself. She was so fucking beautiful, and I’d been dreaming about her every night since she ran from me. “Tell Mo to leave,” I ordered Danny. “You and I are overdue a little chat.”

      “Is that Kai?” Mo shrieked, her voice bouncing out of the phone. “Fuck. Fuck. Danny, I swear I didn’t tell him—”

      Danny didn’t react, just ended the call, cutting off my sister’s apologies. As smooth as silk, she rose from the floor and tucked her phone away, never taking her eyes or her gun from me.

      “I wish I could say I was surprised,” she told me in a hard-edged voice, so totally different from the Danielle I’d known. The only sign of the chilled air around us was visible in the vapor when she spoke. “You must have some kind of death wish, Malachi.”

      Her use of my full name made my eye twitch. No one called me that anymore, not since my father had died. Hearing it on her lips sounded so impersonal, like she was deliberately pointing out the fact that we were strangers.

      “Funny,” I replied without even a hint of amusement. “I think we both know you only called Moana so you could see me. So here I am, ika ātaahua.”

      I’d be willing to bet she was irritated not to know what I’d just called her. According to our research, she spoke seven languages damn near fluently, but te reo Māori wasn’t one of them.

      “I’m amazed you managed to sneak up on me; with an ego that large, you must have had trouble getting up the stairs.” Her words dripped sarcasm, and I didn’t even try to hide my answering smile. She loved my smile, and I didn’t think she’d been lying about that. She’d told the truth about Stanley… I clung to the hope that she’d been genuine with other things too.

      I stepped closer, and she didn’t flinch.

      “You told Mo that you needed her help. I guarantee you, ika ātaahua, I’m the one you need.” I tilted my head to the side, holding her gorgeous gaze as I took another step closer. Could she hear the deeper meaning behind my words? Could she hear how badly I wanted her to need me? The way I needed her back in my life?

      Fucking hell, if this didn’t work, my team would shoot me themselves. They were thoroughly sick of me pining for a ghost.

      “Kai!” Moana yelled from the street below. “Malachi Arden, I’m going to fucking kill you if Danny hasn’t already done it.”

      Danny’s perfect lips twitched with a micro-smile, and I gave a small sigh.

      “Fuck off, Moana!” I shouted back, letting my voice boom through the bell tower.

      “Screw you,” she shouted back. “Danny, are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      This time, my siren’s smile spread wide, and mirth sparked in her sapphire eyes.

      My pulse raced and I wet my lips, almost dizzy with the need to touch her. “Yeah, Danny,” I mocked, “did I hurt you? Did you feel like you’d been stabbed right in the chest with a poison blade that day in Venice when you realized I’d been playing you?”

      She scoffed. “You fucking wish, Malachi. I called Mo because I wanted her help. Not yours. I suggest you tuck tail and run before I decide to complete my contract and kill you.”

      Victory swelled my chest, and satisfaction settled over my shoulders like a warm blanket. She had been contracted to kill me and chose not to follow through.

      I took a step closer, near enough that I could almost reach out and touch her. Almost. But I was still undecided whether she would shoot… even a non-fatal shot would be unpleasant.

      “Malachi, back the fuck off,” she ordered me with a slight edge of frustration. “Don’t make me kill you for being a stubborn prick. I seriously doubt your sister will help me if I shoot you tonight.”

      I gave a small laugh. “You’re right about that, kaikohuru iti.”

      Her jaw clenched as she gritted her teeth, and I took another step closer. We still had our guns on each other, but with every step I advanced, I grew more confident she wouldn’t use hers.

      Bang.

      Shit. That answered that. She’d fired, but it’d been at the wall behind me instead of through my chest. I’d call that a victory.

      The gunshot echoed through the air, and Moana shouted something from out in the street, but best of all? Danny had just terrified a small colony of bats living in the rafters. They all took off from their silent perches in a flurry of black leathery wings, causing both Danny and me to flinch and duck.

      The second her focus was off me, though, I knew I’d never get a better chance. I darted forward, grabbing her wrist to disarm her gun and spinning her into my body in a tight submission hold.

      “Got you,” I rumbled with amusement. Her small frame was against my body, and it took all my control to stay alert and not melt into her scent.

      “Seriously?” she hissed, refusing to drop the gun despite how hard I pinched the tendons of her wrist together. “Do you really think you can hold me this time, Kai? I could—”

      Whatever she was going to say, she cut off in a strangled yelp when I kissed the side of her neck. Her black top had a high neckline, but the strip of skin between her jaw and the collar had just begged for my lips.

      She froze, tension running through her whole frame, but she didn’t pull away. Encouraged, I spun her around in my arms, lowering my face to kiss her. It was an all-consuming thought, a visceral need to feel her lips on mine, to taste her sweet breath and hear those angelic sighs as she turned to liquid in my arms.

      But my mouth simply brushed across her cheek in a glancing touch as she twisted smoothly out of my grip.

      “Nice try,” she said with a laugh. “But let me spell this out for you, Karitoki, I’ve returned to the sea, and I won’t fall for your tricks again.”

      My heart thumped harder. She remembered the legend of Pania. It distracted me enough that she darted past before I could grab her again, leaping into the void below the old church bell and disappearing from sight in a flash.

      “Danny!” I screamed, “No!”

      For a gut-wrenching moment, there was no response except the flapping of bat wings and the echo of my own shout. Then the bell lurched and clanged with a deafening peal.

      I flinched, covering my ears as best I could while holding a gun, but the sound was reassuring. She’d caught the rope and slid to the ground floor. Slippery siren. She wasn’t going to get away from me that easily. Not this time. Not ever again.
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      There was only one logical conclusion that I could come to as I slid down the bell rope, my pulse racing and my breath held. I was losing my edge. I’d lost my edge. Before this cursed mission to honey trap Ares, I would never have been taken by surprise like that. I would never have been so stupid as to let Bryan the bastard nearly strangle me to death after hiding in my room service cart.

      I was getting sloppy, and it was all Kai’s fault. I’d treated my time on his island as a vacation, and it’d dulled my instincts.

      Thank fuck for the leather gloves I wore, as they saved my hands a wicked rope burn on my speedy exit from the bell tower. I burst through the front doors of the church, then pulled up short when I nearly ran straight into Mo.

      Or rather, into the barrel of Mo’s AR-15.

      “Mo,” I said, panting slightly with adrenaline and panic. “Get the fuck out of my way.”

      She frowned but didn’t put her gun up. “Sorry, girl. I can’t do that.”

      Anger flared hot inside me. “Moana, you two-faced bitch, stand the fuck down.”

      Her lips flattened in a hard line, and she shook her head. “I wasn’t lying, Danny. I didn’t tell him. But I am sick and fucking tired of hearing his elaborate plans to get you back, so right now? Right now, you’re gonna toss your weapons down here on the road, then turn around and go back inside.”

      I barked a laugh before realizing she was serious. “Mo, I’m not going to do that.”

      “Yes, you are,” Kai said from behind me, his deep voice sending shivers across my skin. I’d damn near fallen back into his trap a moment ago when he’d tried to kiss me. I wasn’t strong enough to face him again. Certainly not without the comfort of my guns.

      Dammit. I’d left my rifle in the bell tower.

      “Danny,” Mo snapped, “put your guns down and go back into the church. You two need to talk, and I’m not letting you leave here until you do.”

      My eyes widened. She wanted me to talk to Kai? About fucking what? Our business was done. He kidnapped and tortured me, I played him for a fool. We were even.

      “You too, little brother,” she added, jerking her chin at the menacing presence behind me. “Toss your weapons over here. I’m not risking either one of you killing each other until you sort your shit out.”

      He grunted an indignant sound that made me smirk, even if I was still refusing to turn around and look at him. He was too fucking sexy, all decked out in weapons and black clothes, just like me.

      “Moana, that’s—”

      “Just fucking do it, Kai,” she barked. “I’ve had it right up to here”—she indicated to a level somewhere an inch above her head—“with this Romeo and Juliet bullshit you two have going on. Now I’m telling you both to put your fucking weapons down and talk it out like adults. Or else.”

      I couldn’t help myself. “Or else what, Mo? You gonna shoot me if I don’t?”

      She fired a shot at the step directly below where I stood, making me inhale sharply.

      “I don’t fucking know, Danny,” she admitted, sounding totally honest. “Maybe? Do you want to call my bluff and find out?”

      Movement behind me made my shoulders ripple with tension, then Kai flicked the safety on his gun—it was a distinctive sound—and tossed it down the short stairs to skitter across the pavement in front of Moana.

      “I wouldn’t push her when she’s in one of these moods,” he told me, standing way too close for comfort again. “I’ll be inside.”

      Mo raised her brows at me. “Well?”

      I scowled back at her. “Well, what?”

      She sighed. “Jesus, Danny. I’m asking you to just have a conversation. You two have some bad blood on the table, and until it’s wiped clean, Kai can’t focus on our work. Besides, if anyone can help you with whatever mess you’re caught up in with the Guild, it’s him.” Her brow furrowed, but I could see the stubborn set of her jaw. She was just like her brother in that regard. “I appreciate you have no reason to trust me or him. But that’s why I have this.” She nodded to her assault rifle.

      I clicked my tongue, thinking. Maybe she was bluffing. But these were the same siblings who had me imprisoned on an island and tortured daily. Nothing was really out of the question when it came to Moana and Malachi Arden. Besides, for all I knew, the rest of the hateful fucking team could be lurking on the outskirts of town.

      “Fine,” I said from behind clenched teeth. I flicked the safety back on my hand gun and placed it carefully down on the step where Mo had just shot a chunk out of the concrete. Throwing loaded guns was a terrible idea. “Happy?”

      She gave me a dry look. “You think I’m stupid, Danny? What else have you got?”

      Damn it. With a sigh, I disarmed the other two small guns I had concealed, then at Moana’s hard glare, I added a range of knives to the pile, and a miniature grenade. One never knew when a little explosion might come in handy.

      “Damn, girl,” Mo murmured. “Is that everything?”

      I arched a brow at her. “You think I can’t kill him with my bare hands?”

      She grinned. “I’m hedging my bets. Now will you please just go talk to the big fucking baby? Maybe if he realizes Danielle is nothing like you, then he’ll quit acting like you broke his heart.”

      Say what now?

      “I’ll keep your weapons safe and sound in my car. Okay? I promise, I’ll give them all back when you leave.” She tilted her head to the side, her thick dark hair shifting with the movement. “Just rip the Band-Aid off, girl. If he really meant nothing to you, what do you have to be afraid of?”

      Ouch. Fair point, though. What was I so scared of? He wouldn’t catch me off guard again. I’d been playing a role last time. This time there was nothing to stop me fighting back.

      Also, I’d rather eat a porcupine than admit I was scared of being in the same room as Kai because I still had crazy strong feelings for him.

      So I gave Mo a brittle smile, then flipped her my middle finger. “I hate you.”

      She just laughed. “I like this version of you better. Danielle cried too much.”

      Well shit, that was something we could both agree on. Not that I would tell her as much, though. So I just steeled my spine and stalked back into the eerie old church to confront my biggest demon.

      He was nowhere to be seen, though.

      “For fuck’s sake, Malachi, I’m not playing dumb games with you,” I snapped, peering around the dark room. I should have chosen a location with actual electricity connected, if only to lower the drama of it all.

      Shuffling sounds came from behind the altar, and his shadowy form reappeared a second later. “Stop calling me that, kaipatu. I know you’re trying to pretend like we’re strangers, but we’re not.”

      He struck a match, the sudden light imprinting on my vision for a few moments as he lit the array of candles he’d fished out from somewhere. Once the thin tapers on top of the altar were all lit, he used one to light the huge, half-melted pillar candles on stands around the dais, bathing us in soft light that only heightened the drama.

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I told him, tracking his every movement with suspicion. It was bullshit, though. I watched him because I couldn’t look away. “We were both faking it, so we most definitely are strangers. You have no idea who I am.”

      He placed the candle back down in its holder, then advanced toward me. It took every shred of my strength not to take a step back, but Danny DeLuna didn’t retreat from anyone. Certainly not an unarmed man with no active desire to kill me. I didn’t think.

      So I tilted my chin up and met his gaze as he stopped right inside my personal space, close enough that I was at a significant height disadvantage.

      “I have no idea who you are?” he asked softly, tracing a fingertip along the side of my jaw. I wanted to flinch away or lean into his touch, but I did neither. I stood strong and unaffected. “And yet, I know the silken feel of your skin. I know how your body responds to my touches. I know how you taste as you come on my face.” His fingertip skated across my lips, the lightest of touches that set my whole body on fire. “I know what sounds you make when my cock is buried deep inside your sweet cunt and how you moan when I fill you up with my cum. Maybe the rest was bullshit, Danielle, but that? No, you didn’t fake any of that. I might not know you, but I sure as fuck know your body.”

      Christ. This. This is what I was so goddamn afraid of. I should have called Moana’s bluff.

      I needed to swallow quickly before I could muster any strength or conviction in my voice to respond. “So, what I’m hearing, Malachi, is that you need to get laid. There are professionals who will handle that, you know? You shouldn’t need to risk your life just to get a good fuck.” I tipped my head to the side, dislodging his teasing finger in the process.

      His full lips tilted in a smile. “You’re in trouble.” It was a statement not a question.

      No shit, Kai. I’m in huge fucking trouble being here with you.

      “Why’d you call Mo if not to reach me?” he pushed, not moving away to offer me even an inch of breathing room.

      Arrogant ass. “This is possibly news to you, Ares, but the whole world doesn’t revolve around you. I called Mo because I wanted to speak to Mo. Is that such a hard concept to grasp?”

      He stared down at me for a long moment, his eyes narrowed with suspicion. Then he gave a laugh and grasped my jaw in his strong fingers, tilting my head back further. Like he wanted to try and kiss me again.

      I stood my ground, but it was tempting to knee him in the nuts just to deflate his ego a bit.

      “You wanna know what’s a hard concept to grasp, ātaahua? That you can’t feel this electric connection between us. That you didn’t fall in love, even a little bit, for real. That’s what I’m having a hard fucking time wrapping my head around, because I sure as fuck did.” His dark eyes blazed with honesty and desire, with passion. But he was only lying to himself.

      “Get it through your thick skull, beau fou,” I replied, hardening myself to the raw emotions he seemed so determined to drag out of me. “You fell for an act. I honey trapped you, exactly as my job required me to do. Nothing more, nothing less. The sooner you stop reading into it so hard, the sooner you can move on with your life.”

      Anger and frustration flared across his face, and his grip on my jaw tightened. He was barely half an inch above my bruises, which my black collar was hiding.

      “Nah, I call bullshit,” he murmured, “because you did do less, didn’t you? You were supposed to kill me, too, and you couldn’t go through with it.”

      Motherfucker.

      Rather than try to deny it—when we both knew he was right—I stepped away, jerking my face out of his grip. He wasn’t anywhere near ready to let me go, though, and he quickly followed.

      “Don’t turn—” he started to growl, grabbing the back of my neck in an almost panicked need to stop me walking away. But his fingertips landed right on the swollen, scabbed line where the garrote wire had cut my skin, and I hissed a sharp breath, wincing.

      Sloppy on my part, I was usually better at hiding my pain. But he’d taken me totally unaware, and I hadn’t spared a second to smother my reaction.

      “Show me,” Kai demanded, and I twisted out of his grip once more.

      “Screw you,” I shot back, folding my arms under my breasts and leaning my butt oh so casually against the altar. “I thought you wanted to talk? So talk, then let me leave. I have shit to do.”

      His teeth ground together so hard I could hear it, and he stalked closer. Damn it all to hell, I’d cornered myself, and unless I wanted to be a giant wuss and climb over the altar, I had nowhere to go.

      “Fucking show me,” he snapped, reaching for the collar of my top.

      I batted his hand away, glaring. Then in a lightning fast scuffle of slapping hands, Kai somehow got me all twisted up in his arms once more, my back to his front and my hips against the altar. How?

      My only logical explanation was that my greedy cunt was exerting her power over my mind, and slowing my reflexes. She didn’t want to fight Kai off. Not really. So she was making it easy on him. Stupid fucking vaginas with minds of their own.

      Kai held my wrists pinned together against my chest with just one of his huge hands, and apparently I’d lost control of my own body. I didn’t fight against him, even though I damn well had the ability to free myself. Did my subconscious just want to see what he’d do when he saw my injuries? It was like driving past a car crash. Morbid fascination.

      He gently peeled my high collar down, exposing the dark bruises and vivid welts all over my throat. Even with only candlelight, it couldn’t have looked good. Hell, it probably looked worse than it was, given all the shadows dancing around the church.

      The tension vibrated through his whole body, and he swallowed hard. His lips were close enough to my cheek that I could feel his hot breath on my skin, and he ever so softly traced a finger over the garrote line welt.

      “Who the fuck did this to you, siren?” he asked in a rough voice.

      I sighed. His touch felt so good, so damn familiar, and the raw, possessive concern in his voice had me weak at the knees. “A dead man,” I replied, hardly daring to breathe. “He was dealt with, so don’t worry your pretty head over it.” Leon saw to that, just like he’d see to Kai if he found out about this encounter.

      A low, angry sound rumbled from his chest, and my inhale hitched. I wasn’t strong enough for this. I’d never lost myself so thoroughly on an assignment before, and this was all uncharted territory.

      “Someone is trying to have you killed,” he commented. He lowered his face, kissing my shoulder through the thin fabric of my top. “That’s why you wanted Mo’s help.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, my eyes fluttering closed as I relaxed into his hold ever so slightly. It was totally sick how safe he made me feel. The same man who assaulted me, abducted, imprisoned, tortured, and manipulated me. He was the same man who made me forget all my damage with the Guild and let me park my violent, blood-soaked past firmly in the past. He made me feel… protected.

      “Someone is always trying to kill me, Kai,” I whispered back. “That’s hardly news.”

      He huffed a short laugh, his breath warming through my clothing. His hand still pinned my wrists together at my chest, but his other hand shifted to my waist. To the tactical belt I wore clipped around my hips and secured over my belly button.

      Still I didn’t push him away. This car crash was just getting interesting.

      “This is different, isn’t it, Siren? Your own Guild has a hit out on you. It’s why they sent you to me.” He wasn’t speaking with prior knowledge, simply piecing it together as he processed. It didn’t take a genius, I supposed. “They thought I’d kill you the moment I worked you out… just like I’ve done to countless other mercenaries who have come for me.”

      He unclipped my belt, then flicked the button of my high-waisted cargo pants.

      “Kai.” I uttered his name on a tense sigh. “What do you think you’re doing right now?”

      He didn’t even hesitate a second, dragging my zipper down. “Calling your bluff, ātaahua.” His hand dipped inside my panties, his fingers immediately finding my heated pussy and making me gasp. Encouraged, he pushed on, sliding his long fingers into my cunt while his thumb searched for my clit. “That’s what I thought,” he murmured, playing with my own wetness and making my whole body tremble in need.

      “That”—I managed to say despite how shallow my breath had suddenly become—“proves nothing.”

      He just laughed. No, he didn’t laugh, he fucking chuckled a deep, smug sound that warmed my neck as his fingers pumped harder. Shit, it felt so damn good.

      He was hard as granite against my back, and I couldn’t help bucking my hips slightly. The fact that he still held my wrists pinned was only heightening the whole sexy scenario, reminding me how much he enjoyed being my captor. How badly he craved control. I hadn’t forgotten that first night when he chased me through the abandoned house. When he’d forced me to suck his dick, then fucked me with the barrel of his loaded gun.

      My pussy tightened around his fingers, my whole body trembling as I came. And I wondered what Kai would think, knowing Leon had listened to that whole encounter back on Halloween.

      “That’s it,” Kai murmured in my ear, his fingers still stroking inside me as I shuddered and groaned. “Good girl. You come apart so pretty under my touch.”

      Fuck. That almost made me come again. Especially when he slowly withdrew his hand from my pants and brought his wet fingers to his mouth, sucking them clean with a moan of appreciation.

      “You’re in trouble, Siren, and you’re gonna let me help you. Are we clear?” His tone offered no room for negotiation, even as he released my wrists.

      I twisted around to face him, licking my lips and fighting to catch my breath. Fuck, that had been hot, and all I could think about was kissing him now. Kissing those full lips and tasting myself on his tongue.

      “I don’t want your help, Kai,” I told him in a husky whisper.

      His lips tipped in a sly smile. “No, but you need it. You know what they say, ātaahua, the enemy of my enemy is my friend. Right now, I’m the Guild’s worst enemy, which makes me the best friend you’ve got.”
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      Trusting Kai had to be one of the worst ideas I’d ever entertained, I was absolutely sure of it. But with Leon off doing god knew what, and my friends too loyal to the Guild to be trusted… there weren’t many allies left. And the few I had, I wanted to keep as allies rather than bring the ire of the Circle down on their heads.

      So, I reluctantly agreed. Kai would help me deal with Emmanuel Blanchet and clear my name with the Guild. In exchange… well, I wasn’t totally sure what he planned to get out of our arrangement. I wasn’t so arrogant as to think he just wanted to spend time with me and make me fall in love again. No, he had something to gain, and I was willing to bet it related to that necklace Hermes had given me.

      “Holy crap, you’re both alive,” Mo commented as we exited the old church. She was sitting on the hood of her Mustang and hopped off when we approached. Her curious eyes darted between us, like she was trying to guess what had gone down.

      Kai went straight to the trunk and popped it open, pulling out my guns. “Turns out, my girl has a hit out on her and needs our assistance,” he announced.

      I snatched my guns from his hand and secured them in my empty holsters. “I’m not your fucking girl, Malachi. Cut the bullshit.”

      “Uhhmmm…” Mo looked like she was scared to blink in case she missed something good.

      “Fuck me, how many weapons were you carrying?” Kai grunted, handing me another gun and a handful of knives.

      I shrugged. “It’s almost like I’m a mercenary and get paid to kill people.” Sarcasm dripped heavily from my words.

      Mo cleared her throat dramatically, like she was covering a laugh. “So, you’re coming back with us then, Danny?”

      “Yes,” Kai said.

      At the same time, I scoffed. “Hell fucking no.” He glared at me, and I just glared right back. “You think I’m going to willingly return to your fucking prison, Malachi? You must be dumber than you look. I’ll be heading back to my secure location, and we can meet in neutral territory or communicate by dark web.”

      “How’s that going to work when the Guild is sending assassins after you?” he argued, folding his impressive arms. He wore a black, long-sleeve top, but it was skintight and did nothing to hide his bulging muscles.

      I gave a frustrated sigh. “I can handle it. I’ve survived two Guild executioners in the last three weeks and the notorious Ares himself. I think I’ll be fine.”

      Kai’s glare darkened and he reached out to tug my collar down. “You call this surviving?”

      “Yeah, dickhead,” I snapped, smacking his hand away, “that’s exactly what I call it. Because I’m alive and he’s dead. Pretty much the definition of surviving.”

      Mo gave a worried shake of her head. “Sorry, Danny, I’m with the idiot on this one. You need physical backup.”

      I gritted my teeth in anger, hating that they were teaming up against me. “I only need your connections in tracking down the man pulling the strings on this. That’s it. Once I deal with him, my name will be cleared and everything can go back to normal.”

      Mo didn’t look convinced, and Kai… fucking hell, I already knew I wasn’t escaping that easily. Not tonight, and probably not ever.

      “Well… consider it a two for one,” Mo said with forced brightness. “You can access our contacts and get a big, dumb hunk to watch your back twenty-four seven. What a bargain!” She punched her brother in the shoulder, and he barely even twitched.

      I shook my head, searching for another great reason to decline. But really, all I had to offer was no, I can’t be trusted alone with Kai because I’m pretty sure I’m still a little infatuated and am scared of that getting worse if we fuck. Which we will. And then Leon will cut Kai’s fingers off, and he has such pretty, talented fingers; it’d be a shame to waste them like that.

      Out loud, all I managed was, “No thanks.”

      Kai smirked like he could read my mind. “You scared to be alone with me, Siren?”

      “Um?” Mo gave a small wave. “What am I? A side table?”

      “You need to go back to the team,” Kai told her with a small shrug. “Debrief and let them know that delicious Danny DeLuna will be helping on our vendetta.”

      Curiosity sparked. What was their vendetta? And how could I help?

      “So… should I bring them out here?” Mo asked, frowning around at the abandoned town.

      “No,” Kai barked at the same time as I shook my head. “No, I don’t want them anywhere near Danny just yet.”

      I scoffed. “The feeling is mutual, though I’d love a rematch with Sam now that I’m not pretending to be a weak, helpless victim.” I flexed my fist, the leather of my fingerless gloves creaking while I pictured beating the snot out of Sam. Regardless of how heartbroken he was at losing Mauricio, he still tried to kill a woman who wasn’t fighting back. That spoke volumes for his character, and I was more than happy to dish out some karma.

      “Okay…” Mo gave me a narrow-eyed look. “On the one hand, that sounds like a mess we don’t need to deal with right now, but on the other…”

      I grinned. I knew I liked her for a reason.

      “The answer is no,” Kai snarled, pissed off as hell.

      Moana rolled her eyes. “Okay, I got the message. You’re insecure and worried Danny will flirt with Jae again. Got it. What about you two?”

      Kai glowered so hard I imagined I could see a little steam coming from his ears. His extreme jealousy issues were not exactly news, though.

      “I’m going wherever my siren goes,” he told me with utter conviction. “She’s never getting out of my sight again.”

      Mo and I exchanged a look, and she barked a sharp laugh. “Good luck with that one, champ.” She clapped her brother on the back, then headed for the driver’s side door of her car. “Call me if you need a break from his moody bullshit, Danny-girl.”

      I already needed a break. “Hold up,” I snapped before she closed her car door. “You still owe me, Mo. This does not even the score between us.”

      She wrinkled her nose, then gave a nod. “Understood.” Without any further discussion, she pulled her door closed and took off into the night, leaving me alone in the middle of fucking nowhere with the first man to truly get under my skin. Like a splinter. A splinter with a body straight off Mount Olympus and a dick that could make Aphrodite gasp.

      “So,” he said, breaking the tense silence. “Where to?”

      “Hell, apparently,” I muttered, throwing my hands up and stalking away from him. I’d left my rental car just two blocks away, and Kai followed me like a huge shadow the whole way. Neither one of us attempted conversation, and I was glad for it. We weren’t friends, and it was about damn time he worked out that this was business and nothing more.

      We only drove five minutes before the silence evidently got the better of Kai, though.

      “So, how’s Stanley doing?” he asked, his gaze heavy on me as I drove. “I hope you’ve been taking better care of him than the state I found him in. Poor guy was dehydrated as hell.”

      I ground my molars together and told myself I still needed Kai. I couldn’t kill him just yet.

      “That was a dirty move,” I told him in a low mutter. “Sneaky, underhanded bullshit, right there. How’d you even find my home?” That was a question that’d been bugging me since realizing Stanley was gone. I was so careful covering my tracks. Ten years I’d lived there, and no one had ever found me, other than those I trusted. Even Leon hadn’t found me there… as far as I knew.

      Kai wasn’t even slightly apologetic. “It got your attention, didn’t it?”

      I rolled my eyes and said nothing. Shithead was trying to get a rise out of me.

      “Who did you hire to steal him back, anyway?” he asked curiously, shifting in the passenger seat so he was facing me better. Suddenly the car was way too small. “It was a flawless theft.”

      I scoffed. “Of course it was. I told him exactly where to find you. Can you shut the hell up now? I have a headache, and you’re making it worse.” That wasn’t a lie, my head was thumping.

      “Have you taken any painkillers for your bruises?” he prompted, ignoring my request for him to shut up.

      Frustrated, annoyed, and crazy worked up with sexual tension, I just shot him a withering glance and kept driving in silence. Of course I hadn’t taken painkillers. Dumb ass.

      Kai just continued watching me like a sexy hawk as I completed the security protocols to access my Hestia safe house, then followed me inside when I opened the front door. When the door closed behind him, the lock electronically shutting and echoing through the space, I swallowed heavily.

      This was such a bad idea.

      “What are you thinking right now, kaikohuru iti?” he asked in a deep rumble, standing at my back with his hands resting gently on my shoulders. “Are you remembering how good we can be together? How relaxing and peaceful that week was on my island, without anyone trying to kill you?”

      “Actually, I was thinking about whether Leon would be awake if I called him right now,” I retorted, stepping away from his touch and making my way through to the bedroom that I’d left my luggage in earlier. I needed to strip out of my weapons and take some aspirin for my head.

      Kai followed, unsurprisingly. “You haven’t killed that motherfucker yet?” he asked with a decidedly violent thread in his voice. “Do you even know what he is?”

      I gave a long sigh, unclipping my shoulder holsters and shrugging out of them with a slight wince. My neck hurt. “Yeah, Kai, I’m well aware. He’s an executioner. How’d you know that?” I turned to frown at him where he stood in the bedroom doorway, but he was staring back at me with a puzzled expression.

      “What?” I snapped. “You thought I wouldn’t work it out?” In fairness, I wouldn’t have if he didn’t put a knife to my throat.

      Kai gave a slow head shake, then flashed a brittle smile. “I guess not.”

      He was holding something back, but I was in no mood for silly games. “Whatever. There’s a spare room across the hall, it’s all yours.” I planted a hand in the middle of his chest and shoved him out into the hall. As soon as the doorway was clear, I slammed the door shut and twisted the lock.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I rested my forehead against the door and tried to desperately gather my wits back around me. My whole body felt off balance, like I’d been on a carousel since the moment I met Kai, and now I couldn’t stop the spinning.

      No footsteps sounded on the other side of the door, and I just knew he was still standing right there. So it didn’t shock me when he spoke again.

      “You think it’s that easy to push me away, Siren? I just got you back, and I won’t lose you again. That’s both a threat and a promise. You’ve been mine since the moment our paths crossed, and you damn well know it.”

      A deep shudder ran through my body, and I retreated back to the bed, flopping down on my back. Mine. Mine. That word was getting tossed around in reference to me a whole lot lately… I couldn’t help but wonder how either Kai or Leon would react when they realized that I was no one’s but my own.

      No man owned me. I was my own woman, and that’d never change, no matter how hot I found the charade.
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      My meetings that had kept me away from my DeLuna were utterly pointless. A total waste of my time and patience. It was a damn good thing I hadn’t attended in person—instead opting to dial in via secure server and going through the motions while pacing my London office like a caged animal. The trouble with wearing so very many different hats was that I had to essentially live multiple lives. I had meetings to attend, people to answer to, paperwork to file on all my identities.

      Luckily, I also had a team of acceptably competent tech bunnies in my employ, making sure every base was covered. So much of my survival, of my success, was dependent on my anonymity in several of my identities. As much as I’d rather do it all alone, I needed to free my time up for things I truly enjoyed.

      Like her.

      Everything about her, not just fucking her. Not just pulling out my gallery of images and jerking my dick so hard it hurt. In the best kind of way.

      “Where are you at with that file on Danny DeLuna?” I barked at my most useful employee, Douglas. I had six elite hackers working out of this office in London, and they all thought they were being paid by MI6. They thought they were the “good guys” working to take down foreign threats to the British Government. Each and every one of them would be horrified to learn they were, in fact, mercenaries working for the Guild.

      I did love a good deception, and it meant they accepted governmental-level wages rather than the lofty contract fees collected on Guild work. Money may not mean a lot to me—I was already wealthy far beyond anything I could spend in one lifetime—but I also wasn’t fucking stupid. Money made the world turn. The more I had, the easier it was to grease the wheels for whatever I needed.

      And failing that, a good bullet to the head always worked.

      “Making progress, sir,” Douglas replied with a watery smile. There was sweat on his brow, and he stank of fear. I must not be projecting Leon the approachable tech bunny very well today. Ever since Danny met the real me, I was putting less and less effort into covering my crazy.

      Because she hadn’t just seen the insanity beneath my surface. She’d accepted it. Hell, she’d been aroused by it. That reaction had blown my goddamn mind, and I wanted to push the boundaries further. Would she be scared if I admitted to murdering the last two tech bunnies assigned to work with her? Or would she see it for what it was, a romantic gesture because I couldn’t stay away from her?

      “About fucking time,” I muttered. “Email me what you’ve found.”

      I stalked back to my private office before Douglas could respond, eager to see his information on Danny while in private. Where I could sit back and let my dick harden like I already knew it would, as I read about all the dirty little secrets my woman thought she’d erased from record.

      The email hadn’t arrived when I sat back at my desk, and I drummed my fingertips impatiently on the desk a few times while I waited. Fucking Douglas was taking his sweet time, and I was about to start throwing knives, I was so keyed up.

      I hated being away from her. Now that I’d admitted the depth of my obsession to her—and myself—it was pure torture not to have her within my line of sight twenty-four seven. I had to remind myself that she was no mere mortal. She was the Danny DeLuna, with a jaw-droppingly impressive kill list under her name. She was entirely capable of protecting herself, so long as no other executioners took the task of killing her. Something I’d taken care of by blasting the entire network with a bloody warning in the form of Bryan’s mutilated corpse.

      Anyone below executioner level, she could handle. But that wasn’t the fucking point. I wanted to handle it for her. I wanted to swoop in and save her when the adrenaline was high and her death flashed across her eyes. Goddamn if I didn’t fantasize about torturing and killing anyone who hurt her, while she watched with hungry excitement. Or maybe she would want to help. It could be a real bonding moment between us, carefully and systematically spilling blood together.

      “Fuck,” I uttered aloud, grasping my dick through my pants. It was so hard I was at risk of messing up my boxers unless I stopped thinking about her with blood-soaked hands and glittering eyes.

      Ordinary vices had never been my thing. Smoking, drinking, drugs… they were all a sign of weakness. Of dependence and an inability to cope with the demons inside one’s own mind. Or so my mother had told me from the moment I could grasp her therapy sessions.

      I was quickly finding one thing I couldn’t deny myself, though.

      Wetting my lips, I unzipped my trousers and fisted my erection right as Douglas’s email appeared in my inbox. Perfect timing.

      Grinning and already breathing hard, I opened the attached file and read through the contents while casually fucking my own hand. The first few pages were the ideal material to jerk off to, as well. Old case files from when Danny had still been under the care of an orphanage in Avignon, France. Back when the Circle had considered promoting her to become an executioner, just after she turned eighteen.

      The files had been redacted last time I’d seen them—done by one of the last generation Circle members—but Douglas had done good work removing those black redaction marks. Now there was nothing to stop me reading about her grading missions in explicit detail. Whoever had been shadowing her hadn’t skipped a single thing, right down to her victims’ screams and desperate pleas for mercy. Pleas that went totally ignored as Danny did exactly as she’d been raised to do.

      I could see it all clearly in my mind, like I’d been there myself. She was exquisite. Utter perfection, all sharp knives and pouty lips.

      Tipping my head back on my chair, my eyes drifted shut, and I imagined it was her delicate hand around my cock. Her big blue eyes peering up at me like she was full of secrets and trouble, ready to fuck up my life. Fuck.

      I came hard enough that I splattered my shirt and needed to grab some tissues in my desk drawer to clean it all up. Such an amateur. DeLuna had that effect on me.

      Satisfied—for now—I turned my attention back to the files Douglas had untangled. Why had she never become an executioner? Was it her own choice, or—

      Ah, there it was. Her promotion had failed Circle approval after the fourth seat had voted against it. Fourth seat was Emmanuel Blanchet, who’d argued that if Danny were to be made executioner, her “considerable assets for information extraction” would go to waste. In other words, he was making too much money using her as a honey trap. He wanted to continue exploiting her body, selling her cunt, rather than turn her into the kind of cold, emotionless, business-only murderer that they seemed to think executioners all were.

      The fucking idiot clearly didn’t realize most executioners hid in plain sight under a whole range of unsuspecting jobs. Like me, pretending I was nothing more than tech support.

      Huffing a sigh, I clicked through the pages until I found the data I’d specifically requested. Her home address.

      “Iceland?” I murmured aloud. “I knew we were made for each other.” I clicked through the evidence and satellite images, committing everything there was to know about Danny’s home into my memory. She was unlikely to return there; Douglas’s notes told me the security had been recently breached.

      “How’d you manage to hide this so fucking well, mon cœur?” I whispered the question aloud but found my answer a moment later. “Fucking Carlos.”

      She trusted him far too fucking much. It was a complication that I didn’t appreciate. Would she be upset if she never saw him again? Would she cry?

      I bet she was a vision with all that black mascara smudged down her face, but I’d rather it be from her eyes watering when I fucked her throat too hard. Not crying over some limp dick drug lord that I disposed of.

      With a frustrated sigh, I fixed my clothes and shut down my computer. The whole unit automatically wiped clear on shutdown, so I had no worries of someone hacking my own device, with all my important files saving to an ultra-secure cloud server.

      All of my staff eyed me cautiously as I stalked out of the office without a word. They were fairly used to working without me in the building and were always a bit jumpy when I popped in unannounced like this. Not that I gave two shits about their comfort, but I’d rather they focus on doing their work.

      My phone buzzed with an incoming call as I made my way out of the building, and I paused to check it. My excitement quickly dashed when I saw it wasn’t my woman calling to say she missed me. Because I missed her. Like I’d cut out a vital piece of me and left it behind in that bloody hotel room a few nights ago.

      The number that was calling was unexpected enough for me to answer anyway.

      “Mr. Timber,” I greeted the caller with a smirk, walking slowly down the street to where I’d parked. “What trouble has your lovely wife gotten into this time?”

      The man on the other end gave a harsh chuckle. “Nothing we can’t handle, thanks. But you might need our help for once.”

      My brows rose and I stopped completely, ignoring the other pedestrians who needed to walk around me. “Oh? Do tell, Zayden.”

      “Someone’s put out a hit on you, Leon. Ezekiel brought it to our attention when it was offered to his people first.” He sounded clipped and annoyed. “Seeing as we owe you for Lucas, I figured maybe you’d appreciate the heads-up.”

      I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Someone put a hit on me?” It was beyond laughable. “And thought someone outside the Guild could pull it off?”

      Amused as hell, but also quietly furious, I fished in my coat pocket for my key fob. My car was still half a block away but close enough that the remote engine ignition would work.

      “Trust me, the boss was equally amused. But she said we needed to let you know so it’s crystal clear we won’t be involved. Ezekiel knows, too.” Zed sounded cautious, like he was worried I might shoot the messenger. Ezekiel ran a black ops company that was small but skilled. If they were about twenty times the size they currently were, they’d be a rival to the Guild, so it was probably a good thing he was staying out of this little dispute. I knew it would benefit me to indebt the fearsome leader of the Timberwolves, because she held Ezekiel’s leash in an iron grip.

      I clicked my key fob and didn’t flinch when my car exploded.

      “Pathetic,” I muttered. “Sloppy, lazy work. We need better industry standards.”

      Zed gave a laugh of agreement. “Car bomb?”

      I grunted my response, then ended the call. We weren’t friends, so there was no need for pleasantries, and the Timber family would likely continue to owe me for a long time. Even though it’d been my debt to Layla that had seen me help them in the first place.

      Layla. Fucking Layla. I needed to find whatever information she’d hidden away from the Guild. Whatever it was, it got her killed. And it was about to get Danny killed. That was utterly unacceptable, so I would retrace Layla’s steps, and somewhere along the way, I’d find whatever she’d hidden.

      Starting with the visit she paid to a prisoner.

      I continued down the street, totally ignoring the flaming ruins of my car and screaming, injured bystanders. I had more important business to deal with.
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      Despite what I’d told Kai, I hadn’t called Leon after shutting myself away in the bedroom. It’d been tempting, crazy tempting. But I’d never been the kind of girl who depended on anyone and certainly never on a man. The closest I’d ever come to a committed relationship was the year I’d spent dating Ricardo, Carlos’s younger brother. Then that went to shit spectacularly, and I’d been pretty settled in the idea of being alone.

      Just me and Stanley, happily ever after.

      So I’d talked myself out of calling Leon, because he’d been crystal clear in telling me not to trust him. Everyone in the Guild had ulterior motives, and he was no exception. That didn’t stop me wishing he would call me, though. I missed him.

      Not in a I need his protection kind of way, either. I just missed him. All his crazy, unpredictable shit. It kept me on my toes, never sure whether he was thinking about fucking or fighting or fondue. It’d only been a couple of days since he’d left me well fucked and passed out cold, but it seemed like far too long.

      After tending to my bruises and cuts again, I’d checked the lock on my door and placed a dagger under my pillow. Then I’d fallen into a heavy sleep of pure exhaustion.

      Come to think of it, now I was starving.

      I yawned and stretched, then snuggled into the hard warmth at my back. A strong arm tightened around my waist, pulling me closer until my ass bumped against some impressive morning wood.

      “Mmm,” I sighed sleepily as soft lips brushed over my bruised neck. “Leon…”

      Kai froze, all his muscles tensing in a flash as a low, angry growl rolled out of him. What did he think he was, a fucking werewolf?

      I grinned, smug as fuck as I wriggled my butt against his erection and moaned like I was in the middle of a sex dream.

      “You’re not fucking funny, Siren,” Kai seethed, his grip on my waist intensifying. This time, he ground against me with more intention, and my answering gasp wasn’t faked.

      Still, I chuckled. “What did you fucking expect, sneaking into my bed? You’re not welcome here, Malachi.” And yet, I wasn’t exactly fighting to get out of bed and away from his embrace. Apparently, my Stockholm syndrome was still in full effect, because I was comfortable. Utterly relaxed.

      The tension in his body melted away, and he gave a husky laugh back. “The way you snuggled into me all night tells a different story. Besides, I told you to stop calling me that.”

      I gave a yawn and shrugged. Why wasn’t I leaping out of bed and putting him in his place? Shit, I didn’t even need to get out of bed, there was a knife under my pillow. But nope, I just used his thick bicep as a pillow and inhaled his crisp, slightly salty scent. He smelled like the ocean. How fitting, given his fascination with sea sirens.

      But it wasn’t real. Kai had played me just as hard as I’d played him. Now what the fuck were we doing? Pretending like we were back on the island? The toothpaste couldn’t be put back in the tube, so right now we were both just ignoring the mess.

      “I missed you,” he whispered, making a shiver roll through me. His hot breath teased my neck, and his fingers stroked my belly. “I couldn’t sleep, knowing you were right here within my grasp.”

      I wet my lips, swallowing the desire to roll over and kiss him. To admit that I’d missed him, too.

      “You didn’t miss me,” I whispered, those words hurting way more than they should have. “You never knew me. You missed Danielle, but I can’t imagine why. She cried all the damn time. Wasn’t that annoying as hell?”

      Instead of making him angry at the reminder that I’d been manipulating and lying, I only seemed to be amusing him. He gave a husky laugh and kissed my neck. I needed to tell him to stop doing that.

      “Yeah, the crying wasn’t my favorite part,” he admitted. “But she wasn’t who I’ve been missing. It was you all along, the quick-witted woman lurking behind crying eyes. Your act was slipping more every day that you stayed with me, and I think you know it. That’s why you eventually ran, isn’t it? You got scared, because what you felt for me was real.”

      He said it as though he really believed I’d admit it. Like I’d even admitted it to myself.

      Nope. I gritted my teeth and rolled out of his embrace. Or I tried to. He caught me around the waist, turned me over, and hauled me back against him with arms like steel bands. The only thing stopping me from kneeing him in the balls, then stabbing him through the trachea was the tender way he kissed my hair.

      “Stop running, Siren,” he whispered. “What are you so afraid of?”

      That was the million dollar question, wasn’t it? What was Danny DeLuna afraid of? Damn him to hell, he was questioning the size of my lady balls.

      “Kai,” I replied with a sigh, my face tucked into his chest like we were made to snuggle like this. “What are we doing here?”

      He gave a hum, the sound vibrating his chest beneath my cheek. Why was I letting him manhandle me like this? I could kill him with my bare hands, yet here I was, turning to fucking goo over a firm hug. I’d say I was sex-starved, but that definitely wasn’t the issue after my rendezvous with Leon a few nights ago. Dick drunk? Was that a thing?

      “Right now I’d say we’re mending our bridges, wouldn’t you?”

      I scoffed, my hand trailing up his side like it had a life of its own. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. At best, we’re forming a temporary truce.” He was shirtless, wearing just a pair of sweatpants, and the ink on his body was just as enticing as I remembered.

      “It’s a starting point,” he murmured, his abs flexing as my nails scraped over his skin. One of his hands released my waist, coming up to stroke the stinging mess that Bryan’s garrote made of the side of my throat. “Want to tell me what happened?”

      I inhaled sharply, then firmly pushed myself out of his arms to sit up. “There’s nothing to tell. The Circle is sending executioners after me, and I have no idea why.”

      Kai didn’t move from his position, but raised his arm up behind his head. It was a cheap trick, making his muscles bunch and flex to draw my attention. “You have no idea?”

      I shook my head, wincing at the ache in my neck. Bruising had stiffened the muscles up, and I was in desperate need of coffee. “None. But they clearly felt the need to escalate when you didn’t kill me. Why didn’t you kill me?” I frowned at him in suspicion.

      His brow lifted and a smile ghosted his full lips. “My judgment was slightly impaired, Siren. If you remember…”

      Oh. I remembered. How he’d chased me down, then fucked me with a loaded gun. How I’d come so freaking hard on the barrel while Leon listened, then how he’d violently fucked my mouth until he’d come down my throat, and my comms device got knocked loose.

      Unable to help myself, I licked my lips at the memory.

      Kai smirked, his free hand gripping his hard dick through his sweatpants. Like he was replaying the encounter in his mind just as vividly as I was.

      “I see your point,” I muttered, clearing my throat and mentally scolding my pussy for being so wet right now. “What did they want me to steal from you? My original mission required me to lift your phone, then keep you distracted until the data could be verified before killing you.”

      Kai studied me with the kind of intensity that made me want to squirm, or climb onto his face. Then he gave a small, frustrated sigh.

      “Eli will kill me for trusting you, Siren,” he admitted, “but I figure we both owe each other a little honesty at this point. Don’t you?”

      I arched a brow, not agreeing. I lied as easily as breathing, so if he thought I was going to reveal my hand from here on out, he was delusional.

      Kai knew it, too. He had to. But still, he answered my question. “I don’t know what the Guild was searching for.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “I don’t know what they hoped to find,” he repeated. “But if I were to guess, they’re trying to weed out their mole.”

      Of all the things I was guessing he might say, of all the possible things the Guild could have been trying to steal from Ares, I wasn’t expecting that.

      “I’m sorry, say fucking what now?” I exclaimed. Maybe I’d misheard.

      His lips tilted in a smirk. “Take your shirt off, and I’ll tell you the rest.”

      “What are we, fifteen? No. We’re not playing that game, Kai.” I scooted off the bed and out of his reach before he could call my bluff again. To add an additional layer of armor, I grabbed a pair of leggings and pulled them on. “You wanna tell me the Guild has a mole? How do you know?”

      He pushed himself to sitting, not even trying to hide his near naked body. I mean, fair call, his body was nothing to hide. But it was also an unfair advantage when we were one step away from killing each other.

      “What game, Siren?” he prodded, ignoring my important questions. “The one where you stop lying to yourself about this chemistry between us? That’s not a game, beautiful. Just admit it, you want me.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re hot, Kai. No one is debating that fact.” Then, because he was speaking way too much fucking truth before coffee, and I didn’t trust my pussy not to override my brain again, I pulled a gun on him. “Answer my fucking question, Kai. What mole?”

      He grinned and it made my nipples harden. “You gonna shoot me, Siren?”

      Holding his gaze with my expression impassive, I clicked off the safety and let him see the darkness inside my eyes. “You gonna call my bluff, big man?”

      Kai held my gaze, studying my eyes like he was finally seeing the real me. The ruthless bitch who could kill without remorse, without question. Based on the way his smile evaporated and his brow tightened, he didn’t like what he saw.

      Well, tough shit. Seducing him was no longer my job.

      “Call Mo,” he grunted, climbing out of the bed and stalking past me with tight muscles. “It’s her story to tell, not mine.”

      A deep shudder ran through me at the shift in his tone, and when the guest bedroom door slammed shut, I let out a long breath. It hurt, there was no denying it. But he’d finally seen Danny DeLuna instead of sweet, innocent Danielle the bank teller, and the rejection was so obvious it was gut churning.

      I placed my gun back down with a slight tremor to my hand, then gave myself a mental slap and pushed the sour acid of regret aside. If Kai’s involvement with the Guild was Mo’s story to tell, then it was a good thing she still owed me.
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      Kai’s little tantrum only lasted as long as it took for us both to shower and dress to go out. I hadn’t bothered telling him that I was going to meet up with Mo, assuming she would tell him herself. Instead, I just took my time blow-drying my hair and putting on my makeup like it was somehow going to save me from his intense magnetism.

      Part of me hoped Mo wouldn’t tell him, and I could get a bit of breathing space. But it was only a small part. The rest of me craved his close proximity like a fucking drug, despite how bad I knew it was for my common sense and self-restraint.

      Then again, with the way he’d reacted to me pulling a gun on him, maybe it wouldn’t be such an issue after all. He clearly didn’t enjoy that little taste of Danny DeLuna. Submissive, docile captives were more his speed, apparently.

      With a frustrated sigh, I grabbed my keys and headed out of the safe house. I barely even touched the car door when Kai’s heavy footsteps sounded behind me, and I braced myself for the tension of being in a car with him.

      Instead of going around to the passenger side, though, he grabbed my shoulder and spun me around to face him. His body crushed me against the side of the car, and my breath hitched when his hand wrapped around my bruised neck. It was a gentle touch, but the promise was clear.

      “Next time you pull a gun on me, little killer,” he growled in a quiet voice, “you better be prepared to use it. Or I will…” He lowered his face until his lips brushed my earlobe, making me shiver. “You like the way I use my gun, though, don’t you?”

      Oh fuck, my panties were soaked. I didn’t even remember grabbing onto him, but somehow my fingers were digging into the strong muscles of his lower back, like I was pulling him closer rather than pushing him away like I should.

      “I was acting,” I lied, swallowing hard and feeling the warm weight of his hand just above my puffy, bruised garrote wound.

      He shifted his stance, crushing one leg between mine and grinding against my already dripping cunt. I thanked my lucky stars for the protection of jeans, even if I couldn’t stop my body from reacting a little.

      Kai’s full lips tilted in a sly smile as he peered down at me. “Bullshit,” he whispered. “I bet you’re drenched just thinking about it. You got off on the danger just as hard as I did, Siren.”

      I swallowed again. He wasn’t wrong on that, but I was in no mood to let him play my cunt like a little violin again, sending all my common sense out the window. The cold air wasn’t doing a damn thing to quell my libido, so I gritted my teeth and shoved him away.

      “I’m late to meet your sister,” I told him in a clipped voice, trying to pull my shell back together. “Come or don’t, it makes no difference to me.”

      Not waiting for his response, I popped open my door and slid into the driver’s seat. I yanked it shut quickly, taking a hot second to catch my breath and wet my lips, then he was climbing into the passenger seat and flooding my senses with his sheer energy again.

      “Where you’re concerned, Siren,” he murmured as I drove down the long driveway, “I have no issues coming. Every. Damn. Time.”

      I choked on a breath at the dirty double entendre and gave him a long look from the side of my eye. “Am I to take that as a compliment?” I asked, despite knowing it was a trap. He wanted me to talk to him. He wanted me to get to know him. Because then I’d be more likely to let him know me.

