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Sage

People said stupid things all the time. Unhelpful cliches like Everything happens for a reason or Time heals all wounds. And my personal favorite, It’s better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all.
I assumed the preachers of this horseshit hadn’t lost in the tragic, messed-up way I had because with the unfortunate clarity of experience, I could confirm they were dead wrong.
There was another saying I preferred.
The only real mistake is the one from which we learn nothing.
I’d learned from my mistakes, and I’d learned hard. So I would never be fool enough to fall in love ever again.

University of Pennsylvania, Department of Criminology
My heavy backpack pounded against my spine as I ran through campus. The dull ache radiating through my thigh bothered me more, and not because of the pain. At least, not the physical sort.
“Special Agent Williams,” I called out while dodging a group of students ambling along the wide, tree-lined path.
Dressed in a gray pantsuit, Agent Williams slowed her brisk walk to glance over her shoulder. Her penetrating gaze zeroed in on me. Already assessing and profiling perhaps, as she was trained to do.
Her tight, dark curls shifted with the brisk autumn breeze. “Can I help you?” she asked, coming to a stop.
Despite her small stature, FBI Special Agent Maya Williams was a force to be reckoned with. Her cool confidence was justified, and her intelligence intimidated the heck out of me. If I were a bad guy with her on my case, I’d be shitting bricks and hauling ass to Mexico.
“Yes.” I struggled to draw breath, not because the short run had tired me—cardio was my friend these days—but because I was talking to the Maya Williams. “I just wanted to tell you I’m a huge fan of your work. Especially how you used the DNA of Joey Caruso’s third cousin to nail him for murder. That was incredible.”
“Thank you, Ms.…”
“Allen. Sage Allen.” I held out my palm. Agent Williams’s subtle vanilla scent reached me as we shook hands. “I’ve read all your declassified cases. Your profiling skills and lateral thinking are legendary.”
Yeah, I was totally fangirling over an FBI agent.
“That’s nice of you to say, but I’m just doing my job.” She folded her arms. “You weren’t in my lecture today.” A statement, not a question, which was impressive since there must’ve been more than a hundred students attending the Criminology in Practice class she’d guest lectured earlier.
“No,” I said, tucking away wisps of dark hair that had escaped my ponytail. “I saw you present last year. I’m working on my thesis while interning with the Justice Department. I’ll start there full-time after graduation.”
“Congratulations,” she said with a genuine smile. “Well, it was nice to meet you.”
Agent Williams nodded before continuing on her way. I followed her like a lost puppy. Without stopping, she gave me a sidelong glance. “Was there something else you wanted to share, Ms. Allen?”
Shit. Okay. It was now or never. “Actually, there is.”
Agent Williams arched one brow when I hesitated. I must’ve been staring at her like I’d forgotten how to use my tongue.
Just say it!
“My boyfriend was murdered,” I blurted out.
That wasn’t exactly how I’d planned this conversation going, but it got Agent Williams’s attention, because she stopped so fast, I almost slammed into her.
“Wait. Your boyfriend was murdered?”
Talking about the shooting was never easy. It didn’t matter how much mental preparation I did, my body still went into a mini panic attack. The familiar sensations took hold. Clammy hands, erratic heartbeat, rapid breaths. My management strategy was simple. Avoid discussing it at all costs. But I needed Agent Williams’s help, and if I had to relive that pain for a few minutes to help find Kieran’s killer, it would be worth it.
“Three years ago. We were both standing outside Romano’s store on 7th Street when a black Cadillac drove past and shot the place up. We were collateral damage. I got hit in the thigh and nearly bled out. My boyfriend took three bullets. The fatal one tore through his heart.” I swallowed against the unbearable knot in my throat. “His name was Kieran. Kieran O’Malley.”
I still missed him so much. Maybe even more than I missed my mom, who’d passed away from cancer two years before Kieran was taken from me. In a way, losing her had been easier. It was awful to think, but she’d been in such pain at the end that it’d been a relief when she’d let go. Mom had been ready. Kieran hadn’t. At only twenty, he’d had his best years yet to live. They’d been stolen from him. They’d been stolen from us.
He was my first love. My ride or die. The person who’d held me when Mom had passed. The one who’d stayed by my side when my dad and sister had decided it was easier to move overseas than live in the memory of Mom’s pain. He’d been my everything. And when Kieran had died, all my hopes and dreams for the future had gone with him.
I might’ve survived the shooting, but I wasn’t truly alive. Not in any way that mattered.
“I’m very sorry to hear that,” Agent Williams said with sympathy in her eyes.
That was the other reason I hated having this conversation. It was a real mood killer. People never knew what to say, so it usually resulted in an uncomfortable silence. Or, even worse, an outpouring of pity. It was wasted on me. I didn’t even deserve it.
But I wasn’t catching an awkward vibe from Agent Williams. I figured she was used to dealing with disturbing situations.
“I remember the Romano’s store drive-by.” She tapped a finger against her lips. “There was a lot of Mafia activity at the time. The case was never solved, was it?”
The gangs had failed miserably in their attempt to reclaim turf from the Wolf Street Mafia. Many lives had been lost. Most victims were criminals tangled up with organized crime. But others, like Kieran and me, were innocent bystanders in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Except that wasn’t completely true. We’d been there because of me, even though the news had warned that the turf war’s escalation made it a dangerous part of the city. I’d insisted on going to the secondhand bookstore to buy a rare hardcover before someone else snapped it up, and Kieran had reluctantly come along despite trying to talk me out of it.
He was dead because of me.
So much had happened since that day three years ago. I could barely reconcile the hardened woman I was today with the carefree girl I used to be. I was on a different path now. One of my own choosing. I didn’t care how hard I had to work or how long it took. I’d get the thing I wanted most in this world: to find Kieran’s murderer and make him pay.
“No suspects were ever identified,” I said. “The investigation was either completely botched or a total sham.”
Agent Williams’s lips thinned at my accusation, but she said nothing about it.
“I was wondering if you could help with something?” I asked.
“I’m listening, but you’ll have to walk with me. I’m late for a meeting.”
We continued along the red-brick path. Oak trees stood like sentinels on either side, their golden leaves swirling around us on a gust of wind.
“No one was charged with the drive-by because the gunman wore a clown mask.” I shivered at the memory. That hideous image featured front and center in my recurring nightmares. “But I was able to identify a distinguishing tattoo on his forearm. It looked like this.” I opened my backpack and handed Agent Williams a sketch of an eagle, wings outstretched, razor-sharp beak open, and powerful talons flexed, ready to attack. “I think it might be military. Army, perhaps.”
“I’m assuming you gave this to the detectives who were working the case?” she asked as her eyes scanned the picture.
“I did. They said they ran it through a database but didn’t find a match.”
“Then what do you want me to do with this?” She tried to hand the sketch back. I didn’t take it.
“I don’t believe them,” I said.
“You think they didn’t check the database?”
“Or they found a match and covered it up.”
She halted her steps and faced me with a hand on her hip. “That’s a very serious allegation, Ms. Allen.”
“And you’re well aware of how dirty the Philly PD is.”
“It can be difficult to distinguish between incompetence and corruption, but that’s for Internal Affairs to investigate.” She sighed. “A word of advice? You have potential for a promising future with the Justice Department, but if you run around making inflammatory accusations with no hard evidence, you’re going to get a reputation as a troublemaker.”
I nodded because she was right. I needed to be careful not to end my career before it started.
“And another thing.” She stepped closer. “I worked in organized crime long enough to know that putting pressure on the Mafia can lead to unfortunate consequences. I’m not saying to stop pursuing your boyfriend’s case. I’m warning you to do so with care. If the wrong person were to realize what you’re up to, you might end up in more trouble than you can handle.” Agent Williams sent me a meaningful look.
A tingle crept up the back of my neck. The Mob’s influence in Philly was vast. People who spoke out against them were never heard from again. When I thought of what those assholes got away with, I felt sick with rage. Best not to tell Agent Williams what I did in my spare time.
My dad had once told me Philadelphia hadn’t always been so broken. It wasn’t until 9/11, when the FBI changed their focus to international terrorism threats, that the Italian Mafia took hold again. Only this time, they were smarter, more sophisticated, and more powerful than ever. The Wolf Street Mob was like nothing this country had ever known.
“I understand.” I adjusted my backpack on my shoulders. “Do you think you could run the tattoo through the FBI’s database? See if something comes up?”
“I don’t particularly want to get involved in this, and I’m not sure there’s anything I can do. I don’t even work in organized crime anymore. I hunt terrorists now. The correct channel, as you’re aware, is to request your boyfriend’s case be reopened. If the DA’s office reassigns it to a new team, they’ll review the evidence.”
“You must still have connections, right? Could you ask one of your old colleagues to check? Please, Agent Williams.” I shifted on my feet and wrung my hands. “If nothing comes of it, I promise you won’t hear from me about this again.”
She searched the sky for something, probably the patience to deal with the fledgling criminologist who was fast becoming a pain in her ass. Her eyes came back to mine. “Fine. I’ll see what I can do. I’m not making any promises, though.”
“Thank you. I knew you’d help.” Actually, I’d thought she’d flick me away like a small, annoying insect. This was huge. “My cell number and email are at the bottom of the sketch.”
“All right. I really have to go. Nice meeting you, Ms. Allen. I have a feeling one day you’ll be raising hell for the Philly reprobates.” She shot me a parting smirk before walking away.

Outside a hole-in-the-wall Vietnamese restaurant on Wolf Street, I sat at a dirty table poking chopsticks at a steaming box of noodles.
Behind me, orders were called while utensils scraped against a sizzling wok, and the fragrant scents of fresh cilantro and mint lingered in the air.
I wasn’t hungry. Nor had I been when I’d placed my order, and I certainly didn’t want to fill my stomach right before Muay Thai training. I was here for the cover the busy restaurant afforded and the direct view of Vixens strip club across the street.
Among Philly locals, it was no secret that the unassuming red brick building was owned and run by the Wolf Street Mafia. As their unofficial clubhouse, it was an invitation-only establishment, its patrons sworn to secrecy about whatever went on inside. I shuddered to think.
A silver Mercedes stopped in front of Vixens in a clearly marked No Parking zone. I raised the hood of my gray sweatshirt and whipped out my cell phone, pretending to scroll through social media.
I recognized the two men who exited the vehicle. They were regulars, although I’d only been able to identify one so far. Using the video camera on my phone, I zoomed in and hit record.
The dark-haired guy wearing an expensive-looking three-piece navy suit was Dante Moretti. I’d discovered he was a well-connected billionaire, and he looked the part with his designer sunglasses and shiny black shoes. A Google search revealed the entrepreneur invested in commercial property, cutting-edge tech, and foreign acquisitions. So why would he visit a Mafia clubhouse regularly? I couldn’t be certain, but I thought he was a captain, or even an underboss. Dante Moretti wasn’t a household name, yet his personal wealth along with the Mob’s backing made him one of the most powerful men in the country.
Gangsters didn’t resemble the Sopranos anymore, nor did they flaunt their power in the city. They’d wised up and were cagey about their roles within the organization. Even the identity of the don wasn’t common knowledge, despite his reputation of being ruthlessly sadistic.
The other man, Moretti’s enormous, fair-haired bodyguard, wore a black suit. Each item must have been tailor-made because of his mountainous height and muscly bulk.
A bouncer opened the door, and they entered the club.
“Dammit,” I groaned and put my phone away.
The cool fall weather and the fact that most entering the club wore suits meant I was unlikely to spy a bare forearm until next spring. No tattoo spotting today.
Even though I hadn’t been able to track down the shooter, the stakeouts weren’t a total waste of time. For years, I’d been photographing those who entered Vixens. Most I suspected were mobsters, but there were others. Those I’d been able to identify came from every walk of life. Business owners, union officials, members of Congress—almost all of them with a position of influence or a truckload of money. I’d even spotted a couple of detectives heading in one Friday afternoon. I guessed they could be there in an official capacity, but I doubted it. The Mob had plenty of supporters eager to reap the benefits of their wealth, power, and connections.
After another fruitless twenty minutes of observing scumbags arrive at the club, I gave up pretending to eat and offered my untouched noodles to the guy camping out in a nearby alley.
The afternoon’s mission was a waste, and there was only one way to unleash my frustration.
Time for a few rounds of sparring.
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Brandon
Philadelphia, Center City

“How was your drive from Missouri?”
Maria Donato, the real estate agent who’d hooked me up with my apartment, had the raspy voice of a pack-a-day smoker and a strong Philly accent. The portly woman in her late fifties wheezed louder with each step as we approached the third floor.
“Roadwork in Columbus, but otherwise uneventful.”
She glanced over her shoulder, leaning heavily on the handrail for support. Her being two stairs above me brought us eye to eye. “And what brings you to Philly?”
“Work.” I shot Maria my most charming smile and hoped against all odds that’d be the end of her questions.
A strange combination of tobacco and an overpowering floral scent hit me as I followed her along the hallway. When we reached the door to my apartment, the real estate agent flicked her salt-and-pepper waves over her shoulders before digging a set of keys from her bag. “What kind of work did you say you were in?”
I hadn’t. “I’m a consultant.”
“Oh.” She nodded, likely having no clue what that meant. The vague title had the desired result.
Maria opened the door, revealing the modest apartment. “You’ve got two bedrooms, one bathroom, open-floor-plan living area. The kitchen has updated appliances. Do you like to cook?” She gave me a raised-brow grin.
“Sure. Sometimes.” I shoved my hands into the pockets of my jeans while walking farther inside. Beige carpet floors, a small balcony overlooking the street. It was simple, but it would do. I didn’t need anything fancy.
She waggled a gnarled finger. “You look like a man who can cook. I bet the ladies love that.” Her eyes ran over me. “You got a girlfriend coming to stay?”
“No.”
“Boyfriend?”
“Also no.”
“It’s the twenty-twenties. I gotta ask.” Maria shrugged and belly laughed her way to the kitchen. “Just so you know, if anyone else moves in, we’ll have to add their name to the lease.”
“Copy that.” If she noticed my slip into military speech, she didn’t let it show. It’d been two years since my discharge from Team Zulu, but old habits died hard. My time with the black-operations unit almost felt like another lifetime than the one I now lived in the civilian world.
We walked through the apartment, Maria testing appliances and flicking on light switches along the way. “No pets, of course. The super’s number is in the information sheet I gave you.”
I checked the power outlets in the spare bedroom. There’d be enough to run my equipment—just. The window-mounted AC unit looked recently replaced. I switched it on to check if it worked. “Was my request to install additional security to the front door approved?”
“Yes. And I understand your concerns.” She shook her head. “This city has a nasty reputation, but I can assure you this is a safe neighborhood.” We headed back to the living area. “If you remove the security system when you leave, you’ll have to repair the walls to their original condition or you’ll lose your damage deposit.”
“Not a problem.”
“If you need someone to show you around, my daughter lives a few blocks from here. She’s studying business at Wharton.” She flashed me a proud mom grin, and it surprised me she didn’t whip out a photo or ten.
“That won’t be necessary. I’m familiar with the city.” Although I wished I’d never set foot in Pennsylvania. Being back here dug up dark memories from two years ago when my younger sister Janie had gone missing. I’d quit Team Zulu to search for her, starting at the last place she’d been seen alive—a subway station in Center City.
Six weeks after she disappeared, her body washed up on a beach in the south of France. Janie hadn’t even owned a passport. Driven by my family’s devastation and the need for answers, I’d continued hunting those responsible. Giving up wasn’t an option, even though nothing would bring Janie back.
I’d spent two years tracking, searching, questioning every piece of intel, and doubting each decision I’d made. With my training and experience, I should’ve found her within days. I’d done it countless times before and never had a problem. Why was my sister the only person I’d failed to find?
Human trafficking was the most likely scenario. The local authorities and Interpol were useless. And despite my self-taught hacking skills and army-funded intelligence training, every lead I uncovered dwindled to a dead end. Until two days ago, when I’d discovered a disturbing trend leading me right back to Philly.
It pointed to the Mafia having the information I needed, but short of showing up at Vixens and demanding to know what had happened to Janie, I was hamstrung. Where the Wolf Street Mob was concerned, I needed to operate smart, not go in all guns blazing.
So I’d formed a new plan. Make myself useful to the Mob, get inside their clubhouse, and find answers from within.
What would I do once I had the information I was looking for? For two years, I’d obsessed over the revenge I would take on those who’d hurt Janie. It would be messy, and assholes would die. I looked forward to it.
I unclenched my fists and followed Maria to the door.
“All right. I’ll leave you to move your things in,” she said on her way out. “You have my number. Call if you have any other questions.”

While unloading boxes from the back of the U-Haul, the roar of a loud motorcycle drew my attention, even above the regular city racket. It sounded like a dirt bike, which was strange for the city, but not as strange as the shouts and screams from pedestrians as the bike drew nearer.
I stuck my head out the back of the truck in the direction of the ruckus. A block away, people were scattering from the bike’s path as it tore along the sidewalk. Most folks were watching the situation unfold, but my eyes landed on one who wasn’t. And the bike headed straight for her.
But…damn, she was gorgeous. Not in a glamorous, done-up way. That had never been my type. Pretty sure this natural beauty wasn’t wearing any makeup at all. Long ebony waves pulled back, curves in all the right places, and judging from her black leggings and tank, there was lean muscle definition in those long limbs. She rummaged through a backpack, oblivious to the danger approaching. AirPods in her ears explained her lack of awareness.
Man, I’d been a civilian for too long if my reaction time was delayed so easily by an appealing distraction.
“Hey!” I yelled, hoping to snag her attention so she’d recognize what was going on around her.
She looked up and plucked the AirPods from her ears. Big brown eyes set against pale skin and delicate features scanned the area and widened when they locked on to the approaching bike.
Then she did the strangest thing. She squeezed her lids shut tight, as if wishing herself out of the situation might work.
No one nearby seemed inclined to help her out of the way.
I leaped from the back of the U-Haul. “Watch out,” I called, giving her one last chance to launch into action. She didn’t, and the bike was almost here.
If the damsel in distress needed rescuing, then I guessed this was her lucky day.
It was definitely mine.
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Sage

Sweaty and fatigued from training and the twenty-minute jog home, I slowed to a walk to cross the busy street, holding my breath as I stepped over a putrid-smelling sewer drain.
I paused at the door to my apartment building and searched through my backpack for the entry swipe card. Aha! Found it.
“Hey!” I thought I heard someone call out.
I glanced up and pulled the AirPods from my ears, replacing the Foo Fighters with the sounds of Philly and— Wait. What was that noise?
But then I was distracted by a flurry of movement farther down the sidewalk.
A blond woman yelped and leaped to the side, her shopping bags flying through the air. A man wearing a pissed-off expression lunged to flatten himself against the wall of a building while shaking his fist. The stream of startled, scrambling pedestrians drew ever closer, along with the increasing sound of an engine.
What the…?
A motorcycle sped down the sidewalk, the helmeted rider weaving wildly through the busy foot traffic.
My pulse pounded like a snare drum in my skull. Frozen in place, all I could do was stare as danger approached.
I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move.
Not again. Please, not again.
I pinched my eyes shut, and for the briefest of moments, I stood on a different sidewalk. The one outside Romano’s store.
Kieran knelt to tie his shoelace. A black sedan approached, and its tinted window rolled down. The barrel of an assault rifle appeared, gripped by a tattooed arm, and—
“Watch out,” came a deep, urgent voice.
A hard body crashed into me. Strong arms curled around my torso as my feet left the ground. In a flash, the man spun us. His back slammed into the wall as I collided with his chest. His firm hold was the only thing stopping me from rebounding and stumbling to the sidewalk.
The bike tore past with a deafening roar.
My breaths came rapidly. Had the rider been aiming for me? Would they come back?
A siren wailed as a cruiser raced by in pursuit. The bike hightailed it around a corner and disappeared from my line of sight.
A police chase. That was all it had been. My lids closed, and my shoulders sagged with relief.
I’m safe, I told myself when my head swam and my legs threatened to buckle.
Breathe, Sage. Just breathe.
When I opened my eyes, the broad chest of my rescuer filled my view.
Holy hell.
This guy was tall and seriously built. Although my feet were back on the ground, he still held me in his secure embrace, probably because I was clinging to him like a cat stuck up a tree while my panic subsided.
Ugh, how embarrassing. What had happened to me? Freezing in terror was exactly the behavior I’d worked so hard to avoid.
The big guy cleared his throat. My gaze traveled from the vee of his black T-shirt, over tan skin covering his corded, muscular neck, then up some more until I landed on a face that could rock the cover of GQ magazine.
Wow.
When our eyes met, I couldn’t look away because his were…captivating. There was no other word to describe them. Set below dark brows, they were so blue it was like staring into the shimmering waters of the Mediterranean. Maybe he wore contacts, because who even had eyes that color? All I knew was those stunning blue orbs bored right into mine, studying me as if I were an intriguing puzzle that needed to be solved.
I wasn’t. And whatever secrets I had didn’t need probing. But…why was he staring at me like that?
A slow smile spread across his full lips. The small lines at the corners of his eyes made me think he did that a lot. “Hi.” His deep voice resonated where my palms had unclenched and were now splayed over hard pecs.
Tingles rippled over my skin.
The good kind.
The kind I had no desire to experience from someone like Blue Eyes.
I pushed against his firm chest and stumbled out of his hold. He let me go, although I caught the flash of disappointment on his face at my hasty retreat.
Hi?
That was all he had to say after almost getting taken out by a speeding bike? Come to think of it, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Way Too Cool didn’t seem flustered in the slightest. Who was this guy?
When I remained silent, he ducked so we were eye level. “Hey, are you all right?” I couldn’t place his accent, but he wasn’t raised in Philly. The Midwest, if I had to guess.
Words, Sage. Use them!
He likely already thought I was short on brain cells after I’d clammed up just now. “I’m okay, I think.” I ran a mental body scan for confirmation and straightened my tank.
“I’m glad to hear that.” Blue Eyes nodded and smiled again. It made my chest flutter in a way I wasn’t at all comfortable with.
Was he flirting with me? I didn’t want it to be true, but how else could I interpret his body language? The smiles, the stares. The way he looked like he wanted to risk being mowed down by a bike for a second time just so we could be close again.
It wasn’t as though guys never flirted with me. It happened often enough, and sometimes I even flirted back. Sometimes it led to more. But it never made me feel anything. Not like now. Hot face, racing heart, tumbling stomach. It’d been a long time, but I recognized the symptoms.
Something twisted inside my gut when I remembered the first time I’d met Kieran. He’d been new at my high school, and I’d been a goner from the moment he’d sat next to me in class. The dimple when he’d smiled, his sweet, boyish charm, the way he’d rubbed the back of his neck in nervous anticipation of my answer to his question, Is this seat taken?
My reaction to this guy didn’t make sense. He wasn’t anything like Kieran. He was a man, for one, probably in his late twenties, where Kieran had barely made it past his teens. The way Blue Eyes carried himself, he seemed so worldly and confident. And what I’d felt beneath my palms earlier was a very powerful body. So different from—
Stop! Don’t even go there.
Something bitter burned the back of my throat. Comparing them was all kinds of wrong. And how was it fair that I was here living and feeling…things I didn’t deserve to feel when Kieran was gone forever?
Blue Eyes scratched the short, dark stubble on his cheek while his brow knitted in a confused expression. “Do you usually close your eyes and hope for the best when there’s an incredibly loud motorcycle thundering toward you?”
Wait…what? Did the hot guy insult me? “Excuse me?”
“I even warned you to move. Twice.”
Heat crept up my neck. From anger, from lust. Who knew anymore?
Irritated with his patronizing tone and the annoying fact that he made a valid point, I mustered every ounce of sarcasm I could. “So sorry for the inconvenience I’ve caused you.”
“No apology necessary. I’m rather glad you needed rescuing, actually.” His baby blues sparkled with something like amusement.
Amusement!
What about this situation was entertaining?
“You think that was fun?” I scoffed. “You shoved me out of the way like a charging bull.”
He folded enormous arms across his chest. I ignored the way the sleeves of his black T-shirt strained against the bulk of his biceps. “I had it under control,” he said. “And if I hadn’t moved you out of the way, you probably would’ve broken something. Multiple somethings, I expect.”
I mimicked his pose. “No, I wouldn’t have, because I was about to get out of the way before you tackled me.” At least, I hoped I had been.
He pursed his lips while his eyes narrowed to slits. “Nope. I don’t think you were. You definitely had that deer-in-the-headlights look. That is, until you clamped your eyes shut.”
My face went blank. Damn him for being hot and perceptive. He hadn’t missed a single moment of my freak-out. “Fine. I may have panicked for a second, but I thought that rider was going to—” I swallowed my next words, realizing how crazy they’d sound.
All humor left Blue Eyes’ expression. “You thought he was going to what?”
I sighed and shook my head. “It doesn’t matter.”
As if reminding me of those events, the pain in my thigh flared to life. I massaged the ugly scar hidden beneath my leggings.
Blue Eyes followed the movement. “You sure you’re not hurt?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” I stifled a groan as the throbbing ache ebbed. “It’s an old injury.”
It was only when I stopped tending to my leg that Blue Eyes seemed satisfied I was okay. He collected my backpack, swipe card, and one AirPod from the pavement before handing them to me.
“Thanks,” I mumbled and swung my bag over one shoulder.
“Is there a laptop in there?”
“Yeah.”
“It must’ve hit the ground pretty hard. If it’s busted, I might be able to fix it for you.”
Not that I’d ever take him up on the offer, but how was a guy like him going to fix a computer? Sure, that was a superficial opinion, but there were plenty of IT whizzes on campus. None of them looked like Blue Eyes. “I’m sure it’s fine.”
He offered me his hand. “I’m Brandon.”
I returned the gesture since it would be rude not to. And because he had sort of saved my frozen-in-terror ass from getting run over. “Sage.”
His palm was warm, callused, and freaking huge. Of course, a big guy would have big hands. Without my permission, my brain traveled down a wildly inappropriate thought path and imagined the other implications of his hand size.
What the hell was wrong with me? Maybe I needed to get laid. Just not by him.
“Sage.” He said my name slowly with a knowing smirk. “I have a feeling we’ll be seeing each other again very soon.”
I snorted, withdrawing my palm. “No offense, but I doubt that.”
Brandon pulled something from his pocket. A gray swipe card identical to my own.
“Oh, look.” He held it up. “I have one just like yours.” He touched his card to the security panel and opened the door for me with one brawny arm.
With my jaw clenched firm, I took in my surroundings, in particular the U-Haul truck parked at the curb, the rear door raised and boxes stacked high inside.
Oh, hell no.
Cringing, I turned to face him. “You’re moving into my building?”
“Apartment 3B. Which one are you?”
It took all my willpower not to growl a string of expletives. “3A.”
“Guess that makes us neighbors. Don’t be a stranger, Sage.” He winked, and I almost punched myself in the stomach when traitorous butterflies took flight.
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Sage

My heart pounded from the quick climb up three flights of stairs. Who was I kidding? It had nothing to do with the cardio and everything to do with the encounter with my new neighbor.
I unlocked my door with trembling hands and dumped my bag next to the small dining table where Lettie sat with textbooks and a notepad.
Without lifting her eyes, my roomie raised one finger while continuing to write what looked to be a page-long algebraic equation.
Lettie was some kind of mathematical genius, which was completely at odds with her emo dress style and lustrous jet-black hair cut in a chic blunt bob. Today’s black T-shirt was a loose, off-one-shoulder number with Book Boyfriends are Better emblazoned on the front, and I didn’t have to guess it was paired with her favorite ripped black jeans and lace-up boots.
I braced my hands on the back of a dining chair opposite my petite friend and drummed my fingers against the pine.
Once she finished writing her mathematical mumbo jumbo with a hard-pressed period, Lettie’s eyes came to mine. “Hello, lovely,” she purred before tapping her pen on the notepad and studying me. “What’s got your cheeks all flushed and those big brown eyes so wide?”
I shook my head. “I’m losing my ever-loving mind.”
She batted her enhanced lashes, revealing smoky lids and winged eyeliner. Not that she needed it. Her Korean-American heritage had given her the most stunning pair of golden-brown eyes I’d ever seen. But Lettie was always meticulously made up. It didn’t matter if she was headed for an early lecture or clubbing until 4 a.m. I was a lip gloss and quick coat of mascara kind of girl, at least when I could be bothered. Stupidly, I wished I had today.
“What are you talking about?” she asked.
“I just freaked out and almost got myself killed. Okay, maybe not killed, but I could’ve been badly hurt.”
She stood fast, her chair scraping over the tiles, then came toward me. “Are you all right? What the hell happened?”
“I don’t know. One minute I was standing on the sidewalk; the next there’s a motorcycle heading right for me, and I…I completely froze.” I shifted on my feet. “I thought the bike was coming for me.”
Lettie wrapped me in a firm embrace that belied her tiny frame, the fresh, minty scent of her gum washing over me. “Oh, honey. Your reaction is understandable. You’re a trauma survivor, and—” She pulled back and held me at arm’s length. “Wait. Was the bike coming for you?”
“No. The cops were chasing him through the streets. That’s all.”
“But you’re still spying on that club, aren’t you?” One brow lifted in suspicion. “Before you answer, I found a box of Vietnamese noodles in the refrigerator, so don’t even think about lying.” When I remained silent, Lettie’s stare hardened, and she gave me a shake. “I thought we agreed it was dangerous. You promised me you’d stop snooping around there.”
I wrestled out of her grip before her fingers left bruises on my arms. “I never promised. I said I’d think about it. All I’m doing is sitting at a restaurant across the street. It’s no big deal. And besides, I can defend myself.”
Lettie braced one hand on her cocked hip. “Oh, really? I hadn’t noticed.” Her tone dripped with sarcasm. “You’ve only been obsessed with honing your skills at the firing range and learning how to beat the crap out of people for the last three years. You don’t think that’s a little strange?”
After the shooting, I never wanted to feel like a victim again, so I’d bought a couple of pistols, gotten lessons at the firing range, and learned martial arts for self-defense. But as my skills had developed, they’d also empowered me. My aim had improved, my muscles strengthened, and I didn’t balk at sparring with the most experienced guys at the gym. I wasn’t the terrified, timid woman from three years ago, and if some douchebag tried to mug me in the street, they’d be the one screaming for help.
Or would they? I’d just faced the first true test of my abilities and failed spectacularly. What good was knowing how to fight and shoot if my body didn’t move at the critical moment? I was so angry at my pathetic reaction.
“My therapist used to tell me it’s perfectly normal to want to protect yourself after going through a violent trauma.”
Lettie gave a caustic laugh. “I’m pretty sure she meant put extra locks on your door and get a big dog, not turn yourself into Lara Croft.” She folded her arms. “What happens if you find the shooter? Will you make a sensible decision or do something you’ll regret?”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know. Put a bullet in his brain? A knife in his heart?”
I picked at the hem of my tank. “I don’t see how that would be regrettable.”
Ethical, wise Sage, the one who’d all but completed her criminology degree, should advocate for Kieran’s murderer to be put behind bars for life. But there was a part inside me, a darkness born from tragedy, that longed for eye-for-an-eye-style justice. Didn’t that lowlife piece of shit deserve to die a bloody, painful death like my boyfriend had?
Lettie stalked toward me. “That’s precisely what I’m talking about. What happens after you get your revenge? I’ll tell you,” she said before I could give a smart-ass answer. “The Wolf Street Mafia will track you down and finish what they failed to do three years ago. Is that what you want?” She shook her head. “Why don’t you care about what happens to you?”
“Because I need to make things right. At any cost.” Because it was my fault Kieran had been outside Romano’s store that day. And because it wasn’t fair that he’d died and I hadn’t. The least I could do with this shell of a life was avenge his death.
“There are people who care about you, Sage. People who would be devastated if anything happened to you.”
“Like who? Dad would rather captain a cargo ship fifty weeks of the year than take a local job, and Kara moved to the other side of the planet just to get away from Philly.”
After Mom had passed away five years ago, my dad and sister had wasted no time shifting their lives across the globe. I didn’t blame them for wanting to escape the awful memories of Mom’s illness. Hell, if my studies hadn’t kept me in Philly, I might’ve gone, too. Still, it hurt that they were rarely home and only called every couple of months. How had our happy family of four become just…me?
I’d only managed because of Kieran, the one shining light remaining in my life. With him, I’d still had love, belonging, and the prospect of a happy future. And then he took his last breath in my arms on the sidewalk.
Why did the people I loved keep leaving me?
“Like me!” Lettie jolted me from the painful memory and stabbed her chest with her index finger. “I’d miss you. I’d be shattered if those sons of bitches murdered you.”
Shit. My shoulders slumped as I let out a deep sigh. Lettie and I had been best friends since middle school, and she’d been my rock after the shooting. “You’re right. I’m being insensitive.”
“And selfish. Inconsiderate. Foolhardy. Reckless.” She counted off on her fingers.
“Okay, I think you’ve found enough synonyms for me being a thoughtless jerk.”
“That’s a good one. Wish I’d thought of it.”
I put my arms around her shoulders and pulled her in for a hug. “I’m sorry, Lettie. I’ll be more careful. I won’t go to the club so often, all right?”
Her chest expanded with the deep breath she drew in. “Just please take care, okay?”
“I will.” I released Lettie and headed to the sofa, where I slumped into the comfy cushions. “Three years and I’m no closer to nailing this guy. I need to try a fresh approach.”
Lettie dropped into the spot beside me. “You are doing something new. In six months, you’ll graduate and your internship at the Justice Department will become a full-time job. This is what you’ve been working so hard for. You’re going to make this city a better place, and you’re going to do it the right way. Don’t lose sight of the big picture.”
“I haven’t.” Had I? Time hadn’t lessened my determination for revenge. It only strengthened it. Something else had changed within me. My sadness and pain had morphed into anger. No, it was more than that. I hated the people who’d ruined Kieran’s and my lives. I tamped down those thoughts because I didn’t want Lettie worrying about my current state of mind.
I turned to face my bestie. “I’m so disappointed in myself for freezing up when the bike was coming at me.”
Lettie sighed and leaned her head against my shoulder. “I’m just glad you came to your senses and got out of the way in time.”
My muscles tensed. “That’s the thing. I didn’t.”
“You didn’t?”
“Nope. All the training I’ve done to prepare for a situation where I’m in danger, and I shut my eyes and turned into a statue. If that rider had pulled a weapon and started shooting, I’d have been as helpless as I was the first time.” I dragged my hands over my face as frustration ate at me. I needed to be better than that.
“You’re human, Sage. Cut yourself some slack. Despite what you’ve trained for, you’re not programmed to handle every intense situation thrown at you.”
“An old lady with bags of groceries managed to keep her eyes open and get out of its path.”
Lettie lifted her head from my shoulder to look me in the eye. “Do you ever think about going back to therapy? It might help with your nightmares, too.”
I picked at a ruined cuticle on my finger. My nails looked like shit. “I’m done reliving that day. And I’m done talking about how it wasn’t my fault and I shouldn’t feel guilty that I’m still here and Kieran isn’t.” Therapy hadn’t lessened those thoughts in the slightest. It didn’t change facts.
Lettie’s swallow was audible. Sometimes I wondered why she put up with me.
“So, what happened?” she asked. “How is it you’re here sitting on the sofa and not laid up in the hospital?”
I flopped my head back on the cushion and stared at the ceiling. “A hot guy saved me.”
“What?” Lettie gasped, grabbing my jaw and forcing me to face her. “Details. Right now.”
I sat up and tucked one ankle under my thigh. “There’s not much to tell. He literally picked me up like some giant ogre and hauled me out of the way a moment before the bike would’ve plowed into us. It was kind of mortifying.”
Lettie smiled like an evil villain about to carry out a sinister plan. “This is an interesting development. Tell me more.”
“About the hot guy? How about this? He’s rude and an arrogant ass.”
My far-too-clever friend tapped a finger against her jaw. “Let me guess. He flirted with you?”
Pretty sure my nostrils flared with how hard I exhaled.
“You ever notice how quick you are to dismiss someone you’re attracted to?” Lettie asked.
“I’m going to ignore that question.” A sardonic laugh escaped me. “Oh, and I haven’t even told you the worst part. He’s moving in across the hall.”
Lettie sat up, eyes wide. “He is?”
“Unfortunately. Unloading his things as we speak.”
“You know, you could’ve started with that important piece of information as soon as you walked through the door.” Lettie jumped from her seat and dashed to our tiny balcony overlooking the road.
“I’m sorry. I was too busy explaining how I almost died.”
“Don’t be so dramatic. You’re fine.” She dismissed me with a flick of her wrist before peering over the rail. “I think I see him at the back of a truck. Dark hair, muscles for days, and an ass you could bounce a quarter off?”
“Hands the size of baseball gloves?” I frowned. “That’s him.”
“Damn.” My roommate leaned half her body over the rail and waved, a seductive wiggle of her black-acrylic-tipped fingers.
“What the hell are you doing? Get away from there.” I stormed to the balcony and dragged her inside.
“He waved first. If he’s going to live across the hall, it would be rude not to say hi.” Lettie shook her head. “Oh, honey. Our new neighbor is sex on a stick, and you think that’s a problem?” She chuckled. “No, my friend. This will make life very interesting. Well, your life at least. And if I weren’t already taken, I’d be baking that man a batch of welcome cookies and making myself known.”
“You saw him. He’s probably a man whore. I bet there’ll be a different woman at his apartment every day of the week.” A small part of me bristled that such a thing would bother me.
Lettie flashed me an impish smile. “You like him.”
Ugh, she didn’t even frame it as a question.
My eyes flared. ”Like is a strong word. I’m attracted to him, sure, but you’d have to be in a coma not to recognize the guy’s an eleven.”
“No. It’s more than that. You’ve hooked up with hot guys and never gotten worked up over them. This one’s different.”
“Unlikely.” I didn’t tell Lettie the truth. That earlier, Brandon had made me feel something I didn’t want to acknowledge. Not that it mattered. I needed to shut this conversation down fast because I knew where it was heading.
“Then what’s the problem?” Lettie asked. “Just screw his brains out and move on. Same as you do every couple of months when your coochie’s desperate pleas for attention become too difficult to ignore.”
I raised my palms in the air. “I’ve got nothing against casual sex, but hooking up with a neighbor is a level of awkward I’m not okay with.”
“So”—Lettie shrugged—“don’t make it a booty call.”
As if it were that simple.
I narrowed my eyes. “Do you even know me at all?”
“Better than anyone.” She rested her hands on my shoulders. “You know I’ll support you one hundred percent in your endeavor to resist the charms of that fine piece of ass, but it’s been three years since you’ve had a real relationship. No one will ever replace Kieran—”
“I know. I’ll always love Kieran, but that’s not what this is about.”
Lettie frowned. “You’re scared of letting anyone get close.”
I nodded. “I can’t risk losing someone again, and I won’t allow myself to be the cause of it.” No matter how much Lettie and my therapist had told me otherwise, neither of them could guarantee my actions would never endanger a loved one again.
The sympathy in her eyes had my throat constricting. “Fine. Just know I say this from a position of wisdom because I am fifty-two days older than you and because I love you. It’s time for you to move beyond a one-night stand. It’s okay to be nervous about starting something new, but you deserve to be happy. Kieran would want that.”
He would. We’d even spoken about it after Mom passed and Dad started traveling the world with his new job. It had been a drunken, late-night conversation. One we’d never thought would become our reality until we were much older. Kieran had urged me to do whatever I needed to find joy again. I’d joked and told him I’d haunt him if he ever looked at another woman.
“It’s not being happy I’m afraid of. It’s the part that comes after.” The part where I lose everything and my heart gets ripped out because it was all my fault. “I can’t go through that again. Besides, I’m too busy with classes and my internship to be distracted by Brandon right now.”
“Brandon.” She drew the word out in a deep, husky voice. “That’s a good name.”
I rolled my eyes. “Don’t say it like that.”
“Like what?”
“Like if your hussy of a vagina had a voice, that’s what she’d sound like.” I grabbed my backpack and headed toward my room.
“You’re wrong,” Lettie called out. “She sounds like Emily Blunt in The Devil Wears Prada.”
Did I even want to know why her lady parts had the accent of a snappy British woman? Probably not.
At the small workstation by the window, I opened my laptop and crossed my fingers it still worked.
“Oh no,” I groaned.
The System Error message combined with the blue screen of death meant only one thing.
I was royally screwed.
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Brandon

On my way to get more boxes, I ran into the petite goth who lived across the hall with Sage. With her back to me, she loitered at their door. Was she…polishing the handle?
“Hi,” I said while trying to suppress a smile.
She spun, doing nothing to disguise her slow appraisal as her eyes traveled from my hiking boots to my jeans and black T-shirt, then landed on my face. “Well, hel-lo new neighbor. Sage didn’t describe how deliciously tall you are. What are you? Six-three?”
“Six-four.” I folded my arms. “And what did she say about me?”
“That you had quite an introduction downstairs.”
Indeed. From the moment I’d spotted Sage on the sidewalk, I hadn’t been able to get the stunning brunette out of my head. This was unlike me. I didn’t do crushes, at least, not since high school. I’d been in the military after, deployed more often than not. And since Janie had disappeared, I’d been focused on finding her.
Yet there was something about Sage that pulled me in beyond my attraction to her. Pretty sure she’d felt it, too, except it was as if that spark between us had spooked her. Was it foolish of me to want to change that? Absolutely. I needed to remain focused on finding Janie’s abductors. Going undercover with the Mob would require long hours and put me in a dangerous position. I didn’t need a deliciously curvy brown-eyed beauty distracting me from my task.
I leaned my back against the door. “We did. She seemed a little shaken. Is she okay?”
“She will be.” The mischievous glint in her eyes transformed into a look of concern. “She’s tough. In some ways, she’s the strongest person I know. Listen, Sage can be standoffish when it comes to men. Don’t let that dissuade you, but don’t scare her off, either, all right?”
“Scare her off?”
She huffed as if I were a dumbass for needing clarification. “Do you like her?”
“Yeah. She’s—”
“Do you have a girlfriend?”
“No.”
“I see no ring on your finger, but are you married?”
“Seriously?” I chuckled, but her deadpan expression held no hint of humor.
“Answer the question.”
I gave a sharp shake of my head. “Not married.” This bird was kind of scary.
“Do drugs?”
“No.”
“Been in jail?”
“No.” Probably best not to mention my stint in juvie.
“How many dating apps are you on?”
What? “I’m not on any.”
She took a slow step forward and pinned me with a hard stare. “Why not?”
I’d been trained to handle interrogation, but this one was a little unnerving. I dragged a hand through my hair. “I don’t know. I guess I just prefer the old-fashioned way.”
I should put a stop to this and tell her these questions were irrelevant. The truth would suffice. I wasn’t in a position to start a relationship. She didn’t need to know the specifics.
So why hadn’t I shut her down? The answer surprised me. Despite knowing that getting involved with Sage was a terrible idea, part of me—clearly the asshole part—was unwilling to let it go. Not that it mattered. Sage’s initial body language had suggested she was interested, but when she’d found out I was her new neighbor, she’d been about as pleased as if a brothel were moving in across the hall.
“Hmm.” The little goth came closer still. “Look, Muscles, you seem nice, and you definitely score points for rescuing Sage earlier. But in my experience, most guys are clueless dicks when it comes to women.” She poked me in the chest with her index finger. “Don’t be one of them.”
I rubbed the spot where her long nail scored my skin.
“If you can manage that and she lets you in, you won’t regret it. But if you hurt her…” Her fierce gaze held mine. “I’ll feed your balls to the sewer rats…while they’re still attached.” In a flash, her glare flipped to a pleasant smile. She held out her palm. “I’m Lettie. Welcome to the building.”
“Brandon. Nice to meet you, I think.” I shook her hand. She had a hell of a grip. “Thanks for the advice. And the vivid nightmare fuel.” I really hated rats.
Lettie winked. “Anytime.” 
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Sage

The next evening, I swallowed my pride and knocked on Brandon’s door. My hideous ensemble had been carefully crafted. Baggy pink sweatpants, a Save Ferris tee with a faded red sauce stain on the collar, and no makeup to conceal the dark circles under my eyes from last night’s shitty sleep. If my new neighbor was still interested in me after this, there was something seriously wrong with him.
When he didn’t answer, I went to knock again, but paused with my fist an inch from impact.
This was an awful idea. I should avoid Brandon and find some way to pay for the expensive repair my computer needed.
Laptop in hand, I spun on my heel and made a hasty retreat. The creak of Brandon’s door opening made me freeze one step away from the safety of my apartment.
Shit.
“Sage?”
The sound of his smooth, rich voice sent an unwanted flush creeping up my neck. It’s just hormones, I told myself. Nothing but a visceral response to an attractive person. It doesn’t mean a thing.
With my back to Brandon, I mentally fortified myself for dealing with him. Asking for help, even though he’d offered it, was something I loathed.
I turned around. “Hi.” My breath caught when our eyes met. It’d only been a day since I’d first stared into them, and they were no less enthralling now.
“What a nice surprise.” Dressed casually in a white tee and gray cargoes, he folded massive arms over his broad chest while leaning against the doorframe. It looked like he’d just gotten out of the shower. A wisp of still-damp dark hair hung across his brow. I definitely didn’t want to use my fingertips to brush it aside for him.
He nodded toward my laptop. “That giving you trouble?”
“Yeah. It wigged out on me when I fired it up last night. I took it to a couple of shops today. The repair quotes were scary.” This month’s tight budget didn’t allow for the extra expense. I was lucky to live in my nan’s old apartment for free. Lettie paid a modest rent, which helped with my day-to-day costs, and I tutored sophomores and juniors to cover the rest.
One side of Brandon’s mouth tilted up. “I’m only mildly offended you didn’t bring it to me right away, but let me see what I can do.” He held out a hand, and I passed him the laptop. When he left the door open and headed inside his apartment, I made no move to follow.
“Come on in. I just brewed a pot of coffee.”
Crap.
Plan A of tossing my computer at him like a hot potato and hightailing it back to my place was a complete failure.
Open boxes littered Brandon’s living space along with a small dining set, black leather sofa, timber coffee table, and a big-screen TV that had yet to be mounted on the wall.
After pouring two cups of coffee, he handed me one. “Is black okay? I haven’t been to the store to buy creamer yet.”
“Black’s fine.” It was how I drank mine, anyway.
“My tools are in here.” Brandon waved me through to the room that mirrored my own. Except when he opened the door, it wasn’t a bedroom at all, but some kind of home office on steroids.
Four large screens covered one wall. Facing them were a comfortable-looking swivel chair and a desk holding a keyboard, laptop docking station, two tablets on support stands, audio speakers, and a multifunction printer. Against the side wall were several tall glass-door cabinets filled with black boxes, each of them with colored blinking lights—server boxes. Odd that there were enough for a large office. A little overkill for one person.
Hard plastic cases were arranged on the other side of the room. They were unlabeled, except for one with a picture of a four-propeller drone. The space whirred with the sound of all the electronic devices. The window-mounted AC unit explained why it was so cold in here. It probably ran twenty-four seven to keep the equipment from overheating.
He must’ve spent the entire day organizing this room while neglecting the rest of the apartment. What did he use this stuff for?
At the desk, Brandon connected my laptop to one of his and ran what looked to be some kind of diagnostic program.
“I met your roommate last night.” His eyes remained on the screen while his fingers danced across the keyboard. “She seems…intense.”
I smiled, wondering what Lettie had said to get that reaction. “She’d probably take that as a compliment. Don’t let her size fool you.”
“Never again. Do you back up your files regularly?”
“Yep. Everything important is in the cloud.” A small grace.
“Clever girl.” Brandon scrolled through streams of code. It all looked like nonsense to me.
I spun in a slow circle, studying the gadget-filled room. “What’s all this gear? Are you a gamer or something?”
“I…trade stocks and have a side hustle as an IT security consultant.”
I didn’t miss his slight hesitation in giving me those details. Was he embarrassed by his job, or not giving me the whole truth? Something didn’t gel.
“Business going good?” I sipped my coffee. Much better than the cheap crap Lettie and I had.
His focus remained on the screen. “I do well enough.”
“Well enough that you can afford to rent a—how do I put this nicely—economical apartment?”
“This place has everything I need. The location is great, and the internet speed is fast.”
“You don’t seem like a computer geek.”
Brandon turned, and our eyes met. “And what do I seem like?”
Cosmo’s Bachelor of the Year. “I don’t know. Some kind of slick used-car salesman I guess.”
“Ouch.” He winced and returned his attention to the screen. “Maybe it’s best if you don’t make too many assumptions about me.”
Something seemed off about Brandon, but it would be foolish to question him while he helped me. Besides, what did I care what his story was? As long as he fixed my laptop, then minded his own business, we’d be sweet.
“Where are you from?” I asked to fill the awkward silence. “I can’t place your accent.”
“Grew up in rural Missouri.”
“A farm boy?” I couldn’t imagine that.
“Yes, ma’am.” Brandon tipped the brim of an imaginary hat and gave me what must be his best impression of a country-boy smile. I told myself it wasn’t endearing in the slightest. A charming version of Brandon posed even more danger than the cocky one. “My parents still run it,” he added. “Cattle mostly, a few pigs. Sometimes turkeys for the holiday season.”
Raised on a Missouri farm but now a Philly computer whiz? This man was an enigma. One I had zero intention of deciphering.
Brandon rose from the swivel chair to hunt through a cabinet drawer. The muscles in his biceps popped as he rummaged around. Nope. You didn’t get definition like that from clicking a mouse all day.
“I can fix your laptop. Pretty sure I have enough spare parts to start on it tonight. When do you need it by?”
“I’ve got an assignment due in three days, so the sooner the better.”
“I’ll have it to you by tomorrow, then.” He placed what looked like a motherboard circuit on the desk, then continued searching. “What are you studying?”
“Criminology.”
“Impressive. How long until you’re finished?”
“Six months.”
“Then what? You going to become a crime-fighting badass?” Brandon glanced my way, and it surprised me to realize he wasn’t mocking me. “This city could sure use it.”
“Something like that.” We so weren’t having the murdered boyfriend discussion. Aside from the guaranteed bout of anxiety it would bring on, I didn’t want Brandon’s pity.
I took another sip of coffee, hoping he didn’t notice how fast I drank. As soon as I finished, I’d be out of here. This conversation was oddly normal compared to our last one. Normal conversations led to friendships, and I didn’t want to be friends with Brandon.
“University of Pennsylvania?” he asked.
I nodded when he looked across for my answer.
“Ivy League? Damn. Smart and beautiful. No wonder I couldn’t grab your interest yesterday.” He shot me a teasing smile.
My stomach fluttered at his words, but it irked me he assumed I was some stuck-up bitch who thought I was too good for him. “It’s not like that.”
He tossed a few more computer parts on the desk and came toward me. My pulse picked up, and the look in his clear-blue eyes told me I had every reason to feel flighty. Brandon’s fresh, soapy scent drifted over me. He stood so close I had to crane my neck to meet his gaze, but I held my ground.
“What’s it like, then?” he asked.
We were getting into dangerous territory here, but I didn’t need to give him the real reason for shunning his advances. Instead, I offered him the most sensible one. “I don’t want any distractions in my life right now.”
“And I’d be a distraction for you?” He lifted one dark brow. “I’m flattered.”
I scoffed. “Don’t be. Everything except my studies is taking a back seat.”
He made a pained expression and placed a hand over his heart. “You wound me.”
Our eyes locked, and I could’ve sworn the AC wasn’t running at all. My heart galloped in my chest. Something strange must be happening to me, because I had the irresponsible urge to move closer to Brandon.
I needed to leave.
Clearing my throat, I retreated a step and placed my coffee on the desk. “I have to check on my dinner in the oven. I should probably go. Let me know how much I owe you for the repair.”
Brandon shook his head. “You don’t owe me anything. It’s my fault it hit the ground so hard. I was a little overenthusiastic when I grabbed you.”
“I don’t feel comfortable with that. I don’t want to be indebted to you.”
“You wouldn’t be. But if you wanted to show your appreciation, we could, say, go for coffee tomorrow?” Brandon rubbed the back of his neck as though waiting for my response made him nervous.
The same way Kieran used to.
I swallowed against the lump in my throat and blinked away the painful memory. “I…I don’t do that.”
Brandon chuckled. “What? Drink coffee?” He gestured at my abandoned mug.
“No. I mean, I don’t go on dates.”
“It doesn’t have to be a date.”
“Really?” I folded my arms. “You’d be happy if we were just friends?”
“I would. But I won’t lie. I’d be happier if it were something more.” His eyes shifted to my lips briefly before moving back to meet mine. “I sensed something between us yesterday. Didn’t you?”
It was on the tip of my tongue to say no, but those words stuck in my throat. It was safer to go with partial truth. “A momentary spark is irrelevant.”
“It’s not irrelevant, and it wasn’t momentary.” His eyes remained glued to mine, and it felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the room.
“You’re wrong,” I said and immediately wished my tone held more conviction.
“Am I?” He stepped closer. A small smile played across his lips before it fell away, replaced by a look of concern. “Maybe I’ve misjudged your nervousness. Do I scare you?”
Yes. Just not in the way he meant.
I stared him down because I couldn’t explain why I was so short with him. I couldn’t tell him how I was terrified of the effect he had on me, even though we’d only met twice. How he brought forth all my fears of attachment and loss when I’d been so talented at blocking them from my thoughts.
Until now.
“I’m not scared of anything.” The lie rolled off my tongue.
“We’re all afraid of something, Sage.”
“Really?” I raised my chin. “What are you afraid of?”
If we hadn’t been standing so close, I might’ve missed the slight hardening of his unblinking eyes. Silence lingered between us before he said, “Failure.”
I hadn’t expected such an honest answer. My chest tightened because I recognized his haunted expression as the same one I wore sometimes. Brandon suffered too, and I wondered what that one word—failure—meant to him. The small chink in his armor and the fact that he let me see his vulnerability only made him more appealing.
Damn him. Why couldn’t he continue to be a cocky asshole so I could walk out of here and hate him? Sure, he pushed all my buttons, but he’d also been helpful and honest.
And I…I hadn’t been truthful. Not at all.
“This was a mistake,” I said, taking a step back. “I shouldn’t have asked for your help.” I turned to grab my laptop.
“Don’t.” Brandon intercepted me before I reached it. “Please, let me fix it. I promise you don’t owe me a thing. Not even coffee.”
“Fine.” Although I didn’t think I deserved his kindness. But the repair quotes had been eye watering, and I was bordering on broke, otherwise I wouldn’t have approached Brandon for help.
“I didn’t mean to upset you, Sage.” His brow creased. “I’m sorry.”
I nodded, accepting his apology. “So am I. I’ll see myself out.”
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Sage