      But… fuck if that hadn’t been a foolproof way to spike my curiosity.

      Then a memory clicked in my brain. “That night we met, at the Halloween party, your guys were taking bets on something when you disappeared to screw that chick.” It was phrased as a statement, but he knew what question I was asking.

      He ran a hand over his military-buzzed hair. “They think they’re so funny.” His gaze rested on me like a caress, and I fought to keep my eyes on the road ahead. “I should have shot you when I saw that comms device.”

      “Probably,” I murmured. “I’m sure it’s what the Guild expected to happen. Don’t tell me that you were ensnared by my magical blow job skills and it fried your brain?”

      He huffed a short laugh. “Maybe.” He was quiet a few moments, then gave a small sigh. “A few years ago, I dated a girl…”

      I couldn’t help shooting a quick glance over at him, but his gaze had gone distant despite still looking at me. “I’m guessing you don’t date all that often?”

      “I don’t,” he confirmed, “none of us do. It’s too risky. Charlotte was different, though. I can’t even explain it now, but she…” He trailed off, swallowing hard. “I trusted her, let her into my family. But we’ve been screwed over before, and there were a few little things that got me second-guessing her. Eventually, we became convinced she was a Guild merc, sent to play a long game and infiltrate our team.”

      I could guess how it ended for Charlotte. “You killed her?”

      Kai jerked a nod. “She tried to run away, but I couldn’t let her leave. I chased her down, then made her kneel at my feet as I put a gun to her head. She cried and begged, but I shot her anyway. We had only just started building the Ares business, and plenty of people were paying for intel and blood. The Guild needed to learn that there would be no mercy for any mercenaries coming after me and my family. They needed a firm message that we wouldn’t be messed with, so don’t even bother accepting contracts.”

      “Understandable,” I commented, pausing at the boom gate at the bottom of the mountain road, keying in my code. It wasn’t nice to kill people on suspicion, but Kai—like me—wasn’t a nice person. We were criminals. Killers. We operated on a different set of morals than ordinary people, and in our world, it was totally justified to kill someone if they’d deceived us. “So… you’ve had issues blowing your load after you killed your Guild girlfriend?”

      Kai gave a bitter laugh. “Something like that. Turns out, she wasn’t Guild. I was all torn up about it after I killed her. So Eli and Mo went digging and discovered that she had no mercenary connections at all. She was exactly who she claimed to be, and I’d murdered her out of nothing more than paranoia.”

      My brows shot up. “That’s why you hesitated to shoot me?”

      “I second-guessed myself,” he admitted with a nod. “But back to the point of the story, I couldn’t seem to shake that night from my head. Every time I was with a woman, I couldn’t stop seeing Charlotte. Seeing how she knelt there on the forest floor, her face streaked with tears and her eyes full of terror.”

      Understanding dawned. “You developed a fear kink, huh? And let me guess, when you told women what you needed, they either walked the fuck away or gave a lackluster, unconvincing performance?”

      He grunted a sound, and I took that as confirmation. I already guessed at his fear kink with how he was that first night, and it made sense that he’d been struggling to find anyone to fulfill his need.

      “Contrary to what it may have seemed,” he murmured, “I’ve never forced anyone.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Oh, precious, don’t fucking lie to yourself. You forced me. You just didn’t realize I was into it too.” The force of his scowl bored into the side of my face, and I smirked.

      “Fine,” he growled. “Before you, I’d never forced anyone. You flipped a fucking switch in my brain, and I couldn’t stop.”

      “Malachi Arden,” I scolded with an edge of mockery, “you’re better than that. Victim blaming? Deflecting responsibility for your actions? You’re not fooling anyone here. You’re an intelligent man in full control of his actions. You didn’t stop, because you didn’t want to. Simple as that. You liked the way I ran from you and how I begged. When you forced me to my knees and made me suck your dick, were you seeing me? Or Charlotte?”

      He said nothing, just shifted his gaze out the window. I wasn’t telling him anything he didn’t already know, but maybe he wasn’t used to being forced into honesty.

      “Something changed, though, didn’t it?” I pushed, curious enough to dig deeper. “You didn’t need me scared when we had sex on your island. And you sure as fuck had no problems finishing.”

      “Evidently,” he agreed with a wry tone, “you cured me. It shocked me enough that I didn’t shoot you, when I should have. But I couldn’t live with another mistake on my conscience. I needed to be sure you were a mercenary.”

      I arched a brow at him. “And now you’re sure. What are you gonna do about it?”

      His only response was a low laugh. The kind of laugh that made my stomach twist up in knots and my pussy throb with desire. I had all kinds of questions burning on the tip of my tongue, but all of them were about Charlotte. All of them made me sound like a jealous girlfriend, so I bit my tongue and remained silent for the rest of the drive.

      We were meeting Mo back in Echo Valley, because I sure as hell wasn’t in the mood to deal with the rest of their team just yet. I just wanted to talk to her one on one and find out what her history was with the Guild.

      “She’s running late,” Kai told me, checking his phone as we parked.

      Irritation pricked at my patience. “She better be coming alone.”

      He just gave a shrug, climbing out of the car as I popped my own door open. “I guess we will soon find out. Of course, six against one would put you in an awkward situation.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “Cute. You truly have no idea who you’re messing with, huh? Believe me when I say, I’ve gotten myself out of much worse odds before. But hey, if you’re that willing to get your family killed, be my guest, test me.” I didn’t pull a gun, because I didn’t need to.

      Kai circled around the hood of the car, his gaze hungry as he stalked closer to me. He loved trying to intimidate me with his size, and if I was honest, I kind of loved it too.

      “You’re so sexy when you’re murderous,” he confessed in a lustful whisper when we were toe to toe.

      I tipped my head back, fluttering my dark lashes. “You think so? Or would you prefer me on my knees, begging for my life?”

      Kai’s hand whipped up, his fingers tangling in my hair and jerking my head back at a sharp angle. “Keep teasing, ātaahua, and I’ll give you something to beg for.” His other hand stroked my exposed throat, his warm thumb caressing my bruises with reverence… and threat.

      I couldn’t help myself; my breath hitched and a small moan escaped. His pupils blew up at that sound, and I knew I was fucked. Or about to be fucked. Both. Definitely both. Suddenly I was regretting my choice to wear jeans, because a dress would have been such easy access to—

      “Whoa, am I interrupting something?” Moana laughed from somewhere behind us, her voice like a bucket of ice water over my raging hormones.

      Kai didn’t release me immediately. His frustrated gaze flicked over my head, then he returned to my eyes. “We’re not done with this conversation, Siren,” he whispered. “I can wait.”

      I didn’t doubt that for even a second. In fact, I suspected he could wait a hell of a lot longer than I ever could… which was terrifying. He could and would wait me out.
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      Goddamn fucking Moana had the worst timing imaginable. I had Danny right where I wanted her, pushed to the edge, and that little moan she’d let out when I teased her throat? Fucking heaven. She wanted me, I was sure of it. And that was the first step to breaking down her walls. Contrary to what she might think, she hadn’t been acting the whole time she’d been with me.

      The more time I spent with her, the more convinced I was that I’d fallen for the real her, not the fabricated parts. My dick wasn’t hard for the doe-eyed innocent, proclaiming her ignorance. It was hard for the confident risk-taker, the sultry goddess who turned to liquid when I wrapped my hand around her throat. It was for the fearless queen that let me fuck her cunt with a loaded gun, then came with the barrel still inside her.

      The woman who haunted my dreams wasn’t the sad, broken creature sobbing in her cell, it was the quick-witted vixen who I’d spent a blissful week with in paradise. That woman, the one who’d laughed with me and shared her love of a plant named Stanley? She was the one I’d fallen for. She was still here too.

      I just needed to break down her hard shell.

      “I can come back in like ten minutes if you need me to,” Mo offered with a teasing grin. “That’s enough time, isn’t it?”

      I loved my sister, but sometimes I also hated her. This was one of those times.

      “That’s not necessary,” Danny assured her, stepping out of my orbit smoothly. She acted like nothing had just gone on between us. Like her knickers weren’t totally soaked right now.

      I narrowed my eyes, watching her every movement and giving a sly smile when she folded her arms over her breasts. What I wouldn’t give to get her into some skirts, rather than the tight jeans she was wearing. Not that she didn’t look incredible, but if she’d been in a dress, I could have had her bent over the hood of the car, with my—

      “Fuck,” I gasped when my sister whacked me right in the dick with the back of her hand. “Moana, I’ll kill you.” My voice was a pained groan, though, as I clutched my instantly deflated cock. She just gave a cruel snicker.

      “Sure you will, little bro. So, what are we here for?” She shot a curious look between Danny and me, her head tilted. “I hope you appreciate the fact that I came alone. If anyone else shows up, I had nothing to do with it.”

      “I wanted to talk with you,” Danny said, taking charge. It was a role that I’d grown used to, but I wasn’t even slightly mad to take a back seat when she took control. Made me wonder what it’d be like if she didn’t submit so prettily in bed. What it might be like for her to take charge there, too. Would I like it, if she choked me?

      I’d zoned out, picturing Danny on top of me, using me, abusing me, and wasn’t paying attention to what the girls were saying. I tuned back in just in time to dodge another smack from my sister.

      “Pay attention, shithead,” she snapped, a smile playing across her lips. “I asked why you’re here? You could have easily told Danny all this shit yourself.”

      I shrugged, taking a few steps out of Mo’s reach, seeing as she was clearly in a violent mood. “It’s your korero, Moana. If you want to tell her, you can.”

      Her glare flattened, not buying my shit. But she was right, partly, I could have told Danny myself—had she not pushed all my buttons by pulling a gun on me. But it was her story to tell. Moana was the reason we were systematically burning down the Guild’s empire, one orphanage at a time. And I saw how hurt she was when it seemed like she’d lost her new friend. She needed this opportunity to mend things, because Danny would be in my life for a long time. For forever.

      Danny already knew it, too. She just hadn’t admitted it.

      “Fine,” Mo huffed, shifting her attention back to Danny. “Let’s go sit down.” She indicated an old restaurant behind where we’d parked. The front windows were all broken, but there were plenty of chairs and tables intact inside.

      My sister sat first, and Danny took the seat directly opposite her across the table. Rather than taking the seat perpendicular to both women, I dragged a chair around and sat my surly ass down right beside Danny. I needed to be close to her.

      Deep down, or not even so deep, I was scared that if she left my line of sight, I would never see her again.

      She cast me a long look from under those mascara-heavy lashes, then turned her attention back to Moana. “Kai mentioned there’s a mole in the Guild.”

      “Oh wow,” Mo murmured. “Alright, into the deep end. Yes, there’s a mole in the Guild, and they occasionally slip me intel. Like how we found out that your boyfriend is—”

      “An executioner,” I quickly cut her off. Danny didn’t know that snake Leon was on the Circle, and for some reason I didn’t want her to know. “I mentioned that we knew about that.”

      Danny shot me a frown but refocused on Mo. “I take it that’s also how you found my home?”

      Mo was still staring at me, like she was trying to guess what game I was playing. Then she gave Danny a weak smile. “Something like that. They’ve been feeding us vital info for years, but before you ask, we have no idea who it is.”

      “How do you communicate, then?” Danny asked, linking her hands on the dust-covered table. She was still too far away from me. I missed the crackle of electricity when she was close enough to touch with a brush, so I grabbed the edge of her chair and pulled her as close as possible, without sitting her in my lap.

      She flicked me an irritated glance but didn’t move away. I called that a win.

      “Dead drops,” Mo answered, her curious gaze tracking over me, analyzing my body language. For the first time in forever, I didn’t care what she read from me. All I cared about was how Danny didn’t shrink away when I draped my arm over the back of her chair. “Dark web dead drops, to be specific. And it’s a sporadic thing, too, constantly changing servers and access codes. Honestly, we thought it was a trap until we verified the authenticity of the intel.”

      I cleared my throat, seeing the way Danny’s muscles were bunched, her spine straight with tension. As much as I’d love to think she was a part of my team now, she wasn’t. She didn’t want to destroy the Guild, she just wanted to clear her name.

      Maybe it’d help her to gain some perspective.

      “Mo, why don’t you rewind to the beginning,” I suggested, shifting in my seat so that my thigh rested against Danny’s. “Tell her about Timothy.”

      Mo’s easy smile slipped, as it always did when her ex was mentioned. And understandably, too.

      “Timothy. Right. I feel like you probably could have filled her in on all of this, Kai.” Her frown was tight and accusatory. “But… whatever.” She cracked her knuckles and stared over at the wall rather than at us.

      Danny didn’t offer any polite platitudes like a lot of people would after seeing how uncomfortable the subject was making Mo. Instead, she just waited silently, her expression giving nothing away.

      “Timothy was my husband,” Mo started with a small sigh. “We met about eleven years ago while I was visiting Kai in London. He was sweet and kind, a total change from the military men I’d been around since I’d been eighteen. We got married only three months after we met, even though some people said it was too soon.” Her gaze flicked to mine, old pain and regret shining in her dark eyes.

      I’d been the one who said it was too soon, that she didn’t know him well enough. I’d never regretted being right so much as I did about that.

      Mo swallowed and wet her lips. What happened next had been a dark period for her, but it was important for Danny to hear. So she could understand what we were doing and why she needed to help us rather than get in our way.

      Selfishly, I also wanted her to see that the Guild was evil. They used their members as commodities, not people. She shouldn’t owe them loyalty.

      “As it turned out, Timothy wasn’t who I thought he was. I didn’t find out until it was too late, though.” She drew a deep breath, shuttering her emotions away like I’d seen her do every day for ten years. “The day my son was born, I realized Timothy was working me. I was thirty-six weeks pregnant and supposed to be at a checkup with my doctor, but I’d left the light on in my car, and the battery was flat. So I had gone back inside to ask Tim for help and overheard him on the phone, talking about how his contract would be completed in just a few weeks.”

      “He was Guild?” Danny asked, her voice devoid of any judgment or emotion.

      Mo jerked a nod. “As soon as I realized, I tried to run, but he heard me. He knocked me out with something, then the next thing I knew, I was waking up in hospital. My baby was gone, cut out of me while I was sedated, and Timothy was nowhere to be seen.”

      Decade-old anger welled up in me again, remembering how broken my sister had been that day. How badly she sunk into depression for months afterward, getting worse with every dead end we hit trying to find her son. My nephew.

      “Timothy was a fabrication,” she continued, her voice distant as she removed herself from the pain. “He disappeared so thoroughly it was like I’d imagined him. The hospital tried to tell me that my son had been stillborn, but I knew better. Timothy took him, because someone had paid for him.”

      Bile twisted in my stomach. Timothy himself might have disappeared without a trace, but we had resources of our own. It took years, but we eventually pieced together most of the puzzle.

      “What do you know about Project Remus, Siren?” I asked softly, my fingertips brushing her arm to bring her attention to me. “About the orphanages owned and run by the Guild, breeding and raising child assassins?”

      A flicker of shock passed over her face, almost too quick to notice, then she shook her head. “I’ve never heard of Project Remus before.”

      “It’s a breeding program,” Mo explained. “They used to employ women—usually vulnerable ones who could be easily bribed—to be surrogates for Guild babies. Children with no parents, no family, that the Guild could mold and use for profit. Genetically matched up DNA to create children with all the traits valued by the Guild.”

      Danny’s face was perfectly emotionless. It made me crazy wanting to know what was going on inside her head.

      “I see,” she murmured.

      “From what we’ve been able to uncover,” I continued, studying her with intensity, “something happened to see the Guild abandon their IVF surrogacy program, but it didn’t stop them messing around with breeding assets rather than recruiting. They just went about it in harder to trace methods.”

      A small frown creased Danny’s brow. “By seducing and impregnating women who had shown the right genetic traits that they want passed on? Then just… stealing the baby? Surely this isn’t the sort of thing anyone can get away with for long.”

      Mo gave a bitter snort. “You know the Guild better than us, Danny. Do you think there is anything they couldn’t get away with? Besides, if the other mothers were told their babies were stillborn—like they tried to tell me—then no one would be raising red flags. Or if it’s a woman seducing a man, then he would never even know he’d got her pregnant.”

      “If Mo hadn’t overheard Timothy on the phone that day,” I added, “then he probably would have stuck around and played grieving father after the baby was supposedly stillborn.”

      Danny was silent for a moment, then she blew out a long breath. “That’s… quite a story.”

      My spine stiffened and Mo’s eyes narrowed.

      “You think it’s just a story? I guarantee you, we’ve done our due diligence on this matter. We’ve dedicated years to dismantling this sick experiment, to finding who is responsible for giving the orders and making them pay for what they’ve done.” My sister was crackling with fury, her eye twitching slightly, and I straightened up in my chair.

      Danny didn’t react, though. “Did you ever find your child?”

      Mo’s anger blistered hotter. “Yes,” she hissed. “It took seven years, but we finally tracked him down. He’d been placed in a Guild facility in the Philippines. An hour before we arrived to collect him—and to change the management—the whole building was destroyed by an air strike. There were no survivors.” Her hands were clenched into fists on the table, but she was physically shaking with the pent-up anger and heartbreak.

      Just as I was about to intervene, Danny reached out across the dirty table and gently placed a hand over my sister’s.

      “I get it,” she said softly. “Now you want them to pay.”

      Mo looked as confused as I felt. But she gave a jerking nod nonetheless. “Yes. I want them to pay. But I also want to stop them from doing this to anyone else and to save those countless children being raised to kill before they even learn to write their name. I want the head of whoever started Project Remus, and for the rest of the Circle to learn that they’re not untouchable.”

      Danny’s lips tugged in a sad smile. “I’ll do whatever I can to help you.” Her voice was rough and pained, startling me. “Thank you for telling me, Mo.”

      My sister gave Danny a puzzled look, clearly drawing the same conclusion as me. My siren didn’t seem to be so empathetic that she would feel someone else’s ten-year-old grief and betrayal, so what was she reacting to?

      Before I could stop her, Danny pushed out of her chair and murmured a goodbye to Mo, then stalked back out into the street.

      “What the fuck?” Moana muttered, and I couldn’t agree more. What the actual fuck just happened?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The gravel of the road crunched under my boots as I stalked away from the restaurant and back to my car. I needed to catch my breath and regain some composure before Kai saw through my mask. Before he guessed why Mo’s story had struck a personal chord with me.

      “Danny, where are you going?” she called out from somewhere behind me, but I didn’t stop. I needed to… I didn’t know what. Maybe shoot something. Fuck yeah, that’d help my mood.

      A heavy hand landed on my shoulder, and I just acted without conscious thought. I ducked and twisted, letting my entire lifetime of muscle memory do what it always did best. Keep me alive.

      “Shit,” Kai hissed as I slammed him face-first into the gravel, his arm twisted up behind him in a lock so tight it would only take a fraction more to snap his wrist.

      A deep shudder rolled through me, seeing the physical evidence of how rattled I was. And yet, it still took extreme effort to make myself release him and step away.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, embarrassment and confusion swirling through my chest. “You startled me.” And that was the problem. No one startled me anymore; I was trained better than that.

      Gritting my teeth, I drew a deep breath and mentally chastised myself for the fuck up. Then, because I refused to let Kai think he’d just seen a moment of weakness, I pasted an arrogant smile on my lips and relaxed my shoulders.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t slit your throat, Big Man. You should be more cautious.” My tone was pure scorn, then I flicked my glance back to Moana, who stood some distance away looking shocked. “I appreciate your honesty, Mo. I’ll see what I can find on your mole. Maybe it’s Timothy, having a crisis of conscience or something.”

      Mo frowned, folding her arms. “Do Guild mercenaries have a conscience?”

      My answering smile was sharp enough to cut diamonds. “Good point.”

      Not waiting for Kai to pick himself up off the road, I continued over to my rental car and climbed into the driver’s seat again. He could go home with Mo for all I cared; I needed to go burn off some steam.

      Of course, I knew it wouldn’t be that easy to shake my new shadow, so I wasn’t even remotely surprised when he grabbed the passenger side door and hauled himself in as I accelerated down the street.

      His one saving grace was that he didn’t fucking talk. Not even when I passed the turn off back to my safe house and continued driving. Shooting inanimate objects wasn’t going to satisfy the frayed emotions raging in my chest. Mo’s story had been the last thing I’d expected to explain their involvement with the Guild.

      I needed to focus on the parts that weren’t personal. Like the fact that someone within the Guild was trying to help them by supplying key intel.

      “How often does your mole get in contact?” I asked after a long silence.

      He took a moment before replying, staring at the side of my face like he’d been doing the whole time I’d been driving. “Infrequently,” he finally said. “Far too infrequently. And with varying degrees of usefulness.”

      I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel. “How do you know they’re Guild?”

      “We don’t. But all of the intel they’ve provided is Guild classified and almost always pertaining to Project Remus. If I were to guess, someone involved in the project wants it shut down, so they’re outsourcing their dirty work to people who don’t mind getting their hands bloody.”

      “Like you,” I murmured. Not that I was judging, I had no problem getting my own hands bloody. But that in itself was curious, because most mercenaries were like me. The fact that someone in the Guild would outsource to Ares, who had gained a reputation for killing our people? It wasn’t clicking together properly.

      I mulled it over a few more minutes while driving toward the nearest city, Dogwood. It seemed… too convenient. But if it were a setup, then why drag it out for the better part of a decade?

      “And they’ve always sent tips about Project Remus?” I asked, still trying to make sense of it. “What sort of tips exactly?”

      Kai blew out a heavy breath. “I hope you understand the level of trust I’m placing in you, kaikohuru iti.”

      I braked a little too sharply at the traffic lights and shot him a suspicious glare. “Why are you trusting me? And don’t even try to blame it on my magical vagina. A few good fucks doesn’t override your common sense that thoroughly.”

      Ha, what a lie.

      He stared back at me, a tiny smile playing across his lips. “The tips led us to research labs and to the orphanages themselves.” Apparently, he decided not to answer my question. Maybe it was my magical vagina after all.

      “How do you know those orphanages were Guild-run? Or even that the children were being mistreated? They could have just been ordinary group homes that someone smoke screened to support this Project Remus idea.” I had a fair idea, but I wanted him to explain why he had such confidence in this mysterious and awfully convenient intel they were being fed.

      Kai grunted a sound of frustration. “If you want all the dirty details of this project we’ve worked on for ten years, Siren, you’ll have to come back to the island with me and analyze the data for yourself. Is that something you want to do? I’d be happy to share everything we know, if you do.”

      Fuck no. No way in hell was he luring me back into that trap, because I didn’t believe for even a second he’d given up on his desire to hold me captive. I didn’t care how hot it was in the short term, I was no one’s prisoner.

      When I didn’t respond, he gave a low chuckle that confirmed my suspicions.

      “Where are we going, anyway?” he asked, changing the subject.

      I flicked a quick look over at him as I drove us further into Dogwood, seeking out a bar that I’d visited a handful of times in the past. The parking lot was full of motorcycles despite it not even being midday yet, and I took that as a good sign.

      “We’re getting a drink, Kai. Is that a problem?” I double parked, not really giving a shit who I’d blocked in, and gave him a challenging glance. “You can wait here if you want.”

      Unsurprisingly, he got out when I did, then watched me curiously as I started stripping off my weapons. “We’re getting a drink at a biker bar in the middle of the day… unarmed?”

      I smiled. “Yup. You coming?”

      He gave a shrug and tossed his own gun back into the car with my pile of weapons. “Here’s hoping.”

      Biting back my laugh, I locked the car and tucked the keys into my pocket before leading the way into the dirty bar. The front door swung open with a bang when I pushed it, and I barely made it three steps inside before the hum of conversation dried up.

      “Well, if this doesn’t feel clichéd, I dunno what would,” I muttered, peering around the room. It was packed with rough, tattooed, leather-jacketed men and just a couple of women. All of them staring at me like I’d just stepped off my alien spacecraft and demanded to meet their leader.

      “Uh, ma’am, are you lost?” the gray-bearded bartender asked with an arched eyebrow. His gaze shifted over my shoulder to Kai but didn’t look any less confused.

      I gave him a vacant-eyed smile and continued over to the bar where a couple of stools sat vacant. “Nope, I don’t think so,” I replied with a chirpy voice, “do you sell booze?”

      The bartender barked a gruff laugh. “Yes, ma’am. What’s your poison?”

      “Dirty martini,” I replied, getting comfy on my chair and totally ignoring Kai hovering over my shoulder.

      “Cute,” the bartender scoffed, grabbing out a rocks glass and pouring in a heavy slug of cheap vodka. He then plonked in a couple of ice cubes and slid it over to me. “That’s the best you’ll get here.”

      I shrugged and took a sip. “Fine by me.” Even if it did taste like sweaty ass.

      “What about you?” the bartender asked Kai with a jerk of his head.

      “Beer,” my big shadow rumbled back. A moment later, he had a cold bottle in front of him, and I nudged him to pay the bartender—because I hadn’t brought any money with me.

      “Siren, are you going to tell me what we’re doing here?” Kai asked in a lowered voice, sliding onto the stool beside me. “You do know this is a Death Squad hangout, don’t you?”

      “Of course I do.” I took another mouthful of my vodka. In the corner of my vision, I could see a familiar biker heading over to us. “Hey, Vega, how’s it hanging?”

      The leader of the Dogwood Death Squad leaned a hand on the bar beside me and gave a sigh. “Danny. Can I please ask you don’t break anything this time?”

      I chuckled, glancing past him to the suspicious, slightly murderous looks I was getting. “I can’t make you promises that I’m unlikely to keep. Don’t worry your pretty face, Vega, I won’t start anything.” I reached up and patted his rough stubbled cheek, and Kai reacted by jerking my stool closer to his.

      “Bullshit. Who’s your friend?” Vega asked, giving Kai an amused glance. “Seems like a possessive type.”

      My brows hitched and I gave Kai an overly dramatic gasp. “Oh shit, Death Squad don’t buy their guns from you? Awkward.”

      Kai gave me a narrow-eyed glance. “Actually, they do. They just deal with Sam, not me.”

      Vega made the connection quickly. “Ares.” Then his eyes flicked back and forth between us for a moment. “Interesting alliance. Alright, have at it. Just don’t kill anyone unless they deserve it.”

      He gave a nod to his crew, who all abandoned their drinks and followed him out of the bar, leaving us in a half empty bar. The only patrons left were not Death Squad inducted, but I’d bet a few had been hanging around in the hopes of earning a place in Vega’s gang.

      “Alright, are you going to explain?” Kai prompted as I sipped my drink again.

      I didn’t answer, waiting for the rumble of motorcycles to fade away. Then I glanced around and picked my victim. He was young, muscular and tattooed. He was also leering at me in a way that said he was primed and ready for an inappropriate comment to make his buddies snicker.

      Gulping the rest of my vodka, I locked eyes with the guy. He immediately took the bait, getting up out of his chair and grabbing his junk suggestively.

      “You see something you like, slut?” he sneered, and I bit back a laugh. Surely he wasn’t going to make it that easy.

      I smiled back. “I see a wannabe Death Squad hopeful with an ego ten times the size of his micro-dick. You reckon you’ll get a free pass into gang life by harassing an innocent woman?”

      His jaw dropped slightly, and his friends burst out into peals of mocking laughter, making my target’s face redden with anger and embarrassment. He spat some angry shit back at me, but I wasn’t even slightly listening. Instead, I hopped off my stool and shot Kai a sultry kind of wink before decking the wannabe with a powerful right hook.

      For a moment, the whole bar seemed to hold its breath. Then the guy groaned on the floor and started to climb back to his feet. That seemed to be the cue for his friends to leap to his rescue, and the next second saw five of them charging across the room, brandishing beer bottles.

      “I thought you weren’t gonna start anything,” the bearded bartender yelled over the noise at me with an accusing glare.

      I just shrugged, grinned, and ducked a sloppy swing from micro-dick’s friend. To my amusement, the punch glanced off Kai instead, and he responded by lifting the guy up by his T-shirt and throwing him into a wall.

      Dogwood never disappointed when I needed a good old-fashioned bar fight to temper my emotions.
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      Kai dragged me out of the fray by physically grabbing me and tossing me over his shoulder, the big brute. His grip on my waist was iron tight, and when I thrashed to get down, he smacked my ass so hard it made my pussy throb. Dammit.

      “Quit it,” he growled, tossing me into the passenger seat and pinning me with his forearm while he buckled me in. I rolled my eyes and let him, because I’d burned off my need for violence already.

      While he slammed the door, then rounded the car to the driver’s side, I pulled a packet of baby wipes from the glove compartment and cleaned the blood off my knuckles.

      Kai slid into his seat and shot me a feral sort of glare. “Wanna tell me what the fuck just happened?”

      “I thought that was fairly obvious,” I muttered, inspecting my face in the mirror. Some bastard had caught my jaw with a lucky hit, but it was only bruised. My existing damage was a million times worse. “I needed to blow off some steam, and it was either fight someone or fuck. And seeing as fucking is not an option…” I gave a sarcastic gesture to the bar we were speeding away from.

      Kai shot me a hard look. “We will circle back to that erroneous statement when we get back to your safe house. Why don’t you tell me why you needed to burn off steam? Is this about Mo’s history with the Guild?”

      I scoffed. “What clued you in, smart guy?”

      The glare he sent my way was pure fire, and it made my nipples ache. “I can imagine you weren’t expecting to hear any of that. The Guild probably keeps its members fairly in the dark on these less moral projects.”

      That really made me laugh. Fuck, I wasn’t even drunk, I was just high and floaty from the fight.

      “What’s so funny?” Kai did not appreciate my mood, apparently.

      “You,” I snickered. “You’re funny, Big Man. You think anyone in the Guild has morals? That’s cute. You do realize we do anything for the right price, don’t you? The fact that someone was contracted to impregnate your sister then steal the baby? Not even slightly shocking. Nor is it even close to the worst thing I’ve seen in the Guild.”

      His hands tightened on the steering wheel like he was picturing them around my throat. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to fuck him just once. Sex didn’t need to involve emotion… it could just be a physical act.

      “So what was that fight all about?” he demanded, the edge of anger in his voice warming me inside.

      I wet my lips, then sighed. Fuck it. What did I even have to lose by sharing some honesty with Kai? Especially after everything Mo revealed about her past. She didn’t need to tell me any of that, and it’d clearly pained her to do so. I sure as fuck hadn’t done anything to earn her trust.

      “I didn’t know about Project Remus,” I admitted. “And I had no idea that babies were being stolen from their mothers at birth… but it’s not a huge stretch to guess they had paid off the right hospital staff and forged the documentation. It really wouldn’t be hard with the Guild resources.”

      He said nothing, just waiting for me to elaborate.

      Fuck it. “The orphanage thing, though? The Guild raising little baby assassins and spies with no family ties and no one to report them missing if they die on a job?”

      Kai made an irritated sound. “We have evidence.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t doubt it. I’m the evidence. Theoretically I was surrendered by my birth mother at just a day old, but now you’ve got me questioning whether that’s really what happened.”

      His reaction was to stomp on the brakes, spinning his head to look at me in surprise. “You—”

      “Watch out!” I snapped, shoving his head down and reaching for one of my guns in the back seat. Because when he braked our car, I noticed we had a tail in the wing mirror reflection.

      It was someone on a motorcycle that quickly caught up with us when Kai stopped our car abruptly. The red of our taillights glinted off the metal of a gun in the biker’s hand, and a split second later, our windshield exploded in a shower of safety glass.

      Fucking car rental company was going to fleece me for that.

      “What—” Kai started, but I wasn’t paying attention to him.

      I twisted in my seat, aiming for our attacker’s wheels and shooting them out with two clean shots before I even unbuckled my safety belt.

      “Stay here,” I told Kai, climbing out of the car and walking casually over to where the motorcycle had just crashed into the ditch a hundred yards or so past us.

      The dude who’d shot at us was scrambling to his feet, stumbling and tripping as he tried to escape the wreck of his bike. I let him get back up onto the road before shooting out his knee, because fuck if I wanted to go climbing down into a ditch tonight.

      “Ah, fuck! You bitch!” he screamed, writhing on the road in agony as he clutched his mangled knee. “I’ll kill you! I’ll fucking kill you!”

      I arched a brow as I drew closer, inspecting him for a gun and finding none. He’d probably dropped it when I popped his tires.

      “You will, huh?” I replied with a smile. “How do you think you’ll manage that?”

      Placing my boot on his chest, I aimed my gun at his forehead. He had a scruffy beard and sallow eyes, his gut showing a preference for beer. He also wore a Dogwood Death Squad patch.

      “This is very bad news for your gang,” I murmured, tapping his patch with my toe. “What on earth possessed you?”

      The guy was pale and sweating, pain and fear etched across his face as he glared up at me. “Three mil, bitch. That’s what.”

      I squinted down at him, then wrinkled my nose. “Three million? Someone put a hit on me and only offered three million? Oh, honey, you got fucked. Hard. Where’s the hit listed?”

      The man just sneered, so I sighed and shot him between the eyes. I didn’t need him to tell me… the Guild wouldn’t mess around with a joke of a contract price like that, nor would they shop it out to amateurs. This was something else entirely.

      Blood pooled around the biker’s head, a small trickle dribbling from the entry wound and running down his temple. Fucking idiot.

      Turning my back on the dead man, I nearly ran straight into Kai, who loomed just a few feet away with a close-guarded expression. Apparently, he didn’t follow my instructions to wait in the car.

      “Get in touch with Vega,” I snapped at him. “Let him know that he needs to clean this up and that I don’t appreciate his guys taking a hit on me.”

      Kai’s brows hitched, but he said nothing. Just followed me silently back to the car that sat in the middle of the road, doors wide open and windshield shattered. So much for having a heated ride.

      “Wait!” he barked when I started to get back into my seat. I paused, then realized what he meant. Glass was scattered across the seat, and even though it was safety glass, it could still cut. I stepped aside as he swept his sweatshirt over his head.

      My lips parted to offer a sassy quip about this not being the time or place for a strip show, but then he wrapped the clothing around his hand to brush the glass off my seat.

      “What a gentleman,” I murmured, shooting him a smirk before sitting down.

      He brushed off his own seat, then knocked out the rest of the shattered windshield. Before he started the car again, he pulled his phone from his pocket and dialed someone.

      “Hold this,” he said, handing me the phone as it started ringing on speakerphone. He started the car, accelerating past the body of the Death Squad idiot and heading back toward our safe house. Without a windshield, the ride was noisy, so I cranked his speaker up to its loudest.

      The call connected and a familiar, unwelcome voice answered.

      “Sam,” Kai barked, and I resisted the urge to end the call simply to be petty. Kai glanced at me like he knew what I was thinking, but relayed the information for Vega anyway. Saved me tracking down the gang leader’s contact details or paying for a cleanup myself. The cleanup crews in this area charged a lot.

      Kai finished his instructions to Sam, then nodded at me to end the call. The following silence was so thick it was suffocating, and I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

      Eventually, I sighed. “If you have something to say—”

      “I don’t,” he cut me off.

      It made me shoot an accusing glare at him, but then he raised a hand to scratch the back of his neck, and I spaced out a little. Goddamn, he looked good with only a tight T-shirt on. His Royal Marines tattoo was closest to me, and I couldn’t stop my mind wandering to the time on the island when I traced those inked details with the tip of my tongue.

      “Keep staring at me like that, Siren, and I can pull this car over right now.”

      I almost accepted.

      Gritting my teeth, I shifted my attention out of the window. “That idiot wasn’t hired by the Guild, but that doesn’t mean they’re not still hunting me. I need to clear my name sooner rather than later, or time will run out.” And by that, I meant my time on Earth. Because the longer I stayed at odds with the Circle, the more likely it was for someone to get a lucky shot on me.

      “I won’t let that happen,” Kai growled, all possessive and dominant. Hot. Except I didn’t need him to protect me, I could do that all by myself.

      “Uh-huh, cool. Anyway, I think I have an idea how to get to the Circle member who slapped a target on my back. And I think you can help.” I was still formulating my plan as I watched the scenery whip past my unbroken window. Kai was taking the roads back out to my mountain hideaway a whole lot faster than the speed limit. We would be back in no time at all—albeit with a touch of windburn from the freezing air buffeting our faces.

      “Whatever you need, Siren,” Kai replied, his voice thick with promise, “whatever I can do to help, it’s yours.”

      I shifted my gaze back around to give him a skeptical look. He’d literally just seen me shoot a man in cold blood, but it didn’t seem to have shaken his interest in me… not even slightly. What the fuck was up with that?

      Rather than call him out on it, though, I just gave a thoughtful hum. “For starters, get your team working on finding out who else wants me dead. The bounty was only three mil, so it can’t be a major player, and I have enough on my plate without being distracted by an annoyance hit.”

      Kai dipped his head in acknowledgement. “And the Circle?”

      I pursed my lips, thinking. “I need a name of someone I can use as a stepping stone, someone who might know where Emmanuel Blanchet—the Circle member who wants me dead—is hiding out.”

      “How will you get that?” Kai asked. “The Circle are supposed to be totally anonymous, aren’t they? Or do you want me to lean on our mole?”

      There was a quiet confidence in that suggestion that had me squinting at him as he drove up the long winding road to the safe house.

      “Does your mole know who all the Circle members are?” Because surely that would narrow down the options on who it was feeding them intel.

      Kai gave a shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Not necessary, anyway. I’ve got it handled.” Because Leon would already know who I could lean on. If he hadn’t already gotten there before me.

      Fishing out my own phone, I sent a message asking him to call me when he could. In other words, when he was secure enough that no one else in the Guild could trace my location. Sure, I could have asked him via text… but I wanted to hear his voice. I fucking missed the crazy son of a bitch.

      Kai screeched our vehicle to a stop in front of the safe house, then in a flash, he was jerking me out of my seat and slamming me into the side of the car with a handful of my hair.

      “Kai,” I snarled, “don’t make me hurt you. I’m not in the mood for games.”

      “Neither am I,” he snapped back, then crushed his lips to mine in a hungry kiss that gave me no choice but to reciprocate. Especially when he tugged on my hair harder and nipped my lower lip with his teeth. The longer we kissed, the harder it became to remember why I was avoiding kissing him. His lips were pure sin and decadence, made for pleasure and worship, and his tongue…

      He broke away from my mouth, pulling back just far enough to meet my eyes as his fingers stroked over my bruised jaw. “I hate the way you smile when you think about him, Siren. It makes me want to burn the whole fucking world down just to wipe him off the face of it. That smile is mine, and mine alone. It’s about fucking time you understood what that means.”

      My breath caught in my throat, words failing me. Kai took advantage of my shock and tossed me over his shoulder, again, then strode up the steps to the house.

      I should have been scared. I should have punched him in the kidney to make him drop me, then kick him in the balls for the audacity.

      But I didn’t…
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      The low, steady beat of seductive music thumped through Timber Lounge, and I sat back in my comfortable chair to sip on my sparkling mineral water. I had to hand it to the Timberwolves, they knew how to present a classy as fuck bar. Even if it was just a pretty front for prostitution and money laundering.

      Still, not all criminals were bad, and I was in no position to judge.

      On the main stage, a gorgeous woman with honey-blonde hair moved with the music, holding the attention of every man—and most of the women—in the bar. She was down to her black, crystal-studded lingerie and crawling seductively across the floor, her eyes locked on one of the customers.

      She made a good show of dragging her eyes away, giving attention to everyone in those front rows, but she kept returning to that one table. I bet I knew who was sitting there.

      Her bra came off, her tits bouncing enticingly, but it did nothing for me. She was the wrong shade of blonde to stir my dick. Her eyes were too soft and vulnerable, and her smile too coy.

      As she finished her set, she swept up all the money that’d been tossed onto the stage, murmuring sweet thanks to the customers sitting closest. Then as she glanced around the crowd one last time, she spotted me.

      Her sexy strut faltered, her ankle wobbling in those platform heels that strippers loved so much, and I just raised my drink in a silent greeting. The smile slipped from her lips immediately, and she hurried out of sight and into the dressing rooms.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to check the message while I waited.

      Instantly, I smiled. It was like my girl knew I was missing her.

      3982: Marx, call me when you can.

      Thank fuck. She was still safe. It was killing me that I needed to leave her to her own devices, especially knowing Blanchet had her in his crosshairs. But I needed to do this part alone, and it was too important to wait.

      “Leon,” a rough voice interrupted my wandering thoughts. “The fuck are you doing here?”

      I peered up at my visitor and offered a smile, slipping back into friendly hacker Leon. “Cass, hey man, it’s been ages.”

      The big tattoo-covered man—one of the Timber lounge owners—just scowled and folded his arms over his chest. “You here on business?”

      I laughed. “Aw, you know I couldn’t tell you if I was. How’s the family doing?”

      He was in no mood to make small talk, which suited me just fine. This fake version of me was already grating on my own nerves. “De Rosa called the other day about the hit out on you, right?”

      “Sure did,” I confirmed. “Thanks for the heads-up on that. I figure I’m safe here in a Copper Wolf venue, though?” I tipped my head to the side in question. Copper Wolf venues were all owned by the Timberwolves and were supposedly neutral territories for gangs and criminals. Fights and disputes within a Copper Wolf bar were punished swiftly and without mercy, meaning most shady characters followed the rules.

      Cass jerked a nod. “You should be safe anywhere in our territory. The boss doesn’t want anything to do with Guild business, so won’t allow any of our people to accept the hit.”

      “Phew.” I laughed, pretending to wipe my brow. “That’s a relief.”

      The blonde from the stage reappeared from the dressing rooms, outfitted in a scarlet-colored lingerie set, and started heading over toward me with a frown etched on her brow, and I gave her an appraising look. Like I was here to pay for her body.

      “Uh, if you don’t mind,” I said to Cass, giving him a pointed look, “I’m actually here for the entertainment.”

      He flicked a glance over his shoulder at the approaching stripper, then gave a grunt. “Good choice. Enjoy your night, Leon.”

      My answering smile was pure bullshit. “Thanks man, I’m sure I will.” The wink I forced out made my teeth grind. But it got rid of my company so I could get on with my real reason for visiting Timber Lounge.

      “Care for a dance?” the sultry blonde offered, swaying closer on her tall heels. She didn’t wait for me to accept, just pushed me back in my seat and straddled my lap. She rolled her hips and body with the music, but it was having zero impact on me. My dick already had an owner and would no longer respond to anyone else.

      “What are you doing here?” she hissed in my ear as she jiggled her tits in my face. “Is Danny with you?”

      I smirked. “Oh, she told you about our relationship, did she?” I knew Sabine had flown over to Edinburgh for a girls night with Danny and Jude, but had been all kinds of curious whether my girl had told them about me.

      Sabine scoffed. “Of course she did, we’re best friends. We don’t keep secrets.”

      “Except when it comes to work,” I corrected her, and her eyes flashed with a fleeting moment of panic. “Or… are we still calling this work for you? Because as far as I can see, your contract could have been completed two years ago. Yet you’re still here, playing the role of ditzy stripper.” I flipped a lock of her honey-blonde hair over her shoulder and tipped my head to the side. “Why is that?”

      Her nostrils flared as her eyes widened slightly, then she did a sexy little spin so her ass was in my face. No doubt buying herself time to rehearse whatever bullshit excuse she’d been feeding to her superiors to justify this hugely extended contract.

      “None of your fucking business,” she hissed from an upside down splits thing with her waxed crotch right in my face, barely covered by the tiny thong she wore. “Unless you’re here to kill me? But I doubt you’d have come for the show if you were.”

      I smiled, but it wasn’t a friendly smile. “I do like to play with my victims a little before I end it. Keeps the work from getting monotonous.”

      To my surprise, Sabine snickered a genuine laugh. “You and Danny are fucking made for each other. So am I dying tonight? Because if so, I need to tell someone to feed my cat.”

      What? “You have a cat? That’s not…” Wow, she’d defected from the Guild even worse than I had realized. If her superiors found out, I really would be here with a kill order for her. “That’s not why I’m here. I want to know why you’re lingering here instead of closing your contract.”

      She grabbed onto the back of my neck with her ankles and did an impressively acrobatic twisty maneuver to seat herself upright back in my lap. “And I told you, it’s none of your fucking business, Leon.”

      My eyes narrowed. “It is if you’re putting Danny in danger.”

      Her nails dug into the back of my neck, showing the anger that she couldn’t display on her face if she wanted to maintain the illusion she was just giving me a lap dance. “Fuck you for even suggesting it, Leon Marx,” she hissed with venom. “I would never put her in danger. My work here is just that. Mine. I check in with my handler once a month as required, and that’s the only contact I have with the Guild.”

      For a moment, I weighed the sincerity of her words. I’d told Danny that no one associated with the Guild could be trusted, and I’d meant it. Myself included. I’d like to think I was being overly cautious, but it was better than being careless and getting her killed.

      “I’ve asked her not to contact you,” I said, not really caring if it offended her. “Until the Circle member who wants her dead can be dealt with. It’s for her safety.”

      Sabine gave me a pitying look. “And you think she needs your protection? Clearly you have no clue who you’re talking about.”

      That comment made me feel violent, but I had a sneaking suspicion Danny would blame me if I strangled her friend to death. So instead, I gritted my teeth and kept my hands to myself. Harder than it sounded.

      “Have you had this little chat with Jude, too?” Sabine challenged me, her hazel eyes flashing with irritation. “Did you track her down in the archives and demand she prove that she’s not faking her disability?”

      “Totally unnecessary,” I drawled. “Judith’s injury was one of the first things I confirmed when I started taking an interest in DeLuna.”

      “You mean stalking,” she corrected, and I just shrugged.

      “And yes, I’ll be stopping by to visit her soon, too. Because my beautiful Valkyrie trusts you both, and that seems both reckless and dangerous to me. It’s also fascinating, for a Guild-raised asset to still have the capability to form such emotional attachments to people who provide her with nothing of value.”

      Sabine practically crackled with indignation as she slid out of my lap. “We’re not all as broken as you, Leon. Some of us retained our humanity despite the trainers’ best efforts to stamp it out. We’re done here.”

      She pivoted on her high heels, but I snatched her wrist in an iron grip, jerking her back to me. “We’re not nearly done, Sabine,” I told her in a harsh whisper. “If I even get the slightest feeling you’ve betrayed DeLuna, I’ll slit your throat and dump your body right on your lover’s doorstep. Am I perfectly fucking clear?”

      Across the bar, a handsome and heavily tattooed man was rising out of his chair, his furious gaze locked on my hand around Sabine’s wrist.

      “Yes,” she quickly responded. “Understood. Now let me go before this ends up in bloodshed.” She tugged her wrist free, and I let her go, watching as the man near the stage slowly sank back into his seat.

      Sabine took two steps away from my table, then paused and turned back to me with a scowl. “So we’re clear, Leon, the same goes for you. If you hurt her, I’ll personally see you killed.”

      I couldn’t help myself, I laughed. She wasn’t fazed, though, just giving me one last hard glare before strutting away to continue her work for the night. Still chuckling, I tossed some cash on the table to pay for my drink and the dance, and a healthy tip for Sabine just for that parting comment. I could see why she and Danny were friends.

      Ignoring the curious, vaguely threatening looks I was garnering from various patrons around the room, I headed out into the night. I’d seen enough to get my answers, not necessarily from what Sabine said but from what she didn’t say. For now, she was cleared of my immediate suspicion, but nothing was definite.

      To cover my bases, I made a call to one of my personal mercenaries to keep an eye on her. When it came to protecting mon cœur, nothing was overkill.

      My flight back to Edinburgh was booked for midnight, and I still had the body of a would-be assassin in the trunk of my car to get rid of. But I could take a quick detour via Benny’s Pig Farm on my way to the airstrip, which would give me plenty of time to call DeLuna back.

      The temptation to GPS track her was nearly overwhelming, but my own sense of paranoia won out. For her own safety, it was better I didn’t know where she was hiding. Just in case hell froze over and someone managed to effectively torture me.

      It was highly unlikely, but better to be safe than sorry.

      Humming a tune, I slid back into my car and dialed her number when the phone connected to Bluetooth. I was so damn excited to hear her voice I could barely sit still.

      Fuck, I missed her.
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      Unlocking the safe house with the various door codes and alarm deactivations dampened the mood somewhat, but I’d be lying if I said I’d found my better judgment by the time we made it to the master bedroom.

      Kai wasn’t giving me a second longer to change my mind, either. He peeled my high-neck top off with a speed that saw it tear along the seams, but that only appealed to my sense of urgency. I yanked his T-shirt off, and my hands traveled over his bare chest. My fingers flexed with excitement as his head dipped back to mine, his lips capturing my mouth in a searing hot kiss that promised all kinds of reconciliations tonight.

      It was just sex. That’s what I needed to remember. Sex was simply a physical need, a scratch that needed to be itched. It didn’t have to mean anything more. It didn’t need to rekindle that tender emotion that’d been stirring in me for that week on the island when I spent every waking moment in his embrace.

      “Siren,” he groaned as I unzipped his pants and pushed them down over his muscular ass. “God, I’ve missed this.”

      I licked my lips, my fingers circling his thick shaft. “This?” I stroked him firmly, then smirked and dropped to my knees. “Or this?” I took him into my mouth, my tongue swirling around his hot tip like he was made of the most decadent chocolate.

      He sucked a shuddering breath, his hand immediately going to the back of my head to grasp my ponytail. “All of this.” He rocked his hips, pushing his dick further into my mouth as he stared down at me, mesmerized. “You’re so fucking stunning like this, with those perfect lips wrapped around my cock.”

      Keeping my gaze up, locked on his, I sucked him deeper, then relaxed my throat to let him take control. His lips parted, his breathing rough as he thrust in and made me gag slightly. He loved to see my eyes water when he fucked my throat.

      The shrill tone of his phone ringing startled us both a moment later, and he froze. I raised my brows in question, my tongue stroking the underside of his shaft, but he whispered a curse and withdrew.

      “They know not to call unless it’s urgent,” he explained in a frustrated voice as he looked around for the ringing phone. “Hold that fucking thought, Siren.”

      He turned away to answer the call with a scowl, and I immediately got back to my feet. If he thought I would wait patiently on my knees with my mouth open, he’d really missed the whole point I’d been making. That was the kind of submissive, pliant shit Danielle would do. Me? Hell no. It was fine in the heat of the moment when I held all the power… but that was it.

      “Sam,” Kai snapped, grabbing my waist as I tried to get past him. “This better be an emergency.”

      Where are you going? he mouthed at me, but I just shook my head and wriggled free, making my way over to the bathroom.

      First, I needed to pee. Then I spent a good minute dousing my face in cold water while talking some fucking sense into myself.

      “Really, Danny?” I whispered to my reflection, “Just sex, huh? No emotions? Bullshit.”

      My mascara-streaked face just stared back at me, judging, and I gave a frustrated sigh. The worst part was that I still wanted to go through with it. I wanted to keep lying to myself a little longer. Just until I let Kai wreck my bed and my pussy for one blissful night.

      But I wasn’t that much of a fool. There would be no turning back from that, no pushing him away once I’d let him in. And then where would that leave me with Leon?

      Shit. Just thinking about how murderous Leon would be if he’d walked in on me with Kai had my panties soaking and my pussy all clenched up, desperate for an orgasm. Maybe I just needed to get myself off so I could go back out there with a clear head.

      Kai’s low rumble as he spoke to Sam reminded me he was right outside the bathroom, so there was no way I could get away with it. I wasn’t quiet enough when I came.

      Gritting my teeth, I wet a washcloth and cleaned up the mess I’d made of my own makeup. Then I checked over my injuries. The bruising on my throat was vibrant, but the wound had scabbed over and lost a lot of its puffiness already. Thank fuck for being a quick healer.

      My hand was bleeding a little from where the cut left by the wire had opened slightly, but it wasn’t bad enough to warrant anything more than a big Band-Aid.

      All in all, I took long enough in the bathroom that Kai ended up knocking on the door.

      “Siren?” He sounded resigned. Angry, frustrated, and resigned.

      I summoned up my metaphorical big girl panties and tugged the door open to meet his questioning gaze. “What was the emergency?”

      His arm was propped against the doorframe, his chest still bare, but his pants were done up and the twist of his lips was full of regret. “Business dispute,” he muttered. “Something that needs me to deal with it.”

      Tilting my head back to better hold his gaze, I wet my lips. “Have fun. I’ll call Mo when I work out how you can assist in my problem.”

      His scowl was darker than a thunderstorm. “I’m not going without you.”

      I laughed, pushing past him into the bedroom. “Well, I’m not going with you—because I’ll fucking kill Sam if I see him—and they’re sure as fuck not coming here. So unless you’ve worked out how to be in two places at once… No? Hmm, well then. Have fun.”

      Kai seemed at a loss for words, standing there staring at me as I scooped up his shirt and tossed it over to him. Then I grabbed a T-shirt of my own and pulled it on to cover up my bra that I’d been walking around in.

      “None of those options work for me,” he snapped, seeming torn with what to do. Then his phone rang again, and I gave a smirk.

      “You better decide quick; it must be a very urgent issue.” I was a little bit mocking, but also kind of hoping he wouldn’t go. Logically, though, I knew it was better that he did. I needed some serious alone time… preferably with the Purple Pussy Eater.

      He glanced down at his phone, then rejected the call with a muttered curse. Then pulled his top on. “This isn’t over, Siren. Just postponed.”

      “Mm-hmm,” I hummed, shrugging. “Sure it is.”

      Anger and determination flashed across his face, and he crossed the space between us with two long strides. His hold on my waist hauled me against his hard body, and his gentle touch on my face tipped my head back to meet his kiss.

      “Will you even be here when I get back?” His question was rough and whispered right against my lips, full of vulnerability.

      I swallowed past the simpering promises that wanted to fall from my tongue. Kai brought out the damsel in me, but she wasn’t real. “I guess you’ll soon find out, won’t you?” I forced my tone hard and cold, everything I didn’t feel in his arms.

      His jaw clenched and his grip on my waist intensified. “If you’re not, I will hunt you down, kaikohuru iti. That’s a promise.”

      He kissed me again, harsh and demanding, pouring his frustration into each stroke of his tongue and nip of his teeth. He stole the air out of my lungs, tearing straight through my tissue paper walls and branding his touch right on my heart.

      It was a kiss that left me breathless and trembling long after he was gone and the taillights of my rental car—sans windshield—faded into the night.

      “What the fuck have you got yourself into, Danny?” I muttered into the empty room. I could smell him all around me, and it wasn’t doing me any favors in clearing my head.

      Irritated, I flicked the TV on for some background noise, then looked around for my phone. It’d fallen out of my pocket while Kai carried me inside earlier, and I found it in the hallway. My first instinct was to call Jude. Or to send a message in our group chat. But Leon’s warning echoed through my head, and it made me hesitate. Again.

      Could I trust them implicitly? Above everything else, all three of us had been raised loyal to the Guild. Sabine and I had come from Guild-owned orphanages, and Jude’s parents were Guild legacy. Our whole lives had taught us to never bite the hand that fed us, and if they were forced into a corner, would they choose me over their loyalty?

      I wanted to think they would. I wanted to think that I would do the same for them, prior to all these new revelations about my employer. But I wasn’t certain, and that was ultimately what stayed my hand.

      “Dammit,” I whispered, sliding my phone into my pocket and heading through to the kitchen. I’d brought the essentials with me when I arrived, knowing I might need to hide out here for a while, so there was a full bottle of Copper Wolf vodka in the freezer.

      After I poured a glass, I headed back to the bedroom and tossed my phone on the bed, then hunted out my battery-operated friend. I needed to sort out my hormones before Kai got back, and reestablish the distance between us. Urgently.

      I barely got my pants off when my phone vibrated against the bed, and I picked it up with a small sigh, anticipating Kai.

      Instead, my lips curved into a grin, and I eagerly hit the answer call button.

      “Marx,” I purred, “I wondered if maybe you’d forgotten about me.”

      His husky laugh sent shivers through me, and I reclined into my pillows. This was a much better distraction. It sounded like he was driving, and I could picture his strong, tattooed hands caressing the steering wheel like how he handled my flesh.

      “I doubt that would ever be possible, mon cœur,” he replied. “I was just meeting with someone, and I knew I wanted to talk to you alone.”

      I bit my lip, embarrassed at how fluttery that made me. “Oh yeah? Who were you meeting?”

      “No one special,” he muttered. “Are you alone?”

      My smile was all kinds of stupid, and I sent a quick thanks to fate that we weren’t on video call. “Are you fishing for information on where I am, Marx? Because last I checked, you’re still Guild.”

      He gave a low chuckle. “Good girl.”

      Oof, maybe I don’t need my vibrator at all.

      “Did you want me to call for a reason or just because you missed me?” he asked, making me remember why I’d texted him in the first place.

      Crossing my legs, I gave myself a mental slap. “Actually, yes. I want a name.”

      “I’m sure that’s something I can facilitate. What name?”

      “Someone to get me closer to Blanchet. Maybe one of his outer circle? I know Blanchet is probably covering his tracks pretty well at the moment, but surely if I can lean hard enough on one of his guys…” I trailed off because he knew what I meant.

      Leon didn’t respond for a moment, then he gave a sigh. “No.”

      I frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. Ask me for any other name, but I won’t send you after Blanchet’s outer circle on your own. Yes, I do know who they are, and yes, I will tell you. But not until I can help.” His tone was hard and clipped, totally unwavering. Stubborn fuck.

      “So help,” I snapped back. “I’m already sick to fucking death of waiting around for his next move. I need to go on the offensive, and this is the best idea I’ve got.”

      “And it’s a good idea, but it will need to wait at least a couple of days. I have a few things to wrap up before I can come back to you.”

      That answer had me enraged for a whole host of reasons, and my brain tripped over itself trying to get the best snappy comeback out of my mouth.

      “Someone else has a hit out on me,” I said eventually. Was I trying to make him feel guilty? Yes, a little. Did I want to be more important than whatever he was doing? Absolutely. But I also despised the idea of being the kind of woman who turned into a wet pillowcase when their man was busy. We both had our own lives and our own work. We didn’t need to be joined at the hip just because feelings had gotten mixed up in the great sex.

      Leon hummed a warm laugh. “Oh yeah? Snap, me too. Was yours any good?”

      I grinned. He was really hard to stay mad at. “No, it was actually insulting how shit he was. And it’s only a three mill contract, too.”

      Leon gave a dramatic gasp. “Those bastards. How dare they? Your contract should be ten times that at least.”

      He made it seem like a joke, but I knew he was serious. I loved it. Leon had never underestimated my capabilities, so I had to trust that he wasn’t playing protective caveman over this Blanchet business. Clearly he had another plan, and it was something we could do together.

      “What about yours?” I asked, loving our fucked up conversation because, to us, this was just normal. This was our lives.

      He huffed an irritated sound. “No idea what the price is, but they used a car bomb. Zed called to give me a heads-up, and I used my remote key to check. Sure enough, boom.”

      I tucked my arm behind my head, staring up at the ceiling while we talked. “Was it a nice car?”

      “Nothing that couldn’t be replaced,” he replied, his turn signal ticking rhythmically for a few moments. “I have to catch a flight in a couple of hours, and now I’ll have to get there early enough to check for more bombs. Feels like maybe the Turks have taken my hit.”

      “Explosives do tend to be their thing,” I agreed. Then a thought occurred to me. “Hey, maybe you can help me out on something else?”

      “So long as it’s nothing to do with the Circle,” Leon reminded me, “then I’m sure I can. What do you need?”

      I frowned, scratching the bridge of my nose. “It’s Carlos. I haven’t been able to get in touch with him for… fuck, I don’t even know how long. Since you rescued me in Venice, I guess.”

      Leon scoffed. “You rescued yourself, mon cœur. We just picked you up.”

      I smiled at the ceiling. “Well, whatever. I’ve been trying to call, but he’s not picking up. I even tried his office line, but his petty bitch of an assistant Tito refused to put me through to him. I’m worried something bad has happened.”

      Leon didn’t respond, and a trickle of dread ran down my spine. I sat up on the bed and ran through it all in my mind again. The last time I saw Carlos was on the plane… then when I woke up, he was gone and Leon told me he’d gotten off in Toronto. But had he?

      “Leon,” I murmured, cold sweat beading on the back of my neck. “Have you done something to Carlos?”

      Again, silence met my question. Then when I was questioning if our call had disconnected, Leon sighed. “Would you be upset if I’d killed him?”
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      The blood rushing to my head made it hard to hear, but I retained just enough sanity to repeat Leon’s words back to myself. He was asking a question, not admitting he’d done it.

      “Yes,” I choked out. “Yes, Leon Marx, I would be very upset if you killed one of my only friends on this whole godforsaken planet. I would be fucking furious if you did something like that. And you could actually lose my number because this time I really would be done with you.”

      He hummed a thoughtful sound, not even remotely panicked. “I figured as much,” he admitted, “which is why I haven’t killed him.”

      The breath rushed out of me in a tsunami, and I sagged back against the pillows. “What the fuck?” I barked. “You fucking worried me!”

      “I can hear that,” he observed. “And I find it intriguing. How did you meet Carlos, mon cœur? Were you romantically involved?”

      I gave a shaking laugh. “Me and Carlos? Fuck no. No way. Our relationship is purely platonic.”

      “You met on a contract, didn’t you?” Leon asked, sounding vaguely relieved.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Yeah, sort of. I was dating his brother, Ricardo, a few years ago when our paths crossed.” I ran the story through in my mind, flashes of that year at Ricardo’s estate in Belize conjuring up sour emotions along with bittersweet. If not for my time with Ricardo, I wouldn’t know Carlos. “My thing with Ricardo wasn’t business. We met in a bar and hit it off… He never knew what I really did for a living, and I was happy to keep it that way. Until I wasn’t.”

      Leon hummed a thoughtful sound. “I trust this Ricardo is dead now?”

      I chuckled. “Very. Carlos and I became friends at family events, and it was pretty clear he was their father’s favorite. His golden child, being groomed to take over their business. Ricardo hated him, and it only got worse when their father died. Turns out, Ricardo had been cut out of the will entirely, with his portion going to Carlos’s son instead.”

      “Carlos has a son?” Leon sounded surprised. I bet he hadn’t found that information in whatever background searches he’d run.

      “Mm-hmm,” I confirmed, yawning. “Anyway, long story short, I walked in on Ricardo smothering Victor with a pillow. I intervened and killed him but not before he shot me in the struggle.”

      Leon sucked a surprised breath. “You got shot? How did I not know this? I thought Prague was the first.”

      I snickered. “Far from it. I just don’t advertise when I’ve taken injuries, because I’m not a fucking moron. Reputation is at least sixty percent of our price. Anyway, Victor was okay, Carlos was grateful, but his wife was dead. Apparently, Ricardo had visited her first.”

      “I see,” Leon murmured. “That does explain the way he seems so indebted to you.”

      I hummed a sound of agreement. “We’re also friends. He took my recovery pretty seriously, and there was a lot of shit to work through about Ricardo. Turned out that he’d been fucking Carlos’s wife for years, and killing her had been an escalation of an already abusive affair. The most ironic thing, though, was that Victor was actually Ricardo’s son. Carlos knew, and so had their father. That was why Victor had been assigned Ricardo’s inheritance.”

      He scoffed a laugh. “Sounds like a daytime soap opera.”

      “Does that satisfy your jealousy, Marx? Carlos and I are just friends, nothing more. He’s like… family or something. Not that I really know what that feels like.”

      “Trust me, it’s not all it’s made out to be,” he murmured. “Thank you for sharing that story with me.” There was an odd tone to his voice, like he was confused about something. Maybe confused that I’d been so willing to open up? It was easier over the phone, though. Without the temptation to put my hands all over him or to pick a fight, I felt closer to him than ever.

      “Tell me how you met Layla,” I suggested, rolling onto my side to get comfy with the phone to my ear. I was enjoying this.

      He was still driving, based on the background sounds, but otherwise seemed totally at ease chatting with me. “Layla and I met in training,” he told me with a small sigh. “We were sixteen, and I thought I was totally in love with her. She’s the only person I ever confided in, the only person I ever really cared about. If it wasn’t for her, I probably would have been diagnosed with psychopathy.”

      There was a distinct loneliness to his voice whenever he spoke about his past, and it wasn’t hard to guess he hadn’t grown up in a loving home.

      “She was a lot like you,” he murmured after a beat. “Not… not in appearance or personality, but there’s a similarity in you. Maybe because you both grew up under the Guild’s thumb, you went through the same conditioning bullshit.”

      I sat up slightly on the bed. “Layla was an orphan too?”

      “Now she would be, I guess.” He was silent for a moment, but I guessed he was thinking over what to tell me, and I didn’t interrupt. “Layla was part of an old Guild experiment called Project Remus. It was when the Guild would—”

      “I know what it is,” I cut him off, barely daring to breathe as I sat up straighter. “Layla was an experimental baby? That’s how far back it goes?”

      Leon clicked his tongue. “I’m curious how you know about Project Remus, mon cœur, but it’s only fair I answer your questions first. It’s a project that was started about eighty years ago and ended roughly fifteen years ago. And yes, Layla was the product of the Guild playing God. They chose her genetic donors from their extensive catalog of samples and volunteers, then once she was born, her mother got paid to hand her over and never look back.”

      Bile twisted in my stomach, thinking of how broken Mo looked when she spoke of her baby being stolen. Also, Leon thought the project had ended fifteen years ago but Mo was targeted ten years ago. Did he not know? Or was the Timothy thing something else entirely?

      It made me question, had my own mother been like Mo? Or like the woman who carried Layla?

      Why did I even care? It didn’t matter now.

      “How did Layla die?” I asked when I was sure my voice wouldn’t crack. “You said it was on a job?”

      Leon grunted an angry sound. “It was. But I suspect it was more to do with what she’d been doing in the lead-up to her death.”

      Somehow, I got the feeling this was going to provide some missing pieces in my puzzle. “Are you gonna tell me what that was or leave me in suspense?”

      “Tempting,” he murmured. “But you told me about Carlos, so fair’s fair. After Project Remus was shut down, the Guild enacted a little bit of a cleanup. Labs destroyed, data wiped, that kind of thing. Before Layla died, she’d been tracking down other Project Remus babies, warning them that there was a target on their backs. Someone was taking it a step further in covering the project up, killing not only the doctors involved, but everyone involved. Whether they knew or not.”

      I blew out a long breath. That definitely seemed like the kind of anti-Guild behavior that would get a mercenary killed. For sure. “Do you think that’s why Blanchet wants me dead?”

      Leon was quiet a moment, considering my question. “No… Or I don’t think so. For one, Blanchet was never involved in Remus. For another, you weren’t a Remus baby.”

      That made my brows rise in surprise. “I wasn’t? But… I grew up in l’abattoir.” It wasn’t the official name of the group home I’d been raised in, but it was a hell of a lot more fitting than its actual name, Bright Starts.

      “Lots of kids grew up in Guild-owned homes,” Leon murmured, “but that doesn’t mean they’re all Remus babies. I’ve looked through the original documentation; I would have remembered if you were listed.”

      I sank back into the pillows. “Oh. That’s a good thing, I guess.”

      “Unless somehow Blanchet caught wind of Remus and decided to just kill anyone he suspected to be linked to it,” Leon pondered aloud. “That could explain the target on your back. It’s something I can look into, but I’d rather find Layla’s data cache.”

      “Her what?”

      “Apparently, Layla had been compiling evidence and information on Remus. Shit she hadn’t shared with me for whatever reason… and she stashed it somewhere not long before her death.” He sounded annoyed as hell, and I didn’t blame him. He’d thought they were in love, but clearly she hadn’t trusted him. That had to sting.

      I drew a slow breath, mulling it over. “Are you sure she’s dead?”

      “Positive.” His tone was devoid of emotion, and I didn’t push for details.

      “Okay, so we need to figure out where she stashed it. Where do we start?”

      Leon gave a soft laugh. “We?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Either you let me track down your ex-girlfriend’s data cache or I’m going after Blanchet on my own. But I’m not sitting around in a safe house, waiting to be killed or to die of boredom.”

      This time his laugh was deeper, full of understanding. “I love that about you, DeLuna. I’ll see if I can trace her movements in the lead-up to her death, then you can squeeze some fuckers for info. Sound good?”

      I grinned at the ceiling. “Sounds delightful.”

      “Tell me about the hit,” he coaxed, changing the subject. “How’d they come at you?”

      Amused at how interested he was, I detailed the failed attempt on my life after leaving the bar in Dogwood. I didn’t tell him where I was, and I carefully omitted the fact that I wasn’t alone because I wasn’t ready to deal with the Kai versus Leon fight just yet.

      “You shot out his knee?” he repeated, sounding increasingly turned on.

      I bit my lower lip, my own body starting to respond to the heavy desire in his voice as I described the sad attempt on my life. “Uh-huh,” I replied, my own hand creeping down my body. I was only wearing a T-shirt and panties, having taken my pants off earlier when I’d been planning a self-care session.

      “And then what?” Leon asked, his breathing quicker. The hum of his car had disappeared, and I wondered if he’d pulled over somewhere. Was his dick hard right now?

      I grinned, my fingers dancing over the thin, damp fabric of my panties. “I asked him a few questions, and he mouthed off. So I shot him.”

      Leon groaned. “Where’d you shoot him?”

      “Between the eyes,” I replied, tugging my own underwear down and kicking them aside.

      “Fuck yeah,” he murmured. “Close range. What caliber?”

      Why is describing a killing suddenly so fucking hot?

      “Nine mil,” I replied, teasing at my own clit with my index finger.

      He gave a hum. “Delicate. Very fitting. Are you touching yourself right now, mon cœur?”

      I ran my tongue across my lips, considering lying to him. But after the open, honest conversation we’d just had, I couldn’t bring myself to deny it. “Uh-huh.”

      Leon whispered a curse. “What’d I tell you about playing with your pussy without my permission, DeLuna?”

      A throaty chuckle escaped, and I slid my fingers inside my soaking core. “You never expected me to actually obey, Marx.” Then I gave a moan just to tease him. Also because I was seriously worked up.

      I half expected him to scold me, maybe threaten punishments when he saw me again. But instead, the phone beeped against my ear, and I peered at the screen.

      “Accept it,” Leon growled, and I obediently slid my thumb across the button to switch to video call. “Good girl.”

      My whole body shuddered at the praise, and I wet my lips. Seeing him on the screen was even better than just talking. “Hi, Bunny. I missed your face.”

      He smirked back, his green eyes flashing under his car light. “I missed a whole lot more than just your face, beautiful. Give me a good view, then show me what that battery-operated dick can do.”

      He didn’t need to ask me twice. I quickly grabbed a couple of pillows and put them down near my ankles, propping the phone up to give Leon an uninterrupted view between my legs. He groaned and muttered a curse while I reached for the Purple Pussy Eater and turned it on.

      “Gorgeous,” he breathed as I slid the thick tip of my toy down my pussy, working slowly to get it slick and gleaming for him to see just how turned on I already was. “Christ, DeLuna, I feel like I’ve been permanently hard since that kiss in New York.”

      I wet my lips, my breathing quick as the vibrations of my toy lit up all my sensitive flesh. “Are you stroking it right now, Bunny? Is your hand around your dick while you picture it sinking into me?”

      To demonstrate my point, I pushed the thick vibrator into my cunt, moaning as my walls tightened around it and arching my back slightly. It was a double purpose toy, with a clit sucker as well as the main shaft—hence its name—and I’d become pretty damn good at getting it settled in the right spot without much trouble.

      Leon’s lips were parted, his eyes glued to the screen as I fucked myself, and I could tell he was jerking himself off in time with my motions. So I put on a show of it, spreading my legs wider and bending my knees, really getting into the simulation. It was easy to imagine it was the real deal when I could see his hungry expression on the phone at the foot of the bed.

      “Don’t come yet,” I gasped out when my own climax was right there on the precipice. “I wanna see it.”

      Leon’s expression tightened, but he muttered an agreement, giving me permission to finish myself off. My lids were heavy as I pushed myself into a hard climax with the help of my vibrator, but I kept my gaze on the phone the whole time.

      “Shit,” Leon whispered when I was done. “Take it out. Show me your cunt.”

      I did as I was told, withdrawing the toy quickly and using my fingers to spread my pussy wide.

      “Now show me,” I ordered him, and he flipped the camera. His thick shaft was gripped tight between his tattooed fingers, the four points of his piercing reflecting under the light as he stroked himself.

      “Shit,” he muttered. “I don’t want cum all over my steering wheel. Hang on.” The video jostled and blurred as he got out of the car, but I held my position just as he’d requested it.

      My mouth watered as he refocused the camera, showing me in first person point of view how he liked to jerk himself off. Then he came in thick white jets onto the mud beside his car and grunted filthy things about wishing he had come all over me instead.

      Thoroughly relaxed and a bit dizzy, I collected my phone and brought it back to my face. “Where are you, anyway? Or did you just toss your load into a ditch somewhere?”

      Leon gave a throaty laugh, sounding just as relaxed as I was. “Nah, I’m disposing of a body.” He circled around to the trunk of his car and popped the lid. Sure enough, there was a dead man all squashed up in the tight space with a bloody hole through his face. “I better get this done before someone spots me out here.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Fair enough. Call me when you have someone I can lean on for info?”

      He flipped his camera back to his face and smiled. “I’ll call you when my flight lands, regardless of whether I have a lead. I’m addicted to the sound of your voice.”

      “Among other things,” I chuckled. “Stay safe, Bunny.”

      “De beaux rêves, mon amour.”
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      Stupid fucking wind buffeted my face from the stupid fucking broken windshield as I drove away from Danny’s safe house, and I gripped the steering wheel like I was strangling the life out of it. I utterly despised having to leave her, not knowing if she would still be there when I returned.

      But she hadn’t left me much choice. I didn’t doubt she would probably kill Sam if he came at her again, and she would succeed. Regardless of how far he’d crossed the line while she was our prisoner, he was still my family. I couldn’t toss him to the white wolf without a second thought.

      He’d been insistent on the phone, too. Firm that this was a dispute I needed to handle in person, myself. Truthfully, I wasn’t even shocked that we’d encountered this kind of thing. The whole state was such a mecca for criminals and gangs, drawn to Shadow Grove and Cloudcroft to clean their blood money in Timberwolf businesses. It was inevitable that we would run into a competitor sooner or later.

      When I got back into Dogwood, the closest town, I dumped Danny’s damaged rental car and lifted a new one out of a parking lot. Without the constant howl of wind in my face, I could drive faster.

      As it turned out, it wasn’t necessary. Not five minutes back on the road, and my sister called to tell me she had already handled the dispute.

      “Why the fuck was Sam demanding I deal with it, then?” I roared, slamming my fist into the steering wheel and blasting the horn.

      “Fuck if I know,” Mo replied, sounding frustrated. “I had it totally under control. Is Danny with you?”

      I clenched my jaw so hard my teeth hurt, then jerked a tight U-turn on the road to return back to my woman. I just had to hope and pray she would still be there. “No,” I snapped. “She’s not. I’m heading back to her now, though. Deal with Sam for me. I don’t know what the fuck he thinks he’s playing at, but I’m not putting up with it.”

      “You got it,” she replied. “But you can’t stay shacked up with your vicious little lover forever, Kai. You’ve got a business to run and revenge to seek… and the team is getting restless.”

      I didn’t give a fuck what my team thought. Sam had beaten the crap out of her, Jae had drugged her, and Cyryl had physically tortured her—albeit on my orders. The fact that she let them do those things in order to maintain her cover was beside the point; I still needed some fucking space away from them so I didn’t rip their spines clean out of their bodies for hurting my Siren.

      Besides, I had a gut feeling she would flirt with Jae again, just to watch me squirm. And then I’d have to kill him.

      “You’re the one who wanted us to sort things out, Moana,” I accused, passing the blame.

      She scoffed. “I thought you’d fuck her, then move on. Since when have you ever wanted a relationship with a woman? Not since—”

      “Charlotte,” I muttered. “I’m aware.”

      My sister gave a long sigh. “Is that what this is about, Kai? She’s not Charlotte. She’s like the polar opposite of Charlotte.”

      Anger bubbled through my veins. “I’m painfully aware of this fact, Mo. Maybe when she was acting, I thought I saw some of Charlotte in her. But now that I’ve seen the real her? No, they couldn’t be more different, and I like her even more for it. She’s everything Charlotte wasn’t. Everything I never knew I needed. I won’t give her up again, so erase that idea from your head.”

      Mo gave a frustrated sound. “You may not have that choice, brother. Or did you already forget how she kissed that Guild scum when he rescued her in Venice?”

      She hadn’t been there, she didn’t see it. But of course Eli had told her everything, because despite his quiet demeanor, he loved to gossip.

      Leon. He was a problem that needed to be dealt with, because if he tried to take her from me… well. Next time it might be me bringing a bazooka to a gunfight.

      “I can deal with him,” I growled, already picturing how satisfying it’d be to pull the pin on a grenade and stuff it down his throat. Not a full size one, because I hadn’t failed biology or physics that hard. Just a little V40 mini grenade. It’d do the trick, turning his smug fucking face to nothing more than wet red confetti.

      My sister’s laugh sounded like she wasn’t so sure I’d win in that fight. “Kai, brother, I love you. But he’s one of the Circle and an executioner? You don’t hold those positions if you’re easy to kill. Actually, on that topic, why haven’t you told Danny that he’s Circle? Surely that’s something she needs to know.”

      I grunted. “It is. But the longer he doesn’t tell her, the more it’s gonna hurt when she finds out eventually. Then she might just kill him herself.”

      “Or you,” Mo muttered, “but hey, who am I to offer relationship advice? I better go, anyway, Jae and Sam looked like they were about to get into a fight over something.”

      “Have fun,” I replied, ending the call and accelerating faster. My gut was telling me I needed to get back to Danny, and I couldn’t chase away the sick feeling that she might be gone.

      As I turned back onto the winding mountain road leading back to the safe house, the apprehension became too much to bear, and I pulled over to check my phone. I’d installed a camera in her room while she showered this morning, so it took no time at all to pull up the video feed.

      My breath sucked in so sharply that I choked a little, realizing I’d tuned in right as she was getting herself off with a big purple vibrator.

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed, enlarging the screen to get a better view. There was no sound, but she’d left the lights on, so it wasn’t hard to make out the details. Her back arched, her knees digging into the bed as she fucked herself with the toy, almost like she was putting on a show.

      Did she know about my camera? Did she know I was watching?

      Groaning, I unzipped my jeans and palmed my hard dick. That interrupted blow job earlier had left me with balls bluer than a Smurf. It was probably a good thing Mo had sorted shit out, because I’d have strangled Sam if I saw him, just for cockblocking me.

      The way she was writhing around on that vibrator, she was definitely putting on a show for me. It made me all the more excited to get home so I could fuck her for real. But for now, I knew there was no way I could drive so distracted, I’d go off the side of the mountain. So I clutched my phone in one hand and tugged my dick with the other. When she thrashed with her climax, then pulled the toy out to spread her pussy wide, I lost it. My cum splattered the steering wheel as my hand slipped, and I shuddered through my release.

      “Fuck, Siren,” I gasped aloud. “Hold that thought, I’ll be back in no time.”

      I tossed my phone onto the passenger seat and pulled my T-shirt off to clean up my mess. Then, because I couldn’t help myself, I set the phone up in the dashboard holder so I could keep an eye on my woman while I drove back to her. She was already dressed again when I reopened the video feed, and I watched like a pervert as she brushed her hair before getting into bed.

      My attention split between the road and my phone for the whole drive back, watching as Danny tossed and turned to try and get comfy for sleep. It wasn’t late, but clearly she’d exhausted herself between the bar fight and that enthusiastic masturbation session. Fuck, she looked so angelic as she drifted into sleep. Exactly as I remembered, having spent far too many hours staring at her while she slept in my bed, in my arms, exactly where she belonged.

      I was about five minutes away from the house, having just passed through the first security gate, when movement on the camera feed caught my attention.

      “Shit!” I exclaimed, slamming my foot down on the gas. “Danny! Fuck! Wake up!” Someone was in her room. Someone dressed in tactical gear and armed with a long hunting knife had just crept into her room, and she was still fast asleep in bed like Sleeping Beauty.

      She couldn’t hear me, the camera didn’t have a microphone, but it didn’t stop me from yelling at my phone as I pushed the useless stolen car to its limits to get back to her. My whole heart sat in my throat as I helplessly watched…

      But she wasn’t asleep. The second the attacker leaned in to stab her, she launched into action. Between making sure I didn’t crash and die, and getting back as quickly as possible, I missed a whole heap of the action. But the quick, panicked glances I gave my phone told me that she had it under control.

      Apparently, my siren slept with a knife of her own under her pillow and could choke a man out with just her thighs. Good to know.

      Then again, I doubted I’d ever object to having her thighs wrapped around my face.

      By the time I burst into the house, she already had her attacker trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey and was dragging him down the hallway by his boot.

      “Are you okay?” I exclaimed, grabbing her in a desperate, possessive hold. “Are you hurt? Who the fuck—”

      “Put me down, Malachi,” she snarled, punching me in the kidney. Hard.

      My arms loosened on reflex at the pain, and she slipped back to the floor, then returned to her prisoner.

      “If you want to help, you can drag this sack of shit into the kitchen for me.” She kicked the man—I assumed it was a man—but he didn’t even stir. Was he even alive? “And you can quit with that facial expression you’ve got going on, Big Man. I hardly think you’re any stranger to this sort of thing.”

      My brow dipped in a scowl, knowing my face had been showing all my panic and concern for her, not for the situation. “Danny, he could have—”

      “Kai!” she barked sharply, parking her hands on her slim hips and glaring daggers. “Are you helping or fretting? Because I don’t need either, but I will accept your big manly muscles to lift this fucker up and put him in the kitchen so I can torture him for information. Think fast, make a decision. The door is that way if you’re gonna fret over what could have happened if I was anyone else.”

      My lips parted, but I was at a total loss for words. So I just did as I was told and picked up the dead weight of her unconscious attacker. If she wanted to torture him, he must still be alive.

      “Good choice, Big Man,” she muttered, leading the way through to the kitchen and grabbing one of the dining chairs. She placed it dead center on the tile floor and indicated for me to drop the body onto it.

      I watched, utterly transfixed, as she deftly loosened the ropes she’d trussed her prisoner up with, then re-tied him to the chair with almost artistic knots and crossovers. He was still dead to the world, but I’d felt a pulse while I carried him, so he would wake up sooner or later.

      “I take it you’ve done this before,” I commented, as she tightened the last of the knots around the man’s legs. She was crouched on the floor in a sleep shirt and bare feet, her white hair a tousled mess and her face clear of makeup, yet I’d never seen a woman so gorgeous in my life. Her feral, violent smirk only made me fall harder.

      “What?” she quipped. “Torture a man? Or tie him up?”

      My dick twitched. That definitely sounded sexual.

      “Don’t worry, Big Man, this isn’t my first rodeo. Why don’t you pull up a chair and watch? Based on the way you tried to get intel out of me on your island, you could definitely do with some lessons on data extraction.” She pulled a shockingly long knife from under her shirt where she had it tucked into the waistband of her panties, and I swallowed hard. Fuck, that was hot.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I murmured, doing exactly as I was told and sitting my ass down on a barstool.

      She wet her lips, reminding me of how she had them wrapped—ever so briefly—around the tip of my dick earlier. “I give it twenty minutes, and this prick will sing like a bird.” She winked at me, and I needed to adjust my pants. “Time it.”

      Placing her knife down on the counter, she filled a bowl with cold water from the sink, then doused her captive to wake him up.

      Well shit. Color me intrigued.
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      Kai’s expression was shuttered and dark, his emotions impossible to read as he shifted on his seat and scowled in my direction. One second, I thought he was going to fuck me right here on the kitchen floor in front of my captive, then the next, he seemed like he wanted to be anywhere but here.

      Big Man needed to figure his shit out, but now wasn’t the time for that chat.

      I hurled my bowl of cold water in the unconscious man’s face, and he woke with a gasp like a big old fish out of water. I waited while he blinked and spluttered, disoriented, then finally settled his gaze on me with heavy resignation.

      “Did you have a nice nap?” I asked sweetly, picking up my knife once more.

      He wasn’t a handsome man, but I couldn’t put my finger on any one feature that made him unattractive. Maybe a combination of a weak jaw and prominent brow bone. Not that it mattered much, he’d be dead soon.

      “Fuck you, bitch,” he spat, tugging on his bonds. Like I was enough of an amateur to offer even the slightest opportunity for escape with my knots. Idiot. All he was doing was tightening them.

      I ignored his rather clichéd response and cast a look over at Kai. “You see, this is how you properly restrain a prisoner. None of that pathetic cable tie crap your team uses. You know how easy those are to break?” I scoffed. It had been an actual effort not to free myself while in his captivity.

      Kai gave no response, and irritation flickered through me. If he was so horrified by this version of me, he could fuck right off. I’d be fine without his help; it had only been a moment of weakness that I’d reached out in the first place. But that thought still stung like acid on my insides. I didn’t want him to be horrified by me… I wanted him to see my strength and capability and actually like that about me. Wishful thinking, I guessed.

      “What is this, a fucking instructional?” the asshole tied to the chair sneered.

      I shrugged. “Why not? Never waste a learning opportunity, I always say.”

      His lip curled in disgust. “What the fuck is a slut like you gonna teach him? How to spread your—”

      Whack. The butt of my knife smacked across his face, and blood sprayed from where his eyebrow split open.

      “Whoops,” I murmured. “A little too hard. I’m out of practice.” Not that my victim was listening; I’d knocked him out again. The embarrassment was all for my audience and the heavy way Kai’s gaze rested on me. I felt like a fucking rookie, not knowing how to control the power of my hits.

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I refilled my water bowl and woke the fucker up once more.

      Start over, Danny. This is not the time to fumble around.

      “Let’s try that again, shall we?” I asked rhetorically. “I’ve really only got one question I want answered, and you will answer it eventually. How long that takes, and how painful it is, well, that’s up to you.”

      The dripping wet hitman glared up at me with venom. “Fuck you.”

      I laughed, and it wasn’t a kind sound. “You wish. Who hired you to kill me?”

      His lips pulled up in a sneer again. “Santa Claus.”

      That answer wasn’t even remotely shocking. He’d be a pretty lousy assassin if he caved that easily. So I smiled sweetly and slashed his shirt open with my blade, making sure it nicked his skin plenty in the process. When I was done, his jaw was tight, but he wasn’t in pain. Not yet, anyway.

      “Is that it?” He huffed a laugh, flicking his gaze over to Kai. “Maybe you should let your man handle this, sweetheart.”

      Kai muttered something under his breath, too quiet for me to make out. But otherwise, his closed-off expression didn’t shift. I wrenched my gaze away before I got distracted, focusing back on the mouthy fuck tied to the chair.

      “You seriously have no idea who I am, huh?” I tipped my head to the side, the tip of my blade trailing down his hairy chest. “That tells me that you’re an idiot, for starters. Let me guess, this was the biggest ticket job you’ve ever seen and seemed too damn easy?”

      He didn’t respond, but his eyes tightened ever so slightly.

      “Well, you know what they say. If it seems too easy, it probably is.” Then I slowly, carefully, deliberately sliced his left nipple off.

      I tossed the nub of flesh aside and waited for his screams to die down before wasting my breath speaking again.

      “Got anything to tell me?” I asked, calm as the falling snow.

      The only words that left my victim’s mouth were curses and obscenities, which wasn’t surprising. He needed a bit more motivation, so I cut off his other nipple, too.

      Kai shifted in his seat, and it pulled my attention like a fucking magnet. I couldn’t resist looking over at him to see what he thought of me now. If this didn’t prove to him that I wasn’t the girl he fell in love with, then nothing would.

      Bitter sadness curled through my belly. This would likely douse the inferno burning between us. But it was necessary, and I had to remember that I still had Leon… It was better this way. Leon saw all my flaws, all my fucked up damage, and my violent tendencies. He saw my darkness and he loved it all.

      Kai still seemed to think I was just a normal girl. A replacement for his lost Charlotte.

      Swallowing hard and silently mourning the loss of a man I’d kind of fallen in love with, I turned my back on him. Regardless of how cruel this showed me to be, I needed answers. Two half-rate hitmen had come for me in one day within hours of each other. That wasn’t a coincidence, and it was the last thing I needed to be dealing with on top of Blanchet gunning for me.

      Whoever had offered a paltry three mil for my death was getting dealt with. And this prick was going to give me their name.

      So I hardened my spine and went to work. To his credit, he held out longer than I anticipated, spitting curses and threats that fell on totally deaf ears. Eventually, though, he admitted to having followed us from the bar in Dogwood. He’d hung back and seen the first guy get killed, then followed us home. His car was ditched way down the mountain before the first security point, and he’d hiked the rest of the way up.

      The most interesting part of the whole torture sequence was when he admitted to having an experimental tech device that allowed him to bypass the Hestia security alarms. That was something I might need to pass along as feedback for my host, because shit like this? Terrible for business.

      It wasn’t until I started slicing the skin off his balls in thin strips, that he cracked.

      “York!” he shrieked as I peeled the first strip off and flicked it onto the floor with a little splat. “That’s all I know! The contract was filed by someone called York! That’s it. That’s all I have, I swear.” Tears were rolling down his face, and he was so pale I was amazed he was even conscious.

      I stood back, tapping my blade against my palm, considering whether that was enough. But in my experience, by the time a man starts losing his testicle skin, he’s not in the mood to spin bullshit.

      “Please,” he sobbed. “Please, that’s all I know. It didn’t say anything about you being this. You’re just a fucking woman.” He said it like an insult, and I decided I’d definitely heard enough.

      Circling around behind him—to stay clear of the spray—I sliced his neck open from ear to ear. The splatter hit Kai’s pants, but his face remained impassive as ever, even when I straightened up and met his gaze.

      My chin was high and my spine straight, because I had nothing to be ashamed of here. Nothing to be apologetic for.

      “You wanted to get to know the real me, Big Man?” I gestured to the bloody, disfigured man tied to the chair in front of me. “Be careful what you wish for. It’s not always pretty.”

      He said nothing. Nothing. He didn’t even fucking flinch, just sat there in the same position he’d been in when I started torturing the douche-bucket. After a long, exceptionally tense moment, I shook my head and looked away first.

      “Fuck it. I’m going to shower, then I’ll sort out somewhere else to stay. It’s not safe here, and you should get back to your team.” Every word off my lips tasted sour, but the damage was done. I stalked out of the blood-soaked kitchen and back to the master bedroom where I took in the damage from the fight.

      I’d heard the incompetent fool the second he’d entered the house and waited until he got overconfident, thinking he could just quietly stab me in my sleep. Fucking amateurs.

      Glass from the broken mirror scattered across the carpet, and I climbed over the bed to avoid cutting up the soles of my feet accidentally. I needed to grab my phone from the nightstand and call the Hestia after-hours emergency line.

      Thankfully, I’d plugged my phone in after my sexy video chat with Leon, and it was fully charged when I grabbed it. I anticipated a long night sorting out a new safe location, and that irritated me to no end.

      Clambering back over the bed, I headed for the bathroom while searching for the Hestia contact number. I cringed a little when I caught my reflection in the mirror, but shit, I’d looked worse.

      Putting my phone on speaker, I placed it down on the vanity so I could comb the little shards of mirror glass out of my hair. It’d broken when dickhead tried to buck me off, and my head had shattered the fucking thing. The last thing I needed was glass cuts on my scalp. How uncomfortable.

      “Hestia Safe Houses, how can I help?” The woman who answered sounded like she was a receptionist in a law firm or something, pure professionalism.

      “I’ve had an incident in your Echo Creek house,” I snapped, frustrated and angry—mostly at Kai—and letting her take the rough edge of my attitude. “Put me through to the boss.”

      “That’s unfortunate to hear,” the woman responded. “Unfortunately, Hestia isn’t available this evening, but I can organize a replacement location for you immediately. Would you like transport?” The rapid fire click of her computer keyboard told me she was already sorting it out, and I gritted my teeth with irritation. Hestia was never available. I actually suspected she didn’t exist.

      “Not necessary,” I muttered, “nor is the replacement house. But this house will require a deep clean and an overhaul on security.”

      The woman at Hestia clicked her tongue, and her keyboard clacked harder. “That’s all arranged for you, ma’am. I have a crew assigned, and they’ll be there to sanitize before daybreak. If I might apologize on behalf of Hestia, security breaches are unacceptable and, as you can appreciate, go against the very nature of our business. I’ve credited your stay back to your account and will apply a fifty percent discount for your next booking with us.”

      I couldn’t help smiling at that. They were just like a hotel chain… but with highly dangerous clients and housekeepers that could dispose of bodies. I kind of loved it.

      “I appreciate it,” I replied, less annoyed than I had been a minute ago. The money meant nothing to me, but her professionalism went a long way.

      “Is there anything else I can be of assistance with, ma’am?”

      I rubbed my eyes, exhausted. Leaning my bloody hands on the vanity as I peered at myself. “No, that’s all.”

      The woman clicked on her computer again. “If you’d be so kind as to provide some feedback on my customer service this evening? I will just connect you to our survey.” The line beeped as she started the survey bullshit, and I ended the call. I hated those things.

      With a weary sigh, I reached into the shower and cranked the water. I needed to wash all of the blood from my skin, and pack up my shit. Hestia’s cleaners would be here soon, and I wanted to be long gone.

      As I stripped out of my T-shirt and panties, a domineering presence filled the bathroom doorway.

      “Is there something you need, Ares?” I asked, slipping back to the impersonal use of his business moniker. It was easier to detach from Ares—a name I never used for him—than from Kai.

      He gave a pissed off sort of growl, stepping into the bathroom. To give myself a bit of space to breathe—and think—I got into the shower and turned my back on him. I sure as shit didn’t need to see the judgment and disgust all over his face as he told me he was leaving.

      But he said nothing. Instead, he climbed into the shower with me and held his wrist in front of my face.

      I frowned, confused as fuck as I arched my neck to peer up at him. “What?”

      He cocked one brow and nodded to the watch on his wrist. “Twenty-two minutes,” he told me in a deep rumble.

      It took me a minute, the pieces a bit slow to click together in my brain. When they did, I started laughing.

      “Well, shit,” I said between chuckles, “I really am getting rusty.”
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      Kai dropped his wrist displaying the watch timer but did not retreat. Instead, he wrapped that forearm around my waist, pulling me back against his broad chest. He’d run into the house with no shirt on—I just remembered—but he still wore his pants and shoes, not seeming to care that he was getting soaked right through.

      “Siren,” he breathed, his face dipping down and his lips finding the bend of my neck. Right below the worst of my lingering bruises. “I thought he was going to kill you. I’ve never been so scared in my whole fucking life as when I saw him standing over your sleeping body with a knife raised.”

      His arm around my waist tightened, and I melted into his strong embrace. But then…

      “Wait, what?” I wriggled free and spun around to face him, stepping out of the water stream. “What do you mean? How’d you see him—” I cut off with a gasp. “Holy shit. You planted a camera?”

      I basically shrieked that question—which really wasn’t a question—and his brows shot up in surprise.

      “You… Wait, you knew about the camera. Didn’t you?” He seemed really confused now.

      I thumped him in the chest with my fist, leaving a smear of blood behind. “No, Kai, you fucking pervert, I did not. Who the fuck—? Actually, dumb question. You. You’re who the fuck. Wow, Kai, of all the—”

      “Hold up!” he roared, halting my outraged tirade. “If you didn’t know about the camera, then why the fuck were you putting on such a show with your vibrator? Don’t even try to tell me that’s how you usually masturbate; it was like something straight out of a porno.” He licked his lips and I was like a fucking moth to a flame, staring for way too long before processing his words.

      “I was…” Ah crap. Now probably wasn’t the best time for the whole Leon chat.

      Kai tipped his head to the side, waiting for my answer, and the water danced tracks all over his bronze flesh like an unfair fucking advantage. Then again, I never had been one to sugarcoat the truth—or outright lie—just to be a coward.

      So I shrugged and tipped my chin back to hold his gaze. “I was on the phone, Kai. That was a show, but it wasn’t a show for you.”

      The penny dropped, and a little rage explosion went off behind his eyes. His fist slammed into the tiled wall of the shower hard enough to crack it.

      “Motherfucker!” he roared, his muscles all bunching with pure fury and some hardcore jealousy. Goddamn, it was hot. “Danny, you can’t—”

      “Malachi Arden, if you are about to try and tell me what I can or can’t do, I would suggest you cast your mind back ten minutes to what I just did in the kitchen. Believe me when I say, you don’t control me. You never will. And if you want to be with me…” What the fuck was I saying? If he wanted to be with me? Did I just swallow a fucking poltergeist who’d taken over my voice box?

      “I do,” he said quickly, before I could take it back. “More than anything. Siren…”

      He stepped closer, crowding me in and leaning his hands against the wall on either side of me. It was intoxicating, having him so close while I was totally naked. The temptation to even the playing field was too much to resist, and I reached for his pants.

      “Siren…” he whispered again, this time letting the anger and frustration drain out of his body language. Not totally, but it was a whole mood shift nonetheless. I unzipped his soaking jeans and tugged at them. “We need to clear the air.”

      I wet my lips, my hand sliding inside his boxers and clasping his hard, throbbing cock. “So? Clear it. Just take your pants off first.”

      His expression seemed torn, but he quickly made up his mind when I flicked the tip of his dick with my thumb teasingly.

      With a muttered curse, he kicked off his boots and jeans, then peeled off his boxers all without even leaving the shower. He seemed to give zero fucks that they were left in the corner with water still beating down on them.

      “Happy?” he quipped, returning his hands to the wall either side of me, and I smirked.

      “Ecstatic.” I grasped his erection in my hand once more and gave it a long, deliberate stroke. I still hadn’t made up my mind whether he or Leon was bigger. It was too close to call without seeing them together, and that was never going to happen. Much to my disappointment.

      Kai clenched his jaw, then grasped my chin in his fingers, lifting my gaze back to his eyes. “Siren, quit playing with my dick and listen to what I have to say.”

      A laugh bubbled up in me. Something about Kai not running scared had me in a playful mood. Okay, that and having just tortured and killed a guy… it always got my blood pumping.

      “Can’t I do both?” I stroked him with a firmer grip, and he leaned into my hand.

      But then he gave a frustrated sound and grabbed my waist, flipping me around to face the wall. He grabbed my hands and pinned them with his own against the tiles.

      His hold wasn’t tight, it wasn’t keeping me there. But it was commanding enough that I let him do it. Especially when he nuzzled his face into my wet hair sticking to my neck.

      “Danny,” he whispered against my ear. It sent a shiver right through me, because he very rarely used my name. Almost like it hurt him to call me Danny, when he’d thought my name was Danielle for so long. “I got the message, okay? I understood what you were trying to do.”

      I frowned at the wall. “Torturing that guy? I wanted to know who the fuck put such an insulting hit on me, that’s all.”

      He gave a soft laugh, and it warmed me. Why was I so infatuated with this man? His whole caveman, protector bullshit was exactly what I usually hated in men, because it implied that I couldn’t protect myself. That I was somehow incapable. Yet Kai didn’t make me feel like that, he just made me feel… oh shit.

      Swallowing the lump of panic that just bubbled up in my throat, I pushed my ass back against him, attempting to distract us both from how heavy the conversation was about to get.

      Kai wasn’t fooled, though. He just ground his hard dick against my ass and bit the exposed flesh of my shoulder softly. “Danny DeLuna. You wanted to show me the real you. You wanted me to understand how different you are from the woman I fell in love with.”

      Oh shit.

      “But what you don’t seem to understand is that you’re not different. I didn’t fall for the fragile dove that sobbed and begged for her life. I fell for the feisty survivor who literally laughed in the face of extended torture.”

      Oops, he saw that? I wasn’t being as careful as I thought I was.

      “I thought I’d imagined it,” he continued, kissing my shoulder with reverence. “But then when you swam away like the fucking siren you are, I knew. I knew I was right. You’d been laughing… and I couldn’t get it out of my head. How strong you are. How confident and utterly fucking talented. That hard as granite look in your eye when I chased you to the bridge, and the way you so blatantly lied to my face about how little you cared for me. That’s the woman I love. All you proved tonight was how incredible you are, Danny DeLuna. My Siren. All you achieved was to make me fall harder than I ever thought possible.”

      My words stuck in my throat, and panicked tears pricked at my eyes. I wasn’t prepared for this. Not even slightly. All I could do to ground myself was focus on our hands pressed against the wall. How the blood from mine was now smeared over Kai’s, like some kind of demonic handfasting ritual.

      Shit. No. That line of thought was not helping.

      “Kai…” I started to say, but… what? What the fuck did I have to say back to that? He’d literally stolen all coherent thought from my brain, and I was just… I was in shock. That had to be it.

      “Shut up,” he growled. “You’re going to try and brush this off, make excuses and pretend you don’t feel the same. I don’t want to fucking hear it, Danny. Everything I’ve said is the honest truth, and I think with some time to process, you’ll believe me. But right now, I don’t wanna hear your bullshit denials.”

      Stunned, I parted my lips to snap back at him. Probably to do exactly what he was accusing me of. But he was serious when he said he didn’t want to hear it, and clapped a hand over my mouth before I could even get a word out.

      A surprised noise escaped me, muffled by his huge hand, but then he was shifting his hips, the tip of his cock finding my pussy. He thrust inside with one rough push, and his hand over my mouth was the only thing that saved me headbutting the wall. Fuck me, I forgot how big he felt inside my cunt.

      I shuddered with pleasure as he rocked his hips, pushing deeper without pulling out, and a muffled moan bounced through the shower. It felt so good.

      “You love that, don’t you?” he murmured, his voice husky. “You fucking love feeling my dick inside you, stretching your tight little pussy to its limit.”

      Oh shit. Really? Dirty talk while I’m essentially gagged? That wasn’t playing fair at all.

      But he also wasn’t wrong. I arched my back, pushing back onto his dick and rocking with a wordless plea for more. Harder, faster, all of it.

      “Ah yes,” he gasped, pulling out only a little way before slamming back in hard, his hips smacking against my butt. “Keep your hands on the wall, Siren. Don’t fucking move them, understood?”

      I nodded against his hand, because only an idiot would disagree with this version of Kai. I was argumentative at the best of times outside the bedroom, but this was a situation where I was more than happy to comply.

      “Good girl,” he purred, removing his hand from mine and cupping one of my breasts.

      I moaned and shivered with desire, because little did he know, he’d just echoed Leon’s praise from our video call. Shit. There might be something a little wrong with me, after all. Maybe some kind of psychological bullshit from never knowing my parents? Always seeking validation and acknowledgement? Probably.