I fired off each round in rapid succession, imagining the outline on the target was Tommy Genovese.
Earlier today, the news reported that the midtier Mob scum had gotten away with murdering a fourteen-year-old street kid.
Sourness churned in my gut from thinking about his bullshit trial. The judge had thrown the case out when the key witness refused to testify. The lab mix-up with the DNA samples didn’t help, either. And now, Genovese was a free man. You didn’t need a criminology degree to figure out his trial stunk worse than a truckload of blue cheese left in the sun for a week.
Every time a murderer went unpunished, it reminded me of Kieran’s case and how easily the detectives had given up on finding his killer. What the hell had to happen in this city to set things right? The cops were crooked; the judges were paid off. The Feds were too busy hunting down international terrorists to worry about the homegrown ones.
I holstered the Glock at my hip and brought the target toward me via the overhead electric cable. The head and heart were peppered with holes within a tight radius.
The guy in the next lane ducked out from behind his partition. His brows rose as he glanced between me and the target.
“Nice,” he mouthed as he nodded, although I couldn’t hear him through the earmuffs.
I flashed the stranger a small, satisfied grin before heading for the exit.
After dozens of lessons and regular practice at the range, I could wield my Glock like an extension of my arm. I carried it with me wherever I went and wouldn’t hesitate to use it if my life was at risk.
After riding my bicycle home, I secured it in the rack of my building’s underground parking lot and made my way up the flights of stairs two at a time.
At my door, I dug for my keys. When I slotted them in the barrel, I found the door already unlocked.
The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and my limbs tingled with adrenaline.
The logical part of my brain argued that Lettie must be home early and had forgotten to lock the door from the inside. Except she wasn’t careless like that. Perhaps the super had been to perform maintenance without telling us?
Another part of my brain, the part that had remained vigilant for potential threats since the drive-by, warned me something wasn’t right.
I didn’t dismiss it.
I removed the Glock from my backpack, flicked the safety off, and held it at the ready. Slowly, I twisted the handle, then used my foot to nudge the door open while keeping the pistol firmly gripped in both hands. One finger rested on the trigger.
The door swung wide.
I held my breath to listen. Except for the whir of the refrigerator and pounding pulse at my temple, there was silence.
When nothing seemed amiss, I took a cautious step inside.
From the side, a dark figure charged me. Pain lanced through my forearm. A huge man wrenched the Glock from me. His meaty hands gripped the back of my neck and shoved me forward.
My wrists jarred, and my knees cracked against the floor.
Move! Fast!
Heart racing, I flipped to face my attacker.
Oh, shit. Dante Moretti’s bodyguard. Terror surged through me.
Don’t freeze up. Think!
I reached for my ankle and the switchblade holstered beneath my jeans. The big bastard’s eyes caught on it as I flicked it open. He wore a stony expression as he raised the pistol. Before he took aim, I threw the knife at his chest. He brought one arm up defensively, and with a fleshy thud, the blade found his forearm.
His fingers twitched, and my Glock dropped from his grip. The giant stared at the knife embedded in him before his eyes flared and landed on me. With a growl, he tore the bloody blade from his forearm, tossed it to the floor, then came toward me.
I dove for his ankles. A sharp pain tore through my shoulder from how hard I slammed into the asshole. The tackle unbalanced him. He stumbled back, landing on his ass. I scrambled for my Glock, but the big guy lunged for me. One huge hand clamped around my ankle, dragging me toward him. I kicked out with my free leg, contacting something solid, but he didn’t let go.
I flipped onto my back and struck out again, harder. This time, the flat heel of my biker boot crunched against his face.
“Bitch!” he snarled in an accent I couldn’t place. Blood poured from his nose.
Still didn’t stop the beast from reeling me in.
“Get off me!” I shouted and kicked again, but he ducked his head into the blow, taking the brunt of the force with his forehead.
Seriously? Did this guy feel any pain?
I strained to reach for my pistol. My fingertips brushed the grip, but it was too far. With one last heave, my attacker threw his massive body on top of me, forcing the air from my lungs.
Before I got my arms free to dig his eyeballs out, he pulled another pistol from his waistband and pressed it to my temple. His hot breath assaulted my senses as he panted above me.
This was it. The Wolf Street Mafia had come for me.
I closed my lids and prepared for my final moments.
The sound of slow clapping came from the kitchen. Footsteps approached.
I opened my eyes to find Dante Moretti swaggering toward us. His gray suit looked like it cost more than my entire wardrobe, and his short dark hair was styled like some pretty-boy runway model’s. I’d be a fool to underestimate him based on his sophisticated appearance and relaxed smile.
“Well done, Ms. Allen. That was impressive. It takes a lot to bring my Russian friend to the ground. Right, Maxim?”
The panting troll smothering me grunted in reply. His stoic gray-blue stare didn’t hold the same amusement his boss’s did. Bad sport. It was hardly a fair fight.
Dante closed the front door before squatting his tall, lean frame beside us. “I apologize for startling you with our presence. But if you hadn’t walked through the door with your pistol drawn, things might have gone smoother.” His gaze lingered too long on my face and heaving chest. It made my skin crawl.
“Who are you?” Somehow, I was still alive, so I wasn’t above acting dumb to extend my life.
Dante clicked his tongue. “I’d rather we didn’t play games. You know exactly who I am. And I know exactly who you are.” He stood and straightened his jacket. “Let the lady up.”
The Russian—Maxim—who was either a man of few words or didn’t speak much English, dragged me to standing, making no effort to be gentle.
In his favored black suit, the bodyguard shoved me toward the dining table and into a chair. I glared at him as he kept his weapon pointed at me. Dante handed Maxim a white handkerchief, which he used to stem the flow of blood from his nose despite the spreading dampness on the sleeve of his jacket. Black was a sensible color choice. I imagined a lot of people tried to stab him.
My shoulder throbbed. I was tempted to roll it to check for damage but didn’t want to give the Russian the satisfaction. I’d have one hell of a bruise tomorrow.
Dante removed his suit jacket and carefully draped it over the back of a dining chair before sitting opposite me. “We need to have a talk, Sage. Is it all right if I call you that?”
I leaned back in the seat, not bothering to answer his pointless question. “Can you have Shrek lower his weapon?” I turned to glare at the Russian. “Or is he still butt hurt that a girl half his size made him bleed?”
Maxim sneered. I guessed he spoke English just fine.
Dante nodded at his goon, and the pistol was put away.
I folded my arms. “What do you want?” I said, sounding like a sullen brat.
Dante watched me in silence for a beat longer than I was comfortable with, and I wondered if my smart-ass attitude had already pushed him one step too far. Mom had always said my mouth would get me into trouble. Maybe I should’ve listened to her. But I hated these men and everything they stood for. My wrath for them overrode my terror.
A small, knowing smile formed on Dante’s lips. “You’re either very brave or very stupid. I don’t think it’s the latter, so I’m going to share some knowledge with you.” He leaned forward and braced his elbows on the table, his dark-blue eyes never leaving mine. “I’ve known a lot of brave people, Sage. They usually end up dead.” 
I swallowed and worked hard not to look away from his penetrating gaze. 
“But if you really want to know why I’m here, it’s to talk about your future. More specifically, if you might have one beyond this meeting, because that bravery of yours has gotten you into a sticky situation.”
My heart pounded, but I wouldn’t show this jerk any fear.
“One of my more astute men noticed you watching Vixens. He followed you, got a name and address, and discovered something very interesting.” He pulled a silver lighter from his pocket and fidgeted with the lid. Open, shut. Open, shut. “Three years ago, you suffered a terrible tragedy. Your boyfriend was murdered in a random act of violence—”
I snorted, interrupting Dante’s messed-up monologue. Random, my ass.
He ignored my outburst and continued. “You were critically injured in the shooting. The perpetrator was never found, and you’ve taken it upon yourself to embark on a career in criminology. I believe your thesis on modern organized-crime strategies is shaping up to be quite groundbreaking. How very noble of you.” Dante grinned like the devil himself. “I’m sure Kieran would be proud.”
I froze. Every muscle tensed with the urge to propel my body over the table between us and beat the ever-loving shit out of this asshole. “Don’t you dare say his name.”
He held his palms up. “Don’t get angry with me. I didn’t pull the trigger.”
A muscle near my eye spasmed. “But you or one of your men ordered the drive-by.”
“I’m a businessman. I have no desire to dirty my hands with street politics and turf wars. I’ve never been charged with a criminal offense in my life. I assure you, my record is as clean as they come.”
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” By some small miracle, I refrained from delivering the foulmouthed tirade he deserved.
“The fact remains, you have a motive for seeking revenge on my family’s organization. And now that I’ve seen what you’re capable of, you seem less like the pretty sorority girl I imagined and more like an assassin.” He eyed the bloody knife on the floor. “A switchblade? Really? Do you have an Uzi in your backpack?”
I plastered a sweet smile on my face. “Pass it here and I’ll show you.” I didn’t have an Uzi in there, but I did have a badass Desert Eagle .44 Magnum.
Dante let out an amused laugh. “That’s cute, but I don’t think so.” He leaned back in his chair. “I think it’s possible you’re planning something incredibly unwise.”
“I arm myself for protection. I’m no assassin.”
“Care to explain why you were snooping around where you shouldn’t?”
I ground my teeth until my jaw ached but remained silent.
Dante tilted his head, a look of curiosity on his features. “You aren’t at all what I was expecting.”
I let out an exasperated sigh. “Can you get to the point? I’m sick of listening to your wannabe-Hollywood-villain death speech. Spoiler alert—you’re not winning any Oscars this year. If you’re going to kill me, hurry up and do it.” As brazen as my words were, that I was still breathing meant Dante was here for something other than blood.
He laughed. “This is rather refreshing. I usually have a very different effect on women.”
“I imagine they mostly run away screaming.”
“So foolishly brave.” He shook his head. “That will make this much more enjoyable.” He opened and shut the lighter one more time before placing it in his pocket. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in business, it’s that knowledge is power. This information I have on you, I can either share it with the boss, or I can keep quiet.”
I shifted in my seat. “Why would you do that?”
“You and I have gotten off on the wrong foot. I’m not the monster you think. I can be benevolent when it suits me.” He picked a speck of lint from his tie. “In return for keeping your secret, I want you to work for me. I know where your career is heading, and I believe you have the potential to become a valuable asset within the Justice Department.”
If he thought I’d be his puppet, he was deluded. I’d sooner have no job than stoop that low.
I shook my head. “No. Never.”
Dante’s eyes tightened, and his carefully manicured mask of civility fell away for a microsecond before he put it back in place. “Tell me, is your little goth roommate involved in your revenge plot? Should I start asking her questions?”
“No!” I blurted. God, I didn’t want Lettie dragged into this mess.
“I think I can see how things will go between us.” Dante flashed a sinister grin. “Have you ever witnessed a mustang being broken in?”
“I’m not a goddamn horse.”
Ignoring my comment, he continued. “There are several ways to go about it, but the quickest and most effective method is to break the animal’s spirit. Once they know their place in the pecking order, a harmonious relationship exists between rider and beast. It can even become more than that. Sometimes, it’s…satisfying for both.”
Vile, disgusting creep. As if we could ever have a satisfying relationship. I despised being in the same room as him. “I didn’t think it was possible for you to be more unappealing, but if you’re telling me you like to have sex with horses, then I stand corrected.”
Lettie might be right. Maybe I did have a death wish.
A muscle flexed in Dante’s jaw. The simmering hostility in his eyes gave the impression he wanted to toss me over the balcony to watch me splatter on the pavement below. If I couldn’t hold anything else over him, at least I’d rattled his cool.
Dante stood, and the legs of the chair scraped across the floor. He approached, and it took all my courage not to let him sense how nervous he made me. I kept my eyes trained on the featureless wall straight ahead, even as he arrived at my side.
He leaned low so his lips were close to my ear. I failed to suppress the icy tremor that shook my bones.
“Be at Vixens tomorrow night. For now, you’ll wait tables, but I plan on keeping a close eye on you to see what other skills I might find useful. I already have a few in mind.” I flinched when he sniffed my hair and almost leapt from the seat when he wrapped his cold hand around my throat. His hold was firm. Not enough to restrict air, but enough to feel the potential strength of his grip. “You work for me now. And by work, I mean I own you.” His voice dropped lower as his thumb shifted up and down the column of my throat. It was a disturbingly intimate gesture that triggered a sudden bout of nausea. “If you fight me on this, and I’m really hoping you will, I’ll enjoy breaking you in, Sage. It will be my pleasure.”
I pressed my lips together to stop them from trembling. It didn’t work, and when Dante noticed, he let out a low groan of satisfaction.
Fuck you, I wanted to say, except I worried he might think that was a good idea.
As though he recognized my restraint, he said, “See? That’s better.” He released my throat and plucked his jacket from the chair. “See you tomorrow, Sage.”
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Brandon

I blasted my horn while strangling the steering wheel in a death grip.
“Move, goddammit!” I yelled at the flustered Uber driver while keeping my truck all over his ass. Luckily, he got out of the way before I rammed him off the road.
Sage was in danger. I had to get to her fast.
While on the other side of the city buying computer parts, my phone had pinged, alerting me to a security breach at the apartment. The facial-recognition software I’d installed picked up Dante Moretti and Maxim Orlov entering my building. Except they hadn’t gone to my door. They’d gone to Sage’s. My heart had pounded against my rib cage when I’d watched them break in.
Two influential members of the Wolf Street Mafia—the same organization responsible for Janie’s disappearance—were inside Sage’s apartment. What if they took her, too? No, I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t fail again. I stomped the gas pedal to the floor. Every second mattered.
I didn’t have Sage’s phone number to warn her of the danger, and I needed my gear at home to find it.
Calling the cops was pointless. They were so deep in Dante’s pocket they’d probably stand guard at Sage’s door while he did whatever he wanted inside.
Was she home? What did they want with her, anyway? It had to be a mistake. Surely they were after me and had gone to the wrong door. Except how had they found me? Not even the best military intelligence experts could track me down.
I had to get back to our building. If they hurt Sage because of me, I’d never forgive myself, and the only path to redemption would be to unleash a special kind of hell upon the Wolf Street Mafia.
There was something about this woman that called to my protective side. I wasn’t sure what had happened in Sage’s past to make her build such an impenetrable wall around herself. Whatever it was, she’d been hurt bad. Had some douchebag broken her heart? Or worse. Physical abuse? The thought of her suffering that way made me want to hunt the asshole down and snap his bones.
With my concentration split between the busy road and the camera image on my phone, my chest clenched as I watched Sage return home.
No!
There was a scuffle as Maxim attacked her. Dante closed the door and my view was lost.
What the hell was happening in there? Dammit, if they hurt her, that was it. I’d go after them all. Screw the consequences.
I drove through the busy city streets like a madman possessed, swapping into oncoming traffic and mounting the curb where I had to. If the cops saw me, they’d give chase. Didn’t matter. I wasn’t stopping for the police or anyone.
Ten minutes later, Dante and Maxim left the apartment. They didn’t take Sage with them. Wait. Was that blood smeared across the Russian’s face?
By the time I pulled into the underground parking lot of our building, my hands cramped from how tight I gripped the steering wheel. None of this extreme behavior was like me. I was usually cool under pressure. Today, I’d well and truly lost my shit.
I pulled my pistol from the glove box, shoved it into the back of my jeans, and raced up the stairs.
I pounded on Sage’s door. “Sage? It’s Brandon. Open up.”
No answer.
I tried the handle. Locked.
Shit.
The door rattled on its hinges as I banged on it again. Was she unconscious or too scared to open it? I didn’t want to think about anything worse.
My lock-picking tool sat somewhere in an unpacked box. There wasn’t time to find it.
Screw it.
Taking a step back, I put all my weight into a front kick that busted the door open. Splinters flew. The door swung wide and rebounded against the wall with a thud. Sage could tear me a new one later if she was still alive.
I stormed inside but pulled up short when I caught movement from the hallway.
“What are you doing in here?” She spoke through clenched teeth.
I clutched my chest and almost fell to my knees. She was alive.
Alive, but unhappy to see me.
She was wrapped in only a white towel. Drops of water glistened on her skin, and her long wet hair hung over her shoulders. Intense brown eyes remained glued to mine, and her chest heaved with each deep breath she drew. Goddamn. She was an image better than any fantasy I could conjure. Which might explain why I was a little slow to address the .44 Magnum she aimed at me. As inappropriate as it was, I found that sexy as hell, too.
I raised my hands. “Sage, put the pistol down.”
“Answer me!” she snapped as she shifted on her feet.
I reminded myself she must be rattled from Dante’s visit, which meant I needed to be careful here.
“I knocked. When you didn’t answer, I thought you were in trouble.”
She sneered. “Because I didn’t open the door fast enough for you?”
“No. Because I know who was here earlier. I saw it on my security camera. I’m here to make sure you’re all right.” Slowly, I brought my hands down but kept them where she could see them.
She remained silent while considering my words.
“Sage, please talk to me. Are you okay?”
She lowered the weapon, and her shoulders slumped. “I’m fine.” After placing the pistol on the dining table, she scrubbed one hand over her face, then propped it on her hip. “Jesus, Brandon. What the hell were you thinking busting through my door? I almost shot you.”
That was the first time she’d used my name. It wasn’t the one I was born with, but still, I liked hearing it.
“I was worried. Did Dante or Maxim hurt you?”
She rolled one shoulder and winced. “Might have a couple of bruises, but I’ll live.”
Only then did I notice the blue-and-purple patch on her creamy skin.
I was going to fucking murder them. Slowly.
Sage tightened the towel around her torso. “How do you know those guys, anyway?”
“I could ask you the same thing.”
She jerked her chin. “I asked you first.”
Silence lingered between us while I pondered how much I could tell her. “They’re suspects in a case I’m working on.”
Her brows shot up. “You’re a cop?”
I shook my head. “I’m not law enforcement.”
“Then what are you?” She folded her arms. “Not an IT consultant, that’s for damn sure.”
“I work for myself. And I am an IT consultant…of sorts.”
“Well, that’s confusing as hell.”
“I’m sorry I can’t tell you any more than that, but the less you know, the better. Especially with Dante and Maxim poking around.” I glanced about Sage’s apartment. Nothing broken. They hadn’t turned the place over. “What were they doing here?”
“That’s none of your business.”
“Actually, it is. When mobsters show up practically on my doorstep, it makes you, this apartment, and everything that just went down with Dante and that Russian bastard very much my business. And I know what those sons of bitches are capable of, Sage. You could use an ally right now.”
“I don’t do teamwork. You need to leave.” She pointed to the door, which hung crooked on its hinges.
I planted my feet wide and folded my arms. “Not going until you tell me everything.”
She snorted. “Yeah, that’s not happening.”
“Then I guess we’re getting cozy.” I held my ground in the middle of her living room.
Her nostrils flared, and an angry red flush crept up her neck. “You’re an arrogant ass. You know that?”
“I’m well aware. Why were Dante and Maxim here?”
If looks could kill, Sage would blast Superman laser beams from her eyeballs, turning me to ash. “Goddammit,” she growled and leaned against the wall. “They found out I’ve been watching Vixens.”
“You went in there?” I didn’t mean to raise my voice, but what the hell was she thinking? That place wasn’t safe for anyone, let alone a young woman. She was offering herself up on a silver platter. They could’ve taken her so easily. Put her in a truck, shipped her overseas.
“No, I didn’t go in there. Just sort of”—she shrugged her uninjured shoulder—“spied from across the road. Maybe took a few photos.”
“Christ, Sage.” I scratched the back of my head. “For a clever woman, you sure make some poor choices.”
Her fierce gaze cut to mine. “You don’t get to judge me. You don’t know anything about me.”
“You’re right. Which is why I need to understand what the hell’s going on. Why would you do something so dangerous?”
She looked around the room, determined to avoid eye contact. “Three years ago, I changed my major to criminology because my…” She paused to swallow, and it appeared she was reconsidering her words. “Because I saw how many lives and families were being ruined by the Mafia. And I was sickened at the corruption that allowed them to get away with it. When I graduate and start working at the Justice Department, I’m going to fix that.”
“I still don’t see why that would lead you to spy on Vixens.”
“I watch who comes and goes from the club and add them to my list of lowlifes who probably deserve to be in prison. One day, when I’m able to, I’ll make sure they’re held accountable.”
“That’s either incredibly reckless or incredibly brave. You knew what would happen if you got caught?”
“Yeah, except I was wrong. I thought they’d kill me for sure. Turns out Dante has something else in mind.”
My spine stiffened. “What’s he asking you to do?”
Sage chewed on her thumbnail. “He wants me to work for him. Just waitressing. That’s all, for now, at least.”
“At Vixens?”
She nodded.
“Nope.” I shook my head and propped my hands on my hips. “That’s not happening. I don’t want you anywhere near that place.”
She laughed like a person on the brink of a nervous breakdown. “All right. I just won’t go, then. Why didn’t I think of that? That’s right. Maybe because they’ll murder me and Lettie if I don’t comply.” Unshed tears glistened in her eyes, but she blinked them away. “I’m screwed if I don’t do what he says. Can’t you see that?”
I took a cautious step toward her. “You’ve misunderstood me. I’m not suggesting you renege on the deal. I’m saying I’m going to get you out of it.”
“You can’t help me.” She sniffled, or perhaps her breath hitched. “And I won’t drag anyone else into this mess.”
I needed her to understand how serious this was, and that she didn’t need to face it alone. “Do you know who Dante is?”
“He’s high-ranking Mob. That’s all I need to know.”
“He’s the underboss, and his uncle is the don. One day, Dante will take that title.”
She tossed her hands in the air. “The depth of shit I’m in is irrelevant at this point.”
“I just wanted you to be aware of who you’re dealing with. I can handle myself with Dante. Can you?”
That got a reaction out of her. She stalked toward me, and as she drew nearer, I detected a hint of coconut. Her shampoo, maybe. Now probably wasn’t a good time to lean close and breathe in her sweet scent. Especially since she had me pinned with a death stare.
“Yes, I can handle myself, and if I were wearing something more than a towel, I’d prove it by dropping you on your ass so fast you’d get whiplash.”
“I’d like to see that.” I arched a brow. “Can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I almost wish you were wearing clothes so you’d give me that demonstration.”
“I’ve taken down bigger jerks for being less irritating than you.”
“I take it back.” I smiled. “I definitely wish you were wearing clothes. We have time, if you’d like to get dressed and test your skills?”
“You’re unbelievable.” She scowled, turned her back on me, and headed for the front door.
My assholery wasn’t going down well, but I’d take her anger over fear any day. “Sage, don’t be stubborn. Let me help you.”
“If you want to help, stay away from me. I’ve had a hell of a day, and I won’t ask again. You need to leave.”
From the exhausted slump of her shoulders, I knew there’d be no changing her mind today. Besides, I had research to do. Despite the temptation to learn more about her since the moment we’d met, I’d respected Sage’s privacy by not digging into her affairs. But after what happened in this apartment with Dante Moretti, it was important I had the whole story, and Sage wasn’t giving it to me.
I didn’t care how much she protested. I’d find some way to get her out of this deal with Dante. It might start with waiting tables, but it wouldn’t end there. The Wolf Street Mob were masters at sucking their resources dry until they had nothing left to give, then tossing them aside like garbage. And then what? Would they steal her out of the country like they had with Janie? My sister had disappeared without a trace. If it had happened once, it could happen again. The thought of Sage going through the same nightmare as Janie sat like lead in my gut.
“I’ll come back and fix your door,” I said as I made my way out.
“Damn straight you will.”
“I’ll install a security system while I’m at it.”
“That won’t be necessary.”
“And your laptop will be ready by this evening.”
“Thank you,” she mumbled, sounding like a child reminded of their manners.
I turned to face her before walking out the door. “Everything will be all right, Sage. I promise.”
Although I wasn’t sure whom I needed to convince more with that statement—Sage or myself.
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Brandon

Sage had been avoiding me since our argument in her apartment. That hadn’t stopped me from monitoring her. Two years ago, I’d tapped into Vixens’s security cameras during my investigation into Janie’s disappearance. Now, I monitored them for a different reason. And apparently, I was a masochist, because watching Sage sling drinks at that sleaze-infested club was becoming an addictive torture.
Seeing those assholes ogle and grab at her made me want to punch a hole through my computer screen. I also worried Sage might lash out if they got too handsy. Couldn’t blame her, but that would draw unwanted attention and trouble she didn’t need.
After she’d kicked me out of her apartment, a quick search of the name Sage Allen brought up pages of results about a drive-by shooting three years ago. I cursed myself for not doing it sooner, but long ago, I’d made a conscious decision not to meddle in the private lives of family and friends unless asked. I never wanted to blur those lines and complicate a relationship by knowing things I had no right to.
After learning what had really happened to Sage, I was more determined than ever to make things right for her.
Because of the shooting, she’d almost died. The bullet that had torn through her thigh nicked the femoral artery. A fatal wound if a nearby ER nurse hadn’t staunched the bleeding. A heaviness weighed on my chest thinking of her lying on the sidewalk, scared, alone, and in unimaginable pain. Her boyfriend dead beside her. Fuck.
It made sense now why she’d risk spying on Vixens and why she’d switched majors to criminology. Sage wanted payback. Not only against the shooter, but against the entire Wolf Street Mafia. She might have recovered from her physical wounds, but the mental ones were still fresh, and this was how she chose to heal them.
I respected the hell out of her for that, even if it drove me to clutch my hair with worry. Sage was brave and stronger than I’d imagined, but these men were no ordinary foe. The thought of her in their clubhouse was almost unbearable.
A surge of protectiveness overcame me. I wouldn’t let them hurt her again. Not Dante. Not the Russian. No one.
I had to do something about her situation, fast.

A breakthrough. Finally.
I’d spent most of the week hunting for something, anything, to use as leverage to get Sage out of her deal with Dante. It came down to finding what he wanted more than her. Something I could trade so we could all walk away satisfied. Then Sage would be free.
While scanning the Mob’s communication channels, I found the bargaining chip I’d been looking for. An open catch-or-kill contract for a man named Justin McKenzie. And the reward was phenomenal. One hundred grand was on offer for tracking down the rogue Mafia drug runner. My plan was to bring him in, hand him over, and waive the reward in exchange for Sage.
Even though McKenzie sounded like human trash, I wasn’t interested in killing him. That was Shep’s game. My ex–Team Zulu brother-turned-hitman would’ve seen the contract because he often did jobs for the Mob. It could be a problem if he wanted it. My only option was to reach McKenzie faster and haul him to Vixens.
Franky Russo, Mafia boss and Dante’s uncle, must be eager to track down McKenzie. The huge fee reeked of desperation. Would bringing him in be enough? I hoped so because I had little else to offer. And since hit contracts like McKenzie’s always came from the top, it was time to call the boss.
Franky answered on the third ring.
“Who is this?” The Mob boss had the articulate voice of someone raised with a silver spoon in his mouth. He hadn’t been. From my own investigations, I knew he’d had a rough early life filled with tragedy and death. Nowadays, Franky Russo was a well-regarded citizen, philanthropist, and business owner. Very few knew his true identity as the ruthless boss of the Wolf Street Mafia. But with my hacking skills, I could uncover a lot about a person.
“My name is Brandon Lewis, and I have a proposition for you.”
“How did you get this number?”
“I have certain abilities that allow me to find just about anything. Including Justin McKenzie.”
A beat of silence. “In that case, I’m interested in hearing your proposition, Mr. Lewis.”
“I’ll bring McKenzie to you. Instead of payment, I wish to have a friend released from your employment. Dante has her waiting tables at Vixens and has taken an…interest in her.”
“If the woman is one of Dante’s pets, it will take more than a monetary gesture to free her. My nephew is a very wealthy man.”
I was afraid he’d say that.
He continued. “But bringing in McKenzie is important to me. I may be able to sway Dante if you can sweeten the deal.”
Bingo. “What is it you need?”
“If I needed anything, I’d simply acquire it. You seem like a resourceful man. Find me something I don’t know I need, and we’ll talk about releasing the girl.”
He hung up, which was probably a good thing because I was about to lose my shit over his annoyingly vague demand. What was I supposed to give a man who could take whatever he wanted?
I had two days to come up with something because once I delivered McKenzie to Franky, Sage was coming with me whether Dante liked it or not.
I just hoped she kept her head down and stayed safe in the meantime.

While packing the equipment I’d need to track McKenzie, a new email pinged on my screen.
It was from Shep. Shit. The hitman was after the McKenzie guy, too, only he was offering me one hundred and fifty grand to do a catch and hold—not kill. Much more than Franky’s contract. This was unexpected and made little sense. The only thing I could conclude was Shep didn’t want Franky getting his hands on McKenzie. Except what would Shep want with a no-good drug runner? Maybe he wanted to kill McKenzie himself and knew I could get to him faster than the other hitmen and bounty hunters.
Franky would be pissed if he learned Shep had gone behind his back. I wondered what that intel would be worth to the Mob boss.
No. I couldn’t do that to a brother. And besides, if Shep discovered I’d ratted on him, he’d try to kill me.
But I could accept Shep coming after me. I couldn’t accept Sage working in that club a moment longer. My mind kept returning to Janie and what she’d gone through. Every night Sage worked at Vixens put her at risk of the same fate. I hadn’t been able to help Janie. I’d do anything to get Sage out of there.
Fuck it.
Shep was the most lethal person I knew. If the hitman came for me, I’d do my best to handle him. And if Franky was stupid enough to start a war with Shep, he might as well invest in a cemetery for all the plots he’d need. My Team Zulu brother might even enjoy the opportunity for a little target practice. He had no loyalty to the Mob. They were just his paycheck.
Time to make another call to Franky.
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Sage

Vixens had lived up to every vile stereotype I expected. Would I ever get used to the stench of stale alcohol and cigar smoke, the morose faces of the almost-naked women grinding against poles, and the disrespectful assholes seated in booths? Every time a girl led a man to the seedy curtained-off rooms at the back of the club, a shiver of revulsion rippled through me.
Bright side? Being here gave me the perfect opportunity to search for the murdering bastard with the eagle tattoo.
Downside? Well, there were plenty of those. After waiting tables for a week, I had to admit I was…struggling. Studying during the day, then working late-night shifts was exhausting. And when I found time for sleep, it was interrupted by nightmares of the drive-by. Spending so much time around mobsters while constantly searching for the shooter had dragged those terrifying memories to the front of my mind. My dreams were more vivid than ever.
Lettie wondered why I insisted on working a job with such taxing hours. For her own safety, I couldn’t explain the disaster my life had become. I’d told her I was waitressing at a bar on the other side of town. Lying to her felt awful.
Thankfully, Brandon had accepted my demand to back off. After he’d returned my laptop, I hadn’t heard from him again. I wasn’t sure why that sent a pang of disappointment through me. After all, it was what I’d asked him to do.
I was at least thankful Dante hadn’t asked me to do anything outside my comfort zone. Yet. I counted myself lucky I’d been able to keep my clothes on, even if the waitress uniform barely covered the essentials. The black shorts were so tiny they displayed the ugly scar on my upper thigh. Hopefully, the mangled mess was a turnoff to anyone who looked.
I did whatever the bar manager, Angelo, needed. Made drinks, wiped tables, mopped the floor, all while keeping an eye out for the tattooed shooter. Inside the warm club, most removed their jackets and rolled up their sleeves. Although I’d spotted plenty of inked arms, none bore the attacking eagle.
This evening, Angelo asked me to take inventory of the alcohol. Using a notepad, I tallied bottles of spirits and cases of boutique beers in the musty storeroom.
Footsteps sounded behind me. I spun around, startled.
“My little assassin,” Dante purred as he approached with a smug grin.
His dark-gray suit and perfectly styled hair gave the illusion of an honorable man of class, but beneath the manicured exterior lurked a predator sizing up its prey. Backed up against a shelf stacked with bourbon and vodka, I had no escape.
It was on the tip of my tongue to mouth off that I wasn’t Dante’s little anything and never would be, but I had to be careful. I was in his territory now. Working in this club was like navigating a tank full of hungry sharks, with Dante the biggest of them all. Aside from the boss, Dante was the most powerful man in the building, possibly in all Philly. He could make my life a living hell or end it with the snap of his fingers.
Dante’s muscle-bound Russian bodyguard filled the doorframe and blocked the only way out of the cramped room. He was clad in dark jeans and a black thermal shirt stretched tight across his broad torso. Arms folded, he appraised me with a cold look of disinterest.
This last week, every time I’d seen Dante, Maxim had been close. And not always in a security capacity. They shared an office, ate together, entertained women together. It wouldn’t surprise me if they even screwed them together.
When I’d taken drinks to their office once, I’d seen Maxim use Dante’s personal cell phone and laptop. There was some serious trust between the pair. If they weren’t so obviously not related, I’d swear they were the oddest set of twins in history.
Dante’s eyes lingered a little too long on my cleavage and thighs. A chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the cool temperature of the storeroom. I stifled the urge to adjust my clothes and hair to better cover myself.
“You’re looking good, Sage. Maybe you’re ready for a promotion. Do you like to dance?” Dante hooked a finger under the spaghetti strap of my cami and slid it over my shoulder.
I flinched at his touch, and the bottles on the shelf rattled when I bumped into it. My heart pounded as if it were trying to break through my rib cage and flee the scene.
Stay cool. Don’t show fear.
“The lawnmower and vogueing are the only moves I’ve got.” I yanked the strap back in place. “Probably best if I keep waiting tables, or your customers will end up disappointed.”
Dante let out a mildly amused laugh. “Yeah, we’ll see about that.”
With him violating my personal space, his threat turned my mouth bone-dry. Dante stood a little taller than me, even in these uncomfortable heels, but I refused to be intimidated by him. I’d decided I wouldn’t let Dante Moretti ruin my life.
What would I do if he pushed my boundaries too far? Aside from all the ways I imagined killing him and making it look like an accident, I was fresh out of ideas. I had to find some way out of this deal. Until then, I’d put on a brave face.
“I’m busy.” I held up the notepad. “What do you want?”
His stare shifted from my tits to my face. “I need you to stay behind tonight. I have a…special job for you.”
Did I even want to know? Probably not. “But I finish at two, and I have class tomorrow.”
“That sounds like your issue, not mine.” Dante took a retreating step. “I’m out for the rest of the evening, but I’ll be back when your shift ends. If you’re not here”—his grin became sinister—“I’m really going to enjoy coming to find you.” He turned and headed for the hallway.
A shiver snaked up my spine. Maybe it was an idle threat and Dante was only trying to scare me. He got off on that. After all, he hadn’t said Wear skimpy hooker gear or Bring your Glock and a shovel. Still, the not knowing ate me up inside.
Instead of following his boss, Maxim entered the storeroom. What the hell did he want?
He approached, stopping only inches away, forcing me to crane my neck to look him in the eye. He seemed even larger at this range.
“On the first day you dance, I will be there. Front row.” Maxim rarely spoke, so when he did, his Russian accent was jarring. “And after, you will do a different dance in a back room just for me.”
Like hell I would.
“Yeah, that sounds real special and all”—I scrunched up my nose—“but the gag factor might make me puke all over you.”
His stoic gaze didn’t shift. “You would not be the first. Many women have gagged with my cock down their throat. This does not bother me.”
Going against all instinct to back away from this monstrous creep, I leaned toward him and hit him with a hard stare. “If you think your dick is safe anywhere near my teeth, you’re seriously fucking mistaken.”
“Max,” Dante called from the door. “I told you. You don’t touch her. She’s mine.”
I was what?
Dante continued. “We have somewhere to be. Let’s move.”
The Russian eyed me from head to toe with a sneer fixed on his face but didn’t back away.
Emboldened by the fact that I apparently had some level of protection from Dante, at least where this monster was concerned, I tilted my head to meet his icy stare. “How’s your face, by the way? Looks like the print from my boot has almost faded.”
Maxim’s eyes flared.
“Your master calls. Better run along like a good dog.” Although that felt like an insult to good dogs around the world. I shooed him away with a flick of my wrist, then turned to resume counting bottles of liquor.
Thankfully, he left without another word.
I exhaled a ragged breath and braced a trembling hand on the shelf before my knees buckled.

“Two Jacks and Coke, a double shot of Jameson—no ice—and a whiskey sour. Thanks, Angelo.” I placed the empty drink tray on the long bar.
The bar manager nodded and set about making the drinks. Behind him was an impressive array of liquor against a mirrored backdrop. Blue LED lights illuminated the many fridges below.
Angelo was the only guy I liked here. He was far from innocent, though, being the brother of a mobster and turning a blind eye to a lot of illegal activity. But at least he wasn’t an asshole, and he didn’t treat me or the other women like pieces of meat.
The clientele thought every female here was fair game. I was quick to slap away grabby hands, but I had to resist the urge to ram my elbow in their faces. Although bloodying a mafioso’s nose would be satisfying, it would also draw attention, and I was all about flying under the radar.
I adjusted my uniform, wiggling the tiny black shorts down so they covered my ass cheeks, and pulling the neck of the cami up since my boobs were about to spill out.
A flurry of movement at the back door drew my eye. I did a double take because that looked like—oh my God.
Brandon.
Hell no.
What was he thinking turning up here? How had he even gotten inside? If he was on some noble mission to rescue me from Dante’s deal, he was going to get himself killed.
I’d told him I didn’t want his help.
Why hadn’t he listened?
Pigheaded, infuriating man.
Damn him, though, because he looked as delicious as ever. My eyes narrowed on his tall form as he moved through the club, taking long, powerful strides. His usually clean-shaven face sported a few days’ growth, and the black cargo pants and gray T-shirt fit his muscular frame to perfection. The scruffy guy he escorted by the upper arm struggled to keep up. Who was he, and why did Brandon have him handcuffed?
My neighbor’s eyes scanned the club floor and stopped searching when his gaze landed on me. I froze while he held my stare. Even in the dimly lit club, those crystal-clear blue eyes still had the power to mesmerize me. With his chin angled low, he gave a subtle shake of his head and nudged the scrawny, disheveled guy toward the stairs and the offices above. Except every cell in my body demanded I go to Brandon and scream that he needed to get the heck out of here.
Patience, Sage.
I willed myself to show no sign I was aware of Brandon or that his being here was of interest to me.
“You’re good to go,” said Angelo. I turned in time to see him drop a slice of orange in the whiskey sour.
I cleared my throat. “Thanks.”
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Brandon

“Oof!” Stuck in a chair with hands cuffed behind his back, Justin McKenzie took another punch to the gut from Franky’s goon, Nicky. He retched and spat a glob of blood onto the concrete floor. I imagined he’d be pissing red, too.
Had to hand it to the druggie. He was tougher than he looked. He was also an absolute moron. Fourteen hours in a car was long enough to determine that, even though McKenzie had only been awake for three because I’d slipped a sedative into his coffee. I had my limits for listening to bullshit.
The dumbass had stolen drugs and cash from the Mafia, and now, despite being caught, he still refused to tell them where he’d hidden it.
Blood seeped from a cut on his cheek. “You’ll never find it. It’s gone. All of it. Gone, gone, gone.” His madman cackle cut off when Nicky delivered another stomach blow. McKenzie grunted, doubling over. I suspected he had a broken rib or five by now.
I felt bad for bringing McKenzie here for this. Although I figured he’d made his own bed, and if I hadn’t dragged him here, someone else would’ve. Besides, if the choice was between him and getting Sage out of here, it was a simple decision.
It had taken all my willpower not to go straight to her on the club floor. She’d been easy to spot. Sage’s natural beauty stood out in this seedy shithole, which only made me more desperate to help her before some lowlife took what wasn’t on offer.
I worried about Sage’s mental state, too. The exhaustion in her brown eyes told me carrying the weight of this problem was destroying her.
She’d also looked pissed to see me. Shocker.
Nicky was tiring of McKenzie’s unhelpfulness. It didn’t matter how many hits he took, he refused to give a straight answer. He didn’t know where the stuff was, someone had stolen it from him, he’d tossed it into the Delaware.
In a moment of frustration, Nicky snapped two of McKenzie’s fingers, leaving them twisted at an odd angle. My stomach churned as he screamed in pain. I’d seen much worse during my military career, but mangled fingers always made bile rise in my throat.
Nicky sneered at McKenzie before turning to me. “I’m gonna report this bullshit to the boss. You stay here and watch him.”
I nodded, surprised he’d leave me unsupervised in a room with important equipment. I supposed the armory was locked behind a solid steel door, and he couldn’t know my hacking skills would give me unrestricted access to the club’s main security terminal in the corner. Maybe he believed no one would be ballsy enough to try anything foolish while surrounded by mobsters.
Clearly, he didn’t know me.
I headed for the security terminal and, without much hassle, overrode the system.
Bam. I was in.
I found the image for the camera outside this room so I’d know when Nicky returned. Then I flicked through the remaining screens, searching for Sage. I found her carrying a tray of drinks toward the booths. A man passed her, dragging a woman along with him. The pretty blonde looked a little beat-up.
“That’s Cammy! That’s my sister!” shouted McKenzie. His handcuffs rattled as he strained to rise from the bolted-down chair. “Thank God, she’s alive.”
The blonde was McKenzie’s sister?
“Are you sure that’s her?” Why would she be here?
He nodded. “I thought they’d killed her. They said they’d put a hit on her if I didn’t give their stuff back.”
“A hit on your sister? Did she help you steal the cash and drugs?”
“She had nothing to do with it. She doesn’t deserve any of this. Please, she’s innocent. You have to help her.”
McKenzie and I weren’t exactly on friendly terms, so I wasn’t sure why he thought I’d help him out. But if his sister was innocent, I didn’t like the idea of leaving her behind.
“Her name’s Cameron. She went missing a week ago. It’s been all over the news. Haven’t you seen it?”
I hadn’t, although I supposed I’d been preoccupied with helping Sage and then going after McKenzie.
Back on the screen, more people entered the club.
Fuck!
Two huge guys dragged an unconscious Shep between them. Despite their strength, they struggled because Shep was a big guy. They took my Team Zulu teammate to the basement door and disappeared down the stairs.
Franky had all but confirmed he’d go after Shep. The final condition for Sage’s release was that I give him Shep’s location. He hadn’t been easy to find, and I felt like pure scum for handing over the intel, but Shep could defend himself in any situation. How the hell had Franky’s men gotten their hands on him?
Pieces of the puzzle started coming together. Shep and McKenzie’s sister—Cameron—were brought in at the same time. Franky had put a hit out on Cameron a week ago, and Shep was Franky’s preferred hitman, so it made sense he’d get her contract. But Shep never screwed up. Nor did he kill innocent women. And since Cameron was very much alive…was it possible Shep had helped her instead of carrying out the hit?
If my thinking was right, Cameron must’ve been with Shep at his mountain cabin, because that was the location I’d given Franky.
As much as I wanted to get Sage out of here, I wouldn’t abandon Shep and Cameron to Franky’s punishment. If we made it out alive and Shep still had a beef with me, well…I deserved it.
Time for a new plan.
This could get messy.
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Sage

On my way back to the bar, a cardboard drink coaster flew past my face.
Which asshole had—
I spun and spotted Brandon waving me over to the curtained-off rooms where strippers provided extra services. Sometimes I had to clean up afterwards. Definitely my least favorite job, but still better than having to perform those services.
Brandon ducked behind a curtain. I scanned the room to make sure nobody watched before following him and yanking the curtain closed.
I charged for him and shoved his chest with all my strength. The move took him by surprise, which might’ve been the only reason he stepped back, but otherwise, it was like trying to push over a concrete wall. “What the hell are you doing here?” I whisper yelled.
He raised his palms. “Calm down, Sage. We don’t have time to argue. We need to talk.”
“No, you need to leave right now before you get yourself killed.” I tried to drag him toward the curtain and out of the room.
He planted his feet wide in full bossy-man stubbornness. “I’m not leaving without you.”
“I already told you. I don’t want your help.”
“You don’t understand. It’s not safe for you here.”
“Of course I understand how dangerous this place is. But I’m just serving drinks. It’s no big deal.” Actually, it was icky and I hated working here. Plus, moments like earlier in the storeroom scared the crap out of me, but I thought I was handling myself pretty well, all things considered. “And I’m”—I shifted on my feet—“I’m doing something important. I can’t leave.” Deep down, those words felt hollow. I was in way over my head, and despite the opportunity to find the tattooed shooter, I didn’t want to be here. Not that it mattered. Sickening thoughts of Maxim hurting Lettie flashed through my mind. I was stuck here. There was nothing Brandon could do.
A muscle in his jaw flexed, and his chest expanded with a deep breath. “Two years ago, my sister went missing in this city. Six weeks later, her body washed up on a beach in the south of France.”
His eyes held mine, and I…I didn’t know what to say. Brandon’s sister was dead?
He continued. “I’ve uncovered fresh evidence that points to the Wolf Street Mob being responsible. And not just Janie. There are more women. A lot more.”
Oh my God. The case he was working on. It must be that. And it explained why he was so worried about me being here.
If he’d intended to shock me with his words, it’d worked.
“So, you’re going to listen”—he gave me a pointed look—“right now.”
I nodded. “All right, fine. Make it fast. I have to get back.” I peeked between the curtains. Everything appeared normal. Angelo talked to another waitress while mixing drinks, and Melissa had the clientele transfixed by shaking her tits and ass on stage.
“Not possible,” he said. “I need ten minutes of your time to go over my plan.”
“I get a break in an hour. Meet me outside and—”
“No. It needs to be right now. Things are moving fast. We need to hurry.”
“There are cameras everywhere in this place.” Even in here, which meant we shouldn’t stick around. One of the offices upstairs had a screen that rotated through the cameras. If someone was monitoring it, Brandon and I being in here would look suspicious.
“I know.” Brandon eyed the black-leather bench seat behind him before returning his gaze to me. “You can hate me for this later, but how do you feel about giving me a lap dance?”
“What?” I hissed. “You’ve got to be joking.”
Brandon held his palms out in a placating gesture. “I don’t mean a real lap dance. Just pretend for the sake of the camera. We need privacy while I explain the situation. And I’m guessing you have twenty questions.”
He was right. But still, me? A lap dance? He was out of his goddamn mind.
Although it wasn’t an entirely stupid idea. Other waitresses earned extra cash in these rooms with private lap dances, so it wouldn’t seem strange if anyone noticed on the security feed.
Oh, hell. Was I really considering doing some ridiculous raunchy dance? At least it wouldn’t be repulsive, because it was Brandon, not the Russian or any of the lecherous assholes here. But it would be embarrassing, even if it was pretend.
I pointed at him and glared. “You keep your damn hands to yourself.”
He nodded. “You have my word.”
I wiped my sweaty palms on the apron before untying it and tossing it to the floor. “I…I don’t know how to do this.”
What was the difference between a real lap dance and a fake one, anyway? This was a terrible idea.
“Just stand in front of me and move to the music.” Brandon lowered himself onto the seat, his solid-as-tree-trunk thighs spread wide to give me space to dance. When I hesitated to get started, his expression softened. “It’s not real, Sage. You don’t need to feel uncomfortable, all right? It’s just you and me in here.”
Except that was the problem. Being alone with Brandon, this close to him, was like jump-starting a long-dormant engine. I wasn’t used to feeling…anything for a man since Kieran. It was confusing as all hell, and I didn’t want it.
Slowly, I went to him, and after taking a steadying breath, swayed my hips to the seductive beat of the electronic music pulsing through the club. “Talk. Fast.” I emphasized my words with wide eyes.
But Brandon didn’t talk right away. Instead, his eyes lingered on my thigh. I guessed he hadn’t seen the scar before. His focus returned to my face before I had to call him out on it.
“I’ve found a way to get you out of the deal with Dante, and it’s going down tonight.”
I froze. “What? How?”
“Keep moving, Sage.”
Part of me wanted to tell him to stick it. That I didn’t need him saving me and I’d get out of the deal with Dante myself. But another part told me to quit being stubborn. If Brandon had a plan, I should at least listen.
I resumed my dance, if my awkward moves could be called that. “You’re serious? You can help me?”
“I won’t lie. There are risks. But I think it’s worth a shot, don’t you?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. Look, Brandon, there’s clearly a lot I don’t know about you. Please tell me your confidence in getting us out of here safely isn’t unfounded. I mean, you’re good with computers, but that hardly—”
“I’m good with other things, Sage,” he interrupted, and the look he gave me was one of pure certainty. “Very good. And I don’t have time to explain right now, so I need you to trust me when I say I’m not scared of these assholes, and I can handle this.”
The strange thing was, I did trust Brandon. And these other things he was very good at? I had to wonder what they were because I suspected he was smarter than any man in this building, Dante included. And that broad, powerful body of his was no accident. Perhaps it served a purpose other than being mouthwatering to look at.
A thrill shot through me at the prospect of being free from Dante’s control. Even though I hadn’t learned the identity of Kieran’s killer, I was ready to get the hell out of here. Emboldened by this new hope, I relaxed into the dance, my movements flowing smoother as a mixture of excitement and anticipation surged through me.
“All right. I’m in,” I said. “What do you need me to do?”
“I’d hoped you wouldn’t have to do anything, but I’ve got a problem.”
I nodded and fisted my hands through my long hair, lifting the wavy tresses from my neck the way I’d seen the women on stage do. “I’m listening.”
Brandon’s eyes moved lower, but he caught himself and rushed them back to mine. “I had to make a new deal with Dante’s uncle to release you from yours. It involved tracking down someone wanted by the Mob.”
“The scruffy guy you dragged in?”
“Yeah. And they have good reason for wanting to talk to him, so don’t spend a moment feeling bad for that junkie.”
I frowned, not sure if anyone deserved to be handed over to Dante and friends.
“That’s not all,” said Brandon. “I had to give sensitive information about a colleague. Not my finest moment. I knew it would cause Shep trouble.”
“You screwed over a friend? For me?”
“I wouldn’t exactly call Shep a friend because… How do I explain this? He doesn’t really have any. We used to work together. And yes, I screwed him over, but he can handle the heat. Shep’s a hitman, and the most lethal bastard I know. You, on the other hand, are a delectable mouse tossed into a pit of ravenous vipers. I had to move fast.”
I ignored what Brandon said about his colleague being a hitman. We didn’t have time for the questions that raised. Instead, I pinned him with a death look. “I’m no mouse.”
“If you say so, but I’m still getting you out.”
I’d never heard sweeter words.
Feeling braver and determined to revoke my rodent status, I dipped low, swaying my hips while resting my hands on Brandon’s strong thighs. I worked my fingers into the steely cords of muscle. “So, what’s this problem you need help with?”
Brandon stared at where I touched him, and his throat bobbed. “What I didn’t expect is that Shep has a situation of his own, and it involves a woman he seems oddly attached to.” He had a bewildered look about him. I guessed an antisocial hitman wasn’t likely to have a girlfriend. “They took her upstairs a short while ago, and Shep’s getting the shit beaten out of him in the basement as we speak. They could both die before the night is over.”
Holy crap. I understood the urgency of our conversation now. “I saw that creep Lou drag the woman through earlier. She looked terrified. We have to do something.”
“I know, and we will.” 
My focus shifted to Brandon’s full lips as he moistened them. 
“I don’t like putting you at risk to make that happen. You can say no.”
“Not a chance. I want to help.” Getting into the dance, I wiggled my way to standing while running my hands over my curves, another move I’d seen the girls do.
I wasn’t sure where my confidence came from, but there was something about the heated look in Brandon’s eyes as they followed the path of my fingers that encouraged me to torment him more. Since it was his bright idea to put me in this awkward situation, I didn’t mind making things a little uncomfortable for him, too.
“Hey. Eyes up, cowboy,” I said. Brandon cleared his throat, and his eyes shot back to mine. “Get to the point, Brandon.”
“Come closer.”
“Closer?”
“Sit on my lap.” He tapped his thigh and smirked. “It’ll make this more convincing.”
My eyes narrowed on him. “This isn’t the time for your smart-ass bullshit.”
“I need to pass you something without it being seen. I’m not being a jerk.”
He was totally being a jerk.
Fine, I’d go along with his request. I’d also make sure he regretted it.
I shifted closer and gripped Brandon’s bulky shoulders. I placed one knee on the outside of his thigh, then swung the other over his hips. As I straddled him, lowering myself onto his lap, I didn’t miss how his eyes flared and every muscle bunched under my grip.
That’s right, Blue Eyes. I’m in control of this show.
“Is this close enough for you?” I asked, adjusting my position and settling my weight on his lap.
“This works,” he said in a clipped tone and gave a sharp nod.
Oh boy. It worked for me, too. Who knew that playacting an erotic dance could be so…erotic? Being pressed against him in such an intimate way had heat pooling low in my belly.
Since Brandon’s eyes were level with my breasts, I decided the girls might be a fun area to work with. Raising my arms in the air, I lifted my hair again while pushing my chest out.
Brandon let out a hot breath that gusted over my cleavage. “You should know, Sage, that you’re pretending a little too well right now.”
“Am I?” I asked, feigning surprise while almost taking his eyes out with my tits. “This was your idea. Now is a good time to do the exchange.”
With a look of discomfort, Brandon removed a vial of clear liquid from his cargo pants and slipped it into the pocket of my shorts. My skin felt electric where the back of his hand brushed my inner thigh. It might’ve been my imagination, but I thought his touch lingered.
Brandon’s eyes came to mine. “Mix this sedative in whiskey and take it upstairs to the guy guarding the woman. Her name’s Cameron. Did you see where he took her?”
“Yeah.”
Lou Carello had dragged Cameron to the office upstairs. The groping pig was one of my least favorite people around here. I’d be happy to drug him so Cameron could get away.
“Once he’s out cold, go back in, get the handcuff key from his pocket, and free her. Don’t worry about the camera in there. I’ll set up a looped recording so everything will appear normal.”
I nodded while moving my body against Brandon’s and raked my fingers through his dark, wavy hair. It was as thick and silky as I’d imagined.
His hands clenched into fists as he struggled to keep them by his side. “Do you have to wriggle so much?” he asked on a strained groan. “I’m trying really hard to concentrate here, but you clearly have no idea how distracting you are.”
I tried to suppress a smile, but it formed on my lips, regardless.
Brandon’s eyes narrowed. “You do know, don’t you?”
I chose not to answer and instead navigated my hands over the crests and ridges of his muscular chest and shoulders. Holy hell. He was seriously built. Brandon’s head dropped back onto the seat cushion behind him, and he squeezed his lids shut. “Woman, you’ll be the death of me.”
I leaned down to whisper in his ear and caught a hint of his intoxicating scent. Among the foul odors in this club, my nose had found its happy place. “Relax, Brandon. It’s just pretend. Remember?”
He raised his head, bringing our faces barely an inch apart. Blue eyes held mine and two very large, very warm hands clamped low on my waist. “Is it?”
I wasn’t so sure anymore. My intention had been to give Brandon an aching set of blue balls, and judging by his erection pressed against me, I’d accomplished that. Except the curling heat building inside made me wonder if I’d taken things too far. One of us needed to be responsible and stop this. I’d lost confidence it was going to be me.
Brandon’s grip tightened, holding me in place, and as he arched his hips into mine, the hard bulge in his jeans sent a jolt to my core. I made a small moan, and his lips parted. With disturbing clarity, I realized two things. One, my panties were soaked. And two, I could be horny at the most inappropriate times. There was something seriously wrong with me.
Our gazes locked, and Brandon’s thumbs traced teasing circles around the exposed skin between my shorts and cami. The music of the club faded away. All I could do was stare into the depths of his clear-blue eyes. Brandon’s focus shifted to my mouth, and my heart rate skyrocketed. All he’d have to do was lean forward and his full lips would meet mine. I wouldn’t stop him. It was foolish to want that, but I did. Just a taste. Just to know what his kiss felt like.
Stop!
Things were getting out of hand. Who was I kidding? They were well past that. No good would come from this game we played, and I didn’t want to give Brandon the wrong idea. Nothing would ever happen between us, no matter how tempting the fleeting gratification might be. And right now, people needed our help.
“Of course it’s pretend,” I snapped and shifted back. “Hurry up and tell me the rest of the plan.”
He nodded, looking unconvinced by my answer. “Show Cameron to the basement door. I’ll have that camera on a loop as well. Tell her to head down and free Shep. He’ll know what to do from there.” His expression turned serious. “Then go lock yourself in the storeroom until I come for you, no matter what you hear outside. Things will get dangerous once Shep’s on the loose.”
I wasn’t sure about hiding when I could help, but I sensed that was a hard line Brandon wouldn’t negotiate on.
“What about Dante and his Russian friend?” I asked.
“They’re not here, which is for the best. Dante wasn’t happy about your release deal, and he doesn’t know his uncle’s pulled rank yet.”
“Dante will be pissed.”
“Don’t worry. His uncle Franky will keep him in line.”
“Even after he discovers you’ve freed Shep and Cameron?”
“Then Franky and Dante’s beef will be with me, not you. I didn’t plan for things to go this way, but I can live with that outcome.”
I wasn’t sure how to feel about Brandon putting himself in extreme danger to get me out of a sticky situation.
“Can you handle all that?” he asked.
“I think so.” Then a nauseating thought entered my mind. “What if something goes wrong and I freeze up again?” Like the first time Brandon’d had to rescue me.
“This is different. You’re prepared for trouble, so if something doesn’t feel right, trust your instincts and get somewhere safe.”
I supposed I hadn’t turned to stone when Maxim had jumped me in my apartment. He might’ve overpowered me, but my reflexes were on point.
“Okay.” I nodded. “I can do it.”
“I know it’s a lot to ask. I’d free Cameron myself, but I’ll be busy distracting other players and setting things in motion. And you moving around the club shouldn’t raise suspicion.”
“It’s fine, really.” I chewed on my lower lip as apprehension set in. I could do this. I had to do this.
“Hey.” Brandon squeezed my hips. It was enough to bring my attention back to him and shake my worry-filled brain from its train of thought. “I’ve got this, Sage. I won’t let anything happen to you.”
I nodded, then glanced at where his hands rested. “You promised to keep those to yourself.”
He arched one dark brow. “Do you want me to remove them?”
I really wished he hadn’t asked, because acknowledging how much he turned me on was almost as disturbing as the situation we were about to face.
“We need to stop.” It took all my willpower to lean back and put space between us. This lap dance was done.
He sighed. “You’re right. It’s time to get moving.” Brandon’s gaze roamed my face before he swept my hair from my shoulders. His fingertips brushed over my collarbone, leaving goose bumps in their wake. “Be careful,” he said, and his gentle words made my chest tighten.
“You, too.”
I should get off his lap instead of staring into those sparkling pools of aquamarine, but there was one thing I desperately wanted to know. “Brandon?”
“Yeah?”
“Why are you risking so much for me?”
His eyes flickered between mine before he pressed his lips together. “Because I don’t want to fail you, too.”
I assumed the other failing he referred to was his sister. Did he blame himself for not saving her?
I swallowed against the knot in my throat and regrouped in time to climb off Brandon’s lap.
We slipped beyond the curtain. I spun to face him and held my hand out, palm up. “No one gets a free lap dance in this joint. Pay up. I think I earned it.” This would also provide a believable cover in case anyone saw us exit the room together.
Brandon grinned and pulled his wallet from a back pocket. “You certainly did. I won’t forget that experience for the rest of my days.” He removed a few hundred-dollar bills and placed them in my hand.
“Wait,” I said when something odd occurred to me. “If you’re able to loop the cameras, why didn’t you do that for the room we were just in?”
“I suppose I could’ve.” He smiled and headed for the stairs.
If we made it out of here alive, I was going to kill him.
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Brandon