      Whatever it was, I didn’t care. Because the way Kai was rolling my nipple between his fingers and grinding his dick inside me was sending me insane.

      I whimpered and moaned, rocking against him in a plea for more, and he kissed my shoulder with teeth. It made my whole body tingle, feeling the stinging scrape of his bite.

      “Were you thinking about me?” he demanded in a rough voice, his thrusts getting firmer as he shifted his hand to my waist. “When you were fucking yourself earlier? He thought it was all for him, but I bet you were thinking about me too.”

      Okay, look, I’d be lying if Kai and his dick hadn’t crossed my mind. Good thing his hand was still clamped over my mouth, so I didn’t have to answer that question. Instead, I just groaned and rocked my hips, meeting his thrusts as they got more intense.

      Kai’s breathing was harsh now, matching my own, and I could feel my orgasm sneaking up. It hadn’t been all that long since my Purple Pussy Eater session, so my clit was extra sensitive, and the angle Kai was fucking me almost seemed to strike it from the inside.

      “Christ, Siren,” he panted, “it feels so fucking good to be inside you again. I’m going to fill this filthy pussy up with my cum and watch it drip down these perfect thighs. I’m going to make you touch yourself while I watch, make you use my cum as lube while you fuck yourself with that vibrator again. Then…”

      He trailed off, his hand massaging my butt cheek while I waited with baited breath. Then what?

      The suspense was killing me.

      “Then,” he continued, his thrusts picking up speed as my pussy walls tightened with an impending orgasm, “I wanna come all over again. In here.” He pushed his index finger into my ass, and I cried out against his palm. He pumped that finger a few times, keeping rhythm with his cock, then added a second.

      I moaned, my orgasm right on the ledge as he stretched out my hole and pumped faster with his dick.

      “I’m gonna fuck you here and make sure you’re dripping with my cum from both holes.”

      Oh shit, Kai. Talk about turning up the filth.

      I loved it.

      A split second later, and I was screaming into his palm as my pussy locked up, waves upon waves of intense pleasure sweeping through me, but Kai didn’t stop to ride it out. His fingers dug into my face as he held on tight, fucking me with his dick and his fingers at a frenzied pace until I felt his shaft pulsing inside me. The rush of liquid heat delivered exactly what he promised—for the first part, anyway.

      He didn’t pull away immediately. Instead, he released my face and pressed his lips to my neck, his breathing as hard as mine as he kissed my bruised skin. With his cock still buried inside me, he guided us both under the spray of water, washing away the blood still coating my skin with gentle caresses.

      Neither one of us spoke as the blood-tinted water swirled around our feet and down the drain, then Kai proceeded to wash my body with soap. All without removing his dick from my pussy.

      Some minutes later as he washed the soap bubbles from my breasts, his fingers toying with my nipples, I moaned. He twitched within me in answer, and I cast a surprised look over my shoulder.

      “Seriously?” I whispered, shocked but not at all disappointed.

      He just smirked back at me, then slowly started moving once more. He wasn’t totally hard again, so he only rocked back and forth an inch or so, but it was enough. My breath caught as his soapy fingers found my clit, rubbing me into another toe-curling orgasm while he was still getting harder.

      “Fucking perfect,” he muttered as I quaked in his arms, my knees like jelly. My pussy was still clenching up, and I could feel how thick and firm he was again. “Never doubt how I feel for you again, Danny DeLuna. I’m in love, and every second we spend together, it only gets stronger.”

      I moaned, blissed right the fuck out, but not totally stupid.

      “No, you’re not,” I disagreed, “you’re just cunt drunk. You’ll get over it.”

      A deep, angry rumble vibrated his chest, and he held me tighter. “Apparently, I should have kept you quiet for longer. You need time to process.”

      I gave a short laugh. “Oh yeah? What—” Are you going to do about it?

      Evidently, I didn’t need to finish that question. He pulled out of my pussy, spun me back around and shoved me to my knees. Before I could even form the whole question in my mind, I was choking on his huge cock.

      He fisted my hair, holding my head still as he thrust deeper, blocking my airway. For a moment, a long moment, he stayed there and our eyes remained locked. But I knew how long I could survive without air, so this was laughable. To prove my point, I swallowed around his length, taking him deeper and teasing the underside of his shaft with my tongue.

      “Fuck,” he grunted a moment later, pulling back just long enough for me to gasp a breath. Then he went to work, fucking my mouth with an edge of anger and frustration that I knew was from my denials.

      When he came, I didn’t swallow immediately. I let him pull out, then extended my tongue to show him the slick mess in my mouth. He stared transfixed as I rolled my tongue, then swallowed deliberately, licking my lips.

      I grinned when he didn’t move, seemingly at a loss for words, just gazing down at me. “We need to wash up and pack. The cleaning crew will be here in no time.”

      He blinked slowly, then nodded and gently lifted me to my feet. Without a word, he tugged me back under the water spray and kissed me while he cleaned me up with soap and his hand. He only stopped kissing me when the water started turning cool, and I nudged him to get out.

      “Do we have somewhere safe to go now?” he asked in a rough voice as we dried off and dressed. Kai didn’t have a change of clothes, so had to squeeze out his wet garments before putting them back on.

      It was a question I’d been mulling over, myself, but I had an idea when the Hestia girl asked if I needed somewhere new.

      “Yeah, I’m going to call in a favor from an acquaintance,” I murmured, dragging a brush through my wet hair. “Feel like coming back to Shadow Grove with me?” I winked and he gave a husky laugh.

      “Siren, I’d follow you straight into the depths of Hell, and you damn well know it.”

      That was half the problem with us. I did know it, I just didn’t know how to handle it.
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      Despite how preposterous Sabine had made it sound, dropping in on Jude at the library where she worked was exactly what I had in mind. After all, it made no sense to warn her in advance; she would just conjure up lies—if she had anything to lie about.

      So that was how I found myself casually wandering the stacks of one of Europe’s oldest privately-owned libraries, hunting for a librarian rather than a book.

      Jude was on the schedule for today; she should be here somewhere. But the longer I searched, the more suspicious I became. The young woman I’d spoken to at the customer service desk had said she was here, though. So where?

      Perhaps she was down in the archives. The library had several subterranean floors of Guild-specific resources. Mainly journals and ledgers from the pre-digital era of the mercenary guild, but all valuable and precious. For such a secretive organization, we were also meticulous with documentation, and prior to computers being invented, it was all recorded by hand.

      The main library floors were open to the public, but the Guild archives below ground needed a passcode. Not everyone in the Guild was given access; it was too dangerous. The sensitive information and history stored within those basement levels was far too important to allow any moron access, but luckily I had high-level clearance.

      I tapped my foot impatiently as the small elevator descended to the lowest level, and the door rolled open excruciatingly slowly. But the lights were on, so that was a positive sign that someone was here.

      Silently, I made my way further into the musty-smelling stacks of old books. I wasn’t the type of dipshit who called out to announce my presence, I much preferred to quietly sneak up on people and observe them a moment or two before alerting them to my arrival. So Jude never heard me when I found her.

      Of course, she was a little busy. She was on her knees, sucking her boss’s wrinkly old penis and moaning like it was made of candy. I didn’t interrupt, sliding into the shadows and waiting until they were done. Because who knew what kind of leverage that might give me later? Knowledge was power and all that. Something I was sure a librarian could appreciate.

      I remained invisible—as close to it as humanly possible—while they finished up. It didn’t take long. Then the old guy strutted past me without ever seeing me lurking there. Understandable, I guess, having just blown his load in the mouth of a woman young enough to be his daughter. It must have dulled his senses somewhat.

      Filing that gossip away in my brain, I gave Jude a few moments more to pull her shit together—maybe grab a breath mint—then I strolled around the corner as though I’d just arrived.

      “Leon!” she squeaked when I almost walked into her. She smoothed her hand—her one not clutching her walking cane—over her mussed hair, but there wasn’t much to be done for her smeared lipstick. Sweet little Judith Mackenzie looked like a dirty little whore. “Wh-what are you doing here? Did something happen to Danny?” Her eyes widened in fear, and I weighed the sincerity of it.

      “She’s fine,” I replied after a beat. “You haven’t heard from her?”

      Jude shook her head, her brow creased with worry. “No, not since she was in London. She’s reading my messages but not responding. Do you know something?”

      I tipped my head to the side. “Of course I do.” But I wasn’t in the mood to share. “You must be due for a lunch break soon, Judith. Can I buy you a coffee?”

      Her eyes widened and a nervous look crossed her face. “Um… yeah. Sure. I just need to check with Franklin if he’s okay with me going now.”

      She started back toward the elevator, and I followed closely behind. Close enough that she shot me a couple of narrow-eyed glances.

      “Franklin,” I repeated. “That’s your boss?”

      She jerked a nod, keying in her own code to call the elevator. “Yeah, he’s a real douchebag too. Always making me work overtime and not paying me properly for it. Danny hates him.”

      I could imagine. Yet Jude didn’t seem to hate him anywhere near as much as she was making out. Nothing about that little encounter I’d witnessed looked forced. Then again, maybe I was wrong. I’d have to take a better look into it when I’d dealt with the Blanchet problem and cleared my DeLuna’s name in our Guild. She deserved accolades for her exceptional work, not persecution for whatever the fuck Blanchet was accusing her of.

      Giving her no response, I climbed into the elevator behind her and watched from the corner of my eye as she checked her appearance in the mirrored wall. Flushing pink, she discreetly wiped at her lip to try and fix her lipstick, and I bit back a grin.

      Back on the main floor, she scurried over to the old guy who’d just been fucking her mouth, exchanging a few words with him. He shot a glare over at me, his eyes narrow with suspicion behind his glasses, and I just gave him a benign smile and finger wave.

      Franklin the fucking pervert didn’t seem to appreciate that, and based on his body language, he was strongly suggesting Jude not go to lunch with me. Tough shit for him, though. I could tell Jude was beyond curious to know why I’d come to see her, so she wouldn’t be dissuaded that easily.

      It took a few more moments, then she returned to where I waited and pasted a tight smile on her face. “Okay, I’m good for half an hour. Let’s head across the street.”

      Extending a hand, I indicated for her to lead the way. She leaned heavily on her cane as she walked, but it didn’t seem to really bother her. I could imagine after ten years using it, she barely noticed. Or rather, it was just a part of her normal.

      She chose an outdoor table, and I waited for her to sit before pulling out my own chair.

      A waitress came over almost immediately, and Judith quickly chose from the menu, citing her short lunch break for the rush. I didn’t argue, only ordering a coffee for myself.

      “So, Danny is okay?” she reiterated when the waitress was gone.

      I inclined my head. “She was well when I spoke to her yesterday. Very well.” That video chat had been filed straight into my mental spank bank, and I had every intention of calling her again tonight from my hotel room. It wasn’t as good as being with her in person, but it was still pretty great. Not to mention how surprisingly enjoyable it’d been to just talk with her. I hadn’t expected that.

      Jude frowned. “Okay, so… why are you here?”

      I lifted one brow, studying her facial cues. “Sabine didn’t mention I paid her a visit?”

      Her lips parted in shock. “What? No!”

      Amusement tugged at my lips. “How curious. Here I was thinking that best friends never kept secrets from one another.”

      Her glare turned venomous. “Like you’d know. Do you have any friends, Leon? Or is that not in the executioner job description?”

      The fact that she knew about my real role within the Guild didn’t shock me in the least. Not like she’d clearly been hoping it would. I also wasn’t petty enough to have my feelings hurt by her intended barb. Silly Jude, didn’t she know? I didn’t need friends. I had Danny.

      “Tell me about your accident, Judith,” I suggested with a placid smile. “The one that ended your career as an active mercenary. I bet that was devastating for someone like you.”

      Her jaw twitched with anger. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean? Someone like me?”

      I gave a casual shrug, watching her impassively. “You’re a legacy, like me. How did your parents feel about relegating you to library work when you were on track to be one of the Guild’s brightest stars?”

      She was pissed now. “My parents preferred that to the alternative.”

      Ah yes, because it was either be useful or get killed. It was kind of sweet that her parents cared enough about her to prefer her new career path. Mine sure as hell hadn’t.

      “Still, it can’t be easy,” I pushed harder, picking the scab on her decade-old wound. “You’re stuck in the archives, sniffing thousand-year-old books while your two best friends become the darlings of the mercenary world. Must sting. Especially when you know what some of those contracts pay.”

      Her brow creased, but she was spared an immediate response by the waitress delivering our orders. We both waited in tense silence until we were alone once more, then she balled her fist and bared her teeth at me.

      “How fucking dare you?” she snarled. “I know exactly what you’re implying Leon Marx, and you couldn’t be further from the truth. You think someone close to Danny is putting her in danger? Maybe take a fucking look in the mirror.”

      She wasn’t wrong. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t also a liability. I sipped my coffee, sitting back in my seat to consider her furious, defensive body language. Surprisingly, she was harder to read than Sabine, but I wondered how much of that was her hiding the little affair with her boss.

      “You’re the reason why she’s not responding to my messages, aren’t you?” Jude was accusing and looked like she wanted to rip my head off with her bare hands. “Where is she?”

      I tipped my head to the side. “I haven’t taken her phone away. If she wanted you to know where she was, I’m sure I couldn’t stop her.” And I loved that. She was so stubborn, so unpredictable. “Tell me about your accident, Judith.”

      Her eyes flickered with threats that she was in no fit shape to deliver on, and I waited patiently.

      “Why do you want to know?” she finally bit out. “It’s ancient history now.”

      I sipped my coffee, then carefully placed it back on the table. “Humor me.”

      She glared at me for a moment, then sighed so hard her shoulders slumped. “There’s not much to the story. We were on an assessment contract, with the examiners following via drone footage. One of the guys on our team messed up and tipped the targets off. He got shot and the rest of us scattered. We were in an old warehouse, full of rusty machinery and shit. Somehow in the firefight, a chain supporting a piece of equipment snapped and fell on me. It crushed my leg.”

      That matched the files I’d pulled on the botched mission.

      “How’d you escape?” I prompted, wanting to hear her version of events.

      “I suspect you already know. Danny saved me. She was like something out of a video game, ripping through the targets without even a fraction of hesitation. Then she called in for medical assistance and waited with me until they could lift the machinery off my leg. She graduated to alpha level that night, and the rest of the team got put back into training. Except me, obviously. I went through a bunch of surgeries and rehab, then got shipped here to work the archive.” There was a heavy dose of bitterness in her voice, but none of it was directed at my woman.

      That was why I wanted to hear the story from her lips, because I needed to see whether she held any animosity for that pivotal point of her life. What I heard instead was a lot of self-pity and regret, plenty of hatred toward the Guild itself, but for Danny, it was all appreciation and love.

      “Thank you, Judith,” I commented, pushing back my seat. “That’s all I needed.”

      “Wait, what?” She tried to scramble out of her seat to stop me, but I’d already dismissed her from my attention, striding down the street with a small sense of confidence in Danny’s friends. They still shouldn’t be trusted implicitly, but at least I was confident they both cared about my woman’s well-being. That needed to count for something.

      Even so, I called in one of my personal team and put him on Judith’s tail. Just in case.
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      We didn’t have a lot to pack up from the safe house, so we left the bloody mess in the kitchen and drove away, leaving it for the Hestia housekeepers to deal with. It was the least they could do for nearly getting me killed. I’d taken my attacker’s little security system bypass device with me to show Leon. It might come in handy one day.

      Kai was quiet as he drove us away from Echo Creek and back toward the more densely populated area of Shadow Grove. It was a few hours away, and I barely lasted twenty minutes before the curiosity got to be too much.

      “What happened with your team?” I asked, breaking the quiet. “I hadn’t expected you back for days.”

      He shot me a quick glance, looking taken aback. “You think I’d have left you for days that easily? Siren, wake up and smell the obsession. I was so desperate to see you that I had to check my camera after barely being gone for an hour.”

      Well, he had a point there. I couldn’t even seem to muster up the appropriate outrage about his hidden camera, because I quietly found it hot as hell that he’d been spying on my show.

      “My team wasn’t far from here, doing a deal with some local gangs. Mo dealt with the issue before I even got to them, not long after I switched the car.” He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “We should probably swap cars again before we get to Shadow Grove, come to think of it. This one might be reported stolen soon.”

      “Easily done,” I agreed. “So why did Sam make it all sound so urgent that you needed to deal with it? Mo is your second in command, isn’t she?”

      Kai’s hands tightened around the steering wheel, his knuckles paling somewhat, and his expression turned murderous. “Good fucking question, Siren. Something I intend to discuss with him directly.”

      So long as I didn’t need to deal with Sam, I didn’t fucking care. He’d have been perfectly happy to kill me to satiate his own desire to punish someone. Anyone. Even despite the fact that I genuinely wasn’t to blame for his loved one dying.

      Not that I could hold that against him—I’d killed people for less—but I sure as shit wouldn’t be making friends with him anytime soon.

      “Your team has some hacking experience, don’t they?” I asked, changing the subject.

      Kai shot me a puzzled look. “Some. Why?”

      “I’ve been thinking about how you can help me with my little problem,” I said, giving him a hard glare. “Because as crazy as it might seem, multiple orgasms won’t clear my name with the Guild. In fact, I’d go so far as to say it’s distracting me from my objective.” Maybe I’d be better off alone so I could focus better.

      Kai scowled at the road ahead like he was plotting murder and didn’t respond for a long moment. Then he shook his head. “Too bad, you’re not getting rid of me.”

      I scoffed. “You think you can stop me? Don’t kid yourself.”

      He licked his lips, like he was putting a huge effort into containing his out of control caveman tendencies. Like he was trying to temper his gut instinct to lock me in his castle dungeon like Belle.

      “I’m going to be perfectly clear with you on this, Siren,” he said carefully, his voice threaded with tension. “But I will do whatever is necessary to ensure you never run from me again. There is nowhere you can hide that I won’t find you. Am I understood?”

      The big dick energy was so thick I was gagging on it. In the best kind of way.

      “It’s cute that you believe that, Big Man.” I grinned, then on an impulse I couldn’t explain even if I wanted to, I leaned over and smacked a kiss on his cheek.

      His reflexes were quicker than I gave him credit for, snapping his hand up to grab my face and catching my lips with his own. He didn’t slow the car or even swerve as he kissed me for far longer than was safe, and it got me all kinds of hot and bothered.

      Eventually I pulled out of his grip, though, because I valued my life and would be furious if I died in a stupid car crash instead of a high intensity gun fight.

      “So, who is your friend that you called about a place to stay?” Kai asked, changing the subject and adjusting his pants.

      I’d put in a call before we left the Hestia safe house, making sure there was a place for us to hide out in Shadow Grove. Luckily, an acquaintance of mine had recently completed his new house build—after his had been burned down a year and a half ago—and the place he’d been renting was vacant.

      Vacant and decked out with some of the best security in town. After all, Leon had installed it all himself several years ago while I hung out with him on a contract that had zero use for my skills.

      “Zayden De Rosa,” I told Kai. “Do you know him?”

      He gave a small nod. “I do. He likes his assault rifles.”

      I smirked. “That’s the guy.”

      Kai gave me a curious glance, then returned his gaze to the road. “You have some very interesting acquaintances, beautiful.”

      “I’ve been working as a mercenary for twenty years, Kai. You meet people along the way, and if you’re not a total moron, you recognize the ones who might become useful one day. And you cultivate those relationships with small favors and assistances.” Like Carlos.

      Frowning at that thought, I pulled out my phone and sent him another text message. None of my previous ones had been read, though, which made me worry for his well-being. This didn’t feel like one of his normal disappearances.

      “Twenty years?” Kai repeated, oblivious to where my mind had just wandered off to. “Since you were eight? That seems—”

      “Did you forget the part where I was literally raised by the Guild?” I cut him off before he could say something stupid about how implausible it was for an eight-year-old to take mercenary jobs. “They have a hierarchy system in place, of sorts. That determines skill level and assigns contracts accordingly. Obviously, the highest paying work goes to alpha level.”

      “I take it those are also the most dangerous?” he murmured, his brow creased with worry for past-me.

      I shrugged. “No risk, no reward.”

      He was silent for a long time, and I shifted my gaze out the window. It would take a few hours to get to Shadow Grove, but it wasn’t uncomfortable being in the car with Kai. Even after all his impassioned confessions in the shower, things weren’t awkward. Of course, part of that could be my flat refusal to acknowledge or discuss it. I was essentially just pretending he hadn’t said anything.

      We stopped in Dogwood, and I picked out a new car to boost. A sleek black Chevy Corvette Stingray with less than five thousand miles on the clock. It was a whole lot nicer than the usual kind of car I would steal, but it also had a Death Squad bumper sticker, and Vega fucking owed me.

      This time, I drove and Kai sat in the passenger seat like a little thundercloud, lost in his own thoughts while we got back onto the freeway.

      “What’s on your mind, Big Man?” I finally asked with a sigh, pushing my foot down on the gas to test the car’s responsiveness. It was nice to drive something with more power for a change. I spent so much time driving nondescript rentals or stealing mid-range cars, I missed the smooth drive of something more expensive. I’d have to try not to crash this one.

      Kai’s gaze was on me, like it had been from the moment we got into the car. “Why do you want to clear your name with the Guild?”

      I flicked a frown at him. “Um, because I don’t particularly enjoy being on the run and constantly needing to watch for assassins?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No shit. But clearing your name isn’t the only solution. You disappear and start over with a new identity. Fake your death.”

      “I could,” I agreed, “but I wouldn’t. How the fuck would I ever be able to work again if everyone thought I was dead?”

      He had no response to that, even though I had a strong suspicion what he wanted to say. How would I work? I wouldn’t. Given half a chance, Kai would happily shackle me back on his island and do his damnedest to get me barefoot and pregnant within the shortest space of time possible.

      Well, the joke was on him. That would never happen.

      Besides, I would be so bored within a week that I’d probably end up throwing knives at him just to bring some violence back into my life.

      Due to the fact that my stomach was practically eating itself, because I couldn’t even remember my last full meal, I took a detour through an all-night burger drive-thru and spent the next half hour eating—while driving—until I felt a bit sick and sweaty.

      I also couldn’t ignore the fact that Kai somehow managed to make eating a burger look incredibly sexy. Was this a new kink I was unlocking? Or just a result of going too long between meals? Probably the latter.

      “What did you think my team could help with?” he asked after we both ran out of food.

      I tapped my greasy fingers on the steering wheel. “Emmanuel Blanchet,” I said on a leap of faith. “That’s the name of the Circle member targeting me.”

      I felt Kai’s surprise without needing to look over at him. “You know his name? Aren’t the Circle all cloaked in anonymity?”

      I nodded. “They are. But… Leon knows things.”

      Kai scoffed a derisive sound. “Of course he does.”

      “Cool it on the jealousy, Big Man. It’s only hot until it starts becoming inconvenient. Anyway, Blanchet is on the Circle, so he will be next to impossible to track down. But every Circle member apparently has their own mini-circle. Lackeys that do their dirty work for them so they can pull strings from the shadows.” I couldn’t totally believe I was sharing this kind of information, but if everything he’d said in the shower was the truth… shit.

      “So you want to track down a stepping stone?” he asked, seeming to consider the idea. “If anyone knows where to find the puppet master, it would be his puppets?”

      I nodded. “Something like that.”

      “And your hacker can’t help?” I’d have to be deaf not to hear the disgust in his voice.

      I bit back a smile. “He can, he just won’t. Or he wanted me to wait until he could come along.”

      Kai gave a low chuckle. “Sounds like he doesn’t think you’re capable of looking after yourself.”

      More likely Leon just wanted to be there to watch and hand me knives because he got off on the violence and torture. It made me remember the way he’d held his knife to my throat, and the suffocating level of arousal despite the life or death situation. No, Leon knew perfectly well that I was capable; he just wanted to share the moment with me.

      It was kind of romantic when I thought about it like that.

      He had also asked for my help tracing Layla’s footsteps, too, which could potentially help Mo with her revenge scheme. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell Kai about Layla and the Project Remus research she’d been doing before her death, but I stopped myself. Leon had opened up to me, sharing the story of the only girl he’d ever really cared about… I couldn’t just spill all the details to Kai.

      So I smoothly shifted the subject back to his team, asking how they’d all met. As it turned out, a lot of what he’d told me back on his island had been the truth. He hadn’t lied about… well… any of it. That in itself shocked me into silence, because all of a sudden I realized that my excuses were just that. Excuses. Yes, he’d been playing me… but he also hadn’t presented me with a fabricated personality like I’d done to him.

      That was a bitter pill to swallow. That the man I’d lost part of my heart to… was still the man beside me now. They were one and the same.

      “This is it?” he asked when I pulled up in front of the ornate wrought-iron gates of a Shadow Grove mansion. I arched a quick smile, then keyed in the access code that Zed had given me on the phone. “What’s the D for?”

      I looked at what Kai was pointing to, examining the fancy monogram letter on the gates. “A dumb joke from the owner of this place. He moved out years ago but has been renting to Zed for the last eighteen months.” I drove through the gates, checking in my mirror to ensure they closed behind us without allowing anyone else in. “It stands for D’Ath. Arrogant son of a bitch that he is.”
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      The security was all Fort Knox level, as expected. They’d actually added to it since Leon and I had installed all the systems, which raised my brows somewhat. Out of curiosity, I pulled out the bypass device I’d lifted from the guy at the last house.

      The silent alarm activated before I even got two steps inside the house, and I quickly keyed in the code to stop it reporting back to… whoever the fuck it reported to.

      My phone rang a second later, and I smiled as I answered it. “Just me,” I said quickly. “I was testing the security system.”

      “Good to know they’re working,” Zed replied. “They’re linked to a team of Timberwolves, so if you need backup…”

      I gave a low laugh. “I won’t.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      Smiling to myself, I ended the call and put my phone back in my pocket before turning to Kai. “Home sweet home, for now.”

      He was looking around the foyer with a confused look on his face, but when I spoke, his attention shifted back to me with an intense sort of hunger that reminded me I was all alone in this big old mansion with a man determined to fuck me every waking second of the day.

      Not that I was complaining… much. But I had a few pressing issues that needed dealing with. Not the least of which would be working out how to not let Leon gut Kai with a hunting knife. As much as I was refusing to admit any strong feelings, I didn’t want him dead. Far from it.

      “Show me around?” Kai suggested. “This place is huge.”

      I nodded, dropping my bags at the base of the stairs. “It’s only five or six bedrooms from memory, but yeah they have a whole lot of other shit in here.”

      Kai gave a soft laugh as I pointed out the full-size gym, complete with a training octagon for MMA fights. Then we continued through to the massive indoor pool, and I indicated the steam room and sauna on the far side.

      “Fucking rich people,” he muttered under his breath as he grabbed my bags and we headed upstairs.

      I led the way through to the master wing and quirked a brow at him. “Big Man, I’ve seen your fucking private island and jet. You wanna pretend you’re not a rich person? Try spinning that story for someone who hasn’t witnessed your wealth firsthand.”

      He had no response for that, just huffed a sound and dropped my bags beside the dresser.

      “I’ll show you where the rest of the bedrooms are,” I offered sweetly. “I’m sure you want to get some sleep, and this bed isn’t big enough for both of us.”

      He gave the king-size bed a pointed look, then leveled a hard look my way. When I batted my lashes innocently, he barked a laugh, tossing his head back.

      “Cute, Siren. Real fucking cute.” He tugged his shirt off in one smooth motion, showing off all those glorious muscles covered in ink. “I’m gonna go for a swim actually. Care to join me?” His jeans hit the floor, and he stepped out of them.

      I wet my lips, my attention embarrassingly locked on his tight black boxer briefs. It was such a tempting offer.

      “I have some calls to make,” I murmured, playing coward like never before. “You have fun, though.”

      Kai shrugged those impressive shoulders and sauntered out. “You know where to find me if you change your mind!”

      Biting my lip, I had to stop myself chasing after him. Because as hard as I tried to think badly of him—and there were plenty of reasons to do so—I couldn’t help feeling like he was deliberately giving me space. Like he’d sensed that everything was getting all a bit much inside my head and I needed some breathing room to process.

      With a small groan of frustration, I changed into a sleeping T-shirt and flicked the lights off. Fuck processing, I’d rather sleep.

      The exhaustion of the day caught up with me quickly, and I crashed hard and fast, not even waking when Kai slid into bed with me when he returned from the pool. All I knew was, one second, having so many conflicting thoughts and emotions crowding my brain that it physically hurt. And the next, I was waking up calm and rested, with Kai’s huge frame draped around me like my favorite blanket.

      He was fast asleep, his breathing heavy and even, so I slipped out from his embrace without waking him. Because I knew if I woke him, we’d end up fucking again, and all my common sense seemed to fly out the window when we were fucking.

      Silently, I grabbed some clothes and my phone, then padded downstairs to the massive open plan kitchen. I vaguely remembered there being a pretty awesome coffee machine that I wanted to take for a spin.

      After switching it on to warm up, I pulled on my clothes and sent a text to Leon to ask how his flight was. Then I got all nervous that I was coming across like a needy girlfriend and he would lose interest if he wasn’t chasing me so hard. So I almost unsent the damn thing before giving myself a mental slap that I was acting like a sixteen-year-old with a crush. Leon wasn’t losing interest anytime soon, he’d as much as told me he was in it for the long haul.

      So had Kai.

      Fuck, that was going to blow up in my face soon, I just knew it. And Leon didn’t know I was here with Kai… Shit, now I felt like I was cheating even though I’d never promised monogamy to either man. Part of me knew I should steer clear of fucking Kai again until I could discuss it with Leon. But the other part of me knew that telling Leon would force me into a decision I wasn’t remotely ready to make.

      I couldn’t even be sufficiently mad at myself for ending up in this situation, because I felt more alive than I’d ever been in my whole fucking life. The emotions that both Kai and Leon stirred up in me, I didn’t know I was even capable of. I thought that part of me had been snuffed out a long, long time ago. Yet here I was, giddy and infatuated with two men who were both polar opposites and dangerously similar at the same time.

      Tapping my nails on the marble counter, I watched the coffee beans grinding—praying they weren’t stale—then made myself a double espresso. It was a little bitter, but good enough for a caffeine hit. Just enough to kick start my brain as I made my way through to the gym.

      The fact that it’d taken me twenty-two minutes to make that idiot sing was irritating me. I’d let myself slack off under the pressure of multiple hits on my name, and there was no time like the present to get back into shape.

      I didn’t have any boxing gloves, so I couldn’t work out my issues on the bag unless I wanted to split my hand open again. But there was plenty of other equipment that I could use, so I got to work. It was a welcome distraction, pushing my muscles and testing my limits in a controlled environment rather than fighting for my life, and I quickly lost track of time.

      By the time the gym door opened and Kai strode in, I was dripping with sweat and my limbs were like spaghetti noodles.

      “What’s with the face, Big Man?” I asked, panting, as I placed the weight bar back in its cradle. I sat up and mopped my face with my towel. Kai looked mad as hell, his shoulders all bunched up with tension.

      “You’ve been in here all morning?” His words were clipped, and I could hear the anger he was struggling to control.

      I arched a brow in question. “Yeah. Why?”

      His scowl dipped deeper, and he seemed slightly at a loss for words. Then he gave a quick shake of his head. “Never mind,” he muttered. Then he eyed my weights and gave me a sweeping once over with his eyes. “We working out, huh?”

      Smiling, I peeled myself up from the bench. “I was. You’ve got a bit of catching up to do if you wanna keep this body.” I jabbed him playfully in the abs, which he tensed before my knuckles connected. Ouch.

      A sly look crossed his face, and he took in my sweaty appearance. “Give me twenty minutes to warm up, then I wanna spar with you. Show me what you’re really capable of.”

      A loud laugh escaped my mouth before I could stifle it. “Yeah alright, tough guy, you’re on.”

      I gave him a condescending slap on the shoulder and headed over to the padded mats to stretch. For twenty minutes, Kai put himself through some impressively punishing sets of weights, and I pretended not to perve on him while limbering up my tight body on the mat.

      When he was done, he stalked over and put out a hand to pull me back to my feet. First thing Kai needed to learn about fighting a mercenary, though, was that we never played fair. I threw a hard uppercut before he even released my hand, and he staggered back with a grunt of shock.

      “It’s like that, huh?” he gritted out, glaring at me with an inferno of determination and lust.

      I smirked. “You asked to spar, Ares. Show me what you’ve got.” But rather than waiting for him to gather his thoughts, I followed up with a couple of quick strikes to his kidney and a kick that would leave a solid bruise on his thigh.

      “You don’t even have gloves on,” he snapped, enraged.

      “You don’t get to stop and put gloves on in a real fight, Kai baby, toughen up.” A throaty laugh bubbled out of me, and I darted forward to swing a right hook. Kai dodged just in time to deflect the full force, my knuckles just barely kissing his cheekbone, then he shifted into a better fight stance.

      “That’s better,” I purred. “Reckon you can get a hit in?”

      I was waving a red flag at a bull, but he had no idea who he was messing with. His responding strikes were too slow, too restrained, and I barely even needed to try to avoid them connecting. After a few minutes, I started getting annoyed.

      “You’re insulting me now, Big Man,” I snapped. “Either try or we can end this now.”

      To drive my point home, I delivered a solid roundhouse kick to the side of his head. It was a move that required every fucking inch of my leg span because he was so freaking tall, and it unbalanced me for a second.

      Kai took the opportunity, going for my supporting leg to try and knock me to the mat, and I just barely managed to tuck and roll back to my feet before he pinned me down. No joke, a guy his size would have an infinite advantage on the ground, so I tried to avoid it as long as possible.

      Not to say I couldn’t still win from the floor, it was just harder.

      “Shit, you’re slippery,” he muttered, and I gasped with laughter. I mean… yeah. Fighting with Kai did that to me, apparently.

      That moment of distraction gave him the upper hand, and the next thing I knew, I was pinned beneath his bulk, his hands holding my wrists tight to the mat.

      “Unfair advantage,” I complained. “You short-circuited my brain.”

      His grin was pure victory, but as he leaned down to kiss me, I bucked and rolled with all my strength, knocking him off and reversing our positions so that it was me pinning him to the mat. Of course, now I was straddling him, and there was no mistaking the fact that he also got turned on by our brief sparring session.

      “You win,” he grunted, rocking his hips so that his erection ground right against my core. “Now what?”

      Shit. So much for keeping my hands off Kai.

      Deep down, I knew that had been a stupid fucking idea anyway.
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      Sex with Danny was easily my favorite addiction. Given half an opportunity, I’d never let her put on clothes again. She was intoxicating, and I couldn’t get enough. For a full day, I managed to convince her to stay naked, and we fucked all over the house. I blew my load in her so many times I lost count, and only let her sleep when I was pretty sure I’d pulled a muscle in my groin.

      She didn’t bother showering or dressing before crashing into bed, not even pulling a blanket up over herself. The woman had no modesty whatsoever, and nor should she with a body like that. She was a fucking goddess.

      I sat there beside the bed for way too long, staring at her like a goddamn creep. The wet sheen of my cum still glistened on her thighs, and I eventually had to leave the room before doing something totally perverted, like take photos.

      Gritting my teeth, I knew I needed to deal with something important. Something time-sensitive. And it wasn’t something I could ask my sister to handle for me. I needed to do it myself.

      So with a heart of lead, I wrote out a note to my Siren and left it on the pillow beside her, then let myself out of the house. I made sure to reactivate all the security systems and walked down the long driveway to the ornate front gates.

      The car service I’d called was waiting for me there, and I cast one last longing look up at the mansion behind me. I hated leaving her. It went against every instinct in my body. But this was the best way I could protect her, even if she didn’t think she needed it.

      Still, the knowledge that I was helping her didn’t lessen the anxiety churning in my belly as the car service drove me away, taking me to the private airfield on the south side of Shadow Grove. Jae was there, waiting for me as arranged, and I needed to force my feet up the stairs to the jet.

      “Boss man,” Jae greeted me with a huge smile. “I missed your grumpy ass.” He grabbed me in a burly hug, and I just grunted a nonverbal response.

      “Let’s go,” I muttered. “I don’t want this to take any longer than it needs to.”

      Jae gave me a curious look as he closed up the cabin door. “How is she?”

      There was an edge of intense interest in his question that raised my defenses. “None of your fucking business, Jae,” I snarled. “She’s mine.”

      His hands went up, and he gave a nervous laugh. “Whoa, boss, I wasn’t implying otherwise. Just wanted to ask how she was doing. Mo said she was pretty bruised up when you guys met up with her the other night.”

      I glared, not buying his innocent shit. When I’d returned to the island after Sam nearly killed Danny, I’d found her unconscious in Jae’s bed, while Jae hovered over her with his pants undone. He was damn lucky I hadn’t killed him then and there. Probably his only saving grace was that I hadn’t fallen for her then. Not as hard as I had now.

      “Just fly the fucking plane, Jae.”

      I slouched into a seat and pulled my phone out, dismissing him. He muttered something under his breath but went to do as I told him. A few minutes later, we were wheels up and on our way back to my second home. It wasn’t always practical to fly all the way back to Europe when so much of our business was conducted in North America. So we had a secondary base on a small hundred acre island in the British Virgin Islands.

      Even being closer than Croatia, it was still a good seven hours flying time, so I settled in. I was so exhausted from the day of activity with my siren my body was practically begging for sleep. The moment we reached cruising altitude, I reclined my seat into a flat bed and curled up to rest.

      It took longer than I’d have liked to fall asleep, though. I missed her already. Eventually I had to grab a couple of pillows to hug just to trick my brain into letting me sleep.

      When Jae shook me awake, I almost punched him. I’d been in the middle of a dream about silken, snow-colored hair draped over my thighs while a pair of perfect crimson lips slid up and down my dick, and I seriously didn’t appreciate the interruption.

      “We’re home, boss,” Jae told me with a smirk that I wanted to smack off his smug face. Then I realized I was effectively humping a pillow. Fuck’s sake.

      Clearing my throat and thinking unsexy thoughts, I pulled my game face on. I wanted to get this over and done with as quickly as possible so I could get back to Shadow Grove. All I could do was hope she actually read my note and didn’t think I’d left for the fun of it. Idiot that I was, I hadn’t taken her number so I couldn’t text her.

      I also had to hope that fucking snake Leon didn’t suddenly decide to come back for her while I was gone. The way her eyes softened when she spoke of him scared me. She was too attached, and he needed to be taken care of. Sooner rather than later.

      “So, what’s the game plan?” Jae asked as we disembarked the jet. “You just here to question the prisoner, or…”

      I grunted. Yeah, that extra detail needed taking care of. “That too.”

      We hopped into the golf cart that was left at the edge of the airstrip, and Jae drove us back to the house where the rest of my team should be waiting. They’d come back here after the little territory dispute that Mo handled, taking a couple of weeks’ downtime while plotting out our next strike on the Guild and their Project Remus. It was something I should be here for. I should be the one driving the mission forward and motivating the others, but my heart wasn’t in it.

      Arriving at the house, I stormed inside like I was planning on shooting everyone in sight. Eli spotted me first, silently questioning my arrival before melting away out of sight. He’d known me long enough to see the murderous rage I was in the grips of. It was a rage I’d forced myself to put a lid on for the better part of two days, but now it was all spilling over.

      “Sam!” I bellowed, my voice bouncing through the house. When he didn’t immediately appear, I turned my scowl on Jae. “Find him. Drag him out here by his balls if you need to.”

      Jae’s eyes were wide as he nodded, murmuring his understanding. He didn’t understand, though. He had no fucking clue. But he was about to find out.

      “Hey, Kai!” Cyryl called out coming inside from the pool with a towel draped over his shoulders. “What’s with the thunderous expression, my man? You couldn’t blow your load again now that she’s not scared?” He winked, teasing, but I wasn’t fucking amused.

      “Where’s Sam?” I snarled instead.

      Cyryl shook his head, confusion clear on his face. “I dunno, boss. I’ll go find him for you, though.”

      I was seething now. “Good. Do that and hold him here. I need to go chat with our guest.”

      Not waiting around for Cyryl to ask questions, I stormed over to the stairs and stomped my angry ass down to the basement. This island wasn’t set up like Croatia, with a dungeon. Instead, we just had our prisoner handcuffed to an exposed pipe in the laundry, and he gave me a calm appraisal when I threw the door open.

      “Ares himself,” the guy said, his lip curling with a sneer. “Finally gracing me with your presence, huh?”

      I clenched my teeth and unlocked his handcuff from the pipe so I could jerk him to his feet by the front of his dirty shirt. My anger was fucking close to out of control, so I needed to put this greasy shithead in a chair before I put his head through a wall. So I shoved him out into the main room of the basement and pushed him into a chair.

      Eli had silently followed me down to the basement and used a handful of zip ties to secure our prisoner to the chair. But that only made me think of Danny and how she’d laughed at my amateur restraint choices. I needed her to teach me those fancy rope knots she’d used on her victim. Maybe we could use them somewhere else…

      “Let me save you the effort of asking,” my prisoner drawled, his gaze bouncing between Eli and me. “I’m not telling you where to find her, so you may as well just shoot me and be done with it.”

      A small amount of respect for the man rose up inside me. If he’d been willing to sell my woman out easily, I’d have made his death all the more painful.

      “We don’t need to know where she is,” I rumbled, folding my arms over my chest. “I just came from her bed. We’ve reconciled our differences. So to speak.” My smirk spoke volumes about what that meant, and I expected to see jealousy and rage on the tattoo-covered man’s face.

      Instead, he just laughed. “Well… I didn’t think you had it in you, Ares. Have you dealt with Leon yet? Because trust me when I say, he’s not letting her go. Not for fucking anything.”

      Just hearing that name made my temper flare, and I delivered a vicious right hook to his face.

      “I suggest you not actively try to piss me off, Carlos,” I spat, flexing my knuckles.

      He spat blood onto the floor, then eyed me up. “What do you want if it’s not where to find Danny?”

      That was actually why I’d taken him. My research had told me he was the one helping her stay off all official radars. It was his jet that she used to get around and his helicopter that allowed her access to that little cabin in Iceland. Hell, even the cabin was purchased by Carlos and transferred into a fake name for Danny to own.

      Why though? He didn’t take the bait when I implied Danny and I were fucking. So why the fuck was he doing all this for her?

      “Boss!” Jae called down the stairs. “Sam’s here!”

      I drew a deep breath, exchanging a long look with Eli, then glancing down at Carlos. “Find out whatever he knows about her escape plans. Where she’d go if she wanted to run and hide. Where she’s hidden Stanley. All of it.”

      Carlos started laughing, and I got the distinct impression he wouldn’t be easy to break. It made me even more enraged, and I punched him again for the trouble.

      “If he won’t talk, fucking kill him,” I snarled. I hated that she turned to him for help before me. Hell, she never even asked me for help, she called my sister.

      “If you kill me, she’ll never forgive you,” he taunted me, his bloody lips curled up in a mocking smile. “She’ll hate you, and there won’t be anything you can do to fix it.”

      Shit. He was probably right. But there was no need to tell him that, so I just gave Eli a long look and stomped back upstairs to deal with the real reason why I returned to my team.

      “Kai, you’re back,” Sam greeted me, his smile brittle. “Cyryl said you were looking for me?”

      My glare was pure venom as I snatched a chair from the dining table and pointed to it. “Sit the fuck down, Sam.”

      His expression darkened and his eyes flicked around the room. Searching for an escape route or an ally? “Kai, man, I dunno what—”

      “Sit down!” I roared, and he flinched before doing as he was told.

      Mo stepped forward, a worried frown creasing her brow. “Kai, why don’t you tell us what’s going on?”

      My focus was all on Sam, though. “You gonna tell them, Sam? Or am I?” I was so mad, so hurt by his actions, I was practically choking on the words.

      Sam just shook his head, his brows hitched high with feigned innocence. “Kai, I seriously don’t know what you think I’ve done or what that whore told you—”

      His denials were cut short when my fist crashed into his face, knocking him halfway out of the chair.

      Jae and Cyryl both winced, but Mo gave a shake of her head.

      “Bad move, Sam,” she muttered. “Read the fucking room, dude.”

      “Come on, Sam!” I roared, grabbing the front of his shirt to right him back in the chair. “Why don’t you tell the team about the fucking hit you put out on Danny? Huh?”

      Sam paled to the color of a sheet and dread curled through my gut. I had been holding onto the faint hope that I was mistaken, that maybe it was all just a weird coincidence. But that reaction said it all.

      “Sam, what the fuck?” Jae whispered in horror. “You did that?”

      “You knew Kai was with her,” Cyryl added, focusing on the direct impact to our team.

      Mo gave a long sigh, running her hand through her hair. “And you know how he feels about Danny. What the fuck were you even thinking, Sam?”

      The accused member of my team just licked his lips, realizing he had no allies left. So he tilted his chin back and met my gaze with stubborn determination. “Yeah, Kai. I fucking put a hit on that bitch, because she killed Mauricio. Remember him? He didn’t deserve to die for her, so she needs to fucking pay.”

      My hands clenched and flexed at my sides, and it was taking a whole lot of effort not to rip his head off his shoulders. But it wasn’t that simple. Sam was more than just my friend, he was family. This fucked up little band of misfits that we formed a decade ago, bonding over our mutual hatred of the mercenary Guild… We all had our own reasons to hate the organization Danny worked for. But she was off limits.

      “She didn’t kill Mauricio,” Jae argued, his expression tight.

      Sam’s lip curled. “She didn’t fire the gun, but she still killed him.”

      “It’s a hazard of our work, brother,” Cyryl said in a sad voice. “We all miss Mauricio, we’re all grieving him. But these are the risks we take. Not everyone survives.”

      That wasn’t what Sam wanted to hear, though, and he launched out of his chair with murder all over his face. The whole team was against him now, though. Swallowing hard against the betrayal, I pulled my gun and clicked the safety off, aiming it at Sam to stop him getting up again.

      “Sam. You had to know you couldn’t get away with this.” My voice was ice cold, and my jaw tight with disappointment.

      “What, killing some cheap pussy that caught your eye?” Sam spluttered with indignation. “You’re acting like I put a hit on one of you. She’s nothing to us. Just because Kai suddenly overcame his performance issues doesn’t mean she’s one of us.”

      Jae muttered some curses in Korean under his breath, and Cyryl gave a mournful head shake.

      “Jesus, you don’t know when to shut up, do you?” Mo asked, resigned. “You fucked up, Sam. Now you’re just making it worse.”

      “A blind man could see what she means to Kai,” Eli agreed, having silently joined us. “You see it, too. You just decided revenge was more important than our leader’s happiness.”

      “No!” Sam roared back, enraged. “No, Kai decided his happiness was more important than vengeance for Mauricio’s death. That’s what’s happening here, isn’t it? You’re choosing her over us. After everything this team has been through together, and you’re ready to kill me to save her.”

      His eyes locked on mine, hurt and accusing, and indecision clawed at my chest. Because he was right. He’d put me in the position where I had to choose, and my gut instinct had been to choose her.

      “Kai,” Mo said softly. “We should discuss this.”

      I shook my head, not taking my eyes from Sam’s. There was nothing to discuss, because he was right. If I had to choose between my family and my future… there was no contest.
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      After all Kai’s possessive alpha male bullshit, I never expected him to sneak out in the night without so much as threatening to hunt me down if I disappeared or some crap. When I woke to find his handwritten note on the pillow, I was genuinely disappointed.

      He’d written that he had something urgent to take care of with his team and that he would take care of the nuisance hit on me at the same time. But that was it. No mention of where he was going or how long he would be gone. Just one line that gave me a dangerous spark of hope.

      I’m not leaving you, Siren. Not ever. I’ll be missing you every second we’re apart, so trust that I will return.

      He signed the note off with a simple endnote: Dream of me.

      Like it was ever an option not to.

      Before I could feel sorry for myself—having been left alone by both my love interests—my phone pinged with a new message.

      6279: I miss you too, mon cœur.

      The smile those few words brought to my face was ridiculous. Here I was feeling all sad and abandoned by Kai, and Leon was sweeping in to pick up the pieces without even knowing it. He was replying to my text message from a day ago, and I quietly hoped that meant he was finished with whatever he’d been doing.

      A small twinge of guilt plucked at my chest, knowing I should be telling him about Kai. As far as Leon knew, I was alone. Technically that was true now. But I could imagine he might have an issue with the fact that I was currently aching and covered in dried cum from another man.

      “Shit,” I muttered, tossing my phone onto the vanity and hopping into the shower. I at least needed to clean myself up before having that chat with Leon.

      It was harder than I’d have liked, not to think about my dirty shower with Kai just a day earlier… or my one with Leon back in London, both of which had involved me washing blood off my hands. Wow, maybe I really did have a type.

      Wrapping myself up in my towel, I went back into the bedroom to search out some clean clothes. It made me realize that I was running really low on clothing, and I should really address that problem while I had some free time between attempts on my life and wild, exhausting sex sessions.

      I hunted out a clean tank top and panties, then rescued a bra and yoga pants that weren’t too dirty. It was good enough to see me through another gym session, then I could take a trip into town for a restock of supplies and disguises. I meant clothes. Same thing.

      Refusing to let my guilt hold me hostage any longer, I dialed Leon’s number and brought the phone to my ear as I made my way downstairs.

      “DeLuna,” he practically purred down the phone at me. “Is everything okay?”

      I bit my lip, loving the concern in his voice. Leon trusted that I could handle the hitmen coming after me, but he would also happily bathe in their blood to defend my honor, too.

      “Yeah, all good,” I replied, pushing open the gym doors. “I had another attack come at me right after we spoke the other night, but it was nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      Leon gave a small growl, like he wanted to get his hands on my attacker himself. “I bet you handled it beautifully, too,” he murmured. “Describe it to me?”

      Grinning, I made myself comfortable on the padded mats and gave Leon all the gory details of my torture. I even admitted that it’d taken me twenty-two minutes to get the answers I was looking for, and he teased me about how I was supposed to be better than that.

      “How’d he even get in?” Leon asked when I finished. “Weren’t you in a Hestia property? Their security is supposed to be some of the best.”

      “Yeah, you’re telling me,” I grumbled. “I filed a complaint, but—” I broke off, frowning as I sat up. “How did you know I was in a Hestia house, Marx?”

      His deep chuckle wasn’t even slightly apologetic. “Old habits die hard, DeLuna.”

      I cringed. “So… you probably already know I wasn’t there alone.”

      A tense silence carried through the phone line, and my stomach twisted up like a pretzel.

      “It may have come to my attention that you had a guest,” he gritted out, sounding murderous. “I hoped it was Carlos, but by the sound of your voice, am I to assume it was someone else?”

      I exhaled heavily, running a hand over my hair. I’d tied it up in a ponytail to keep out of the way while I worked out, but now it was giving me a headache.

      “Swap to video call, DeLuna,” Leon ordered, his voice clipped and angry. “I want to see you.”

      “No,” I replied quickly. “It was Kai. I called his sister Moana for help when Carlos wasn’t answering my calls. I couldn’t think of anyone else that wouldn’t sell me out to the Guild, given half an opportunity.”

      My phone beeped at me with Leon’s incoming video request, and I gritted my teeth, refusing to accept it. This was hard enough without seeing his reaction.

      “Don’t be a coward, DeLuna,” Leon taunted, “you’re tougher than that. Accept.”

      Bastard. “Fuck you,” I muttered, angrily stabbing the button to swap to video chat. “Happy?”

      A cold smile curved his lips, and his green eyes studied my face. “Yeah, beautiful. I am. You look upset… Are you worried about what I might do to Kai for touching you while my back was turned?”

      I blinked, confused by this reaction. “Um, honestly? Yeah, I am. We… talked. I don’t think I’d be very happy if you killed him.” Actually, I’d be fucking devastated. That was the last thing I wanted to come out of this awkward love triangle.

      Leon’s expression shifted to pensive, his gaze locked on mine through the screen. “See, now I find myself at a conundrum, my love. My first instinct is to kill him in the most excruciatingly painful way possible. To make him carry the regret of touching you to his afterlife with him and to remind you that you’re mine.”

      I scoffed. “I’m no one’s but my own.”

      Leon chuckled. “Sure. But then you’ve been very clever breaking this news to me over the phone. Now I find myself with the clarity to understand how deeply displeased you’d be if I hurt this sack of shit, Kai. Much like if I’d killed Carlos when I’d been so tempted after Venice.”

      I nodded, my lips pursed. “You’re quite right,” I confirmed. “Killing Kai—or Carlos, Jude, or Sabine for that matter—would make me very angry. I’d be forced to seek vengeance and kill you in return, and then I’d be stuck here all alone without you.”

      He ran his thumb over his lower lip, thinking. “And… that would upset you, also? If I were dead?”

      “Of course it would,” I replied, frowning. “I like you.”

      His lips curled in a smile. “Is that all?”

      Panic filled my chest, and my palms turned sweaty. “You’re changing the subject, Bunny. We were discussing how you won’t kill Kai for touching me.”

      His expression shifted murderous again. “And has he? Touched you, I mean.”

      My eyes widened as I realized what I’d essentially just admitted to. “Um…”

      “Where?” Leon practically growled the question. “Where has he touched you, mon cœur?”

      I wet my lips, weighing my options. Refuse to provide details, knowing it would drive him nuts? Or give him all the details and hope he was more turned on than infuriated?

      Or… I could bargain. “Give me something useful, and I’ll tell you something in exchange.”

      Leon’s blazing green eyes narrowed. “What do you want to know, beautiful? I can promise you I’ve not been with any other women. You’re it for me.”

      Oof, my heart just doubled in size.

      “Not that,” I murmured, feeling a slight blush touch my face. “Tell me where to find one of Blanchet’s guys. I need to go on attack, or I’ll lose my fucking mind here.”

      His gaze shifted to pensive, then he ran a hand over his stubbled chin. “Not Blanchet. But I did uncover Layla’s last assignments before her death. One of them is near where you are now.”

      Okay, not as useful as I wanted, but it would certainly help Mo if I could uncover Layla’s data cache. And possibly even answer the question of why Blanchet was involved. Why he was targeting me.

      “She was given a simple surveillance contract in a club there, something that should have only taken one night at best. But the paperwork says she was there for a full week.” There was a small line between Leon’s brows, and I wanted to reach through the phone to smooth it out.

      “You think the extra time was stashing her data?” It certainly sounded plausible. “Wait, you know where I am now, too? Come on, Leon. You’re not supposed to be—”

      “I’m not tracking you, beautiful,” he cut me off with a laugh. “I promise. But I recognize the gym you’re in right now.”

      I swiveled my head, realizing there was a framed poster behind me for one of The Archer’s old illegal fights at a creepy old amusement park. Whoops.

      “Where was her contract meant to take place?” I asked, changing the subject back to Layla.

      “A club called Meow Lounge,” he told me with a grimace. “She was sent to run recon on a couple of regular patrons, but her debrief mentions having spoken with the owner, Lee Sheridan. He might be worth questioning.”

      I nodded my understanding. “I’ll drop by today and have a chat with him.”

      Leon immediately scowled and shook his head. “No, not yet. Just wait for me, I’m already on my way back to you.”

      Smiling, I rolled my eyes. “I think this is probably something I can handle, Marx. But thanks for the concern.”

      He glowered back at me. “It’s not like that. Lee Sheridan is a suspicious kind of guy; he won’t just talk because you asked nicely. You’ll need to catch him when the club is open, and even then—”

      “I wasn’t planning on asking nicely, Bunny.” I grinned through the phone at him.

      He stared at me for a long moment, then sighed. “You’re gonna go without me, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. “You already know I will. Fair’s fair, though. Want me to tell you about how Kai put a spy camera in my room at Hestia and witnessed our last video chat?”

      Leon’s expression flickered with a whole host of emotions. Fury, jealousy, lust…

      “But he didn’t realize I was on the phone to you,” I continued. “Until I told him.”

      Leon’s lips parted, then he started laughing. Although it was at Kai’s expense, I much preferred competitive mocking between them rather than attempts to kill one another. Now I just had to hope that would hold up if they were in the same room together.

      Ultimately, though, I knew this balance could never last. Sooner or later, one of them would snap, and I’d be forced to choose. Just the thought of it made me sick to my stomach, so instead, I focused on forming a plan to visit Meow Lounge.

      Leon stayed on the phone with me for a while, much longer than I’d anticipated, and it was just as enjoyable as the other night when we shared our pasts. He eventually told me that he was about to lose reception and ended the call with a solemn promise to see me soon. It made me all fluttery inside.

      Putting my phone aside, I refocused my energy into a grueling workout. Then I headed into town to buy a costume for my trip to Meow Lounge. It felt good to have an objective again, even if it wasn’t the end game.
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      My shopping trip was very productive. So much so that I waltzed straight to the front of the line of scantily clad women and expensively dressed men waiting outside Meow Lounge just before midnight two nights later—the first night the club was open that week. The security on the door gave me a long once over, then licked his lips and let me in.

      I was dressed in a black pleated skirt, short enough that my butt cheeks poked out from under the hem when I walked. My black push-up bra was complemented by a leather harness of buckles and straps, and my stiletto boots laced up over my knees. With plum lipstick, heavy eye makeup, and my white hair in twin French braids, I looked like a slutty goth schoolgirl.

      Admittedly, I was a cold slutty goth schoolgirl, but a coat would have really ruined the look, so I sucked it up.

      Heavy, admiring gazes of other Meow Lounge patrons coated my skin like syrup as I moved deeper into the club, but they didn’t make me uncomfortable. Quite the opposite; they assured me I was on the right path with my costume. After all, Meow Lounge wasn’t a sexy club, it was a sex club. As evidenced by the woman on the raised dais in the middle of the room, bent over a spanking bench with her wrists bound at her back. Behind her, a masked man railed her ass while another stood at her head, choking her on his massive cock.

      All in all, I’d say she was having a fantastic night. I was a little envious.

      Considering I’d come alone, though, I was going to need to find the owner with some good old-fashioned flirting. Or maybe I’d just ask the staff where he could be found.

      Confident and calm, I made my way through the club, taking note of faces as I wandered over to the bar on the far side. Latex-wearing waitresses served drinks to seated patrons, but I was more interested in chatting with the bartender about where to find the boss.

      I ordered a dirty martini, but the beat of the music escalated louder, making me need to lean forward to repeat myself. The bartender took a long look at my tits when I did so, and I was well aware that I’d just displayed my lace covered vagina to the rest of the room. But given there was a whole naked woman on stage getting dirty Eiffel towered? I doubted anyone was looking. Not to mention the copious other couples—and more—around the room engaging in a whole lot more than kissing.

      “I get off work at three,” the bartender told me with a sly smile, delivering my drink to me a few minutes later. He was cute, younger than me for sure, and definitely not my type. But being attracted to someone didn’t even remotely factor into decision-making when I was working, so I batted my lashes and offered a coy smile back.

      “Oh yeah?” I simpered. “That’s so far away, though. Maybe you could take a quickie sooner? A quick break, I mean.” I sipped my martini and gave a sexual moan, licking my lips.

      The way the guy stared, it was like he didn’t work in a literal sex club. There was a busty brunette not ten feet away from us with her tits on full display as she rode a heavy-set man’s cock.

      “Uh-huh, yeah, yes, I can do that,” the kid agreed quickly, his eyes already glazed over with lust. But a split second later, his brows rose and a panicked look crossed his face.

      A heavy hand smacked across my exposed butt cheek, and I gave a small squeak of surprise.

      “Back the fuck off,” my new companion snarled at the bartender, who disappeared so quickly it was like magic. “You… are fucking begging for trouble, mon cœur.”

      I leaned back into Leon’s palm as he massaged the flesh he’d just spanked, and those stupid drunk butterflies went crazy inside me. “How’d you get here so fast?” When I’d spoken to him earlier in the day, on one of our many video chats, he’d said he wouldn’t arrive into Shadow Grove until tomorrow.

      He hummed a small laugh, pressing his lips to my neck. “I lied, beautiful. I wanted to see if you really were going to turn up here without me. You do understand this is a sex club, don’t you?”

      I turned around to face him, looking up to meet his gorgeous eyes. He gave me no space, either, bracketing me against the bar with his hands on either side of me. “It is? Oh my gosh, I had no idea!”

      His smile turned predatory, and his breath warmed my lips as he dipped his face closer. “Danny DeLuna, you are a ticking time bomb tonight. Do you know what happens when a woman comes to a club like this, dressed like you’re dressed, and without a partner?”

      I flicked my tongue against my teeth, grinning up at him. “Hopefully the same thing as if a man were to do the same. I’d hate to hear this was a sexist sex club that you’ve sent me to, Bunny.”

      He laughed. “Yes, fair point. I can imagine if a jaw-droppingly handsome man came in here dressed like a devilish, slutty schoolgirl, he’d also be pounced on like a fresh steak tossed into a lion’s den. Or lioness, for equal opportunity.”

      “Good thing I’m not alone then, huh?” I snaked a hand around his waist. He wasn’t dressed up in leathers and latex like a lot of the crowd, instead wearing dark gray suit pants and a black dress shirt with black tie. He’d gone for master over slave, and it suited him to a tee. All quiet control and public restraint packaged up in his GQ model body.

      He gave a small groan as I rose up on my toes, brushing my lips over his ever so softly—trying not to mess up my lipstick. “So this was your plan?” he murmured, his hand moving from the bar top to my lower back, holding me closer. “Turn up looking like an available snack and flirt your way into an audience with the owner?”

      I shrugged. “Flirt… whatever. Did you forget I’m an alpha-level honey trap?”

      Leon’s eyes flared with heat. “How far would you go, beautiful?” He ran a hand down one of my braids, then carefully wound it around his hand to give a light tug. “When you’re trapping… what will you do to get the job done, hmm?”

      I gave a short laugh, desire sitting heavy in my chest with the way he was handling me. “Marx, Bunny. You’ve been in the game long enough to know the answer to that. There’s no limit to what I will do to complete a mission.” I shrugged. He wanted to know if I would have fucked that bartender for answers? Yeah, probably. If that’s what it took. I’d been using my body, my pussy and mouth as a tool to get jobs done for years. Far longer than I should have. By this stage of my life, it meant nothing.

      Leon tugged on my braid, tipping my head back further and peering down at me with an evil glint in his eye. “Good.”

      My eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What do you mean, good?”

      He was already on the move, though, taking my hand in his and pulling me along behind him.

      “Marx,” I snapped in a harsh whisper when I realized what direction he was pulling me. “What the fuck are you—”

      He whirled around abruptly, making me practically fall into his arms at the edge of the raised dais in the middle of the club. The threesome had finished, and a Meow Lounge employee was wiping all the surfaces down with disinfectant spray.

      “Lee Sheridan doesn’t take meetings with pretty women who fuck his staff, DeLuna. You wanna catch his attention, you need to put on a show.” Without waiting for me to really think about what he was suggesting, he grabbed me by the waist and lifted me up onto the dais.

      All of a sudden, in my six-inch stripper boots and standing on a raised platform, a whole lot of eyes were on me. Crap.

      “You said no limits,” he purred in my ear as he stepped onto the platform with me, nudging me over to the bondage bench.

      My brows hitched, but words failed me as he tugged off his black silk tie and tipped his head to the apparatus. I said there were no limits when I was working… but this was different. He was different. I couldn’t just switch off and dissociate when it was Leon. Could I?

      His firm hand on my back pushed me to lie face down across the waist height bench, and I didn’t protest. How could I? If this was what it took to gain the owner’s attention… okay, sure, part of me was totally into it too and dying with curiosity to see how far Leon would take things. Exhibitionism was new for me, and that in itself had me complying more easily than I probably should have.

      He looped his tie into a pretty, well-practiced knot, slipping it over my wrists and securing them at my lower back, just like the woman who’d been up here before us. A flush of heat zapped through me, remembering what else that woman had been doing. Was that what Leon had in mind? In which case, I was kind of sad Kai wasn’t here to participate.

      Leon’s hands smoothed down my legs, over the leather of my tall boots, then he shifted my legs wider so he could buckle the ankle restraints on.

      When he was satisfied, he crouched down to cup my face, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Such a good girl,” he whispered, mocking. “So docile and obedient.”

      I wet my lips. “Revenge is a dish best served cold, Bunny.”

      His grin was sharp as a blade, and he pressed a quick kiss to my mouth. “Just relax, beautiful. I think you’ll have fun.”

      Oh, there was no question in my mind about that. The hungry gaze of strangers was impossible to block out once Leon stood up once more, circling back around to stand behind me, but I was okay with it. No way was I retreating into the cold, detached part of my mind that I used on honey traps, though. I wanted to be one hundred percent present for this and experience it all.

      Leon flipped my pleated skirt up without warning, and the crowd murmured with appreciation. Cold steel nipped the skin of my hip as he cut my lace panties off, and the residual sting told me he’d deliberately marked me in the process.

      My breath caught as cool air touched my nakedness, and I was painfully aware how exposed I was to the whole club. Or to anyone watching, that was. A lot of patrons were getting on with their own thing, not paying us any mind, but more than a few were watching like we were the main event of a cabaret show.

      “Oh, mon cœur,” Leon groaned as he grabbed two handfuls of my ass, spreading me open further. “You are already so wet, you dirty girl. You want me to fuck this pussy right here on the stage, don’t you?” He dipped two fingers into me, and I bit my lip to stifle a moan. He could play all he wanted, but no way in hell was he making me beg him in front of all these people.

      Danny DeLuna didn’t beg. Much.

      Movement to the side of the stage caught my eye as someone tossed Leon something. Ah crap, now what was he up to? I craned my neck to see, and he met my gaze with a sexy smirk. Then he winked and slapped the leather spanking paddle against his hand.

      “Seriously?” I muttered, narrowing my eyes.

      He shrugged, then smacked my ass with the paddle, making me jolt against the bench. Only my ankles were tethered, and without the use of my hands I was in danger of falling off if I moved around too much. Now that would be embarrassing.

      “Pretty sure I’m serious,” he replied, sounding far too fucking gleeful. He spanked the other cheek, and I hissed a gasp at the sharp pain. It was quickly followed by the heat of blood rushing to the surface, and he took his time massaging my flesh. “Come on, DeLuna, scream a bit. You and I both know you can put on a good show when motivated.”

      I let out a shuddering breath, smiling at his reference to our video chats. He was right, though. We were doing this, so may as well do it right. The next smack he delivered to my backside earned a loud moan out of me, and he chuckled as he rubbed my undoubtedly red backside with his hand.

      It wasn’t even faked, either. I was so turned on by the whole situation I was dancing on a knife edge, with my pussy clenching tight on each strike. He took his time, spanking me with the paddle deliberately slowly to make a good show of it, then when my whole rear end was probably glowing—it certainly felt like it—he tossed the paddle aside and sank his fingers into my cunt.

      “Holy shit,” he breathed, his voice just barely loud enough to be heard over the hum of the spectators. “You want my cock, don’t you, beautiful? You want me to fuck you right here on this bench, huh?”

      “Yes,” I gasped out, rocking back on his hand and chasing the release that was so fucking close I could taste it. “Bunny…”

      His hand pumped harder, his fingers aggressively rubbing my G-spot and making me detonate. I didn’t hold back on my moans and screams, letting the whole fucking club hear how good it felt. My walls clenched his fingers tight, but it wasn’t enough.

      “More,” I groaned. “Leon, give it to me.”

      “Patience,” he scolded, unbuckling his pants. I got the distinct impression he was just as worked up as I was, though, because he didn’t make me wait any longer. He lined up and slammed into me with one rough movement, my still tense walls making it a tight fit.

      I cried out at the overwhelming sensation, but he wasn’t going easy on me. He grabbed onto my tender, enflamed ass and fucked me so hard I saw stars. At several points, I thought I was going to fall off the bench with the sheer strength of his thrusts, but he held me steady as he fucked me into another mind-blowing orgasm.

      There was no longer any need to put on a show, because I was totally lost in the moment with him. Yeah, I was still hyperaware of the sheer number of people watching us, but I was also having a fucking fantastic time. Video calls just weren’t the same as the real deal. And Leon… wow.

      “We’re not done yet,” he told me with harsh gasps, his cock buried deep within me as he rode out my climax. Shifting his position, he pushed a finger into my pussy alongside his cock. Then a second one, making me gasp a curse.

      Then he pulled them out again, dragging the wetness of my orgasm up to my asshole, and I shuddered with anticipation.

      “Bunny,” I moaned, not totally sure if I was protesting or encouraging. “Here?”

      His response was to push his index finger into me, and I rocked back into his hand. Dammit, I was letting orgasms cloud my brain and dash my logic to smithereens.

      “Why not here?” he asked in a dark voice. “You want it, I can tell.” He added a second finger, stretching me out as I moaned. It hurt, but I was no stranger to pain. Hell, it just reminded me that I was still alive most days.

      He rocked his hips, his cock moving inside me while his fingers fucked my ass, and my breathing staggered with excitement.

      “Be a good girl for me, DeLuna,” he murmured, leaning to the side to grab the bottle of lube someone was offering him. “And get loud. Our target loves the screamers.”

      Oh shit, that was right. We were here for a reason beyond exploring our kinks.

      Leon withdrew his fingers, then used them to push a healthy amount of lube inside. Enough that I no longer had any complaints about letting him fuck my ass here in the middle of Meow Lounge.

      Not that he was asking permission. He pulled out of my pussy and eased straight into my ass without even a second’s hesitation. I did as I was told, and screamed. The sound only spurred him on, and he thrust harder, making my muscles burn with the thickness of his cock.

      “Yes,” he grunted, pushing deeper and using his grip on my hips for leverage. “Beautiful, mon cœur, give me more of that.” He pulled back, then slammed in hard, and I released another scream.

      Leon muttered some curses in another language, but my ears were ringing, and I couldn’t make out what he was saying. Not that it mattered. He rocked his hips, fucking my ass with a feverish pace, and it wasn’t hard to guess that he wasn’t far from coming himself.

      Ever the gentleman, though, he reached down and thrust his fingers into my pussy, his thumb somehow finding my clit so that I came again with dizzying speed while he fucked me harder and harder. His thumb continued rubbing my clit even after I came, prolonging the sensations and damn near making me speak in tongues.

      Then he was chasing his own release, his hot load pumping into my ass with several bruising thrusts.

      He didn’t stop to catch his breath there, he just pulled straight out and spread my cheeks wide, watching—and showing—as my internal muscles spasmed and his cum dripped out of me. So filthy, and my cheeks heated, but I was also too exhausted and well fucked to truly care.

      Leon left me exposed, letting the spectators take their fill as he circled back around to crouch in front of me.

      “That was fun,” he murmured, smirking as he stroked my cheek. “But I actually don’t think Lee is here tonight.”

      What?!

      I would have punched him if my hands hadn’t been bound, but as it turned out, someone else did it for me. One minute, Leon was right there, his hand on my face like he was about to try and kiss me, and the next, his head snapped back and he crashed to the floor.

      “Oh shit,” I gasped, instantly recognizing the broad-shouldered man who’d thrown the first punch. As much as I wanted to hit Leon myself, this would turn real bloody, real fast. Kai would murder him… or Leon would murder Kai. Either way, someone was going to die.
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      It was a cheap shot, punching a guy who was having an intimate post-fuck-session moment with his woman. A cheap, dirty shot, and one I should have seen coming a mile away. I would have too, had I not been totally focused on the blissed out look on Danny’s face or the flare of murderous anger when I told her Lee Sheridan, the Meow Lounge owner, wasn’t even here.

      As it was, the punch knocked me off balance, and I fell backward off the raised platform that I’d set my woman up on, giving the whole club a prime view of all her glory. They could look, but they could never fucking touch.

      The bastard that hit me was on top of me before I could regain my feet, and I had to thank my own foresight that I’d put my dick away. Otherwise, this might be mistaken as part of the sex show, and I didn’t swing that way.

      He slammed his meaty fist into my face twice before I wrestled him off me, using his own momentum to throw him to the side and into a low table. The half-full glasses of champagne on the tabletop crashed to the ground, breaking and scattering glass across the floor.

      From the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Danny freeing herself from the restraints I’d left on—like I knew she was capable of—and smoothing her tiny skirt back down over that glowing red mound of her behind.

      Dammit, my mind wandered just a split second, and the asshole I was fighting got a lucky uppercut in, making my teeth snap together hard enough to jar my brain. He was strong, no question about it. But I was better trained. I used that to my advantage, dodging his next punch and rolling to my feet to regain some ground.

      As tempting as it was to just kill him and be done with the annoyance, Danny had made her position clear. If I killed this fucker, she would be deeply displeased with me. And despite how little I cared for anyone else’s feelings, I cared about hers. I couldn’t bring myself to slit his throat, no matter how badly I wanted to do it. Because the idea of her turning her back on me for real? It was chilling.

      This prick was bigger than me, bulkier with biceps like tree trunks. But size wasn’t always advantageous in a fight. Danny proved that.

      “I’m going to fucking kill you!” my attacker spat, his chest heaving with rage and his glare like poison. “You’re dead, Guild scum.”

      I sneered back at him, dusting off my shirt and assessing his stance for weaknesses. “You sure about that, Kai? Because I don’t think my woman would be very pleased with you for that.”

      Confusion flashed over his face, and I gave a patronizing chuckle. “Oh, she didn’t think you were enough of a threat to have that chat? Or maybe she just didn’t think you were coming back.”

      Fury twisted his face. “Or maybe she didn’t care if I killed you.”

      I laughed at that, because it wasn’t even a possibility. No, it was much more likely that she just decided I was more likely to kill than he would. He must have a nice streak. Fucking pathetic. I darted forward, delivering some sharp jabs at his body, then slammed my elbow into the side of his head, making him stagger a couple of steps.

      To my surprise, the patrons of Meow Lounge hadn’t scattered in the face of our fight. They’d moved out of the way so they wouldn’t get caught in the cross fire, but they were still eagerly watching. It occurred to me that they thought this was part of the entertainment, and I laughed.

      “What’s so fucking funny?” the big dumb fuck snarled at me, swinging his fists. He had some training, enough that a couple of punches landed, but he was nowhere near mercenary level. I’d bet Danny could take him down in a submission hold without even trying.

      Actually, that begged the question… where was she? I’d have expected her to be jumping between us, breaking up the fight before anyone could inflict some real damage. But she was nowhere to be seen.

      Frowning, I darted a glance over at the spanking bench that I’d left her shackled to, but it was empty. The whole dais was empty. What the fuck?

      “Where is she?” I snarled, tackling the idiot in front of me to the ground. “Was this some kind of distraction while you stole her away again? I might have promised not to kill you, Malachi Arden, but I can make you bleed.”

      I pinned the son of a bitch down, my little switchblade at his throat as he stared up at me in obvious confusion.

      “What the fuck are you talking about, you psychotic freak? She’s right there, you tied her up to the…” He trailed off as his eyes found the stage and the very empty spanking bench. “What? Where is she?”

      Suddenly he was pushing me off, not seeming to care that my blade sliced his skin as he thrashed. But he wasn’t trying to kill me anymore, he was frantically searching the room. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t trying to steal her out from under my nose this time.

      On some kind of unspoken agreement, we quit fighting each other and started looking around for the one thing we actually had in common. Danny.

      She was nowhere to be seen, though. Not at the bar or in the lounge or…

      “Shit,” I spat, realizing where she probably was. I took off toward the back of the club, where the kitchen and staff change rooms were located. Also, the management office.

      I shrugged off the security guards who tried to stop me and threw open the office door with Kai only a few steps behind me. Sure enough, there she was.

      “Oh hello, boys,” she purred from her seat in front of Lee Sheridan’s desk. “Nice of you to finally join me. Did you sort out your issues?” She tipped her head to the side, the only hint of anxiety showing in the way her eyes tracked back and forth between me and Kai.

      I wet my lips, shooting a hard glare at the owner of Meow Lounge. “Trust you to pick such an opportune moment to get my DeLuna alone.”

      The middle-aged man behind the desk just grinned and spread his hands wide. “Me? I did nothing wrong here. I simply came to thank your lovely partner for such an invigorating show, and she asked for a moment alone. How could I say no?” His face was pure smugness, and I was sorely tempted to cut it off his skull.

      “Siren,” Kai said, reminding me he was there. “Let’s go.”

      I bit back a smirk as Danny’s brows rose.

      “Boys, I was actually in the middle of a conversation with Mr. Sheridan here,” she informed us in a cool tone. “If you’re not done with your little schoolyard scuffle, you can continue it out in the parking lot. The adults are talking.”

      Kai’s jaw dropped, but I was barely holding back my grin. Before he could compute what she was saying—how fucking stupid was he?—I’d sat my ass down in the second chair opposite Sheridan’s desk.

      “Actually, you’re the one who started that fight, aren’t you?” Lee Sheridan asked, eyeing Kai up and down. “Don’t get me wrong, you’re just one big walking erection, but fighting is bad for business.”

      The muscle-bound moron clenched his fists at his sides, like more violence would solve his problems. But Lee had already made up his mind.

      “You can wait outside, thank you. We’re lovers, not fighters, at Meow Lounge.”

      Outrage twisted Kai’s face, and he shook his head in denial. “What? No, I’m not—”

      “I said,” Lee snapped, cutting him off with a bark of authority, “thank you. There is the door. Do you need me to call security to assist you out?”

      Kai’s jaw flapped a couple times while I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from snickering, and Danny gave a frustrated sigh.

      “Go,” she ordered him. “Leon and I have this perfectly under control. I’ll see you back at the house.”

      He definitely wanted to argue that point, but he must have seen the exact same thing I did when I looked at her. She was in no mood to be questioned, anger practically crackling from her skin as she glared up at him.

      His jaw clenched and his fists tightened, but he gave a small jerk of his head. “Fine,” he seethed. Then he shot me with a dagger glare that promised we were far from done, before stalking out of the office like he’d just had a cactus shoved up his ass.

      The door slammed behind him, and I shifted my attention back to Danny. She was perched somewhat uncomfortably on her chair, her back a little too straight, and it made me all tingly inside.

      “Well then,” Lee said, clasping his hands in front of him and giving me a long look. “If you’re here, then I have to assume this is about Layla.”

      Well, I wasn’t expecting that.
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      My jaw quite literally dropped when Lee explained that he and Layla had been involved, and that was why she’d extended her stay in this area. But the shocking part wasn’t that Layla had been sleeping with a man more than twice her age, it was that she and Leon had been dating at the time.

      Leon was strung tighter than a piano wire as Lee told his story in an emotionless, matter-of-fact tone. It made me worried enough that I got up and seated myself directly in Leon’s lap instead. It surprised him enough that he seemed to snap out of the murderous rage he had going on, and his hand curled possessively around my bare thigh.

      “I think it’s in everyone’s best interest if we wrap this up quickly,” I suggested with a pointed look at the Meow Lounge owner. “So let’s cut to the chase, shall we? Layla hid a data cache somewhere before she died. She told someone that it was in the last place the Guild would find it. Do you have it?”

      Lee’s brows rose in surprise. “Do I—? No. No, I’m sorry she never even told me what she was working on. Have you spoken to her uncle? She mentioned he didn’t live far from here. There was definitely something shady with him too.”

      Leon practically vibrated under me. He was so tense, his fingertips biting into the flesh of my thigh like it was his last grip on reality. I covered his hand with my own, attempting to soothe him while I pushed Sheridan for more information.

      “What kind of shady?” I asked. “Why do you say that?”

      He spread his hands wide in a shrug. “I truly don’t know much. Just that he was leaving her notes on a dead drop website.” With a sigh, he ran a hand over his head. “I swear, if I knew anything that could help, I’d tell you.”

      Leon jerked beneath me, then carefully lifted me out of his lap before he stood up. “I think you’ve done enough,” he snarled, then stalked out of the office without a backward glance.

      I frowned after him, then turned my attention back to Sheridan with confusion.

      “She wasn’t in love with him,” he told me apologetically. “They were friends who became involved but never loved each other more than friends. She needed more.”

      I wasn’t even remotely interested in casting judgment over ancient history of people I didn’t know, so I gave him a clipped thank you for the information.

      At that, he smiled warmly. “I should be thanking you for that show out there.” He gave an exaggerated chef’s kiss, and I exited his office before I could take offense and shoot him. Layla was a fucking idiot if she shacked up with this guy over Leon.

      I headed for the exit, assuming Leon had gone out to the parking lot, but a hand grabbed my wrist before I got there. A swift jerk pulled me off balance, and I tumbled into a tiny private room with nothing more than an armchair and a floor-to-ceiling one-way glass window.

      The hidden door closed behind me, then Leon’s lips were on mine, kissing me like he needed to remember he was still human. I melted into his demanding hold, my hands cupping his face as he claimed my mouth, his searing kisses imprinting on my heart and soul.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered against his lips when the desperation eased off. “I wish she was still here.”

      Leon shook his head. “I’m glad she’s not. Every day, I realize how blind I was. How naïve. What I had with Layla wasn’t love… this is.”

      My pulse raced, and I licked my lips. “No, Bunny. I wish she was here so I could put her lying, cheating face through a fucking window, then slit her throat with the broken pieces. How dare she treat your heart with such disrespect?” I placed my palm over his chest, feeling the quick pounding of his heartbeat against my skin. “Whatever happened to her, she deserved it. And worse.”

      He stared at me from just inches away, his emerald eyes studying my eyes like he was searching for something. Then he stroked the backs of his fingers down the side of my face.

      “You’d kill for me, mon cœur?”

      I frowned. “Of course I would.” Because the fiercely protective alpha bullshit was a mutual feeling. I would slaughter entire cities for hurting my Bunny, regardless of whether he needed my protection or not.

      A dazed smile crossed his lips, then he kissed me again. This time his kiss was softer, sweeter, full of promises, and it made me feel like the most precious thing on earth.

      “We should probably go,” I groaned when he hitched my legs up around his waist. I was still lacking underwear, so the only thing between us was his suit pants. “Kai will be out there keying your car or something.”

      Leon scoffed. “Like I fucking care.” He carried me with him as he sat down into the armchair, his fingers making quick work of his fly to free his erection. “He can set it on fire if it makes him feel better. Because I’m in here fucking the girl he thinks he loves.”

      My breath shuddered as his pierced tip pushed inside my aching pussy, and I sank down onto his length. The whole Kai versus Leon thing was apparently going to come to a head tonight, thanks to Kai’s surprise return. But could anyone really blame me for one last quickie before handling all those heavy emotions?

      I had a horrible feeling that before the night was over, someone would have their heart broken. So yeah, I let Leon prolong our stolen moment, riding him hard and fast in the armchair. He played with my clit, his gaze intense as I came on his cock.

      Barely a second after my orgasm started to fade, he finished inside me with a grunt, his hips bucking up into me. Then he shot me an evil smirk and lifted me back to my feet. The sudden absence of his dick combined with gravity meant his cum immediately started leaking down my thigh, and I made a sound of protest.

      “Dammit, Bunny,” I snapped, “was that necessary?”

      “God, yes,” he groaned, quickly fixing his pants, then dragged me out of the little closet by the hand. We hurried through the main club, and my wet thighs brushed together with every step as he pulled me out of Meow Lounge with his fingers linked in mine.

      Kai was out in the parking lot, exactly as I expected despite having told him to go back to the house. He wasn’t keying Leon’s car, but I guessed he probably just didn’t know which one it was. Instead, he was leaning against the side of my stolen Stingray with his huge arms folded over his chest and a vein in his temple throbbing with fury.

      His gaze locked on mine, then dropped to my undoubtedly swollen lips, then lower.

      Great. Now I knew why Leon just rushed me out here so quickly, while his cum was quite literally dripping down my thigh.

      “You two are as bad as each other,” I snarled, tugging my hand free of Leon’s grip.

      “Me? What did I do?” Leon gave me a wide-eyed innocent look, and I narrowed my eyes back at him. He was fully fucking aware that he was being a brat, marking his territory in front of Kai.

      “You both can go to hell right now.” I stomped over to the driver’s door of the Stingray and popped it open. “Last I checked, I wasn’t a piece of meat for you two feral dogs to fight over. Find your own way back to the house, I need some alone time.”

      I climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed my door, hitting the central lock button when I saw Kai reach for the passenger side. He tugged on the handle, but it didn’t budge.

      “Siren, come on,” he called through the window, but I just extended my middle finger and hit the gas. That motherfucker thought he could sneak off in the middle of the night, no calls, no texts, then show up and have the audacity to be hurt and offended that I’m screwing Leon. Nah, fuck that noise. He needed a lesson in who was in charge around here.

      I glanced in the mirror before turning the corner and saw a powerful backfist from Leon slam into Kai’s face while the bigger man was still staring after me. Fair’s fair, I guess.

      Speeding away from Meow Lounge, I tried to talk myself into some calm breathing. I wasn’t worried about either of them dying tonight, now that I had a second to really process the situation we were in. Leon knew, he fucking knew that he wasn’t allowed to kill Kai. And Kai… for all his attributes, I doubted he had the necessary skill to kill Leon, even if he wanted to.

      Surely he wouldn’t be stupid enough to try, either. He knew Leon was an executioner. Ugh, the more I thought about it, the more I remembered Kai had an ego the size of Texas and a temper like a bull with a bee-sting. He would definitely try, so I just had to hope Leon respected me enough not to slit his throat.

      “Fuck’s sake,” I muttered to myself, running a hand over my face. My lips were swollen and puffy from Leon’s rough kisses, and my thighs sticky as I shifted in my seat. I wasn’t ready to go straight back to the house and launch into their pissing match just yet, and certainly not on an empty stomach. So I detoured into Shadow Grove’s center and browsed for any eateries that might still be open at this time of night.

      Much to my disappointment, Nadia’s Cakes was already closed, but there was a drive-thru burger place open a few blocks away. Probably a better idea, given how I was dressed. Or undressed. The twinkling Christmas decorations through the streets of Shadow Grove seemed almost mocking after the scene I’d just left.

      I ordered my food, then took my time driving back to the mansion safe house while eating my burger. By the time I drove through the gate and headed up toward the house, my stomach was full and my head was clearer. Yes, this was going to be a shit show. But it had been coming for a while, and at least I’d done the worst of it by telling Leon over the phone, where he had no choice but to listen and process in a controlled environment.

      Of the two of them, Leon was absolutely the one I’d been more worried about reacting badly. And by badly, I definitely meant violently. I could imagine if the tables were turned and he’d walked into a sex club to find me and Kai doing the same thing, he would have thrown an axe, not a punch.

      I let out a long breath when I spotted two vehicles parked in front of the house. One gunmetal gray Aston Martin and one Ducati motorcycle.

      “I guess they’re both alive, then,” I muttered, grabbing my drink and the last of my fries as I climbed out of the Stingray. “And must be conscious if they could drive themselves.”

      So… progress, right? Maybe they could sort their shit out without me. That’d be nice.

      I keyed in the access code and pushed into the foyer, glancing around for any sign of damage. But there was no broken furniture or blood splattered on the walls. It was… unnerving.

      “Kai?” I called out cautiously. “Leon? Are you guys… here?” And breathing?

      “Down here!” Leon called back, and I followed the sound of his voice along the corridor to the security hub where he had a small palm-size laptop plugged into the central unit. His cheekbone was grazed and looked like a bruise was forming, but otherwise he seemed totally unscathed.

      I sucked on my drink straw, watching him type on the little keyboard, and he shot me an amused look.

      “Of course you’d be messing with the house security,” I commented, licking my lips. “Where’s Kai?”

      Leon shrugged. “Weighted his body with bricks and dropped him into the middle of Dogwood Lake.”

      I cocked a hip and narrowed my eyes. “Funny guy.”

      His answering smile did stupid fluttery shit to my chest. “Try the kitchen,” he suggested. “The big baby was crying over a little scratch on his pretty face.”

      I took another sip of my drink, rocking on my heels. “You think he’s pretty. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Leon’s glare was unamused. “His words, not mine.”

      Laughing, I left him to whatever he was doing to the security system and went in search of Kai. Part of me braced for some kind of macabre scene as I headed through to the kitchen, the demented little bit of my brain conjuring up images of Kai all sliced up into little pieces on the dining table or something. Because I got the distinct impression that Leon’s idea of a little scratch was probably more serious than it sounded.

      “Fuck!” Kai snarled, his voice carrying back to me despite the fact I couldn’t see him, and I breathed a heavy sigh of relief. He was still alive.

      Buoyed by that knowledge, I hurried the rest of the way into the massive kitchen and found him sitting on the floor with his back against the cabinets. One of his hands held a folded, blood-soaked dish towel to his face, and his other held an ice pack to his ribs.

      “Big Man,” I murmured, letting out a low whistle. “You look a mess.”

      His eyes narrowed into a glare as he stared up at me. “Thanks for pointing out the obvious. I can guarantee it feels worse than it looks.”

      My brows shot up at the aggressive tone he was taking, but I was in no mood for that level of bullshit. So I clicked my tongue and shook my head.

      “I seem to remember you starting that fight, Malachi Arden. Don’t throw punches if you can’t take them when your opponent is more skilled.” I dropped my half-empty soda and bag of fries onto the counter. “I’m going to shower and change. In the meantime, I seriously suggest you mend your attitude along with your wounds, or you can kindly fuck right off. I don’t have the time or patience for temper tantrums.”

      Spinning on my heels, I stalked back out of the kitchen.

      “Fuck,” Kai growled from behind me. “Siren, wait. I didn’t mean—”

      I didn’t listen to the rest of his protests, taking the stairs two at a time to get up to the master suite as quickly as possible. I needed to change out of this outfit and put some panties on, because I couldn’t possibly hold a calm conversation with either of them like this.

      My skin was prickling with irritation at Kai’s surly bullshit, so I flicked the lock on the bedroom door, then grabbed some clothes and locked myself into the bathroom too. Not that it would stop either one of the guys if they were determined, but hopefully it’d send the message not to disturb me.

      I needed to get clean and come up with a game plan. Hopefully, we could somehow come to an agreement—no matter how flimsy or short-lived—that would save me needing to make any drastic choices just yet. At least until my life could go back to normal with my name cleared with the Guild.

      A little voice in my mind mocked me, though. Because how could I possibly go back to my old life after finally experiencing how it felt to live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The bathroom door clicked open as I finished putting my bra on, and I met Kai’s sheepish eyes in the mirror. Not saying anything, I picked up the tight black T-shirt I’d bought on my shopping trip and tugged it over my head. I was already wearing a pair of snakeskin-printed yoga pants in a blue-gray color, but I wasn’t engaging him until I was fully dressed.

      Because I didn’t trust myself.

      “I’m sorry about snapping at you,” he rumbled, running a hand over the back of his neck.

      I cocked one eyebrow, still looking at him through the mirror. “The doors were locked for a reason, Malachi.”

      His expression tightened at my use of his full name. “I know,” he replied, “but I don’t want you to lock me out.”

      I drew a deep breath, spinning around to face him and leaning my butt against the vanity. “You don’t always get to call the shots, Big Man. It’s not always about what you want.”

      He had the good sense to look properly chastised by that, and my anger diluted as I took in his appearance. He really did look rough. Leon had handed him his ass, but it could have been a lot worse.

      Sighing, I stepped forward and touched my hand to his cheek, tipping his face to the light so I could see the sloppily patched cut through his eyebrow. “I thought you’d have been better at first aid than this.”

      He winced as I touched my thumb to a puffy bruise on his cheek, and his dark eyes pleaded with me for forgiveness.

      “Fucking hell,” I muttered. “You’re impossible.”

      “Does that mean you’ll take pity and kiss my ouchie better?” His lips twitched with a smile, and I gave an eye roll in response.

      I brushed a light kiss over his lips, then pushed him out of the bathroom. “Come on. You need that eyebrow stitched, and we all need to have a conversation.”

      Kai grimaced but didn’t argue as he followed me back downstairs. Leon was on a ladder in the middle of the living room, messing with something electrical embedded into the light fixture, but his gaze locked on mine the moment I stepped into the room.

      “DeLuna, you look fresh,” he observed, then his eyes flicked to Kai behind me and turned venomous. “You don’t.”

      Kai gave an angry sound, his hands tightening into fists at his sides. But they’d had their chance to swing fists at each other, so I wasn’t putting up with another brawl. Not when I would be liable for the damages. I placed a restraining hand on Kai’s wrist to let him know I’d seen how tightly strung he was.

      “Marx, be nice,” I warned Leon with a hard look as I led Kai through to the kitchen once more.

      The medical kit was still out on the counter, so I pushed Kai to sit down on one of the dining table seats—near the kitchen, thanks to the open plan layout. Bypassing the first aid supplies on the counter, I headed for the freezer. I’d picked up groceries and essentials when I’d gone shopping a few days ago, so there were a few bottles of vodka waiting in the freezer. I pulled one out, then twisted the cap off before taking a shot straight out of the bottle.

      “I thought that was for me,” Kai commented, propping his elbow on the wooden table top with a wince.

      Licking my lips, I crossed back over to him and held out the bottle. “I guess I can share.”

      He held my gaze steady as he brought the bottle to his own lips, his tongue chasing the vodka droplets from the rim in a way that was far too fucking sexual for my liking right now. Especially with Leon right there, watching our every move.

      I had no clue what the two of them had discussed to form a cease-fire, but I doubted it was going to hold for long. Shit.

      Swallowing hard, I turned my attention to the medical kit and pulled out the items I needed to properly clean and stitch the cut on Kai’s face. Focusing on his injury rather than the way he was looking at me helped clear my head a little.

      When I’d peeled off his hopeless attempt at a patch up, I nudged him to take another mouthful of vodka before cleaning the cut quickly and thoroughly with disinfectant. Kai hissed between his teeth, and I caught Leon’s smirk as he moved his ladder to a closer light fixture.

      “This might sting a bit,” I murmured, threading my needle and pinching the edges of his split brow together.

      He groaned when the needle pierced his skin, but didn’t jerk away while I completed the two little stitches his cut needed. When I was done, I cleaned off the excess blood and stuck a dressing on.

      “Done,” I announced. “What else?” I spotted a smear of dried blood on his throat and tugged the neck of his T-shirt down to inspect the cut across his collarbone.

      “Just that one,” Kai said in a low voice. “The rest are just bruises, I think.”

      I arched a brow, then indicated for him to take his T-shirt off. I may as well clean that cut while I had everything out. “Shit, Big Man,” I muttered when I saw the mottled purple bruising already coming up across his ribs. “You got your ass handed to you.”

      He winced as I slapped a disinfectant wipe on his collarbone cut, and then he grabbed the bottle of vodka for another gulp. After he set it down, he rested his hands on my hips, pulling me closer as I swiped the dried blood off his throat. Did Leon have a knife on him? He must have, because he’d cut my panties off.

      As though summoned by my thoughts, Leon slipped silently off his ladder and took a few steps closer to us. His eyes were locked on where Kai held my hips, and he’d produced a switchblade from somewhere.

      He paused when he was just two feet behind Kai, his gaze flicking up to meet mine with a question shining from his eyes. Glaring back at him, I gave a sharp head shake making it perfectly clear that he was not permitted to stab Kai just for touching me.

      Leon held my gaze a moment longer, like he was silently pleading with me to change my mind. But I hardened my glare, and he threw his hands up like I was being totally unreasonable.

      “Did you get my note?” Kai asked, oblivious to the murderer at his back.

      I refocused on him, studying his deep brown eyes. “The one you left on the pillow, after you left me passed out and exhausted following a marathon fuck session? That one?” My tone was edged with bitterness, because I was still pissed off at him for just disappearing in a puff of smoke.

      Leon chuckled, going to the pantry and retrieving a bag of corn chips I had stashed there.

      “You’re in no position to feel superior, Marx,” I snapped, shooting him an accusing glare. “At least Kai left a note.”

      Leon popped the bag open and tossed a chip in his mouth. “Mmm, but I tortured a guy and cut all his fingers off for touching you. So a note sounds a bit fucking weak in comparison, doesn’t it?”

      Kai’s lips parted and his grip on my hips tightened somewhat. It made me grin, because Leon wasn’t just crazy, he was crazy about me. The foreplay might be rough and bloody, but he’d never seriously hurt me. Of that, I was sure.

      Not physically, anyway.

      “I said I was coming back to you, Siren,” Kai defended himself, brushing off Leon’s unhinged comment. “You knew I meant it. I could never leave you for good. Never.” That last word was shot at Leon like a fucking dare, and I could practically feel the testosterone crackle through the air.

      I placed my supplies back in the medical box, but I didn’t step away from Kai’s touch. It was grounding me and keeping my mind from turning into static electricity.

      “Your note also said you were dealing with the hit on me,” I replied, stroking my fingers over his bruised ribs. “Which means you knew who was behind it.” I pressed my thumb a little harder than necessary against his ribs, and he hissed a sharp breath in.

      Leon sauntered over to stand behind me, his hand stroking over one of my braids. “Well, well, well,” he murmured. “Big, bad Ares was behind the nuisance hit on you, beautiful. Surely that’s worth a little disembowelment?”

      Kai tugged me closer to him, shooting a death glare over me to Leon. “Fuck you, psycho. I wasn’t behind the hit.” He refocused on me, tipping his head back to hold eye contact now that I was standing between his spread legs. “But yes, after you got that clue out of the last attacker, I knew who was responsible. I left to deal with it, and I did. The hit should be revoked.”

      Leon wasn’t deterred by Kai pulling me closer. He just rested his chin on my shoulder, sneering at Kai as Leon’s arms circled my waist. “Who was it, Ares? Scorned ex-lover? One of your team?”

      Pain flashed across Kai’s face, and I drew a quick breath. “It was Sam, wasn’t it?”

      Kai held my gaze, unblinking, but there was a deep sadness in his gaze that made my heart hurt. “It’s been dealt with, Siren. Can we leave it at that?”

      Against my nature, I bit back the need to demand more information. Instead, I gave a small nod.

      “Seriously?” Leon muttered. “Leave it at that? Do you even understand how utterly insulting that hit was to someone as notorious as Danny DeLuna?”

      A laugh bubbled up in me, and I wriggled out of both of their embraces before I did something dumb like try to initiate a three-way. I wasn’t that suicidal… yet.

      “Okay, let’s…” I ran a hand over my face, trying to gather all my scattered thoughts. When I realized both Leon and Kai were just staring at me, waiting for me to finish my sentence, I groaned. Then grabbed the vodka and took a gulp. “Can I assume that you two won’t murder one another at least for a couple of hours?”

      Kai scowled, shooting Leon a dark glare as he rubbed a hand over his bruised ribs. Leon didn’t even glance at Kai, just gave me a secretive smile. Shit. Why’d I have to get involved with such live wires?

      “Right,” I muttered when I got no confirmation to that question. “Then let’s sort out our mutual interests, shall we?” I rounded the table and pulled out the chair opposite where Kai sat. A pointed look at Leon saw him reluctantly pulling out a chair of his own, right beside me. Then he rested a hand on my thigh and pulled his seat closer. Fucking caveman.

      “Other than our interest in you, I hardly think I have anything in common with this slimy fuck,” Kai sneered, eyeing Leon with hatred. More hatred than I fully prepared myself for, given Kai already knew Leon and I had a… thing. This wasn’t new information for him to digest, and I hadn’t been cheating on him.

      Leon’s hand crept higher on my thigh, and I was reminded why I’d opted for yoga pants over a skirt or dress. “Oh, I don’t know about that,” he murmured, reaching for another corn chip. “We actually have a lot in common. After all, you’ve been trying to eradicate all remnants of Project Remus… I’ve been actually doing that. We’re technically working toward the same goal.”

      “Um, what?” I exclaimed, looking between Kai and Leon in shock. Yet neither of them seemed surprised… which pissed me off. “Alright, clearly you’re both keeping secrets, and no one is going to start sharing until we iron out the elephant in the room.”

      Kai quirked his unbroken eyebrow at me. “How do you iron an elephant, ātaahua?”

      If looks could kill, he would be severely hurting right now. Worse than he already did. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re both totally out of line for that brawl in Meow Lounge. You knew about each other, and despite how you both seem to enjoy spouting off possessive statements in the heat of the moment, I don’t actually belong to either one of you. Nor did I promise either one of you exclusivity.”

      Leon’s hand tensed on my leg, but he stayed quiet. I could only assume he was allowing Kai to take enough rope to hang himself, because no way was he taking this without argument.

      Kai was, without question, a fucking hothead. His face twisted with fury and outrage, and his fist clenched where it rested on the table. “Out of line?” he roared. “I was out of line? I walked into that club and found you half-naked, tied up and exposed to hundreds of strangers with his cum all over you!”

      I shrugged, desperately clinging to my cool. “So? No one forced me into that situation, and to be frank with you, Kai, I think I kind of enjoyed the audience. It was hot.”

      His lip curled, baring his teeth like he was one full moon away from going wolf. “I don’t give a fuck about the audience,” he snarled. “I care about the fact that he—” He cut himself off, his teeth clicking shut, and he shut his eyes to break the intense stare he’d been holding with me.

      I wrinkled my nose, not fully fucking understanding what we were arguing about. “Look, I’m failing to see the problem, Kai. I get that you thought you owned me, but that simply isn’t the case. Leon and I have… something… and I won’t pretend otherwise just because your alpha male energy is short-circuiting.”

      “Something,” Leon repeated with a deeply amused voice. “That’s putting it mildly.” He leaned in and brushed a heated kiss over the bend of my neck where my fading bruises were no longer concealed with makeup.

      Kai swallowed visibly, some kind of mental battle going on in his head. Then he shoved to his feet, knocking his chair over. “This is fucked,” he spat. “I’m not having this conversation while he—” His accusing finger stabbed in Leon’s direction, the rage on his face undeniable.

      I pushed to my feet in a somewhat calmer manner, reaching out to him in an attempt to diffuse the situation. “Kai, what the fuck?” I asked, all other placating lines fleeing my brain. Well shit, evidently I was only a smooth talker when I was working.

      He was so worked up he looked like he was about to punch a wall, steam practically coming out of his ears. “God damn it, Siren! You let him—”

      Leon erupted into laughter, cutting Kai off and making us both stare at him in utter bafflement. He roared harder, clutching his sides as he laughed, then dabbed at his eyes as he tried to control his bursts of laughter.

      “Sorry,” he snickered, sounding anything but sorry. “I just realized what has this big flightless bird in such a flap.” He let out another peal of laughter, seemingly amused by his own kiwi joke.

      Carefully, I leaned over and slid the vodka out of his reach, even though I’d never seen him touch alcohol before. “Leon,” I said, totally at a loss for what was so funny. “What… the fuck?” Apparently, that was the best question I could come up with for either of them. Well… equality, I guess.