I headed upstairs, adjusting my uncomfortably hard cock on the way. The lap dance had gone from zero to holy fucking hell in no time. Not that I was complaining, but my brain was in a Sage fog. I needed to refocus before I screwed something up.
I’d found willpower I never knew I possessed in that curtained-off room. All I’d wanted was to take Sage in my arms and claim that sweet mouth of hers. And then claim more. A whole lot more. But with the way things were between us, she had to make the first move.
Sage might insist she didn’t want me, but the flush up her slender neck and the way her pupils had dilated while her hips had moved against mine told a different story.
I needed to quit thinking about having her thighs wrapped around me.
At the end of the corridor was the large room where I’d babysat McKenzie. Everything I needed was in there—the security server and the armory. I punched in the six-digit code I’d memorized while looking over Nicky’s shoulder. No sign of McKenzie inside, although his blood still dirtied the concrete floor.
At the security terminal, I found the camera pointed at Cameron and her guard. She was tied to a chair like her brother had been, and the guard sat on a sofa watching a video on his cell phone. I recorded three minutes of footage, then set it to repeat, so if anyone checked, they’d see nothing of interest.
I did the same for the camera in the basement. Shep sat cuffed to a chair, out cold after another beating. He was alone, although I couldn’t be sure for how much longer.
If Cameron could rouse Shep and free him from the cuffs, we were in business. And it had to be her because right now Shep was an unpredictable caged animal. If I went down there, he’d probably try to kill me, or at least make me suffer after the trouble I’d caused. Couldn’t really blame him.
My last task at the security server was to stop the system from recording and wipe the data from the past week. I didn’t want evidence of Sage working here, and I definitely didn’t want footage of whatever was about to happen. When Cameron freed Shep, he’d likely leave a trail of bodies on his way out of the building.
Which reminded me, I needed more firearms than the two pistols I was armed with. I used my lock-picking tool to open the solid metal door to the armory. Inside was an entire wall of firearms. There were enough weapons and ammunition here to start a war: shotguns, high-powered rifles, hand grenades, knives.
My search stopped when I came across an HK416. “Now that’s more like it.” That bad boy would come in handy, and I was right at home with the laser-sighted assault rifle since it had been my staple weapon during years of deployments in Afghanistan.
I filled my pockets with ammunition and a few fun extras before returning to the security console. On the screen, Sage and Cameron emerged from the office where the guard must be passed out. Cameron had changed into a waitress uniform. Sage must’ve brought it for her. Clever thinking.
The women made their way downstairs and headed to the basement door, where they parted ways. I continued watching Cameron as she descended the basement stairs and made it to Shep. She dumped a bucket of water over his head to wake him, then removed his handcuffs. My Zulu teammate would soon be on the move.
I flicked through the cameras looking for Sage, and with no sign of her anywhere, I figured she’d done as I’d asked and locked herself in the storeroom.
I readied my weapons and prepared for Shep and Cameron to emerge from the basement. I planned on positioning myself as a sniper so I could cover their escape if required.
Muted gunfire popped from below. Not from the club floor, from the basement. The military-style double shots meant it was Shep firing, but who was he shooting at? I didn’t have time to check the security cameras because those gunshots had just told every mafioso in the building that shit was going down in their house.
Using the doorframe as cover, I took in the scene unfolding below. Customers and strippers scattered, some tripping over themselves to get to the exit, others taking cover under tables. I gave those who wanted no part in this fight the opportunity to leave. I wouldn’t shoot unarmed civilians in the back.
No one emerged from the offices upstairs, so apart from Cameron’s sleeping guard a few doors away, this floor was clear.
Below, mobsters loaded their weapons and headed for the basement door. I couldn’t let them get there. Even Shep wouldn’t stand a chance against that many guys with guns.
Unleashing twin pistols, I fired and downed two targets. That drew their attention away from the basement. The gunmen took immediate cover rather than run across the room through a hailstorm of bullets.
Some retaliated with erratic gunfire, having no clue where I was. But they’d be onto me soon. I needed better cover.
I flipped a large filing cabinet on its side and pushed it against the balustrade. With the laser-sighted rifle, I picked off more mobsters.
I sensed movement from my right. What the fuck? Sage ran toward me fast, keeping her head low.
Her body slammed into mine as bullets pinged into the filing cabinet. Thank Christ she wasn’t hit.
“What are you doing here?” I yelled so she could hear me above the gunfire, but also because I was furious. Why hadn’t she gone to the storeroom where she’d be safe?
“I’m helping. Give me a pistol.” She held her hand out but flinched when a bullet shattered the two-way glass behind us.
I stared at her a moment too long, because her eyes bugged out and she shouted, “Just give me a damn weapon or I’ll take yours!”
She seemed determined to help, and my intuition told me this strong-willed woman wasn’t taking no for an answer.
I passed her two pistols and watched as she checked with slick precision if they were loaded. That was a surprise. One I very much approved of.
I flashed her a smile. “Let’s see what you’ve got. I’ll cover you.”
I set off a spray of bullets, giving Sage the opportunity to take aimed shots. She rapidly fired off all nine rounds before taking cover again.
“How many?” I asked.
With her back to the cabinet, she blew a wayward lock of hair from her face. “Three down.”
Impressive.
One side of my mouth curved up. “Is this a bad time to mention that you being a total badass is turning me on almost as much as the lap dance?”
“That’s messed up.” Sage reached for the other fully loaded pistol. “And I told you I was no mouse. Your turn.”
This time, she shot the place to shit while I put holes in Franky’s men. We regrouped behind our cover.
“How many?” she asked, panting.
“Only two, but I think you scared them off. That’s hardly fair.”
Sage’s brown eyes held a spark, and I understood what she felt. There was nothing like being close to death to make you feel alive.
With our cover still being pelted with bullets, I figured it was time to step up our game.
“Wanna show them we mean business?” I asked as I pulled a grenade from my pocket.
Sage’s jaw dropped open. “Is that what I think it is?”
“Yep.” I handed it to her, and without missing a beat, Sage pulled the pin and tossed the grenade onto the club floor. Down below, there were shouts to take cover, and the shooting ceased.
I put my fingers in my ears, and Sage did the same.
Boom!
That shook them up. Those needing a change of underwear headed for the exit. Where the grenade had exploded was a mess of splintered furniture, foam, and feathers. The enemy had escaped injury, although they had retreated to a safer distance. Didn’t stop the assholes from shooting at us.
We reloaded our weapons and resumed our more targeted approach.
A familiar double-tap firing pattern sounded from below.
Shep was on the scene.
“We’ve got backup downstairs. Don’t shoot Shep. He’s the huge guy that looks like he’s gone a few rounds in the ring.”
“Got it.”
With Shep working from below and us from above, we had Dante’s guys flanked with no cover. We made quick work of dispatching the remaining few. A guy launched over the bar with a shotgun. Sage took him down, nailing him right in the chest.
The room below went quiet. All I could hear was the ringing in my ears.
Crouched low behind the cabinet, Sage and I stared at each other unblinking, our chests heaving and adrenaline coursing through our veins. The urge to lean across and kiss her was overwhelming.
“Floor clear!” Shep called out from below.
“You’re incredible.” I tucked a loose lock of hair behind Sage’s ear. “Where have you been all my life?” She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
A shot rang out, and fire seared through my bicep.
I grunted in pain but spun to face the shooter while keeping Sage protected. The drugged guard staggered out of an office like he was drunk, the pistol in his hand flailing wildly.
Before I could reload, someone fired two rounds from below. Both bullets hit the guard in the chest. He slumped onto the balustrade, and with his unsteady momentum, went straight over. The sickening thud as his body hit the floor told me he wasn’t walking away from that injury.
I glanced over the filing cabinet to see Cameron holding a small pistol in her shaking hands and the broken body of her guard bleeding out nearby.
Sticky wetness leaked down my arm. “For Christ’s sake, he winged me. Should’ve shot his unconscious ass when I had the chance.”
Sage’s eyes widened as she took in my wound. “You’re bleeding.” She knelt beside me, ripped off her apron, and tied it firm around my bicep.
I was lucky. The bullet had only clipped the outside of my arm, so there was no lead stuck in me. It wasn’t serious, but the flesh wound would need cleaning and stitches.
Later, though.
“Is it safe to come out now?” Justin McKenzie stuck his head out from an office.
I snorted. Cockroaches always survived.
It was time to go. The three of us headed downstairs, where we met Shep and Cameron.
“Justin!” Cameron gripped her brother in an embrace, causing him to wince.
Shep’s glare was murderous as he took in McKenzie. If that junkie thought he was safe because he was out of the Mob’s clutches, he was dead wrong. I’d also have to face Shep’s wrath soon. For now, he needed me to help get us out of here safely. But after? That was another story.
I patted down a nearby body and pocketed a set of car keys.
We didn’t have time for the happy McKenzie family reunion, so I took Sage’s hand and headed for the exit. “Parking lot, people. Let’s hustle.”
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Sage

As a group, we moved fast to keep up with Brandon. Shep had been beaten badly, although it didn’t slow him down. Reluctant to leave his side, Cameron appeared relieved to be reunited with her man. A hitman. I wasn’t sure what to think of that or how he looked like he wanted to murder both Brandon and Cameron’s brother.
If Brandon’s injured arm hurt, he didn’t let it show. He and Shep checked the underground garage the way SWAT teams did in movies, and it again made me wonder who my neighbor really was. Computer geek, my ass. Oddly, I found I didn’t care. In a city where police were crooked and the justice system corrupt, sometimes we had to take matters into our own hands.
Finding the parking lot empty, Brandon called us through.
He came to me. “The silver pickup over there is mine. I’ll be with you soon.” Then he glanced at Shep. Those two had shit to sort out.
I nodded and headed for the Dodge at the far end of the parking lot. Cameron and her brother remained a short distance from Shep.
Brandon pressed a button on a set of keys, and a black sedan’s lights flashed. He tossed the keys to Shep, who caught them midair.
Shep squared up to Brandon with his feet planted wide and huge arms folded across his chest. From where I waited by the truck, I couldn’t make out Shep’s angry words, but his body language said enough. The two men were of similar build, and both looked dangerous. If Shep wanted to fight this out here and now, I suspected it would be brutal.
In contrast, Brandon held a much different stance. He shoved his pistol into the back of his cargo pants and raised his palms in a placating gesture. I doubted any excuse was going to cut it with the hitman. Brandon glanced my way while he spoke, then dragged a hand through his hair. It was the first time he’d looked rattled since arriving at the club.
I breathed a sigh of relief when the men parted ways without violence. Shep looked no happier than when their discussion had begun, but he turned his back on Brandon and headed for the car.
Brandon came toward me, holding his injured arm close to his chest.
“Everything all right between you two?”
“If I’m still breathing in a month, I’d say we’re good.” He unlocked the doors.
That Brandon was more nervous about apologizing to Shep than he was about taking on a club full of mobsters meant the hitman must be one scary guy. I wondered if Brandon regretted screwing him over for me.
Sirens wailed in the distance. We had to move. I rolled my eyes when Brandon insisted on driving even though he was hurt.
On the dark city streets, heavy traffic slowed our progress but also concealed our escape. We were just another car stuck in traffic.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“For now? A hotel.” Brandon checked the rearview mirror. “I need to take care of some things quickly. And it’s not safe for either of us to go home right now. Some of Dante’s men escaped. When one of them tells him you were involved, he’ll come for you.”
“He’ll come for you, too.” I reminded him.
“True.” He glanced at me briefly. “I’m afraid we’re in this together.”
Together. He was right, and I didn’t like it one bit. What we’d gone through tonight was intense, the near-death experience somehow solidifying a connection between us. Combined with the pretend lap dance that made my lady parts tingle whenever I thought about it, my head was all over the place. Watching Brandon go all badass hot guy at the club hadn’t helped, either. I must be losing my mind if that turned me on.
“You probably didn’t hear my conversation with Shep,” Brandon said, interrupting my thoughts, “but he killed Franky Russo in the basement.”
“The boss is dead?”
“Yeah. It also means the deal I brokered is nullified. Dante might still think he has a claim on you.”
When my body went rigid, Brandon added, “He doesn’t, Sage. I won’t let him.”
I nodded, unconvinced I was free from Dante just because Brandon said so.
“Besides, Dante has bigger things to worry about. He’s the new boss of the Mob.”
“He is?” How had I forgotten Dante was heir to the Wolf Street Mafia throne?
“Yeah. And he’s got a hell of a task ahead of him. What we did tonight has crippled his organization. It’ll take some regrouping before they’re a strong, united front again.” He glanced my way. “It doesn’t mean you and I are safe, though. I can’t predict what Dante will do next.”
“What are we going to do?” I asked.
“That’s part of the reason we need to hole up. We need to come up with a plan.”
I guessed that made sense. “And the other part?”
“I’m not comfortable letting you out of my sight for a while.” He glanced my way. “For my own sanity.”
His sanity? “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I mean”—he took a deep breath while keeping his eyes on the road—“there were bullets flying past your head tonight. I’m furious you didn’t go to the storeroom like I asked. I was also strangely turned on by how well you handled those pistols.” His brow pinched as he shook his head. “Regardless, I’m still on edge about how close you came to getting shot. After everything that’s happened since Dante and Maxim broke into your apartment, I need to know you’re safe right now, okay?”
I stared out the window. “You don’t have to babysit me.”
“It won’t be babysitting. I just witnessed you take on the Mafia in a shoot-out, and you barely broke a sweat.”
I supposed I had. Another thing occurred to me. The rapid gunfire at the club hadn’t engulfed me with thoughts of the drive-by. Perhaps my visits to the firing range had desensitized me. Either way, I was proud of how I’d responded to the situation.
“I know you can protect yourself,” Brandon added. “But we’re stronger together. And we make a good team. Don’t you think?”
I choked out a laugh. “We’re so not a team.” But then his words hit me. I must’ve been in some level of shock and was only now resurfacing, because the reality of tonight’s events slammed into me like a wrecking ball. “Brandon.” I clutched the seat cushion until my fingers hurt. “We killed mobsters. A lot of mobsters.” My pounding heartbeat echoed through my body.
“On the upside, you didn’t freeze up. Try to focus on the positive.” He took in my agitated state, then returned his eyes to the road. “Or not. Listen, they would’ve killed us if we hadn’t gotten them first.”
I rubbed my forehead with a shaking hand. “I know. I don’t feel bad they’re dead. I just…I can’t believe it happened. Oh my God. What did we do?” My mind worked overtime, assessing the potential fallout from our actions.
Brandon’s gaze darted between me and the road. “Hey, look at me, Sage.”
I did.
“You’re just freaking out because you’re coming down from the adrenaline high.”
“No, I’m freaking out because we murdered members of the Wolf Street Mob.” I stared straight ahead, not taking in our surroundings. “We’re so screwed. They’re going to find us and kill us. Either that or we’ll spend the rest of our lives in prison.”
Brandon shook his head, his expression composed. “Neither of those things will happen.”
The guy was delusional. There was enough DNA and assorted evidence to convict us ten times over. That was, if Dante didn’t murder us first.
I fidgeted in my seat and twisted to look out the rear window. Blinded by headlights, all I could see were shadowy figures inside the vehicles. Was Dante following us?
My breaths came fast. “We need to leave. Get out of the city.”
“No,” Brandon said slowly. “What we need is to go to the nearest hotel so I can set up my laptop and start fixing our problems.” He shot me a stern look that suggested arguing with him was futile.
“Set up your laptop? Brandon, a few emails won’t save us. We have to hide from Dante and the police.”
“I asked you earlier to trust me, and now I’m asking you again. I need you to have a little faith in me here.”
Ice crept down my spine. Dante would never stop looking for us. Maybe we could evade him if we went on the run, but staying in one place felt risky. My knee bounced while I chewed on an already-ruined nail.
“And if you don’t mind, I’d like to get this patched up.” Brandon glanced at his bicep, where blood seeped through my apron tourniquet. “I can’t go to a hospital with a gunshot wound.” He grinned. “Would you consider a career change from exotic dancer to nurse?”
I snorted. “Not a moment too soon.”
“Shame though. You have a real talent for—”
“Don’t.” I glared at him because I didn’t need reminding of what I’d done in that room. And I especially didn’t want to think about how it had made me feel.
“But I have more hundred-dollar bills in my—”
“Shut your mouth right now, or I’ll shoot you with far more accuracy than the last guy.”
Brandon smirked, although I was relieved when he returned his focus to the road.
How could he joke at a time like this? And with that bullet wound, which must hurt more than he let on.
Fine. I’d give Brandon one night in Philly to patch up his wound and come up with a plan. But then we needed to leave the city. I pulled my phone from my hip pocket to search for the nearest budget motel.
“Whoa!” Brandon’s gaze shot to me. “Do not use that. Give it here.”
He snatched it from my grip before I had the chance to hand it over.
“Hey!” I lunged for the phone, but Brandon held it out of reach and made short work of stripping it of its battery, snapping the SIM card in half, and tossing each component out the window to be obliterated under the tires of oncoming traffic.
I gasped. “My life was on that phone! Was that really necessary?”
“I suppose not. We could’ve kept it and continued broadcasting our location to Dante and friends.”
I pinned him with a venomous look. “There’s no need to be a dick about it.”
“Apologies if hearing the truth upsets you. I thought you weren’t the type to cower from reality.”
“I’m not.” I folded my arms and stared straight ahead. “You could’ve asked permission before you destroyed my property. That phone was expensive.”
“I’ll buy you a new one.”
Brandon turned off the main street. The manicured gardens and Roman-inspired water fountain up ahead made me think we were heading the wrong way.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“I told you. We’re finding a place to stay.”
The chic white-and-gray building looming before us resembled a supersized alpine chateau. I recognized this hotel. Not because I’d ever stayed here, but because the Saint Maurice was the most expensive lodging in Philly.
“Are you insane? We can’t stay here!”
“I’m not slumming it in some cockroach-infested dump. I already feel dirty from spending the evening at Vixens.”
Brandon’s truck came to a stop by the valet station. He grabbed a jacket from the back seat and winced as he pushed his wounded arm through the sleeve. At least it concealed his injury.
“Shouldn’t we stay somewhere less conspicuous?” I asked.
“I don’t see why. This is the last place anyone would look for us. Didn’t you just agree to have a little faith in me?”
“I agreed not to flee the city, not to flaunt around a five-star hotel.”
The valet opened my door. I glanced down at my tiny black shorts and cami before my wide eyes shot to Brandon. “I can’t go in dressed like this. I look like a hooker.”
“Our money is as good as anyone’s. Trust me, they won’t care what you’re wearing.” Brandon exited the truck, then grabbed a suitcase and laptop bag from the rear seat.
I called him a bunch of nasty names under my breath before stepping out of the pickup. The snooty valet gave me the once-over before scrunching his nose in distaste. I could throat punch Brandon for dragging me somewhere so fancy when I looked like a bargain-priced whore.
Taking long strides, Brandon headed through the revolving doors without waiting to see if I followed. My stupid high heels wobbled as I struggled to keep up. Sensible shoes were so underrated.
At the check-in desk, a willowy blonde dressed in a sharp navy pantsuit smiled at Brandon, scanning him from his wavy dark locks to his heavy boots. Couldn’t blame her for ogling. He was hard to miss.
“Welcome to the Saint Maurice, sir. How may I help you this evening?” Her sweet smile faltered when I came to stand near Brandon. Her eyes darted between us. An irrational stab of jealousy hit me. A gorgeous woman like her wouldn’t be out of place at Brandon’s side. Yet here was me, Tits McGee, looking like I’d just been picked up from the seediest corner in Philly.
Brandon leaned an elbow on the counter and returned her smile. “We need a room. Thank you”—he glanced at her name tag—“Tahlia. What a beautiful name.”
Ugh, please.
She giggled before coming to her senses, then tapped her manicured fingernails over a keyboard. “We are heavily booked this weekend, Mr.…”
“Lamont. Brian Lamont.”
Who? I turned to Brandon slowly and folded my arms. He responded with a smug grin. How was he going to pull this off? They’d at least need a credit card in that name for us to stay here.
More tapping from Tahlia. “I have one remaining room, which was sadly canceled at the last minute. Would you be interested in the honeymoon suite?” She lifted an impeccably shaped brow.
“Perfect,” Brandon said at the same moment I said, “No way.”
He gave me a tight-lipped grin. “We’ll take it.”
“And how long will you be staying with us, Mr. Lamont?”
“One hour.”
Tahlia stared at him unblinking, gaping like a goldfish. “Oh. I’m sorry. We don’t…ahh…”
“I’m just kidding.” Brandon laughed. “We’ll be staying a week. It’ll take me at least that long to get this one out of my system.” He hooked a thumb in my direction.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” I grumbled under my breath and elbowed him in the arm.
He flinched, clutching his bicep. Only then did I realize I’d bumped his injury.
What luck!
“Come on. Where’s your sense of adventure? It’ll be just like Pretty Woman.” The jackass winked at me.
My hands balled into fists with my rising fury. He smirked as if he understood exactly how much I wanted to murder him.
Brandon pulled a wad of hundreds from his wallet and shook them at me. “Here. Go buy yourself a fancy red dress. Don’t let the shop assistant give you any trouble.”
This man was infuriating! But two could play that game.
I flashed Brandon my most insincere smile before snatching the money from his outstretched hand. “I hope you like your blow job with teeth, Brian.”
Tahlia inhaled a sharp breath.
Stomping across the foyer at a fast clip, I heard Brandon say, “I picked a feisty one. I like that.” I clenched my jaw and continued to the hotel’s boutique because I needed clothes. And shoes. I wondered if it was worth the unwanted attention if I tore these uncomfortable pumps off and pegged them at the back of Brandon’s head.
After snatching a bunch of items from racks, I paid at the register, not bothering to try anything on since I was exhausted. And dammit, I was sick of all the judgmental eyes watching me. I wanted to get out of here.
Brandon waited for me at the front of the boutique. “Did you remember to get long black gloves to go with the dress? You’d look so hot in them.”
“Did your mother drop you on your head when you were a baby?” Without making eye contact, I walked past him toward the elevators.
Brandon jogged to catch up and stepped in front of me to press the button. When the doors opened, we stepped in. On our way to the top floor, I sensed Brandon’s looming presence at my back.
“Did you really have to embarrass me like that? That woman at reception thinks I’m a prostitute,” I snapped.
“Well, you did give one hell of a lap dance earlier. Come to think of it, I’m not sure we finished. It seemed like you were enjoying—”
I spun on him fast, chest heaving with barely restrained fury. “You are…you are…such a douchebag!”
“And you”—he leaned low so those stupidly clear blue eyes were in line with mine—“aren’t thinking about what went down at Vixens tonight.”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“You were falling apart in the car. I couldn’t bring you into the hotel like that. It would’ve raised all kinds of alarm bells. So I distracted you. You’ve been thoroughly pissed off at me since I tossed your phone out the window. Much better than the alternative.”
My jaw worked while I scowled at him. “You were playing me?”
Brandon tipped his head. “I prefer to label it preventing a panic attack.”
“I wasn’t going to have a panic attack.” I’d lost my shit, sure. Perhaps there’d been some hyperventilating and shaking. Okay, fine. I had been freaking out. It didn’t mean I’d agree with him. “I don’t like being manipulated.”
“Noted.”
I turned to face the door, livid with Brandon and annoyed with myself for falling for his twisted diversion.
“And Sage?”
I grunted.
“No teeth, please.”
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Sage

The Saint Maurice’s spacious honeymoon suite was the kind you saw in movies. With oak furniture and plush pale-gray carpet, it had been decorated to create a stylish yet relaxing atmosphere for its guests. If only it were that easy to calm my nerves.
My eyes lingered on the enormous king-size bed dominating the room. Brandon and I were adults. I was sure we could agree on an acceptable sleeping arrangement using rock, paper, scissors.
I picked up the note from the side table written on thick white parchment with the hotel’s gold logo embossed at the top. “Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Applebee. Wishing you many years of wedded bliss.” I snorted. “Bet the unhappy couple are still having a better night than us.”
Brandon tossed his bags on the bed, sending red rose petals scattering.
“Do you always carry a suitcase with you, or were you planning this little vacay?”
“No. I had to go to Illinois to pick up McKenzie. Didn’t you notice I’ve been away for two days?”
“My life has been kind of stressful lately. Sorry for being unaware of your absence.”
“You’re forgiven.”
I rolled my eyes as Brandon came toward me. He placed his large warm hands on my shoulders. “We’re here now. You’re safe,” he said in a soothing voice. “I’m downright amazed at how well you’ve handled everything even though you have every right to be upset over what happened tonight. I’m sorry I had to stifle your emotions by messing with you.” The concern in his eyes tugged at my heart. “Now tell me and be honest. Are you all right?”
I stared at him, dumbfounded by his Jekyll-and-Hyde change in persona. “Who are you, and what have you done with Brian Lamont?”
“Brian’s an idiot. Forget about him.” He raised his brows. “Well?”
I sighed. “I’m fine. As annoying as your tactics were, they worked. Apparently, rage wins out over a nervous breakdown.”
“Good. Now tell me what you need, and I’ll do my best to make it happen. Vodka? Comfort food?” A mischievous smile tugged on his lips. “A hug?”
I scrunched my nose. “I’m not a hugger. Besides, shouldn’t we patch up your arm?”
“Soon. First, I’m going to take care of you, then I need thirty minutes on my laptop. After that, you can play nurse.”
“Okay.” I eyed the bottle of champagne chilling in an ice bucket near the window. “I suppose that’ll help take the edge off.” Seemed a shame to waste it.
“Your wish is my command.” He removed his jacket with a wince and headed for the bottle.
“Wait. I can open it. You’re injured.”
He gave me a look as though I were being ridiculous before popping the cork and pouring two glasses.
After handing me a flute of bubbles, Brandon set up his laptop at a desk and got down to business, whatever that involved. I wasn’t sure how thirty minutes on a computer would salvage the clusterfuck we were in.
I took a sip of champagne and peeked over his shoulder. The lines of code made no sense to me.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
His eyes didn’t leave the screen while he worked. “Tracking Dante, deleting street-cam footage of our arrival and departure from the club, reinstating the cameras inside Vixens so I can monitor the investigation, setting up facial-recognition software to analyze potential threats entering this hotel, and creating a mirrored filing system in the police database so I have access to all newly logged evidence and investigation details.”
Whoa. Okay. He only needed thirty minutes to achieve that?
I crouched closer for a better look. “You can hack into government systems?”
“Yep. Are you surprised?” He turned to me. Too late, I realized the movement brought our faces mere inches apart.
I pulled back fast. “Only surprised you’re adding yet another major felony to the day’s already-extensive list.”
“Need I remind you that this felon is saving our asses? Again?”
I remained silent rather than admit he was right. And if I was being honest, I was impressed he could cover our tracks. Not that I’d tell him.
Watching Brandon weave his cyber magic piqued my interest. “What else can you do on that thing?”
He continued typing lines of mumbo jumbo. “Chances are if you can imagine it, I can do it.”
I guessed that explained why he wasn’t stressed about hiding here, even though it still made me uneasy.
Brandon pulled a cell phone from his laptop bag. “You should call Lettie and tell her to stay somewhere else for a while. This is encrypted and untraceable.”
Oh God. Lettie!
“She’s staying at her boyfriend’s tonight. Will she be safe there?”
He nodded and passed me the phone. “Shep just killed the Wolf Street Mob’s boss, so he’ll be their immediate focus. It takes the heat off us, too.”
“Okay.” I exhaled deeply before tying my hair into a high pony. How the hell was I going to explain to Lettie that we couldn’t go home until…well, I had no idea when we could return.
I dialed on speaker because I figured Brandon needed to hear this call. Lettie would have a bunch of questions, and I wasn’t sure which were appropriate to answer.
She picked up on the third ring. “Make it fast. I’m busy,” she barked, obviously not knowing I was on the other end of the line.
“Lettie, it’s me.”
“Sage? I’ve been trying to call you nonstop. Are you okay?”
I paced beside the large window overlooking the city and the Delaware River. “Sorry, my phone got busted. And I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” I rolled my eyes at how not fine I was.
“Sirens have been screaming past James’s building for the last half hour, and social media is blowing up about some shit that went down at Vixens.”
“Wow. Vixens? Really?” I winced at my pathetic attempt to act clueless.
“As if you know nothing about it. Where are you?”
I glanced at Brandon, who gave a sharp shake of his head. “I can’t say. Lettie, I have to tell you something, but you have to promise not to freak out, all right?”
“There’s zero chance of that. Just hit me with it.”
“I need you to stay with James for a while.”
“Why?” From Lettie’s demanding tone, I knew she’d be nailing me with her stare of death if I were standing before her. It was intimidating enough to make a grown man’s balls shrivel to raisins.
“Because…” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Because it might not be safe at our apartment right now.”
Silence. “Shit. You were at the club tonight, weren’t you? How many times did I tell you to stay away from that place?” She raised her voice. “And now look what’s happened!”
Lettie didn’t even know the half of it. “You’re right, okay? I should never have gone near Vixens. I’m so sorry I dragged you into this.”
I’d done it again. My actions had endangered the lives of others because of my stupidity and pigheadedness. Tears stung the backs of my eyes, and my throat closed over. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.
“I understand why you did it. I just wish you had a better sense of self-preservation,” Lettie said, her tone a little calmer. “I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. Are you all right? Please tell me you’re somewhere safe.”
“I am. I’m fine, really.”
Brandon approached and topped off my champagne. He watched me closely with worry lines etched into his brow as I downed half the glass in one shot. “Thanks,” I said. He nodded and returned to his computer. My gaze shifted to the bloodstained apron around his bicep. We needed to take care of that soon.
“Is someone there with you?” Lettie asked.
“You can tell her,” Brandon said.
“Wait. I know that voice.” Lettie cut in before I could answer. “Holy fuckety fuck. You’re hiding out with Muscles?”
“Kind of. It’s complicated.” I took another gulp of bubbles. I was going to need it.
“That sounds juicy. Have you banged already?” she asked with excitement.
I coughed and almost spat my champagne. “What? No!”
“Then, honey, it’s not complicated enough.”
“If I’d mentioned you were on speaker at the beginning of the call, would it have made an ounce of difference?”
Lettie snorted. “Sweetie, I know I’m on speaker. Hey, Muscles!” she called out. “If anything happens to Sage, remember the rats.”
“How could I forget,” Brandon mumbled.
“He’s helping me, that’s all. We haven’t”—I tossed one hand in the air—“banged. There will be no banging. It’s not like that.”
“I’m not judging. Intense situations sometimes make people seek comfort in each other’s bodies. And I bet that man would fuck like a champion. You should seriously consider it, is all I’m saying.”
“She’s got a point,” Brandon said without turning from his computer.
I glared daggers into the back of his head. “Keep your opinions to yourself, Brian.”
“I thought his name was Brandon,” Lettie said. “Suppose it doesn’t really matter what his name is with all that big-dick energy he’s projecting.”
Brandon piped up. “I like her.”
I slapped a hand over my eyes. This was one of those conversations I’d still be reliving twenty years from now when I was lying in bed and couldn’t sleep. “It’s like living a nightmare and there’s no way to escape.”
Brandon handed me a piece of paper with a number on it. “So Lettie can contact us.”
I nodded. “Lettie, I’m going to end this call before I need more therapy. I’ll text you our cell phone number. If you notice anything suspicious, call, okay?”
“I will. Please stay safe.”
“You, too.”
“No, I mean use protection.”
I groaned.
“Wait, you had that IUD put in, so you’re sweet,” she added.
“Lettie! Stop!”
“Pity.” She sighed. “You two would make beautiful babies.”
Ohmygod. Someone please put me out of my misery.
Behind me, Brandon coughed. I didn’t need to see his face to know he was holding in his mirth.
“My enemies treat me better than you,” I said to my ex–best friend.
She gave a sinister laugh. “Love you, darling. Ciao.”
“Love you, too. Bye.” I hit end on the most traumatic phone call of my life, and surprisingly, it’d had little to do with explaining our lives were in danger.
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Sage

I rested my champagne on the nightstand and flopped backward onto the bed with all the dramatics of a morose teenager. “If I had to describe this day in three words, they’d be Fuck my life.”
Brandon turned and hooked his brawny arm over the back of the chair. “Come on, now. You’re alive and sipping champagne in the most exclusive hotel in Philly—with me. How bad can it be?”
I hoped my dour expression conveyed how bad it absolutely was.
“All right, then. How about this? I’m almost done here. Why don’t you text your family and let them know your phone isn’t working so they don’t worry when they can’t contact you, and then I’ll let you stab me with a needle and thread for ten minutes. That ought to cheer you up.”
I shrugged and feigned indifference because the thought of causing Brandon pain, even though he could be a monumental jerk, brought me no joy. It made me sick to my stomach, and I didn’t want to contemplate why.
I rested my back against the headboard and punched out the messages to Dad and Kara. Dad was probably in the middle of an ocean and out of phone range, anyway. And Kara was most likely downward dogging her bikini-clad ass on a Bali beach. Neither would be concerned by my odd text.
A heaviness weighed on my chest. I missed them. Did they feel the same about me?
Eventually, Brandon spun to face me and downed his warm, flat champagne in one gulp. “Done for now.” He approached the bed and removed a first aid kit from his suitcase. After a quick glance at the makeshift apron tourniquet, he lifted his bloodstained gray T-shirt over his head.
Sweet baby Jesus.
Every muscle in Brandon’s ripped torso bunched with the movement. I coughed and almost spat out my champagne for the second time tonight. My gaze roamed over him, from the bloody apron around his bulging bicep to the low-slung cargoes accentuating his lean waist. I wasn’t sure why the sight of him shirtless came as a shock since my hands had explored those delicious bumps and ridges only recently. Nevertheless, his broad shoulders, chiseled pecs, and rock-hard abs left my speechless mouth agape.
Multiple scars on his tan skin suggested he’d found trouble long before meeting me. One at his collarbone looked suspiciously like a bullet wound. The imperfections didn’t detract from the overall package, but they were a reminder that I didn’t know Brandon at all. What had he lived through to get them? Better than most, I understood how scars told a story.
“Are you okay?” Brandon asked. “I hope you’re not squeamish with blood. I’m going to need your help with this.”
I remembered to blink and sent up a silent prayer of thanks that he mistook my lack of composure as an aversion to gore. I needed to get a grip on myself.
I wiped my sweaty palms on my shorts. “I can do it.”
“It could get messy. We should move to the bathroom.”
On jelly legs, I followed him into the luxurious white-marble room. Full-length mirrors spanned the entire width of two walls. Great. Now there were multiple shirtless Brandons to gawk at. I could hardly breathe.
At the sink, Brandon grimaced when he flushed the wound with saline. With the blood washed away, the injury wasn’t so gruesome. It was a neat graze where the bullet had nicked the outside of his bicep.
“Have you ever stitched someone up before?” he asked while washing his hands thoroughly with soap.
“Nope. But I can mend socks.”
“Close enough. It doesn’t need to be pretty. It just needs to be clean and keep the skin closed until it heals.”
I scrubbed my hands while Brandon threaded the curved needle. When he passed it to me, I paused. “Won’t you need something for the pain?”
“I’ve had worse. Just find some way to distract me. Shouldn’t be that hard.” He smirked. “Hang on. You’re too low to do this comfortably.” Brandon circled his uninjured arm around my waist and hoisted me onto the counter with ease. My free hand flew to his shoulder for balance. I instantly regretted it. His skin was warm and firm with muscle. Each breath I inhaled was filled with Brandon’s unique masculine scent and a hint of sandalwood from his cologne. His heated palm lingered at the flare of my hip. And it was stupid of me, so goddamn stupid, to glance up and meet his gaze, because he was already watching me. Intently. Being this close to him, penned in by his powerful frame, had me stunned into silence.
Brandon’s trademark devilish smile appeared. “There. That’s much better.”
The baritone of his rich, deep voice snapped me back to reality. I tore my hand from his skin. Brandon surprised me again when he positioned himself between my thighs, sideways, so I could work on his wound. My heart rate went into overdrive, and a flush crept up my neck. I willed myself to calm down because shaking hands weren’t ideal for this task.
I held up the needle and thread. “Any final words of wisdom?”
Brandon glanced at my throat, and one side of his mouth tilted up. “Red is a nice shade on you.”
I glared at him. “Shut up.”
I wasted no time piercing his skin with the needle. Brandon hissed as he sucked in a sharp breath. I figured making this quick was the least painful method for both of us. Being this close to a seminaked Brandon did strange tingly things to my insides.
As I stitched, there were so many things I wanted to ask. They were all important questions. I just wasn’t sure which should come first.
Should I pry about what had happened to his sister? Although that seemed kind of personal and something he might find upsetting to talk about.
Would Brandon tell me more about who he truly was? Why he wasn’t afraid of a building full of mobsters and how he’d come to work with a hitman?
I wanted to ask him about the scar on his collarbone that looked a lot like a bullet wound. But if I did, would he ask me about the one on my thigh? Hard pass.
There was something even more important than the many questions plaguing my mind.
I cleared my throat. “I think I owe you an apology.”
“You don’t.”
“Yes, I do.” I used gauze to wipe away fresh blood that had seeped from the wound. “When we first met, I might’ve judged you harshly. And I think it’s safe to say I’ve turned the bitch dial up to eleven on you. You didn’t deserve that, and I’m sorry.” Our eyes met, and darn it, my breath caught every time.
“Apology accepted.”
“And thank you for getting me out of that place. It really sucked working there.”
“I was happy to help.”
“But you’re still a dick for smashing my phone and embarrassing me downstairs.”
“Touché.” Brandon smiled despite being a human cross-stitch. Maybe I was good at distracting him?
“You said you were tracking Dante. Do you know where he is?” I asked.
“He and Maxim have retreated to his secure compound in Newtown Square. I imagine he’ll regroup and start planning his next move.”
“What’s the deal with those two and their bromance?” I glanced up to find Brandon’s eyes on me, not on the needle.
“The Russian is a hostage with a severe case of Stockholm syndrome.” Brandon grimaced as I pulled the thread through.
“He’s what?”
“Twenty-something years ago, the Bratva attempted to set up roots in Philly. A turf war erupted, and the Russians were forced back to the motherland. As part of their terms of surrender, ten-year-old Maxim, son of the pakhan—the Russian boss—remained as a gesture of goodwill and a promise of peace.”
I stared at Brandon, open-mouthed. “They left a child with the Mob?”
He nodded. “Franky guaranteed his safety for as long as the Bratva stood down. Maxim was cared for by Franky’s sister, and since he was a similar age to Dante, they grew up together as brothers. And now, his loyalty to his adopted family is unwavering.”
“What a screwed-up childhood.”
“Agreed,” Brandon said through clenched teeth while watching me work the needle. “Are you ready to tell me exactly what happened when Dante and the Russian came to your apartment?”
“There’s not much to tell. Maxim jumped me as soon as I walked through the door. Took me to the ground. I stabbed him, stomped on his face, and busted his nose, but he still overpowered me. Then we had a delightful conversation where Dante laid out his demands in exchange for Lettie’s life and mine.” I couldn’t stop the sneer from forming on my lips. “Apparently, he’d done his research and thought I might be a useful asset once I graduated and started working with the Justice Department. You know the rest.”
Not exactly true. I should tell Brandon about Kieran and the shooting. He deserved to understand the real reason I’d risked spying on Vixens and brought this mess upon us. But the coward in me couldn’t utter those words. My throat constricted at the thought of it.
The strange thing was I missed Kieran every day, although it wasn’t my feelings for him that stopped me from being honest with Brandon. It was the sickening churning in my gut whenever I spoke about the shooting. It was the way my palms grew sweaty, my heart raced, and I struggled to draw breath as though I were reliving that moment three years ago. I didn’t want Brandon witnessing me in full freak-out mode, or he’d realize how screwed up I truly was.
“You’re safe now,” he said, interrupting my thoughts. “I won’t let him hurt you again.”
I flicked my gaze up to his and got caught in his penetrating stare. “I know.” Even though I hadn’t known Brandon very long, we’d been through some extreme shit together. Perhaps that was why I felt like I knew him better than I did. Either way, I had faith he’d do his best to protect me from whatever we faced.
“Not sure you need me, though.” He tilted his head. “Can you really fight?”
I smirked. “Keep pushing my buttons like you did in the lobby, and you might find out.”
“Tempting offer.” His husky tone made me think his idea of sparring was very different from mine.
I continued stitching and was surprised that my work didn’t look too bad. It’d be a shame to mar such a beautiful bicep, so I tried to be as neat as possible. The only sign of Brandon’s discomfort was his tense jaw.
“Have you always been so violent?” he asked.
“I could ask you the same thing.”
“But I asked first.” He smirked, mirroring my words after the encounter with Dante and the Russian at my apartment.
“No.” I blinked and thought about how best to approach this topic. “I wasn’t always so…capable. I guess knowing there are assholes like Dante and Maxim in this city, I became a little obsessed with being able to defend myself. I didn’t want to become a victim.” Again. “So I learned how to use a pistol. Also took up Thai boxing and trained hard so I could fight back without hesitating. Turns out those skills still weren’t enough to help me when it mattered.”
“One woman against two armed gangsters is hardly a fair fight. Even I’d be nervous about taking on Maxim. It’s a miracle he left you with no broken bones.” Brandon’s veined forearm rested on my thigh. My skin tingled every time he shifted position. “The week you spent working at the club. Did anyone hurt you?” Our eyes met, and Brandon’s were intense. “If they did and are still alive, I need to know.”
I pulled the thread through and paused with the needle in my hand. “And what would you do to them?”
He remained unblinking. “After what went down tonight, do you really need to ask?”
Brandon would…he would kill them for hurting me? His words shouldn’t excite me, but they did.
“You can rest easy,” I said. “There were plenty of assholes at the club, but nothing I couldn’t handle. A few grabby hands and vile comments. Dante and the Russian hinted at asking me to do something out of my comfort zone.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m not sure. I was supposed to stick around after my shift and wait for them. That’s all they said. Why? Do you think they’re connected to your sister’s disappearance?”
“That’s what I want to find out.”
“How are you going to do that?”
“Keep stitching and I’ll tell you.”
I hadn’t realized I’d stopped.
“I’d been planning on going undercover, working my way into the Mafia, and finding more leads from within the organization. That’s not a viable option anymore, so I’ll come up with a new plan.”
My gaze shot to his. “God, I’m sorry, Brandon. You gave up your plan to help me?” I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have done that.”
I finished the last suture and snipped the excess thread. I set the needle and scissors on the counter.
“I wasn’t going to wait around in case you went missing, too.” Brandon admired my handiwork and gave a nod. “Not bad. Thank you.”
“Pretty sure it’s the least I can do.” I curled my hair behind my ears. “Taking on a building full of mobsters and abandoning your undercover plans aren’t small favors. I don’t understand why you’d risk your sister’s investigation and your life to help me. I’m no one to you.”
Brandon turned so we were face-to-face. His body edged closer until his hips were between my thighs. There wasn’t a hint of cockiness in his expression as he stared deep into my eyes. I struggled to draw air into my lungs.
“You may not know me well, but understand this. I’m not the kind of man to sit idle while an innocent woman is in danger. I don’t care if it’s a personal risk to me. I don’t care that I mean nothing to you. I’ll still fight to protect you because it’s the right thing to do.” One large warm hand cupped my jaw. “Make no mistake, I’d have killed every one of Dante’s men and torn that club apart brick by brick to get you out of there.”
One time at a party, Kieran had shoved a guy who’d grabbed my ass. That was the extent of my experience with being defended—until I’d met Brandon. His version of protectiveness was a little unsettling, but something about it caused warmth to spread through me.
My breaths came fast, and my belly tumbled over the edge of a skyscraper. Why was he saying these things? Why did he care so much?
“Sage”—he shook his head—“you shouldn’t look at me like that.” His voice dropped an octave and echoed off the marble tiles.
“Like what?” The words were barely a whisper.
“Like if I kiss you right now, you won’t push me away.” His thumb traced lazy circles over the apple of my cheek. “Like if I carry you to the bed, strip you naked, and put my mouth on all the places I’ve been dreaming about, you won’t stop me.”
My core turned to wildfire. No one had ever spoken to me that way before. Not even close. “You’re wrong.” At least, I hoped he was.
He leaned closer. I moistened my lips, and his gaze shifted there. “Care to test that theory?”
A pulsing ache blossomed between my thighs. I squeezed them together on instinct, which was a big mistake because they tightened around Brandon’s waist. His stare dropped to where my legs gripped him, and he growled like a savage. The sound only made my excitement intensify.
Holy shit. He was going to kiss me. And more shocking than that, I was going to let him. I wanted his mouth on mine so much that pushing him away felt as wrong as swallowing thumbtacks.
I’d kissed guys since Kieran, slept with some. It had never meant a thing. But this…with him? It was more, and that was dangerous. It risked exposing me to every unwanted feeling I’d avoided for three years. My long-standing rules were simple and easy to follow. Don’t let anyone get close, and don’t get attached. That Brandon had somehow made me question them scared the ever-loving crap out of me because I never wanted to be back in the dark place I’d lived in after Kieran’s murder. Losing him had crippled me. No. It had destroyed me. I couldn’t go through that again.
I needed space. Time to think. But I didn’t have either of those things as Brandon’s lips inched closer to mine.
The doorbell sounded. Brandon paused yet made no move to answer it.
We remained frozen, locked in each other’s gaze.
A heavy knock rattled the hinges of the door.
I nodded toward it. “Want me to get that?”
“Not especially.” His thumb ran along my bottom lip, and God help me, I had the urge to flick my tongue out and taste him.
“Room service,” came a voice from the hallway.
Brandon’s shoulders sagged. “Are you hungry?”
I gave a swift nod and took the timely intervention as a sign to sort my shit out. “Yes. Very.”
Brandon raised one dark brow. “Like, for food, or…something a little more—”
I rolled my eyes. “Get the door, Brandon.”
His dramatic frown made me smile, but I couldn’t help feeling like I’d just been saved from making a huge mistake.
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Brandon

“When did you call room service?” asked Sage.
I almost wished I hadn’t placed the order at all, because I needed her mouth more than I needed food. In the bathroom, the connection between us had crackled like a high-voltage power line. Whenever we were near, it was as if there were an invisible tether dragging me toward her. And when we were close enough to kiss, it was all I could think about. If the utility company could harness the electricity we generated, it would light up the entire city.
But Sage was hungry, and taking care of her needs overrode my own. Besides, she was still a little flighty. After our almost make-out session, she seemed intent on pretending it’d never happened. Trying to figure this complicated woman out had my head spinning in circles.
I carried the large tray of silver-domed dishes to the small table near the window. “Technically, I didn’t call. I sent the request through to the kitchen’s electronic ordering system. We skipped the line.”
She grinned. “It’s like hanging out with a rock star.”
Every one of Sage’s smiles felt like a gift. She didn’t do it often enough, and I wanted to change that. She deserved happiness and so much more after everything she’d been through.
“Then that treatment shall continue.” I uncovered the two plates. “Cheeseburger or a deluxe club sandwich?” Both looked great.
“I can’t decide. Why don’t we go halves on each?”
“Good decision.”
I cut the burger in half and passed over a portion to Sage. She did the same with the club sandwich. We tucked into the food, me perched on the edge of the bed while Sage sat cross-legged upon the duvet.
Despite the rough night we’d had, Sage looked as tempting as ever. Her luscious curves drew my wandering eyes. The tiny black cami she wore revealed the creamy skin of her cleavage, and her shorts—those goddamn scraps of black denim—covered an ass I wanted to sink my teeth into.
Sage moaned and closed her lids while she chewed. “This is delicious. Why am I so hungry?”
I cleared my throat and popped a fry in my mouth. “It’s the adrenaline you burned earlier. You’re going to collapse into a coma right after you eat.”
“Not likely. I’m wired.” She took another bite.
We ate our food in comfortable silence. I hadn’t put a shirt on after Sage had stitched me up, mostly because I liked the way her eyes dipped to my chest often and the blush on her cheeks that followed.
When she finished eating, Sage dusted crumbs from her hands, then folded her arms. “Right. I think I’ve been patient long enough.”
“You have?” I took a sip from a bottle of water.
“Yep. It’s confession time.”
“Okay,” I said slowly. There were a lot of secrets between us, and not just my own. Would Sage come clean about her past, too?
“You single-handedly orchestrated a plan to extract three people from a Mafia stronghold. You were intimately familiar with that badass rifle at the club. You can hack just about anything, and your colleague“—she made air quotation marks—“is a hitman. Plus, this”—she gestured to my bare torso—“is not the body of a computer geek.”
I shrugged. “Nerds can lift weights.”
“They can, and they still don’t look or act like you, so stop deflecting.”
That was a lot to hit me with. I supposed there was no delaying this, and Sage was far too inquisitive to let it lie. I wasn’t sure she’d like all my answers, but she was right. It was time to be honest.
I wiped my mouth with a napkin and tossed it onto a plate. “I can’t tell you all of it.”
“Then tell me what you can.”
I rested my forearms on my knees. “I’m an army vet.”
She didn’t seem shocked by that. “Aha. What were you? Special Forces?”
Of course she wanted specifics. “Worked my way into Delta as the team’s intelligence specialist.”
“I’ve heard of Delta. Isn’t it some secretive elite unit?”
I nodded. “Their existence isn’t a secret, but their missions are. I was deployed overseas a lot. My own mother had no idea what I was up to.”
“Is that what you can’t tell me?”
“Well, there’s that. And after I proved myself in Delta, another government agency recruited me, though you won’t find them on any records. That’s where I met Shep. He wasn’t always a hitman.”
Team Zulu handled every mission with stealthy efficiency. Even within the military, no one knew our unit existed, and we’d liked it that way. People might hear about a Ugandan warlord’s demise, a Colombian diplomat’s disappearance, or the rescue of an abducted American schoolgirl in Yemen, but there would have been no mention of our involvement. Our team of a dozen multidisciplined elite operators had had the skills and resources to take on just about anything. My job as a tracker and intelligence expert had been critical to completing our objectives.
“Holy shit. Sounds like spy stuff,” said Sage.
“No, we weren’t that. But we took on some pretty crazy missions.”
“And the hacking?”
“Been doing that since I was a kid. My parents didn’t want to pigeonhole my sister and me into a life of farming and thought it was important that we stayed in touch with the rapidly changing tech scene, so they bought us a computer. Any spare time I had, I was pushing the limits to see what I could get away with. Turned out, it was a lot.”
“So, why did you join the army? Sounds like an odd choice given your extracurricular activities.”
“You’re right. The army wasn’t even on my radar. Enlisting was a penance of sorts.”
She arched a brow. “What’d you do?”
“I might have overstepped the mark when I accessed a US Intelligence secure site. We received an unexpected visit from some intimidating government officials. I can still remember the look on my old man’s face when a half-dozen black SUVs sped down the dirt road into our property. Pretty sure he thought the president was paying us a visit.” I smiled at the thought, which I looked on with humor now. Not so much at the time. “Instead, it was a bunch of guys in black suits, who confiscated all my equipment and demanded to know who’d hacked their site. They were surprised to discover a sixteen-year-old was responsible, but were still prepared to throw the book at me. I struck a deal to spend only three months in juvenile detention on the condition that I enlisted upon my release, which was the week after I turned seventeen.
“It wasn’t a high point of my life. Disappointing my parents was my biggest regret. It was actually Dad who suggested I offer to enlist in the army as a bargaining point for my lawyer. He thought the military would knock some sense into me and keep me away from computers for a while.”
“And did it?”
I winced. “That part of Dad’s plan kind of backfired on him. My online adventures had gained the attention of various agencies who were eager to exploit my skills. And since I was excelling in the army and moving up the ranks fast, they started training me to become a very specific weapon. A tier one operator with the ability to monitor and track targets. Then take them out.”
“I thought there were analysts who gathered intelligence?”
“You’re right. There are teams of skilled people who do that. But there are certain assignments where it’s risky bringing too many into the fold. Too often, a target gets spooked right before a mission, either because of a tip-off or they figured out they were being watched. When it was me doing the tracking and my team carrying out the mission, there’d be no external interference.”
“That must’ve been an exciting life. Do you miss it?”
“Sometimes. I probably miss the brotherhood most of all. The Team Zulu guys were a solid bunch. We had each other’s backs. But after what happened to my sister, it felt like the right time to move on. I’d served our country since I was a teenager and given ten years of my life defending it. I’d spent so much time deployed that I’d never had the opportunity to live a normal life. Maybe it was selfish, but I wanted to experience that before I got too old.”
“That’s not selfish. You deserve that.” Sage shifted her position. “So, they just let you quit? I imagine the government or whoever trained you were unhappy about losing someone so valuable.”
“Unhappy is putting it mildly. The discharge negotiations were tense. My superiors weren’t excited about letting me loose in the civilian world. I reminded them that the leash they thought they had on me had never been there at all. If I’d wanted to be a menace, I could’ve already taken that path. Eventually, we reached an agreement. If they left me in peace, I wouldn’t penetrate every weak spot in their security shields and paralyze their systems.”
“You can do that?” Sage narrowed her eyes before sipping her Sprite.
“I wasn’t bluffing, and they knew.”
“That seems bold. Aren’t you worried they’ll send someone to kill you for threatening them?”
“It’s not in their best interests. If they try and fail, it’ll just piss me off. That’s the last thing they want. And as skilled as I am at finding people, I’m also the best at hiding. If they were onto me, I’d know before anyone was sent to take me out.”
“That’s not very comforting.”
“I stay off their radar and live low-key, and they don’t bother me. If I were to cause trouble or use my skills to make a lavish life for myself, it would draw unwanted attention. It’s one reason I keep a—what did you call it—economical apartment.”
“I guess that makes sense. But…aren’t we causing trouble now? What we’re doing isn’t exactly low profile.”
“And that’s why I’m covering our steps. It’s not only so we don’t end up in prison or with the Mob knocking on our door.”
“I’d thought up a lot of reasons you’d have the skills you do, but I never imagined that.” She gave an amused chuckle. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh, and it was beautiful. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” she added.
“I never thought it would be hard for me. I thought it would be hard for you.”
She scoffed. “Why?”
This woman was full of surprises. “Tonight wasn’t the first time I’ve killed people. Doesn’t that concern you?”
“Have you ever taken a life for sport? Or to be cruel?”
I shook my head. “Never.” Although I’d spent a lot of time lately thinking of slow ways to end Dante and the Russian.
“Then your past doesn’t scare me. It’s the reason I’m still alive, and the reason you are, too.” She drew a deep breath. “What are we doing here, Brandon? We can’t stay in this hotel forever.”
“We won’t. But we have important decisions to make, and I’d rather we do that after we’ve slept. Plus, in the morning, I’ll be able to check on how the investigation into the club shoot-out is progressing.”
Sage looked unimpressed with my answer, but as she yawned and stretched her arms above her head, I think she realized we wouldn’t be effective at coming up with a decent plan before we’d rested.
I packed away our dishes and shifted the tray to the desk. “Come on. Let’s get you tucked in for some shut-eye.” I drew back the white cover on one side of the huge king-size bed, and Sage crawled under. She snuggled into the crisp sheets, sighing as she pulled them up to her chin and closed her lids.
Her eyes shot open and found me. “Where are you going to sleep?”
“I’ve got more work to do. I’ll grab a blanket from the closet and sleep on the floor when I finish up.” I’d slept in much worse conditions. A night on the carpet didn’t worry me.
“This is a huge bed, Brandon. I won’t freak out if you take the other side. Besides, we’ve done far more intimate things.” She mumbled the last part while tucking her hair behind her dark-pink-tipped ears.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
She chewed on her lip and thought about it for a moment before answering. “I’m sure. You’ll need quality sleep if we’re going to come up with a solid plan tomorrow.” She wriggled around to get comfortable and closed her eyes once more. “But you’ll cop an elbow to the face if you steal the covers.”
“Noted.” Although I wouldn’t sleep well. Not with Sage’s warm, soft body mere feet away and completely off limits.
The surprising thing was my desire to have Sage pressed against me wasn’t purely motivated by attraction. After what had happened at Vixens, I needed to hold her close more than anything, if only to know she was safe while I slept.
Over the last two weeks, my feelings had changed from I want to help this intriguing woman to If anyone harms a hair on her head I’ll tear their fucking limbs off. Extreme, yes. It didn’t stop it from being true.
Despite Sage’s denials, she was attracted to me. She’d also been clear from the beginning that she didn’t want a relationship. But I wasn’t interested in a hookup. If I had even one taste of Sage, I knew I’d become addicted.
Maybe she was right to put on the brakes. Would that stop me from pursuing her? Not a goddamn chance.
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Sage

The chill at my back sent a shiver through me. I tugged the duvet to my chin and nuzzled into the delicious-smelling warm body at my front.
Wait. The what?
My eyes shot open. In the early morning glow, I took in the muscular planes of Brandon’s bare torso. There was little else to look at since my cheek was smooshed against his firm pec. In the next microsecond, I realized two things. One, my limbs were sprawled across him, greedy for his body heat. And two, lying with Brandon felt like pure bliss. Mortified bliss, but heaven, nonetheless.
I jerked back and sat up, then tore my palm from his tanned, taut chest as if it’d been resting on a red-hot grill.
Brandon’s lips twitched when our eyes met. Both his hands rested behind his head, no doubt so he could remain completely blameless.
I glanced at the empty expanse of bed where I should’ve been.
“Good morning.” His voice rumbled through the quiet room.
I shimmied to the other side of the bed and brushed my wild hair from my face. “I…I don’t know how that happened. Did I wake you?”
He smirked. “You did.”
It was still early, judging by the dull light peeking between the curtains. “I’m sorry.”
“Sage.” He pointed to his jaw. “This isn’t my unhappy face.”
If my cheeks got any hotter, they’d burst into flames.
How had I ended up there? I wasn’t a snuggler. Not that I made a habit of letting guys sleep in my bed.
“You were having a bad dream,” Brandon said, as if reading my thoughts. “You cried out and started thrashing around as if bugs were crawling all over you. Scared the crap out of me. I reached across to wake you, except you clung to my arm like you’d never give it back. Then you fell asleep again just as fast.”
“I did?”
He nodded. “Was it about the shoot-out?”
Bile rose up my throat as images from the dream replayed in my mind. My recurring nightmare was always vivid, and last night’s had played out differently. Instead of the shooter in the clown mask taking aim at Kieran, he had Brandon in his sights. Only the weapon never fired. The dream had somehow just…ended. Normally I’d wake terrified in a pool of sweat thinking it was blood, but that hadn’t happened. Now I understood why.
“No,” I replied and tugged the duvet higher. “I mean, I don’t remember what it was about.”
“That’s lucky. It didn’t seem very pleasant.” Brandon’s assessing gaze told me he saw through my lie. He sat up and rested his back against the headboard. “Do you want to talk about what happened at Vixens? It’s true what they say. You always remember your first kill.”
I swallowed deeply. “The first guy I shot was Carlos…I don’t know his last name. But I know he raped Christina when he drove her home from the club one night. She warned me to stay away from him. I don’t feel bad about taking him out.”
Brandon tipped his head. “Good. You shouldn’t.”
I pulled my knees up and tucked them to my chest. “I don’t remember the order of the rest. It was kind of a blur after that. I know I should be traumatized, right? That would be the normal response. Is there something wrong with me?”
All I knew was those men would’ve killed me if I hadn’t gotten them first. Every one of them had committed unspeakable crimes and terrorized innocent people. I was distressed about the shoot-out and had probably been in shock immediately after. But I didn’t feel guilty about what I’d done, nor would I waste time lamenting the shortened lifespans of those assholes. They’d had it coming.
“There’s no right or wrong way to react. For some, the effects of trauma can be delayed. Others are more mentally capable of processing these things. Maybe that’s you.” Brandon held my stare. “But if you have flashbacks or any related anxiety, let me know, all right? I have enough experience in that area to help you through it.”
I nodded, too afraid to use words in case they sounded thick with emotion. This side of Brandon was…sweet. Thoughtful. A foolish part of me wanted to crawl to him, curl my arms around his neck, and thank him for his kindness. I knew what Brandon would do. He’d wrap me in his warm embrace and surround me with his comforting, spicy scent. He’d be a good hugger. Damn him for making me think about that.
Brandon propped his hands behind his head again. The position made his biceps stand out. He grinned when he caught me staring. “Did you know that when you’re in a deep sleep you make these cute little snoring sounds?”
Hallelujah. My smart-ass neighbor was back.
“What?” I scoffed. “I don’t snore.”
“You do. It’s adorable.”
“Ugh, can you please stop talking now?” I climbed out of bed and slipped on an oversized pink sweater on the way to the bathroom.
I shoved my sleeves to my elbows, splashed water on my face, and stared into the mirror. “What the hell are you doing?” I whispered to my reflection. Waking up pressed against Brandon had felt sublime. And that he’d somehow halted my horror-show nightmare by holding me was something I didn’t care to examine too closely. Most of all, I hated how much I wanted to be back in bed with him. My expression hardened. “It doesn’t matter if you want this. You can’t have it.”
Returning to the room, I found Brandon working at his laptop, still shirtless, but wearing a pair of gray sweatpants that sat low enough on his lean hips that it was obvious there was nothing beneath. Lord help me. This would be a long day if he didn’t put more clothes on.
He leaned back in the chair and folded his arms while concentrating on the screen.
Hold up a minute.
“What are those?” I pointed at the black-rimmed glasses he wore.
“What? These?” He adjusted the frames.
I nodded.
“I need them sometimes when I use the computer all day.” He frowned. “You’re staring at me weird. Do they look dorky?”
I blinked fast. “Yes.”
No. They did not. When you put a hot guy in glasses, he didn’t become dorky. He became impossibly sexier, and that was so not fair.
“You won’t have to be seen with me wearing them outside this room. I only use them when I’m working.”
“Good.” I made a tight-lipped smile and folded my arms. “Have you run out of clean shirts?”
He glanced at his bare chest, then back at me. “No.”
“Then use them,” I snapped.
“But…I thought you could cover my stitches first. Do you mind helping me?” He pointed to the scissors, tape, and a square patch of gauze laid out on the desk.
I sighed, letting some of my unjustified anger wash away. “Of course not.”
Getting snarky with Brandon was unfair, but it was easier to be mad at him than to want him. Sometimes I didn’t like this defensive person I’d become. Except I didn’t know how else to deal with the tidal wave of emotions that threatened to overwhelm me in Brandon’s presence. How the hell was I supposed to survive being stuck with him in this hotel room for an entire week?
I had to suck it up because there were bigger issues. Like dealing with Dante and keeping our asses alive. If I focused on that, perhaps it would distract me from the rest.
“Any news on the police investigation?” I asked, reaching for the scissors.
“They’re still processing the scene. It’ll probably take days, if not weeks. Nothing that points to us yet.”
I cut a strip of tape. “What about Dante?”
He shook his head. “Still holed up in his fortress. Must be shitting himself with Shep on the loose.”
“Shep killed Dante’s uncle and barely got out of Vixens alive. Won’t he leave town before they come for him?” I secured one side of the gauze and cut more tape.
“Not likely. The Mob pissed Shep off when they sent guys to snoop around his property. And they declared war when they captured him and his girl. He won’t let that slide.”
“Can Shep do that? Take on what’s left of the Wolf Street Mafia?” Which must still be a significant number. They hadn’t all been at the club when the carnage erupted, and plenty had fled the scene.
“He’ll absolutely go after those who’ve given him reason to or are hell-bent on avenging their boss’s death. As for the others, if they’re smart enough and leave Shep alone, he might let them live. At the end of the day, all Shep really wants is to be left in peace.”
I secured the last piece of tape and stepped back. “There. Finished.”
“Thank you.” He rose and headed toward his suitcase.
“What about Dante? Will Shep go after him?”
Brandon slipped a black tee over his head. I chastised myself over the twinge of disappointment I felt at him being covered. “He was going to. I told him he can have any of the others, but that son of a bitch is mine.”
“What?” I blurted. “Why would you say that?” The last thing I wanted was Brandon doing something so dangerous. Besides, it sounded like Shep could handle it, even if he already had a daunting task on his plate.
“You’re right. I’m sorry. He’s yours, really. It’s only fair you should decide what to do with Dante since he was determined to make your life hell.”
“Whoa, back up a minute.” I held my palms up. “That’s not what I meant. I thought we were hiding from Dante, not going after him.”
He snorted. “What gave you that idea? I don’t hide from my problems; I face them head-on. So do you if you haven’t noticed.”
“Wait. What exactly are you proposing?”
“As far as I see it, we have two options. One, we negotiate a truce with Dante. I expect he’d agree to our terms because he now understands how dangerous Shep and I are. And in a way, Shep did him a solid by killing Franky. He’s promoted Dante to boss years ahead of schedule. Dante will continue in his uncle’s footsteps. He might even be more of a tyrant than Franky. Who knows? But a truce would mean minimal risk to us. Everyone who’s alive now walks away and continues with their life. Not a very satisfying outcome, if you ask me. Or two”—his eyes lit up with a devious smile—“which is my personal favorite. We put Dante six feet under so he can’t hurt an innocent person again. With that, Shep’s extensive hit list, and the damage we inflicted at Vixens, it would spell the end of the Wolf Street Mafia once and for all.”
I chewed on a fingernail. “Option two sounds dangerous.”
“It is. Dante takes his personal security seriously. He hires private mercenaries who are well trained and well paid. And Maxim is never far. We’ll have to deal with him, too.”
“You’re suggesting we wait until they’re in public and kill them?”
“That’s one way. He can’t keep hiding in his mansion forever or he’ll look weak. He’ll need to show his face so he can start convincing Franky’s supporters to convert their loyalty to him. Even though his security is top-notch, I’ll still find a way to get him. I’m a decent sniper shot. Or”—he scratched the back of his head—“we could lay siege to his compound. With a team of guys, we could take it.”
He spoke about taking out Dante as if talking about taking out the trash. I supposed for someone who’d spent most of their working life eliminating bad guys, this was everyday stuff. And even though I’d killed people last night, I wasn’t seeking an encore performance.
“Hold up, Captain America. There’s no need to start a civil war. And besides, you said Dante’s security personnel are paid guards, not part of his organization. They don’t deserve to die for doing their job.”
He cocked his head. “I guess. But they’re well aware of who they work for.”
I shifted on my feet. “And what happens if we fail? Or Dante finds out about our plan?”
“I don’t think I need to tell you what would happen if we’re caught. You saw what happened to Shep and Cameron.” He took a step toward me. “But we won’t screw up, Sage. There’s too much at stake.”
There was a lot to think about. So many potential outcomes of our decision.
I ran a hand through my hair. “It’s too early for this conversation. I can’t even think without caffeine.”
“You don’t need to decide right away.”
“All right. I’m going to take a shower. Think it over in there.”
“Good idea. Take as much time as you need.” Brandon nodded and returned to his laptop.
I grabbed a change of clothes and headed for the bathroom.
As the room filled with steam, I stripped and stepped under the hot spray. Using the hotel’s mini bottle of shampoo, I massaged the jasmine-scented lather into my scalp. I considered Brandon’s options carefully. Our decision would change lives, for better or worse.
If we negotiated a truce with Dante, our immediate problems were solved. I could finish my studies, Lettie would remain safe, and we could put this complete nightmare behind us. But Dante would rebuild and use that power as the Mafia always had: to rule with fear and cruelty. Striking a deal felt like winning the battle but losing the war. And could we even trust Dante to hold up his end of a truce bargain? Plus, I still had so much fight left in me. For Kieran, for myself, and for anyone the Mafia had murdered, manipulated, or bullied.
With the shoot-out at the club, we’d already inflicted serious damage to the Wolf Street Mob, and now we had the chance to finish them for good. All it would take was one well-placed long-distance shot from a sniper rifle. And with Brandon’s skills, I believed he could do it.
Except, when I considered Brandon’s two options, neither of their outcomes satisfied me.
I dried off, combed my hair, and dressed in dark blue jeans and an off-one-shoulder cream sweater I’d bought in the hotel’s boutique.
After the drive-by, I’d wanted to punish those responsible for Kieran’s death. Since then, my mission had become so much more. My own trauma had opened my eyes to the true horrors occurring in this city every day because of the Mafia’s wretched quest for power and money. Not only did I want to stop them, but I also wanted them held accountable for their actions. Healing was important for survivors. I’d had a sucky time of it and still had a long way to go. If bringing the perpetrators to justice helped me and others move on with our lives, then I wanted that, too.
A plan formed in my mind, but I’d never be able to pull it off on my own. There was only one person who could help make it happen.
Brandon.
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Sage

The luscious scent of coffee hit me when I exited the bathroom. Brandon smiled like he knew how happy it made me.
“Did we cut in line again?” I asked.
“Since you’ve come to expect that level of service, I can’t let a lady down.” He poured us each a cup of java and passed one to me. We nibbled pastries and fruit, standing while we ate.
I swallowed a mouthful of croissant. “I’ve made a decision.”
“All right.” Brandon took a cautious sip of coffee.
“I want us to take down Dante.”
His face lit up with a satisfied grin. “Good call.”
“But”—I held up one finger—“I don’t want him killed.”
That wide smile shifted into a confused frown.
“I know what you’re thinking,” I said. “And trust me, I’d be more than happy if Dante were six feet under, but there’s more than just fulfilling my darkest fantasies at stake here.”
“There aren’t any halfway options when dealing with the Mafia, Sage. If your plan is to put him behind bars, he can still cause serious damage from there.”
“Just hear me out. What if we take away his power before we let him rot in prison for the rest of his miserable life?”
“What are you suggesting?”
I took a sip of coffee and placed my cup on the desk. “The Mafia’s influence comes from the people they control. And since those jerks are complicit in the operation, they also deserve punishment. Do you remember the list I told you I’d been making?”
Brandon nodded.
“It wasn’t only mobsters coming and going from Vixens. Their supporters showed up, too. Some I could identify. Influential people like union bosses and big business owners. Even an official I recognized from the Justice Department. I know those dirtbags are guilty, but without hard evidence, my hands are tied. Here’s where you come in.” I tucked my hair behind my ears. “With your mega hacking skills, we uncover their weakness, be it cash bribes, blackmail material, favors, or whatever the Mafia has used to coerce them. One by one, we’ll expose them until Dante has no one left to support him. Even his billions of dollars won’t be able to help. And then, without judges, cops, or senators in his back pocket, we deliver Dante to the FBI with an open-and-shut case that’s impossible to ignore.”
Brandon gave me a pleading look. “Or I could just kill him, and this would be over much faster.”
“Killing for self-defense is one thing, but plotting a cold-blooded murder, even for someone as vile as Dante, still feels wrong. And besides, I don’t want the rest of them to get away with what they’ve done. The whole pyramid needs to come down. So”—I folded my arms—“I know your superpower is finding people. How good are you at gathering hard-to-find information?”
Brandon let out a choked laugh. “I’ll assume that’s a rhetorical question.”
“Then is what I’m proposing feasible?”
He rubbed the dark stubble on his jaw while he thought about it. “Maybe. It’s kind of brilliant, actually. More work than I anticipated, but the outcome would be profound. You just came up with that?”
“I guess I’ve been thinking about inflicting pain on these assholes for years now. I just never had the capabilities to make it happen.”
His eyes narrowed, and a mischievous smile appeared. “This intelligent, vengeful side of you is incredibly sexy.”
“Brandon,” I groaned. “Now isn’t the time to tease. I’m being serious, here.”
“So am I. I thought violent Sage was hot, but this…” He shook his head while scanning me from head to toe, his aquamarine eyes showering me with approval. “This isn’t at all what I expected when I first met you.”
“I thought you might be regretting that day.”
His brow creased. “Regretting meeting you? Why would you think that?”
“Please.” I snorted. “Haven’t I derailed your life enough already?”
Brandon approached, and my heart rate picked up as each step drew him nearer. “It certainly hasn’t been dull.” I stopped breathing when he swept my hair back from my shoulders. Tingles crept over my skin in anticipation of a touch that never materialized. “But Sage, if you’re involved, I’m up for anything.” His eyes held mine, and my brain shorted out when he licked his lips. “So my answer is yes.”
“Yes?” With Brandon so close, it took me a moment to remember what I’d asked.
“Yes, I’ll work with you to cripple the Mafia and destroy the scheming bastards who support them.”
My eyes widened, shocked that he both liked my idea and was prepared to go along with it. I’d expected him to shut it down. “You really think it’s possible?”
Brandon nodded.
My mouth opened and closed as I tried to think of a nonphysical way to show my gratitude when what I really wanted to do was throw my arms around him. I had enough sense to recognize that was a terrible idea because any time Brandon put his hands on me, I didn’t want him to remove them. “I don’t know what to say. Thank you. Again.” I’d dreamed of this day for years and always believed it might take the rest of my life to achieve. Truthfully, I’d imagined it might never be possible. With Brandon’s help, the Wolf Street Mob and organized crime in Philly could potentially be snuffed out much sooner. The possibilities were astounding.
A knot lodged in my throat at Brandon’s generosity. “Holy shit, this is really happening.”
“Looks like it.” He took a sip of coffee, his eyes alight with something like amusement.
I raked my fingers through my hair, pulling my locks back from my face. “Okay. When do we start?”
“How about right now?”
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Brandon

After breakfast, we drove across town to buy equipment. What we were about to embark upon would require countless hours of scouring through security-camera footage, bank accounts, and phone records. Sage needed a computer setup of her own, and I needed more than just my laptop.
Back in the room, I spent most of the day assembling the gear and installing my self-designed surveillance software. It only required minor modification to suit our needs.
By late afternoon, we were a well-oiled unit. Sage monitored dual screens displaying the security feeds from Dante’s mansion while I searched for evidence to take down a city full of criminals. It didn’t take long to start uncovering their debauchery. Apparently, being under the Wolf Street Mafia’s protection made them believe they were invulnerable. Not anymore.
I handed Sage a coffee. “Anything interesting going on at Casa Moretti?”
“Thanks,” she said and took a sip. “Not unless you think watching Dante and his Russian BFF sit through a Die Hard marathon is exciting.” She propped her chin on the heel of her palm and clicked through cameras, scanning the expansive mansion and its grounds.
Dante’s Newtown Square estate—although fortified compound described it more aptly—sat surrounded by ninety acres of lush forest. Electrified cables topped the walled perimeter. Mercenaries armed with automatic weapons stood perched in high turrets at each corner of the property.
The mansion was the size of a small hotel, with three wings extending from the central roof structure. Constructed with stone-block walls and shingle tiles, it reminded me of a chateau Team Zulu had infiltrated one time in Versailles, complete with manicured hedges surrounding the residence. There were also several outbuildings, including servants’ quarters, and a large garage that housed Dante’s collection of expensive cars.
“Any visitors after the detectives left?” I asked. I’d used my facial-recognition software to determine they were cops. Their meeting with Dante had been oddly brief, given what had gone down at the club. We didn’t need to guess how the new Mob boss had avoided being hauled to the station for a grilling.
“Nothing noteworthy. A truck delivered goods to the working kitchen. Security guys patrol the perimeter every hour. There’s not much going on inside, either. Dante made more phone calls from the landline. He and Maxim swam laps in the indoor pool before settling into the home cinema.” She leaned back in her chair with an exasperated sigh. “I thought I scored the good job. I was sure watching Dante would be more interesting than scrolling through bank accounts.” She gestured at the screen. “Where are the hookers? The cocaine? What kind of Mob boss drinks green smoothies and does sudoku?”
“The kind that’s biding his time until he makes his next move.”
“Isn’t there something more I can do to help? This feels like babysitting duty.”
“Keep at it.” I squeezed her shoulders. “He’ll shake things up soon, and we need to be ready.”
The doorbell rang.
I checked the peephole to confirm it was the room service I’d ordered. Instead of allowing the waiter to bring it in, I collected the tray and handed him a healthy tip before closing the door on his stunned face. We didn’t even allow housekeeping inside in case they got curious about the elaborate, high-tech setup we were running in here. I imagined the honeymoon suite was usually strewn with sheets and robes rather than screens and keyboards.
The tray of dishes rattled as I took it to the bed. Sage joined me there.
I lifted one of the large lids. “Prime rib, medium rare for the carnivore.” After adding cutlery to the plate, I passed it to Sage.
“Thanks. What’d you get?”
I removed the lid from the other dish. “Thai green curry.” Steam rose from the bowl, and the delicious scents of ginger, lemongrass, and coconut filled my nose.
Sage leaned over my meal and inhaled. “That smells amazing.” Her eyes met mine. “Go halves again?”
I smiled. “Sure.” The simple pleasure of sharing a meal with Sage was fast becoming my favorite part of the day. There wasn’t much to make her smile given our current predicament, but seeing her eyes light up when I’d uncovered those dishes made me want to feed her every hour.
After taking a sip of Coke, Sage reached for the side table to snatch a notepad and pencil. “Okay, who else can we name and shame since our last check-in?”
Meal times were also our opportunity to reconvene for a status update.
I unfolded my napkin. “I’ve identified regular deposits from a Mafia-owned shell corporation into the bank accounts of several senior detectives. Shapelle, Lawson, Grady”—I picked up my fork and watched Sage closely while I reported the last name—“and Riggs.”
Her flinch was almost imperceptible. Dale Riggs had been one of the detectives investigating her drive-by shooting. It didn’t take much digging to uncover the bribery and manipulation he’d been involved in. That detective was more crooked than a bolt of lightning.
Sage’s eyes remained focused on the notepad. A moment later, she nodded and placed a tick beside Riggs’s name, then added the others to the list. “Good.”
I continued. “The same shell corporation also made several one-off payments, notably fifty-five million dollars to a weapons manufacturer in Brazil, and two hundred fifty million to a quinoa farm in Bolivia. Never knew the Wolf Street Mafia was such a health-conscious bunch.” I smirked before scooping up some chicken and holding it toward Sage. “Here, try this.”
The action caught her off guard, but she leaned forward and closed her mouth around the fork. “Delicious.” Her tongue darted across her lips.
My gaze landed there before following the column of her elegant throat as she swallowed. “I agree.”
“You haven’t even tasted it yet.”
“Hmm?” I glanced up in time to catch her skeptical expression. “Just taking your word for it.”
“Right.” She tapped her pencil on the notepad, and her lips twitched. “So, Bolivian drugs?”
“Cocaine, probably.” I sampled the curry. Tasty indeed.
“Do you have enough evidence to prove it?” Sage carved her steak and popped a piece into her mouth.
“Not yet, but I will.”
“Excellent.” She made a note and took another sip of Coke. “That’s fifteen names so far. Not bad for a day’s work.”
“Yeah, and there’s a lot more where those came from.”
Sage offered me a chunk of prime rib. “Your turn. It’s really good.”
Instead of taking the fork, I wrapped my fingers around Sage’s and directed the food to my mouth. Her eyes widened while my hand lingered over hers, and I wondered if she was as hyperaware of the contact as me.
“Mm. It is.” All this food sharing made me eager to sample something else. Ever since I’d met Sage, I’d had the urge to taste her, to explore every inch of her body with my mouth. Her lips, her skin. More than anything, I wanted her naked, legs over my shoulders and my tongue between her thighs. And it wasn’t only to satisfy my curiosity. I wanted to make her feel good. I wanted to have her writhing beneath me, and to take her mind off the current shit show for as long as she’d let me.
I dropped the napkin into my lap and shifted position to ease my discomfort. Being around Sage had me getting hard a dozen times a day. It was like being a goddamned teenager again.
We ate our meals while discussing which targets to focus on next. Once we were done, I moved the tray to the side table and returned to the bed. I was enjoying talking to Sage. She didn’t seem in a hurry to get back to work, either. An alarm would sound on her computer if anyone arrived at or left Dante’s property, and since he and Maxim had settled in for the evening, we could relax a little.
“Do you think Dante has any idea what we’re doing?” Sage asked. “Does he even know who you are?”
“He would assume he’s being watched. He probably doesn’t suspect that we’ve hacked his cameras, but he’s careful on the phone and by not leaving the property. He knows I have decent tracking skills since I reached McKenzie before every other assassin and bounty hunter on the eastern seaboard. But he’s not aware of who I truly am or what I’m capable of.”
“You never approached him when you first started looking for your sister?”
“There was no reason to reveal myself. I did my investigation quietly, uncovered all I could. Besides, I doubted I’d gather anything useful by asking Dante questions.” I’d never needed to resort to interrogation for intel. People lied. Their electronic trail didn’t.
“I guess not.” Sage toyed with a pulled thread on the duvet before her gaze met mine. “What happened to her?” When I hesitated to answer, she continued. “You don’t have to talk about it if it’s upsetting.”
It made sense Sage would ask about Janie’s disappearance. As difficult as it was to discuss, this was necessary.
I exhaled a deep breath. “No. You should probably know what happened so you understand the background.” A small part of me wondered if I shared this story with her, would she reciprocate with her own troubled past? She wanted to tell me. I could read it in her eyes, but every time an opportunity arose, she danced around the facts, only ever giving half-truths.
Why was it so important to me, anyway? Her telling me what I already knew didn’t change a damn thing. And yet it did mean something because what I wanted from Sage was so much more than listening to her story from her lips. I wanted her to let me in. I wanted her trust. More than that, I wanted her to find me worthy of it.
From the moment I’d hauled her from the path of that motorcycle and held her in my arms, I’d known she was special. Even more than the instant attraction I’d felt, the fearless jut of her jaw and the veiled sorrow in her eyes had called to something deep within me. Maybe because it’d been like looking into my own soul. As cliche as it sounded, we were kindred spirits in our pain.
I respected the hardworking, accomplished woman she’d become despite what she’d gone through. Her drive to do right in this world and to carry the mantle for those unable to fight the country’s most formidable foe was beyond commendable. And then there was the fact that she was so fucking beautiful my brain shorted out every time my gaze landed on her. I suspected she was clueless about all these things. One day, when she was ready, I’d tell her.
Sage had learned who I really was, and it hadn’t scared her off. Outside those in operational roles, no woman had ever glimpsed the dangerous side of my life. That she accepted this part of me, embraced it even, gave me…hope. And somehow that made it easier to tell her about my darkest days.
I cleared my throat before beginning. “I was in Syria on a mission when I got a message to call home. That rarely happens, and my dad had had a mild heart attack six months earlier, so I was worried. I wasn’t prepared for Mom to tell me Janie hadn’t been returning her calls. That was totally out of character for my sister. She was a good student with a decent circle of friends. She volunteered at a homeless shelter in her spare time. Despite the distance, she was close to Mom and Dad and called them often. Out of the two of us, I was the one to give my parents sleepless nights. Never her.”
On the bed beside me, Sage’s focus was unwavering. The only sounds in the room were the computer fans whirring and the gentle hum of the AC.
“I flew home as soon as I could. When I arrived, the police still had nothing. You’re probably aware that in missing persons cases, the trail goes cold fast, but I didn’t lose all hope, because I can access intel others can’t. It’s what I do. What I’m good at. Just not good enough to help Janie.”
Sage folded her arms around herself as though a chill had settled into her bones. The pity in her eyes wasn’t surprising since she knew this story didn’t have a happy ending. Nothing about it was easy to tell.
“Her last known location was a subway station. She visited homeless people squatting there, offering food and a place at the shelter. Maybe whoever took her assumed she was homeless and her absence would go unnoticed like so many other runaways’. She walked into the subway late one night and never came out. Two busted surveillance cameras on the platform were all it took for her abductors to make a clean getaway. And with the maze of tunnels and connecting sewer system, there were limitless possibilities for where they might’ve escaped. The people she’d visited were reluctant to talk. They swore they’d seen nothing. Maybe they were telling the truth.
“I followed every lead until they all dried up. It was as if she’d vanished into thin air. That’d never happened to me before. Of all the people in the world to go missing, my sister was the only one I couldn’t find. I questioned everything. Had I looked at the details too subjectively? Did I miss something because I wasn’t eating or sleeping right? Was she taken because of me? Because I’d crossed the wrong person during my career and Janie was paying the consequences?”
I leaned back and dragged a hand through my hair. “Six weeks after she went missing, her body washed up on a beach in Saint Tropez.” The rising knot in my throat persisted. Fuck. Those memories were still so raw. I’d been through horrific shit in the military, but it was nothing compared to the nightmare of losing my sister.
“I’m so sorry, Brandon.” Sage shook her head. “I can’t imagine how awful that must’ve been.”
Yes, you can, I wanted to say. Instead, I nodded and remained silent, providing Sage the perfect opportunity to chime in with her own tragedy.
Crickets.
This woman was so brave in many ways, just not this one. Her reluctance to talk about the drive-by was beginning to concern me. I was no psychiatrist, but this seemed like more than avoiding talking about painful memories. Was she still in love with her dead boyfriend? Had I completely misread her attraction to me? Granted, it’d been a while since I’d flirted with a woman, but I’d never been that wrong before.
Maybe she suffered from survivor’s guilt? I’d seen enough of that in the military. Hell, I’d experienced it myself. If she felt it was unfair that she was alive and her boyfriend wasn’t, or was ashamed of having feelings for me, I could understand that, even if it was unwarranted. The mind was a complicated beast and conjured wretched thoughts while tainted with grief.
The silence approached an uncomfortable span before Sage swallowed deeply and said, “Saint Tropez? That’s on the French Riviera, right?”
I took a long drink of water before answering. “Holiday destination of the rich and famous. I went there to identify Janie’s body so Mom and Dad wouldn’t have to, and to find out how she died. The police suspected she fell off one of the megayachts that frequent the region. They said sometimes that happens when parties on board get out of hand. The autopsy confirmed the cause of death was drowning, and with the barbiturates in her system, she didn’t stand a chance of surviving once entering the water.”
Sage sneered. “Let me guess. Janie wasn’t a drug user?”
“Not on your life. Someone must’ve forced her to take them.”
“If I’m putting this together correctly, she was the victim of human trafficking? And…hell, my mind doesn’t want to go there, but…sex slavery?”
My hands clenched into fists in my lap. “There were…injuries in the autopsy report to indicate that. There was also a worn ring of skin surrounding one ankle that I suspect was from an electronic tag. Commonly used for prisoners on probation, but also the favored method for human traffickers to keep track of their property.” I said the word with all the distaste it deserved. “They’re difficult to remove, but not impossible. Since taking it off triggers an alarm, there’s usually not much point unless you’re desperate. I think she was trying to escape. I think she knew the risks yet was willing to accept them. Janie was a tough country girl. She would’ve fought against her captors.”
Sage’s jaw worked as she bowed her head. “Those bastards,” she growled. “You have to find them, Brandon. They’re probably still out there taking women.”
“You’re right about there being other victims. And I will find the people responsible.”
A beat of silence passed before Sage blinked. A flash of realization crossed her features. “Shit.” She groaned and covered her face. “I screwed up.”
“What are you talking about?”
She raked her fingers through her hair as she shook her head. “I ruined your undercover sting. Worse than that, I’ve dragged you deeper into my mess, which will delay you finding the traffickers.” Her eyes snapped back to mine. “I’m sorry.”
I shifted closer to her on the bed until our knees were touching. “You have nothing to be sorry for.” When I’d decided to rescue Sage from Vixens, sacrificing my investigation had never entered the equation. Even if I found Janie’s abductors, my sister was never coming back. But Sage had been in serious danger, and that was something I could fix. “You did nothing wrong. Dante’s the only one to blame for you being stuck in that place. None of it was your fault. Okay?”
She nodded. Her glistening eyes locked onto mine.
What would’ve happened to Sage if she hadn’t gotten out? Dante had asked her to stay late. Had he planned to ship her to another country? How close had she come to experiencing the same horror as Janie?
Thinking about Sage suffering like that…it fucking did something to me. It made me furious, terrified, and determined to let nothing bad happen to her ever again. Most of all, it made me want to reach for her and drag her into my arms, as if holding her close could keep her safe forever.
If only it were that simple.
If only she’d let me.
“I have no regrets about the decision I made,” I said. “I went into the Wolf Street Mafia’s den fully understanding the consequences, and I’d do it a thousand times over if it meant saving you.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m worthy of it.” Sage’s voice quavered, and a single tear slid down her cheek.
I leaned toward her and wiped it away with my thumb. “Of course you are, Sage. Why would you think you aren’t?”
She gave a sharp shake of her head. “It’s just…you’re doing this noble job, trying to eliminate a global human trafficking ring, and I’m pulling you from it.” She blinked back more tears and straightened her posture in an effort to compose herself. “You should be spending your time on that instead of getting my ass out of trouble.”
The urge to comfort her was strong. I reached across and took hold of Sage’s hand. Her eyes shifted to where we touched, but she didn’t pull away. Those delicate fingers molded to my palm as if testing the feel of my skin.
“You shouldn’t think like that,” I said. “I’m exactly where I need to be.” I squeezed her hand, then released it before things got awkward. I only wished to reassure her, not make her uncomfortable.
I was starting to understand Sage. She was an intelligent woman whose analytical mind was both an asset and her worst enemy. It never stopped thinking, and I hated seeing her hurting because of it.
“Whatever’s going on inside that gorgeous head of yours, let it go.”
She sniffled. “I wish I could.”
There was only one way I could think of to help with that. When Sage’s eyes shifted to my mouth, it made me wonder if we were on the same wavelength. We sat close. Closer than I’d realized, because Sage had leaned toward me, too.
Fuck, she was beautiful. Long dark tresses framing alabaster skin. Despite her tragic past, there was an innocence about her large brown eyes and the thick lashes surrounding them. I could get lost for days staring into their depths. But it was her lips I couldn’t stop thinking about as she moistened them. Full and naturally pink, they were a delicious temptation made for all manner of sinful things.
Slowly, I pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear, stealing a moment to savor her smooth skin by caressing the gentle curve of her jaw.
And then, with a single look, she undid me. The sudden flush blooming across her cheeks, the sharp inhale as her lips parted, and the flaring of her pupils as though no one had ever touched her that way before.
Sage’s breaths quickened as I made up the small distance between us, but she didn’t back away. “What are you doing?” she asked when my lips were mere inches from hers.
I paused my advance. “It’s called a kiss, Sage. People sometimes do it for pleasure, and the oxytocin release can be very relaxing.”
She licked her lips, which was absolutely the wrong thing to do since I was barely holding back from claiming them. “Maybe we shouldn’t,” she said. “It could be a terrible idea.”
“On the contrary, I think it’s an excellent idea and exactly what you need to get out of your head for a while. Besides, don’t you want to try it once to satisfy your curiosity?”
Sage moved back. “Who says I’m curious?”
“Tell me you’re not.”
There was a beat of silence where I was certain she’d deny it, but then she responded. “Maybe a little.” She shifted her position. “If we do this, there have to be…conditions.”
“Conditions?” I arched a brow. “For a kiss?”
She lifted one shoulder and flashed me a look of indifference. “Take it or leave it, big guy.”
“Fine. I agree to all of them.”
Sage huffed. “I’m being serious here.”
“I apologize. Go ahead. Deliver your terms.”
“First of all”—she held up one finger—“this is a one-off thing. It doesn’t mean you can stick your tongue in my mouth whenever you feel like it.”
“Disappointing, but all right.”
“Second. We don’t let things get weird between us afterward. We’re working well together, so let’s keep it that way.”
I nodded. “Agreed.”
“And finally, you can’t remind me of this moment and use it to humiliate me. Ever.” She gave me a hard look.
“Those all sound very reasonable. Can we begin now?”
She rolled her shoulders and took a deep breath. “Okay. I’m ready.” She squeezed her lids shut.
“It’s a kiss, Sage. Not a visit to the dentist.”
One eye opened a fraction before closing again. “I know that. Hurry up before I change my mind.”
“You’re cute when you’re nervous.” I swept Sage’s hair over one shoulder, allowing my knuckles to caress the delicate skin of her collarbone. A tremor passed through her as I leaned in closer.
She wiped her palms on her jeans. “I’m not nervous. I’m just—”
I pressed my lips to hers. The kiss was featherlight, just to test the waters. Whenever Sage gave me a small part of herself, it felt like a precious gift. I cherished each one. But this one…this one was special. I reminded myself to take things slowly and enjoy the moment as much as I hoped Sage did. This was our first kiss. It might also be our last.
With lids still shut tight, she held her trembling lips to mine. That wouldn’t do.
“Open your eyes, beautiful,” I whispered against her mouth. She complied. “There’s nothing to be anxious about.” I cupped her jaw and delivered another soft kiss. “It’s just you and me trying something new.” And again. “No expectations.” Once more. “Just do whatever feels right.”
The next time our lips met, I pressed more firmly against hers. Hunger flared in Sage’s eyes. A small moan escaped her, and her arms went around my neck. Fuck. Her sudden eagerness made my dick strain against my jeans and sent my pulse racing.
Sage shifted closer and surprised the hell out of me when her tongue darted out and traced along my bottom lip. My hand fisted her hair, pulling her in as our lips parted and finally, finally, I got to taste her. I’d never known anything sweeter in my life.
I wasn’t sure how long we stayed like that, delving, exploring, devouring each other. It could’ve been a minute; it could’ve been an hour. Time had lost all meaning.
I wanted her closer, and I had the urge to lay her out on the bed and wrap her legs around me. But if I had her pinned under me right now, I’d rut against her like an animal. My cock was harder than I could ever recall.
With the few functioning brain cells I had, I swore not to push this too far. This was a huge step for Sage. I didn’t want to screw it up.
So I resisted telling her how incredible this was and how much I wanted her naked and under me so I could remedy her overthinking mind for considerably longer than just this kiss. Instead, I let her control the pace. The amount of restraint required should’ve earned me a medal.
All I knew was I wanted more. Even if I had it, it might never be enough.
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Sage

There was a logical explanation for what we were doing. There had to be. But I was struggling to think about anything other than the taste of Brandon’s tongue, his warmth, his scent, the way he moaned as I leaned into him. Because kissing this man was…intense.
All-consuming.
Rule shattering.
Where were my precious commandments now? At some point during our stay in this hotel, I’d extracted my brain and tossed it down the elevator shaft. Except what we were doing didn’t feel wrong. It felt so very right.
The more I got to know Brandon, my attraction to him only became harder to ignore. He was still my cocky, sexy-as-sin neighbor, but now I also knew him to be altruistic and braver than anyone I’d met. Seeing this side of him made me question everything. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.
The time we’d spent together in this room made me understand him better. Brandon continued to surprise me with his thoughtfulness and generosity. And I…I trusted him, with more than my life. So if he assured me we could kiss without it leading to something more, then I wanted it, if only to satisfy the irrational urge to try it once.
There was just one problem. Kissing Brandon was intoxicating. Addictive.
His eyes. Oh, how they burned. Like cool water with flames licking wildly at the surface. The way he stared at me made me think he was seconds from throwing me on the bed, tearing off my clothes, and screwing me senseless. Most disconcerting of all? That didn’t sound like a bad idea anymore.
My pulse throbbed between my thighs, and my panties were drenched. It took all my willpower not to climb on Brandon’s lap, straddle him, and grind myself against the bulge in his jeans to find the friction I desperately needed.
I weaved my fingers through Brandon’s thick dark hair and grazed my teeth over his full bottom lip. His responding growl made my core tighten. Deep down, I knew this had to stop. Except right now, I didn’t care. I only wanted more of this thing I’d convinced myself was forbidden. I could hardly remember why anymore.
Your rules.
Your oh-so-crushable heart.
Your habit of making stupid decisions that put people’s lives in danger.
The thought was like a bucket of icy water tossed over my head. I pulled back fast. My hand flew to my mouth, where I could still feel and taste Brandon. “That’s enough,” I said, trying to regain my breath.
Brandon attempted to conceal his heated gaze, although I didn’t miss how he licked his lips, capturing the last of me on them. Something about the action made my belly flip.
“That was…” He blinked a few times, unable to find words. “Fuck, Sage, that was—”
“No,” I said firmly and held up a palm. “We don’t talk about it. I meant what I said about not letting things get weird.”
Brandon gave a sad smile. “You’re right.” He stood and ran a hand through his hair, straightening the mess I’d made of it earlier. “In that case, I’m going to be very mature about this and hit the gym until I get my head on straight.”
I winced. “Brandon—”
“I’m fine. By the time I get back, everything will return to normal. I promise.”
He went to the bathroom to change, but my eyes remained on the door after he’d closed it.
What was this deeply uncomfortable ache in my chest?