      Leon bubbled with laughter, staring over at Kai with evil glee all over his face. “Ares has his panties in a bunch over the fact that I fucked you bare, mon cœur. He’s got his feathers all ruffled because you let me come inside you.” His grin was wide, totally unhinged as he pushed to his feet as well.

      “What?” I exclaimed, my bewildered gaze flicking from Leon to Kai and back again.

      Leon smirked, pure malevolence in his eyes. “Isn’t that right, big man? You’re having a tantrum because I pumped Danny full of my cum, huh? It’s hardly the first time, either. I have photos, if you need proof.”

      My cheeks flushed with heat, and I gave him a wild look, silently begging him to de-escalate. But at the same time…

      “Is that true?” I asked Kai, taken aback. “Is that what has you about to Hulk out? The fact that I didn’t make him use a condom? ’Cause last I checked, you’re pretty fucking fond of coming inside me, too.” Now I was the one getting pissed off. Of all the stupid fucking things that could have him so enraged…

      Kai’s eye twitched as he tried to control himself. Tried and failed. “Of course that’s why I’m angry! If you get pregnant, then it could be his!” He bellowed those words with such passion it took a hot second for the actual words to sink into my brain. Then a few more for them to make sense.

      My lips parted in shock, but no sound came out.

      Leon gave a dark chuckle, stepping closer to me and looping his arm around my waist. “Oh dear, my douce DeLuna. Shall I break the news to him before he breaks something? Like his puny little mind?”

      My mouth moved, but still no sound came out. I was officially stunned speechless.

      “What fucking news?” Kai demanded, moving closer and making me feel a little like the air just got sucked out of the room. With Leon at my back and Kai in front of me, with all the heightened emotions swirling, my head was starting to feel like it was full of helium.

      Leon dropped a quick kiss to my neck, like he was reassuring me that none of this mattered to him. “Danny can’t get pregnant. She’s not letting you toss loads because she secretly wants to be knocked up, she’s letting you because she literally cannot get pregnant.” His hand at my waist held me tighter, and I knew he was offering me silent reassurance. None of that mattered to Leon, and it wasn’t something I thought about often. But Kai… he wanted to get me pregnant. He had a whole breeding fetish thing going on that I found totally hot because it wasn’t a risk for me.

      It was Kai’s turn to be rendered speechless, his eyes wide as he stared at me for confirmation.

      “I thought you knew,” I croaked. “I told you…” My words dried up as I cast my mind back. I hadn’t told him shit. I’d assumed he knew, just like he clearly assumed otherwise. Well, fuck.

      Kai shook his head, skepticism and disbelief crossing his face. “No, we scanned you for trackers when we took you to the island. If you had an implant or IUD, it would have shown up. And you sure as fuck haven’t been taking the pill.”

      I barked a laugh, because it was such a normal train of thought. Such a reasonable, logical method of deduction. “Kai,” I said softly, stepping out of Leon’s hold to cup the shell-shocked man’s face. “Did you forget what I do for a living?” My voice was gentle, all fight and anger having ebbed away. We could deal with the startling revelation that he’d been actively trying to baby-trap me later. Right now, he needed a softer touch.

      His brow was drawn tight, and a thin line of blood seeped from below his dressing. But the confusion and denial etched across his face was confronting and painful to see.

      “Big Man,” I coaxed, leaning into him more and rising up on my toes to try and lessen the distance between us. “I was raised by the Guild. I made my first kill when I was eight. By the time puberty came around, the higher-ups already had me marked as a honey trapper. The Guild doesn’t play fast and loose with assets, Kai. They cover their bases, and not with something as temporary as birth control.”

      Outrage twisted his features. “They sterilized you?” His disgust was enough to make me feel sick to my stomach, and I jerked back a step.

      Leon was right there, catching me in his warm, secure hold, but Kai’s venomous gaze just shifted over my head to center on Leon.

      “Why?” Kai shouted. “Why would you do that to her? You sick fuck.”

      “What?” I exclaimed, twisting my head to look between them. “Leon had nothing to do with it. He’s—”

      “He’s one of them!” Kai barked, his teeth grinding together as his chest swelled with indignation. “He might not have been then, but he sure as fuck is now. And I bet my own balls that nothing has changed. Has it, Leon?”

      Now I was really confused. “Kai, take a fucking breath and explain what in the shit you’re accusing him of.”

      Kai’s gaze darted back to me, regret flashing across his face briefly, then he was sneering at Leon again. “Siren, baby. You’ve been sleeping with the devil. Leon Marx is on the Circle.”
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      Those words just fell out of my mouth faster than I could catch them, the slippery bastards. The second they were in the air, though, it felt like a huge weight lifted off my chest. Now she knew. Now she could kick him to the curb or shoot him or whatever the fuck a vicious little creature like my woman did when people betrayed her.

      The last thing I expected, though, was for her to start laughing.

      Bewildered, I flicked a glance at the dickhead still holding her hips possessively, but his face gave away nothing.

      “Siren, I dunno what you think I just said… but Leon is on the Circle. He’s one of the seven psychopaths that runs the Guild. Everything they’ve made you do, all the years of exploitation, they’re his fault.” I simmered down my rage a few notches in an attempt to get my point across. Because she clearly hadn’t heard me the first time.

      “Oh my god,” she groaned, scrubbing her hands over her face and stepping away from him.

      Good. That fucking cunt needed to keep his hands off my woman, anyway. But she also stepped away from me, and that was unacceptable.

      “Danny,” I tried again, because goddamn it, this was important.

      “No!” she shouted, pinning me with fire in her eyes. “Enough! I have heard e-fucking-nough. I expected this meeting to go badly. I knew neither one of you wanted to tolerate each other. I knew eventually someone was going to get heartbroken or killed. But was it so fucking much of me to hope that could wait until after Blanchet was dealt with? Until after the world’s best mercenaries weren’t coming for my blood?” She was shouting at us both now, her cheeks pink with fury, and my jaw hung open in shock.

      Leon must have seen the need to try and calm the situation, too, because he stepped forward with a calming gesture. “Beautiful, I think we should—”

      “Shut your fucking mouth, Marx,” she snarled, shifting her blazing glare his way. Ouch, I didn’t envy him being on the receiving end of that. “You are far from an innocent bystander here.”

      That snapped me free of my shock, and I scoffed. “Quite the opposite; he’s the enemy.”

      Danny’s glare snapped back to me, and I straightened my spine. “You’re delusional. Let me guess, your mystery Guild mole told you that? Did you ever stop and think that they could be feeding you false intel to further their own agenda? Fucking hell, Kai, grow a brain. Just because your interests align on Project Remus, doesn’t mean they’re not using you.”

      Leon cast me a curious glance but didn’t seem even slightly offended by my accusations. Was I wrong? Fucking hell, I hadn’t even considered the validity of that tip. Everything else our mole had provided was serving to be true… and this information had rocked me so hard I’d just accepted it.

      “You have a mole that knows about Remus?” Leon asked, pondering. “And they claim they know who is on the Circle? How interesting.”

      Danny shot him a hard look. “You have ideas on who it is.”

      He gave a smooth shrug, then grabbed one of Danny’s braids to tip her head back, leaning down to kiss her hard. “Maybe,” he murmured against her lips. “I need to make some calls. Come get me if you decide to kill this idiot. I wanna watch.”

      He kissed her again, making me want to snap his lying fucking neck, then shot me a smug wink before casually sauntering out of the room. Totally unconcerned with my revelation of his duplicity.

      Danny propped her hands on her hips, giving me the most pointed look. It was genuinely embarrassing. Had my Guild mole played me? But why? What did they have to gain in providing that information?

      “Siren,” I said again, my voice rough with the unspoken plea that she believe me. “How can you possibly trust him? He’s a psychopath!”

      She huffed a sigh, shaking her head. “No, Kai. That’s where you’re wrong. He’s a sociopath, and he’s my sociopath. You’re going to have to trust my judgment on this, or we have problems. Leon won’t hurt me.”

      I swallowed hard, every instinct in my body screaming that she needed to be protected. But she wasn’t some delicate flower with easily crushed petals, she wasn’t Charlotte. This was Danny… my siren. The kind of woman who would lure a man into the water with her beauty and light, then laugh as she drowned him and sank the body.

      So I wet my lips and gave a jerking nod. “Fine,” I uttered, aware I was already losing this fight. I needed to withdraw and regroup, because my ace in the hole had just backfired in spectacular fashion.

      It was stupid. I should have verified my mole’s intel about Leon being on the Circle. But how the fuck did someone verify one of the best kept secrets in the criminal underworld? Shit. That in itself should have been my first clue. It was one of the best kept secrets; for hundreds of years the Circle had remained anonymous… and my mole just handed his identity over without question?

      Fuck. I’d been played, and now Danny was frowning at me like I was a needy, manipulative son of a bitch trying to trap her. I could feel her slipping through my fingers, and it filled me with sheer terror. I couldn’t lose her.

      “How do you explain him being able to name Blanchet, though?” I pushed, following her as she exited the kitchen.

      She shot a scathing look over her shoulder but didn’t stop as she took the stairs back up to the master suite. “He’s a hacker, Kai. One of the best. Which means that for one thing, he—of anyone—has the skill to be able to uncover the Circle’s identities because somewhere those records are being held, or else any Tom, Dick, or Harry could claim to be Circle. Right?”

      Her pause seemed like she actually wanted my response, so I grunted my agreement.

      “Which then begs the question, Kai, if he really were Circle, don’t you think he’d have covered his own tracks so well that no one below his expertise could uncover his identity? Fuck me, it’s like you legitimately didn’t even question the information presented to you for a split second. It fit your already formed negative opinion, and so you ran with it. But for what, Kai?” She shoved through the doors to the master bedroom and jerked open a drawer.

      I just hovered in the doorway, confused as fuck and feeling like a massive moron.

      “Did it ever cross your mind,” she continued, finding whatever she was looking for and tossing it on the bed, “that all the reasons you hate Leon are things he did to save me?”

      What? I blinked a couple of times, letting that question sink in. But she didn’t seem to need any other response, because her laugh was all bitterness as she pulled off her yoga pants.

      “Think it over a moment, Big Man,” she told me in a dry voice. “Everything Leon’s done since the moment you laid eyes on him… everything you hate him for. It has all been about me, hasn’t it?”

      Why was she taking her pants off? Were we gonna hate fuck? I wouldn’t say no… oh damn. She was putting a skirt on.

      Wait, shit, what was the question? Leon. Motherfucking Leon.

      “The first time I saw that prick,” I growled, “he had his hands all over you at the Halloween party. You slapped him, because clearly you weren’t into it. What kind of man—”

      “He was kissing me in an attempt to fuck my mission. He was trying to save me from you.” She zipped up the short black skirt—albeit twice the length of the one she’d worn to Meow Lounge earlier—and propped her hands on her hips. “Next?”

      I scowled. “The ear piece.”

      A smirk flashed over her lips. “He was listening the whole time. He tried to come and rescue me several times, and I told him not to interrupt because I was having fun.”

      Fucking hell. “He killed Mauricio,” I snarled. “He chased Mo and shot at their car, and Mauricio died.”

      Her expression softened, and she crossed over to where I leaned against the doorframe. Softly, she cupped my cheek and peered up at me with regret. “You’re an international arms dealer, Kai. Sometimes people get killed… and it doesn’t negate the fact that he was trying to save me.” She gave a sad shake of her head. “Your team means nothing to him—or me—and all he knew was that you had taken me captive.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to digest that logic. Then I gritted my teeth, pushing on. “He fired a grenade launcher at my car in Brussels.”

      Something way too close to amusement flashed through her eyes at that. “If he wanted to hit your car, he would have. I suspect it was a warning, and a way to spook you so he could trace you back to the island.”

      The same thing had crossed my mind, but I’d still held it against him. My sister had been in that car with me, and if I’d been killed, who would have come back to save Danny from Sam?

      Herself, obviously. But I didn’t know that then.

      “He took you away from me,” I finally mumbled, all the gut-wrenching pain of watching her on that speedboat in Venice returning with vengeance. That was the moment I’d realized I was in love, right when I lost her.

      She gave a soft sigh, tugging on my neck to bring my face down to hers. I didn’t resist when she kissed me gently, her lips caressing mine with sadness and regret. I hated those emotions from her. I wanted to wipe them away, replace them with all the admiration, respect and hope I felt when I looked at her.

      “Leon never took me away from you,” she whispered, her lips still brushing against mine as she spoke. “I left. He just drove my getaway boat.”

      Ouch. That correction cut deeper than a knife.

      She kissed me again, then released her hold on my neck with a sigh.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when she grabbed a pair of high heeled boots from the closet and sat down to put them on.

      She quirked a brow at me, then crossed to the dresser to apply a quick sweep of eyeliner. The way she leaned forward to get close to the mirror should have been illegal, especially in that skirt.

      “I need some space,” she announced, effectively gutting me. “This has all been… too fucking much. I don’t deal well with emotion, and I’ll be straight up with you, Big Man, I hadn’t prepared myself for this. Any of this.”

      She coated her lips in a bold red, then reached for her sexy leather gun holsters, threading it over her arms to buckle beneath her perfect tits.

      “Any of what?” I demanded, folding my arms. I was still blocking the doorway, so surely she couldn’t walk out in the middle of this conversation.

      Danny gave me a long look, then tugged her gaze away. She pulled the hair ties from the bottoms of her braids and started loosening them. I couldn’t help myself, my feet carrying me across to her before I even finished formulating the thought in my brain.

      She stiffened briefly, then quickly relaxed as I ran my fingers through her hair, gently releasing the tight French braids she’d been wearing. It left her normally straight hair all kinky and tussled.

      “Any of this,” she finally answered my question, leaning back against me as I massaged her scalp. “I never thought it would hurt so much, to think I could lose you.”

      My heart shuddered and thumped faster.

      “Either of you,” she added, giving another heavy sigh as she pulled away. “I’m heading out for a bit. Don’t kill each other while I’m gone, and for the love of fuck, don’t follow me.”

      Quick as a whip, she holstered two guns from the dresser and swept out of the bedroom without a backward glance. I followed, wracking my brain for a reason why she needed to stay but coming up blank.

      She asked me not to follow, and my feet got that message even if my head and heart didn’t. I stopped dead at the front door of the house, watching as she strode over to the Stingray and climbed inside.

      “We’re not seriously letting her run off, are we?” Leon asked, making me damn near jump out of my skin. He’d appeared out of fucking nowhere.

      I scowled at him, still fighting my desperate need to cut his heart from his chest. But Danny’s words were sinking in, and I reluctantly found myself in his shoes. If the tables were turned, would I have done anything different?

      “She told us not to follow,” I snarled, staring down the driveway at her taillights disappearing into the night.

      Leon scoffed a laugh, pushing past me with car keys already in his hand. “Wrong, Ares. She told you not to follow. I wasn’t part of that conversation.” He skipped over to the Aston Martin with way too much pep in his step. “Have a nice night with your hand, Big Man, I doubt you’ll be getting back in DeLuna’s sweet cunt anytime soon.”

      He laughed as he climbed into his car, and I just flipped him my middle finger as he drove away. It was that or try to shoot him, and I didn’t have my gun within reach.

      Also, my siren asked me not to. And I was neck deep in damage control now, thanks to that fucking tragic lapse of judgment in the heat of our argument. Fuck. I had some serious ground to make up if I wanted to win her away from him. And I did. I wanted that more than anything… especially now that my team was in tatters.
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      Despite all of Leon’s warnings about not trusting the Guild, I knew there was only one place I could go. Not to mention, very few places would even be open at four in the morning. So that made it an easy decision, and ten minutes later, I pulled into the parking lot outside a club. Patrons were leaving rather than arriving, given how close to closing time it must be, and they were all beautifully dressed in Gatsby-era outfits.

      The security guard on the door put out a hand to stop me when I approached, giving my drastically un-themed attire a pointed look, but I just stared him down. Then plucked a hundred dollar bill from my bra and handed it over before entering the club.

      I cast my gaze around the club, taking in how busy it still was for this time of night. Or morning. The patrons were all decked out in the twenties theme that the dress code required, given it was called Club 22. On the main stage, a gorgeous brunette with scars wrapping around her leg was performing a sultry burlesque routine, holding the attention of men and women alike. She wasn’t who I’d come to see, though, so I kept looking around.

      Eventually—okay, after about thirty seconds—I got impatient and asked a passing waitress.

      “Sabine?” she asked, running her eyes down my body and giving a surprised sound at my attire. “Um, yeah, she’s here, but I think maybe doing a private dance? She’s got some regulars that are typically here at this time. Can I get you a drink while you wait?”

      I gave her a tight smile and ordered my usual dirty martini. They’d definitely be pouring Copper Wolf vodka. She left to place my order, and I waited impatiently at the table she’d seated me at. The scarred brunette was an incredible performer, but I just wanted to talk to my friend.

      The waitress returned with my drink, and I finished half of it before I spotted Sabine’s honey-blonde hair. She was exiting the private rooms, her polite smile brittle as the dark-haired gentleman she’d been with handed over a thick wad of cash. She tucked it into the pocket of her robe and tightened the sash as she walked away from her customer, swinging her ass as she headed for the bar.

      Halfway across the club, she locked eyes with me and gave a small, panicked headshake.

      My brows rose in question, but she quickly looked away. When she was close to my table, she waved at one of the security guards near the stage.

      “I’m taking a quick break, Steve,” she said loudly. “I need some fresh air.”

      The bouncer nodded back, coming closer and handing her a radio from his pocket. “Don’t go too far, alright? Lots of shady characters in this neighborhood.”

      Sabine laughed, slipping the radio into her pocket. “I just need a quick cigarette in the back alley.”

      She passed by my table without even glancing at me, and I took my time finishing my cocktail. When I was done, I left money for the bill on my table and headed outside. Shivering from the cold, I made my way around to the back of the club and found her leaning against the alley wall with a huge fur coat covering her silk robe.

      “You started smoking?” I asked, eyeing the lit cigarette in her fingers.

      She cocked one brow, then took a long drag, blowing out smoke before she replied. “You would too, Danny babe, if you had to do this every night.”

      I gave a bitter laugh, taking the cigarette from her and bringing it to my own lips. “Trust me, I know.” We didn’t ever discuss our contracts, but she knew where my specialties lay. Just like hers. The only difference was that I usually only fucked my targets once or twice, then killed them. She’d been playing the part of sex worker for three years.

      “Do you at least get to kill any of them?” I asked quietly, handing the cigarette back.

      She laughed, giving me a genuine smile. “I wish, babe, I fucking wish.”

      Damn. Poor girl. “So what’s with the secret meeting?” I asked, looking around at the alley. “I couldn’t play the part of a random customer?”

      Sabine wrinkled her nose, exhaling smoke. “Not when the owners know you’re Guild, you can’t. Especially after Leon’s visit last week. One Guild customer is innocent enough, he just wanted a lap dance. Two? Uh-uh. That’s suspicious as fuck. And no offense, Dan, but I don’t wanna die if Hades starts questioning my identity.”

      My spine stiffened with tension. “What?”

      Sabine froze, then dropped her cigarette and crushed it under the toe of her shoe. “Shit. He didn’t tell you…” I shook my head. “What an asshole. Look, if it helps, he came to question me over whether I’d ever put you in danger or sell you out or whatever. I genuinely think he was looking out for you.”

      My blood boiled with fury. “And… you gave him a lap dance?” My hands curled into fists without any kind of conscious thought.

      Sabine gave me a hard glare. “I was working, Dan. He came into Timber while I was on stage and played the part of a customer.”

      Logically, I knew it made sense. But jealousy and possessive crazy-bitch tendencies were making me see red.

      “Okay,” my friend said carefully, “I can see how this doesn’t sound great. And in hindsight, I could have just told him to fuck off until I finished for the night. But I panicked because my assignment was in the club at the same time, and I thought Leon was visiting on official business.”

      My teeth ground together as I tried to calm my shit down. This was Sabine, my friend. Why was I acting like she was some trashy slut trying to steal my man? Christ, I must be overtired or something.

      Sabine jerked her head to the mouth of the alley behind me. “Speak of the devil,” she muttered. “What is he, Beetlejuice?”

      I whirled around to find Leon casually sauntering into the alley like he was invited. “I told you not to follow me.”

      He strode closer, his gaze running over me like he was checking I was all in one piece. “No, you told the big dumb fuck not to follow you,” he corrected, sliding his woolen coat off and draping it over my shivering shoulders. “You said nothing about me.”

      His smirk was pure mischief, and I glared daggers. If he’d been listening to that, he knew damn well I meant both of them.

      “You know what?” Sabine said in a tight voice. “I’m gonna give you two a minute. I’ll wait in the parking lot, then you can tell me why you’re here, Dan.”

      She hurried past us before I could disagree, her heels clicking on the concrete as she gave us space. I glowered after her, then threaded my arms into Leon’s coat. It was warm and smelled like him, and that made it so very hard to cling to my anger. Especially when he closed the gap between us and tucked his hands around my waist, pressing his forehead to mine.

      “Mon cœur, I told you the Guild can’t be trusted,” he whispered with a growl of chastisement. “Why did you come here?”

      I drew a breath, inhaling his calm energy. “Why did you come here, Bunny? You questioned Sabby?”

      He brushed a kiss over my lips, soft and teasing, and backed me into the wall. “You’re damn right, I did,” he murmured. “Jude, too. If I could get my hands on Carlos, I’d have interrogated his smug ass, as well. When it comes to your safety, DeLuna, there are no lines I won’t cross.”

      Oof, that shouldn’t make me so fluttery inside, but it does.

      He kissed me again, harder, and I groaned into his lips.

      “I’m mad at you, Marx,” I grumbled, my voice totally lacking the heat of anger.

      He hummed a thoughtful sound, his fingers flexing against my back having somehow made it under my T-shirt. “Because I questioned your friends? Or because of that shit with meathead back at the house?”

      Anyone else would already know what I had to be mad about, but Leon was genuinely curious about which point had me more upset. Like he was still trying to fully understand how I reacted to the things he said and did. It made me realize how lonely he must have been, after Layla died. He had no friends, no one to really interact with, and every time he was on a Guild job, he was wearing a false identity like a skin suit.

      “You’re impossible,” I whispered, cupping his face and leaning into another damning kiss. His lips coaxed mine apart, his tongue sliding in to tangle with mine as he held me tighter. He always held me like he was scared to let me go. Like if he loosened his grip for even a moment, I might slip away.

      Pushing him back slightly, I tipped my head back to meet his gaze once more. “Leon… Kai made a pretty heavy accusation tonight. Are you on the Circle?” It needed to be asked. As ridiculous as I’d found the idea when Kai threw it out, I couldn’t just brush it aside so easily.

      Leon brushed the tip of his nose over mine, his warm breath feathering my lips. “DeLuna, mon cœur… if I was, I could never tell you. You know that.”

      My heartbeat stuttered at that, and I drew a sharp breath. Leon wasn’t hiding from my gaze, though. He wasn’t being cagey or secretive. His emerald eyes were intense and sincere as he waited for me to respond.

      “What am I supposed to do with that answer, Marx?” I asked in a pained whisper.

      He wet his lips and visibly swallowed. “Trust me,” he replied in a hoarse voice. “You’re supposed to trust me, DeLuna. Can you do that?”

      It was a loaded question, the hidden depths more perilous than an iceberg. He wasn’t asking if I could just take his non-answer at face value, he was asking if I could trust him… and I was pretty certain no one had been able to do that for him before. Not even Layla, or she wouldn’t have hidden her data away. My heart ached for him.

      “Don’t make me regret it,” I murmured, giving him a tiny nod. “Or I’ll cut your balls off and make you eat them while you bleed out.”

      His grin split his face, delight making his eyes dance. “Fuck, I love you.”

      What?

      He crushed his mouth to mine, kissing me with ferocity as he pushed me harder against the wall. Suddenly I was glad I’d opted for a skirt.

      A sharp, feminine scream cut through the night, and a chill of panic zapped through my whole body.

      “Sab!” I gasped, but Leon was already in motion. He raced for the parking lot with me just a few feet behind him, searching for where the scream had come from.

      “Fuck!” Sabine shouted from somewhere nearby. “Danny!”

      I found her moments later, on the ground between a couple of parked cars. She straddled her attacker, both of them fighting for control of a long hunting knife that pointed up at her throat.

      Leon didn’t hesitate, pulling a silenced Glock from the coat I was wearing and shooting Sabine’s attacker through the shoulder. It was enough to make him drop the knife but not enough to kill him.

      “Holy fuck,” Sabby gasped, looking up at us with huge eyes. From the direction of the Club, security guards were calling out for her, and she shook her head at Leon and me in sheer panic.

      “Here,” I said, using the sleeve of Leon’s coat to wipe the blood splatters from her bare thigh. “Go. We’ll take care of this.”

      She nodded quickly, climbing off the bleeding man—who Leon was currently gagging with a hand over his mouth. “Shit, Dan, you came to talk to me, and I—”

      I shook my head, giving her a push to get her moving away from us. “Doesn’t matter,” I whispered, “but I’m staying at the old D’Ath house if you want to come over tomorrow.” Not because I still needed girl talk, but because I could see how rattled she was. I wanted to hug her and remind her that this was a hazard of our job, but there was no time.

      Security was getting closer by the second, so Sabine pulled herself together and wobbled out from our hidden position.

      “Sabine,” a gruff male voice said, “you okay? We heard you scream.”

      My friend gave an embarrassed laugh. “Yes, fuck, I’m so sorry. I just rolled my ankle. Stupid stripper heels aren’t really made for walking on gravel, you know?”

      Leon shot me an impressed smirk, still covering the guy’s mouth on the gravel below us. Not that he was much of a concern, seeming to have just passed out. A bullet through the shoulder had that effect.

      We waited until Sabine and the security guard had returned inside, then Leon and I manhandled the unconscious attacker into the passenger seat of the Aston Martin—because no way was he fitting in the trunk of either of our cars.

      “He’s bleeding pretty heavily,” I commented, wiping my hands on my black skirt. “We’ll have to be quick to get answers.”

      Leon flashed me a wild grin, then grabbed my throat in an achingly firm grip. “I’ll keep him alive, my sweetness. I wanna see you work so bad it already has my dick hard.” He pulled me closer with that hand around my throat, then kissed me so hard it was like he’d stolen the air straight out of my lungs.

      I moaned as his fingers pressed into my fading bruises, tipping my head back and letting him devour me. When he released me, my knees wobbled.

      “Race you home,” I told him with an evil grin. “Winner gets head.”

      He barked a sharp laugh, but I was already sprinting back to my stolen Stingray, determined to get back to the house before him. I wanted my pussy licked while I punished a motherfucker for trying to hurt my friend.
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      Clearly, I underestimated my Bunny’s skills. He drove like his own mortality was chasing him, taking corners without even slowing slightly. Of course, it only made me push myself harder in a stubborn attempt to beat him.

      As it was, he arrived back at the house just a second before me, and he wasn’t shy about gloating victory as we carried the dead weight of Sabine’s attacker inside.

      It didn’t distract me from the fact that Kai’s motorcycle was missing, though. Where was he?

      A tiny thread of fear and worry ran through me at the fact that he was gone. Like, was he coming back? Logically, I believed that of course he was. But part of me couldn’t fully commit to torturing the douchebag who’d attacked Sabine, while worrying about Kai.

      Things had been… tense. And now he’d taken off. He didn’t strike me as the kind of guy to give up that easily, though. Not after everything else. He’d be back. I was sure of it.

      Leon seemed to understand I didn’t have the energy for a drawn out torture session, and he extracted the information we needed from our victim in minutes. It was actually staggering how efficient he was, how calculating and ruthless. It was like art.

      “Why send a beta mercenary on a job like this?” I asked Leon with confusion as he handed me his gun, wrapping my fingers around the grip lovingly. “Why not assign an executioner, like that terminator who came after me in London?”

      Leon’s lips curled in a cold smile, and he waited while I fired three quick bullets through the trussed up man’s head before answering. “None of the executioners are currently available for new assignments,” he told me, taking the gun back when I offered it. He placed it aside, then rinsed his bloody hands in the sink.

      “Oh?” I asked, curious. “How come?”

      He returned to where I stood in front of the mangled corpse of Sabine’s attacker. “Because I made sure they weren’t. Beta-level is the best Blanchet could get.” His hand went to my throat, his thumb stroking the yellowing bruises before tightening. With a smirk, he pushed me to my knees. “A bet’s a bet, DeLuna.”

      I gave a low chuckle, wetting my lips as he unzipped his pants and palmed his cock. He was right, and I never welched on a debt.

      “Open your mouth,” he ordered, his gaze dark and his voice husky. I did as I was told, letting him pretend he was in control. “That’s it, stick your tongue out. Just like that.”

      Pre-cum already beaded on his tip, and he slowly smeared it over my extended tongue, holding eye contact with me while he did it. The smooth metal of his piercing ran over my lips and clicked on my teeth when his cock jerked in excitement.

      I flicked my tongue across his underside, and he sucked a breath as my lips closed around his tip, sucking him in. His hand went to my hair, gathering it up into a messy ponytail and using that grip to set my pace. The hard metal of his pierced tip scraped my throat as he pushed deeper, and I moaned my own arousal at the intrusion.

      “Fuck yes,” he muttered, gripping my hair tighter as his hips thrust faster. He didn’t want his dick sucked as much as he wanted to face-fuck me. Which I was more than okay with.

      The scuff of shoes on the carpet alerted me to Kai’s return before he even got to the kitchen, but I didn’t stop what I was doing. After all, I was the one who made the bet in the first place.

      “Siren, are you—” Kai started speaking before he saw us, then broke off with a sharp inhale. I met his wide eyes with my mouth still stuffed full of Leon’s cock, and silently challenged him.

      “We’re a bit busy, Ares,” Leon grunted, slamming into my throat hard enough to make my eyes water.

      Kai scowled but didn’t move. His whole body radiated with tension, and the veins in his forearms jumped as he clenched his fists. No doubt he was picturing wrapping them around Leon’s throat and squeezing until his head popped off.

      His gaze bored into me like laser beams. “I’ve got something important that I need to discuss with Danny,” he snapped. “Now.”

      With a hum, I pulled back and let Leon slip out of my mouth, wrapping my hand around him instead. “Kai, baby, I’m sure you wouldn’t appreciate it if I left a job like this unfinished on you.”

      His teeth clenched so hard I could see his jaw twitch. It gave me an evil idea.

      “You wanna talk?” I tipped my head to the side, holding his gaze as my hand stroked Leon’s hard cock right beside my face.

      Kai gave a short nod. “It’s important.”

      I flashed a smile. “Then I want you to come over here and get your dick out. We can talk once you’ve blown your load down my throat.”

      His eyes widened. “What? No, I’m—”

      “Then be a peach,” Leon drawled, “and shut the fuck up until I’m done.” He slapped my hand away and shoved his cock back into my mouth, cutting off any more conversation. It was all kinds of tempting to laugh, but given the girth of Leon’s cock was almost cutting my oxygen with each inward thrust, I figured giggling was a bad idea.

      Kai cursed and ran a frustrated hand over his face, then spun on his heel to walk away.

      “Oh well, I guess he doesn’t want to fight for you after all, mon cœur.” Leon was grinning like a maniac, his thrusts slower as he let me suck him and work him over with my tongue.

      Whether he was serious or deliberately taunting Kai, I wasn’t sure. But it sure as hell worked.

      Kai spun back around with a furious snarl and strode across to us, ignoring the dead man behind me as he unzipped his pants.

      I eagerly reached for him, groaning when I felt how hard he already was. He could act horrified all he liked, but he’d clearly been turned on watching me suck Leon’s dick. His hips rocked as I wrapped my fingers around him, stroking firmly. Finally. Finally, I could get a good comparison.

      Jerking my head free of Leon’s grip, I did a quick dick swap. My hand wrapped around Leon’s saliva-wet shaft, and my lips closed over Kai’s fleshy tip as he gave a startled gasp.

      Hmm, I could get used to this.

      Neither one of the guys spoke as I had my little dick feast, swapping back and forth between them at my own leisure. The only sounds in the room were the slick sounds of my mouth and hands on their cocks and their heavy breathing as I dragged them both closer to climax. Oh, and the wet drip of blood from the dead guy’s blown out head.

      Leon came first, emptying himself into my throat with a couple of forceful thrusts. Then I immediately swapped back to Kai, my hands gripping his hips as my mouth slid up and down his shaft and my cheeks hollowed.

      When I felt him start to thicken, I released him from my mouth and sat back with my tongue out while my fist pumped his shaft. He grunted a curse as he came, hot jets of cum splattering across my lips, tongue and chin.

      “Fuck.” He uttered that word with wonder, staring dumbfounded as I licked my lips and swallowed his load. Then he frowned like he was seeing the dead guy for the first time. “What the fuck happened here?”

      Leon gave a chuckle, his pants already fixed up. Apparently, they were just going to pretend that hadn’t happened, but it was better than them trying to kill each other, so that was progress in my mind.

      I climbed back to my feet and grimaced at the blood on my knees. “I went to see Sabine,” I explained, taking the dishcloth that Leon offered me to firstly wipe my chin, then clean up my knees. “She’s a friend who lives here in Shadow Grove. Anyway, this dead-shit attacked her while I was busy.”

      Kai shot me a narrow-eyed look, and I shrugged.

      “What was your important information?” Leon prompted, coming over to me and wrapping his arms around my waist. He might have been taunting Kai about fighting for me, but he sure as shit wasn’t leaving things to chance. With an effortless lift, he sat me up on the edge of the kitchen counter and reached under my skirt to pull my panties down.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Kai snapped, catching my panties when Leon flicked them over his shoulder.

      Leon gave me a is this guy for real kind of look, then pushed my skirt up around my waist. “It’s called having manners, meathead.” He slid his index finger inside me, and I moaned, pushing forward into his hand. “Honestly, mon cœur, say the word and I’ll kill him.”

      I moaned again, rocking my hips as he pushed another finger into my cunt. Blowing them both already had me so worked up I was already right on the edge of an orgasm. “No,” I groaned, grabbing a handful of Leon’s short hair as he knelt in front of me. “You can’t kill him.” My eyes locked with Kai’s. “I like him.”

      Leon gave a grunt of disagreement. “Questionable taste, DeLuna,” he muttered, then flicked my clit with his tongue, and I shuddered with a sharp wave of pleasure.

      There was no doubt in my mind, if I hadn’t explicitly told Leon not to kill Kai, he’d have done it already. Sharing me wasn’t sitting comfortably for him, for either of them, and it was only a temporary measure. Sooner or later, I’d have to make a choice. They’d force me to. I could sense it coming.

      But right now, I wanted to come on Leon’s face while Kai watched. So I grabbed Leon’s head and pulled him closer, moaning as he sucked my clit.

      “Fucking hell, Siren,” Kai groaned, his expression tortured, but he couldn’t seem to stop watching as Leon ate me out.

      Panting, I spread my legs wider and beckoned Kai closer. He cast a hate-filled glance at Leon, then ignored him as he leaned in to kiss me.

      “What did you need to tell me?” I asked in a husky whisper, then gasped as Leon pumped three fingers inside me, fucking me hard with his hand and teasing my clit with his teeth.

      Kai clenched his jaw, glancing down at Leon between my legs again. “Maybe it could wait,” he muttered. His mouth captured mine again, kissing me savagely as Leon’s mouth and hand drove me over the edge.

      I came quickly, full body shudders ripping through me and my limbs all tensing up as my cunt strangled Leon’s fingers. He withdrew them slowly, then sat back on his heels to hold my gaze as he sucked them clean, one at a time.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped, my pussy still fluttering with aftershocks.

      Kai clearly couldn’t resist the temptation, his big hand skating down my body and sweeping his thumb over my swollen, aching clit. I jerked like I’d been electrocuted, and he responded by shoving three fingers into my soaking cunt.

      “Oh shit,” I breathed, clenching and adjusting my weight on my hands.

      Kai was breathing hard, his gaze hot and heavy as he pumped his fingers into my hypersensitive core. “Are you gonna come again, Siren?”

      I groaned, pushing against his hand. “Like that’s even a question.”

      He dipped his head, claiming my mouth once more as his hand pumped faster. I moaned and whimpered against his lips, but he just swallowed the noises with his hungry kisses, devouring me as his thumb found my clit. I exploded, my toes curling inside my boots and my vision going spotty as waves of intense desire swept through me.

      When he released my mouth, I needed to take a handful of gulping breaths in a vain attempt to get my galloping heart rate under control.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” Kai murmured, feathering loving kisses over my jaw. “I need to be inside you.” He swept me up in his arms, turning to stride out of the kitchen without even giving Leon a second glance.

      As tempting as it was to let him carry me off for some bedroom fun, I swatted him around the head and wriggled out of his hold. “Cut it out, caveman,” I scolded. “We have a body to dispose of, and you said you had urgent information.”

      Giving him a pointed look, I returned to the kitchen and grabbed the vodka from the freezer. I needed a drink to get my brain out of the gutter.

      Leon smirked victory at Kai, then dropped a soft kiss to my shoulder as I poured out a shot.

      “Fine,” Kai growled. “I located your guy.”

      I knocked back my shot of vodka and barely even winced at the burn. “What guy?”

      Kai quirked a brow, leaning his elbows on the island opposite me as a smug smile curved his lips. “Emmanuel Blanchet. I found him for you, ātaahua.”

      My jaw dropped, and Leon sounded like he’d just choked on a mouthful of air.

      “Bullshit,” Leon croaked when he stopped coughing. “Not possible.”

      Kai just shrugged. “Jealous, bunny? You’re not the only one that can help Danny, after all.”

      Well, shit. Maybe this competitive bullshit was actually going to get us somewhere.
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      The level of restraint that I showed, gritting my teeth and watching as my woman sucked another man’s cock, watching her wrap her perfect hand around his dick when she should have been only focused on me… it was unparalleled. I even shocked myself when I didn’t shoot him the moment her lips touched his tip.

      In hindsight, I had to put it down to a couple of factors. One, my gun was out of reach, so to grab it, I would have had to stop fucking Danny’s mouth. Not an option. Two, she’d already been sucking my dick for a few minutes when that big dumb fuck walked in, so my brain was already deep in anything to please DeLuna mode. And three, I’d literally just tortured a guy, so my violent tendencies had been satisfied for the short term.

      Those were the only reasons I could come up with as to why I’d tolerated that scene. That, and Danny had clearly been into it. And I was quickly discovering that if she asked, I delivered. No matter how I felt about it. Nothing was more important than her satisfaction.

      But when dickhead claimed to have found Blanchet, I almost punched him in the teeth.

      His intel was sketchy at best, but it was still better than I’d been able to uncover on Blanchet’s hideout. The fact that I hadn’t been able to track him down was unsurprising; Circle members went to great lengths to hide their identities. They took regular jobs or acted as mercenaries within the Guild. They changed their names, some in the past had even undergone routine plastic surgery to remain anonymous. At the end of the day, the only way to verify if someone was really on the Circle was with DNA.

      So when shit-for-brains said he’d located Blanchet, I called bullshit.

      Danny seemed more inclined to hear him out, which infuriated me, but once again I found myself agreeing. Because every time I resisted the urge to push the big dumb fuck headfirst into a sink full of water and hold him under, she gave me this… look. I fucking loved that look. Damn it, this was going to send me insane.

      More insane.

      To my intense relief, his intel turned out to be bad. Or not completely false, he had actually found a property belonging to Blanchet, but after a few calls and several hours of data collection, we could confirm that no one had stepped foot on the property since Blanchet purchased it seven years ago.

      Honestly, it made me smug as fuck that Kai’s tip went nowhere. Sure, it would have been useful if he really had found Blanchet, but I wanted to be the one to deliver his head on a platter to my woman. I wanted the praise and glory of saving the one woman who never needed to be saved.

      Eventually, as the sun was rising and Danny was half-asleep where she sat—not to mention half a bottle of vodka down—we agreed to call it a night.

      She refused to let either one of us sleep with her in the master suite, so Kai and I reluctantly chose alternate bedrooms in the other wing of the house.

      I was too worked up to sleep, though. Not that I ever really slept much on the best of days, but after spending so many nights away from my woman, the need to sleep with her in my arms was physically painful. In an attempt to distract myself, I took a shower and pulled on clean clothes thanks to the foresight of bringing my suitcase in from the car earlier.

      Then I paced the floor of my chosen bedroom for a while before my control snapped.

      I stepped out into the hallway and glanced over at the room Kai had picked. The door was shut, but I could hear the low rumble of his voice as he spoke on the phone to someone. Smirking to myself, I returned to my room to grab a micro-point screwdriver and some putty.

      Silently, I crouched in front of his door and used one of my lock picks to stuff the keyhole full of quick-drying putty. Then I quickly removed the tiny screws holding the door handle together, sliding the handle out of the door completely and tossing it onto the carpet outside the bedroom.

      Now, when he tried to open the door on his side, the handle would just fall out. And if he knew how to pick locks, he wouldn’t get far with all the putty gumming it up.

      “Sucker,” I chuckled under my breath, then sauntered back toward the master suite with a bounce in my step. Maybe I couldn’t kill him, but I could mess with him. He’d already proven his temper was like that of a volcano, and I’d bet if I pushed him hard enough, he’d seriously fuck things up with Danny.

      Then, once she was done with him, I could kill him. Slowly. Painfully. Making him regret all his life choices.

      Those thoughts swirled through my head as I approached Danny’s bedroom, and I stopped briefly in the hall, frowning. I’d been planning on killing Malachi Arden for a while now. Certainly a lot longer than he’d known Danny… but I’d admit his involvement with her was a motivating factor now.

      Yet the heat in my vengeance plot was lacking now. When I thought about slitting that bastard’s throat, it was no longer to satisfy a years-old score between us. It was because he’d touched my woman. I warned her what I’d do if anyone tried to take what was mine… the only thing holding me back was her.

      Damn it. I was just too fucking addicted to that look. The soft, loving one she gave me whenever I cooperated when I clearly didn’t want to. The one that said she knew she was asking me to go against my nature, and that she recognized what my compliance meant… how much she meant to me.

      Her door was locked, which made me smile, and I picked it without any effort at all.

      Inside her room, the curtains were all drawn, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the low light. The sun had already begun to rise outside, which meant small slivers of light gave her an ethereal quality as she slept.

      The bed was huge, and she was so small she barely took up any space at all, so I carefully slid under the covers beside her. She stirred briefly and I froze, but she quickly fell back to sleep without noticing I was there. Good. It meant I could just lie there and stare at her.

      There was something quietly obsessive with the way I liked to watch her sleep. Something a little perverted about the way she didn’t know I was there. It reminded me of our first night together, when I’d been so captivated by her sleeping form I’d started my Danny-nudes collection. Damn, I wished I’d grabbed my phone before leaving my room… As deeply as she was sleeping, I bet I could have tugged the blankets off for a few new snaps.

      Nothing could have made me move from her bed now that I was there, though. Nothing. So I just settled in and committed her to memory instead. Every inch of her skin, her silken hair, the way her chest rose and fell with each breath. My favorite part was how her lips moved ever so slightly on each exhale.

      At some stage, she rolled over and her body bumped into mine. She didn’t wake up, though, instead just wrapping her arms around me and snuggling into my chest, inhaling deeply.

      I froze for a moment, wondering who she thought she was sleeping with. Me? Or him?

      She sighed as my hand stroked over her hair, and her whole body relaxed. “Bunny,” she mumbled, giving a happy hum before her breathing returned to the deep, steady pace of slumber.

      My chest swelled, warmth flooding through me at the proof she was thinking of me. Me! Thank fuck for that; I hardly needed more reasons to kill that muscle-bound prick. Grinning like an idiot, I wrapped my arms around her and buried my face in her silken hair.

      I fell asleep like that, with her skin against mine and her breath fanning my chest. It was the deepest I’d slept since… well, since she fucked me into exhaustion and I didn’t even notice that she’d bled me to write a message on the mirror. Something about sleeping with her let my brain fully rest unlike ever before.

      When I woke, though, she wasn’t as close as when I’d closed my eyes. She still faced me, her angelic features soft and her dark lashes splayed over her pale cheeks, but the distance had been created by the big brown hand around her waist. That fucking hand had wiggled her out of my embrace and into its own.

      Simmering with blind fury, I reached my hand underneath Danny’s pillow, my fingers closing around the hilt of the knife she kept there.

      Her eyelids snapped open the moment I tried to slide the knife out, her gaze locking with mine.

      Don’t, she mouthed at me, her glare hard with warning.

      I scowled back, shooting a death glare at the slumbering giant wrapped around her back. Motherfucker must have crept in like a damn mouse not to wake us up. I would have been impressed if I wasn’t plotting his bloody demise.

      “Let me kill him,” I breathed, soft enough that he wouldn’t hear me. “Please. I’ll do it so quick.”

      I tried pulling the knife from under her pillow again, but she wrapped her fingers around my wrist, stopping me.

      “No,” she whispered, unwilling to even negotiate.

      My eyes narrowed and my jaw twitched with frustration. “Why not?”

      She exhaled a sigh, then turned her face slightly to glance at the dead weight draped over her. The way her expression softened, though, was like a cigarette burn to my heart.

      “Because,” she finally whispered, shifting her eyes back to me with that soft, loving look still on her face. “I like him.”

      That only made me want to kill him more. But that look was my kryptonite.

      Swallowing my murderous desires down, I forced myself to release the knife under her pillow and withdraw my hand. “Fine,” I muttered, accepting the defeat.

      She reached out and touched a hand to my cheek, turning my face back to hers. “I like you, too, Bunny.”

      I smirked. She didn’t like me. She loved me. But knowing what I knew about her upbringing, it didn’t worry me that she couldn’t say the words out loud. She hadn’t grown up with a therapist for a mother, like I had, forcing me to confront my own thoughts and feelings at every session. According to my darling mother, our own mind could be our strongest enemy or our most valuable ally. The difference was in whether we ran from our truths or confronted them head-on.

      In saying that, my mom also fucked me up so bad I thought I was incapable and undeserving of love and affection. So maybe Danny’s childhood under the whip of the Guild would have been preferable.

      My response was to brush my lips over hers, taking one soft, sweet kiss while the meathead snored softly behind her. Ugh, I hated snorers. Maybe I could suffocate him with a pillow if we ended up in this situation again. That could be an accident, right?

      “Make me coffee?” Danny asked sweetly, her whispering breath warming my lips.

      I kissed her again, not really giving a fuck if we woke up dickhead. “For you, mon cœur, I’d do anything.” And I fucking meant it, even if it killed me to do so. Shooting another death glare at the piece of shit holding her waist, I slipped out of the bed and left the room.

      My woman wanted coffee, then I’d make her the most delicious coffee she’d ever put in her mouth. Then I’d put something else in her mouth.

      With a renewed sense of excitement for the coming day—or what was left of it—I headed back to “my” room to get dressed. I paused when I passed the room I’d locked Kai into this morning. The doorframe was splintered and broken, like an enraged bull had kicked it down.

      Chuckling to myself, I almost wished I’d seen it. I bet he was pissed.
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      The door clicked softly closed after Leon, and Kai’s grip on my waist tightened instantly. I wondered how long he’d been awake, listening in on my whispered conversation with Leon.

      “Is he gone?” the big guy at my back rumbled, pulling me closer into his body.

      I bit back a dizzy grin. “Yeah, he’s making me coffee. You have a bit of a death wish, huh, Big Man?”

      He kissed my shoulder, then rolled me over to face him. “Apparently. Was he thinking about killing me in my sleep?”

      I nodded, lifting the corner of my pillow to show him the knife under there. “You gotta be more careful unless you want to wake up with a Colombian necktie.”

      Kai’s eyes widened slightly, and he swallowed visibly. “Should I be worried, Siren?”

      I laughed at that, unable to help myself. “Oh, Kai… baby… you should be terrified. But that’s not going to chase you away anytime soon, is it?”

      “Hell no,” he growled, then pinned me down to kiss me until I was breathless and turned on as all fuck. Dammit. That totally contradicted my decision to quit fucking around until we could iron out some peace between the three of us.

      With sizable willpower, I pushed him away to catch my breath. “Kai… we should talk.”

      He grimaced. “Do we have to? I’d much rather…” His lips found mine again, his hand stroking across my bare skin beneath my T-shirt. Crap.

      “Yes,” I gritted out, my palms flat on his chest to push him back. “We have to. Last night got intense, super intense. And unless you want me to stab you for being infuriating, I suggest we clear the air.”

      He pouted but nodded and shifted back onto his side, giving me space.

      Thank fuck for that, too. Ideally, I needed a cold shower, but oxygen would have to do. “Where do we even start?” I whispered, overwhelmed by all the crowded thoughts and feelings inside me.

      Kai gave a thoughtful look, then a quick nod. “Easy. I’m sorry.”

      My brows rose in surprise, and I rolled to my side to take a better look at him. “Are you… fucking with me? This is serious, Kai.”

      His full lips curled into a smile. “I’m not fucking with you. I’d fuck you if you’re up for it, don’t get me wrong, but I’m dead serious. I am sorry. I let my temper get the better of me last night, and it just kept snowballing. I was way out of line, and I don’t even know how to start making up for it.”

      I frowned, at a loss for words for a moment. “Um, that’s… very mature. I’m not used to men offering apologies so easily.”

      Kai chuckled. “Mature is the last thing I feel around you, Siren. My brain gets all fucking scrambled sometimes, and I do stupid shit… like trying to fight a Guild executioner. What the shit was I thinking?” He winced and I brushed my fingers over the mottled bruising covering his ribs.

      “Yeah, that wasn’t smart,” I agreed. “But I get it. That wasn’t… an amazing situation to walk in on.”

      He exhaled heavily, scrubbing a huge hand over his face. “Yeah. Then there was that whole discussion here when we got back…”

      I wrinkled my nose, teasing. “Discussion? That’s what we’re gonna call that temper tantrum?” I mean, I wasn’t exactly blameless on that topic either. But he started it.

      Kai groaned. “You make me feel like a goddamn teenager, Danny. Like a hormonal boy with his first real crush. I’m so far gone on you, I’m like…” He trailed off with a frustrated sound, and I gave a gentle smile.

      “Like a baby tasting sugar for the first time?” I winked. “It’s not that bad. You’re just… intense, sometimes.”

      He gave me a pained look, and I smiled harder. He was so fucking cute when he was contrite. “This is humiliating,” he grumbled, “but I also can’t seem to regret anything. I like how wild and out of control I feel around you. Like I’m experiencing life for the first time… it’s just taking me a hot second to get my shit in order.”

      Weirdly, he was echoing some of the thoughts I’d been having about my own behavior recently. Having the Guild ripped away from me so unexpectedly, it’d felt like I’d lost my identity. But every interaction with Kai and Leon, I was discovering me. For the first time in my whole life, I felt like a person rather than an asset.

      Biting my lip, I controlled the urge to kiss him. Because there was no way I could stop at kissing when he was being this sweet with me. Huh, who knew I’d be so into the sweet side of Kai just as much as his aggressive, controlling, caveman side.

      “Talk to me about this,” he said softly, brushing his thumb across my flat stomach. It was such a tender gesture and an iron-weighted question.