Dante and Maxim had turned in for the night, so I sat on the bed, flicking through a travel magazine. I should probably try to sleep, but I was still wired from the kiss. I swore I could still taste Brandon on my tongue and smell him on my clothes.
He’d come back from the gym an hour ago, and after a quick shower, he’d returned to his computer. Thankfully, things weren’t awkward between us. Whatever workout he’d done had taken the edge off for him.
I’d used the alone time to collect my thoughts. Kissing Brandon was an experience I’d never forget. I was glad we’d done it, even if it left me feeling hollow knowing it wouldn’t happen again. At least with our curiosity satisfied, we could move on and focus on our task.
I dropped the magazine to my lap. “So, I was thinking.” I curled my hair behind my ears when doubt crept into my mind. What if Brandon didn’t like my idea? What if he thought it was stupid? “I want to help you find Janie’s kidnappers. When all this is over, I mean. It’s the least I can do.”
Our earlier conversation about Janie’s death had made me realize that taking down Dante and the remaining Wolf Street Mafia was bigger than my need for revenge. If those bastards were tangled up in sex trafficking like Brandon suspected, it made the success of our mission even more crucial. The thought of women—God knew how many—being stolen and forced into sexual servitude made me sick to my core. But if we played our cards right, maybe we could put a stop to it. Maybe we could even save some.
“Are you sure?” Brandon turned to face me, his brow drawn tight with concern. “It’ll be unpleasant work. Are you prepared to see the worst side of humanity?”
I scrunched my nose. “I think it’s a little late for that.”
“Touché.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “All right. I could use your analytical mind going over my intel. I’ve always thought being too close to the investigation might’ve skewed my approach.” He nodded. “Thank you.”
“I’m not sure how much help I’ll be, but you shouldn’t have to tackle it alone. And who knows? Maybe we’ll uncover something you haven’t found already in the research we’re doing here.” I folded one leg under me. “Can you tell me a little more? What have you uncovered that implicates the Mafia? Aside from them being a bunch of vile lowlifes?”
Brandon shrugged. “That’s the thing. I’m not certain they’re involved. It’s more of a hunch at this point. An educated hunch. Even so, I don’t have any firm evidence. Only a theory.”
I closed the magazine and tossed it onto the nightstand. “I’m listening.”
“I performed a mathematical correlation assessment of missing women across the United States and Canada. It’s probably easier if I show you.” Brandon waved me over. When I reached him, he brought up a new window with a map of North America covered in red dots. He pointed at the screen. “Each one represents a woman reported missing in the last twelve months. All two hundred fifty thousand of them.”
“Wow. So many?”
“Yeah, but you have to remember, the majority are missing by choice. Young runaways, women leaving abusive relationships. Many have good reasons for not wanting to be found.”
“So, how many are true kidnappings?”
“I focused on Pennsylvania and removed the static—those who’d been found and the ones I suspected left of their own accord—then I discovered something interesting.” He zoomed in on the red dots in our home state. “The kidnapping rate in Philly was constant until about five years ago when it suddenly tripled. It’s been high ever since. And when I ran the same analysis across the country, I noticed another trend. Fourteen other states experienced a similar jump in kidnappings. Want to know what they all have in common?”
I nodded.
“Each is home to a trucking company, which after digging deeper, I discovered was owned by a Wolf Street Mafia shell corporation.”
“A legitimate method of nationwide transportation.”
“Correct.”
“That sounds like a solid lead. I don’t mean to sound insensitive, but…how haven’t you solved this? Why isn’t there any evidence?”
“It’s not as simple as you might think. Watch this.” Brandon clicked his mouse, and lines streaked across the map. So many that almost the entire country was blacked out. “These are the shipping routes for a single year. Each distribution center has dozens of trucks coming and going each day. That’s nearly one hundred fifty thousand trucks a year.”
“Oh man.”
“Yeah, and I’d guess only a few dozen have human cargo. This isn’t a high-numbers operation, and they’re flying under the radar by selecting vulnerable targets. Runaways, homeless people, undocumented immigrants.”
I held a palm up. “Either way, a lot of innocent lives have been stolen.”
“Agreed. But as you can see, it’s like finding a needle in a haystack. I can’t be in fourteen cities for an entire year to catch them in the act. And I can’t break into that many trucks without eventually getting caught. That’s if I’m even on the right track. Maybe it’s wishful thinking. This is the first sniff of hope I’ve had in over two years.”
“What about security-camera footage?”
“Would you commit a crime like that with your cameras on?”
I sighed deeply. “All right, listen. We don’t have to solve this tonight. Let’s keep watching Dante and follow through with our plans. Maybe once we bring him down, we can promise him, I don’t know, two-ply toilet paper in his cell if he tells us where the women are going. Because it seems to me the Wolf Street Mafia might gather the victims, but someone’s buying them, and they’re just as guilty in all this. If we take down Dante and cut the supply of women, the buyers will still get them somewhere else.” I held his stare. “We need to stop this at the source.”
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Brandon

Something tickled my chest. I opened my eyes and wondered if I was still dreaming, because I was greeted by the most stunning morning vision I could imagine.
Sage was already awake, her head tucked into the crook of my neck and one finger tracing the bullet scar on my shoulder. Holding her securely against me, one of her legs resting over mine and my arm wrapped around her, felt like the most natural thing on earth. Luckily the thick duvet covered below my waist or Sage would know exactly how happy I was about it.
I traced my fingertips over the smooth skin of her upper arm. “Good morning.”
Sage tilted her head up. Her shiny locks splayed across my chest. “It happened again, didn’t it? Another nightmare?”
“Yeah. Same as last night.” Sage started to shift away.
“Wait.” I tightened my hold. “Just a little longer.” I breathed a sigh of relief when she relaxed against me. A small victory I intended to make the most of.
I tapped the scar she’d been inspecting. “Afghanistan, Helmand Province. Wasn’t even a clean shot. The bullet ricocheted off a rock and hit me. Just bad luck. Hurt like a motherfucker.” Something she knew all about. I didn’t think asking her about the scar on her thigh was wise considering I wanted her to stay in bed.
“This is nice.” I gave her a squeeze.
“You don’t mind? I don’t want to make things awkward.”
I chose my words carefully because she’d freak out if she knew how much I enjoyed having her in my arms. “Please use my body in any way you desire.”
She chuckled, her breath a warm caress across my skin. “You don’t need to make it sound so…sordid.”
“Sorry. I couldn’t help myself.” I brushed back the lock of Sage’s hair that had been tickling me and tucked it over her shoulder. I tried to be a gentleman and not stare at her cleavage. I failed badly. The tight gray cami she wore did little to conceal her full breasts pressed against my chest. I guessed my morning wood was sticking around for a while.
“It’s fine, Sage. Really. Sometimes I have nightmares, too. There must be something about having a warm body beside you that keeps them at bay.” Comfort. Safety. I wanted to be those things and so much more for Sage.
“Okay. Thank you. I don’t think I’ve slept so well in years.”
Years. Because it wasn’t the shoot-out at the club or Maxim attacking her in her apartment that made Sage cry out in her sleep.
She tensed, perhaps realizing what she’d said, then wriggled out of my arms. I immediately missed the feel of her. “I’m going to take a shower,” she said and headed for the bathroom.

We spent the day plowing ahead with our mission. I continued my search for irrefutable evidence of Dante’s corruption while Sage monitored his mansion for signs of a strategic move. By evening, my eyes were weary from working at the computer all day. Sage hadn’t complained, but from the slump of her shoulders, I imagined she was feeling it, too.
“Are we missing something here?” Sage grumbled with a note of frustration. “Shouldn’t Dante be rallying the troops and staking his claim on Franky’s empire instead of sending sympathy baskets to Mob wives?” She twisted in her chair to face my desk. Her full lips drew my eyes. Now that I knew what they felt like, what she tasted like, I could hardly think of anything else.
I slung an elbow over the back of my seat. “He has time to make his move. Franky’s organization has been so dominant that any competing gangs or Mafia families are too weak to take over right away. My guess? Dante’s plotting something with those landline calls he’s making.” I pointed at Sage’s screen and, sure enough, the new Mob boss was making another phone call.
We hadn’t been able to intercept the landline calls because I’d need to access the property and the particular phone in use. Since there were so many in the mansion, I’d decided the exercise was too risky.
“He’s got a crap ton of money,” Sage said. “Maybe he doesn’t want to be top dog? What if he just wants to live out the rest of his days in pampered luxury?”
I grunted. “No, he wants it. I’m pretty sure that’s all Dante’s wanted since he was a kid. He was born into the life, and it’s all he knows. For him, it’s more than the money and notoriety. He believes it’s owed to him. Almost like a royal prince who’s next in line to become king. If anyone else took the position, it would be an affront to him. Dante taking over might be as much about saving face as it is about family tradition or making money.” I tipped my head toward my laptop. “While I’ve got your attention, come check this out.”
Sage removed her pink sweater on the way over. Her messy ponytail hung over one shoulder, and wisps of dark hair framed her face. The white V-neck and ripped jeans she wore were casual, yet they suited her. She didn’t need fancy clothes to look beautiful. As she peered over my shoulder, I inhaled her delicious scent. A hint of her shampoo and something else that was just her. Damn, she smelled good.
“What’ve you found?” she asked.
I played a video. “Wait for it…there.” I hit pause. “See that? We’ve got a bag exchanged.” I let the rest of the recording play so Sage could watch the district attorney of Philadelphia, Stephanie O’Hara, open the bag to inspect reams of hundred-dollar bills given to her by the dickhead who’d shot me, Lou Carello.
“Ho-ly shit. This is huge!” Sage did something behind me that might’ve been a fist pump. She was right to be excited. Capturing someone as high-profile as the DA red-handed was a solid win and proof our hard work was paying off.
I transferred the recording to the rapidly growing evidence file. “Nothing from Santa for our DA this year. She’s been a very naughty girl.”
An alarm sounded from Sage’s computer, the one that alerted us when a vehicle arrived at or left Dante’s mansion.
We shifted to her screens and watched as four identical silver sedans exited through the fortified electronic gates. Two peeled off left, the others, right. The pitch-black tint gave no clue whether Dante and the Russian were within any of the vehicles.
“They all have the same license plates,” said Sage, pointing at the screen.
“This is it. We’re on.” I returned to my computer and hacked the Philly traffic camera network. “Can you scan Dante’s house and make sure he’s actually left the premises? This could be a diversion.”
“On it.” Sage’s mouse clicked away. “Unless he’s hiding in a closet, he’s not here.”
I nodded but kept my eyes focused on my screen. I didn’t want to lose sight of these assholes for a second.
“Can you track four identical cars at once?” Sage asked.
“I’m not sure, but I’ll damn well try.” My fingers flew across the keyboard as I initiated preprepared code to commandeer traffic cameras using license plate recognition. “Come on. Come on.” This was taking longer than I’d hoped. A moment later, an image from a camera at a set of traffic lights in Newtown Square appeared in one quadrant of my screen. “Bingo!”
Shortly after, the other identical cars showed up in the remaining sectors of the screen. Each time a vehicle disappeared from view, the feed switched to the next traffic camera to pick them up.
I updated Sage with what I saw. “We’ve got one on West Chester Pike, another exiting onto Springfield Road, one heading toward Upper Providence, and the fourth looks to have arrived at…a fancy-ass golf club?”
“Could he be meeting someone there?” she asked.
“Maybe.”
“I don’t know. Dante’s been so careful to lie low these last two days. I doubt he’d go somewhere as public as a golf club.”
“Agreed. I think it’s a decoy.”
We monitored the remaining three vehicles as they traveled in different directions. Occasionally, they went through blind spots only to be picked up by a camera farther down the road.
I tensed in my seat when one quadrant remained blacked out for longer than the others. “We have a problem.” I used a diagnostic program to check for faults. There was something more sinister at play. “Shit.”
Sage shifted on her feet beside me. “What’s going on?”
“We’ve lost vehicle two.” I turned to face her. “The cameras in the city are down.”
She scoffed. “That can’t be a coincidence.”
“Unlikely.”
“Dante can do that? How?”
“He’s a man who’s used to getting what he wants. Got to admit, I’m impressed with the sway he has.” I shook my head. “I guess we know which car we should’ve been following. Dante is heading for the city, but who is he meeting? And where?”
“It could be a hundred different people. And the possible locations are limitless.” Sage groaned. “We’ve lost him, haven’t we?”
“For now. I’ll try to get the city’s cameras back online.” I opened a new window to run diagnostics, but it would waste time we didn’t have.
This was our biggest lead so far, and Dante had slipped through our fingers.
In the back of my mind was another, more troubling thought. Dante had gone to a lot of effort to remain incognito in the city. If he’d somehow learned of our location, he could be on his way to our hotel right now.
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Brandon

“No luck,” I announced. “Not only are the cameras down. The entire server for the city traffic system is offline. I’ve got no way in.”
An anxious Sage handed me a bottle of water. “Is there another way to track Dante? What about a satellite?”
I massaged a knot in the back of my neck. “It would need to be in geosynchronous orbit with a camera pointed at Philly. I can check, but it’s unlikely. And to reposition one would be time-consuming and risky.”
A new alarm sounded from my computer. What now? I checked the screen with Sage watching over my shoulder. “Son of a bitch,” I said as I brought up the offending security-camera feed.
“What is it?” Sage asked.
“That”—I clicked on other tabs to bring up more camera angles—“is my facial-recognition software picking up Dante and Maxim. They’re at Vixens.”
“No way.” Sage squinted at the screen, so I zoomed in to give her a clearer view. A smile formed on her lips when she recognized her nemeses. “Don’t let this go to your head, but you’re really good at this.”
I leaned back in my chair and rested my hands on my jeans-clad thighs. “I’m really good at other things, too.” I hoped from the tone of my voice she realized I wasn’t talking about table tennis or Scrabble. Did she think about what might’ve happened if we hadn’t ended our kiss last night? I did. A lot. It was impossible not to when we were together twenty-four seven.
Sage’s cheeks reddened as she held my stare. “You know, you should really give modesty a try.” She pointed at the screen. “Look. They’re heading inside.”
At the rear entrance of the club, a uniformed police officer nodded toward Dante and moved aside to allow them entry. Easy as that, they were in.
“When did you start monitoring Vixens?” Sage asked.
I switched to the club’s internal security cameras so we could follow Dante and Maxim’s movements. “The first time was two years ago when Janie disappeared. I reinitiated the program when you started working there and left it operating to keep an eye on the shoot-out investigation. Never expected Dante to show up while the place was hot.”
Sage turned back to the screen. “They’re heading upstairs. What are they doing there? The place is still crawling with cops and crime scene detectives.”
“Don’t suppose he cares about that, but let’s find out.”
The club was a mess. The bodies were gone, but the place looked like a demolition site. There wasn’t a table, chair, or bottle of liquor intact, although somehow the security cameras had survived. Bullet holes peppered the walls, and reddish-brown stains covered the floors. If seeing those images upset Sage, she didn’t show it.
At the top of the stairs, a detective—judging by the badge fixed to his belt and the lack of a uniform—lifted crime scene tape, allowing Dante and the Russian access to the top floor. Dante shook hands with the cop like they were old pals. After chatting briefly, the detective headed downstairs to give Dante and Maxim privacy. With all remaining crime scene officers on the ground floor, the Mob boss had the upper level all to himself. What was he up to?
Dante and Maxim went straight to the office at the end of the hallway. The one that contained the armory. The Russian guarded the door while Dante went inside. There were only two rooms in Vixens without cameras. The boss’s office and the armory. But Dante emerged only minutes later, carrying a small black box—a hard drive.
I recalled during my last visit to the armory that there’d been a safe inside. “I doubt his tax returns or family photos are stored on there.”
“And whatever Dante just collected must be important enough that he didn’t trust anyone else to retrieve it. Not even Maxim.”
The pair didn’t stick around. They headed straight out of the building and into the waiting silver sedan. It swiftly departed, merging into busy traffic on the darkening city streets.
“Traffic cameras are still down in the city. We’ve lost them for now.” I turned to Sage. “So, what’s he got? Their second set of books? Intel that might be used against them if anyone got their hands on it?”
“Or”—she tapped a finger over her lips—“things that incriminate others?”
“You’re talking about blackmail material?”
“I think it’s possible. So far, we haven’t been able to nail any of the big players. Senators, judges, the major corporation CEOs.”
“The district attorney was a good catch.”
“She was. I’m sure Stephanie O’Hara makes decent money, but she wouldn’t be a millionaire without the Mafia’s bribes. The lure of all that cash must’ve been too hard to resist. What about those who are already filthy rich? Even a big-ass bribe wouldn’t tempt them enough to risk their precious reputations. What could Franky have offered them?”
“The graciousness of not murdering their entire families?”
“Maybe. But it seems unwise to threaten so many powerful people. That could backfire.” Sage folded her arms and drummed delicate fingers against her biceps. “Do you remember when the governor was embroiled in that scandal with the underage girl, and then it all went away?”
“Yeah, she changed her statement and said she made it all up for attention.”
“What if she hadn’t been lying? What if someone paid her off and the evidence she claimed to have was hidden? Not destroyed, but kept by Franky Russo?”
“You think the Mob boss was holding something over those bigwigs?”
“Digging up their dirtiest secrets and reminding them of it every so often is a pretty convincing way to get them to do whatever he wants.”
“It is.” I crossed an ankle over my knee. “And assuming Dante is in possession of that information now, where would you hide something important if your home were built like Fort Knox and you had major trust issues?”
“He’s going to take it home with him.”
I nodded. “My bet? He has a concealed safe, maybe even a vault, inside that mansion.”
“So, theoretically, everything we need to take down Dante and every corrupt bastard in this city will be inside?”
“Yep.”
Sage tightened her ponytail. “Look, it’s just a theory. We don’t know for sure what’s on that hard drive. We can’t even be sure Dante’s taking it home.”
An alarm sounded from my laptop, so I spun to check it. “What do you know? Dante’s left the city, and the cameras are back up and running.” A few moments later, I’d located his silver sedan heading north, presumably for Newtown Square.
“Shit,” said Sage. And she was right to be frustrated. Dante’s mansion was the last place I wanted to go looking for that hard drive.
We spent the next half hour following the silver sedan to Dante’s estate. Shifting to Sage’s computer, we watched as he took the storage device to the west wing, through a set of security-coded wooden doors, and into a room without cameras. He emerged five minutes later empty-handed.
“I think your theory has merit,” I said. “Dante needs the dirt before he can lord it over his minions.” I pointed at the live image of the double doors I suspected led to a vault. “We need to get in there.”
“Brandon,” Sage warned.
“It might be hectic gaining access, but it can be done.”
She snorted. “No shit, it’ll be hectic. Us and what army?”
I tapped my foot against the gray pile carpet. “I could make a few calls. Organize a bunch of guys to—”
“No! No way.” Sage stood and paced the room. “I don’t want a repeat of the club shoot-out.”
“It won’t be anything like that. It’ll be much harder.”
She spun to face me, eyes wide. “Exactly! You can’t just storm Dante’s mansion. That’s crazy.”
“It’s not that crazy. I was involved in something similar in Bogota. And Mogadishu. In fact, it reminds me of this one time in Istanbul…” I smiled as I recalled a Team Zulu mission where the guys and I escaped a fortified compound with top secret weapons intelligence, but barely got out of there alive. What a night.
“Excuse me for interrupting your trip down memory lane. As impressive as your siege-laying skills may be, let me remind you you’re not in Istanbul; you’re on home soil. An operation like that is far too risky.” She rubbed her temples and let out a frustrated sigh. “When I asked for your help with taking down Dante, I assumed it would only involve working from your computer, not breaking into a fortified compound. You’ve already been shot because of me. I don’t want to be the cause of anything worse.” Her hands shifted to her hips. “Please, can we rule that idea out for now? I think it’s best if you continue searching and see what else you can dig up. If there’s still a giant hole surrounding the top tier of Mob supporters, we’ll consider alternatives then.”
I pouted. “You’re spoiling my fun.”
“I just…prefer you with fewer bullet holes. One is enough for this week. Don’t you think?”
My lips twitched as I fought to contain a smile. “You’re worried about me.” I stood and approached Sage. Her brow knitted, which meant I’d nailed precisely how she was feeling.
“What? No.” She scoffed a little too vehemently. “I just hate patching you up. It’s gross.”
She shifted on her feet as I moved closer still. “Liar. It’s more than that, isn’t it?” My eyes narrowed. “I think you like me. And I think”—I hooked a knuckle under her chin, tilting it up—“you care about me more than you’d like to admit.”
Sage remained silent, although the conflict in her eyes told me enough. She didn’t want to lie, nor did she want to confess her feelings.
“Have you run out of reasons yet?” I asked.
“What reasons?”
“To keep shutting me down? Tell me what’s holding you back. Maybe I can put your mind at ease.”
She growled and took a step back. “Has it ever occurred to you I just don’t like you in that way?”
“No, I’m pretty sure you do.”
She snorted. “Wow. Cocky much?”
“Yes, but you like that about me, too.”
She searched the ceiling for her response. “Oh my God. You’re impossible.”
“That wasn’t a no.”
“Really? That’s your takeaway from this conversation?”
“What can I say? I’m an optimist. And I have an idea.”
“Does it involve calling reception to see if another room has become available?”
“Don’t be ridiculous. We”—I reached for my wallet—“are going on our first date.”
Sage blinked, her expression deadpan. “Excuse me?”
“You heard me. Grab your coat. I’m taking you to the best place in town.” I sat on the bed to lace up my boots.
“Right now? We can’t leave. We’re monitoring Dante.”
“He’s done for the night. Look at him. He’s on his sofa searching Netflix. Besides, I can check on him with my cell phone.”
“But…is it safe for us to be out in public?”
“The investigation has nothing on us. And unless Dante sends scouts to the same dive bar we’re going to, it’s completely safe.”
“Hold up.” She raised a palm. “You want to take me to a dive bar?”
“Not just any dive bar. The best dive bar in Philly. You’ll hate the place. It’s perfect.”
When Sage made no move to get organized, I placed her shoes beside her. “Come on. You must be as desperate as I am to get out of here for a while. And how cool is this? One day, when we’re old and arthritic, we’ll tell our grandkids about this night. Gran and Pop’s first date.”
“You seriously need to shut up right now.”
“Get your things on and I promise not to mention our future grandchildren for the rest of the date.”
“This is so not a date,” Sage grumbled as she slipped her shoes on.
It was definitely a date.
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Seated at a small table on barstools covered in cracked red vinyl, we drank cold beers from mismatched glasses. No two were the same at Joey’s, Brandon had told me.
“Tell me again why you brought me to this place?” I asked while giving the busy room an assessing scan.
The walls were an inch thick with peeling band posters. A dozen different dimly lit lampshades hung from the ceiling, and the black-and-white checkerboard floor was sticky underfoot. On a TV above the bar, the undercard for a major UFC fight aired live. The main event had the place filling fast with an energized crowd.
“Joey’s is a Philly institution. I can’t believe you’ve never been here before.” Brandon took a sip of beer.
“Not my side of town, I guess. There’s something about this place though, right?”
He nodded while glancing around the bar.
A cheer went up, and when I checked the TV, one fighter had the other pinned to the floor of the octagon. He pummeled the guy with a series of punches and elbows to the head. Ouch. The bout was called seconds later, and an even bigger commotion took up all around us.
I pointed at the ceiling, which was covered in rusted and damaged license plates. “What’s with those?”
Brandon glanced up. “Supposedly, they’re all stolen. If you add to the collection, you get a free shot of bottom-shelf whiskey.”
“Tempting,” I mocked and drummed my fingers across the glass.
“And rumor has it the broken jukebox has been playing AC/DC’s Back in Black album on repeat since 1982.”
I laughed. “Great record, but it explains why the staff is kind of cranky.”
“It’s all part of the charm.” Bracing his forearms on the tall table, Brandon glanced toward the worn-out pool table at the front of the bar. “Reminds me of a place back home where I’d go drinking with the guys before deploying.”
“Afghanistan?”
“Mostly.”
“What was it like over there?”
He considered my question before answering. “Don’t think I slept a wink the night before my first patrol, but taught myself to sleep just about anywhere pretty quickly. Made lifelong friends, lost some, grew a real beard, and learned how vile humans can be.” He sipped his beer. “I remember the day I flew home from my first deployment, watching the new troops arriving on the tarmac. They looked like fresh-faced boys. I felt like an old man. That’s what a nine-month tour in Afghanistan will do to you.”
“And yet you kept going back?”
He nodded. “It was a career I’d committed to, and I was good at it. And I wouldn’t let my team risk their lives without me. You wouldn’t give up on criminology just because it got messy, would you?”
I shook my head. God, I respected him for that. What he’d gone through over there was a horror I couldn’t imagine. And yet he was so…normal. I imagined he was as cheerful and witty today as he was before going to war. And I…I was nothing like I used to be. I wasn’t sure pre-drive-by Sage was ever coming back.
“You lost teammates over there?” I asked.
“Yeah. Some who were like brothers to me.” He stared into his beer. “Each of their deaths weighs heavily.”
My chest tightened. “You seem so…well-adjusted. How do you cope?”
Brandon’s eyes met mine. “Honestly? Some days, I don’t. A few of us get together once or twice a year. We drink beer, shoot the shit, and tell stupid stories to remember them. Nothing can bring them back, but it helps.”
I fought the rising knot in my throat and shot Brandon a wry smile. “This is some pretty morbid first-date conversation. No wonder you don’t have a girlfriend.” My muscles tensed. “You don’t, do you?”
That would be awkward. Even worse, I was horrified to realize I’d be crushed if he did. And majorly pissed that he’d neglected to mention it.
This was crazy. I was jealous of a probably nonexistent girlfriend.
“Much to my mom’s dismay, I’ve been unattached for some time. But I’m glad you’re interested enough to ask.” He winked while sending me a mischievous grin.
Despite the rowdy UFC crowd, it felt like Brandon and I were the only two here. Sitting in this bar talking to him about grief made me want to tell him about my own. He’d been through more than anyone should, and I imagined he’d have advice on how to handle things better than I had been.
Maybe it was the beer, or maybe it was that I felt comfortable around Brandon and I knew he’d be supportive, but I felt like I could tell him what had happened to me. If anyone would understand what I’d been through, it was him. There was no dread, no panic-attack symptoms. Just an overwhelming need to get this story off my chest.
I was finally ready.
I took a deep breath. “Brandon, there’s something I’ve been meaning to—”
Someone crashed into me from behind. The knock was hard enough that I spilled my beer and almost slipped off the barstool.
I spun fast. “Hey, watch it!”
The culprit, a burly UFC wannabe with a backwards-facing ball cap, didn’t even turn around. Jackass. He carried on cheering with his buddies while using exaggerated hand gestures. Judging by the stack of empty bottles on their table, I figured they were three sheets to the wind.
Brandon handed me a napkin to dry my hands and used another to wipe the mess from our table.
He scowled at the back of the jackass’s ball cap, and when he went to stand, I grabbed his arm. “Don’t, Brandon. We shouldn’t draw any unwanted attention.”
“Fine,” he grumbled. “Maybe we should go. I didn’t expect this place to be so packed.”
“No way. We just got here. And you were right about needing to get out of the hotel. This was a good idea.”
He glanced between me and the group of guys. “All right. Swap seats with me, at least.”
I nodded, and we made the exchange. When a raucous laugh went up behind him, Brandon glared over his shoulder at the bunch of guys.
“Hey.” I caught his attention by kicking his boot under the table. “Why don’t you go get us a couple more beers?”
He frowned, casting another look over his shoulder. “Okay. I’ll be back in a minute.”
I watched Brandon weave his way to the bar through the crowd, admiring the way the black T-shirt stretched tight across his broad back and how he stood a head taller than most of the patrons. I guessed the title fight must’ve been about to start, because the place was pumping.
“Hey, sweetheart. This seat taken?”
Oh, hell no.
It was the chump who’d crashed into me. Not sure why he bothered asking since he’d already slumped his drunken ass onto Brandon’s barstool.
“You know it’s taken, so why don’t you head on back to your buddies before the rightful owner returns?” I turned from him to stare at the screen.
He leaned forward, the smell of bourbon strong on his breath. “Come hang out with us. We’re a lot of fun.”
“I highly doubt that.”
He swayed a little in his seat. “You know, you’d be much prettier if you smiled more.”
Wow. Just when I thought Jackass couldn’t get less appealing. “And you’d be much prettier with a broken nose. Now. Fuck. Off.”
“You’re a ballsy one.” He laughed and grabbed my thigh under the table. “I like that.”
Fiery rage tore through me. I was done dealing with his shit.
I slammed my knee against the underside of the table, crushing his hand in between. Luckily, the table was bolted down, or it would’ve flipped over. Jackass grimaced and ripped his hand back fast, shaking away the pain.
“Touch me like that again, and I’ll break your goddamn arm,” I growled, and if my venomous stare didn’t tell him I was serious, I’d happily follow through on the threat.
“Get out of my seat. Now.” Brandon placed two beers on the table before standing next to me.
Oh, shit. He looked like he wanted to tear the backwards-facing ball cap off the guy’s head and shove it down his throat.
With glazed eyes, Jackass’s focus shifted from Brandon to me. “This fool your boyfriend?”
“She’s with me,” Brandon said and tucked his arm around me. When I leaned into him, he tightened his hold.
Jackass stood to his full height, which was every bit as tall as Brandon’s. I didn’t miss the way he puffed his chest out, the black Tapout T-shirt straining at his bulk.
I’d seen guys like him turn up at my kickboxing gym, wanting to impress the trainers by sparring as if it were a title fight. They usually got kicked out because no one wanted a testosterone-fueled meathead trying to prove himself.
And Jackass here fancied himself a brawler.
“She can answer for herself. She’s got a mouth on her.” His eyes raked over my body. “And a great set of tits.”
Sensing Brandon was milliseconds from redecorating this guy’s face, I placed a steadying palm on his shoulder and gave a subtle shake of my head.
Brandon’s chest heaved with the effort of standing down. “I can’t walk away from that. Sage, he just—”
I pressed a finger across his lips, and the action stunned him into silence. “Uh-uh. He said he wants to hear from me.”
Brandon blinked a bunch of times, as if my words confused him. He’d catch on soon enough. No one spoke to me like that and got away with it.
Adrenaline pumped through me as I spun on Jackass. “Fine, you want my answer? Here it is, dickface.”
Taking one step back, I used all my strength to deliver a lightning-fast, hefty kick to his balls. While he was doubled over in pain, I clinched him around the neck and rammed my knee into his face.
He went to the ground with a heavy thud, sending one of the barstools crashing over as he fell. His face contorted in agony. Blood streamed from his nose while he cupped where his balls should be, although they were probably now lodged in his throat.
My heart thumped so hard I thought it might fly out of my chest. “Holy shit.” I panted and brushed my hair back from my face. “That was awesome. Did you see that?”
Jackass rolled into the fetal position and took quick breaths while bellowing like a coyote caught in a trap.
Brandon’s eyes remained locked on mine, and he smiled. “If by awesome, you mean brutal? Then yeah, it absolutely was.” His grin widened, and he took a step toward me, but froze when his gaze focused over my shoulder.
I followed his stare to find Jackass’s pals approaching fast. “Uh-oh.”
They glanced between the sobbing mess on the floor and Brandon, not realizing it was me who’d brought their wannabe heavyweight champ to his knees.
“Sage, head for the exit. Now.”
I shook my head, my eyes remaining on the burly guys heading our way. “I’m not leaving you.”
“Ah, crap” were his last words before he pushed me aside. One guy swung at him with a haymaker. But Brandon was fast and ducked the blow, returning with a solid hook to the jaw and a powerful uppercut that had his attacker crashing to the floor. Dude might want to look for his teeth while he was down there.
Another approached, but before he got close enough to strike, Brandon sent him flying backward with a wicked push kick to the chest. The guy crashed into his pals, destabilizing the lot of them.
That bought us precious seconds. Brandon grabbed my hand. “Let’s go.”
He didn’t need to tell me twice. We rushed for the door, Brandon urging me in front of him as we worked our way through the crowd.
I heard a grunt from behind and spun to find a guy clinging to Brandon as if he were hitching a piggyback ride, except his muscle-bound arm was wrapped around Brandon’s throat. Judging by Brandon’s strained expression and the veins bulging at his temple, the jerk had cut off his air.
People scrambled to get out of the way. Brandon tried to tear the guy off him. It didn’t work, so he swung around and reared back against the bar. The guy on his shoulders grunted but didn’t let go. Again, Brandon slammed him into the bar. This time, his grip loosened enough that Brandon flung him over his shoulder and onto the hard floor. He lay there, winded and cringing.
The crowd parted when the last and biggest of the douchebag crew advanced. This guy knew how to fight: guard up, feet spaced shoulder-width apart with weight distributed evenly. And if his cauliflower ears were anything to go by, he was a serious contender.
But Brandon didn’t balk. He rolled his shoulders and squared up against the beast of a man, matching his stance. Clearly, this wasn’t his first rodeo, either.
Nuh-uh. I wouldn’t allow this chump to ruin our first not date by cracking any of Brandon’s ribs or reopening his stitches.
I snatched a pool cue from a woman nearby who’d abandoned her game to watch the fight.
I came up behind the big guy, holding my newfound weapon like a baseball bat. Screaming like a crazy lady, I swung with all my strength.
With a loud crack, the pool cue snapped in half, and the big guy stumbled forward, clutching the back of his head. When he turned to see where the blow had come from, I picked up the other half of the cue and rammed the thick end into his solar plexus. He choked out a breath and bent over, gasping.
I wasn’t done with him yet. I brought my weapon back and took another swing as if aiming for a home run and the ball was in the center of the guy’s skull. His head flung back, and his solid body thumped to the ground. He made a pathetic, pained cry before his limbs twitched, then went limp.
Breathing heavily, I held the cue at the ready in case I needed to take another swing. I didn’t. Dickhead was out cold.
Brandon rushed to me. “Are you all right?” His large hands cupped my cheeks while his gaze darted over my face.
“I’m fine.” I tossed the cue to the ground and grabbed Brandon’s hand. “Come on. We have to go.”
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Sage

I’d screwed up. Bad.
And wasn’t I the hypocrite? Warning Brandon not to draw attention, only to instigate an all-out bar fight with five of the biggest guys in the place.
An uncomfortable silence lingered during the brief car ride to the hotel. If Brandon’s tight grip on the steering wheel hadn’t alerted me to the tension rolling off him, the sporadic tic in his jaw would have.
I wasn’t sorry I’d started the fight, but I was sorry I’d dragged Brandon into it. I’d been so furious at that asshat for being rude to us, I hadn’t thought clearly. I was so sick of power-hungry bullies being jerks and trying to boss me around. He deserved to be put in his place.
“Are you hurt?” I asked.
Brandon gave a sharp shake of his head, his eyes never leaving the road.
“What about your stitches? Are they—”
“I’m fine. The stitches are fine. Everything’s fine.” His clipped tone told me everything was most definitely not fine.
“You’re angry with me.”
“I’m not angry with you.”
I choked out a bitter laugh. “You’re not even doing a good job of hiding it. You look like you’re barely hanging on by a thread.”
His corded forearms bunched as he gripped the wheel. “That’s because I am barely hanging on by a thread.”
“I knew it.” I folded my arms and stared out the window. If he thought I’d apologize while he was being a dick, he could forget it.
“No, Sage. You don’t know a thing about what I’m feeling.”
We left Brandon’s truck with the valet and made our way through the lobby.
“Why are you walking so fast? Brandon!” I whisper shouted while jogging to keep up with him. “Slow down! People are staring at you like you just robbed a bank.”
He didn’t answer my question or slow down.
I understood his annoyance, but he had no right to be this pissed with me. If I hadn’t brought MMA numb nuts to his knees, he would’ve. There’d been murder in Brandon’s eyes before I’d cut in and defended my own honor. If he told me otherwise now, he was as much a hypocrite as me.
The elevator doors closed, kicking off the slowest ride to the top floor in history. Brandon’s huge, brooding form dominated the small space. His broad chest expanded with each deep breath he took. Long fingers twitched at his sides. He couldn’t even look at me.
I supposed now wasn’t the time to tell him how excited I’d been watching him take on those guys. The fluid movement of his body. The power behind each blow. Who’d trained him to fight like that? Damn. He was impressive.
Brandon held the door to our room open. I avoided eye contact as I brushed past him and tossed my denim jacket on the bed. “I’m not apologizing for what happened tonight.”
“I can’t do this anymore.” His voice came out ragged.
Ready to face his wrath but unwilling to foot all the blame, I turned toward him with arms folded. “Excuse me?”
“This. Us!” He gestured between us, and the pained expression on his face had me more than a little concerned.
“What are you talking ab—”
And then he came for me. Three long strides and we were toe-to-toe. “You”—his brow pinched while his ocean eyes roamed my face—“are the fiercest, most beautiful woman I’ve ever met. And I want—no, I need—you to know that I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you.”
Overwhelmed by his huge body so close to mine and stunned by his words, I struggled to breathe. “You’re…you’re not angry with me?”
One of his strong hands gripped my waist; the other landed at the nape of my neck. Without warning, he hauled me against him, a solid wall of muscle from pecs to thighs, and something else entirely sinful and hard pressed between us. “Does this feel like I’m angry with you?”
No. No it didn’t. It felt like he was seconds from losing control and railing me against every surface in the room until sunrise.
I made a small, anguished sound. Why did my mind have to conjure such deliciously tormenting thoughts?
My breaths came fast, but I remained speechless. All I could do was clench against the tightening sensation low in my belly while staring into Brandon’s heated gaze. I wasn’t sure when it had happened, but my hands were on his chest. My fingers dug into his black T-shirt, hanging on for dear life. I didn’t think he could get away from me if he tried.
His eyes dipped to where I clung to him, and he growled. Deep, primal, impatient.
A muscle ticced in Brandon’s jaw. “I need to hear it, Sage. Tell me you want me, too.”
“I want you,” I said without hesitation.
His blue eyes flared, revealing a flicker of surprise before his mouth crashed to mine. Holy mother of hotness. This was vastly different from the other night when Brandon had taunted me with slow, decadent kisses. Now, his lips met mine with so much passion and eagerness I damn near combusted in his arms.
I moaned into his mouth and clasped onto his muscular neck. Brandon’s scorching tongue caressed my lower lip, demanding access, which I was more than happy to give. I’d never been kissed with such unrestrained hunger before. It felt like a branding. As though Brandon’s lips had the power to change me forever. I should be terrified of the effect he had on me, except my mind and body were too immersed in the moment.
Brandon released my mouth only to shift to my throat. He inhaled deeply and kissed a path to the delicate skin behind my ear. “You smell so fucking good,” his deep voice grumbled.
“It’s probably my shampoo,” I said and wondered why the hell I had to mention hair products at a time like this.
“It’s not. It’s all you.” He nipped, then sucked a sensitive spot on my neck. Ten bucks said that’d leave a bruise. I kind of hoped it would.
Brandon tore my shirt over my head and tossed it to the floor. At least my pale-pink bra was a pretty one. Completely impractical for supporting the girls, but the hotel’s boutique only stocked sheer lingerie. My nipples pressed hard against the lace. Brandon noticed, if his intent stare was any indication.
“You can touch me,” I said between panting breaths.
Greedy palms met my skin and roamed freely. “I want to do a lot more than touch you.”
“I want that, too.”
That earned me another growl, as if my words tipped Brandon over some invisible boundary. “You should be careful what you wish for. I’m not going to let you out of this bed for days.”
I tore his T-shirt over his head, too. Although I’d seen his shirtless perfection before, I’d never tire of looking at him. And now, I got to touch. I wasted no time running my hands over his pecs, then up over the smooth, tan skin of his shoulders. I wanted to run my tongue along each firm crest and ridge of his abs.
“I’m trying to be a gentleman here, but if you keep looking at me like that, I can’t make any promises.”
“Who said I wanted a gentleman?” My gaze locked with his, and all signs of playful Brandon vanished. His expression filled with ravenous craving.
One moment we were in the middle of the hallway, the next he had me pushed against the wall. With one hand on my ass, he pressed his body flush against mine. His rock-hard length strained against my lower belly. Both of us breathed heavily as he grabbed my thigh and hooked it around his hips, driving his hardness into me. I moaned at the feel of him, at the pressure already rising within me.
Brandon pressed his forehead to mine. “This is what you do to me, Sage. I’m so fucking hard for you.”
His words lit a wildfire inside me. I reached for his face and drew him toward me. Then his lips were on mine again. Giving. Taking. Claiming. I ground myself against him, needing more. Desperate for it.
“You like the feel of that?” he asked.
“Yes.” Another pulse against my core, another strained cry from my throat. “Feels so good.”
“I know what you need, Sage. Let me give it to you.” Our mouths met, and his tongue caressed mine. Slow, deep, perfect. “You have no idea how much pleasure it’ll give me to watch you come.”
Brandon’s hand shifted between us, and he palmed the apex of my thighs. His fingers stroked achingly close to where I wanted them to be.
I pressed into him. “More,” I demanded.
He obliged by unbuttoning the fly of my jeans, dipping his hand inside, and caressing along the thin barrier of my underwear. “Fuck,” he said when he found the silk soaked through. He slid the thin strip of material to the side and stroked the slick seam of my folds. My legs almost buckled at his touch.
“So wet. So fucking sweet.” 
I clung to his neck as those talented fingers explored gently, taking me higher. A sharp breath escaped me when one long, thick finger plunged deep inside.
“Don’t stop,” I said on an exhale and would’ve collapsed if Brandon weren’t holding me up. I tightened around his finger, but he only thrust in farther, harder, all while using the pad of his thumb to tease where I needed it most.
The intensity continued building inside me, gaining strength. I rode Brandon’s hand, grinding on him, needing more. Leaning my forehead against his chest, all I could do was savor the feel of him and focus on the perfection of this moment. Whenever I was with Brandon, everything seemed magnified, and this was no exception.
“Brandon,” I moaned, and it sounded like a desperate plea. “I’m so close.”
“I’ll get you there,” he said. “Just let it happen.”
He consumed all my senses. His voice in my ear, his heat and scent surrounding me, his finger inside me. All of it took me higher until I felt like I might implode.
“Get used to this, Sage. Get used to feeling this good because I’m going to give it to you every chance I get. In the middle of the night. When you wake up in the morning. I’m going to know every inch of your gorgeous body. Every scar, every freckle. I’m going to learn what sets you on fire, so the only thing you can think about is what I’m doing to you. Your body and your mind will be filled with me and only me. Do you understand?”
What he offered sounded like perfection. I wanted out of my overthinking head and away from the crushing weight of my world for more than a few fleeting moments. If I gave myself over to Brandon, he’d make that happen. All I had to do was let go.
I nodded. “Yes.”
“Good girl,” he purred in my ear. I wasn’t sure why I enjoyed hearing those words so much, but they made my inner muscles clench around him again. “That’s it,” he said and added a second finger, curling them against that sweet spot deep inside while his thumb circled my aching clit.
“Oh God. Bran—” My hips bucked against him when my release ripped through me, shattering me with its force.
I clung to Brandon, muffling my moans against his chest, and rode out wave after wave of bliss.
Still stroking me slowly as I came down, Brandon tilted my chin up. I was jelly in his arms. His eyes roamed my face. “That was fucking beautiful. But the next time I make you come, you’re going to be under me with my cock buried deep inside you, and I want your eyes on me when I take you over the edge.”
“Okay,” I said with a breathy sigh. Tingles worked their way through me because that was a mental image I was totally on board with.
But then his words hit me.
The next time.
I realized how much I wanted there to be a next time. And a time after that, and so many more, because I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of Brandon. He’d given me a taste of what things would be like with him, and it was too perfect to be true. Staring into those crystal-blue pools and seeing more than lust, I knew he felt the same.
My heart took up an erratic beat, and my stomach plunged in a free fall.
No. No.
This couldn’t be happening. This was everything I’d been trying to avoid since Brandon had slammed into me on the sidewalk. And look at the danger I’d dragged him into since then. He was crazy to want anything to do with me. He’d already been shot once trying to help me. It was only a matter of time before something worse happened.
Dante was still out there, rebuilding, gaining strength. What we were doing was risky. Until the Wolf Street Mafia was wiped from existence, we were in constant danger.
An icy chill washed over me, the same feeling I fought every time I remembered Kieran’s murder and how it should never have happened. I couldn’t go through that again. It’d be even worse this time because I knew better than to drag Brandon into this mess. It was my fault for landing in Vixens, my fault for demanding we take the hard road to get the justice I needed, and my fault for allowing things to go too far between us.
I was to blame for everything.
“Hey.” Brandon’s gentle word drew my attention, and when our eyes met, the joy I saw in his destroyed me. “Where’d you go just now?”
I stepped to the side, shoved his hand away, and fastened my fly.
“Sage?” He came toward me. “What’s going on? Did I do something wrong?” When I shifted away again, Brandon’s features twisted in concern. “Wait. Did I hurt you?”
“No. It’s not that.” I stared at the floor because I couldn’t look him in the eye a moment longer. “This was a mistake.”
“That wasn’t a mistake. That was fucking perfect.” He blew out a sharp breath. “Christ, would you look at me? Did I move too fast? We can slow things down.”
“I don’t want us to slow things down. I don’t want us to be a thing at all.”
With jaw clenched, he looked toward the curtained window before returning his eyes to mine. “Is it because of Kieran?”
I froze, and all blood drained from my face. Dizziness threatened to overcome me. “What did you just say?”
“I know what happened to him. I know everything.”
He…he knew? This whole time he’d known about Kieran? About what had happened to me? Something bitter and acidic swirled in my gut. I thought Brandon had always been honest with me, yet he’d hidden this knowledge the entire time. Why hadn’t he told me?
Why didn’t you tell him? The voice in my head was an annoying cow. She could shut the fuck up. I had reasons.
But this…this felt like a betrayal. I supposed he saw me as a tragedy. Poor Sage. Her life is such a pathetic mess. Fuck that. I didn’t want his sympathy. I didn’t even deserve it.
“How dare you bring him up.” My voice shook. “And now, of all times.” When he’d just had his mouth on mine and his fingers inside me. “You hacked into my private life? How could you do that?” Chest heaving with fury, I stared at Brandon, unable to believe that moments ago I’d dropped my guard and let him in. What a goddamn fool.
“After Dante and Maxim broke into your apartment and you refused to tell me the whole story, I had to know what your connection was to them. Besides, I’d hardly call it hacking. All it took was a Google search.” He shifted on his feet. “And don’t twist this to make me look like the bad guy. Why didn’t you tell me?” He stabbed his finger into his chest. “Why couldn’t you trust me with that information? I deserved to know the real reason we’re here doing this. I deserved to hear it from you.”
I turned my head, hating that he was right.
He continued. “I’ve told you things no one else knows about me. About my job. About Janie. I’ve been patient. So damn patient, and given you every opportunity to tell me what happened to you. Why couldn’t you give me that?” He clasped his hands behind his head. “Are you”—a pained expression flickered across his features—“are you still in love with him? Is that what it is?”
He’d gone too far. We weren’t having this conversation. I tried to shove past him to the bathroom, but he gripped my shoulders.
“You were only a freshman when he was killed, right? Have you been with anyone since?”
I swiped his hands away. “What does that have to do with anything?” I snapped.
“Just answer the question.”
I snatched my shirt from the floor and yanked it over my head. “I’ve fucked people. Sure.” I didn’t understand why I was being so crass. Probably because I wanted to hurt Brandon. But if my words shocked him, he didn’t let it show.
“Fucked them, okay. But have you had anything real? Anything more than a hookup and a quick release?”
“I don’t need anything more than that.” My jaw ached as I stared him down. “I suppose I should thank you for getting me off. Or is all this bullshit because I didn’t return the favor?”
“Return the favor?” Brandon’s face twisted in disgust. “I did that for you. I didn’t expect anything in return. God, I would never do that. Don’t cheapen what just happened here. It wasn’t some dirty, meaningless act. It was…” He raked a hand through his hair. “Dammit, Sage, it was fucking incredible feeling you come apart in my arms.”
Something stung inside my chest. It could’ve been a rib cracking, or a small blade piercing my heart. I didn’t even try to contain it. I let the pain radiate to every part of my body. The timely reminder was welcome.
This is what you get, I told myself. You knew better than to let this happen, and you’ve only got yourself to blame. As much as this hurt, it was a mere fraction of the agony that would annihilate me if I allowed Brandon into my life. If I allowed myself to rely on him, to fall for him, to make him my whole world.
And then lose him.
No. Never again.
“Move,” I growled and tried to get past him again.
He folded his arms and blocked the bathroom door. “Not until we sort this out. No more hiding.”
This wasn’t hiding, I wanted to tell him. This was surviving.
“You think you know everything about me because you read a bunch of news articles?” I shook my head. “You don’t know a goddamn thing. You say I’m brave and smart and worthy. You’re wrong. I’m none of those things. Let me tell you something you won’t learn about me on a search engine. There’s a darkness inside me that can’t be fixed. It’s who I am now. I’m more broken than you’ll ever know.” I held Brandon’s stare. “You need to take a long, hard look in the mirror because you’re messed up, too. You think if you solve all my problems and save me from the men who hurt your sister, it’ll make everything okay? Newsflash. I’m not her. Saving me won’t bring her back.” Each malicious word I spewed only added to the rot poisoning my insides. I wanted Brandon to hate me as much as I hated myself. I’d taken his deepest fears and reshaped them to inflict maximum pain. There was a special place in hell for a loathsome bitch like me.
Brandon recoiled as if I’d slapped him. “You think I don’t know that? Protecting you from Dante was never about making up for what happened to Janie. I’ll have to live with her death for the rest of my life. Nothing will ever make up for that.”
I glanced out the window, unable to meet his shattered stare.
“Why are you being like this? Dammit, Sage. Look at me!” he yelled, and the directness of his tone had me doing as he instructed. “This isn’t you. I know you’re trying to push me away, and if your intent is to make me as miserable as you, then congratulations, it’s working. But if you actually believe any of what you just said, you’re wrong about all of it.”
I’d never seen Brandon so worked up. Mr. Cool and Calm had well and truly lost his shit.
Way to go, Sage. Further evidence people were better off when they stayed far away from me.
“I see you,” he said. “I see your pain, and I see the walls you put up so no one can get close. You can’t keep living like this. You have to let people in. You have to let them help you.” He shook his head. “Don’t do this. Don’t shut us down before we’ve even had a chance. We’re good together in every way that counts. Tell me this isn’t something more. Tell me I’m wrong and that the chemistry between us isn’t off the fucking charts.”
Tears stung the backs of my eyes. “None of that matters,” I cried. “It only makes things worse!”
“How?” he pleaded. “Please, explain to me what’s going on inside that beautiful, complicated head of yours. Help me understand!”
Brandon’s phone chimed, and at the same time, an alarm blared from his laptop. He froze, spine rigid, and what I saw in his stare rattled me.
The annoying bleeping was an urgent tone I hadn’t heard before.
“Shit,” he said and rushed to his computer.
I followed him. “What does that alarm mean?”
“Nothing good.” He clicked on a live video feed from the hotel lobby and then moved to one in the elevator. A lone figure stood within. The tall, broad-shouldered man had his chin angled low, the hood of his black jacket concealing his face.
“Fuck.” Brandon slammed the screen shut and dragged both hands through his hair. “We have a problem.”
My stomach hollowed out. “Who is that? Do we need to get out of here?”
“Running won’t save us.” He pulled a pistol from the back of his jeans, chambered a round, and flicked the safety off. “Shep’s here.”
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Brandon