      I wet my lips, suddenly nervous. “There’s not much to tell,” I replied with a tiny shrug. “When children are raised in a Guild orphanage, they incur a debt. That debt needs to be paid off, and the quickest way to do it is to take high-paying contracts. You know what is really bad for the bottom line, though?”

      He scowled. “I can guess. So, what? They sterilize all the girls they train?”

      “No… they sterilize all the teens within the orphanages. The last thing the Guild wants is for us to form families of our own… our loyalty is to the Guild and no one else. Babies complicate things, so they’re simply not an option.” This information didn’t upset me, it just was what it was. But I could sense how distressing Kai seemed to find it, so I probed a bit deeper. “Is this going to be a deal breaker for you?”

      His brows raised. “A deal breaker? That implies there’s a deal on the table, beautiful.” I said nothing, just waited him out. He was processing, but if he was that determined to reproduce, then it was better to make a clean break now. Before it hurt even more.

      He was silent a while, then he reached up to stroke my hair away from my face. “Do you want kids, Siren?”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t. Despite the fact I wasn’t given a choice in the matter, I like my life. I enjoy my work as a mercenary. Sure, not every job, but for the most part, it’s exciting and challenging, and I get a tremendous sense of achievement with every successful contract. I have no desire to give that up and honestly couldn’t think of anything I’d like to do less than become a mother.”

      Kai didn’t look upset by that, just thoughtful. His long fingers stroked a lock of my hair, playing with it while he considered his words carefully. “Do you think that would ever change?”

      My gut instinct was to say no. But I was no psychic, and I sure as shit hadn’t ever predicted the heart situation I was currently in the middle of. So I shrugged. “To what end? The choice is gone, so there’s no sense in grieving over lost opportunities.”

      He nodded slowly. “I can understand that.”

      I studied his face but couldn’t read what was going on in his head. “Are you disappointed?”

      His expression creased. “No. God no. I feel… horrified that the Guild does this to children. Disgusted that they treat you as a tool, or a weapon, not as a human being. I’m heartbroken for your lost childhood, Danny… I doubt I could ever be disappointed in you, though. Yes, part of me was hoping you’d fall pregnant… but only because I was so desperate to keep you.” He flashed a bitter smile. “See what I mean? I don’t make rational decisions when it comes to you.”

      Oh man, my heart was doing the extra hard thumping thing that made my chest ache. He had a way with words when he wasn’t being ruled by his hot temper.

      Suddenly uncomfortable, I shuffled to sit up and swept a hand through my hair. “Well, it’s not really as bad as it sounds. They don’t remove anything. It’s just tubal ligation to prevent pregnancy, and uterine ablation to stop periods. The second one was voluntary, though, because why the fuck would I want periods messing up my jobs?” I gave him a lopsided smile, climbing out of the big bed. “Anyway, we should go and discuss our plan of attack for Blanchet with Leon. Also…” I trailed off, realizing I hadn’t told Kai about the reason I’d been at Meow Lounge the night before.

      “Also?” he prompted when I disappeared into my thoughts.

      I grabbed some leggings and pulled them on—a physical barrier to stop me thinking with my pussy—and spun to face him with a renewed sense of purpose. “You and Leon need to talk. We—he—found some information about Remus that could help Mo’s plans.”

      Kai got to his feet and stretched.

      Fuck.

      “…take care of that body, too,” he was saying when I snapped out of my little lust-induced trance. He crossed the gap between us and tilted my chin up with his fingers. “Are you… listening or drooling, Siren?”

      “Um.” I flashed a grin. “The second one. Definitely the second one.”

      His gaze heated and the air fucking crackled between us. Crap, what were we doing again?

      “Coffee,” I muttered, sliding out of his orbit and hurrying my ass out the door. “Coffee before brain power.”

      Kai’s teasing laugh followed me as he did, and we both made our way down to the kitchen where the delicious aroma of freshly ground coffee beans mixed sharply with bleach.

      “Ugh, that stings the nostrils,” I groaned, covering my nose with my hand. Leon was in the kitchen, shirtless, mopping the floor with what smelled like straight bleach. Fair call, though, we’d only done the bare minimum in cleaning up the mess before we’d all gone to bed.

      “Coffee’s ready,” Leon told us with a cool smile, nodding to the two tall glasses of perfectly made latte on the island. One had a heart drawn in the milk foam, and I smiled like a twit as I picked it up, meeting Leon’s intense gaze.

      I took a sip, then licked my lips. “Thanks, Bunny.”

      He murmured a quiet you’re welcome back, but his attention flicked to Kai in a glance so quick I almost missed it. But I didn’t. Acting on instinct, I reached over and smacked Kai’s coffee out of his hand before it reached his lips. The brown liquid splashed all over the island, and the glass smashed, but Leon just smirked.

      “What the hell?” Kai asked, bewildered.

      I just placed my own coffee down and gave Leon a hard accusing glare.

      He rolled his eyes, going back to his mopping. “It wouldn’t have killed him,” he muttered under his breath, and I stifled an internal groan.

      Kai was a bit slower to catch on, gasping a second later. “You tried to poison me? What the fuck?” His roar was incensed, and my eye twitched.

      So much for ironing the elephant in the room. We’d be lucky to all survive the day, let alone survive the Guild.
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      It took some convincing, but eventually, reluctantly, Leon told Kai about our mini-mission in retracing Layla’s last steps. The fact that she had some top secret data cache on Project Remus was relevant to Kai and Mo’s involvement, and it wasn’t okay to keep withholding that information. If the three of us were going to work together—and certainly in the short term, it looked like we would—then we all needed to be on the same page.

      When Sabine turned up on our doorstep just after dusk, wearing an oversized hoodie and looking nervous as all hell, I made a decision for the good of my own sanity.

      “Out,” I ordered the guys. “Both of you. I need some time alone with Sabby, and you two are legitimately choking me with all this alpha male energy you’ve got going on.”

      Sabine gave a strangled laugh, covering her mouth as she eyed Kai with utter fascination. For their part, both of my men looked like they thought I was joking. Nope, no jokes here.

      Leon worked it out first, giving a nod. “I’ll go dispose of the trash,” he murmured, grabbing me in a possessive, earth-shaking kiss that went far longer than polite. I was helpless but to lean into him, too, considering he was talking about disposing of the body currently wrapped in plastic in his trunk. We’d needed to break the dude’s legs to squash him into the small space, but it’d worked.

      He gave Sabine a nod and totally ignored Kai, then headed out to his car with a skip in his step.

      “You too, Big Man,” I prompted when Kai stubbornly folded his arms over his chest and looked like he wanted to refuse to leave.

      He scowled harder. “I’m not leaving you here alone, Siren. What if—”

      Sabine cut him off with a scoff of insulted laughter. “Excuse me? She isn’t alone, Hercules.” To demonstrate her point, she pulled a slim knife from a hidden pocket and threw it. The point embedded into the wall right beside Kai’s head, and he gave it a surprised glance.

      “I’m rusty, but I’m still probably more useful than you,” Sab muttered, and I grinned. Shit, I missed her. “Not to mention, I doubt you’ve ever needed to protect my girl. And if you think you have, then it’s because she let you, to make you feel like you’re useful.”

      Kai frowned, then glanced at the knife again. “I guess… I’ll go find somewhere else to be.”

      Sabine beamed. “Atta boy. Now you’re getting it.”

      I snickered a laugh, unable to help myself, but Kai quickly shifted the mood by grabbing me around the waist and pinning me to a wall. My feet couldn’t even touch the ground as he savaged my mouth, his kisses stealing my sanity as I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him closer.

      “Ahem,” Sab fake coughed, and I reluctantly pushed Kai away.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he murmured against my lips, brushing soft kisses as he carefully set me back on my feet. “I love you, kaikohuru iti.”

      He didn’t wait for my response—no doubt still not wanting to hear my weak, bullshit denials—and strode out of the house. A moment later, we heard his motorcycle kick over, and Sabine gave me a wide-eyed look, her hands on her hips.

      “Danny DeLuna…” she teased, grinning with delight, “did he just say that he loves you?”

      I wrinkled my nose, biting back the dumb smile that wanted to cross my face. “He’s delusional.”

      She barked a loud laugh, shaking her head. “I think you’re the delusional one, Dan. What about Leon? That kiss from him was equally scorching. Fuck me, I feel like I need a change of panties from just watching that.”

      Rolling my eyes, I went to the kitchen to grab us snacks and drinks, and we made ourselves comfy in the living room. Sabine peppered me with questions about Kai and Leon the whole time, but I gave her very little in response. Not because I didn’t want to share with her, but because I was an awkward, emotionally-stunted dumpster fire.

      “Did you question that guy from last night?” she finally asked, changing the subject.

      I nodded. “Yeah, that’s the trash Leon is taking out.” Sabine’s eyes widened, and I grinned. “Sabby, you should have seen him work. It was like fucking poetry; he got that prick singing like a nightingale in six minutes flat.”

      She cracked up. “Oh my god, you guys are made for each other. You can’t decide if you’re impressed, turned on, or jealous, huh? Sick fuck. So what was the result?”

      “All of the above,” I muttered, sipping my drink and remembering the blow job he’d claimed after I shot the guy.

      Sabine snickered. “I meant what info did you get? But good to know, pervert.”

      “Oh, the info. Right. He was Guild and tasked with killing you in whatever way possible. Just a good thing he was beta-level, otherwise we might not be having this conversation.” I toyed with the edge of my lip, thinking through how much I could tell her. But, given she was also on Blanchet’s radar, it seemed idiotic to keep her in the dark.

      Her small frown was serious as she placed her glass down. “Tell me what I need to know,” she said softly.

      I nodded, inhaling deeply. “Alright. A lot of this is just guessing, so feel free to give me your take on things if you see something I’ve missed.” I gave her a quick rundown of what we knew of Project Remus, because that was our best explanation for why Blanchet was killing off mercenaries. Sabine and I were both raised in Guild orphanages in France, both born the same year. For all we knew, she was a Remus baby.

      She was quiet while I gave her the facts, then stayed silent a few moments after I was done as she processed and thought it over.

      “So… we’re assuming that Blanchet is killing off Remus babies?” she asked, and I nodded. “But he doesn’t know enough about the project to know exactly who to kill so… he’s just covering all bases and killing anyone the right age, who grew up in Guild facilities?”

      I frowned, thinking. “Yes? But maybe I’m wrong on that. He might also be going after anyone who knows about it or was involved or… shit, I don’t know. I honestly can’t work it out, but if we can find Layla’s data cache, I feel like it will be the missing puzzle piece we need.”

      Sab nodded, then tipped her head back to stare at the ceiling for a minute. “And the guy at Meow said she had an uncle here in Shadow Grove? Have you spoken to him?”

      I winced. It was something I’d asked Leon earlier when he’d filled Kai in on the whole Layla-Remus thing. “We can’t.” I sighed. “Leon killed him a couple of years ago.”

      Sabine wrinkled her nose. “Whoops. Okay, but if he lived in town, maybe she hid the data here somewhere.”

      “Fuck, I hope so,” I admitted with a laugh. “Otherwise, I’m shit out of ideas.”

      Sabine gave a thoughtful nod. “Tomorrow morning, go see Nadia. If anyone knows, she does.”

      My brows rose. “From Nadia’s Cakes?”

      “The one and only. She’s a sly old bitch and knows everything that goes on in Shadow Grove. Trust me, she’s your best bet for info. Just… maybe don’t take the guys? She’ll only be helpful if you’re nice, and those two don’t seem capable.” She shot me a wicked grin. “To anyone other than you, I mean. I bet they can be real nice to you.”

      I whacked her with a pillow, and she shrieked.

      “Hey, have you spoken to Jude lately?” she asked when her laughter subsided. “She’s been crazy worried about you.”

      I winced. “No. I’ve sort of been avoiding anything to do with the Guild lately.”

      “Understandable, but given everything, it might be worth filling her in? I know she’s not a merc anymore, but she was in our alpha-level training camp, and she’s the same age as us. Someone might come for her, too.” Sabine gave me a worried look, and I knew she was right. The odds were much lower—Jude wasn’t an orphan like us—but Blanchet could go after her just because he was pissed off.

      “Good point,” I murmured, then checked the time. “Let’s call her?”

      Sabine nodded, pulling out her phone. “It’s like three in the morning for her, you know?”

      “Pfft, she’ll answer.” I finished my drink and put the glass down so I could scoot closer to Sabby. The call rang a couple of times, then Jude answered with a totally black screen.

      “Sab, it’s the middle of the night,” she groaned. “I’m assuming this is urgent.”

      Sabine and I exchanged a grin. “Uh, urgent is a matter of interpretation, Mackenzie,” I replied. “But you can totally nap on the job tomorrow instead.”

      Jude gasped and flicked her bedside lamp on to illuminate her face. “DeLuna!” she exclaimed, blinking sleepily at the screen. “You’re alive!”

      “Like there was ever any doubt,” I replied, rolling my eyes. “I was just… laying low. Did Leon pay you a visit recently?” He’d already told me that he had, but I was surprised Jude hadn’t messaged me about it.

      She grimaced. “Yeah. But I figured he was just paranoid about your safety or whatever. No big deal. Hey, you’re in Shadow Grove? Isn’t this risking Sab’s cover?”

      “See,” Sabine said to me, “worrying about everyone.”

      Jude gave the camera her middle finger, and I laughed. “Oh, I miss you, Mackenzie,” I told her mournfully. This was the longest we’d really ever gone without speaking—outside of deep cover missions—and it was making me realize how much I valued her friendship.

      “I miss you too, DeLuna,” she replied with a pout. “And you, Allard.”

      Sabine responded with kissy faces, and Jude gave a sleepy laugh, flopping back into her pillows and taking her phone with her. “So, did you guys just call to make me jealous that you’re drinking together on Christmas Eve, or has something happened?”

      I wrinkled my nose, then sighed. “Alright, here’s the abridged version.”

      Jude was patient and quiet as I hit all the key points of what was going on and why I’d been ghosting anyone to do with the Guild recently. When I finished, it was to warn her that she needed to be extra careful, in case Blanchet targeted her too.

      “Holy hell,” she whispered when I was done. “That’s a head fuck. But it also explains why I haven’t been able to get hold of a few friends. Damn.” She swiped a hand over her face, looking shocked and sad. She stayed in touch with a lot of mercenaries from our training groups, not just Sabby and I, so she had more friends to lose than we did.

      “Are you taking a gun to work with you?” Sabine asked. “If not, please do. It’d be so easy for someone to attack you in those dusty old stacks.”

      Jude gave a serious nod, then quirked a smile. “Maybe I should get one of those James Bond walking sticks with a sword inside.”

      “Probably not a bad idea,” I agreed, yawning. “You could use it to threaten Franklin when he’s being an asshole.”

      “Oh, he’s still pulling that bullshit on making you work overtime?” Sab asked, cringing. “He’s such a creep. I bet he just likes checking out your ass when you bend over.”

      Jude chuckled. “Yeah, he’s the worst, but whatever. At least I like my job, even if my boss is totally insufferable. How come you look so sleepy, DeLuna? Isn’t it like barely dinner time there?”

      Sabine shot me a wicked smile. “Yeah, DeLuna. Why are you so tired, hmm?”

      Kai seemed to have the most impeccable timing in the entire freaking world, choosing that exact moment to return home loaded with grocery bags.

      “I’m back!” he called out, and I gave a squeak of surprise. He dropped his bags into the kitchen while I frantically tried to think about how to explain Kai to Jude, but he took the decision straight out of my hands.

      He leaned over the back of the couch that Sabine and I were sharing, grabbing me by the throat and kissing me like he’d been gone for a month rather than two hours. Oh fuck, I couldn’t think when his tongue was exploring my mouth like that.

      He released me with a hungry sound, then kissed my nose. “I’m making dinner. Sabine, are you allergic to anything?”

      My friend, staring at us with wide eyes and an open mouth, shook her head quickly. “Nope, I’ll eat anything!”

      Kai looked between us and gave a satisfied nod. “Good.” Then he seemed to notice Jude on the camera screen clutched in Sabine’s hand. “Oh, hello there.”

      “Hiiiiii,” Jude replied, her eyes bright with curiosity. “Who are you?”

      Snapping out of my Kai-induced haze, I snatched the phone out of Sabine’s hand. “Oh shit, sorry, Mackenzie, looks like we’re breaking up. Bad reception. Talk later, byeee.”

      My finger stabbed at the end call button, and Kai arched a brow at me in question.

      “Fuck off,” I growled at him and Sabine who was red-faced and shaking with silent laughter. “I need a refill.” I snagged our empty glasses from the table and stalked through to the kitchen with Kai following close behind. I was so conscious of his proximity it was like my skin was tingling.

      “Actually, none for me,” Sabby grimaced, joining us in the kitchen and waving her phone. “I had a missed call from Maxine while we were talking to Jude.”

      “Is she another friend?” Kai asked, unloading his groceries.

      Sab shook her head. “My boss, sort of. She’s in charge of the dancers across all the clubs here in Shadow Grove. Choreography and costumes and shit. Anyway, if she’s calling, then I better get out of here.” She grabbed me in a tight hug, squeezing hard enough to make my ribs hurt. “Stay safe, okay? Thank you for dealing with that guy last night. I owe you one.”

      I hugged her back, a ripple of worry running through me. “Just hurry up and finish whatever you’re working on here, okay? Then you, me, and Jude can take a vacation.”

      Sabine beamed. “Sounds perfect. Bye, Hercules!”

      Kai’s response was just an arched brow, and Sabine chuckled as she pulled her hoodie back on and zipped it up. Blowing me a kiss, she slipped out of the house and into the night, on her way back to her false life as a stripper and whore.

      I watched her go from the window, and Kai wrapped his strong arms around me from behind, offering comfort that I hadn’t even realized I needed.

      “Are you okay, Siren?” he asked gently, kissing my shoulder.

      I jerked a nod. “Yeah. Fine. Just… can’t shake the feeling something bad is going to happen soon. I really hope this isn’t the last time I see her.”

      Kai held me tighter, not offering empty promises. I liked that. A lot.
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      Danny was so different with her friend. She was calmer and more relaxed. Her smiles and laughter were genuine and full of joy… I couldn’t make myself stay away for long. I went into town and bought some supplies, then immediately returned. I watched them for a few minutes, chatting on video call with their third musketeer, and my chest physically hurt with how perfect my girl was.

      I loved that she could have this moment of normalcy with her friends on Christmas Eve. Though I doubted she was much for celebrating the holidays.

      Eventually I cracked, unable to lurk any longer. I needed to touch her. Kiss her.

      “Sabine seems nice,” I commented while Danny helped me chop vegetables for the stir-fry I was making us. “You guys have been friends for a long time?”

      She nodded. “Ages. Her and Jude are like the sisters I never had.”

      “I’d love to meet Jude sometime. I’m guessing they’re the fake friends you told me about back on my island? What did you call them? Janet and Sarah?”

      Danny snickered a laugh. “Yeah, that’s them.”

      “See?” I murmured. “You weren’t lying as much as you thought you were. All you did was change their names.”

      She had nothing to say to that, just glancing at me from under her dark lashes and continuing to chop the vegetables I’d given her. For a while, we worked in comfortable silence as I gave her little chores to assist me in making dinner.

      When everything was in the wok to cook, my phone started vibrating on the island countertop. I barely even glanced at it over my shoulder and asked Danny to answer it for me.

      She looked confused by the request, but I had nothing to hide from her. The only people who’d be calling me on that phone were my team, and they knew I was here with her.

      “It’s Mo,” Danny announced, then answered the call on speaker phone for me, bringing the device over to where I stood at the stove.

      “Malachi, you little shit,” my sister’s voice barked from the phone, “you promised you would call when you arrived, and you fucking haven’t. Now I hear that you called Eli this morning and not me? What the fuck, bro?”

      I winced, still stirring the food in the wok. “Sorry, Mo,” I replied with a small groan. “Technically Eli called me. I was just… busy.”

      My sister scoffed. “Oh, I fucking bet. Can Danny actually walk today or what?”

      My eyes shot to Danny’s, and she gave my phone a horrified glance. “She can hear you, Mo. You’re on speakerphone.”

      “Oh shit,” Mo yelped. “Sorry. Um, hey, Danny.”

      “Hi, Mo,” Danny replied, running a hand through her hair. “You know what? I’m just going to give you guys a minute. I need a shower anyway.”

      “Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes,” I said, leaning over to kiss her quickly before she could escape the kitchen.

      Mo gave a mock gagging sound on the phone, and I watched Danny go, her perfect ass swinging in a way that made me eager to end this call sooner rather than later. Now I was picturing her in the shower, all wet and slippery… alone…

      “Kai, we need to talk about what to do now,” Mo said in a hard voice. “It feels like you’ve totally forgotten all the work we’ve done to take down the Guild’s fucked up baby stealing bullshit. How many other women like me are still losing their children to the Guild every day we delay?”

      I gave a long sigh, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “I know, Mo. I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch, but as it turns out, Danny might have made some progress for us.”

      “Really? Why? What has she found out?”

      I hesitated, the information about Leon’s ex-girlfriend sitting on the tip of my tongue. But if I told her, that would bring my whole team to town. And I wasn’t ready to go back to business just yet. Things were so volatile with Danny and Leon… I couldn’t afford to lose any more ground with her. If I left again, he would win. I was sure of it.

      Licking my lips, I made a choice. “I’m not sure yet. Give us a few days, and hopefully I’ll have something good. Have you had any more contact from our mole in the Guild?”

      Mo huffed an annoyed sound. “No. I’ll try and reach out again, though.”

      I swallowed hard, hating that I was keeping secrets from her. She was about to ask me whether Danny was still in touch with Leon, I was sure, but I didn’t want to justify how I was tolerating him here, without killing him. That would be unforgivable to Moana. If she got a shot at him, believing him to be Circle, she’d take it without hesitation.

      “I better go,” I told my sister, “I don’t want to burn dinner.”

      She gave a small irritated grunt. “Fine. Just stay safe, alright? If you see that Circle prick—”

      There it was. “I know,” I muttered, feeling like the worst brother in the world, “I’ll kill him.”

      She ended the call without saying good-bye, and I whispered a curse. My sister wasn’t the forgiving type. If she knew Leon was here in the house… shit.

      He wasn’t here now, though. If he was taking that body out to Benny’s Pig Farm, the round trip would take a few hours. Meaning he would likely be getting back any minute now. Maybe it was time for a bit of fucking payback.

      I turned the stove top off and placed a lid over the food to keep it warm, then hurried out of the kitchen. Danny said she was going to take a shower, so she’d already be naked. Win. Now I just needed to take my time so that she screamed my name right when that psychotic fuck walks back into the house.

      The shower was still running when I got to her room, but I didn’t want to fuck her in there. Nope, I made sure the bedroom door was wide open, then stripped naked and sprawled out on the bed to wait for her to come out.

      My dick was already hard just thinking about getting Danny underneath me, and I fisted it as I listened to the water shut off in the bathroom. There was a pause for a minute or so, and I stroked myself while waiting. Then the bathroom door opened, and my girl stepped out in nothing but a towel.

      Her eyes widened as she took me in, her gaze running down my naked body and that teasing tongue of hers darted out to wet her lips.

      “Kai,” she murmured, coming closer like she was being pulled by a magnetic field. “I don’t think this would be a very good idea.”

      “Why not?” I challenged, reaching out when she came close enough and tugging on the corner of her towel. She didn’t even try to catch it as it fell to the ground, leaving her naked beside the bed. “I think it’s a fucking excellent idea.”

      Sitting up, I grabbed her slim waist and lifted her onto the bed, rolling us until she was flat on her back, pinned beneath me. Her small moan was enough to nearly make me lose control, but I needed to take my time.

      “Won’t dinner be burning?” she protested weakly, even as her knees spread wide, welcoming me closer.

      I grinned, then dipped my face to kiss her. “Fuck the dinner, let’s skip straight to dessert.”

      She gave a breathy gasp as I ground against her hot core, rocking my hips until my tip found her entrance. I’d intended a whole hell of a lot more foreplay, but now that she was under me, I couldn’t seem to stop myself. Fuck, I really was acting like a teenager around her.

      “I love dessert,” she moaned, pushing against me in a plea for more.

      Fuck, I was gone on her. Totally gone. My hips rocked, pushing my cock deeper inside her. It felt fucking incredible. Her pussy was clenched up, but she moaned and begged for more, so far be it from me to argue.

      “Shit, Siren,” I murmured, pulling out and shifting onto my knees. With quick movements, I snatched a pillow and lifted her hips, tucking it beneath her to give me a better angle. When I pushed back in, it wasn’t slow or gentle. She rewarded me with a sex-drenched cry, a light tremble running through her body making her legs quiver beneath my hands.

      I grinned, spreading my knees apart so she could rest her thighs on mine, then grabbed her by the hips. “You’re so tight, beautiful,” I said, pulling out only to slam back in, just to hear her cry out again. Such a sweet sound. “Fuck, you take my dick so well. Like it was made for this perfect cunt.”

      Her response was lost under another cry as I increased my pace, fucking her hard and fast. I’d totally lost my objective and forgotten my plan to take my time. All I knew was her. All I wanted was her. In every damn way.

      “You like that, huh?” I breathed, using my grip on her hips to pull her onto my every thrust. “You like when I’m rough?”

      “Yes!” she gasped out. “God, yes. Kai… I need to come. Please…”

      Satisfaction zapped through me, and I dragged my teeth over my lower lip. “Already? Shit, beautiful… I dunno. Maybe I’ll make you hold off for a while…”

      She whimpered, thrashing and bucking against my grip, but I enjoyed having her at my mercy. Pulling out, I slid down the bed and hooked her legs over my shoulders. My tongue speared into her, and she screamed, jolting like she’d been shocked. I just chuckled and held her tight, my arms wrapped around her thighs, keeping her still, keeping her spread wide for me to play.

      Her body quaked with the need for orgasm, but I was enjoying edging her too much to let her finish. I’d lap at her sweet cunt, sucking on her swollen clit until her thighs tensed up, and then I’d pull away, waiting a beat until the climax disappeared. Then do it again.

      Eventually, she was ready to threaten murder, and I caved. Mainly because I was one more lush moan from her away from blowing my own load all over the sheets. Releasing her legs, I climbed back up the bed, but she was pissed now. She flipped me onto my back and straddled me in a matter of seconds, grabbing my cock in her fist to line us up.

      “Siren,” I grunted, then she sank down on my cock, and I moaned.

      “Shut the fuck up,” she whispered, rolling her hips and doing something that felt fucking amazing with her muscles. “Kai, I swear to fuck, if you stop me from coming, I’ll staple your balls to your butthole.”

      I panted a laugh, my hands resting on her hips as she started to bounce. “Understood, ma’am.”

      “Good,” she breathed. “Now for fuck’s sake, choke me.”

      Like I needed to be told twice. I reached up with both hands, wrapping them around her soft throat as she gasped and moaned, her strong quads taking over the pace as she fucked me.

      “Kai…” Her plea was clear, and no more words escaped as I tightened my grip on her neck.

      She bounced harder, faster, no air escaping her lips as she held my gaze with eyes like blue fire. My hips moved, too, my cock slamming up into her to meet every bounce, and I could feel her climax building. I gritted my teeth, holding back my own release as I squeezed a little tighter around her throat.

      Her orgasm made her buck and quake, her internal walls locking up around my cock and making it hard to move. My hands released on reflex, letting her gasp greedy breaths as she shuddered and convulsed. But I wasn’t quite done yet. Almost, but not quite.

      I slowed my thrusts up into her, enjoying every second of her climax with her, marveling at the control I held over her pleasure. Then when her breathing slowed a bit, I started moving once more.

      “You gonna come again for me, beautiful?” I asked in a rough voice, my hand reaching down to find her clit. She jerked when my thumb found it, her pulse still beating through the swollen flesh, but she didn’t tell me to stop. “I want you to come again, when I do. Understood?”

      She nodded, her tongue swiping over her lips as she braced herself with palms on my chest.

      I smiled. “When you do, I want you screaming my name, Siren. Loud. Shake the fucking walls.”

      Her answering nod was quick, her legs trembling as the pad of my thumb teased her sensitive clit. Now that my orders were clear, I shifted my position, making sure she was spread wide so I could really fuck her hard from beneath.

      “Hold on, baby,” I grunted. “I’m close.”

      I was so fucking close, but I held out a little longer. Then I pinched her clit aggressively as I felt myself starting to come, making her shatter again in the most spectacular way. She did exactly as she was told, too, screaming my name and even adding a little spice by begging for me to fill her up with cum.

      Fuck yes. My girl was dirty as hell.

      She collapsed onto my chest a moment later, and I lay back with my arms linked under my head, my cock still buried inside her cunt. And I smiled at Leon, standing in the doorway looking like he wanted to skin me alive.

      Take that, fucker.
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      My plan to keep my over-sexed pussy on lockdown flew straight out the window the moment I stepped out of the bathroom and saw Kai lying there, stark naked, cock in hand. Goddamn, he was delicious. Utterly irresistible.

      He fucked me so damn good too; I could have happily just fallen asleep right there on his chest. Until something sailed over my head and hit the headboard.

      I sat up and found a knife embedded in the wood, right beside Kai’s head, then immediately looked over my shoulder to find Leon standing there with a face like death.

      “Shit,” I muttered, realizing that had been Kai’s plan all along, the sly fuck. “Dammit, Marx, that could have hit me!”

      Leon’s gaze shifted from glaring death at Kai to quirking a brow at me. “You and I both know that’s not true, DeLuna.”

      Okay, sure, he was right about that. But still. “Fucking children,” I grumbled, climbing off Kai’s dick and grabbing for the towel I’d dropped on the floor. “Kai, go and check on dinner, please. I need another shower.”

      He was the epitome of smug as he got up, grabbing his clothes from the floor but not bothering to get dressed as he swaggered out of the bedroom. I mean, understandable, he had nothing to be ashamed of in that body, but I could do without the tug of war between him and Leon.

      I gave Leon a hard look, but he didn’t seem in any hurry to leave, so I ignored him and headed back toward the bathroom. He moved quicker than I’d thought possible, grabbing me before I made it to the bathroom and pinning me face-first against the wall.

      “Marx, for fuck’s sake,” I growled, but he wasn’t listening. He held me there with his forearm firm across my shoulders, his other hand unzipping his jeans. A split second later, he slammed into me so hard it made me see stars.

      Neither one of us spoke, the only sounds in the room were our combined heavy breathing and the wet sound of his cock pumping in and out of my already cum-soaked cunt. I came way too easily, turned right the fuck on by the aggressive way he’d just taken me, and he grunted his own release a moment later.

      My breath came harsh and heavy as I braced myself against the wall, not trusting my own legs to hold my balance just yet. But Leon wasn’t pulling out in a hurry. He snaked a hand around my throat, holding me against him as his lips found my ear.

      “You’re mine, DeLuna. Sooner or later, you’ll have to let me kill him, then I’ll be the only one filling your delicious pussy with cum. Forever.”

      I swallowed hard, feeling the weight of his hand covering the ghost of Kai’s grip. There were no words.

      Leon gave the side of my neck a bite, just hard enough to make me gasp, then he released me.

      By the time my knees stopped shaking, he was gone. He was gone, and now I had double the reason to take another shower.

      Goddamn, why did I have to find that kind of behavior so freaking hot? I could only blame it on the Guild. They raised me, they were responsible for all my damage.

      I took my sweet time in the shower, not being in any particular hurry to rush back downstairs and put myself in the middle of their pissing match. But eventually paranoia took control, and I quickly towel dried and got dressed. I couldn’t shake the idea that they’d actually gone ahead and killed each other while I showered, so I hurried my cowardly ass down to the kitchen.

      To my surprise, there was no blood splattered around, and everyone seemed to have full functionality of their limbs. Weird.

      Even weirder still was how neither of them picked an argument for the whole meal. They didn’t exactly engage one another in conversation—in fact they seemed to totally ignore the other’s existence entirely—but they also didn’t antagonize each other.

      It was… creepy.

      Although I did have to laugh when Kai served everyone’s plates, and Leon very deliberately switched plates with me, then gave Kai a challenging look.

      Kai just rolled his eyes and told me to eat. Apparently, poison was too immature for him.

      After dinner I firmly informed them that I was going to bed alone, and this time I absolutely meant it. If I woke up with anyone else in my bed, they would be castrated.
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      Imagine my shock when I actually woke up alone the next morning. Not only had the guys taken me seriously about leaving me the fuck alone, I had also slept through the night. Double strange.

      That sense of confusion remained while I got dressed and did my hair and makeup, but it eased exponentially when I realized my bedroom door was unlocked. I’d definitely locked it when I went to bed, which told me someone had picked my lock at some point in the night.

      My money was on Leon.

      It was backward as hell, but it brought a smile to my face, and I was in a much better mood by the time I got downstairs. Leon greeted me with a kiss and a whispered Merry Christmas, DeLuna, and I gaped at him. I’d lost track of my days so much that I didn’t even click what day it was.

      It seemed like the guys had agreed on some sort of weird truce for the day, because they carefully avoided each other all damn day. Kai cooked an amazing meal for us, and Leon mixed me martinis, but they otherwise just pretended the other man didn’t exist.

      Most surprisingly, Leon was drinking egg-nog. He didn’t strike me as an egg-nog kinda guy but Leon was full of surprises.

      It was cute, domestic, but also super uncomfortable. I wanted the three of us to get along like that, but it all felt forced. Fake. I went to sleep that night feeling uneasy, like I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      That same feeling was still with me when I woke the next day, but I gave myself a mental pep talk while getting dressed. Leon and Kai getting along was exactly what I wanted. What I needed. I shouldn’t be questioning that peace, no matter what had triggered it.

      Leon was at the coffee machine when I got downstairs, and I acted on instinct, wrapping my arms around his waist.

      “Good morning, Bunny,” I said, pressing a kiss to his back.

      His hand covered mine, holding me close as he finished making the coffee he was working on. “How did you sleep?” he murmured, turning to face me and handing me the mug.

      I narrowed my eyes. “As if you don’t know.”

      His smile was pure mischief, and he sipped his own coffee. “What are we doing today, mon cœur?”

      I took my coffee over to the island to slide onto a stool, giving myself some space to breathe and not jump his bones. Again. I was such a ho for Leon Marx.

      “Sabine gave me a lead on Layla’s cache,” I said vaguely, “which wasn’t an option yesterday with businesses closed for Christmas. Where’s Kai this morning?”

      Leon gave me a long look, and I arched a brow. Then he smiled. “Are you asking if he’s still alive, gorgeous?”

      I sipped my coffee, then licked my lips. “Is he?” Was I worried? Yes. Yes, I was.

      “He’s in the gym,” he finally told me, leaning his elbows on the island opposite me and giving me an intense look. “He had some aggression to work off… for some reason.”

      I rolled my eyes. No doubt he’d been deliberately antagonizing Kai before I woke up. It was kind of a relief. “Alright, well, Sabby recommended I follow up on this lead alone, so…”

      Leon’s brows raised, and he gave me a considering look. “You’re sidelining me? That’s new.”

      I gave a low laugh. “If it helps, I’m also sidelining Kai. Will you both be alive when I return?”

      He just shrugged. “Roll the dice, mon cœur. But if you want to sneak out without your six foot four Māori shadow, I suggest you leave before he sees you’re awake.”

      I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t like the idea of sneaking out, but… he had a point. “Good thinking.” I took a few huge mouthfuls of the hot coffee, then put on my shoes and weapons that I’d dropped beside the island when I came into the kitchen. “You won’t be tempted to follow me, then?”

      Leon barked a laugh. “Oh, precious. I never said that.”

      I rolled my eyes, unable to hold back a smile. “Just stay out of sight. Sab warned me not to bring you guys along, or I wouldn’t get any answers.”

      He gave an insulted gasp. “I’m not an amateur, DeLuna.”

      “Shit,” I muttered, “if I just disappear, Kai is going to lose his mind.”

      Leon gave an unconcerned shrug. “So?”

      I shot him a flat glare, then pulled open a couple of drawers, hunting for a pen and paper. I gave a chuckle of surprise when I spotted a stash of condoms in one of the drawers—apparently, one of the last residents must have liked kitchen counter sex.

      “Writing a note?” Leon murmured, peering over my shoulder. “How old school.”

      I flashed him a smile. “Payback.” I scribbled out a vague note, paraphrasing Kai’s own note when he disappeared in the middle of the night. Then I looked around, debating where to leave it so he would find it before losing his shit.

      “Give it to me,” Leon suggested, holding his hand out. “I’ll go post it under the gym doors so he can’t miss it.”

      Biting my lip, I started to hand it over but gave him a granite glare. “You swear you won’t tear it up and then laugh while Kai thinks I’ve gone for good?”

      Leon’s eyes glittered with mischief. “Roll the dice, DeLuna.”

      With a sigh, I let him take the note from my hand and watched him carefully fold it in half. “Fine, in that case, I’m heading out. I’m anxious to see if Sabine was right about this idea, because seeing as you killed Layla’s uncle… it’s the best we’ve got.”

      Leon winced. “No use crying over spilled milk.” Then he gave a thoughtful pause. “She does have a brother here in town… but to my knowledge, they never met. Maybe I’ll stop by for a chat with him instead of pretending I’m not following you.”

      How curious. He leaned in to kiss me quickly, then sauntered off toward the gym with my note in his hand. I watched him go for a moment, then gave myself a mental shake. If I was going alone, I needed to go now.

      Since I was already dressed and armed, I was on the road in a matter of minutes, heading into town. I’d been to Nadia’s Cakes when I’d been here previously. It had a solid reputation of being one of the best eateries in Shadow Grove. But I had no idea Nadia was such a town gossip.

      I got a parking spot about a block away, then walked the rest of the way to the busy cafe. Every table was full when I arrived, and I checked the time in confusion. It wasn’t even eight in the morning, though. Nadia’s Cakes was just that busy.

      “We only have seats at the counter at the moment, I’m sorry,” the waitress told me on arrival. She gestured to the handful of empty stools, and I gratefully accepted.

      Once seated, I glanced around. “I was actually hoping to speak with Nadia, if she’s here?”

      “She’s in back teaching Zoya how to make macarons at the moment, but I’ll let her know to come and see you.” The waitress gave me a warm smile. “Can I get you something to eat while you wait? They could be a while.”

      I nodded my acceptance and told her to surprise me. She returned just a few minutes later, placing a plate and fork down in front of me. On it was a huge slice of chocolate mud cake and a healthy pile of whipped cream. An excellent breakfast in my opinion.

      “Coffee’s on its way,” she told me, then turned away to serve someone else.

      I picked up my fork and ate a piece of cake—oh hell, it was so good—while letting my eyes roam around the room. Despite how long I’d slept, I was still so exhausted, and I was putting it down to stress and anxiety. The tension in the house, now that both Leon and Kai were in the same space, was suffocating.

      Not to mention their determination to fuck their way into my heart. Goddamn, my neck was sore today, but it only made me smile as I rubbed a hand over the fresh aches. My thumb ran over the chain of the necklace I’d put on this morning, and I tugged it free from my high-necked top. I wasn’t sure why I’d put it on, but I’d seen it in my bag when I grabbed my clothes and didn’t second-guess myself.

      Given everything Kai had told me about Charlotte, it didn’t sound like it was hers. Maybe it belonged to Mo? Something that slimy bastard Timothy had given her?

      “Danny?” a young woman—not Nadia—said, approaching my seat.

      It took me a hot second to recognize her, then realized she’d changed her hair. Which, considering it’d been nearly three years, was entirely understandable. Pink hair must have been a pain in the ass to maintain.

      “Hey, MK,” I replied with a small smile. “I thought I heard you’d moved? Something about a diamond mine?”

      She grinned, giving me a knowing look. “Uh-huh, something like that. Are you here alone?”

      Her hand was resting on the back of a vacant stool beside me, like she was asking if she could join me. I gave her a nod and indicated for her to sit. “Yeah, I wanted to talk to Nadia, but the waitress brought me cake while I was waiting.”

      MK hopped onto the stool and indicated a slice of cake for herself. “It’s such good cake here,” she enthused. “I’m supposed to be heading over to the KJ-Fit in the next block but couldn’t resist a little snack.”

      She glanced at her watch, then winced. “Crap, I better take it to go.” She waved at the waitress again and mimed that she needed it in a box, which seemed to be understood. “So… is your presence in town anything my friends need to be concerned about?”

      Her question was asked quietly, and I arched a brow. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt so conspicuous in any other town I’ve holed up in. Feels like fucking everyone here knows what I do for a living.”

      MK smirked. “Well, that is how we met, and I’m sure you’ve taken jobs for the Timberwolves before. Besides, you’re the least inconspicuous-looking woman in town.”

      The friendly waitress delivered MK’s to-go cake in a box, and a coffee to me. MK slid off her stool and picked up the handful of shopping bags she’d left on the floor, juggling to pull out her wallet.

      “Oh, um… congratulations?” I offered, nodding to the shopping bags. All of them were from a store called Oh, baby! And the logo included a pacifier and bottle.

      “Huh?” MK wrinkled her nose in confusion, then glanced down at the bags in her hand. “Oh, no! Wow, no way. Girl, I’m like not even twenty-two; I’m not responsible enough to be a mom. These are for my friend, Bree. She’s expecting her second any day now and only just found out it’s a girl, so she’s in panic mode. The sales today were too good to resist.”

      She was so relaxed and confident, totally at odds with the anxious mess of a girl I’d met when Leon and I worked her contract. Then again, she’d had a serial killer stalking her back then.

      “It was nice seeing you.” She smiled. “If you need help with anything while you’re here, give me a call, okay?” She grabbed a pen and scribbled her mobile number on a napkin.

      “Thanks,” I replied, and she hurried back out of the cafe with her cake box clutched in hand like a prize. Not that I blamed her, it was great cake.

      A few minutes later, as I was scraping the last of the chocolate icing off my plate, an old woman with a take-no-shit expression came out from the kitchen and narrowed her eyes at me.

      “You the one asking to see me?” she asked, coming closer and running her gaze over me from head to toe. “I’m Nadia.”

      I turned in my seat to face her and offered my friendliest smile. “Yes, I’m Danny. I can see you’re busy, so I’ll cut right to the chase. Did you ever meet a woman by the name of Layla? It would have been about four years ago, and she had an uncle who lived here in Shadow Grove—Jack Wildeboer.”

      The old woman’s brows rose, and she gave me another curious look. This time, she took in all my concealed weapons—since I’d tossed a jacket over my shoulder holsters—and paused on the necklace still hanging out of my top.

      “You really do cut to the chase, Danny.” Her gaze returned to my face, and a small frown touched her brow. “Layla… nothing rings a bell. Maybe if I saw her face it might remind me, but otherwise, no. I can’t help. I vaguely recall Mr. Wildeboer, but he wasn’t much for cakes and sweets, so I couldn’t tell you anything about the man. He died of a heart attack about two years ago? Maybe less.”

      I studied her for a moment but found no signs of deceit. She was telling the truth, and my shoulders sagged with disappointment. “I knew that would have been too easy. Thank you, anyway. Your cake is delicious.”

      Nadia frowned. “Maybe I can’t help you find this Layla person, but I might be able to help you with something else.”

      “With what?” I asked, quirking a brow in curiosity.

      Nadia nodded to my necklace. “That key. You know what it unlocks?”

      I glanced down, picking up the key pendant and twirling it in my fingers. “I don’t… do you?”

      The old woman gave me a smug smile, and I made a mental note to send Sabine a muffin basket. Maybe Nadia didn’t know Layla, but Sab had been right about her knowing things.
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      Nadia cleaned up my empty cake plate, then told me to follow her as she led the way through to the kitchens. She had a handful of staff working behind the scenes, including one teenage girl with a deep scowl on her face as she piped out macaron batter onto a stenciled tray.

      The girl glanced up as we passed and gave me a polite smile. “Dobroye utro,” she murmured, turning her attention back to what she was doing almost immediately.

      I paused though, surprised to hear Russian from a pastry apprentice in Shadow Grove, California. “Dobroye utro,” I replied, casting a curious look at Nadia.

      The old woman was frowning at the pastry tray the teen was working on, though. “Chut’ pomen’she, Zoya,” she said, then continued on through the kitchen toward the back. I hurried to catch up with her, and she gave me a glance as she inserted a key into a heavy lock and opened the door.

      “Zoya has been here a couple of years but really struggles with English,” she told me quietly. “She’s such a fast learner and a hard worker, though. Makes the most perfect croissants.”

      “Is she your granddaughter?” I asked, genuinely curious. Nadia’s Russian was fluent and free of American accent, so logic told me she didn’t grow up in the States.

      Nadia shook her head, flicking on a light switch at the top of a narrow stairwell. “No. But she might as well be. Come on, down here.” She started down the stairs, and I followed, hyper-alert the whole time. As we neared the bottom, I even went so far as to pull a gun. Given my luck as of late, it wasn’t inconceivable that this little old lady was leading me into an ambush.

      She didn’t comment on it, though, just arched a brow and carried on like it made no difference to her whether I was armed or not.

      “About a year ago, or maybe more, there was a troublemaker in town,” she told me as she walked along the corridor at the base of the stairs. The lighting was dim, but we seemed to be the only ones down there. “Limp-dicked little bastard trashed my cafe. Totally destroyed it. Not a single stick of furniture left untouched.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I commented.

      Nadia huffed a laugh. “I’m not. Got me a fancy new rebuild for the trouble. You saw how nice it is up there. Anyway, during the renovation, the builders discovered this tunnel hidden behind a false wall. Not totally uncommon, there’s loads of tunnels running around under Shadow Grove. Leftovers from the Prohibition era when one of the Shadow Grove founding families—the Burns family—operated an underground distillery.”

      I smiled. “Entrepreneurial.”

      Nadia flashed me a toothy smile, and the dim light gave her a slightly demonic quality. “Very. That family moved away a couple of generations ago. They’re in a different criminal industry now. But the tunnels remain…”

      “Where does it lead?” I asked, unable to fight my fascination over this totally unexpected twist to an already interesting city.

      Nadia chuckled. “Eventually? Probably anywhere you wanna go in Shadow Grove. But the reason I brought you down here, is this.” She strode forward another twenty feet or so, then stopped.

      I glanced around, half expecting one of Blanchet’s beta team to leap out and garrote me again. But the corridor remained totally empty.

      “Uh, I don’t understand,” I admitted.

      Nadia gave another laugh. “Come closer, girl. Take a look, here.” She pointed to a brick in the wall, seemingly at random. But there was nothing random about the brick she tapped with her long finger. This one was inlaid with gold, carved into the same design as on the head of the key around my neck, and in the middle, a tiny hole.

      “A key hole,” I whispered in shock. “Holy crap.”

      Nadia gave another smug smile. “Right, I’ll leave you to it, then. Don’t forget, this is the way back out.” She pointed in the direction we’d come. “If you get lost down here, no one will find you before you starve to death. Clear?”

      “You’re not staying to see what the key does?” I glanced around again before putting my gun away.

      The old woman scoffed. “Mess around in Guild business? No thank you, ma’am. I did my time, made my deals, and got the heck out before they totally ruined my life. As far as the Guild is concerned, I don’t exist. I’d like to keep it that way, if you don’t mind.” She nodded to the gold symbol with the keyhole. “Whatever you find, you keep it to yourself. I was never here.”

      With a decisive nod, she bustled off down the corridor toward the stairs once more, leaving me alone.

      “Fuck it, here goes,” I muttered as Nadia’s footsteps faded away. For a small lady, she sure moved fast. Glancing around again, I lifted the necklace over my head and inserted it into the keyhole. I paused there for a moment, then gave a small laugh. “Fucking hell, Danny. This isn’t the Temple of Doom; it won’t be booby-trapped.”

      Fuck, I hoped it wasn’t booby-trapped.

      Biting my lip, I turned the key and felt the tumblers catch. It was stiff to turn, making me put a bit of effort in, but then it clicked into place, and the hole brick popped out a half inch.

      “Fucking dead drop,” I whispered, looping the necklace back over my head and then grasping the edges of the false brick with my fingertips. It slid out like a drawer, and there, nestled inside the velvet lining, a collection of at least a dozen thumb drives. “Holy shit. Layla, you sneaky bitch.”

      Then another realization slammed into me like a ton of bricks, and I peered down at the necklace. The very same necklace that had been found on Kai’s island, in Kai’s dresser drawer…

      “Oh shit,” I breathed. Dread pooled in my stomach, thick enough to make me nauseous. I couldn’t dwell on what it all meant, not now. I needed to get all the hidden thumb drives back to Leon and figure out what Layla was hiding that was worth being killed for.

      Thankfully, the jacket I’d tossed on to hide my guns had deep pockets, and those pockets had zips. So I secured half a dozen drives on each side and zipped them shut, keeping them secure while I replaced the dead drop brick. It locked smoothly back into place, and I hurried back toward Nadia’s Cakes.

      Glancing behind me, I couldn’t help wondering where the other direction led. What would Layla’s access have been? Who was she leaving the data cache for? I had to assume—like with most physical dead drops—there was a second key somewhere. So… where? Or who?

      The fact that the dead drop was still full, four years after Layla’s death, said that whoever she’d been leaving it for was also dead. Or maybe she never got to give them the location before she died.

      Either way, they were mine now.

      I passed back through the kitchen without a word to anyone and found Nadia out in the dining area, clearing plates from an empty table.

      “You get what you needed?” she asked with an arched brow.

      I jerked a nod. “I did. Thank you. If I can ever return the favor…”

      The old woman grinned. “Oh, trust me. I won’t be shy in cashing in this ticket one day. It’s nice to know the infamous assassin Danny DeLuna owes me one.”

      My lips parted in shock. The old bat knew who I was all along.

      “Come back again tomorrow, dear,” she told me, carrying the plates toward the kitchen in a clear dismissal. “I’ll make you an apple crumble cake. You’ll love it, I promise.”

      Shaking my head, I exited the cafe and pulled my phone out. I couldn’t wait to tell Leon, even if I had no idea how to explain the key just yet. I really, badly didn’t want to connect those dots for Leon… or Kai. Shit.

      He answered on the second ring, his French endearment for me rolling through the phone with a sexual edge.

      “I found it,” I told him, grinning as I swallowed back my dread. We needed this victory, even if it was only a small one. “Layla’s data cache. I’ve got it. Meet me back at the house?”

      “Nice work, DeLuna,” he said, sounding impressed. “I’ll leave now and probably beat you back. Have you told meathead?”

      I scoffed a laugh. “Couldn’t even if I wanted to, I don’t have his number.”

      “Ten points to Marx house,” Leon murmured, and I stopped dead in the middle of the pavement.

      “Um, Bunny was that a Hogw—”

      “I’ve got to go, beautiful. I’ll see you soon.” He ended the call before I could laugh at him for being a closet wizard wannabe.

      Tucking my phone away again, I continued toward my car. I saw now that I’d parked outside the gym that MK had been heading to, an MMA training gym with shiny new signage and buff men working the reception desk.

      Lost in my thoughts about dead drops and Layla—or Charlotte—and how in the fuck I would stop Leon killing Kai, I didn’t pay attention to where I was walking until I stepped right in a pile of dog shit.

      “Ugh, seriously?” I groaned, stepping off the pavement and trying to wipe my boot on the gutter. The fact that I’d bent over to check how bad the shit smear was, meant that it was the window of the car beside me that shattered with a bullet hole—not my head.

      My brain flicked to attack mode without even a conscious thought, and I dove for cover behind another car, a gun in either hand before I even stopped moving. More bullets peppered the car I was hiding behind, and I scanned my surroundings.

      So much for being safe in Shadow Grove. Fucking Zed and his overconfidence.

      Using the reflections in the storefront across the street, I tried to work out how many shooters were targeting me. Three? Maybe more. Shit, was that a sniper on the roof of that apartment building?

      Three, I could probably handle. More might be trouble. Especially pinned down like I was.

      I shifted my position, deciding whether I could get a good line of sight to take down any of my attackers, but the moment I moved, more bullets rained down on the car. Crap.

      There was nothing to be gained in cowering, though. I doubted these dicks were dumb enough to only pack limited ammo, and chances were they might have backup on the way. They wanted the data cache, I was sure of it. Why else come at me so hard in the middle of the day? Someone must have been watching me. If they were close enough, they could’ve heard me tell Leon that I found it.

      Shit. How much of an idiot was I? What a rookie mistake.

      Stupid of me to assume no one knew what we were looking for in Shadow Grove. There was no time for wallowing in self-pity now, though. I needed to get the fuck out of here with the data intact. Drawing a deep breath, I spun out of my hiding spot, aiming and firing in the direction I’d identified a couple of my attackers shooting from.

      One of my bullets found its mark, with a cry of pain going up, but I quickly dove for cover again as more shots rang out around me. On the plus side, though, I’d just hidden behind my Stingray. If I could get inside without being shot, then I could just—

      Fuck. Never mind. A wave of bullets popped the tires and perforated the body of the sleek black car. There went my getaway vehicle.

      “Screw it,” I sighed. “Looks like I’m shooting my way out.”

      Gritting my teeth, I peered around to search for my attackers’ locations once more. There were more than I realized. Five or six hidden and a team of three all suited up in tactical black moving down the sidewalk toward my hiding place.

      “This is going to hurt,” I whispered, then braced myself and popped back up with guns blazing. The three on the sidewalk were my first priority, but my body shots wouldn’t hold them off long. The lack of blood spray said they’d included Kevlar in their outfits.

      To my shock, though, I wasn’t the only one firing back. Attacking shooters dropped like flies, and a cherry red Ducati came to a screeching stop directly beside me amidst all the gunfire. Like the rider thought they were bulletproof.

      “Get on!” a woman’s voice barked from behind the helmet, and I didn’t need to think twice. There was only one woman in Shadow Grove who really was bulletproof—and drove motorcycles in Louboutin heels—and she owed me one already.

      I popped off another shot as one of the dudes on the sidewalk tried to get up, this time capping him right between the eyes and painting the concrete red as I swung my leg over the Ducati.

      A quick glance around as my driver revved her engine and took off at top speed told me where my backup had come from. Apparently KJ-Fit was training more than just MMA fighters.

      I held on tight, leaning into the corners with the bike as we flew through the streets. We made it back to my rented house in just a few minutes, and my escape bike pulled to a stop in front of the gates for me to hop off.

      “Thanks for the lift,” I said with a grin, patting my pockets to check the thumb drives were all still present. “You don’t want to come in?”

      My driver flicked the visor of her helmet up. “I have a mess to clean up in West Shadow Grove, thanks to you.” Her glare was hard but curious. “You’re lucky my guys caught sight of those cut-rate mercs prepping up earlier, or you’d have been outgunned, Danny.” My rescuer essentially owned the whole damn town, so I had no doubt she’d be able to clean it up in no time.

      I scoffed a laugh. “Outgunned, sure. But I’d have worked it out, I always do.” Then I wrinkled my nose. “Send me the cleanup bill and say thanks to D’Ath for the assist, too?” Manners mattered when fostering mutually beneficial relationships.

      She gave a nod. “Do me a favor? Finish whatever you’re doing and leave town. The Guild brings nothing but trouble.”

      I grinned, knowing Hades—queen of the Timberwolves—held little love for my employer. Except when it benefitted her. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      She scowled, then shook her head and flipped her visor down again. Without another word, she revved her bike and took off down the street.

      I keyed in the gate code and started walking up to the house. It was about damn time we found out what Layla had been hiding. What was so damaging that someone—I assumed Blanchet—was going to such extreme lengths to bury.

      The anticipation was killing me.
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      After Danny called me, bubbling with excitement that she’d uncovered Layla’s data cache, I quickly abandoned my plans and jerked my steering wheel in a sharp U-turn. Danny was heading back to the house. I wanted to get there as soon as possible.

      Call me crazy, but I fucking despised the idea of her being alone with that big-dicked shit stain for even a moment. I’d convinced her to leave this morning without having to suffer through another rage-inducing kiss between them, then promptly ripped up her note telling him where she was.

      A cold smile curled my lips. I really wanted to beat her back so I could witness the blind panic the muscle-bound moron was experiencing at the thought she’d left him. Hell, I’d even stashed her clothes in another room to make him think she was gone for good.

      Chuckling to myself, I pressed the gas harder. A red Ducati flew past me in the opposite direction, and suspicion spiked at my guts. The neighborhood that Danny’s rented mansion was in didn’t have a lot of motorcycles, and that one had been breaking the speed limit, which didn’t line up with the stuffy old rich people I’d seen cruising around in their Bentleys.

      I had a bad feeling, and it only got worse when I passed through the gates and spotted Danny walking up the driveway to the house. Why the fuck was she walking? Where was Vega’s car that she’d stolen?

      “DeLuna!” I shouted, leaping out of my car the moment I pulled to a stop. She was halfway through keying in the front door codes and cast a calm glance in my direction. “What happened?”

      Her answering smirk was dagger sharp. “Apparently, we’re not the only ones looking for Layla’s cache.” She pushed open the door and indicated I come inside quickly. Once the door was closed behind me, she reactivated the security system, and I raised my brows in question.

      “I’m assuming you’ve got a computer here with you,” she asked, heading through to the living room and tugging off her jacket. From the pockets, she produced two handfuls of USB sticks which she placed down on the table. “Whatever Layla found, I just had an entire merc team try to take me out.”

      Panic washed through me, then I quickly reminded myself that clearly she handled it and was fine. Danny DeLuna was the definition of capable. The red Ducati… Oh, now I knew where I’d seen it before. “Hades helped out? That was nice… I didn’t know she had it in her.” Danny just parked her hands on her hips and gave me a long look. “I’ll grab my laptop,” I murmured, striding out of the room.

      “Grab some weapons too, Bunny!” she called after me. “Just in case anyone followed.”

      I chuckled as I hurried upstairs to get my computer. No way was anyone left alive to follow, but it did beg the question of who the fuck they were working for. Something about pinning it all on Blanchet didn’t sit right with me. It was too easy… and the pieces didn’t match up. How the hell did he even learn of Project Remus? It had been my responsibility to clean up evidence of the program after a militant group had started wiping out orphanages and medical labs. Kai’s fucking team.

      I didn’t know what bullshit he had spun to Danny about their “mission” to take down Project Remus, but his team was willfully massacring people—children—and all because they were the next generation of Guild mercenaries. It didn’t truly anger me, until I put Danny in those kids’ shoes. Then it made me murderous.

      Fuck, every day that passed, I came closer to slipping up and stabbing him through the eyeball. The only thing holding me back was her.

      My instincts saw me duck when I rounded the corner to the bedrooms, leaving Kai’s punch to slam into the wall instead of my head. I snickered a mean laugh. “Idiot.”

      “Where is she?” he roared like a bear with a toothache. “What did you do? You sneaky, lying, two-faced sack of shit, I’ll fucking kill you. Where the fuck—”

      “Oh, I’m the liar here?” I sneered, cutting him off but staying out of reach as he tried to hit me again. If I started throwing punches today, I wouldn’t stop until I’d ripped his heart out and stomped it under my boot. “I’m the sneaky one, huh? Tell me something, Malachi, how’s Carlos doing?”

      He paled—as much as he could—and stopped trying to fight me. Idiot. Hadn’t he learned his lesson already? He would lose the next fight we engaged in, and this time I wouldn’t be satisfied with a tap out.

      I curled my lip in disgust. “If you’ve hurt him, I won’t need to kill you. She’ll do it herself. I’ll just hand her the knives.” I dismissed him from my attention and stalked into my room to grab my computer bag.

      “Is that why she’s gone?” Kai croaked as I returned to the corridor. “You told her that I’d—”

      “Nope, I’m keeping that gem up my sleeve for a rainy day,” I told him with a cruel smirk. “She probably left because you’re such a subpar fuck. You know I needed to finish her off after your lame attempt at revenge last night? Pathetic.”

      It was like waving a red flag at a bull. He launched himself at me with a roar of blind rage, and I ducked at the last second, sending him sprawling in the carpeted corridor. Quickly—to stem my own desire for a fight—I jumped over him and took the stairs three at a time to head back downstairs. He’d see she was still here soon enough, so why shouldn’t I fuck with his head a bit?

      The more he let his jealousy and rage control his actions, the less Danny would like him. She appreciated intelligence and logic. Calm control. Kai lacked those qualities, and pretty soon the appeal of his caveman personality would run dry.

      “Come back here, you coward!” he shouted after me as I reached the foyer. “Or are you too scared to fight me without the advantage of surprise? Huh? Worried I’ll mess up that pretty face of yours?”

      I didn’t slow down, striding through to the living room where Danny was pacing the carpet in front of the TV with her phone to her ear. She was talking to someone—Sabine, I thought—and giving a brief recap of what’d happened to her. Shit she hadn’t told me. It made me simmer with frustration as I put my laptop bag on the table to unzip it.

      “…do that, then,” she was saying to Sabine, but her eyes were on me. “Get out of town for a few days at least. Just let me figure out what the fuck is so important in this data, okay? And for fuck’s sake, Sab, stay armed.”

      Her friend must have agreed, because Danny ended the call as Kai came barreling into the living room. The instant he saw her, he pulled up short, frozen to the spot as she frowned her confusion.

      “What the hell is going on?” she demanded, parking her hands on her hips. “What was all the shouting about?”

      I kept my expression carefully placid as I pulled out my laptop and powered it up. Kai flashed me a death glare, then crossed the room to sweep my woman up in his arms.

      “Holy fuck, Siren,” he gasped, burying his face in her silken hair. “I thought you’d gone.”

      Her feet were well off the ground with the way he held her, and she adjusted her position to wrap her legs around his waist. It made me want to stab him in the kidney. It’d be so easy, with his back to me like that. Just whoops, my knife slipped and it was done. No take backs. Problem solved.

      But then I wouldn’t get the satisfaction of killing him slowly… of making him understand the consequences of his actions. He murdered Layla, and now he was seducing my DeLuna. I’d be damned if I let history repeat itself, so I would do whatever it took to eliminate him before he could hurt my love.

      “…get my note?” I caught her saying as I tuned back in—leaving my daydream behind—and she gave me a hard glare when the big dumb fuck asked what note?

      I just met her eyes and shrugged. Surely she knew better than to expect me to encourage this fling? Not commenting, I plugged the first thumb drive into my computer and clicked my tongue in un-surprised irritation.

      “Encoded,” I muttered, ejecting it and trying another. Same thing. On the upside, though, it was a code I already knew I could break with a little time. After all, it was one I’d invented. “DeLuna, my love, tell us what happened when you found these.”

      Kai, poor thing, was a bit slow to catch up. “Are those… is that the data cache? Where did you find it? Why am I so out of the loop here?”

      Danny soothed him with a tender kiss, and I nearly destroyed the thumb drive in my fist. “I was following up on a lead from Sabby.” She patted his shoulder and wriggled free of his smothering hold. “Which worked out, clearly. But then as I was leaving, I got shot at by a team of mercs.”

      Kai’s eyes widened, and my own gaze sharpened on her.

      “A team?” Kai repeated, maybe the information was taking a hot second to compute. “Guild mercs? How many?”

      Danny shrugged, running a hand through her hair. “Like… maybe nine? Unclear on whether they were Guild or not. I had some backup sharpshooters from KJ-Fit lay down cover while Hades gave me a ride home. She looked less than impressed about the mess, though.”

      I snorted a laugh. “Tough shit. They had to have been tailing you, though. And why today? Why put such a large team on you today of all days.”

      “My guess is that they already knew the data cache was here somewhere and were just waiting for us to find it. Stupid of me to announce I’d found it over the phone where anyone could overhear.” Danny grimaced with guilt. “Regardless, we have it and they’re dead. How long will it take to decode?”

      I cast my eyes back to the scrambled mess of code on my screen. “If I was home with access to my office, only a day. But from here? Hard to say. Maybe a week. Per drive.” Then a thought occurred to me, and I speared dickhead with a glare. “Your man put the insulting hit out on DeLuna. Was this team his handiwork too?”

      Danny must not have considered that option, because her eyes widened as she peered up at Kai. “I thought you handled Sam?”

      Kai glowered, his fists tight at his sides and his jaw twitching. “I did handle him. This wasn’t my team.”

      I snapped my fingers. “Yeah, I’m not so sure, Goliath. How would you know? You’ve been here, salivating all over my woman. They could have—”

      “I know,” he barked, “because Sam’s dead. I shot him. This was a Guild attack.”

      Well, shit, I didn’t expect that. Maybe he isn’t as useless as he looks.

      Danny looked genuinely shocked, her lips parted as she stared up at him. Goddamn it, don’t tell me he was getting her pity over killing his disloyal team member? That was just sensible leadership, not something to get his dick sympathy-sucked for.

      “Kai, I had no idea…” she murmured, running a hand over her face. She was tired but doing a good job of hiding it. Except in those little moments when her hand passed over her face, or her fingers through her hair, and her eyes turned tired. I wanted nothing more than to take her home to my snow fortress and put her back in the hot tub.

      The big asshole’s shoulders sagged, then all of a sudden his posture stiffened, going rigid. “Danny,” he whispered, horror filling his voice, “where did you get that?”

      He was pointing at the necklace around DeLuna’s neck, lying against her black top like a shining beacon of disaster. I’d seen it when she came in but assumed she’d found it with the data cache.

      The way she paled, her eyes darting to me with regret, told me otherwise. “Kai… where’d you get this? Did you know it was a Guild symbol?” She picked up the key pendant and rubbed her thumb over the twisted metal symbol in such a familiar way.

      Kai blinked like he’d just been electrocuted. “What? No. It’s not a—” He shook his head in denial. “That necklace belonged to Charlotte. The girl I told you about.”

      Danny winced, her gaze on me not him. “That’s what I was scared you’d say, Kai.”

      His furious, perplexed glare swung back and forth between Danny and me as he tried to catch up. “I don’t understand. Why do you have Charlotte’s necklace? What does this have to do with this?” He waved a hand at the pile of thumb drives in front of me.

      Danny was still watching me, assessing how much I already knew. Calculating how much I’d been withholding from her.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I gave a short sigh as I dug it out. Better to rip the Band-Aid off. Maybe now she’d let me kill him.

      “Because, idiot, that’s not Charlotte’s necklace. It’s Layla’s. Shit, hold that thought, this is important.” I quickly answered the call and brought the phone to my ear. The caller was one of my personal employees… one with orders to only contact me in an emergency.

      Kai started to blow his top, but I held up a finger to silence him.

      “Sir,” my employee grunted, “bad news, I’m afraid.”

      Dread pooled in my stomach as I locked eyes with Danny. “How bad, Boris?”

      “Arson, by the looks of things. Elevators disabled, fires lit in every escape stairwell. No one stood a chance.” He gave a hacking cough, like he’d suffered some level of smoke inhalation himself.

      I swallowed, knowing this development would make my girl feel like she was breaking. She wouldn’t truly break, she was too strong for that, but it’d hurt. “Any survivors?”

      Boris coughed again. “None, I’m sorry, sir. No one made it out, my assignment included.”

      I hissed a curse, then ended the call.

      “What was that?” Danny asked immediately, ignoring Kai’s bewildered glares.

      Steeling myself against her inevitable reaction, I put my phone down. “That was Boris, one of my personal mercenaries. I’ve had him watching Jude. Observing.”

      Danny went rigid. She’d heard my side of the conversation, so she already knew what was coming. She was smart enough to put it together.

      “I’m sorry, mon cœur, Judith is dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Static rushed in my ears, and my vision went spotty for a second, then I shook it off violently. Because surely I’d just heard him wrong. Or he’d heard Boris wrong. Either way, this wasn’t fucking happening. No way.

      “You’re wrong,” I whispered, unable to tear my eyes from Leon’s face. The depth of regret and apology in his green eyes almost made me choke, though. Leon wasn’t faking shit; he wasn’t hiding behind a mask. He was being truthful… but that didn’t mean he was right.

      “Siren…” Kai reached out to touch my arm, and I jerked away. I didn’t want or need comforting because Leon’s intel was faulty.

      “Danny, my love,” Leon said softly, “I’m not wrong. I trained Boris, he’s good. He wouldn’t report termination unless he was sure. It was arson. Sounds like her whole building went up, and there were no survivors. All exits blocked off.”

      I shook my head, refusing to accept that answer. “Bullshit, no one is infallible, Marx. Show me proof. Bring up satellite imagery.”

      Kai gave a soft sound, reaching for me again. This time, I let him take my hand, but I still didn’t need comfort. Because Jude wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be.

      “Siren, you can’t just bring up satellite images without—” His sensible protest cut short as Leon’s fingers flew across his laptop keyboard, hacking into the UK government satellites to provide the evidence I wanted to see. Needed to see.

      I tugged my hand free of Kai’s grip and sank onto the couch beside Leon, taking the laptop from him with shaking hands. The aerial image showed a massive plume of smoke engulfing the area where Jude’s flat was located, but it obscured any details.

      “CCTV,” I demanded, handing it back to him. “There’s a camera on the storefront opposite. Um, a handbag store, I can’t remember the name.”

      Leon obviously could, though. He typed at lightning speed, hacking into the store’s security and bringing up their real time footage on the screen for me.

      Fire engines, ambulances and cop cars crowded the view, but Jude lived in a five-story building. Even though we couldn’t see the main entryway, we could see the upper floors. They were all burnt out, blackened, smoke still billowing from the freshly extinguished fire.

      I stared at it for a long time. A really long time, and felt… empty. I was totally devoid of emotion when I finally glanced back up at Leon and Kai. They watched me carefully, like they thought I might break down, but I just wet my lips and tried to think logically.

      “She probably wasn’t home. It’s…” I checked the time, then quickly converted time zones. “It’s only five in the afternoon for her. She will still be at work.”

      Relief washed over me, because Franklin rarely let Jude off work before six. She couldn’t be dead, because she wasn’t home.

      Leon silently took the laptop back and started cycling back through the camera footage, clicking through the frames faster than my eyes could follow.

      Kai came closer, sitting on the edge of the coffee table and reaching out to touch me again. He clearly thought I was in denial, but I knew Jude, and I knew her schedule that rarely differed.

      “Danny,” he said gently, reaching out to brush my hair behind my ear. “Beautiful, is it possible—”

      “No!” I snapped, reeling back in outrage. “No, it’s fucking not possible, Kai. God, why are you two so quick to write Jude off? She’s not some weak damsel. Just because she’s not a mercenary doesn’t mean she’s not a fighter. She would not die like this. This is… bullshit. Total bullshit.”

      Leon gave a small grunt, pausing on a frame and returning it to normal speed. He angled it toward me, and my eyes locked on the screen… watching as my best friend in the whole fucking world limped along the pavement and entered the building. The time stamp on the frame was from forty-five minutes earlier.

      “Sh-she could have left again,” I said, sounding weak even to my own ears. “She might have gone home to get… something. But gone back to work again?” I shifted my eyes to Leon, silently pleading with him to give me good news. He did love dramatic pauses and suspenseful moments; maybe this was one of those?

      His answering gaze was full of sympathy, though, and it made me want to vomit.

      “If she did, it wasn’t out this door,” he told me quietly. “But I know you need proof, so just… gimme a sec.” He turned back to his computer and searched through some nearby security cameras until he found someone’s doorbell camera that faced the emergency exit of Jude’s building. The only other way out.

      He clicked through the frames until the time lined up with Jude entering from the front door, then cycled back through them slower. No one exited. Not even when smoke started wafting out of the windows and around the door… it never opened.

      Static was rushing in my ears again, and I swallowed hard. Both Leon and Kai were watching me with expressions of pity, and it turned my stomach. I needed space. I needed to be alone and get back in control of myself. I needed… to call Sabby.

      Drawing a gasping breath, I stood up on shaking knees. Where was my phone? Still in my pocket? Yes, there it was.

      “DeLuna—” Leon started to say.

      “Siren—” Kai said at the same time.

      I didn’t want their platitudes, though. I just wanted to call Sabby and tell her… shit. What if Sab was next?

      “I’m fine,” I snapped, my voice like breaking ice. “I just need a minute.”

      With my spine locked up like steel, I walked away from both of them, exiting the living room and heading toward my bedroom. Everything was fuzzy, my feet just moving on autopilot while my whole world started crashing down inside my head. I didn’t even remember getting up the stairs, but a minute later I was closing my bedroom door.

      My knees buckled and I crashed to the carpet, pain ricocheting through my chest with a silent sob. I couldn’t afford to break down, though. I needed to call Sabine and tell her…

      Gulping air, I dragged myself up to sit with my back against the end of the bed. Then I pulled out my phone and dialed my other best friend. The one who hadn’t just been incinerated in a clearly premeditated building fire.

      Fuck. What a painful way to die, too.

      Sabine’s phone went straight to voicemail, and panic wracked through me with intensity at the thought that I might have lost her too. But my better judgment reminded me that I’d just spoken to her, and she was on her way out of town for the weekend. Gone to hide out in some off-grid fishing cabin owned by some work friend of hers. If she had left as soon as we spoke, she could already be out of service range.

      I left a strained message on her voicemail, telling her to call me back when she could. Also reminding her to stay safe, above anything else.

      Then I tucked my knees up to my chest and let myself cry silently for a few moments. Jude didn’t deserve this. She’d been through so much already, and she was one of the most genuine, kind-hearted people I knew. I couldn’t even begin to picture my life without Judith Mackenzie… She was more than just my friend, she was my family.

      I barely even registered the bedroom door opening until Kai sat down beside me. His strong arm wrapped around my shaking shoulders, pulling me into his warmth, and I was powerless to push away. Even if I could, I didn’t want to. I clung to him, my fingers twisting in his T-shirt as I sobbed with almost no sound. It was a carryover from my childhood, where crying only got kids punished harder.

      He just held me tight, letting me process the first acrid taste of true grief while his steady presence soothed me.

      We stayed like that for ages until my whole body sagged in bone-deep exhaustion and my tear ducts ached with overuse. When my phone vibrated between us, I jumped like it was a Taser, thinking it was Sabine calling me back.

      It wasn’t, but the caller ID flashing across my screen was almost as good.

      “Carlos,” I gasped when the call connected. “Thank fuck, you’re alive.”

      Kai shifted away slightly, giving me some space to straighten up, but he didn’t leave. Instead, he watched me intently, his fingers tracing circles on my lower back.

      “Of course I am,” Carlos replied with a brittle laugh. “You know me, girl. Tougher than nails.”

      “Well, then where the fuck have you been, Carlos, I tried calling a million times?” I all but screamed those words at him, fresh tears rolling down my face. I knew I cared about Carlos; he was a friend, but I hadn’t really appreciated how much I valued his friendship until he up and disappeared.

      There was a beat of silence, then Carlos gave a short sigh. “Danny, what’s going on? You don’t sound like yourself. Did something happen?”

      I sniffed, trying to find some level of composure, but I was too far gone. “Did something happen? Yeah, Carlos, something did happen. The fucking Guild has been trying to kill me for months, some douchebag took out a pissy three mil hit on me, my fucking friend ghosted me for weeks, oh, and Jude’s dead.” With that, my throat locked up and I couldn’t get any more words out. I just pulled my knees tighter to my chest and tried to battle through the rushing in my ears to hear Carlos’s response.

      He let out a string of curses in Spanish, and all I could do was cry. Silently.

      “Danny, I’m so sorry,” he finally said, the sincerity ringing clear. “I had no idea. Believe me, chica, if I had a choice, I would have been right there watching your back with guns blazing.”

      I sniffed again, trying to clear the dripping of my nose. “Where were you, Carlos?”

      He paused another beat. “I… had some personal stuff to handle. I’m sorry, I can’t say anything more.”

      Bitterness swirled through my chest. I hated how so much of my life depended on secrets. Even my best friends couldn’t be completely honest with me… or me with them. How the fuck did we ever think we were truly so close when we were all keeping secrets? And not small secrets, either. Big ones.

      At the end of the day… could we really be friends when our every interaction was kept superficial for fear of betraying our work? Leon was right, back when he questioned whether my friends would put my safety above their loyalty to their work. No. Probably not. And if I was honest, neither would I, prior to learning all I had recently.

      We weren’t friends. We were just a group of people bonded through loneliness and soul-deep secrets.

      “Forget it,” I whispered, full of misery. “I’m glad you’re alive, Carlos. Give hugs to Victor for me.”

      Carlos gave a sad sigh. “I will. Take care of yourself, Danny. Never settle for second best, okay?”

      He ended the call before I could say anything else, leaving me speechless and staring at my phone like a little bitch. I felt like I’d just been dumped by a lukewarm, unavailable boyfriend. What the fuck?

      I swallowed back the fresh wave of grief that threatened to drown me and tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. He wasn’t friends with Jude; they only knew each other through me and had never spent time together, so of course he wasn’t heartbroken like me. But… he seemed like he didn’t even want to be talking to me in the first place.

      Whatever the fuck his personal shit was, it’d impacted our friendship. Badly.

      It took me a moment to remember Kai was sitting right there beside me, and I swiped my hand over my face to dash away the tears. Kai didn’t even know who Carlos was; I’d never told him about my unusual friendship with my ex-boyfriend’s brother. Leon knew, but as far as I knew, Kai and Leon didn’t lie around in sleeping bags exchanging gossip about me.

      “That was, um, a friend,” I told him lamely. “I just…”

      I had no idea what to do next. The prospect of just picking myself up, dusting myself off, and continuing with my life seemed utterly impossible. And cruel.

      “You’re in shock, ātaahua,” Kai murmured, his hand still rubbing my back. “Let me help you.”

      Numb. That’s what I was. Fucking numb. Maybe Kai was right… Was this shock? I’d experienced physical shock before, like the first time I got shot or the time I nearly drowned while learning breath control. But this was different. This hurt so much more.

      Dimly I registered that Kai was helping me to my feet and stripping me out of my weapons, changing me into soft sleep clothes, then tucking me into bed. It wasn’t even noon, but as soon as I was horizontal, it seemed like my lids were weighted down with lead.

      Was this what emotional shock felt like? I hated it. I never wanted to feel this way again.
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      When I woke, my head felt like it was stuffed full of fluff. Not the soft type, either, but the scratchy polyester shit that they put in cheap plush toys. It made me itchy and confused as I cracked my aching eyes open.

      I was in bed. Alone. But… not alone. It took me a moment to figure out why I felt like someone else was in the room, and I relaxed when I spotted Leon. He was sprawled out on the floor beside the bed, his laptop open in front of him with lines of code flickering across it at high speed. Like he’d set a decode working before falling asleep.

      He didn’t look comfortable, his brow tight even as he slept, and I reached out a heavy, fuzzy hand to stroke his cheek.

      His eyes snapped open, locking on mine, then the tension melted away from his brow. His gaze held all the questions that both of us were too broken, too damaged to communicate verbally. I just gave a slow blink, then wiggled over to make space for him in the bed as he climbed to his feet.

      He slid under the covers, shuffling down until his head rested on my pillow, then wrapped an arm around me as I snuggled into his side. We might both be the product of violence and greed, but he made me feel so safe. Like I wasn’t really alone anymore.

      I had no clue how long we slept together like that, cuddled up like emotionally supportive lovers, but when I eventually woke again, he was gone and my bed was cold. The absence of distraction meant that I wasn’t quick enough to get my walls back up. The sharp sting of loss hit me like a knife before I even sat up.

      But the world didn’t stop turning just because I was hurting. Jude had been killed for a reason, and I’d be damned if I let them get away with it. So I dragged my heavy limbs out of bed and bullied myself into the shower.

      The hot water calmed me somewhat, making that itchy fuzz in my brain feel less dense. I dressed comfortably, having no intentions to leave the house until those thumb drives were decoded. But shit, what did Leon say? It could take weeks without his equipment. Weeks.

      Raking my fingers through my wet hair, I started padding my way downstairs on bare feet. Logically, I understood that Leon—or Kai—couldn’t just stay in bed with me indefinitely. People were still trying to kill us. But after all my musings and realizations on how utterly lonely I’d been for my whole life, I wanted to be near them. I wanted to sit in Kai’s lap while I drank coffee, feeling his stoic, steady strength and calming energy. I wanted Leon to drape his arms around me, holding me to his chest in that way that made me feel like his whole universe.

      But my steps faltered as I approached the kitchen and their voices reached my ears.

      They weren’t yelling—no doubt trying not to wake me—but there was no mistaking the heat of hatred in their words. They were arguing about something… I couldn’t catch every word, but I heard enough. Layla’s name was tossed around, along with mine. As I crept closer, I heard scathing vitriol about the Guild from Kai, and cutting remarks about how brainwashed we must be to do the things we did. Leon was no better, hurling back insults about Kai’s less than good intentions in taking down Remus. According to him, Kai was more obsessed with wiping out the next generation of mercenaries than helping those children.

      “…wonder what DeLuna would say if she found out…” Leon’s voice dipped too low to hear and my fingernails cut into my palms “…maybe she’d finish you off herself.”

      I swallowed. What was Kai hiding from me?

      “…so fucking confident,” Kai was snapping back, taking Leon’s bait. Depending how long they’d been going at it, they were probably baiting and hooking each other. “You can’t handle knowing you might not win, can you? She’s in love with me and that kills you… … … never gonna win, just give up.”

      Leon barked a cruel laugh at that. “You need that thick head examined, Malachi. I’ve already won. I won the second she realized that you murdered Layla. The fact you’re still alive right now? Foreplay.”

      Kai’s response was furious and threatening, but I couldn’t make out the words. It seemed like maybe they’d moved further away from my hiding place and a wall was muffling the articulation.

      The most cutting part of their argument was the way they both used my name—used me—as a weapon. To listen to either one of them, I was little more than a prize to be won. A possession. Goddamn, it hurt. Every word between them cut me like a blade, and after a few minutes, I felt like I might bleed out. All my cozy images of some crazy domestic bliss went out the window, no longer worth taking up space in my brain only to disappoint me further.

      I’d stopped in the foyer, listening at a distance, and movement on the front door security camera drew my attention. I silently moved over there to take a better look and frowned at what I saw on the screen.

      Pulling my hard shell around me as tightly as possible, I pressed the intercom before our visitor could press the buzzer.

      “Tito,” I said, puzzled. “Why are you here?”

      Carlos’s bitchy assistant sneered up at the camera. “Delivering your fucking plant, bitch. Carlos said he’s done with your shit and wants nothing to do with your drama anymore.”

      My jaw fell open in shock. “What? No, he didn’t.”

      Tito smirked into the camera. “Then how’d I know where to find you, hmm? How’d I transport your fucking plant here? Tell you what, puta, I’ll just leave the whole damn van here at the gate so I don’t break a nail unloading the stupid thing.” He flipped his middle finger at the camera, then swaggered away down the street with his phone in hand. No doubt he was already calling an Uber, and good fucking riddance to him. But… what the fuck, Carlos?

      “Who was that?” Kai’s deep rumble behind me made my spine stiffen.

      I sucked a deep breath through my nose, pulling my walls tight once more. “Tito, Carlos’s assistant. Apparently, Carlos decided that protecting Stanley for me was too much to ask, so they’ve sent him back to me.”

      Kai’s eyes widened and his lips parted with… I dunno. Fuck, I didn’t care, either.

      “What?” Leon asked, crossing over to check the video feed. “And he just left him there at the gate?”

      I nodded, feeling flat and hollow. “Yep.”

      “I’ll go check it out,” Kai offered, disappearing back into the living room, then reappearing with a gun in his hand. “Just in case it’s a trap. The van could be rigged with explosives or something.”

      That idea made me give a bitter scoff. Carlos didn’t need to send explosives… he didn’t need to. This said it all. He sent Stanley back. He knew how much I loved Stanley.

      “Something’s wrong, isn’t it, mon cœur?” Leon asked me, his voice quiet and serious.

      I swallowed my feelings and plastered a neutral expression on my face. “Did you know?” I asked in return, watching through the open front door as Kai jogged down the driveway to collect the van containing Stanley. “You did, didn’t you? That’s why you were so vehemently against me taking the Ares contract in the first place. You knew he was the one who killed Layla.”

      Leon nodded. “I knew.”

      I frowned my confusion, almost letting my shell crack. “How did you refrain from killing him the minute you got an opportunity? The other night at Meow, you could have…” I trailed off, looking away. What did it even fucking matter?

      “I haven’t killed him,” Leon said quietly, carefully, “because you asked me not to.”

      I gave a bitter scoff. “Like it’s ever that easy.” In the distance, Kai must have decided the van looked safe, because he was driving it up to the house. “I need to check on Stanley.”

      A flash of jealous rage flashed across Leon’s face when I glanced at him, which I assumed was to do with Kai returning to us. It only made my heart sink further, confirming the conclusion I’d just come to. There would be no happy ending for the three of us. Not like this.

      Pushing aside my bleak thoughts, I headed outside to meet Kai as he pulled up in the shitty old van that Tito had dropped off. No wonder he was so eager to leave it and call an Uber; it was a piece of crap.

      I trusted that Kai had checked it over thoroughly, so I rushed down the steps to check on Stanley.

      “Danny!” Leon shouted after me, “Wait! It might be—”

      I threw open the back of the van, not waiting to hear whatever else Leon needed to say. There in the middle of the rusted box, and held in place with multiple straps, was my overgrown houseplant.

      “Stanley, my dude, I missed you,” I said, feeling a whole rush of emotion welling up in my throat.

      Leon gave a shocked noise from somewhere close behind me, so I cleared my throat and pushed aside the urge to fall to pieces just because my plant was here with me.

      “That’s Stanley?” he asked in a strangled voice.

      I arched one brow. “Yeah, why? Did you expect something different?”

      Leon ran a hand over his face, seemingly at a loss for words as he stared at my Stan. “Stanley… is a plant?”

      Kai snorted a laugh. “Did you think Stanley was a person, rabbit?”

      Leon flashed a look of pure loathing in Kai’s direction, and I stifled a sigh. “Let’s head back inside. We can deal with Stanley later.”

      I closed up the van and started back up the steps with Kai close behind. Leon hung back, though, eyeing the van with suspicion. “I’m going to check this over,” he muttered, “just in case.”

      Kai grumbled something about how he had already checked it thoroughly, but I didn’t care for mediating their drama anymore. Not after that shit I’d overheard. So I just continued on inside and scrubbed a hand over my face.

      “I need coffee,” I mumbled, heading for the kitchen. Kai said nothing but gently grabbed my wrist as I headed for the coffee machine, tugging me to face him.

      “Are you okay, Siren? You seem… different.” His searching look made me shiver, like he could see inside my head. So I gently extracted my wrist from his grip and turned away.

      With my back to him, it was easier to lie to myself. Easier to pretend like I wasn’t walking wounded for what I’d heard. “My best friend just died, Kai. How am I supposed to seem?” There was a sharp edge to my voice, and I didn’t fucking care.

      “Danny,” he tried again, his voice a soothing rumble, “I didn’t mean… I know you’re grieving. You can talk to me, you know? About anything. I want to be here for you, no matter what. Never forget that I love you, ātaahua.”

      A bitter laugh welled up in my chest. “Like you loved Charlotte?” I wet my lips, bracing myself against all the poison swirling through my head. “You killed her because you thought she was Guild, and guess what? You were right. She played you, just like I did. The only difference is that I’m still alive.”

      Kai’s lips parted, but he seemed at a loss for what to say back to that. Probably because he knew I was right. Fuck, I could have told him that just looking into her cover story didn’t mean shit. Guild mercs, especially honey traps, covered all their bases. If he’d killed me, he still wouldn’t have uncovered my real identity, everything would point to my fake identity being killed.

      “Siren,” he said with a pained sigh, putting his gun down on the counter to reach for me, “Danny… please, just let me hug you?”

      I wrinkled my nose, stepping back. “No, thanks. I don’t need comfort or head pats. People die, it’s just a part of life. Move on.”

      Kai flinched like I’d slapped him, and Leon sauntered into the kitchen with his face like a pissed off honey badger. He paused when he looked between Kai and me, though, and one brow twitched up with curiosity.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, his tone sly and calculating. No doubt he was already assessing where he could drive another wedge between me and Kai. Not that he needed to try, that was happening all on its own.

      I cleared my throat, pushing aside all the affection I felt toward them both. All the love, goddamn it to hell. I shoved all that weakness aside and focused instead on the hurt, on the bitterness of betrayal, knowing that both of them were just using me.

      It was all too much. First the Guild trying to have me killed, sending executioners after me and ripping away my entire sense of identity. My whole life had been torn away because of Emmanuel Blanchet and I still didn’t really know why.

      Then they killed Jude… my best friend, my rock. She was dead because of me, I was certain of it. And now Carlos wanted nothing more to do with me, stripping away a friendship I never thought I’d lose.

      Hearing these two talking shit behind my back made me feel like the worst kind of idiot for not seeing our relationships for what they really were. Shallow and fake. They both spouted such pretty lies to me in private, making me believe they loved me when all along they just wanted to win. By whatever means possible, regardless of how that might make me feel.

      We couldn’t continue like this. Not for another day, not for another goddamn minute.

      “Let me ask you two something, in all seriousness,” I said, steeling my spine and folding my arms. “What are we doing? The three of us, I mean. Putting aside this bullshit with the Circle trying to kill me—which, I might point out, only impacts me and neither of you. But put that all aside. What are we doing?”

      They both just stared at me. Clueless. Or maybe they just lacked the balls to front up with how they really felt.

      “Alright, let me make this easier,” I suggested, scorn dripping from my words. “Assume no one is trying to kill me. What are we doing next? Are the three of us living happily in a cohabitation scenario?”

      Leon’s lip curled with disgust, and Kai’s eyes narrowed in anger.

      “That’s what I thought,” I snapped, taking in their nonverbal responses. “So I’ll fucking repeat myself. What the fuck are we doing?”

      Kai was usually the first one to dive headfirst into my verbal traps, but this time it was Leon who spoke up.

      “I can’t speak for him, but I know what I’m doing. I’m biding my time and waiting for you to realize how deeply in love with me you already are, mon cœur. Like I am with you. And when you finally admit it to yourself, you’ll see how shallow and insignificant your bond with Kai is… and let me kill him.”

      A shudder ran down my spine at his complete and utter certainty. He was right about part of it… I was in love with him. But he was dead wrong about my relationship with Kai, and that was the problem.

      I wet my lips and shifted my gaze to Kai. “And you? Are you also just waiting it out? Hoping that Leon fucks up in some monumental way and you can be rid of him?”

      Kai tipped his chin up, stubbornly refusing to be shamed for his hatred of Leon. Shit. “He doesn’t love you like I do, kaikohuru iti, he’s not physically capable. So, no, I don’t see this as a long-term arrangement, if that’s what you’re asking. I figure sooner or later, you’re going to make a choice, and I’m doing everything possible to make sure it’s the right choice.”

      A harsh laugh escaped me, and I gave a small headshake. “The right choice,” I repeated under my breath. “So you want me to pick? Both of you are waiting for me to pick one and what? Kill the other? Is that how this goes?” Because I couldn’t see any scenario where we would part ways amicably. The only thing stopping Kai and Leon from killing one another was my lack of choice.

      My gaze flicked back and forth between them, but neither one denied my assertion. It filled me with a dreadful certainty that the moment I swayed, the moment I faltered, one of them would be dead at the other’s hands. They hated each other that much.

      Leon had clearly been harboring his hatred toward Kai since Layla died. Four years. And it could only have gotten worse for my relationship with him… He wouldn’t make it quick. He would draw it out and inflict maximum pain before ending his life.

      As for Kai? I suspected he still believed Leon to be on the Circle. Hell, if I was honest, so did I. But for Kai, that meant Leon was to be held responsible for what had happened to Mo… and to her baby boy. Someone needed to pay for what’d happened to Kai’s sister and his nephew, and Leon would be that scapegoat. After all, he knew about Project Remus. Who was to say that he hadn’t been involved in it at some stage?

      But the bottom line… I’d been living in fantasyland. And in the process, I’d broken my own heart by falling in love with two men who could never put their differences aside. By stalling for time and avoiding the inevitable, I was only making it worse.

      I drew a deep breath, letting my fractured heart rest a moment. I needed a clear head, to not let the grief of losing Jude and my friendship with Carlos influence my choice. I had to push aside all the gut-wrenching hurt of that argument I’d overheard earlier, knowing logically that they’d been trying to actively hurt one another. Their barbs hadn’t been about me, but that was a symptom of the underlying cancer between the three of us.

      “Noted,” I murmured, forcing my expression neutral so I wasn’t betraying any of the agony I was experiencing inside. “Well then, it seems pointless to continue this charade. Better to cut ties now, before any of us end up getting hurt.” As if we weren’t lightyears past that point already.

      “What does that mean, mon cœur?” Leon asked with reasonable suspicion.

      With a tight smile, I picked up Kai’s gun from the counter. Something told me neither one of them would make this decision easy.

      Leon’s eyes lit up, and his gaze flicked to Kai. He was really asking whether I planned to shoot him? Christ. Was that what this had all come to? I needed to choose one… and kill the other? It made me wonder if that was even possible. I didn’t think either one of them would just stand there and take a bullet. Not that I could do that. I couldn’t shoot a man I loved, no matter how impossible my situation seemed.

      “What are you doing, Siren?” Kai asked softly, giving the gun in my hand a cautious look. Wow, did he think I was going to shoot one of them, too? Dimly I found it interesting that Leon was so confident I would pick him and shoot Kai, while Kai was uncertain. He, at least, understood that things between Leon and I were deeper than just great sex.

      A choice needed to be made. The longer I avoided making it, the more I was hurting everyone involved. It wasn’t fair on either Leon or Kai, and it wasn’t fair on me. But it did fall on me to make that choice… no one could do it for me. Maybe that was what I’d been waiting for. I’d been waiting for the guys to somehow make the choice easy on me, to offer me an excuse to pick one and leave the other. But they hadn’t done it. Instead, they’d both just proven why I should be with them and given me no reasons to not.

      It should have been easy to choose. Shouldn’t it? Kai had literally kidnapped, imprisoned, and tortured me. Not to mention he tried to baby-trap me. That kind of behavior ought to totally wipe him from contention. But I could have extracted myself from that situation at any point. I chose to stay. I chose to complete the job because I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving him.

      He'd also killed a man he considered family, after finding out Sam had taken out a hit on me. He’d killed Sam, and all but abandoned the rest of his team… his sister. For me.

      On the flipside, Leon tried to kill me. He also moved heaven and earth to save me. Twice. Hell, he’d killed people just to work with me, to get close and spend time with me. In a world of hot and cold, his ice is pure fire.

      Every time I tried to convince myself that I'd made my decision, bile rose in my throat. The idea of abandoning either of them made me physically ill.

      We couldn’t keep going like we were, that was abundantly clear. So I needed to stop being so fucking selfish and put a stop to the insanity now. None of the choices available to me were good. None of them. All I could do, was pick the one that hurt me more than it hurt them.

      Licking my lips, I circled around the island, moving away from them both. “I’m choosing,” I announced, turning to face them both when I was closer to the doorway. “I’m making the only choice I can make, because the two of you have backed me into a fucking corner, and I hate it here. I hate this corner, I hate this situation, and I hate how you’re both handling it. It’s become painfully clear that you both seem to think of me as a replacement for Layla, or for Charlotte, or whatever the fuck her name was. But here’s the truth. I’m not her, and I’ll never be her. She’s dead.”

      Kai’s frown was deep and bewildered, denial clear across his face, but Leon… he understood. He might not agree, but he understood the point I was making.

      “So, you two want me to make a choice? Consider it done. I choose neither of you. We’re done.”

      The silence that met my statement was so intense it was deafening. Then Kai stepped forward, the refusal to accept my choice etched all over his face. But I’d picked up a gun for a reason, so I raised it to aim at him.

      “No, Kai. You wanted me to choose, and I have. Accept it. Move the fuck on.” I backed up further, but apparently Kai wasn’t taking me seriously. He followed, so I fired a shot at the light fixture above him.

      Glass shattered, and he flinched, giving me the distraction I needed to get the hell out of the house. I was running away, no question about it, but I didn’t have any better options. I needed space, distance, time to process and get over my broken heart. I had every intention of coming back after I had some time to calm down and breathe. I wasn’t going for good, just for now. But I couldn’t stay and let them convince me otherwise.

      Because where the fuck would that lead? Absolutely nowhere. Nothing would change, and we’d be right back in the same position.

      “DeLuna, stop running,” Leon shouted after me as I burst through the front door. “Come back here and talk to me.”

      “Screw you, Marx!” I shouted back, throwing open the door to the rusty old van that Tito had so generously donated. I paused only long enough to fire off two bullets. One into the front left tire of the Aston Martin, another into Kai’s motorcycle tire. Them following wasn’t in my plan. “You wanted me to pick, so I did. I picked me.”

      I slammed the door and gunned the cranky old engine. Fuck them both for putting me in that position. But more than that, fuck me for putting me in that position. Had I really been so dick drunk that I believed we could live happily ever after?

      Tears stung at my eyes as I drove away, and I couldn’t help glancing in the mirror. Both Leon and Kai stared after me, looking helpless and shellshocked, but I blocked out the regret that was already crowding my chest. Instead, I focused on Stanley, wobbling around in the back of the van with a Christmas bow still attached to his tallest frond.

      “We don’t need either one of them, do we, Stanley?” I whispered, my voice choked up with grief. “You’re the only man I need in my life. You’d never force me to choose.”

      Soft flakes of snow started falling as I drove away from the mansion, and I tossed my phone out the window. Fuck going back. There was nothing there for me anymore. I’d survive just fine on my own, like I had my entire life. At least this time, I no longer had anything left to lose.

      Because I’d just left my heart and soul in the rearview mirror.
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      My hardened shell cracked with every mile I put between myself and them. But I didn’t stop. I didn’t turn around and go running back, begging forgiveness for what I’d said. Because I didn’t need their forgiveness. Nothing I’d said was untrue, no matter how much it hurt.

      They wanted me to choose, and I chose me. Simple as that. I wouldn’t be forced into picking one of them over the other, because there could be no right decision. I would forever resent the one I chose and grieve the one I lost. Fuck that tragic existence.

      Snow fell heavier as I drove out of Shadow Grove, with no real destination in mind. Hestia Safe Houses owed me one, though. Maybe I could seek refuge in one of their locations until I figured out a game plan. Shit, I didn’t even have shoes on.

      The cold set in, despite my usual tolerance for extreme temperatures. Maybe it was the emotional exhaustion wreaking havoc on my body, but I started shivering so hard I needed to reach over and crank the heating in the shitty old rust-bucket.

      All these heightened emotions were doing a fucking number on me. I wasn’t used to feeling so much… and I didn’t like it. I wanted to just erase the last three months entirely and go back to my life. I was happy before Leon… before Kai. Now all I felt was bone deep pain.

      Running a hand over my face, I tried to focus on the road ahead. So much so that I didn’t see the truck coming at me from a cross street until it was too late.

      I jerked my wheel, pushing my foot down on the gas, but my reaction time was too fucking slow. The bigger vehicle slammed into the side of my rusty van like a wrecking ball, pushing me for some distance before my van dislodged, caught an edge, and flipped.

      The whole world seemed to stop as glass shattered, my seat belt jerked, and the limp, useless airbags deployed. All I could do was brace myself and hope for the fucking best.

      After what felt like a lifetime, my van came to a stop and the world went silent. Physical pain ricocheted through my chest, and I blinked groggily. My vision was obscured, and it took a moment to realize there was blood running from a cut in my head. I lifted a heavy hand to swipe it away, then looked around.

      What the fuck just happened?

      My van was on its side, and a glance into the back told me Stanley was in a bad way. Fuck. I needed to get help.

      Car doors slammed, and dread pooled in my aching guts. This wasn’t a random accident.

      Frantic, I searched for Kai’s gun. It was in the footwell, and I quickly released the seat belt so I could reach it.

      Boots—army-type boots—crunched over broken glass as several people approached my wreck, but they were slow, measured steps. If it was an innocent bystander coming to offer help, they would be hurried and frantic. Not calm and cautious.

      I went with my gut. The moment someone stepped into view through my smashed window, I fired. The man crashed to the ground, my bullet having caught him in the leg, and spat curses. He was decked out in tactical blacks, though, and I knew my instinct had been correct.

      “Get her out of there,” someone ordered, their words clipped and dripping authority. “Quick, before her backup gets here.”

      Fuck that. I fired again, warning them not to fucking try me. But I was at an awkward angle and injured. I didn’t even see the guy sneaking up behind until he seized my hair in a brutal grip, using it to drag me kicking and fighting from the wreckage of the van.

      He knocked my gun from my hand, but I fought back. It was useless, though, with the aches of the crash rendering my punches weaker than a wet kitten.

      A solid fist slammed into my face, making me black out momentarily. The sound of a gunshot snapped me back into consciousness, and I crumpled to the gravel as the man holding me fell over dead.

      “Anyone else hits my daughter, you can expect the same fate,” a woman barked, and I raised my face just far enough to see her walking toward me in severe black high heels.

      What the fuck did she just say?

      “Pick her up,” the woman snapped to someone else. “Get her in the van and sedate her. We don’t need any more casualties today.”

      Rough hands grasped me, lifting me up, and my vision blacked again. I must have hit my head harder than I realized in the crash, because I couldn’t muster the strength to fight back. All I could do was squint at the woman in charge.

      She met my gaze with cool, sapphire blue eyes. Her white blonde hair was pulled back from her face in a pristine chignon, and her expression was fierce.

      Daughter. She’d called me her daughter… and now I believed it.
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      kill order

      noun

      

      a document issued by the Circle allowing for the murder of a mercenary with no agency repercussions. A rarely-wielded tool, the kill order brings the Circle’s full wrath down on its target.

      

      Worthless, useless, waste of space. That’s what my father liked to remind me on a daily basis.  I was a stain on his pristine reputation. We both were, Moana and I. He taught us that we were less than nothing, we were an inconvenience. Slugs on the cabbage of life. But he was wrong.

      

      Because of him, my sister and I dedicated our lives to helping others. Fighting for others who couldn’t fight for themselves. We took risks, gained ranks, and eventually discovered a purpose. My big sister, my best friend… her pain and loss gave us the direction we both so desperately needed.

      

      We were a unit. A family. A team. Dedicated to a purpose. My calling in life. Until I met her.

      

      How do I tame the deadliest of women? How can I prove myself to her, snaring her in the bonds that have lashed me to her? How do I navigate a partnership with a man I loathe, to whom I’d spent years wanting to destroy?

      

      Destroy the Guild. Take Danny home. Live our life.

      

      That had been my goal.

      

      Now?

      

      I want her back. I want the Guild out of her life. I’ll sell my soul and work with my enemy if I have to.

      

      Whatever it takes.
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