Shep’s timing sucked. If I was about to meet my maker, I would at least liked to have sorted this shit out with Sage. Because I was losing her. Right before my eyes. She’d pulled that impenetrable barrier down and allowed me in for five life-changing minutes. That was all it’d taken to give me a taste of how sweet things could be and to know I wanted more.
Except I might never have the opportunity because Philly’s most lethal hitman was almost here. There were only two reasons he’d confront me. To get intel, or to avenge the shitstorm I’d brought upon him when I’d used him as a pawn to help Sage.
If it was the latter, I didn’t want Sage witnessing it. He wouldn’t hurt her, I was sure of that, but the carnage if Shep and I fought this out would be brutal, with only one of us walking away.
Sage’s big brown eyes widened with fear. “What’s he doing here? What does he want?”
“Don’t worry. He won’t hurt you.” I picked up my shirt from the floor and pulled it on.
“Don’t worry?” she squeaked. “The last time we saw that man, he looked like he wanted to kill you.”
“Well, I gave him good reason.”
A knock sounded at the door. Both our heads whipped to face it before we locked eyes once more.
“Stop agreeing with the enemy, and give me a weapon!” she whisper shouted.
“No. This is between Shep and me. Do you want to help?”
“Of course.”
“Then go into the bathroom and stay there so I’m not distracted. This isn’t one of Franky’s moronic thugs. Shep’s the most dangerous person I know. I’ll need all my concentration if this goes sideways.”
I wouldn’t run from Shep. I couldn’t live a life looking over my shoulder, wondering when he might deliver his justice. And now that he no longer needed me to survive, he was free to carry it out. I’d wondered how long it would take him to catch up with me, but this was sooner than I’d anticipated.
“Hiding out of sight isn’t the kind of help I’m good with.”
Another knock on the door. “It’s not fucking housekeeping, Landers. Open up.”
“Who’s Landers?” Sage asked.
“No time to explain. Here, take the Glock if it’ll make you feel better. Just stay in the bathroom until I tell you to come out. Okay?”
She huffed but took the pistol and went into the en suite.
“I can hear you two talking in there,” Shep said, sounding put out.
“Fine. I’m coming to you unarmed, all right?”
“We both know that’s bullshit. Just hurry up and open the damn door.”
I tucked my pistol into the back of my jeans and swung the door open. “Shep. What a delightful surprise,” I said with all the insincerity I could muster and a fake smile.
Damn, I’d forgotten how big the guy was. A little taller than me and almost as bulky. He hid a powerful physique beneath his faded blue jeans and red flannel shirt. His black hooded jacket, along with dark eyes and a bleak expression, gave me the distinct feeling the grim reaper was paying a visit.
“Quit freaking out. If I were here to kill you, you’d be dead already,” Shep grumbled as he barged past me and into the room.
I closed the door. “Why don’t you come right on in?”
He flipped his hood back and brushed the hair from his face. Those cold eyes scanned the room, probably checking for weapons and threats because that instinct was ingrained in guys like us. “Where’s your woman?” he asked.
“I’m not his woman!” Sage called out.
“Perfect,” I groaned and shook my head. “She’s staying in the bathroom until you leave.”
He snorted. “You think I’m that much of an asshole that I’d hurt her?”
“No, but I can’t make any guarantees she won’t try to put a bullet between your eyes.”
One side of his mouth twitched. “Think I like her. Tell her to come out. I wanna meet her.”
“What for?” I glared at him when the urge to keep Shep away from Sage stirred up an unusual level of possessiveness.
Shep raised his brows. “Christ, you went all psycho boyfriend real fast.”
“You would know.”
He took a step toward me. “What the fuck is that supposed to—”
The bathroom door opened, halting Shep and me in our tracks. “Unbelievable.” Sage stepped out with a shake of her head. “You two sound like bickering children.” Thankfully, she’d stowed the Glock in the waistband of her jeans. The hitman would get edgy if it were in her hands.
Shep and I eyed each other before we both backed down. He went to the minibar and grabbed himself a beer, then glanced between Sage and me. “Why are you two all hot and bothered? Did I interrupt something?” He popped the top and took a long swig.
“Yes,” I said at the same time Sage blurted, “No.”
Sage’s eyes met mine, and the determined look in them told me not only had she resurrected her wall, but she’d fortified it for good measure. Fucking great.
“Is it too soon to recommend relationship counseling?” Shep took another sip of beer to hide his smirk.
Asshole. Sage aimed a death stare at Shep, and I imagined she wanted to whip out the Glock and use it.
I folded my arms. “What do you want, Shep?”
He sat on the edge of the bed. “Do the cops have anything on us?”
“Nothing so far. I’m keeping close tabs on the investigation, and if any evidence comes up, I’ll make sure it disappears.”
He nodded. “Good. I’m taking care of my side of the bargain. It’s gonna take longer than I hoped because those spineless pricks have scattered.”
“I can get you intel to help with that.”
“Appreciate it. Where are you at with Dante?”
I blew out a long breath, some of the tension leaving my shoulders because Shep’s visit was about intel collection, not payback. “He’s holed up in his Newtown Square mansion, although he went out today to retrieve a hard drive from the club. Took it back to his place, and we suspect it’s Franky’s stash of blackmail material. Other than that, no sign he’s planning on going public yet. Though he’ll have to raise his head soon or else he’ll lose any chance of filling Franky’s shoes.”
“Haven’t you heard?” Shep glanced between Sage and me.
“Heard what?”
“He is going public. This weekend he’s throwing some big party at his place. He’s invited all Franky’s minions so he can schmooze them and convince them he’s got everything under control. Gonna be one of those fancy-ass balls with masks and shit.”
“A masquerade?” asked Sage as she straddled the desk chair and rested her forearms on the back of it.
“That’s it.” Shep nodded. “I guess he doesn’t want the guests to identify each other since it’s pretty clear why they’re all there. Bunch of fucking lowlifes.”
“How’d you find out about this?” I asked.
“I was interrogating Lloyd Marchetti, and he coughed it up”—he shrugged—“along with a fair amount of blood. And why the fuck didn’t you know already? Thought you were the intelligence guru. What have you two been doing up in this room the whole time?”
“Other important things.” My teeth clenched so tight my jaw ached. But Shep was right. Sage and I going out tonight might’ve been unwise. If Dante had sent out correspondence, I should’ve been here to capture it.
“Don’t forget your primary target, Landers. You’re getting sloppy and making mistakes. And do you really think it’s a good idea to let her”—he glanced at Sage—“tag along? You should get her somewhere safe.”
Sage pinned Shep with dagger eyes. “I can keep myself safe. There’s no way I’d leave Brandon to do this on his own.”
“Wait. Where’s Cameron?” I asked.
Shep picked at the beer label, taking his time to answer. “Cut her loose.”
“For good?”
He took a long pull of his beer, swallowed hard, then nodded.
Sage clicked her tongue.
“What? Why?” I asked. “I thought you actually felt something for her.”
“It doesn’t matter how I feel. She deserves better. And come on, man, she’d have ditched me when she realized I was dragging her down. I might be an asshole, but I won’t put her through that.”
I shook my head. “Are you blind?”
Shep’s eyes narrowed to slits. “The fuck?”
“I saw the way Cameron looked at you. She’s in love with you, man. If you pull a good woman like her, you damn well hang on and don’t let go.”
“You know there’s no room for her in my life. Too many targets on my back.”
“That should be rectified once you finish this mission.”
Shep only grunted in response.
“Holy shit.” I smirked. “I never thought I’d see the day. You love her, too.”
The hitman sent me a warning look but didn’t deny it.
“And that scares the crap out of you.”
“Fuck you, Landers. Why don’t you focus on your own shit and keeping your girl safe?”
“Apparently, he’s blind and deaf,” Sage muttered to herself. “I told you I’m not his girl.”
Our gazes shifted to Sage, and I hated to admit that Shep had a fair point. The situation with Dante was escalating, and before it was through, I’d have to get my hands dirty. I didn’t want to ask Sage to take a back seat, but her safety was paramount. How could I take on Dante and his elite security crew while also making sure she was safe?
And how the hell did this reclusive son of a bitch end up giving relationship advice to me?
I sighed and shoved my hands in my pockets. “So, are we done here?”
“Yeah. And I’ve decided you’re more useful to me alive than dead, so you can stop worrying about me coming for you in your sleep.”
“Good to know.”
Shep stood, downed the rest of his beer, and tossed the bottle in the trash. He walked up to Sage, and even though I knew he wouldn’t harm her, my body tensed at the hitman being near her. Sage stood as he approached.
“Thank you,” he said. “For freeing Cam. For helping us both.”
Sage gave a single nod. “She’d have done the same for me.”
Shep’s eyes shifted to the floor. “Yeah, she would.”
Seeing Shep hurting over Cameron actually made me feel sorry for the cold bastard. I hoped they’d find some way to work it out.
I stepped up behind him. “Hey. I helped get you out of there, too. Where’s my thank-you?” I held my arms open for a bro hug that would never happen.
Shep spun to glare at me. “You’re lucky you’re not floating facedown in the Delaware.”
I gave him a wry smile, satisfied my distraction had worked. Shep had an important job to do, and I figured he’d operate better angry than pining over Cameron.
I walked him to the door while scratching my head. “How did you find us here, anyway?”
“Kind of a fluke. I was listening to the police channels and picked up something about a couple in a bar fight at Joey’s. Knew you used to like the place. Headed over that way and passed your truck going the other direction. Followed you here and paid off the concierge to get your room number.”
I rested my hands on my hips. “Just call next time, okay?”
“With what? The Batman searchlight? You go through burners faster than me.”
“Fine. Hand me your phone.” I entered my untraceable encrypted number, the one I only gave to family, then passed it back.
Shep shoved it in his pocket and opened the door. “Use caution with Dante. Don’t underestimate him or that huge Russian fucker.”
“Copy that.”
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Brandon

“What do you think about this masquerade ball?” Sage asked.
I didn’t want to talk about Dante’s party. I wanted to talk about us and what’d happened before Shep had barged in. Sage’s venomous comments about saving her because I’d failed to help Janie had found their target. Maybe a part of it was true, or had been in the beginning.
Still, I couldn’t believe she’d said those things. That she’d even go there. It was savage, even for Sage, and I’d be lying if I said it hadn’t cut deep.
I supposed I had confronted her with some brutal truths. It was clear Sage had lashed out because she was scared, which meant her walls had come up and she’d weaponized her words to make me stand down.
Sensing I’d get absolutely fucking nowhere if I brought any of that up, I answered her question instead.
“I think it’s the perfect way to gain entry to Dante’s mansion.”
“I thought we decided against going in there. Or at least to wait until we know for sure there’s no other way.”
I took a step toward her, but she shifted to put more space between us. The small gesture was as harsh as a throat punch. “I won’t get another chance like this for easy access to his compound. The place will be a hive of activity, which will make it easier for me to look around.”
Sage lowered her chin. “Easier for us to look around, you mean.”
“No, you heard me right. I don’t want you anywhere near Dante’s.”
“I’m sorry.” She folded her arms and cocked a hip. “When did you decide you can tell me what to do? Or did spending five minutes with your buddy turn you into an asshole?”
“If wanting to keep you safe makes me an asshole, then yeah. I suppose I am.”
“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t be there.”
“I can give you twenty. Will you listen to any of them?”
Sage propped her hands on her hips. “I’m not letting you go in there on your own. Besides, you’ll need me as your plus-one. Even if you’re dressed to the nines, you’ll still look like a badass in a fancy suit. If you’re on your own, it’ll draw suspicion. If you’re there with a partner, you’re just another guest at the ball.”
She made a valid point. Having Sage with me would be incredibly helpful. She was skilled with a weapon, smart, and could fight. It didn’t matter. I’d still rather do the mission on my own than put her at risk.
“Admit it,” she added. “I’m not useless. I’d be an asset to you in there.”
I scrubbed my hand over my face. “Yes, but you’d also be a weakness.”
She took measured strides to square off against me. “How can you say that? I took down the biggest guy in that brawl tonight. I’m not weak!”
Despite our chests being inches apart, the chasm between us might as well be a mile wide. I was desperate to build a bridge across it so I could bring her back to me. Would she let me? Were things too far gone between us to return to…whatever we’d been? The thought terrified the hell out of me.
“You’ve misunderstood me, Sage. I don’t mean you’re weak. I could never think that.” I ached to reach for her. To take her beautiful face in my palms and tell her exactly how strong she was and how much she meant to me. “I mean you’re my weakness.” I almost dropped to my knees with the realization. Fuck. If anything happened to her, I’d tear the world apart before setting it on fire. How was this possible? How had she come to mean so much to me in such a short time?
She froze with her mouth open. “What are you talking about?”
“When we started this, you said you wanted to keep the body count low. You saw what I did at Vixens. I won’t hesitate to do that again if you’re in danger.” I swallowed against the baseball lodged in my throat. I didn’t elaborate on why I felt so strongly about protecting her. She was already skittish about us.
Sage’s warm brown eyes softened. “If my memory serves me correctly, I did my fair share of damage at Vixens. I didn’t abandon you then, or at Joey’s, and I won’t abandon you now. So we can either work as a team and get the job done smoothly, or you can be a monumental pain in the ass and I’ll find my own damn way into the ball.”
I groaned for two reasons. One, she was right. I was being a pain in the ass. And two, she’d never back down.
She dropped her hands to her sides. “I need this, Brandon. For what happened to Kieran. For what happened to me.”
“And you’ll have your justice, Sage. I promise you.” I squeezed the bridge of my nose. “I won’t talk you out of this, will I?”
“Not a chance.”
I let out a resigned sigh. “Fine. But no hero antics, all right?”
She nodded fast.
“And you stick with whatever plan we come up with. As soon as we have the hard drive, we get the hell out of there.”
“Deal.”
I pressed my lips together. “You’re right, by the way; I need you as a partner in this. And you are an asset. Maybe it was Shep’s visit and what he said about keeping you safe that set me off. It’s dangerous, and I’m not comfortable putting you at risk, but you deserve to be there. This is your mission, too.”
She nodded. “Thank you for understanding.”
“Understanding? I just don’t want to get my ass handed to me like those fools at Joey’s.”
We both cracked a small smile, neither of us in the mood for laughing. Our dynamic had shifted, and I hated it. My only solace was that Sage looked as wretched as me.
“Can we talk about earlier?” I asked, keeping my voice gentle. I didn’t want to argue with her, but the distance between us was unbearable.
“There’s nothing to talk about.” Her eyes shifted to the floor. “Can’t we just forget it happened and move on?”
“I won’t deny there are certain parts I’d rather forget, but not all of it.” Not her breathless kisses or the way she tasted. Not the sweet sounds she made when I drove my fingers inside her or the way she clenched around them when she came. Those things were imprinted on my soul.
She shook her head. “Brandon, please.” Her pained expression made my chest tighten. “I’m sorry I led you on. It should never have happened.”
I held a palm up. “Don’t apologize, Sage. I’ll give you space if that’s what you need, but don’t regret what happened between us. I never will.”
We remained locked in each other’s stare, and it seemed like she wanted to say something else but held it in. I’d already pushed her far enough. Asking for more would only make her withdraw further.
“Shep made a valid point earlier,” said Sage. “We should focus on our job here instead of being distracted by other things.” She glanced at the wall where I’d held her tight and made her moan my name. “Why does he keep calling you Landers?”
Ah. That. “Because my birth name is Benjamin Landers. Brandon Lewis is an alias I’ve been using for the last two years. When I quit Team Zulu, I needed to dissociate myself from that identity. I’ve been Brandon ever since.”
She frowned at my admission. “I didn’t even know your real name?”
“I’m sorry if that upsets you, but I’m Brandon now. If you called me Ben, it would be weird.” That was the truth. Apart from my family and the Team Zulu guys, everyone knew me as Brandon.
“All right.” With a reluctant nod, she continued. “So, what’s your plan for the masquerade?”
“We don’t have much time, but we need to be prepared. A job like this would usually require months to scope and plan properly, so three days is a tall ask. I need to get hold of an invitation. Plus, I’ll need to source detailed plans of the security system and layout drawings of the mansion. I’ll need intel on Dante’s mercenaries—how many there are, their credentials, how they operate.” I was exhausted just thinking about the mountain of work ahead of us.
Sage sat at the end of the bed. “Tell me how I can help.”
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Sage

The next morning, I sat in the passenger seat of Brandon’s pickup feeling like the biggest piece of shit to ever walk the earth.
Last night’s argument was on constant replay in my head. The hideous things I’d said to Brandon. The utter hurt and disbelief in his eyes at my callousness. I could almost pinpoint the exact moment his heart had ripped in two when I’d implied—scratch that—straight up told him he was only helping me to make himself feel better about not saving his sister.
How did I even apologize for that?
Hey, I’m sorry I said a bunch of shitty things after you gave me the holy grail of orgasms. My bad.
Ugh. I wanted to crawl onto the rear seat, find a blanket to hide under, and shut the whole world out for ten years.
But I couldn’t. We had a job to do. This was Operation: Invitation Swap. Truth be told, I was a little excited to play spy for the morning.
We were parked alongside the curb of one of Philly’s most prestigious apartment buildings. Standing by my door wearing a light-blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, Brandon rested his forearms on the edge of the open window. Now was a bad time to appreciate how fine his arm veins looked.
“I should be inside for no more than fifteen minutes. Five to repair the virus I remotely installed on his computer, and ten pretending to work while I wait for an opportunity to look for the invitation. If it’s in the study and he leaves me alone to make the swap, we’re in business. If not, I’ll message you for the diversion we spoke about so I can snoop around.” He handed me a burner phone. “Apartment 901, got it?”
I nodded, even as my heart rate picked up in anticipation of the con we were about to attempt. I was to ring the apartment’s buzzer and call the owner down to collect a nonexistent package. Just enough time to give Brandon the privacy he needed to go through the apartment. “Got it,” I said.
Brandon was all business today. Focused, professional, a little standoffish. That hurt but was understandable. It was far better than I deserved.
I wished things could go back to the way they were before I messed everything up. I never realized how much I’d miss Brandon’s roguish smiles and cocky comments. He wasn’t ignoring me or sulking. He did exactly what I’d asked. He’d ditched the flirting and treated me as a business partner. It was more than that, though. He’d lost his shine. The mischievous spark in his eye, the one that made my stomach flip, was gone.
I hated that I was the cause of it. I really could’ve handled the whole situation better.
I stood by my decision to cool things down between us. My rules were back, and I was more determined than ever to make sure they stuck. Last night, I’d stumbled and screwed up. The problem was, Brandon had already wormed his way into my life. I’d be devastated if anything bad happened to him. And if I let my feelings for him continue to grow, I was setting myself up for heartache I couldn’t possibly deal with. Pushing him away was the right thing to do, so why did it feel so horrible?
Because you allowed the man to catch feelings, came all over his hand while he finger banged you, then tossed him away like trash.
God, I was a disgusting human.
This would be easier if what had happened had been a random act between two horny people. But it was something more. As much as I wanted to deny it, I couldn’t. The memory of his lips on mine and his hands…everywhere set off a wave of fevered tingles through my body. He’d made me come faster than I could myself. I’d been out of my mind with bliss, which was why it could never happen again. When I was with Brandon, I lost focus of everything but him.
“Wait!” I called out as he turned to leave. “Your glasses.” I grabbed them from the cupholder and passed them through the window.
Brandon slipped on the black-framed specs, and my pain-in-the-ass heart fluttered. He still looked like the most badass computer-repair guy ever, but they helped.
And then he was on his way. I tried not to notice how delicious his ass looked in a well-fitting pair of tan chinos, or how the leather laptop satchel slung diagonally across his chest accentuated his broad shoulders.
Inside that satchel was a replica of Dante’s masquerade ball invitation. Marcus Brady, CEO of Tristar Construction, would never know the switch had been made. How Brandon had found the exact design and gotten it printed before nine a.m. was beyond me. We needed an original because of a unique identifying hologram on each invitation. We couldn’t reproduce it in the time frame we had.
I gripped the burner phone in my palm. Five minutes and no word from Brandon. Perhaps we’d get lucky and the swap would be easy? If we failed this task, we’d have to find another target, which would eat into precious time. We were already stretched thin. No. This had to work.
A black town car pulled up in front of the Brady’s apartment building.
“Shit.”
Delayne Brady, who should’ve been busy taking her Pomeranian to the groomer, stepped out of the vehicle on stilettos so high I was amazed anyone could walk in them.
Brandon’s job would be more difficult with two people in the apartment. I needed to delay her from going up.
I jumped out of the pickup and jogged across the busy street to make the intercept. I had no clue what I was doing, but I had to try something.
As I neared the front of the building, the petite woman, who reminded me of the Kardashian mom with her dark pixie cut, fussed over a rust-colored fluff ball.
The dog squirmed in her arms, its gold diamante-encrusted lead still attached and dangling to the ground.
The owner puckered her lips, aiming for the dog’s snout as she cooed and scratched under its chin. “Poor Pumpkin. Sweet baby, Momma’s going to take care of you.”
I positioned myself between my target and the door. “Aren’t you the cutest? I love Pomeranians.” The dog licked my hand when I reached in for a pat. “He is so perfect,” I squealed.
Delayne beamed at my praise of her pampered pooch. “His sire was a Grand Champion,” she said with a proud smile. “Pumpkin would have been also, but I didn’t want to make his anxiety worse by forcing him to perform.” She smoothed her hand over the thick fur on his back. “He’s been unwell this morning. Poor darling gets so worked up at the groomers he makes himself sick. I couldn’t put him through it today.”
“Well, Pumpkin”—I smiled and tapped him lightly on the nose—“It’s your lucky day because I’m a vet.” I glanced at Delayne with my chin low. “There are some nasty canine viruses going around right now. It’s probably best if I take a quick look to be sure he hasn’t contracted something.” When I held my arms toward Pumpkin, Mrs. Brady handed him over without a second thought.
“Would you? Thank you.”
While clutching a wriggling Pumpkin, I did my best impersonation of a vet by checking his ears, eyes, and mouth.
Hurry up, Brandon.
Fresh out of stalling tactics, I smiled at Delayne. “The good news is, he seems completely healthy.”
Her hand flew to her chest. “Thank God!”
“The bad news is”—I took a retreating step—“he’s coming with me.”
I turned and bolted down the sidewalk. I could still hear Mrs. Brady screaming for help as I sprinted around the corner.

Brandon hopped into the driver’s side of his truck and laid his laptop satchel on the rear seat. Calmly, he started the car and took us into the midmorning city traffic.
“I got it,” he said without taking his eyes from the road.
I exhaled a relieved breath.
“Marcus Brady received a rather urgent-sounding call from his wife. He tore out of the apartment with a speed rarely seen from a portly fifty-eight-year-old. Lucky, because I had to venture into their bedroom to find the invitation in a coat pocket.” He eyed me sideways with one brow arched. “Were you by any chance involved in a dognapping a short while ago?”
I cleared my throat while plucking orange fur from my jeans. “It wasn’t my finest moment, but I have no regrets.”
Brandon’s lips twitched up. “You saved my ass.” His grin spread wide as he turned to face me. “Good work.”
Oh God. That smile hit me with the force of a supernova, as if not seeing it for half a day had amplified its power. That, and I’d started to wonder if I’d ever see it again since he probably hated me.
“What did you do with the dog?” Brandon asked.
“Took him for a fast walk around the block while frantically praying the police were too busy to respond to dog abductions. Then I tied him to the streetlamp out front of the Brady’s apartment, dialed the number on the dog’s tag and told the wailing woman that her precious baby was back home. I kept an eye on Pumpkin from the truck while the Bradys returned from their search, just in case anyone tried to steal him a second time today.” I winced. “Think I’m going to need you to do that security-camera-erasing thing. Sorry to add to your workload.”
Brandon rolled his window down, rested an elbow on the sill while his fingers tapped the top of the doorframe, and for the briefest of moments, I glimpsed the farm boy he’d once been. “I can manage that,” he said, and the small, amused smile he still wore caused my stomach to tumble off a cliff.
“So, what now?” I asked.
Brandon turned to me. “Now, we go shopping.”
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Sage

Shopping hadn’t gone like I’d expected. I’d thought for sure I’d be trying on gorgeous dresses and helping Brandon pick out a suit.
Instead, Brandon had taken us to a derelict warehouse on the seedy side of town. The inside looked like a criminal’s wet dream with shipping containers full of everything one might need to take down a small army. Guns, knives, hand grenades, explosives—you name it. If it could maim or kill a person, they probably sold it there.
Brandon spent the rest of the afternoon and evening working on his laptop and making other preparations for the ball. We used any spare time continuing to collect incriminating evidence on Franky’s devoted followers.
One upside of Dante’s fancy party? Brandon had hacked the invite list, so we knew who he planned to bring across to his new regime. That took the guesswork out of where to target our investigations and allowed Brandon to work faster.
Things between Brandon and me were…well, they were strained. The distraction of our busy workload helped a little, but my chest ached every time I glanced his way and found him engrossed in his laptop. I missed the glimmer in his aquamarine eyes whenever they met mine. I even missed his cocky personality. I just missed…him.
On my screen, Dante and Maxim were turning in for the night. I’d soon do the same. My eyes shifted to Brandon. We’d hardly spoken all day, and I found myself searching for neutral subjects to talk about just to hear his voice.
I cleared my throat to get his attention. “Do you think it’d be all right if I checked my email?” Brandon turned to face me. “I need to contact my supervisor and the students I tutor with an excuse for my absence.”
“I can make that happen.” He came across to my desk and leaned in close to use the keyboard. I wished he didn’t smell so good, or that the brush of his jeans against my leg didn’t energize my pulse.
“There,” he said with a final click of the mouse. “Whatever you do from this window is untraceable. What reason are you going to give them?”
“I’ll probably go with mono. That’ll buy me at least four weeks.”
“Kissing disease,” Brandon said with a note of surprise. I glanced up to find a small smirk on his lips. “Good choice,” he added.
He’d made a wisecrack. Should I ignore it? Or should I groan like I normally would and continue the banter? Although joking about us kissing seemed like a terrible idea.
While I silently overthought the crap out of the situation, Brandon returned to his desk.
Shift your focus, Sage.
I logged into my account and found hundreds of unread emails. I scanned them quickly, not interested in wasting time on anything unimportant, and froze when I found one from Agent Maya Williams. Holy shit. With everything that had happened these last couple of weeks, I’d all but forgotten I’d asked the FBI agent to search their criminal registry for the eagle tattoo.
I clicked on the email. My eyes flew over the words only to read Sorry, no match was found. My heart and all my hopes of tracking Kieran’s murderer plummeted to the ground fourteen floors below.
If I asked Brandon to look into it, he would. He was the kind of guy who’d do whatever he could to help me despite the awful things I’d said and the disgraceful way I’d behaved. He probably had a bunch of medals for bravery and heroism stashed away in a drawer somewhere. All I had was a growing list of people I’d let down.
I decided against mentioning the eagle tattoo. I told myself it was so I didn’t distract Brandon from the more important task of gathering the evidence we needed before the ball. But the truth was, I didn’t want to talk about the shooting, Kieran, or anything that might make us revisit what had happened last night. Not only was I a piece of shit, but I was also a coward. Ironically, those were the same reasons I hadn’t apologized yet.
Weary from a stressful day of dognapping and monitoring Dante, I readied myself for sleep, then curled my body into bed. Brandon would continue to work until the early hours of the morning like he had every night since the shoot-out at Vixens.
As I drifted off to the gentle sounds of Brandon’s fingertips moving over the keyboard, a part of me wished they were moving over me instead.

A strange ringtone ripped me from my slumber. Why wasn’t Brandon answering?
I rolled over to shove him awake, only he wasn’t there. And it wasn’t Brandon’s phone ringing. It was the burner he’d bought me today.
“Brandon?” I called out while rubbing my eyes. No light shone from under the bathroom door.
He wasn’t here.
The alarm clock on the nightstand displayed 2:13 a.m. I picked up the phone and checked the screen. It read Sexiest Hacker Alive.
That man’s arrogance knew no bounds.
I sat up and answered the call. “Brandon?”
“Caller ID was a little on the nose, wasn’t it?” Brandon’s hushed voice purred in my ear.
“You could’ve gone with something more subtle.” I tugged the duvet higher. “Where the hell are you?”
“Just doing some after-hours work. Hold on one moment.”
“What? Brandon, what’s going on?”
Silence.
“Brandon!” I snapped.
“I’m back,” he whispered. “Apologies. I had company. Would you be a lifesaver and head to your laptop and open cameras nine to twelve?”
The cameras from Dante’s house?
“Why?” I asked, my tone full of suspicion, but Brandon didn’t reply. When I did as he’d asked, I almost crushed the phone in my grip. “I am going to fucking kill you.”
“You might have to get in line because there’s a chance someone in this mansion will beat you to it.” Brandon was on camera ten, dressed all in black and hiding behind a large mahogany desk in Dante’s study. He waved, then blew me a kiss as if that might placate me. There were no lights on, although the black-and-white infrared image allowed me to see clearly.
“Brandon! What’ve you done?” I whisper shouted, suddenly worried one of Dante’s security guys might hear me yelling through Brandon’s phone because two of them were nearby. They seemed unaware of Brandon’s presence, but he’d never get out unnoticed.
“Got myself in a little pickle.” He shrugged and smiled at the damn camera. I wanted to scream at him that this was no time to joke.
“A pickle? You think?” A strangled laugh escaped me. “What are you doing inside Dante’s house?”
“I’m just…making a delivery.”
“A delivery?”
“I’ll explain later.”
If he was still alive later.
“Brandon, if I can see you, so can the guard in the security control room.”
“The strangest thing happened. His coffee put him to sleep instead of keeping him awake. His friends might notice soon, so I have to hurry.”
“What are you going to do?”
“I’m going to walk out of here, and you’re going to help me. I need you to be my eyes.”
“This is crazy. There’re too many of them. It’ll never work!”
“It will work if you guide me through it. You just need to track the guys with guns and let me know when it’s safe to move.”
“I can’t, Brandon. What if I screw up?” I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t watch them catch him. What if they killed him right before my eyes? No. Not again. If anything happened to him, it would crush me.
I sucked in a shuddering breath.
“Sage, calm down. Just breathe.”
“There must be some other way. Can’t you set off an alarm at the perimeter wall to create a diversion?”
“I don’t want to spook Dante before the ball. It might trigger him to further increase security or call the whole thing off.”
“Did it occur to you we won’t be going to the ball if you’re dead?”
“You can do this, Sage. I have complete faith in you.”
“Shh. The one in the hallway is coming past again.”
Brandon remained silent. I used the moment to gather my wits.
All right. I could do this. I’d done much tougher things before, only this time, the consequences of failure were catastrophic. But Brandon was relying on me. He’d never once let me down when I’d needed him, so now it was my chance to return the favor.
I drew in a steadying breath. “Okay, he’s gone, heading east,” I said. “There’s another one snooping around the theater room. Where’s your exit point?”
“I came in via the conservatory in the south wing. That’s a long walk now. Can you find me somewhere closer?”
If Brandon was in the study, that put him on the first floor of the east wing. I turned the hotel room lights on, squinting as my eyes adjusted to the sudden brightness, and grabbed the mansion’s floor plans. I’d studied them enough that I knew them by heart, but I didn’t want to risk making a mistake.
I curled my hair behind my ears. “Sit tight. Give me a minute to come up with an alternative.”
Running my trembling fingertips over the floor plan, I traced out potential routes while checking cameras to determine what security Brandon might encounter along the way. Some guards were stationary, although a few patrolled back and forth along dimly lit corridors. This felt like a real-life version of Pac-Man. God knew how many times those ghosts had hunted down my hungry yellow dot as a kid. But I’d only get one go at this. There were no extra lives.
I tied my hair into a messy ponytail. “How about the delivery door behind the working kitchen?” It was one of his nearest exits on the ground floor and rarely visited by Dante or security since it was the commercial kitchen used by catering staff. There was a much fancier kitchen in the west wing that Dante and Maxim used, and the guards took their breaks in an outbuilding.
“Sounds good. Take me there,” Brandon said, keeping his voice low.
“Exit the study and head west. Second door on your right is the servants’ stairwell. Take that to the ground floor and wait by the door.” I checked the cameras again. “Coast is clear.”
With my heart in my throat, I watched as Brandon followed my instructions. So far, so good. When he was safely in position at the bottom of the stairwell, I searched farther afield.
“Stay where you are. There’s a guard about to walk past your door.” I crossed my fingers that he didn’t decide to enter the stairwell. Brandon must’ve been thinking the same, because he pressed his body flush with the wall. If the door opened, at least he’d take the guard by surprise. Not that we could afford for that to happen. If Brandon had to engage even one guard, the rest would be onto him.
When the guard continued past the door, I released the breath I’d been holding. “Okay. Exit the stairwell and continue west. Third door on the left will take you to the kitchen. There aren’t any guards in there, but one of the house staff is having a nap in the storeroom. He left the door open, so you’ll have to move quietly not to wake him.”
“Copy that. Am I clear to go?”
“All clear.”
Brandon moved smooth and steady, a pistol with attached suppressor at his side. If it all went to shit, he was prepared to shoot his way out. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
I checked the other cameras. Shit. Two guards were about to exit the library, which would put them in the same hallway as Brandon.
“Brandon. The door to your right. Get inside there right now!”
Without asking questions, he entered the sitting room and closed the door behind him. Moments later, the double doors to the library swung open and two guards strutted into the hallway, automatic assault rifles slung over their shoulders.
The infrared camera clearly displayed the sitting room’s luxurious sofas and the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the manicured gardens. Brandon had his ear to the door, listening for the guards. There was just one problem.
“Umm…Brandon?”
“Yes,” he whispered and glanced at the camera above the doorway. It felt like he was looking right at me.
“Stay very still.”
He didn’t even blink.
“Don’t turn around, but outside the window is a very large Doberman staring right at you.” Even though the sitting room must be pitch-black, the dog seemed aware of Brandon’s presence.
“Aha,” he said, as if presented with a tricky math problem.
“Actually, make that two guard dogs. It’s just been joined by a friend.” Great. Where were their handlers?
“Do they look happy to see me?” Brandon asked quietly.
One had its lip curled, exposing sharp white fangs. Both dogs stood with muscles tensed and hackles raised. “Nope. Not particularly.”
Back in the hallway, the guards entered the next room. Oh, shit! They were checking every room. They’d be at the sitting room any moment.
“Brandon, forget about the dogs. Is there a lock on the door?”
He tested the handle. “No.”
My pulse pounded at my temple. “Two men with machine guns are about to check your room. You need to hide.” My breath caught. “I’m so sorry. It’s over. They’re going to find you.”
The door to the sitting room opened, and I swore everything happened in slow motion. Brandon pressed his large body to the wall, hidden for the moment by the door as it swung inward.
The two Dobermans charged for the window, barking and snarling. I heard every vicious sound through Brandon’s phone as though I were there.
In a frenzy, the dogs clawed at the glass, their hot breath fogging the window. When the fierce barking continued, one guard spoke into a radio on his shoulder. “Jones to Hopper. Call off your dogs before they break through the damn glass.” The one with the radio shook his head as he watched the handler arrive, attach leads to the canines, then drag them away.
Without moving farther inside, the guards took a cursory glance around the sitting room before retreating and closing the door behind them.
I tried swallowing, but my mouth was too dry.
Brandon loosed a sharp breath. “That was fun.” Although when I glanced at him through the camera, he wasn’t smiling.
“They’re leaving,” I said. “Well, they’re checking the rest of the rooms along the hallway, but they’re moving away from you.” A nervous laugh escaped me. “I can’t believe they didn’t find you.”
Brandon winked. “We make a good team. Told you you’d get me through this.”
“Don’t count your chickens yet, big guy. Just make it back safe before you start calling this a success.” I checked the hallway. “All right. They’ve inspected the last room and are on their way to the west wing. You’re clear to head for the kitchen.”
“Copy that.”
Brandon moved with a confidence that must come from years of training and experience. I wondered if he felt nervous at all.
As he strode through the kitchen, the guy napping in the storeroom didn’t stir, so Brandon continued to the delivery door.
“Anyone outside I should be aware of?” he asked while waiting at the door.
“The dogs are still over on the north side. There’s one guard outside the east wing, but he’s patrolling back and forth, so you’ll be clear once he heads north again.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my pajama shorts. “Brandon, once you head for the perimeter wall, there’s a giant blind spot in the cameras. I’ll lose you—lose sight of you, I mean.” To get out, he’d have to traverse almost a mile of forest without my help.
“Not for long. I’ll be home before you know it.” Brandon stared into the camera, talking directly to me. “Sage, I’m going to end the call and destroy the cell phone so I can’t be tracked.”
When Brandon had first called, it’d seemed like too much to hope for a good outcome. And now that he was so close to getting out safely, I was more nervous than ever.
“I understand.” I wouldn’t hear from Brandon again until he made it back. If he made it back. If anything went wrong from here on in, this could be the last time I ever spoke to him. A lump rose in my throat. “You remember how much I hate bullet holes in you, right?”
He chuckled. “Yeah, I remember.” There was a long pause, and I thought he might be about to say something cocky, but instead he asked, “Am I clear to go?”
I rubbed my stinging nose. “Yeah, you should have a two-minute window.” I didn’t wish him luck. That seemed like a bad omen.
“All right. I’ll see you within the hour.” The phone line went dead, but I continued to watch Brandon as he exited the mansion and disappeared into the surrounding trees.
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Sage

The door swung open, and Brandon stepped inside, dumping a black backpack near the entry. I took my first real breath since seeing him on camera at Dante’s.
Waiting for Brandon to return had been the longest forty-five minutes of my life.
We stood three paces apart, staring at each other. It was impossible to contain my frantic heartbeat. I was a wreck. An emotional, stressed-out mess after the almost-disaster at the mansion. It was still hard to believe Brandon had come out of it unscathed.
That was about to change.
“You son of a bitch.” I charged for him and aimed a punch square at his nose.
The bastard dodged it. I swung again and again, but each time he parried the blows. Brandon’s huge hands circled my wrists, and he used his much-larger frame to press me against the wall. When I went to shove a knee into his balls, he blocked it by leaning his hips into mine.
Brandon’s brows pinched. “I owe you an apology, Sage. I’m sorry things went down like that.”
“You went without me,” I said through gritted teeth and with tears stinging my eyes.
“It was a covert mission. I couldn’t risk more than one of us going in there.”
“Why didn’t you tell me what you were going to do?”
“I didn’t want to worry you. I knew you’d freak out and demand to come along, and that wasn’t an option.”
“Why, then? What was so important you had to risk your life tonight?”
“I had to get inside before the ball. We’ll never be allowed in with weapons. I had to hide them beforehand so we can get them once we’re inside.”
“That doesn’t make sense. If you knew you could sneak inside all along, why didn’t you go straight for the vault?”
“Because the only way I can open it is with a large amount of C-4. I need Dante to open it willingly, not under duress.”
In that case, planting the weapons was smart, even though it had been a significant risk. One he should’ve included me in.
Brandon’s hands shifted from around my wrists to twine his fingers with mine. “You’re right, though. I should’ve told you my plans. I’m sorry. I won’t do that to you again.”
“They almost found you.”
“But they didn’t.”
“They would’ve killed you. I would’ve watched them do it and—”
“Stop.” He leaned into me and tightened his grip. “Don’t let your mind go there for one second.”
But I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t let go of the thought of Brandon hurt or dying and being lost to me forever.
“It would’ve been my fault.”
“No, never.” He let go of my hands, and my arms slumped to my sides, all fight gone out of me. Brandon gripped my shoulders and brought his eyes to my level. “Sage, why would you think that?”
“Because it’s happened before!” I cried.
Brandon stared at me in confusion. Of course he didn’t understand. How could he? The news articles had never detailed the stupidity of my decision to venture into the wrong part of town at the worst time possible.
“Kieran’s dead because of me. We should never have been in the city that day. He came with me to a bookstore when I insisted on going, even though there’d been a shooting a block away the week before. The police had warned people to stay out of the area due to the Mafia turf war. Kieran begged me not to go, but I went anyway. He only came because he was worried about me.” I swallowed thickly, hardly able to believe I’d let my life follow the same tragic path it had already been down. “Now, you’re risking everything for me, and it feels like my nightmare is happening all over again. How could it not when what we’re doing is so much more dangerous, and you could get hurt or worse, and I”—my voice caught in my throat—“I can’t lose you, too.” The tears I’d been holding in cascaded down my face.
“You won’t lose me. I’m not going anywhere.”
I wiped the wetness from my cheeks. “You can’t guarantee that. There are so many risks. You said so yourself. You can’t tell me for sure you’ll come out of this unscathed. You could die at Dante’s ball, and it would be all my fault. And that…that would kill me.” The knot in my throat was unbearable. I’d finally voiced it, this terrible thought that had plagued my mind since Brandon had suggested breaking into the vault. He might be insanely skilled, but he was still human, not invincible.
“Any danger I put myself in would never be your fault,” he said. “I make informed decisions based on each mission, my capabilities, and my limitations. Unless you shoot me yourself, you’re not to blame. Just as you’re not responsible for what happened to Kieran. Yes, there was a turf war going on, but it was still a one-in-a-million chance of catching a stray bullet from a drive-by.
“I can’t guarantee I’ll never get hurt again. I’ve been shot too many times to think that. But nothing in life is certain. All we have is right now. This very moment. That’s the only thing we can control.” He narrowed his eyes. “This is why you’ve been pushing me away?”
“It’s the only way I can cope. You don’t know what it was like for me when Kieran was killed. I can’t go through that again.”
“So you’d deny yourself happiness for the rest of your life? You’d choose to live in fear of something that might never happen?” He shook his head in disbelief. “That isn’t you.”
“I can live without the kind of happiness you’re offering, but I can’t live through having my heart torn from my chest again when someone I care about dies because of me.”
Brandon held my gaze, and the look of anguish on his face told me he understood the place where my pain festered.
“I’m all too familiar with death, Sage. It’s taught me life lessons I never wanted to learn. And I can tell you those close to my fallen brothers didn’t wish they’d never been in their lives. They only wished they’d done more with whatever time they’d had together.”
I thought about his words. It was painful to send my mind in that direction, but if Brandon had been killed at Dante’s tonight, what would I have wished for?
It struck me with the force of a Category 5 hurricane.
I’d have so much regret.
I’d regret putting my stupid fears above truly living and experiencing everything Brandon offered. I’d regret not giving him all I had in return. I’d regret hiding behind my carefully constructed emotional barriers, denying myself a chance at love, because this wasn’t living.
When Kieran had died, part of me had died with him. Since that day, I’d focused all my energy on seeking justice for his murder. I should’ve made more effort to bring myself back to life.
I was a shell of my former self, but being with Brandon, I felt truly alive for the first time in three years. And even if something unthinkable happened at the ball and it meant I’d only have two more days with him, I’d still take them and cling to the treasured memories for the rest of my life.
I must’ve spent too long pondering Brandon’s words because his hands shifted to the nape of my neck, snapping me from my thoughts. “Do you think any of this has been easy for me? Knowing that if anything goes wrong and Dante gets his hands on you, you could end up like Janie? And that I might not be able to save you, either? Those fears have gripped me from the moment Dante and Maxim walked into your apartment. And they’ve only gotten stronger because these feelings I have for you are—” He clutched his chest like he was going into cardiac arrest.
I stared into Brandon’s eyes, those vibrant aquamarine pools that stole my breath every time. This man, this generous, cocky, sexy-as-sin man. Yesterday, he’d told me I was his weakness, and perhaps I’d thought he was mine. But the truth was, he gave me strength I’d never known I had. It was still there, the fear of what might come tomorrow and of history repeating itself, only it wasn’t strong enough to stop me anymore.
I lunged for him, clasping his jaw between my palms and relishing the roughness of his stubble against my skin. And then I kissed him. Hard, heated, urgent. He wasted no time responding. His lips moved with as much desperation as my own.
Brandon’s arms went around me as he deepened the kiss. God, I’d missed him. He moaned against my lips, then placed both hands on my shoulders and pulled back. He breathed heavily as he stared deep into my eyes. “Sage, are you sure you want this?”
I’d given him good reason to doubt my intentions. “I’m sure.”
“But last time—”
“Jesus, Brandon. Don’t make me beg.”
“Beg?” His sly grin sent a shiver rippling across my skin. “I like the sound of that.” His growl as he picked me up, wrapped my legs around his waist, and carried me toward the bed made my stomach hollow out.
He lowered me to the duvet, and the searing look in his eyes had me burning up. He met me on the bed. The feel of his weight above me had me arching into him.
Brandon braced one elbow beside my head. With a gentleness that surprised me from someone of his strength, he brushed my hair aside before tracing his fingertips along my cheek until he gripped my chin, tender but unyielding. He held my stare. “I’m not interested in playing games. This isn’t a one-night thing for me.” His gaze roamed my face. “I’m all in from here. You’re mine and I’m yours. No hiding, no pretending. We’re together, and the whole world is going to know it because I’m about to fuck you so well you’ll be screaming my name at the top of your lungs. Do you understand?”
He wouldn’t need to remove my panties. I was pretty sure they’d just combusted and their ashes were all that remained.
Brandon ground his hardness against my core, sending shudders through my body. I opened my mouth to answer, but only a small whimpering noise came out.
“You don’t need to say anything,” he said and pressed into me again. “Just nod if you agree.”
I nodded, then licked my dry lips. “I want that, too. All of it.”
“Could you be any more perfect?” He kissed me hard, his tongue parting my lips as he laid claim to them.
And then he was gone, and I might’ve whined again at the sudden loss of his body. He went to his bag, then tossed a long strip of condoms on the nightstand. I lifted one brow.
“Yeah, we’re going to need them all” was his response to my silent question. Tingles shot up my spine at his stern expression. Holy crap. He wasn’t even joking.
“Maybe not,” I said and almost laughed when Brandon froze, probably thinking I was about to hit the brakes again. Not a chance. “I have an IUD, and I’ve never had sex bare before.”
“Me either.” He joined me back on the bed and cupped my jaw as he ran his thumb over my cheek. “You’d let me do that?”
“Yes.” There was zero hesitation in my answer. I trusted Brandon wholeheartedly.
Warmth pooled low in my belly. We were really going to do this. Brandon sat up and tore my cami over my head before dragging my pajama shorts and panties down my legs. “So fucking beautiful.” His eyes flared as he took in my breasts before shifting lower. “Everywhere,” he added when his gaze landed between my thighs.
Any uneasiness at being utterly exposed fled at his words. I’d never been shy in the bedroom. And I wouldn’t be now with this gorgeous man ready to make my wildest fantasies come true. All I had to do was ask, and he’d do anything for me. I was sure of it.
I jerked my chin toward him. “Take your shirt off.”
He yanked the black thermal over his head. Every muscle in his torso flexed.
“You’re beautiful, too,” I said because I’d never been more attracted to a man in all my life. Brandon’s chest wasn’t that of a male model. He had too many scars. Each blemish and honed muscle was a piece of his life story, and in my eyes, his warrior’s body was as much a lethal weapon as it was a mesmerizing work of art. It ought to be sculpted in clay and put in a gallery. Or not. I was happy to keep him all to myself.
Brandon tossed his shirt to the floor, then glanced at his black cargoes and the substantial bulge straining at his crotch. His hands went to his fly. “These, too?”
I bit my bottom lip and nodded. “Please.”
Sitting up on my elbows, I watched with rapt interest as Brandon removed his pants and underwear. He was all seriousness now, holding my stare the entire time, which only made the show hotter.
And then I allowed my gaze to drift south. Without blinking, my eyes flickered between Brandon’s face and his cock. I’d felt him through clothes, so I’d figured he was packing a monster, but the sight of him still took me by surprise. This was…hot damn, this was very interesting. I moistened my lips when my mouth watered.
“If you keep looking at my dick like that, I’m going to come before I even touch you.”
“Then get over here and touch me.”
Brandon prowled up the bed. He shifted my thighs apart before laying his body above mine. The man weighed a ton, but I loved being pinned beneath his bulk and warmth. Without a thread of fabric between us, I felt everything. His blazing skin and solid muscles, and the rock-hard length pressed against my lower abdomen.
“I know this is a big step for you. Regardless of what I said about fucking you senseless, I promise it’s fine if you only want to fool around.”
Safe.
That was how I felt lying under Brandon. The man could crack skulls with his bare hands, yet I knew he’d only use them to make me feel good. Not only that, but he cared about me enough to protect both my body and soul. And despite my best attempts to push him away, I cared for him just as much. I wished it hadn’t taken another near-death experience to realize it.
I refused to let the emerging lump in my throat take hold, so I distracted myself by running my hands over his shoulders, loving the feel of their breadth and coiled power. “It would be a mistake to confuse my admiration with hesitation.”
“Your admiration?” He grinned wickedly. “Oh, sweetness. I haven’t even gotten started with you yet.”
His lips brushed over mine in the lightest of kisses. Grasping onto the back of his neck, my fingers weaved through his silken strands as I pulled his mouth closer and tasted him. He moaned when my tongue met his, and his hips rocked against the cradle of mine in the most enticing way.
“I want you,” I murmured against his lips and traced one hand between our bodies, over firm pecs and the taut crests of his ridged abdominals, then lower. Brandon hissed when I wrapped my fingers around him. So deliciously thick and hard. “I want this.” While holding his gaze, I stroked his full length. His entire body tensed as I gripped firm and pumped him slowly. “I want to start living again, and I want to do that with you. Starting tonight.” He watched me closely. “So do it, Brandon. Everything you promised. I want it all.”
“You might’ve just made me the happiest man on the planet.” His eyes bathed me with approval. Those vibrant blue orbs lit from within. “Then the only question that remains is where shall I begin?” His voice was huskier than usual.
Anywhere, I almost told him. I just needed him to touch me before I passed out from wanting him.
“Here?” Holding my gaze, Brandon caressed his thumb over my bottom lip before following the same path with his tongue. His mouth devoured mine in a slow, seductive kiss that made me wonder what else he could do with that wicked tongue.
He shifted back, allowing his eyes to roam lower. “Or here?” My chest rose and fell with each anticipation-filled breath until one of Brandon’s large hands cupped the swell of my breast. I moaned as he squeezed gently while running his thumb across my hardened nipple.
Again, his tongue followed his caress, laving the raised flesh. My back arched in reflex. “That feels amazing. Don’t stop.” I thrust my hands into his thick hair and held him to my breast as his mouth closed over it, sucking with the perfect amount of pressure.
Tingling warmth intensified between my legs. I hooked my heels into Brandon’s ass and pulled him toward me. In response, he dragged his cock against my entrance. The friction was almost unbearable.
“So greedy,” he said and swapped his attention to my other breast.
Yes, I was greedy. But I was about to come from him tonguing my nipple and grinding against me. “I need more.”
“You,” he said between licks, “are the very definition of temptation. I’m doing all I can not to take you right this second. You’re not ready yet.”
Bullshit. “I’m ready.” I took his hand and directed it between my thighs so he could feel for himself.
“Damn.” He sat up, and a muscle in his jaw ticced as his fingers glided through my slickness. “So wet already.” Moist with my essence, he moved in circles around my clit before plunging deep inside me.
I gasped at the sudden decadent sensation and dug my nails into the duvet.
“Open wider for me, baby,” he said. I did as he asked, parting my thighs as Brandon watched his hand work me. His gaze shot to mine before returning to my entrance. “You should see how beautiful you look right now.” With his free hand, he fisted the base of his cock and slowly stroked. The sight of his brawny muscles bunching as he gripped himself in one hand and thrust into me with the other might be the most erotic thing I’d ever seen.
He shifted positions to bring my knee over his broad shoulder. The other thigh he held open wide. “Have to taste you.” His searing hot tongue licked a path along my opening. I moaned, long and guttural. Brandon parted my folds and dipped his tongue inside. The low growl he made sent shock waves radiating through me.
Another pass, this time all the way to the top, making my hips jolt. I writhed beneath him as he lapped at me, putting me through the most exquisite torture.
“Fuck, I hope you like this, because you taste so damn perfect I could live down here.”
Like it? I was already addicted. My channel clenched just as Brandon’s fingers found their way inside again as though he knew exactly what I needed.
I was desperate to come but enjoying the moment so much I never wanted it to end. With each flick of Brandon’s tongue, he edged me closer to the point of no return.
“Brandon. I’m nearly there.” My head dropped onto the pillow, and my hips bucked as I lost myself to the ecstasy.
One more thrust and his fingers and mouth were gone.
“What are you doing?” I snapped and shot up to my elbows. “That was cruel.”
Brandon smothered my next words with a dominating kiss, and the only reason I didn’t bite his traitorous tongue out was because his smooth, hard cock now stroked against me.
“I told you the next time I made you come, I’d be deep inside you. I’m a man of my word.”
I might’ve complained about that if I couldn’t already feel his thick head pressing at my entrance, right where I wanted him. No, needed him.
He brought my legs around his waist. “I want your eyes on me the whole time. Understand?”
I nodded, taking in every achingly handsome feature of his face.
And then he pressed in. My hands gripped his shoulders, and I cried out at the intense fullness. Brandon’s aquamarine eyes burned with molten fire. He drove forward twice more, bringing him all the way home.
“Oh God.” The words were a muttered whimper from my lips.
“Eyes,” he reminded me when my lids lowered.
I refocused on Brandon, and my heart almost seized at the vision above me. He looked upon me with such reverence, as if I were the most treasured thing in the world to him.
I didn’t feel worthy of that look. Everything he risked for me, the kind, generous soul he hid behind a cocky façade. I didn’t deserve him. But I’d change that. No more walls, no more being afraid.
The significance of this moment slammed into me. The connection I felt to Brandon, which I’d tried so hard to deny, I acknowledged it now. I embraced it, allowing myself to soak in the overwhelming emotion. The butterflies in my stomach, the rush of endorphins.
Brandon steadied himself above me and rested his forehead against mine. “I’d do anything to bring you happiness. Anything to make you smile. I’d lay down my life for you a thousand times over and end anyone who tried to hurt you. You know that, right?”
Most might find his violent declaration disconcerting. Not me. It only made my breath catch in my throat and my heart flutter. “I know.” Something tightened in my chest while I was locked in his intense gaze. “I’d do the same for you.”
“I know.” One finger caressed my skin from brow to jaw. “My fierce, beautiful woman.” Then he kissed me with enough passion to set the surrounding walls on fire. And he moved. I clung to him as he surged into me again and again.
I barely had time to adjust before he hitched my leg over his shoulder, taking me from a new angle and reaching an area that made my toes curl.
“Brandon. This is—” I gasped when he aimed his thrust deeper.
“I know.” He nuzzled my neck. “You’ve ruined me. Nothing could ever be as good as this.”
He was so damn gorgeous. The light sheen of sweat glistening over his taut muscles had my core tightening around him.
Brandon hissed. “Christ, Sage, if you keep gripping my cock like that, I won’t last.”
With a sly grin, I clenched around him again, then kissed him hard, taking his bottom lip between my teeth and biting down firmly.
His eyes widened in surprise before they narrowed. “Are you trying to test me?”
“I think you’re lying. I think you can last.” Only because Brandon did everything skillfully, and I doubted this would be an exception.
“Maybe you underestimate how much you turn me on.”
But I was right. He did last, even as he took up an unrelenting pace. And I’d known he would because he was far too generous to leave me wanting.
Our bodies moved in sync, hips coming together, Brandon’s pelvis shifting against me and creating the perfect amount of friction to ignite my oversensitive bundle of nerves.
“I’m burning up.” I panted, so close to release it was almost unbearable.
“I’ll get you there, baby. I’ve got you, always.”
And he did have me. In every way that mattered. He moved faster and thrust harder. The overwhelming sensation heightened until I cried out, my body lost to shuddering pulses.
True to his words, Brandon watched my face as I rode out wave after wave of bliss, eyes on him the entire time. “Fucking magnificent,” he said, driving into me while holding me tight in his arms. As though spurred on by my pleasure, his movements became frantic, his growl deeper, and moments later, he found his own release.
I kissed him and wrapped my arms around his neck, determined to hang on to him not only for tonight, but for as long as fate allowed it.
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Brandon

I was lost somewhere between unimaginable delirium over the gift Sage had given me and willing my cock to get hard so we could do it all over again. It wouldn’t take long with the way she looked at me. Swollen lips, flushed cheeks, and wild hair. She’d never been more stunning. I planned on keeping her that way.
The firm grip of her arms around me was a welcome relief. Part of me wondered if she’d push me away again. But I’d meant what I’d said about being done with games. She could try to deny it, try to tell me we’d made another mistake, but there was only so long she could lie to herself. Something told me I didn’t need to worry about that anymore.
I claimed Sage’s mouth as we both came down, her panting breaths still hot against my lips. “Incredible,” I said, my forearms braced on either side of her head. “I knew it. I knew you and I would set this bed on fire.”
She lifted a brow. “Been thinking about it, have you?”
“Only every fucking second of every day since we met. Haven’t you?”
Sage gnawed on her lip to either hide her smile or hold in her response.
I nuzzled her neck and breathed in her sweet scent. It was like high-grade crack to me. No amount of detox would ease the craving. “Don’t play coy with me. Admit it. That was next-level.”
“Fine,” she huffed. “Ordinarily, I’d talk down your prowess because I’d hate to overinflate your already-colossal ego, but I don’t have it in me to deny how amazing that was. You’ve fucked the snark right out of me.” She laughed and slapped a hand over her eyes.
“I adore your snark.” I pulled her hand away and brushed her fingertips across my lips. “And you might’ve fucked the cockiness out of me, because all I can think about is how in awe I am of you. And grateful.”
Her brow pinched in confusion, so I explained.
“You’ve taken a big step tonight, and you’ve taken it with me.” I kissed her, then cupped her jaw. “Thank you for trusting me.” With your heart.
Uncomfortable with my words, Sage blinked and gave a tight-lipped smile. I didn’t care if acknowledging what had just happened made her uneasy. She couldn’t ignore it forever, and I was done playing games. I wasn’t stupid enough to push her for more while we were still enjoying the postsex endorphins, but I’d have her talking soon enough.
I shifted to my side so we were facing each other. It would be dawn soon, but neither of us seemed tired despite the stressful night and doing our best to wear each other out. I pulled Sage closer because the mere inches between us were still too far. She slung a leg over my hip, and I slipped my thigh between hers.
Sage fluffed her pillow. “Tell me what you found while snooping around Dante’s mansion.”
I propped my head on the heel of my palm. “Security is tight, but not infallible. There’ll be a lot of people at the ball, so we’ll need to blend in with the guests. I imagine the hardest part will be getting Dante to open the vault of his own volition.”
“Why? I assumed you’d just hold a gun to his head and force him to do it.”
“As much fun as that would be, most vaults have a panic system. If Dante enters an alert code, it’ll lock down for twenty-four hours and set off an alarm.”
“So how do we make him open it?”
“I have a few ideas, but I’ll have to read the crowd when we arrive. See who’s ripe for a little manipulation.”
“And these deliveries you made this evening. Care to fill me in on that?” Sage traced a finger back and forth over the curve of my bicep.
Goose bumps rose on my arm. “That tickles.”
Sage continued to taunt me with her featherlight touch. “These arms are very pretty.”
“Pretty?” I tensed the muscle so it turned rock hard under her finger.
She paused her movement and lowered her chin. “Show off.”
I sent her a Who, me? look and decided two could play this game. My fingertips ran down the slender column of her neck, over her collarbone and the crest of her breast, then gently circled her nipple.
“When we arrive at the ball, security will scan us for weapons. I’m guessing they’ll also hold on to guests’ cell phones and return them after the event. Can’t have anyone sharing happy snaps on Insta.”
Sage drew in a deep breath, arching her chest toward mine. “But you’ve found a way around that.”
“I have.”
When Sage moaned and tightened her thighs around me, I became more interested in teasing her hardened nipple than explaining my plans.
“You need to quit doing that,” she said with as much conviction as a starving person refusing a banquet.
“Because it tickles?”
“Yes, but also because I can’t think straight.”
Perfect. My plan to keep her from overanalyzing this new situation between us was working. I leaned low and took her breast in my mouth, which must’ve been the right thing to do, because Sage’s hand clutched my hair and held me in place.
“I thought you were going to stop,” she whispered with a breathy sigh.
“I never agreed to that. I have no plans to stop pleasuring you anytime soon.”
“Okay,” she said sweetly. “Talk, then.”
This was a challenge to my multitasking skills. I cupped her breast and circled the pebbled skin with my tongue. “Once we’re through security we’re free to roam the ballroom.” Another lick. “We find our way to the restrooms. At the end stall, you’ll find a waterproof bag containing a loaded pistol and a cell phone inside the cistern.”
Sage yanked my head back, her blissed-out expression replaced with one of disgust. “Are you telling me I have to shove my hand inside a toilet?”
“Don’t go all prissy on me now. The water in the top tank is clean. Just make sure your dress has short sleeves. Which reminds me. I have people from a boutique coming here tomorrow with a selection of formalwear.”
Sage released her hold on my head and slumped back into the pillows until she stared at the ceiling. “Shit’s getting real, isn’t it?” She turned to face me. “In forty-eight hours, this whole thing will be over one way or another.”
I nodded. Neither of us needed reminding that the two most likely outcomes of the ball were Dante being incarcerated or us getting caught, although I refused to consider the latter. “There’ll only be one way, Sage. The other isn’t an option.”
“Has that confidence ever let you down?”
I knew Sage didn’t mean anything by her comment and it was just another gibe at my arrogance, but it hit a little too close to home. The memory of receiving the news that Janie’s body had been found flashed through my mind. I blinked it away, but not fast enough for Sage to miss it.
She shot up and rolled half her body on top of mine. Her soft palm stroked my jaw. “Hey.” 
At Sage’s gentle word, my eyes shifted to hers. 
“I didn’t mean to upset you. All we can do is our best.”
I remained silent, pondering all the ways I could’ve done better by Janie.
“You’re thinking about your sister, aren’t you?”
I nodded.
“Then remember this.” She tapped a finger on my chest. “Once we have Dante and all those scumbags behind bars, they’ll be interrogated until you have the answers you need. One of them will squeal to reduce their sentence. All loyalties will be forgotten when the Wolf Street Mob has no money, power, or friends left.”
I nodded because she was right. If what I suspected was correct, Dante and his men were only one cog in the trafficking racket. Ultimately, what I needed were the international connections who’d enabled the transport of Janie and other women overseas, and most importantly, the lowlifes who were purchasing them for their own fucked-up pleasures. I wouldn’t be satisfied until every one of them was six feet under.
“So, what are you going to do when you solve her case?” Sage asked, full of optimism as though finding those responsible were inevitable. I wasn’t so sure.
“It’ll initiate a much bigger investigation. Like you, I’m not only seeking answers for myself. It doesn’t sit well with me that other women are suffering. Or that their families are going through what mine has. If I get the intel I need, I’ll start tracking those sons of bitches, put a team of guys together, and end their operation. It feels like the right thing to do.”
“It also sounds expensive.”
“Didn’t you know?” I smirked. “After the masquerade, Dante will become our unwilling benefactor. As soon as he’s taken into custody, I’ll drain his offshore accounts in a matter of minutes. Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”
Sage gave a slight nod.
“Once this is over, there’s a lot more work to be done. I’ll be busy hunting the traffickers. I could use your help to identify the victims of Dante’s crimes and coordinate a program to provide compensation. Plenty of businesses have been driven into the ground because of the Wolf Street Mob’s ruthlessness. I’d like to see Dante’s billions go toward getting them back on their feet. And for those who’ve lost loved ones, money won’t bring them back, but it could help ease their burden.”
“That’s”—Sage blinked and shook her head—“Wow, you’ve really put a lot of thought into this.”
I took hold of her hand. “I have, and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have working with me on this than you.”
For a moment, Sage looked lost in her thoughts. I’d thought she’d like my plan. I’d assumed she’d be as invested as me in helping these people.
Her eyes met mine. “Brandon. We need to talk.”
Here it came. We’d had five minutes of paradise, and now that reality was sinking in, it would all come crashing down. I tried not to let my disappointment show. Pretty sure I was doing a crap job of it.
“We are talking,” I said in a pathetic attempt to keep my tone neutral.
She twirled a lock of hair around a finger. “You said a lot of things earlier. I get that in the heat of the moment you might’ve said something you didn’t mean.”
“Unlikely, but which part are you doubting?”
She pressed her lips together. “That we’re together. That you’re all in.” She focused on plucking invisible lint from the duvet. “Did you mean those things?”
I hooked my knuckle under her chin and brought her eyes to mine. “Every single word.” The pointed look I gave her left no room for argument.
“But you live in Missouri.”
“I don’t have to.”
“You have this über-secretive lifestyle.”
“We can work around that.”
“This is crazy.” A skeptical laugh bubbled out of her. “You’re offering to change your whole life for me.”
“Can you give me one reason I shouldn’t?”
“We hardly know each other, for one.”
My eyes roamed her flushed, naked body. “Pretty sure we just got to know each other rather intimately.”
She slapped my arm. “I don’t mean in the biblical sense. I’m pointing out the fact that we only met a few weeks ago.”
I lifted one shoulder. “What else do you need?”
“What do you mean?”
“What details will satisfy you that you know me? I’ve fought side by side with you, gotten you out of a twisted Mafia bargain. Sage, I’ve killed for you—”
She held up a hand. “I’m not doubting your character, Brandon. I’m saying you should question mine.” She swallowed with difficulty, and the uncertainty in her gaze concerned me. “Despite this change between us, I’m still broken. You shouldn’t shift your whole life to fit in with mine when I’ll only disappoint you.” She licked her lips. “I have good days and bad days, and sometimes I’m not much fun to be around. Just ask Lettie.”
“And yet she’s stuck by you.”
“She has to. We’ve known each other since middle school. Lettie’s practically family.”
“That’s not why she does it. She sees the same things I do. Your brilliant analytical mind, your bravery and determination, your devotion to those you love.” Her glistening gaze lowered. “Want to know a truth?” I asked, and she nodded. “I have good days and bad days, too. We’re both survivors, Sage, and it’s okay to not be okay sometimes. I think that makes us perfect for each other.”
She drew in a ragged breath. “How do you always know the right thing to say?”
“I don’t. I’m just doing the best I can. Same as you.”
What was going through that beautiful mind of hers? She remained silent for so long I wondered if my words had sunk in.
“Brandon, there’s something else I need to tell you.” Sage took my hand and weaved her fingers through mine. “I should’ve said this much earlier. I’m sorry for the things I said the other night. The…hate I directed at you, it was misguided and unfair.” She exhaled deeply. “Ever since Kieran was murdered, I’ve carried this fear inside me of making the same terrible mistake again. Of putting someone I care about in danger. And since I can’t remove the danger we’re in, I tried to shut down my feelings for you.” She shook her head. “I swear, I’m not making excuses for why I said such shitty things. I just need you to know I didn’t mean any of it. Especially the stuff about you only helping me to make yourself feel better about Janie’s death. That was total bullshit and clearly not my finest moment. Unleashing on you felt as monstrous as kicking a puppy.” She sighed. “You’re literally the most noble person I’ve ever met. I didn’t even think men like you existed.”
“They don’t. There’s only one of me.”
Sage snorted. “One is plenty.”
“Your apology means a lot to me,” I said and drew her closer. “Thank you.”
“And to answer your question from earlier. Yes, I’d like to work with you once this is over.”
Her quiet words took me by surprise. “Excellent decision.”
“And you’re right. We make a good team.” She planted a kiss on my lips and climbed over me to get out of bed.
“Where do you think you’re going?” I grabbed hold of her hips and held her so she straddled me.
“I’m going to wash up.”
“No, you’re not.”
Her eyes shot between us. “Your cum is leaking down my leg, so I probably should.”
“I don’t care.” My gaze traveled over her perfect tits, then lower to the shimmery trail on her inner thigh. My eyes flared, and my dick hardened in seconds. I ran my fingers along the wet path until I reached her soft folds. Then I plunged two fingers inside her, the urge to fill her again and make her moan too much to resist.
Sage bore down on my hand, the gentle roll of her hips seeking more. It wasn’t enough for me, either.
“Need you again.” I withdrew my fingers and replaced them with the head of my cock. Slowly, she lowered herself onto me while I drove my pelvis up.
Fuck. She consumed me so thoroughly my brain ceased to function.
She braced her hands flat on my chest, her short nails digging into my flesh. In some carnal, possessive way, I wanted her to mark me. I wanted her to stake her claim and tell the world I belonged to her.
Sage took a moment to adjust herself, wiggling her hips until I hit a spot deep inside her. She sucked in a breath. “How do you feel so good?”
“Because we’re meant to be together in every possible way.” I brought her mouth to mine. Sage’s hot little tongue flicked against my lips. “Because you’re mine.” I deepened the kiss, moaning into her mouth at how sweet she tasted.
I ran one hand along her spine until I gripped the nape of her neck. My other held her waist firmly. I raised her hips and lowered her onto me again and again. Her full breasts bounced with every movement. I closed my eyes for a moment, willing myself to find some semblance of control because this woman drove me wild. Everything about her called to my baser instincts. To please her, to protect her, to claim her.
Sage took over, grinding down against me on each stroke. She picked up her pace, and the sight of her riding me, taking her own pleasure, filled me with a sense of satisfaction I’d never known. 
I rubbed my thumb between her thighs, eliciting a long moan. With my free hand, I took hold of her breast, teasing the raised bud as she shifted up and down. “Take what you need, baby. I’m yours.”
I pinched her nipple and clit at the same time, and her pussy clenched around me. Sage cried out and tossed her head back, her long, silken hair trailing behind her. Her hips moved over mine, extracting every last pulse of her release. I sent that mental image straight to my long-term memory bank.
I flipped her onto her back, wrapped her legs around me, and kissed her. “Hold on, beautiful. That got me kind of worked up.” Lost to her climax, all she did was nod.
But I didn’t want this to be fast. I wanted to enjoy every precious second. I slowed down so I could feel it all. Her hot body under me, toned with muscle yet soft where it counted. The way her quick breaths felt against my sweaty chest. The desperate sounds she made each time I pushed inside her. I couldn’t have dreamed up a woman more perfect for me.
Sage’s eyes met mine, and there was a hint of some emotion in their depths that concerned me. As her fingertips traced my jaw and skimmed over my lips, it seemed like she was taking in every one of my features and committing them to memory. Maybe she was. I knew she was still worried about history repeating itself. I had three years of conditioning to overturn.
“Hey.” 
Her gaze came to mine. 
“Right here, right now, Sage. It’s the only thing we can control, remember?” I took her hand and kissed her knuckles before placing her palm over my heart. “Do you feel that? Do you feel how strong my heart beats for you?”
Sage drew in a shuddering breath and nodded.
“Good.” I tilted her hips up and thrust in to the hilt. “And that? That’s how hard you make me anytime you’re in the room. When your eyes find mine, when I catch your scent as you walk by. I want you so much I can’t think straight.”
Her lips parted, and she clenched around my cock again. Goddamn. “So when I’m fucking you, there’s no room for thoughts about the future or the past. Only the way I make you feel when I’m deep inside you. Understand?”
“Okay,” she whispered.
“Good girl.” I kissed her long and hard. “Now stay with me while I come, baby.”
Her arms went around my neck as I took up an urgent pace, giving her everything I had because my heart was lost to this woman. She owned it so thoroughly I wasn’t sure it would still beat without her near. I understood her a little better in that moment. The thought of anything bad happening to her sent my mind to a terrifying, dark place.
So I took my own advice and lost myself in her. With a growl that echoed off the walls, I came harder than I ever had in my life.
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Sage

I fumbled for the bedsheets as they slid from my grip. I opened one lid a fraction but quickly shut it when I noticed light shining between the split of the curtains. The day could wait.
“Brandon, if you’re a blanket hog, we need to have words.” 
Silence met my sleepy request.
I didn’t know what time Brandon and I had eventually gotten to sleep. We’d dragged ourselves out of bed and to the shower only to get distracted washing each other’s bodies. I blamed the bathroom’s full-length wall of mirrors. Watching Brandon’s veined hands roam my skin and his huge body slamming into mine from behind, every muscle flexing, had been so darn sexy it had replayed in my dreams. We needed to do that again.
I reached for him and the lost duvet. My hand patted blindly across the bed and found neither. Where was he?
It was then I felt a weight shift by my legs and big warm hands gently parting my thighs. My eyes shot open in time to spy a dark head of hair between my legs before Brandon’s hot mouth slowly licked the entire length of my seam.
A jolt rocked through my core. “What are you doing?”
His lips and tongue moved over me as if he were giving me a slow, passionate kiss. “I’m waking you up.” Another unhurried caress. “This is much better than an alarm clock. Don’t you think?”
“I wholeheartedly agree.” I sucked in a sharp breath when he zeroed in on the holy motherland. Hot damn, he was seriously good at this.
“Your taste,” he growled, and the vibrations brought me closer to the edge. “Fuck, I could feast on you all day.”
His filthy words had me panting. I clutched his hair and couldn’t stop my pelvis from rocking against him.
Ding-dong.
Was that our doorbell?
I sat up on my elbows and brushed bed hair from my face. “What time is it?”
“Nine, I suspect, since the formalwear people are here.” 
The doorbell chimed again. 
“Be there in a minute,” Brandon called out but didn’t stop going down on me.
I slapped his shoulder. “What are you doing?” I whisper shouted.
He paused and arched a brow. “Waking you up. I thought I already answered that question?”
“Clearly I’m awake. You need to stop this and get the door!”
Like he could care less that we had people waiting on us, Brandon gently pushed me back to the bed and shook his head. “Nope. Said I’d be there in a minute. They can wait.” He nodded toward the headboard. “Grab my pillow.”
“Brandon!”
He looked at me like my outrage amused him and shifted my hips closer to his face. “Sage, just get the pillow.”
I huffed out a breath and handed it to him. Whatever.
He gave a smug laugh. “That’s not for me, sweetness. You’re going to need it very soon.”
“I don’t need an extra—” Then I lost all capacity to use my voice for anything except moaning. Aha. The pillow. I covered my mouth with it while Brandon used his wicked skills to render me delirious.
Only he was wrong. He didn’t need a minute.
Thirty seconds was all it took.

After slipping into gym shorts and a tank, Brandon answered the door. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Come on in.”
A curvy Latina entered first, pulling a wheeled clothing rack filled with long, hanging garment bags and shoe boxes on the bottom shelf. “It’s no problem. We’re a few minutes early, anyway.” Her easy smile and sunny attitude made what could’ve been an awkward introduction easier. The room reeked of sex. They had to know what we’d been up to when they’d rung our doorbell.
If this was the woman styling me for the ball, I was in safe hands. She wore a black pencil skirt with a gray off-the-shoulder knit top. Her ensemble was accessorized with a gold-trimmed belt, dangly earrings, and strappy black heels. She projected effortless class, which was how I needed to appear tonight. Not like a student who usually ran around in leggings, retro tees, and biker boots.
Brandon held the door open for the second woman to enter. I didn’t miss how the willowy redhead in a designer navy pantsuit gave him a not-so-subtle once-over. Her haughty gaze lingered too long on his biceps for my liking. Perhaps her close assessment of his physique was part of her job, but I suspected it was Brandon’s universally appealing hotness that drew her eye. Couldn’t really blame her. She also pushed a clothes rack, only hers carried men’s suits.
The bubbly brunette’s eyes landed on me, and a bright smile lit her face. “Good morning! You must be Vivian.”
Vivian?
She continued before I could correct her. “I’m Sofia, and this is Clarice.” She nodded to the poised redhead. “And you are exactly like Brian described. Just gorgeous! I have some gowns that will look amazing on you.”
Brian? Of course, we were using aliases.
I tightened the sash on my robe, and when the women began unzipping garment bags, I mouthed to Brandon, Vivian? He gave me his trademark roguish grin while tying up his tennis shoes. I rolled my eyes when the Pretty Woman reference clicked. Jerk.
Luckily, I’d thought to straighten the sex-ruffled duvet before they’d entered, because Sofia wasted no time in laying several full-length gowns across the bed. Her genuine excitement took me by surprise. I liked her. Ginger? Not so much.
Brandon had closed the laptops and shut down the monitors but assured me it was safe for the women to be in here. Apparently, their company specialized in discretion and was well paid for it. If either of the ladies thought it was strange that we had a bunch of computer gear in the room, they didn’t mention it.
Brandon approached and cupped my face. “I’ll head to the gym and leave you to it. Breakfast will be here soon. I’ll be back in forty-five.”
“The gym? Aren’t you…” I spoke quietly. “Worn out?”
“It’s called stamina, Vivian.” The cocky son of a bitch didn’t lower his voice at all. “And if you’re going to be trying on dresses, it’ll only tempt me to tear them right off. I don’t think these ladies will appreciate me damaging their goods.” He gave me a wink. “Have fun.”
“Wait.” I grabbed his hand as he went to leave. “Should I choose something inconspicuous?”
“We’re going to the most exclusive ball in Philly. Everyone will be decked out in their finest. Pick whichever dress you want.” One hand went around my waist, and he drew me nearer. “And after the ball, I’m going to remove it from your body and fuck you boneless until the sun comes up.”
Someone behind me coughed. All I could do was nod, trapped in Brandon’s aquamarine gaze. Then he took my breath away with a kiss that was entirely inappropriate for an audience.
Suck on that, Ginger.
“They’ve got my measurements,” he said on his way to the door. “I’ll let you pick a suit for me.”
Once Brandon had left the room, Sofia approached and clicked her tongue. “Your boyfriend has it bad for you.”
“He’s not—” my boyfriend. Except he kind of was. How strange. I turned to Sofia. “You really think so?”
“Honey, you’d have to be blind not to see that man’s head over heels in love with you. Nice catch.” She smiled and went to collect another garment bag.
Holy shit.
I had a boyfriend.
A smoking hot, badass boyfriend. And Sofia thought he was in love with me.
Warmth flooded my belly. I couldn’t hold in the smug grin that pulled at my lips.
At the bed, I glanced over the dresses Sofia had laid out. My eyes widened when they caught on one.
“You don’t need to open any more bags.” I pointed to it. “I want that one.”
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Sage

That evening, while perched on the thigh of a shirtless Brandon, I sketched in a notepad while he worked at his computer. This was the compromise we’d agreed to. Despite my suggestion that having my ass in his lap would be a distraction from his important work, he’d insisted that me being across the room would only cause him to leave his seat every five minutes.
The man was insatiable. To be fair, I couldn’t keep my hands off him, either. A shared glance, a brief touch. They inevitably ended with us naked in bed. Or in the shower, against the wall, or on this very chair.
A thrill shot through me at remembering the look on Brandon’s face when I’d knelt before him. How his eyes had widened in initial surprise, then morphed into intense, dark desire. And how he’d gripped my hair and uttered a string of filthy words when I’d taken him to the back of my throat.
“What’s so funny?” Brandon asked when he noticed the small smile on my lips. His hand crept up my bare thigh and under my T-shirt. Actually, it was his T-shirt. I’d taken to wearing it because I loved being surrounded by his scent.
With difficulty, I remained focused on my notepad and continued sketching despite the long fingers inching their way between my thighs. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
He nuzzled my neck, making my toes curl. “I could make you tell me.”
“Maybe I wouldn’t hate that.” I wriggled in his lap. His hardening cock pressed through his jeans and against my ass. How were we getting any work done?
With a low growl, Brandon nipped my ear, making me squirm even more. “I think I’ve been too gentle with you. Maybe it’s time that changed.”
My mind instantly went to the one time he’d landed a firm slap on my bare ass and the delicious tingles it had sent right to my core. “Maybe I wouldn’t hate that, either.”
He gave me a look that was pure, unbridled heat. “Now seems like a good time to find out.”
I tossed the notepad on the desk, removed his black-framed specs, and wrapped my arms around him.
“What’s that?” he asked, eying the sketch I’d almost completed.
“I was going to show you when I finished. It’s a tattoo.” I picked up the notepad, and an unwanted shiver passed through me at what the drawing represented. “This was on the forearm of the drive-by shooter. The cops didn’t find a match in their database during the investigation. If they even checked at all. But I also had an FBI agent look into it recently. She didn’t find a match, either.” I told Brandon all about Agent Williams and how I’d convinced her to help.
“I have my own database. Didn’t I mention that?”
I sat up. “No.”
“Too many records get conveniently removed from the official one. Mine is more comprehensive.”
“Can you check this for me?”
“Of course. Let me look at it.”
Brandon’s brow creased as he considered the sketch of the attacking eagle. His silence unnerved me.
“What is it?” I asked.
“This looks familiar.”
“I did some research years ago. I think it might be military.”
“I don’t think so. At least, it’s not like the ink I’ve seen on our soldiers. Something’s not quite right.” His eyes came to mine. “How accurate is this?”
“I only glimpsed the shooter’s arm for a second before he started firing, but I’m pretty sure it’s correct.”
“Let me check something.”
Brandon opened a new window on his laptop. Photos of distinguishing scars, piercings, and tattoos flashed across the screen. He refined the search criteria and clicked through several images until he stopped at one.
My bones turned to ice.
I studied the close-up photo of the bare torso. The man was solidly built with thick muscle. Not as toned as Brandon’s physique, but stockier. Unquestionably powerful. Ink covered the brutal chest, but I couldn’t tear my eyes from his meaty forearm. Brandon was right. I had missed a detail. Looking at it now, I wondered how it had escaped me. The eagle had two heads.
“That’s it,” I whispered, staring at the screen.
“Son of a bitch,” said Brandon, although I barely registered it with the throbbing at my temples. “It’s not military. It’s Russian.”
Dizziness overcame me when I read the name above the photo.
Maxim Orlov.

Dante’s Russian bodyguard had murdered my boyfriend and almost killed me. Who knew how many other lives he’d taken?
Brandon looked ready to tear Maxim’s head from his neck. “Say the word, Sage. Say it, and I’ll find that bastard right now and end him in a very slow, creative way.”
My chest squeezed at his offer. Who ever said romance was dead?
But he wasn’t thinking straight. Once Brandon took a moment to breathe, he’d realize that gunning for Maxim before the ball would jeopardize all our hard work.
“No.” I shook my head and tried to smooth the quaver in my voice. “This doesn’t change our plans. It answers a long-standing question and allows us to convict his wretched ass for murder. That won’t happen if we kill him.” As satisfying as it would be, Kieran’s family and countless others deserved to see Maxim held accountable for his crimes. “I’d rather see him rot in prison. Death is too swift a punishment for him.”
I wasn’t sure if I truly believed those words. How many times had I dreamed of doing exactly what Brandon proposed? Perhaps I’d only said them to remind myself I wasn’t above the law. With the evidence Brandon had collected these last few days, we’d be able to put the city’s corrupt officials behind bars, which would allow fair trials to happen. As tempting as it was to deliver our own justice, that wasn’t what Philly needed. It needed stability and hope for a future where citizens could trust law enforcement and the legal system.
“I tried to find him for you,” Brandon said, interrupting my thoughts.
“What?”
“The shooter. Once I learned about the drive-by, I did my own investigation. Looked into nearby security cameras, hacked police files for evidence, tried to identify the vehicle.”
“You did? When?”
“Right after I read the news reports about the drive-by. Before you started working at Vixens.” He exhaled a deep breath. “I found nothing. Cameras had been wiped. The ballistics report came back inconclusive, which almost never happens. Whoever covered it up did a decent job.”
This man. How had I ever thought I could avoid falling for him?
I leaned into Brandon. “Thank you for trying.”
Large arms tightened around me. “Are you okay?”
I nearly brushed off Brandon’s comment with I’m fine, but I didn’t have to pretend with him.
“Not really.” I rested my head against his shoulder, soaking up his warmth, his comfort, his security. “I see him in my mind all the time. It’s like my brain took a high-definition recording of the moment the window rolled down and that creepy clown mask appeared. I wish I could wipe it clear. Hit delete, then empty it from the Trash folder. I thought brains were supposed to block trauma, not amplify it. Why is mine defective?”
“It might be because you’re stronger than most. Maybe your brain allowed you to keep that memory to bring you to this point. So you could fight for what’s important.”
I hadn’t considered that. I sat up to look him in the eye. “You really think so?”
“Without a doubt.” He curled my hair behind one ear. “There are two types of brave people in this world. Those who are too stupid to understand the consequences of their actions. And those who understand them, but choose to take the hard road for what they believe in. The first you’re born with. The second is learned, but also takes strength and courage. I hope I don’t have to explain that you fall into category two, because you, Sage, are the strongest, bravest person I’ve ever known.”
I kissed him long and hard, leaving us both a little breathless. “What did I do to deserve you?”
Brandon sighed, then rubbed his nose against mine. “I was done for the moment you gave me an unforgettable lap dance and followed it up by killing a bunch of mobsters.”
I tried to hide my smile. “That’s so messed up.”
“Luckily you like that about me.”
“I guess we’re both defective, then.”
“Told you we’re perfect for each other.” Before I could argue that two wrongs didn’t make a right, Brandon stood, lifted me in his arms, and carried me to the bed.
I recognized the heated look in his eyes. It told me we were about to be busy for a long while. I worried our lovemaking was distracting from Brandon’s evidence collecting.
When he stalked toward me on the bed, I propped a foot against his chest, halting his advance. He glanced at it, then gave me a raised brow. “Sick of me already?”
“Not even close.”
“Sore? I promise to only use my tongue until you’ve recovered.”
This guy was killing me. “A little. But no, that’s not why I’m hitting pause.” I lowered my chin. “How’s our list looking?”
Brandon took hold of my foot and kissed my ankle before resuming his slow crawl toward me. “Despite being thoroughly tempted by you every minute of the day, I’ve been rather productive.” His lips grazed my calf. “There are only a few low-ranking officials to go.” A kiss on my inner thigh. “But I’ve still got nothing on the governor, that dodgy-as-fuck Supreme Court judge, the chief of police, a few senators, and several filthy rich CEOs.”
“Our big players,” I said, not at all surprised their names remained, because they were the ones we suspected were on Dante’s hard drive. I’d really hoped Brandon might find something on them. That’d mean we could forget about the vault and skip the ball altogether. My heart sank with the final realization there’d be no getting around it.
“Are you satisfied with my report?”
“I am.”
“Then it’s time to claim my reward.” Brandon raised my T-shirt to my waist, leaving my lower body exposed to him. Staring between my thighs, he said, “I swear to God, if you never wear panties again, I’ll be a very happy man.”
Come tomorrow evening, this bubble we’d created in our hotel room, where we lost ourselves in each other, would burst. I’d play my part at the ball despite my fears of Brandon getting hurt and the possibility of crossing paths with Maxim.
Brandon might think I was brave, but I was terrified as all hell about entering Dante’s compound. The moment he put his mouth on me, I decided to put my worries about the masquerade aside. I had better things to occupy my mind than murderous assholes.
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Brandon




I stood in front of the full-length mirror to adjust the gold pocket square, the only splash of color on my black-and-white tuxedo.
The bathroom door clicked open behind me. I spun, and my heart almost seized at the breathtaking beauty before me.
Sage’s long, dark tresses hung in loose waves well past her bare shoulders. The dress clung to every one of her delectable curves. My eyes roamed over her, from the plunging V neckline of the turquoise bodice and the enticing cleavage left exposed to the daring high split in the champagne-gold skirt that revealed a shapely, toned thigh.
“It’s so I can move freely.” Sage interrupted my inspection when I stared at her leg for too long. “And the material is stretchy, so I can head kick a motherfucker in this dress if I need to.” She eyed her gold satin heels. “Might even be able to pop an eyeball out with these babies.”
I frowned. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
“So, what do you think?” The crystal beading sparkled under the lights as she spun in a slow circle. Stunning. The back of the dress dipped almost to her ass. How was I supposed to focus on our mission with her looking so tempting?
I moved toward her, then ran my fingertips along her collarbone and down her arm. “You’re a vision.”
Sage adjusted my bow tie before her seductive brown eyes met mine. “You scrub up all right yourself.”
I leaned down and kissed her gently. “Are you ready?”
“As I’ll ever be.” She held one palm to her chest. “I can feel my heart pounding inside my rib cage.”
I took her hand in mine. “It’s just anticipation of the unknown. Once we’re there, you’ll get into the game and forget about your nerves.”
She nodded, her lips pressed tight.
“I almost forgot.” I let go of her hand and headed for the side table. When I returned, I handed her a small blue Tiffany & Co. box.
“What’s this?” Sage asked, eyeing me with suspicion. She untied the white ribbon and opened it. “Wow. They’re beautiful.” The drop earrings each had a large pear-shaped aquamarine gemstone surrounded by dozens of small white diamonds. “How did you know these would go with my dress?” Sage hadn’t let me peek inside the garment bag because she’d wanted it to be a surprise.
“Sofia advised what color would complement your dress. She said choosing the shade would be easy. I just needed to find something to match my eyes.”
She shrugged while feeding one post through her lobe. “They’re a nice shade, I suppose.”
I smirked. “She also said it was your favorite color.”
“That woman talks too much.”
I fished a second item from my pocket. “There’s one more thing.” I got down on one knee and presented Sage with another small Tiffany’s box. It was almost impossible to hide my grin at Sage’s terrified stare.
“What are you doing?” she asked, although she couldn’t take her eyes from the ring when I popped the lid. The three-carat pear-shaped diamond surrounded by tiny aquamarine gemstones was the inverse of the earrings I’d just given her. “Stop this! Get up!” she snapped. “You’ve lost your goddamn mind!”
I shook my head, determined to see this through despite the injuries it would likely cause me. “Sage Allen, would you do me the honor of being my wife?” An awkward moment of silence passed before my lips twitched. “For tonight,” I added and let the smile spread. “The Bradys are married. We need rings.” I stood and dug the simple gold band from my pocket and slid it over my ring finger.
Sage’s face and neck turned an unsettling shade of red. Oh, shit. I might’ve underestimated the impact of my prank. She wound her fist back and punched me in the arm. Hard. “You’re such a douchebag.”
“Ouch!” I rubbed my bicep. Luckily, it was the uninjured one. “I guess I deserved that. Kind of surprised you didn’t toss me through the window when I took a knee.”
She folded her arms, glaring. “Thought about it, but it would be a shame to damage the ring. Your distraction techniques are going to get you murdered one of these days.”
I plucked Sage’s ring from the box, took hold of her slender hand, and slipped it on. “There we go. Perfect fit.”
“Is the jewelry on loan?” she asked while inspecting the diamond. “It must be worth a small fortune.”
“Actually, it was paid for by a shell company that invests heavily in quinoa farms. By the time they realize the funds are missing, Dante will be behind bars, and I’ll have seized control of their accounts.”
“It’s exquisite.” Sage continued to stare at the ring.
“You don’t have to wear it if it’s too much. I’m sure no one will question why you’re not wearing a ring.”
She clutched her hand to her chest. “I’m never giving it back.”
I smiled. “All right, then.” My phone chimed, and I checked the screen. “Our ride’s here. It’s time to go.”
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A sleek black Mercedes waited for us at the front of the hotel. Dressed in a suit and wearing dark glasses, Shep emerged from the vehicle looking more like a lethal bodyguard than a chauffeur. He fidgeted with his tie while holding the rear door open.
The hitman nodded as we entered the sedan. His dark-blond hair had been combed back and held in place with wax, although one tendril at his forehead refused to conform.
As we departed the hotel, Shep glanced at me through the rearview mirror. “You look like a fucking penguin.”
I smirked. “And you look like a pit bull playing dress-up.”
“Fair enough. I hate wearing this shit.” Shep tugged at the neck of his shirt like it itched.
Shep had spent the day running errands to prepare for the mission. I was grateful to have him on board. Dante was a common enemy, and my Team Zulu brother was eager to help take him down. I didn’t want Shep on the inside. He frightened people, which meant he didn’t go incognito all that well. Plus, he got edgy in crowds. Regardless, he was more use to us on the outside.
“We all good?” I asked Shep.
“Yeah. The Bradys are taking a long nap at their house.” His eyes flicked to Sage’s. “A temporary one.”
I adjusted my cuff links. “Weapons? The drone?”
“Stashed a mile from Dante’s compound. I’ll go get them after I drop you off.”
The thirty-minute drive to Newtown Square took us past the university and along West Chester Pike. As we drew nearer, Sage became more restless.
I squeezed her hand. “Are you all right?”
“Mm-hmm.” She nodded unconvincingly.
We turned off PA-3 and continued along a narrow road surrounded by forest. Every couple of miles, we passed a gated entrance to a stately mansion with gardens.
I leaned toward Sage. “I won’t try to talk you out of this, but if you change your mind, it’s not too late to back out. I’ll still go in and do what needs to be done.”
She swallowed deeply and shook her head. “I’m not backing out. Just giving myself an internal pep talk.”
I kissed her cheek and put my lips to her ear. “That dress looks amazing on you.” My finger traced a path from her throat, over the exposed swell of her breast, and down to the plunging V-neck of the gown. Goosebumps erupted over her skin. “Tell me, what are you wearing underneath?”
Sage drew in an uneven breath. “Not much. A white lace thong.”
“Interesting.” I let my hand creep along her inner thigh, moving higher and higher up the split of her dress until my pinky rested against the thin scrap of material. I made slow circles with my finger, teasing her with the lightest amount of pressure.
Sage shifted in the seat as her lips parted. “Are you doing this to distract me?” she whispered.
“Maybe. Or maybe I have my own sordid reasons for wanting to touch you like this.” I pressed against her a little more firmly, and Sage sucked in a breath. “But I’ll have to continue this later because we’re almost here.”
I handed Sage her Venetian-style mask. It was gold with blue feathers fastened to one side to match her dress. It covered the top half of her face, leaving only her lips and chin exposed. Mine was a snarling bronze wolf.
The first sign of our destination was a ten-foot-tall perimeter wall and manned turret. The mercenary atop it carried an automatic rifle slung over one shoulder. As we passed, he brought a handheld radio to his mouth, probably alerting the main gate to an arriving vehicle.
Shep slowed as we neared the massive iron gates and adjoining guardhouse. Four armed security personnel approached as we came to a stop.
“Showtime,” said Shep before he lowered his pitch-black tinted window.
One guard cast an assessing eye over Shep. “Identification, then pop the trunk.”
Shep handed him a fake ID, which the guard scrutinized before returning.
In the meantime, a second guard checked the trunk while another used a mirror on a pole to look beneath the vehicle.
The one who’d been talking to Shep tapped my window, so I rolled it down. “Your invitation, sir.”
I handed it to him, and the guard scanned the hologram with a smartphone.
“Thank you. Your vehicle will need to leave the premises and return at the end of the event. You’re clear to proceed.”
Shep and I rolled our windows up, and the gate opened.
“That’s it? We’re in?” Sage asked as we drove through.
“Not quite,” I said. “There’ll be further screening at the door.”
The driveway meandered through dense woodland, the overhanging trees almost forming a tunnel. We came to a clearing, and the mansion appeared.
The rustic stone façade and shingle-tiled roof screamed old money, although Dante hadn’t inherited it. With the backing of his uncle—may his black soul rot in eternal hell—Dante was a self-made man.
Under the darkening sky, dozens of spotlights illuminated sculptures, topiary hedges, and a grand water fountain. It was a beautiful property, and I felt a smug sense of satisfaction knowing Dante would never spend another night living in luxury.
We had to get into that vault. Failure tonight wasn’t an option. Most importantly, I didn’t want to let Sage down.
“This place is incredible. Like something out of a fairy tale,” said Sage, staring out the window as the mansion loomed ahead. I cast her a curious glance when she chuckled. “Is anyone else getting the vibe that this car will turn into a pumpkin at midnight, and Dante and Maxim are a messed-up pair of evil stepsiblings?”
“Cinderella and Prince Charming are accounted for.” I straightened my bow tie. “Does that make Shep your fairy god—”
“Don’t say another word.” The hitman glared at me through the rearview mirror.
Sage leaned into me. “No. Shep would be a mouse. The fairy godmother transformed a pair of them to drive the carriage.”
“Explain to me again why I’m helping you two?”
“Because these sons of bitches have made our lives hell. Now it’s time for a little payback.” I adjusted my mask. “I’ll touch base once we’ve recovered our comms to confirm you’re in position.”
“Copy that,” said Shep.
The sedan came to a stop near the impressive entrance. Adrenaline surged through me as a valet opened the car door. The cool evening air smelled of the potted hydrangeas lining the stairs to the front door.
I held Sage’s trembling hand as she exited the vehicle. “Just breathe,” I reminded her, then I offered her my arm with a smile. “Shall we?”
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My heart pounded like a war drum as we walked up a flight of stone stairs, through a set of enormous carved-timber doors, and into the cavernous foyer. The veined white-marble floors were polished to perfection, and the high ceilings I glanced up at extended to the second floor. Twin staircases curved their way to the upper level, leading to the east and west wings. An armed guard stood at the top of each of them. A no-go zone.
We waited in a short line of partygoers. Everyone seemed on edge because up ahead, scary-looking dudes with machine guns were escorting couples into private rooms.
Brandon leaned toward me. “Security checks.”
And then it was our turn. With my arm looped through Brandon’s, we followed the guard into a room, where he closed the door behind us.
The man, who was midforties, dressed in a suit, and sporting a military flattop hairstyle, held out his hand. “Your invitation, please. And cell phones. You’ll get them back at the end of the evening.” He reminded me of a stony-faced drill instructor who got off on making recruits jump at his shouted demands.
We were prepared for this, and along with our invitation, we handed over two perfectly good smartphones that we’d never used and would never see again.
“Masks off. This is the only time you’ll need to remove them.”
I glanced at Brandon, who didn’t seem concerned with the request as he removed his bronze wolf and placed it on a side table. I did the same.
Guard Jarhead scanned the invitation’s hologram with his tablet, then checked our faces closely in the same way border control had when Lettie and I had returned from Cancun. Getting through security relied solely on Brandon’s hacking skills because he’d somehow swapped the Brady’s photos with our own.
Satisfied by what he saw, Guard Jarhead held out a plastic tub similar to the ones used at airport security. “Empty the contents of your pockets and purse in here.”
Out of my clutch fell lipstick, a couple of tissues, and some mints. Brandon tossed in a lighter and a cigarette case. Not that he smoked, but we’d figured it might seem strange if he arrived with nothing.
“No wallets?” The guard asked.
Brandon grinned. “I thought drinks were on the house.”
Guard Jarhead’s deadpan expression remained. Either he didn’t buy Brandon’s excuse or he didn’t appreciate his sense of humor. I couldn’t be sure, but when he didn’t question it further, I figured we were in the clear.
He scanned us with a metal detector wand before giving back our items.
“Just one last thing before you’re on your way. I’ll need you to answer your security questions.” Guard Jarhead’s eyes didn’t leave the tablet. “Where did you go on your honeymoon?”
“Barbados,” Brandon replied confidently.
“And…wow, this is original,” he said in a dry tone. “The name of your pet?”
It might’ve been my imagination, but I thought Brandon’s back stiffened. When he didn’t immediately answer, I spoke up. “Pumpkin.” Then I sent up a silent thank-you to any God who’d listen and promised never to steal anyone’s beloved pet ever again.
Brandon’s eyes met mine, and he gave a small tilt of his head, acknowledging I’d just saved our asses. My brows rose as if to say Told you you’d need me.
After resecuring our masks, we followed Guard Jarhead out of the room and toward a set of wide double doors at the rear of the foyer.
Then we stepped inside the ballroom.

I’d spent the last two days observing the ball preparations unfold, so none of what I saw should’ve come as a surprise. But physically standing in the Great Hall, taking it all in, was completely different.
This was how you threw a party. Dante had spared no expense in order to wow his guests.
Brandon had been correct in telling me not to tone down my appearance. We were surrounded by people wearing incredible gowns and suits. Some women wore masked headpieces so extravagant they wouldn’t look out of place at Mardi Gras.
A DJ mixed beats from the stage. The acoustics in the hall made his set sound as good as at any club.
Masked servers weaved through the room, offering the greedy revelers drinks and canapés. I waved away one who offered a tray of white powdered lines.
I searched the room for Dante. No sign of him yet, although with the low lighting and masked attendees, he could be nearby and I wouldn’t know.
All around us, music pumped and bodies moved on the dance floor. Aerial silk performers in domino masks entertained from above. Franky Russo hadn’t even been buried yet, but no one seemed saddened by his death.
Brandon’s warm hand took hold of mine, and he led me toward the restrooms, clearing the path of excited partygoers with his tall, broad frame.
“Meet me back here,” he said, and we parted ways.
The ladies’ room was as luxurious as the rest of the house. Floor-to-ceiling white marble, gold trimmings, wall-length mirrors. It was a little pretentious for my liking, but what the heck did I know about mansion décor?
I headed for the empty stall at the end, locked the door behind me, and wasted no time jimmying the ceramic cistern lid free. Loud music from the ball drowned out any odd sounds I made.
Thank God. Brandon’s waterproof bag was still inside. I’d worried a maintenance person might’ve found it. Or even worse, someone would lie in wait to discover who collected the bags. I needed to remain cautious.
No time to wonder about that. I leaned over the tank and plunged my arm into the water. Damn you, Brandon.
I dried my skin with toilet paper and took the items out of the black plastic bag one by one. The small pistol and extra magazine went straight into my purse. I switched on the cell phone and it autodownloaded an app Brandon had remotely sent this morning. Once the program loaded, it showed a live status of the alarm system. A map of the mansion gave the real-time location of each guard. Brandon had stolen the code the night he’d broken in, and he’d configured the app yesterday.
I smiled when I removed a final, unexpected item from the bag. A thin, lightweight dagger with a sheath and twin securing straps. I hiked my dress up, wrapped the holster around my thigh, and adjusted the buckles until they were firm but comfortable. The slender knife remained hidden because my dress tapered out below the hip.
After replacing the cistern lid and washing my hands, I headed out of the restroom and found Brandon waiting for me.
“All good?” he asked, and we headed back toward the crowded ballroom.
“Perfect. And thank you for the gift. The pointy one.” I beamed at him. “I love it.”
His lips tilted up. “My pleasure. I saw it and thought of you.” He turned to me. “Is that strange?”
“Perhaps. But I have a feeling our relationship won’t conform to social norms. I mean, we got into a bar fight on our first date. And this is technically our second.”
“Life will never be dull with you, will it?”
“Now there’s incentive to live past tonight.” It surprised me I could joke at a time like this. Brandon had been right. Now that we’d arrived, and with the comforting feeling of being armed, I felt less anxious than I had on our journey here. “What do we do now?”
“Now”—Brandon snatched two flutes of champagne from a passing server and handed me one—“we wait.”

Two hours later and the party was pumping. I wasn’t sure if it was the blow or the booze—probably both—but the guests had loosened up. The music got louder and the entertainment more risqué. Some servers, male and female, had lost their shirts, and I was pretty certain three people tangled on a lounge in a dark corner were actually having sex.
“Over there at the bar,” said Brandon. “He’s on his own.”
Not Dante. Governor Drummond. Brandon had tracked him since we’d arrived, and now it was time to make our move.
I squinted to see through clouds of artificial smoke and strobe lights. The stout man with salt-and-pepper hair had a cigar secured in the top pocket of his navy tux. The brushed-silver demon mask he wore was entirely appropriate.
Standing alone at the bar, he didn’t look in the mood for celebrating. Did he already have concerns about what type of organization Dante would usher in? We were about to plant another seed of doubt in his mind.
On our way to him, Brandon altered his stride to a lazy swagger. And when we crashed into the bar, I giggled like a fool and held onto Brandon’s arm for support while wobbling on my heels.
“Two more martinis,” Brandon said to the bartender before glancing at the man in the devil mask. “And something for my friend here, who looks like he needs cheering up. What’ll it be?” He clasped the governor’s shoulder with a heavy hand.
Devil Man sneered at Brandon’s hand as if it were infected with the plague, then tossed back the last of the amber liquor in his glass. “Macallan. Eighteen-year-old.”
It was definitely Governor Drummond. I recognized his self-righteous voice from TV. I held in a snort. He might like his whiskey aged, but if the stories about him were true, his proclivities for the opposite sex were younger. Much younger. And soon, we’d have the video evidence from the vault to prove it.
“Expensive taste,” said Brandon. “And why not? May as well make the most of the free booze and blow. I doubt there’ll be any more parties for Dante Moretti. Am I right?” Brandon laughed and elbowed the grim-faced governor, sending him off balance.
That got his attention. He turned to Brandon. “What are you talking about?”
“You haven’t heard? Oh man. Moretti is royally fucked. When we were doing our investigation at Vixens—shit—I mean, I know a guy who was there after the shoot-out, and he said whoever took down all those mobsters also cleaned out the boss’s safe. All of it, gone. Poof.” Brandon made a gesture like he was performing a magic disappearing trick.
“Moretti has enough money to fill half the banks in Philly. I doubt losing the contents of one safe will set him back.”
“Nah, man. This wasn’t a safe full of money. It was a small one. A fireproof document safe. Probably held all their sensitive records like who they pay off, secret bank accounts, their second set of books. I bet there were things in there the Mafia didn’t want anyone to find. The Mob pissed off the wrong person this time. Let me tell you, someone has a vendetta against them. Maybe they plan on stealing all the Wolf Street Mob’s supporters, or maybe they’re out there with all those dirty secrets just waiting to unleash hell on Dante.”
A muscle twitched in the governor’s jaw.
The bartender handed us our martinis and the governor his whiskey. Brandon continued, slurring a little. “I mean, why else would he throw this big-ass party? He wants us to think everything’s business as usual, make out as if cracks aren’t appearing everywhere he looks.” Brandon gave a bitter laugh and spilled a little of his martini. He leaned in close to the governor. “If I were Dante Moretti, I wouldn’t be worried about the cracks. I’d be worried about the ten tons of dynamite that’s about to blow the lid off his entire operation. When everything in that safe is out in the open, it’ll be interesting days, hey?”
“Mm. Excuse me.” The governor made a tight-lipped smile before departing into the crowd and leaving his untouched whiskey at the bar.
Brandon leaned an elbow on the counter and tilted his head. “Was it something I said?”
“You were brilliant.” I smiled, cupped his jaw between my hands, and went in for an awkward kiss where our masks bumped.
He took a measured sip of the martini. “And so the game begins.”
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The DJ wrapped up his set, and an eerie hush descended over the crowd. All eyes moved to the stage, where a wide spotlight shone over Dante. Mask-free, he presented a daunting image in a jet-black tuxedo and exuding a confidence that held the entire room’s attention.
Movement in the background caught my eye, and when a giant form came to stand beside Dante, I almost cried out from the horror that shook me to my core.
Maxim. And he wore the same terrifying clown mask from my nightmares.
I’d known he’d be here tonight, but nothing could prepare me for coming face-to-face with the man who’d taken everything from me.
Blood rushed from my head. The room was suddenly too crowded, too stuffy. I couldn’t suck in enough air. I took a step back and bumped into Brandon.
His arms came around me. “Breathe. Just breathe, Sage. Right from here,” he whispered in my ear as his palm settled on my belly.
It took all my strength not to turn away from the stage and bury my face in Brandon’s chest. Instead, I did as he said and sought comfort from his embrace and being surrounded by his familiar scent. Brandon’s stubble scratched my cheek as he leaned in low. “He might look like the devil, but he’s just a man and can be killed as easily as any other.”
I wasn’t sure I believed that, but the perspective helped a little. The slow circles Brandon’s thumb made over my stomach calmed me further. I soaked up his warmth through the sheer material of my gown and focused on the sensation of his touch. The dizziness faded, and my breathing slowed.
“You should know this, Sage. Once tonight is over, I’m going to ask you again what you’d like done with him. And I’m really hoping you change your mind about taking the righteous path because lately I’ve been thinking of all the creative ways I can make him hurt.” He pressed a featherlight kiss below my ear, sending tingles across my sensitive skin. “By all rights, he’s yours to end. But if you say the word, I’ll make him suffer in ways he can’t begin to understand.”
Brandon’s deep, rumbling voice, combined with his tempting proposition, made my thighs clench. If I ever went back to my therapist, she’d have her work cut out for her.
“You’d do that for me?” I asked.
“I’d be honored. It’s no less than he deserves.”
“Seems a little extreme.”
“He almost killed you. I’m not feeling very merciful.”
“Thank you for coming this evening.” Dante’s voice boomed through the speakers, echoing off the walls of the Great Hall. “I trust you’re enjoying yourselves, but there’s an important reason I’ve invited you here tonight. You’re all aware of the tragic events that occurred earlier this week.” The room turned deathly silent, as if they only now realized how hard they’d been partying while Dante was in mourning. “I lost members of my family, close friends, and dedicated staff.”
He paced the stage with one hand in his pocket, the other holding the microphone.
“Tonight, I want to reassure you, the distinguished citizens of this incredible city, of a few things. First, I will avenge those deaths.” With chin angled low, he peered around the room as if he were looking into the very soul of each attendee. “I won’t stop hunting until the individuals responsible are dealt with—harshly.”
Dante might be saddened by the loss of family, if he was even capable of feeling such human emotions, but I suspected his most crippling pain centered on the Wolf Street Mafia’s newfound vulnerability. We’d damaged their reputation. People now knew it was possible to destabilize the all-powerful criminal society. If he was to convince his critics of their strength, he needed to double down on his efforts.
“Second, this isn’t the first hardship my family has endured. Our organization was built on blood, sweat, and”—he shrugged—“more blood. There’s one thing I know. We always come back stronger. My uncle may have been the figurehead of the business, but for the last ten years, I’ve been responsible for transforming it into the empire it is today. I’m not interested in small-scale profits—protection money, loans, stealing from the backs of trucks. That’s not what we’re about anymore. It’s because of me that our focus has shifted to more profitable opportunities. I’m talking about international ventures that have taken this family enterprise well beyond its local roots. So the only change is that we will continue to grow and be bigger and better than ever before. And if you renew your loyalty to me, you’ll be rewarded more handsomely than you can imagine.”
Dante paused his pacing to face the room. “And third. All those who had treasured possessions in my uncle’s care, rest assured. Those items are now safely under my protection.”
A low murmur spread through the crowd, and Dante unleashed a sinister grin at the commotion he’d caused. I guessed he thought that was checkmate.
“My colleagues will be in touch with each of you soon to discuss our standing agreements.” Dante pressed a palm to his chest. “But I’ve already taken up too much of your time. The night is young. Please, enjoy the rest of your evening.”
Dante nodded to the DJ, and the beats resumed, although the revelers were more subdued than they’d been before the speech. Way to sober up a party, Dante.
At the front of the room, Governor Drummond shoved aside guests as he charged for the stage.
“Game on,” said Brandon.
Holy shit. Our plan was working.
The governor confronted Dante at the bottom of the stage stairs. Maxim intercepted his aggressive approach by tucking the governor’s arm behind his back in a violent move that forced him onto tiptoes. The way the governor’s body strained, I thought the Russian might be about to dislocate his shoulder.
Dante raised a palm, and Maxim—chilling in that abomination of a clown mask—released his hold just enough that the governor no longer looked like he might pass out from pain.
We edged closer to the scene. With the loud music, we couldn’t hear their heated exchange. But there was no question what was being discussed as Governor Drummond pointed a finger at Dante, spittle flying from his mouth as his chest heaved. The Mob boss remained cool and collected through it all. When the governor’s rant was over, Dante uttered a few words in response and gestured for the governor to follow him. Maxim released him, and the men walked out of the ballroom.
“They’re heading for the west wing,” I said and turned toward Brandon. “Dante’s taking him to the vault.”
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We couldn’t follow Dante and Governor Drummond down the long hall of the west wing because the entrance was guarded.
“Care for a walk outside?” I offered Sage my arm.
“Thought you’d never ask.”
We headed through the doors to the terrace, grateful the DJ’s muted beats were still loud enough to conceal our conversation.
Cigar smoke lingered in the cool night air. Glittering string lights extended from the roof of a central gazebo to the tall conifers surrounding the courtyard. A few guests sat on benches, seeking relief from the crowded party. A seven-foot-tall circular hedge maze took up the rest of the garden. The complex labyrinth remained shrouded in darkness with its entry roped off, presumably so drunken revelers didn’t get lost within its twists and turns.
I rested my palm low on Sage’s back and rubbed my thumb over her soft skin. “Are you ready to create a distraction?” I asked as we strolled toward a quiet, dark corner of the west wing. An armed guard eyed our approach.
“Like what, exactly?” Sage asked with a hint of skepticism in her tone. “I don’t think tossing a pebble is going to draw the guard away.”
“I was thinking something a little more…eye-catching.” We stopped near the entrance to the maze. I raised my mask to rest on top of my head.
“Dammit, Bran—”
I trapped Sage’s words with a kiss. There was no need to fake its intensity. Not with this goddess in my arms and her breathy moans begging me for more. I wished we had time to stay like this, but we had to move fast to intercept Dante and the governor at the vault.
I scooped Sage into my arms and carried her toward the entrance of the dark maze, stepping right over the No Entry rope. I sensed movement from the corner of my eye as the guard left his position, but he didn’t call on us to stop.
We made it around the first corner before I settled Sage on her feet.
“Make a little noise, sweetness,” I said against her ear.
“What?” she whisper shouted.
“You know what kind I mean. Those sexy kitten sounds you make when my head is between your thighs.”
Despite the darkness, I knew Sage was attempting to murder me with her stare. “It feels like it’s only been five minutes since I last called you a douchebag.” She groaned, which almost sounded like the noises I was hoping for.
“Perfect. More of that.”
Sage grabbed my earlobe and squeezed hard. I stifled a grunt.
“Perfect,” she said with extra sass. “More of that.”
When light footsteps approached on the other side of the hedge, Sage decided to play along and started moaning like a B-grade porn star.
I pulled my pistol from the waistband of my pants, preparing for my next move.
“Are you ready for me, baby?” I asked while peering through the thick foliage of the hedge.
“So ready.” Her seductive voice was at odds with her folded arms and one foot tapping an unamused beat.
“I should warn you. This might hurt a bit.” My arm shot through the hedge. I grabbed the back of the guard’s head, pulled it through the greenery, and slammed the butt of my pistol into his forehead. His eyes rolled back before he dropped to the ground with a thud.
I turned to Sage. “So, was it good for you?”
She brushed past me. “How did I end up dating a two-hundred-fifty-pound man-child?”
I stabbed a sedative into the guard so he stayed out cold, then stole his radio and earpiece.
With the coast clear on this side of the courtyard, we made our way to the west wing’s nearest access point. I used a lock-picking tool to open the door, then we were inside.
I pulled out my phone. The small amount of light from the screen illuminated the plush bedroom and the large four-poster bed within.
The security app showed four guards in the corridor. I shook my head. “There’re too many close by. Time to call in reinforcements.”
I sent Shep a message requesting a perimeter diversion. It wouldn’t take him long. Shep was ready and waiting to ping sniper shots at the mercenaries in the turret towers. He wouldn’t hit anyone, but he’d have fun taunting them.
The chatter in my earpiece shifted into a frenzy. “It’s working. They’re diverting resources to the wall.” I watched my phone as red dots headed toward the east perimeter, including the ones in the corridor.
Only two guards remained at the entrance to the west wing, and their attention was on the party and ensuring guests didn’t wander where they shouldn’t. Still, if they turned around, they’d be onto us, so we had to move fast. With no one standing between us and the double doors to the vault room, we were clear to go. We exited the bedroom, pistols in hand, and made our way down the hall.
At the end of the corridor, I crouched and jimmied an endoscope camera under the set of heavy wooden doors while Sage kept a lookout. The image showed a long gallery, each wall lined with a dozen alcoves. Spotlights shone down upon sculptures, paintings, and artifacts. At the end of the gallery was the open doorway leading to the vault room. No sign of Dante or the governor. They must be at the vault.
I found the security code on my cell phone and punched the numbers into the keypad. Sage and I slipped inside and shut the door behind us.
“I hear voices,” Sage whispered. “They’re arguing.”
Perfect. Any distraction would be helpful. Plus, the music from the party was loud enough to drown out our footfalls as we approached.
Sticking to the wall, we passed antique war relics. A Viking sword and shield, ancient daggers and throwing stars, and a lethal-looking scimitar.
We removed our masks and laid them on the floor. They were no use now and would only hinder our vision.
Nearing the end of the gallery, the angry conversation between Dante and the governor became clearer. We hid behind an archway that separated us from the vault room with our pistols at the ready.
Sage’s wide brown eyes met mine. She seemed anxious but determined. We shared a nod, a silent agreement to stick to our plan. Sage would stay in the gallery as lookout while I handled things at the vault.
Dante and Governor Drummond continued their tense words.
“There could be a hundred copies of that video. How do I know this is the only one?” the governor said.
“It’s called trust, Roger. My family has kept your secret for years. It’s in our best interests to keep it that way.” Dante’s voice.
“What about the one that was stolen from Vixens?”
A pause. “What are you talking about?”
I entered the room while aiming my pistol at Dante. He and the governor stood behind a solid mahogany desk. The laptop open before them had the hard drive connected. Dante must be proving possession of the governor’s incriminating files.
“I’m afraid I may have misled you there, Governor,” I said.
Both men stared at me in surprise.
“You,” said the governor with a sneer, derision dripping from the word.
Behind the men, the solid steel door to the vault lay open. Inside was a trove of gold, cash, and no doubt other riches.
“Yes. Me,” I replied, fully aware I sounded like an arrogant son of a bitch.
Dante’s hand edged toward his jacket.
“Pistol on the floor, Moretti. Then kick it to me.”
With a muttered curse, he did as I asked.
“And I’ll be taking that hard drive.”
Dante shook his head. “You should’ve left town when you had the chance, Lewis.”
So, he knew who I was. “No thanks. I like Philly. Think I might stick around for a while.”
A muscle twitched in Dante’s eyelid. I made him nervous, and not just because I had a pistol aimed at him. What we’d inflicted at the club had him worried.
“How about a trade?” Dante asked. “You have something of mine I’d like returned. Brunette, five-eight. A little mouthy, but oh, what a mouth. I bet she could—”
I shot him in the shoulder. The silenced pistol barely made a sound above the ambient noise, but Dante wasn’t so quiet. He grunted like a wounded bear while clutching the injury. Sage had told me I shouldn’t kill Dante. She’d mentioned nothing about wounding him.
“Watch your fucking mouth.” I took a steadying breath and continued. “This is the situation. I can kill you both in the next ten seconds, which, trust me, will be my absolute pleasure, or one of you can unplug the hard drive and pass it to me and I’ll be on my way.”
Dante snarled. “You’re going to regret this. I’ll hunt you down and—”
I shot him in the other shoulder. He howled and stumbled into the back wall, slumping to his ass on the floor. I clicked my tongue, in no mood for his belligerent threats. “It amazes me you’ve climbed so high in this world when you’re clearly not a fast learner.”
Governor Drummond’s paleness suggested he was seconds from vomiting his canapés and whiskey. I sent him a sinister grin. “I also enjoy shooting perverted assholes. Hand me the hard drive or you’re next.”
While Dante sweated and groaned on the floor, the governor burst into action. Finally, someone who listened. With shaking hands, he passed me the hard drive.
When he returned to the corner, I shot him in the shoulder, too. He wailed and clutched the wound. “You shot me!” he screeched. “I did what you asked!”
“I know”—I shrugged one shoulder—“I just don’t like you.”
An alarm blared, urgent and loud. A monstrous crash came from behind.
I spun to find a heavy steel door had dropped from the ceiling and slammed to the floor. My eyes flicked to Dante and his shit-eating grin. The cell phone in his hand told me he’d just activated a panic alarm.
The vault room was sealed shut, and I was stuck inside.
Everything had gone to shit.
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Sage

No, no, no!
What was happening?
Adrenaline flooded my veins as I slammed my palms against the cold steel door. “Brandon!” I yelled before pounding harder.
If he replied, I couldn’t hear it over the incessant, earsplitting alarm. Dante must’ve activated a panic switch. There was no chance of a discreet escape now. Our only saving grace was that most of the guards were dealing with Shep’s diversion at the perimeter. It would buy us time, but not much.
My heart thundered so hard I thought it might explode. But I had to focus. Leaving without Brandon wasn’t an option.
I laid my pistol on the floor and raced to the nearest alcove, where a medieval broadsword rested on support hooks. It was a hefty blade, but I pulled it down along with a steel knight’s helmet. Wedging the tip of the sword under the door and the helmet beneath the flat of the blade, I put all my weight on the handle and tried to lever the door up. It didn’t budge.
“Come on. Come on!”
Muscles straining, I pushed against the pommel until my arms cramped. It was no use.
Wait! I had a cell phone and could call Brandon. As I went to unlock it, a message arrived. It contained only one word.
Run.
What? No way! I wouldn’t abandon him. Every cell in my body demanded I stay and help, not flee. I swallowed thickly against the dryness in my mouth.
Think, Sage. The relentless screeching of the alarm made it almost impossible.
When I came up with nothing, a cold sweat broke across my skin. We were screwed. When they found Brandon trapped inside, he’d try to fight his way out. He’d never make it out alive. They’d kill him.
It was happening. My worst fears were becoming a reality. I’d fallen for Brandon so damn hard, and now he was going to die because of me. Why had I dragged him into this? I should’ve realized how dangerous my plan for retribution would turn out to be. But Brandon had been so confident, and I’d believed him. Tears stung my eyes. I was powerless to save him. I should’ve agreed to his original plan. Just let Brandon kill Dante and—
A heavy body shoved into me from behind, and a huge arm clamped around my neck.
“Hello, little assassin.” The Russian accent turned my blood to ice. “You really shouldn’t be here.”
I bucked and clawed at Maxim’s solid arm, desperate to break free. He tightened his hold until I struggled to draw breath. “Stop fighting me, or I will snap your pretty neck like a twig.”
Resisting the instinct to tear his forearm from my throat, I surrendered, deciding I needed to collect my wits if I had any hope of getting away from the Russian.
He relaxed his grip, and I sucked in deep breaths.
“Where is your friend?” he asked calmly, as if there weren’t an alarm shrieking through the residence.
I panted while inching one hand past my hip toward the blade strapped to my thigh. “What friend?”
Maxim’s lips moved to my ear. His hot breath made my skin crawl. “It does not matter. He will be your dead friend soon.”
My fingers caressed cool metal as they curled around the slender handle of the dagger. “Not if I kill you first.”
I swung fast and stabbed the blade into his robust thigh. The Russian growled but didn’t release me. He barely flinched. What kind of abomination was he?
I yanked the knife free and slashed it across the forearm constricting my throat. With a grunt, Maxim loosened his hold. I spun to face the behemoth. The clown mask was gone. His face wasn’t much better to look at. Crimson stained his white shirt. The shredded sleeve revealed the tattoo that had haunted my dreams for three years. Except now, the attacking eagle dripped blood onto the floor.
A horrifying grin twisted the Russian’s features as if the injuries were mere scratches. “I like a woman with fight in her. It excites me. I like to play rough, too.”
Maxim had a pistol. He could’ve shot me already. Yet the look in his eye told me he’d enjoy murdering me with his bare hands. That he wanted to feel the life drain from my body.
Not today, you sick bastard.
I kicked off my heels to prepare for the battle ahead.
The Russian lumbered toward me, favoring his injured leg. I dodged him and lunged for a vase in the nearest alcove. I pitched it at his head. He raised his uninjured arm and took the hit as easily as deflecting a dodgeball, except the ceramic vase shattered into a thousand pieces.
Still, Maxim came at me. I couldn’t let him get close. I threw my dagger, and it embedded in his shoulder. With a snarl, he ripped it out and tossed it to the floor.
Shit…
I retreated several steps. The whites of Maxim’s eyes appeared right before he charged me again.
I scrambled to the other side of the gallery and reached for the scimitar. Come on! I tried to tear it free, but it was secured to the wall.
I turned to find Maxim almost upon me. He swung his meaty fist at my head. I ducked and returned with a rapid hook and cross as my training kicked in. Blood leaked from the Russian’s nose, but my punches didn’t slow his advance.
I shifted back, but he kept coming, a solid wall of muscle bearing down on me.
I couldn’t continue retreating. I had to attack.
I stepped in and landed a strong kick to Maxim’s thigh, right where the dagger had been. His leg buckled. While he was off balance, I drove him back with a push kick to the chest and followed it up with a series of rapid punches to his face and body, moves I’d performed a thousand times while sparring, just never in anger. With adrenaline coursing through my veins, I put all my strength into the blows.
The Russian leaked a trail of blood across the white marble tiles yet somehow remained on his feet. What would it take to bring him down? I gasped for air as if I’d run a marathon. So did he.
“Enough of these games.” Maxim spat blood onto the floor and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The flash of his tattoo renewed my determination for revenge.
He lunged for me fast.
I dodged but lost my footing when I slipped on blood. My knees crashed to the tiles, and my hands smeared through thick crimson as I braced myself.
And then Maxim was on me, hauling me up as if I weighed nothing before he shoved my back against the wall. The Russian beast towered over me, both hands around my neck, pinning me in place. It felt like a vise around my throat. My lungs seized from the lack of oxygen. Maxim bared his red-stained teeth. Gone was his stoicism. Now he was an antagonized, raging bull making its final charge.
He punched me in the stomach—hard. It knocked the wind out of me, and I’d have collapsed to the floor if he weren’t holding me up. I coughed and managed to suck in one precious, ragged breath. But Maxim wasted no time in drawing his arm back for another blow, this one aimed straight for my head. I dug my nails deep into the bloody gash on his forearm. Maxim bellowed, and his hold on me loosened. He lined me up for another punch. My strength was flagging, but with a grunt I twisted from his grip and rolled to the side. The Russian’s broad fist pounded through the drywall where my face had been a moment ago.
He roared his frustration. The inhuman sound rattled me to my bones.
From the nearest alcove, I lunged for a foot-long Celtic dagger and tore it from its mounting bracket.
Maxim’s eyes narrowed on my weapon as he struggled to pull his arm from the wall. With a feral growl, he ripped it free, staggering back as he steadied himself.
“Enough!” he yelled and reached for the pistol tucked into the back of his pants.
He raised the firearm. I stepped in with a roundhouse kick, knocking it from his grip. As I landed, I spun and jammed the blade into the side of Maxim’s throat.
Utter disbelief crowded his expression. Wet gurgling sounds accompanied the thick pulsing of blood as it squirted and streamed down his neck.
I rocked back, ready to collapse and chest heaving. Not yet. Not while he still stood. Part of me expected the Russian giant to keep coming at me, but that wound had to be fatal.
“Three years ago, you killed Kieran O’Malley in a drive-by shooting.” I spoke through gritted teeth. “This is for him. This is my payback.” Then I lunged forward and thrust the dagger in farther until the point of the blade emerged on the other side of Maxim’s throat.
The Russian’s eyes widened in shock before they rolled back in their sockets. Then his heavy, limp body crashed against me.
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Brandon

I didn’t have time to reprogram Dante’s security system and disengage the panic setting. Even if I held a gun to his head, Dante didn’t have the ability to override an emergency shut-in procedure.
With the alarm blaring, the mercenaries from the perimeter would return soon. I had to find a way back to Sage. With her insecurities, she’d be freaking out. If the guards found her while I was stuck in here, I’d never forgive myself for letting her down.
“Get inside the vault. Now!” I yelled.
Governor Drummond, the spineless oxygen thief, didn’t hesitate to do as he was told. Slumped against the wall, Dante smirked as though he had the upper hand. He might’ve complicated things, but I wasn’t giving up yet.
When he didn’t move, I grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled him up, digging both thumbs into his bullet wounds. He cried out, and more blood seeped from the injuries. Not in the mood for his bullshit, I shoved him toward the vault opening and felt an amused satisfaction when his foot caught on the doorway and he stumbled through it.
Had Sage received my text telling her to run? I sure as hell hoped so because there was only one way out of this concrete-lined room, and I needed her as far away as possible.
I pulled a pack of C-4 and a fuse from my pocket. This wasn’t what I’d intended to use the plastic explosive for, but I was shit out of options. The steel door was too thick to blast through, so I stuck the explosive to the concrete surrounding it. I tucked the hard drive in my pocket and unwound the fuse, giving me enough length to take cover inside the steel walls of the vault.
The governor sat pale faced against a shelf filled with slabs of cash. Dante sat slumped against the opposite wall. The soon-to-be ex–Mob boss sent me a pissy look and tried to stand but fell back on his ass.
I triggered the fuse and blocked my ears.
Boom!
The shock wave blasted through me. Chunks of debris whipped my skin. The foundations of the mansion rattled from the massive explosion.
The lights flickered, then went out. Someone inside the vault wept. Pretty sure it was the governor.
I used my cell phone to illuminate the space, then wasted no time climbing through the door and locking it behind me. I hoped those two enjoyed the next twenty-four hours with nothing but each other’s company and figuring out where to shit and piss in the dark.
The metal door lay flat on the floor, leaving a gaping hole in the wall where it had been. Dust filled the gallery. Using my sleeve, I covered my mouth with one arm and held my cell phone’s flashlight with the other.
“Sage!” I called out. No answer. I hoped that meant she’d cleared out before the explosion.
I stepped over debris until I came across a man’s body blocking my path. It was covered with dust and large chunks of rubble.
Wait. Was that…?
Maxim.
My stomach lurched. He must’ve been on his way to help Dante, but what if he’d crossed paths with—
My flashlight caught on something sparkling. Through the cloud of dust, a delicate hand became clear, as did the pear-shaped diamond ring attached to it.
“Sage!” I yelled again, but her hand didn’t move. She was stuck beneath the Russian.
I tore huge lumps of concrete from Maxim’s back, tossing them aside, then dragged his lifeless body off Sage.
Blood. She was covered in it.
Please be alive. I’ve only just found you.
I dropped to my knees beside her and put my ear to her mouth. Warm breaths met my cheek, and relief flooded me.
I ran my hands over her dust-covered face. Her lips were pale, and her skin felt cool. I hauled her into my lap and shook her. “Come on, Sage, baby. Wake up!” I pleaded.
“Why are you yelling at me?” she croaked, then coughed.
I clutched her beautiful face in my hands. “Because you’re a disobedient brat who should’ve run when I told her to.”
“Got a little distracted.” She tried to sit up and winced in pain. “Head hurts.”
Probably a concussion. My hands traveled over the bloody patches on her dress, looking for injuries. “Where else are you hurt? There’s blood all over you.”
Sage licked her dusty lips. “Not mine.” Her hand shook as she pointed at Maxim. “His.”
Holy shit. How hadn’t I noticed the long dagger going right through his meaty neck? Or the other stab wounds and his beat-up face.
Sage tried to rise. Instead, I picked her up and carried her out of the dark gallery. I used the flashlight on my phone to illuminate our path through the debris.
“I’m all right,” she said. “I can walk.”
I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You’ve got no shoes. Let me get you out of here safely first.” I didn’t explain that a minute ago, I’d thought she was dead, and holding her in my arms gave me the reassurance I needed to get us out of here without murdering everyone on our way.
“Are you hurt?” Sage asked.
Of course she’d survive attempted murder and a bomb blast and still be concerned about me. I shook my head. “Not a single bullet hole.”
Her open relief made my chest tighten. “I was so worried about you,” she said.
“I’m hard to kill, baby. You know that.”
Lights flickered on, then stabilized as the emergency power kicked in. We were almost to the ballroom when guards ran toward us in the hallway. They took in Sage’s blood-covered state with concern. “The others!” I yelled in a frantic tone. “They’re trapped. Help them!” Right now, we were just two party guests evacuating a disaster zone. They rushed past us without questioning our story, but I doubted they’d believe Maxim had accidentally impaled his neck on a foot-long dagger, so we had to hustle.
In the Great Hall, terror-filled screams surrounded us as people scrambled for the exit. Following the panicked flow, we burst into the cool night air. We made a beeline for the trees.
Sage wriggled in my arms. “Put me down. I’m fine. You need your hands free in case we run into someone out here.”
With a frown, I did as she asked. Sage was right. I didn’t expect we’d come across anyone on our way to the rendezvous point, but I needed to be prepared. Plus, the lawn was soft underfoot, so Sage wouldn’t hurt her feet on the way. Assisted by a moonless sky, we hurried toward the perimeter wall using trees for cover.
“Where’s Dante?” Sage asked.
“I locked him and the governor inside the vault.”
“Nice.” She chuckled. “And the hard drive?”
I tapped the pocket of my suit jacket. “Got it.”
The silent mile-long walk seemed to take forever. Every rustling noise had Sage on high alert, but it was only squirrels and a roosting owl.
At the perimeter wall, we found Shep’s rope ladder. Sage scaled it first, and I heard Shep assist her on the other side.
“Jesus. Are you all right? What happened to you?” he asked.
“Went one-on-one with a sadistic ogre,” Sage replied. “And that’s not my blood.”
I joined them over the wall a moment later and collected the ladder. “Can’t say I’m sad Maxim is dead. Wish you’d have let me have a little fun with him first, though. Must you always take on the biggest guy in the room?”
Shep’s eyes bugged out. “You killed the Russian? Damn, girl.”
I snorted. “He looked like a worn-out voodoo doll once she’d finished with him.” I flashed Sage a proud smile. Later, I’d worry about what she must’ve gone through to finish Maxim. I had to remain focused until we were in the clear.
We got in the sedan and drove a mile through the woods along gravel tracks. Satisfied we’d put enough distance between us and the compound, we parked the car under the cover of trees.
Shep popped the trunk, and I pulled out two cases. My laptop and a drone. I plugged the hard drive into my computer and copied the files. While the transfer happened, I set up the drone.
Sirens approached.
“The compound is still locked down.” Shep tapped a tablet. “First responders are at the gate. SWAT team’s ETA is two minutes. No one gets in or out until we give back control of the gate or the SWAT guys blow it up.”
I nodded. “Good. Monitor the situation.”
“Copy that.”
I checked the status of the data transfer. “This is done. Files aren’t corrupt. Plenty of images and videos.” To double-check, I clicked through a few.
Sage peered over my shoulder. “Holy shit. Is that Senator Perry doing a line of blow off a woman’s bare ass?”
“Yep. And it’s his stepdaughter.” I pointed at the naked woman whose ass Senator Perry was now motorboating.
“That’s fucked up,” said Shep.
“Gross. I’ve seen enough.” Sage took a step back while I clicked through more files to confirm we had dirt on each of the key players. They were all there, including a grainy video of the chief of police murdering someone in an interrogation room twenty years ago, and Judge Hoolihan and Governor Drummond sharing a girl of questionable age. I’d known I should’ve shot that slimy asshole more than once when I had the chance. My eyeballs needed a thorough rinsing when we got back to the hotel.
At a glance, it also looked like the Mafia’s real books were in an encrypted folder. I’d crack them later, then send them to Agent Williams.
I transferred our own intelligence data to the hard drive. In the last week, I’d collected thousands of files. Bank account records, security-camera footage, text messages, emails, and voice recordings. We had dirt on every Mob supporter who’d attended tonight’s party.
I used a white marker to write a note on the black casing of the hard drive. Evidence for Special Agent Maya Williams. P.S., Don’t let any guests leave.
The bomb blast had always been part of our exit strategy, but I’d used it earlier than planned. Either way, the incident would be deemed a possible terrorist event and draw the attention of the FBI. In particular, ex–organized crime Fed, Agent Williams.
“SWAT teams and Feds have arrived,” said Shep.
Perfect timing. After disconnecting the device from my laptop, I strung it to a hook on the underside of the drone. The four propellers whirred to life, and the hard drive rose into the sky, dangling beneath the drone. It took off into the night, sounding like a swarm of bees.
Using the drone’s infrared camera, I flew it to the front gate, where dozens of first responders had assembled. The fire crew was gathering tools to cut through the steel gate. Cops had rounded up Dante’s security guards, probably blaming them for not allowing them to enter. Dozens more men in tactical gear and carrying assault rifles streamed from the rear of SWAT trucks.
With all the commotion, no one heard the drone approach.
Sage watched the video image over my shoulder. “That’s Agent Williams.” She pointed to a woman charging out of a black sedan to assemble her team. I directed the drone toward her.
The FBI agent paused, scanned her surroundings, then glanced up to where it hovered thirty feet above. She must’ve assumed it was one of their own, because she didn’t appear cautious until the drone pulled up ten feet from her. She noticed the cable and hard drive attached. Her slight flinch made me suspect she’d read the note.
Quick words were exchanged, and several agents aimed weapons at the drone. Agent Williams called for calm with a raised palm, and her colleagues stood down.
Once the hard drive was safely in Agent Williams’s hands, I activated the drone’s hook and released the cable.
We couldn’t stick around to see what she did with our information. I flew the drone high into the sky and out of sight. It was too fast for the Feds to follow. With the cover of darkness, they wouldn’t even know which direction it went.
Two minutes later, the drone returned to our position. I loaded it into the trunk of the sedan, and we left.
Shep drove down a tree-lined dirt path, lights off. Our escape route had been carefully planned. The foliage was so thick and overgrown it was like passing through a tunnel. Twigs and branches scraped along the paintwork of the town car.
I opened my laptop. Sage sat silent beside me while I focused on plotting an incident-free journey home.
“Air support?” asked Shep.
I clicked on a tab that showed aircraft flight paths. “Police helo is five minutes out.”
“And on the ground?” Shep’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror.
I switched to a map of greater Philly that displayed the location of police vehicles. There was a cluster of red dots at the gate to Dante’s property. More approached, but they wouldn’t see us leaving from the opposite side of the compound.
“When you hit paved road, make a left. We’ll take the scenic route home, but it’ll be clear.”
“Copy that.”
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Brandon

By the time we blended in with city traffic, I felt comfortable we were out of immediate danger.
Shep drove in silence, his ever-vigilant eyes scanning our surrounds and the rearview mirror.
Sage leaned against my shoulder with her eyes closed. Her slow breaths told me she’d fallen asleep five minutes ago. I kissed the top of her head, and she didn’t stir.
Holding her against me was a balm to my frayed nerves. I’d never experienced such debilitating fear as when I’d found her buried beneath chunks of concrete and the Russian monster. Luckily, his massive body had protected Sage from the brunt of the blast. Not sure she’d thank him for it even if she could.
For a moment, I understood what Sage had gone through three years ago. I’d thought my decision to use explosives had killed her. The gut-wrenching agony had been worse than any bullet wound. Even though Kieran’s death had never been her fault, Sage still carried that pain. I wished I could take it for her. It didn’t work that way, but I could ease her suffering by doing my best to make her happy. And on her bad days, I’d be her rock. I’d hold her close and remind her she was never to blame, and that those responsible were dead or behind bars.
Since I had time to kill on the way back to the hotel, I turned my attention to the protected data on the hard drive. The encryption was sophisticated, but not beyond my abilities, so it didn’t take long to decode it and gain access. It contained money transfers, shipping routes, quantities of drugs sold, and sales forecasts. It even had a black book full of key contacts listing everyone from industrial cleanup crews to a well-known Bolivian drug lord. I couldn’t wait to show Sage what I’d found, but I didn’t have the heart to wake her.
I opened another spreadsheet. There were only two columns of information. The first was labeled Tracker and contained what looked like twelve-digit serial numbers. The second read Owner and was a list of initials. That one word, owner, forced an uncomfortable sensation to crawl across my skin.
Each serial number was highlighted with a hyperlink. I swallowed and clicked on one. A map opened on my screen showing Sinaloa, Mexico, and an ominous red dot in the middle of the jungle. I zoomed in on the satellite image of a large property with a home so sprawling it rivaled Dante’s.
I scrolled down the two hundred thirty-three rows. “Fuck,” I said, and Shep’s eyes met mine in the mirror.
“We good?” he asked.
“No trouble here, but I think I’ve found something important.” I clicked on more hyperlinks. Some didn’t work. I shuddered to think what that meant. A tracker malfunction was unlikely unless it had been destroyed. How many of the stolen women were still alive?
Each of the functioning trackers showed red dots on maps from all around the world. Moscow, Lagos, Warsaw, Dubai, Sao Paulo.
Cannes.
So close to San Tropez.
Every muscle in my body tensed. Luckily, it didn’t wake Sage.
I closed the laptop. “I’m putting a team together,” I said to Shep. “International work. Since you’re out of a job, would you be interested?” I could use the hitman’s skills. Or any of the Team Zulu guys’.
“I have unfinished business locally. After that, maybe?”
“What about Kane? I haven’t heard from him in over a year.” An elite sniper was always an asset. The ex–Navy SEAL was still kicking around San Diego, fixing up his motor yacht.
Shep shook his head. “He’s busy doing a job for me. Can’t say how long for.”
“Vaughn?”
“Decker? Last I heard he was drinking and screwing his way through Mexico.”
“Then it’s about time he dried his dick off and sobered up.”
I pulled out my cell phone to make the call. The sooner we started, the better. Nothing would bring Janie back, but if we could save other women from the same fate and get them home to their loved ones, it’d be worth it.
Having Vaughn Decker, the ex–Team Zulu pilot, on board would be useful as long as he got his shit together. He picked up on the fifth ring. “What?” he snapped.
“That’s no way to talk to the man who saved your ass countless times.”
“If I recall correctly, I saved yours just as often.”
“Touché.”
“I’m a little busy here, Landers,” Decker said above the distinct high-pitched whir of aircraft propellers winding up. “What do you want?”
“I’ve missed your sunny disposition, Vaughn. I’ve got a job for you. Pays well.” With Dante’s money. “You feel like being a hero and taking down some perverted creeps?”
Gunfire sounded, and a bullet ricocheted off metal. “That’s the sort of shit I was born for. I’m in,” Decker said, not at all flustered that he was being fired upon. “Starting to feel like I’m not wanted around here, anyway.”
“I need you in Philly tomorrow.”
The engines grew louder. “Might need a fuel stop after I cross the border, but I can be there by sunup.”
“Good. And Decker?”
“Yeah?”
“If you’ve stolen an aircraft, don’t expect me to cover your tracks.”
“Haven’t stolen it. I won it fair and square playing poker. Not my problem Los Zetas are a bunch of sore losers.” More gunfire pinged off metal as the plane took off.
I sighed. “Fine. Head to the Saint Maurice when you get here. I need you fresh, so get some sleep once you’re checked in. We’ve got plans to discuss.”
“Copy that.” Decker hung up, and I only hoped he wasn’t losing fuel over the Gulf of Mexico. Even if he was, I didn’t need to worry. Vaughn Decker was a capable bastard who managed to find his way out of any situation. He was just the guy I needed to help get a team together and bring down this trafficking ring. As testy as Shep but with mildly better people skills, Decker was cool under pressure and shrewd beyond his twenty-eight years, even if he was a little screwed up from combat.
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Sage

I rolled over and stretched my limbs, opening one eye to glimpse daylight streaming through a small gap in the curtains.
The groan that escaped me could’ve come from a geriatric grizzly bear. Everything hurt. Muscle aches, mostly, and a pain in my stomach where Maxim had aimed his meaty fist. I didn’t want to look at the bruise, but I’d taken enough hits during training to know this one would be ugly. Luckily, he’d missed my ribs, and the Tylenol Brandon had forced me to take before falling into bed last night probably helped.
“Hey,” Brandon said as he turned from his computer to face me. “You’re finally awake.”
“What time is it?” I cleared my throat when my voice came out raspy. It was still dry from inhaling the explosion dust.
“Almost midday.” He smiled and came to sit on the edge of the bed. “I knew you were exhausted when the smell of coffee and bacon didn’t rouse you.”
“I missed breakfast?”
Brandon smirked at my whiny tone. “I’ll order you something else.” He took my hand and laced his fingers through mine.
“Have you even slept?” I asked. He’d been at his laptop when I’d gone to bed last night. Perhaps he hadn’t moved.
“Got a couple of hours. It’s all I need.” Concern pinched his brow. “How are you feeling?” He looked at me as if I were the most precious thing in the world to him. It melted my heart.
I loved how this man cared for me. Sure, he was protective, but he also knew how important it was for me to be there last night. He had faith in my abilities, and even though it went against his nature to put me in harm’s way, he hadn’t shut me out of the opportunity to get the payback I’d needed. And I couldn’t have done it without him. The day this generous, intelligent, insanely skilled man crashed into my life that day outside my apartment was a moment of serendipity I’d never take for granted. I was the luckiest girl in the world.
I shifted to sitting and rested my back against the headboard. “I’m okay. I think I’ll feel better once I’m up and moving.”
“And how do you feel about everything else?” He reached for my hand and held it between his own.
“Honestly? I’m not sure. There’s so much going on inside my head right now.” There was a lot for me to process, especially what had happened with Maxim. It would take time, but I was confident I could work through it with Brandon if I needed someone to talk to.
Despite things at the ball going sideways, we’d gotten out alive. Maxim was dead. My body would heal. Killing the Russian hadn’t been the outcome we’d aimed for. I’d wanted him to stand trial for his many crimes, then rot in prison for the rest of his days, but I’d be lying if I said his death wasn’t satisfying.
I wasn’t sure what it said about me that I could plunge a knife through a man’s neck and watch the life drain from his icy stare without feeling a shred of remorse. If anything, Maxim had been responsible for shaping the person I was today. Guessed that had backfired on him.
My cheeks puffed as I released a deep breath and finger combed my hair. “I have so many questions.”
I shimmied over so Brandon could sit beside me. I leaned into him, soaking up his warmth and inhaling a lungful of sandalwood soap and clean linen. In the space of a few short weeks, he’d become my emotional support blanket. Having Brandon near soothed my soul and gave me strength I’d never known I had.
He curled a stray lock behind my ear, then brushed his knuckles along my cheek. “Vaughn won’t be here for a couple of hours, so we have time.”
When we’d arrived at the hotel last night, Brandon had put me straight in the shower, taking care to wash every trace of dust and blood from my body. I’d been so exhausted I hadn’t even made a fuss.
I hardly remembered him tucking me into bed, but I recalled him explaining how he’d found crucial intel that confirmed the Wolf Street Mafia’s involvement in human trafficking. He’d said it could lead him to rescue other women who’d been taken. The sliver of hope in his eyes had brought tears to mine. He truly was one of the good guys.
“First, tell me how you are. About Janie, I mean.” I gave his hand a squeeze. Brandon would need to do further investigation to find who’d held Janie captive. He figured her tracker was one that no longer emitted a signal, and it would take time to decipher historical GPS data. But he was confident it could be done. I saw in his eyes how much he wanted to dive into that data, but it was more important to prioritize the women still alive. We’d focus all immediate efforts on returning them home safely as fast as possible.
He gave me a tight-lipped frown. “I’m okay. It’s brought back a lot of bad memories. Even though it’ll take time to find out what happened to her, this feels like a big step in the right direction. And when I hunt them down, I’ll get my payback, too.” Cool blue eyes met mine. “And it won’t end with them in a prison cell.”
I swallowed and nodded. “It’s what they deserve.” I’d never deny Brandon the retribution he needed. Not after what had happened to Janie and so many others. It felt…uncomfortable condoning killing, but anyone who stole people for sexual slavery was so far beyond wrong there’d be no rehabilitating them. Besides, I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to hold back from ending those vile excuses for humans. Thinking about what those women might be going through this very moment sickened me.
“I appreciate your concern,” Brandon said. “But truly, I’m okay. Fire away with your questions.”
“All right, then. Fill me in on what’s happening at Dante’s compound.”
Brandon smirked, reached for the remote on the nightstand, and turned on the TV. He switched between several news channels. All of them showed similar footage. Pissy-faced ball guests handcuffed and being led out of the mansion. The FBI had made so many arrests they’d needed to load them into correctional facility buses. One suspicious death was reported, although they didn’t mention Maxim’s name.
Paramedics wheeled a man on a gurney to a nearby ambulance. Dante’s photo appeared in the corner of the screen.
Before the reporter could explain the situation, I asked, “Is that—”
“Yep. They got Dante and the governor out of the vault a couple of hours ago.”
An oxygen mask sat over Dante’s mouth while his face crumpled in agony. One wrist was handcuffed to the stretcher, which seemed a little excessive since I didn’t think he could crawl, let alone run. Agent Williams climbed into the back of the ambulance after the paramedics loaded Dante inside.
“What happened to him?” I asked. “Did he get hurt in the blast?”
“No. He sustained a flesh wound or two.” Brandon brushed lint from his shoulder. “Possibly caused by bullets fired from my pistol.”
I turned to face him, brows raised. “You shot him?”
“Only twice.” Brandon lifted one shoulder. “He said something rude about you, and it bothered me.”
“Glad to know chivalry isn’t dead.” I shouldn’t laugh, but since it was Dante, I didn’t feel bad about it. “How is he still alive?”
“I know where to shoot someone so it will be incredibly painful, yet won’t kill them fast. He’ll still get his trial and life in prison.”
I couldn’t even be mad at him for losing his cool with Dante and potentially spoiling that part of our plan. “So”—I nudged his shoulder—“we did it?”
A slow smile spread across his lips. “We did.”
I shook my head. “I can hardly believe it.” This moment felt surreal. Of course, the trials would take time, but the evidence was irrefutable, so the cases would be open and shut. There’d be no weaseling out of charges because of corrupt law enforcement, no lab screwups, no questionable decisions from judges. The eyes of the entire country were on this. Philly’s dirty laundry was out there for everyone to see, and any mismanagement by the Justice Department would be scrutinized. Although, with Agent Williams coordinating the investigation, we didn’t need to worry about that.
We’d achieved something monumental, but there was still so much work ahead. Redistributing Dante’s wealth to his victims and tracking down those involved in the human trafficking ring could keep us busy for years.
“What now?” I asked. “Vaughn will be here soon, right? How quickly can we move on the traffickers?” My body was telling me I needed to sleep for a week, but each day sitting on our hands meant a day those women had to endure living as slaves.
“We’ll move as fast as we can. I’ve contacted a few guys from my old team. I’ll gather intel on each of the targets, then we’ll take them down one by one and hopefully bring the women home to their families. That’s oversimplifying what’s involved. There’ll be a lot of planning and coordination. That’s why I’ve brought Vaughn in. He’s a skilled pilot, but he’s also a master military strategist. He’ll know the best way to get the women out safely and bring down the assholes responsible.”
“I want to help.”
He nodded once. “I appreciate it, and I want you on board, but you should finish your degree first. Vaughn and I can handle the early phase.”
I snorted. “After what we’ve been through and everything that lies ahead, my degree seems a little inconsequential.”
“Sage, an achievement like that could never be inconsequential. I’ll support whatever decision you make, but you’ve worked hard to get where you are, and I think you should see it through. You’ve only got six months left. If you still want to work with me when you’re finished, I’ll be waiting.”
He was right. If I blew off finishing my criminology degree when I was so close, I knew I’d regret it in the years to come. As much as I wanted to go with them and help recover the women, I wasn’t a soldier. Despite my skills and desire to help, I lacked the military training Brandon and his former teammates had. I’d be a liability to them. It was better for me to let the professionals handle it.
I looped my arm through his and leaned my head against his shoulder. “I’m going to miss you.”
Brandon laughed. “Are you going somewhere?”
“What? No. It’s just…to rescue the women, you’ll be overseas a lot. And I guess I’ve gotten used to having you around.” It was selfish to want him all to myself when he had a far more important job to do. But this thing between us was so new and precious. The thought of Brandon leaving for months on end before we’d had a chance to explore it further made my heart ache. I guessed I still needed to work on my abandonment issues.
The moment that steel door had slammed down, trapping Brandon and separating us, my worst fears had resurfaced. All my training, everything I’d learned—I couldn’t use any of it to help him. The enemy’d had the upper hand and Brandon at their mercy. Feeling helpless in that situation, much the same as I had three years ago, had almost crushed me. So, being with him here, safe but with the knowledge I’d soon have to let him leave to be a hero, was bittersweet.
“You really like me, don’t you?”
I rolled my eyes. “I think we’ve established that.”
“No. I mean, you really, really like me.” He twisted, bringing us face-to-face. “Maybe more than that. I think you might even be in l—”
I covered his mouth with my palm, even as my face caught fire. “If you keep talking, I’ll kick you out of bed so fast you’ll get whiplash.” The crazy thing was, I was falling for him. Who was I fooling? I’d already stumbled right over that cliff. And I was…I was okay with that. Being in over my head with Brandon didn’t seem so scary anymore. There would still be moments when I’d worry about something bad happening to him, but I wouldn’t let it ruin what we were building.
Brandon peeled my hand from his lips. “Sweetness, I’m not going anywhere.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t think I could put your ass on the floor?”
“Maybe.” There was a devious glint in his eyes as he let them roam down my body and rubbed the dark stubble on his jaw. “It’d definitely be fun trying, but that’s not what I was referring to. I mean I’m not leaving Philly.”
“What? How?”
“Vaughn will lead the on-site missions. I’ll run intel from the apartment, where I have my tech gear and reliable internet. I can support the team better from here.”
“So you’re staying?” My heart beat in double time.
“I am.”
Both relief and excitement surged within me.
There was no point in trying to hide the enormous smile that lit my face. I launched myself at Brandon, throwing my arms around his neck while straddling him.
“Whoa.” He caught me and wrapped me in his warm embrace. “Breathing is important, but I’m willing to sacrifice it for this,” he said in a strained voice. I loosened my hold, but only a little. “So, you’re happy?” he asked.
“I am.” I nuzzled the spot below his ear and breathed him in. “So happy.” I pulled back and rested my forehead against his.
“Just remember that the next time I piss you off and you want to throttle me.”
I scrunched my nose. “That’s going to happen a lot, isn’t it?”
“Undoubtedly. I promise to always make up for it, though.” From his smirk, I gathered he wasn’t talking about flowers and groveling.
“Are you happy?” I asked.
“I am.” He gave me a squeeze. “It’s been a wild ride from the moment I met you, but I wouldn’t change a thing. Well, except the part where you had to fight a Russian ogre to the death. But the highlight reel from this room is spectacular. Although I think there’s a section of carpet near the window we haven’t made love on yet. We should get to it before we leave.”
“I’m sure we can manage that.” I wiggled in Brandon’s lap, feeling him harden against me. “And we can work our way through the apartments when we get home.”
Brandon’s hands gripped my hips. “God, I love the way your brain works.” He pressed a firm kiss to my lips.
I laughed. “We should probably warn Lettie it’s still not safe to come home.”
“Good thinking. Speaking of your scary BFF, she called first thing this morning. I messaged and let her know you’re safe.”
“Thank you.” Lettie must’ve freaked out when she woke and saw the news. My shrewd friend would suspect we were involved in last night’s takedown.
I chewed on my lip. “Do you think we can stay here one more night? I’m not ready to leave our bubble.” We’d have to face reality soon enough, but I didn’t want to share Brandon yet.
“We can stay as long as you want.” He tucked my hair behind one ear, and his hand lingered at the nape of my neck. “There’s not a thing in this world I’d deny you.”
I smiled and pressed my palms to his jaw. “Good. Then kiss me until I’m breathless.”
And he did.
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Epilogue - Sage
6 months later

After shaking the dean’s hand and accepting my degree, I waved to where my two favorite people in the world sat in the stands.
My chest squeezed when a familiar tall, dark-haired form stood and clapped. Brandon’s smile was so huge I could see the white of his teeth all the way from the stage. Beside him, pint-sized Lettie pumped her fist in the air before putting her fingers to her lips and unleashing a loud whistle.
I walked down the stairs, heart pounding and grinning so wide my cheeks hurt.
After the last name had been called and all the caps tossed in the air, Brandon was the first to greet me on the manicured lawn outside the grand archways of the Palestra arena. He lifted me clear off the ground and spun.
“I’m so damn proud of you. Congratulations.” His lips were on mine before my feet touched the ground again. “Have I told you lately how much I love you and how incredible you are?”
My heart swelled at his words. “It might’ve been a few hours.” I smiled and pulled him in for another kiss. “I love you, too.”
Beside us, Lettie slapped Brandon’s bicep. “Muscles, you need to learn to share. Hand her over.”
Reluctantly, Brandon released me.
“Bring it in, sister.” Lettie smiled and threw her arms around me in a bone-crushing embrace. “It’s official. You’re my idol, and I want to be you when I grow up.”
I laughed because Lettie was achieving her own goals. Since graduating last week with her dual math and business degree, she’d landed a job with one of New York’s top financial institutions. I had no doubt she’d climb the corporate ladder and make a name for herself as a mover and shaker. I was going to miss the heck out of her, but we’d promised to visit each other as often as we could.
As Lettie stepped back, someone nearby cleared their throat.
Oh.
Oh, shit.
“Special Agent Williams,” I said as the FBI agent approached. “Hi.”
Wearing a dark-gray pantsuit, she held a gift-wrapped box in her hands and took a step toward me. “Ms. Allen. Congratulations. It’s good to see you.”
“You, too.” I glanced around, hoping she was here for someone else and this meeting was a coincidence. “Were you here for the ceremony?”
“Actually, I’m here to see you.”
My mouth dried at the implication of her words. Six months had passed since the masquerade without so much as a sniff from the Feds. Brandon had monitored the investigation and intervened when required. We’d thought we were in the clear.
Brandon’s body heat warmed my side as he stood near and rested a reassuring arm around my waist.
A nervous smile formed on my lips. “Agent Williams, this is my boyfriend, Brandon.”
She nodded, her expression unreadable. “Mr. Lewis.”
Mr. Lewis? Double shit.
A flicker of surprise crossed Brandon’s features before he replaced it with a wry grin. “Pleasure to meet you. Congratulations on your promotion.” The one we were responsible for. Did Agent Williams suspect it, too?
After Dante’s arrest, she’d returned to organized crime and been put in charge of leading a new task force. In the last six months, Agent Williams had expanded upon our work by arresting many more.
The simultaneous takedown of over three hundred criminals the night of the masquerade had been one of the FBI’s biggest victories in the war against organized crime in recorded history. Precisely how they’d managed that feat had never been broadcast, but Agent Williams had made sure all those arrested had been prosecuted. And due to the irrefutable evidence we’d collected, the court cases were fast-tracked without offering reduced sentences.
The last ship to sink had been Dante Moretti. After a week in the hospital, he was transferred to a maximum security prison where he’d spend the rest of his life. The Wolf Street Mafia was officially extinct.
Agent Williams gave a knowing smile and handed me the box. “I brought you a graduation gift.”
I untied the ribbon and loosened the lid. “That’s very kind of you, but you didn’t need to—” I looked inside.
Shoes. More specifically, my shoes. The expensive satin Manolo Blahniks I’d discarded in the west wing of Dante’s mansion and left behind in our haste to escape.
Triple shit.
My mouth gaped like a goldfish’s, and my gaze shifted from the heels to Agent Williams.
“It seems Cinderella left both her slippers at the ball,” she said. “And I have to say, this Prince Charming gig isn’t what it’s cracked up to be, because I’ve been looking everywhere for the owner of those shoes. They were left just down the hall from where Maxim Orlov’s body was found looking like he’d gone toe-to-toe with Chuck Norris. Only problem is, the heels don’t belong to anyone we interviewed on the scene.” She shrugged her shoulders. “So, I guess it’s a mystery that will never be solved. Anyway, I thought they might fit you.” She arched a dark brow. “Seemed a shame to leave beautiful shoes like that in the evidence locker.”
“They’re…they’re very pretty.” My eyes shot to Brandon, who was making a poor effort at concealing his smirk. “Thank you, Agent Williams.”
“Please, call me Maya. And there’s another reason for my visit today. I’d like to offer you a job.”
What?
I blinked fast. “A job?”
“The FBI will be testing potential new recruits soon. I’d be happy to put forward a strong recommendation for you. If you’re interested, that is?”
“Wow. That’s very generous of you.” A job with the FBI? That would be incredible. And if she’d asked me six months ago, I’d have said yes right away. But things were different now. “I appreciate the offer. But I’m sorry. I can’t accept.”
Brandon squeezed my side. “Sage, this could be an amazing opportunity. Maybe you should take some time to think about it?”
“No, I don’t need time.” I stared up into his aquamarine eyes. “I know what I want to do.”
Maya hooked her thumbs behind her belt. “Field agent is a highly sought-after role, one I suspect you’d excel at. Are you sure you won’t reconsider?”
I glanced at Brandon. “We have other important plans.”
Even though completing my thesis had consumed most of my time these last six months, I was still able to help Brandon with the redistribution of Dante’s wealth to his victims. We were already funneling money back into the community with anonymous donations being placed into bank accounts of those who needed it most. Given Dante and his uncle Franky had built an empire worth billions of dollars, it was a mammoth task with plenty more work to be done.
We also kept tabs on emerging organized-crime gangs in Philadelphia. We couldn’t stamp them out altogether, but we could prevent them from gaining absolute control the way the Wolf Street Mafia had.
Brandon hadn’t had to wait long to take down the assholes who’d held Janie captive. Turned out they’d been keeping three other women captive on a small island in Greece owned by one of Europe’s richest men. He and some friends had had a terrible accident at sea aboard his megayacht. Such a shame.
Brandon and Vaughn’s team had completed the rescue missions from the list found on the hard drive, but since then, they’d identified other trafficking rings. Brandon was committed to bringing each victim home and had a full-time job coordinating the recoveries. Those who’d returned faced a variety of difficulties. PTSD, forced drug addiction, malnourishment. The list was…extensive and sickening.
Brandon had been right. At times, it was unpleasant work. The stories the women shared of their trauma often brought me to tears. But every time Vaughn and his team returned from a mission, we knew we’d done something good by eliminating another evil from the world. And each life they saved was precious, the effects felt throughout families and communities. I was so proud of Brandon and what he’d accomplished. He was my own personal hero.
Dante had owned a large ranch in Montana that now served as a halfway house for the women upon their arrival back in the States. It was run by a team of medical professionals and counselors who gave them the care they needed. The women’s families were welcome to stay at the on-site lodge until they were ready to return home and reintegrate with society, although some chose to remain, taking jobs helping new arrivals settle in.
Brandon and I visited the ranch every couple of weeks. We were invested in the survivors’ recovery, and now that my classes were finished, I wanted us to move to Montana permanently. Vaughn already had and was working to build a separate facility to assist veterans with PTSD.
So, yeah. Brandon and I had plenty of plans, and I wasn’t interested in shying away from them so I could wear a fancy FBI badge.
Maya’s gaze shifted to the three carats of sparkling bling on my ring finger that I hadn’t taken off since the masquerade.
“I guess further congratulations are in order for the both of you,” she said.
I opened my mouth to speak, but Brandon cut in. “Thank you,” he said and put his arm around my shoulders, sending me off-balance when he tucked me firmly to his side. “Sage asked me three times before I eventually said yes, but I’m sure I’ve made the right decision.”
I elbowed him in the gut. Hard.
“Oof!” Brandon doubled over and raised a palm. “I’m fine.” His voice strained as he winced. “Totally deserved that.”
I pressed my lips together. “We’re not engaged.”
Brandon straightened and rubbed his belly. “But we will be.”
“Not if you keep talking,” I said between gritted teeth.
Maya laughed and shook her head. “Well, if you change your mind about the job, give me a call.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “And the next time you two decide to go all Mission Impossible on some kingpin’s ass, give me a heads up, will you? I’d like a little more warning before having to process three hundred criminals.”
I swallowed and gave a sharp nod.
She smiled. “Enjoy your celebration. You’ve earned it.” Then she put her hands in her pockets and walked away.
Brandon and I released a simultaneous deep sigh. How Maya had figured out we were involved was a mystery, but I was beyond relieved she’d decided to keep our secret.
“Damn shame they won’t fit me,” Lettie said as she snatched the shoebox for a closer inspection. “There’s this cool dive bar everyone’s talking about. We should go there for a drink. I can’t remember what it’s called. Johnny’s, Joey’s. Something like that.”
Brandon and I glanced at each other. “Maybe someplace else,” I said.
Brandon stood before me, tilted my chin up, and cupped my jaw with both hands. “Are you all right?” he asked quietly.
“Mm-hmm.” I clasped my hands behind his neck and smiled into blue eyes that I fell deeper in love with every day. “Everything’s perfect.”
The End
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