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PROLOGUE
SCARLET



AFew Months Ago…

“Devices charged and ready. Front door is within sight,” I say.

“Steady,” my boss’s deep male voice sounds in my earpiece.

I blink to maintain clear vision and force my breathing into a steady rhythm.

I’ve been waiting in the shadows of the woods that flank one side of Raimondo’s, a pizza joint known for their pies as well as their drug supply. The place closed for the night hours ago, which is when their underground business began.

Raimondo Sinacore is part the famiglia that rules a great part of New York. But that’s not what’s put a target on him. It’s the fact that he knows too much about my boss, Gideon Black, A.K.A, The Ferryman.

With the previous Don’s death blamed on the Ferryman thanks to Raimondo’s ability to copycat my methods, Luca Sinacore is now on the hunt for us.

Fuckers. If it weren’t for their snooping, I’d be chilling in New Orleans right now. They’re not even on my original hit list that consists of those involved in Gideon’s father’s death.

Instead, I was called in right after taking out that mean short prick, Joaquin Gianni, in Boston. I was going to take a few days to myself. But no. Raimondo had to kill his own nephew and stage it as a Ferryman kill.

It was sloppy too. I saw Tony’s crime scene photos—untouched drugs laid out everywhere, bottles of wine left unopened, an autopsy report that showed none of it was in his system.

And the fucking gutting.

Poor guy must have suffered and I doubt he deserved it. At least when I do it, I’m precise and fast. Even the worst of them gets a quick death.

But the biggest tell that no one seems to have discovered were the pennies over the eyes. Not many people bother to look at the year they were minted. If they did, they’d see. The devil is in the details, and it’s obvious whoever Raimondo hired to do the job wasn’t detail oriented.

There’s a shadow at the front door of the pizzeria. I shift the sight of my riffle a hair as I bring the stock in tighter against my shoulder.

“An older male is exiting the restaurant,” I whisper.

“Raimondo?”

“No. The cook. He’s carrying a stack of pies.” My heart speeds up as I realize the old man I’ve seen delivering pizzas and other “goods” for the gangster is heading toward Raimondo’s black Land Rover. “He’s going to trigger it.”

“What about Raimondo?” As Gideon asks, the bastard comes lumbering out the door.

I hear him speak as he exits the restaurant behind two other male figures, though I can’t make out what’s being said.

“He’s coming out behind…” I look at the first man. He’s wearing a black leather jacket and has shoulder length hair. “Luca Sinacore is with him. And…” My gaze lands on the huge guy beside him. “Some other guy.”

“Are they within range?”

“Yes.”

“Wait for the blast. Take out the survivors.”

“They’re not on the hit list,” I remind him.

There’s a moment of silence. “They would have been soon enough. We’re being proactive.”

I think about that, quickly assessing these men. Luca Sinacore is not only in the mafia, a criminal with blood on his hands, but he’s without a doubt going to be a problem for us. Might as well take care of the issue now. The cook… Well, he distributes drugs. How good could he be?

But the friend? Is he an innocent?

I glance back at him. Even in the low light provided by the moon, there’s something about him that…

My train of thought is broken when Luca bolts toward the old man as he reaches for the door handle of the SUV. But before he can take more than two steps, the bomb I set earlier is triggered. There’s a deafening boom, and I immediately sink further into my crouch, my muscles tense as I wait for the second blast that follows. It comes fast and hard, nearly knocking me to the ground even though I was expecting it.

A second later, I’m back in position. I peer through the scope, searching for the men beyond the burning vehicle. It takes a moment, but I spot them all.

Luca scrambles up just as his larger friend emerges from the bushes to help Raimondo to his feet. They’re yelling at each other, though it’s hard to discern exactly what’s being said through the roaring of the fire.

Or maybe it’s the old man’s screams as he rolls around on the ground, completely engulfed in the flames, that drowns out their words.

Something in the pit of my stomach tightens. He might not deserve pity, most people don’t, but I can’t help it.

Just die already.

“Status?” I hear through the ear piece.

Shit. I forgot Gideon was there.

Quickly, I glance back at Luca, who is now attempting to make his way to the old man. Even though my sight is slightly distorted by the heatwave cast by the flames, I pull the trigger. Not surprisingly, I miss, and they all manage to scurry into hiding spots unscathed.

And still, the old man’s cries of agony fill my ears. Like nails on a chalkboard, they scrape against my brain and something else, something deep inside me that’s raw and sensitive, something that recoils from the sounds of his suffering.

So I end it with one clean shot to his head.

“Scar,” Gideon urges.

I don’t reply. Instead, I refocus on my targets. One is behind a tree, the other behind a vehicle. Where’s the third?

Suddenly, Luca bursts from behind a car. I follow him with the barrel of my rifle, but he’s too fast and too low to the ground to get a good aim. Then he disappears behind cover once more. I keep my sight trained in that direction, my breathing even and my finger fixed on the trigger.

There’s a tiny sound that alerts me to his precise location. In the darkest of shadows, I manage to see the glint of his gun aimed at me. I duck and roll a millisecond before he shoots and hits the spot I was just in.

It was close. Too close. He is too close.

Lucky for me, I prefer a more intimate setting when fighting.

Just as he explodes from his hiding spot, I rush out of mine, the riffle in my hands repurposed into a ram. With all my might, and using his and my momentum for a little extra power, I jam it upwards and hit him in the face.

Before he can react, I hit him again and again, until he’s forced down onto a knee. His hand comes up protectively, and I’m fully aware of his gun dropping somewhere, leaving him disarmed. But I can’t let up to search for it, not when he’s so much bigger than I am.

So I continue with my assault. That is until he surges forward, ramming his shoulder into my belly. The wind is knocked out of me as I go flying onto my back. I can’t breathe. I can barely think. It’s out of pure instinct that I point my weapon at him. However, before I can do anything, he kicks it out of my hands.

He stands over me as he wipes the blood from his lip with his sleeve and slides a six-inch blade from his boot. “Never bring a gun to a knife fight.”

My eyes go mockingly wide as I stare at the shiny metal. “Boy, you’ve got a big one.”

He smirks. “It’s even bigger up close.”

I appreciate his cockiness and smile. “I bet. But it’s still not as big as mine.” As I say it, I slide out the nine-inch knife I keep tucked in my boot.

While I appreciated his cockiness, I appreciate his shock even more as he stares at his own reflection in the mirror finish of my knife.

Taking advantage of his distraction, I whirl my legs in a windmill and kick his feet out from under him. He falls flat on his ass and before he can fathom what the fuck just happened, I straddle him.

I go to town, punching him the way I know will inflict the most pain from my small fist. And because he’s so busy keeping my knife out of his throat, I inflict a lot of pain.

He does manage to get in one or two of his own hits, I’ll give him that. But I ignore them, too focused on my task of ending his life.

“You fucking robot,” he yells, and I have to admit the name calling kind of hurts. “Get the fuck off me!”

Somehow, he manages to fling me off. We both scramble to our feet, both of us panting, both bleeding but ready to go again.

“Where’s your pretty little knife?” I tease, somewhat out of breath.

He glances at his palm as if he’s just realized it’s gone. “Don’t need it.”

I grin. “I should kill you just for the fun of it.”

“You can try.”

I arch a brow as if I’m considering it. As if I’d ever do this just for fun, though it can be. I’m about to make some clever remark about not needing to try hard, when in my peripheral I hear, “Get the fuck down!”

It’s the other guy, the bigger one.

I turn slightly to him and our eyes lock. And it’s almost the worst mistake of my life.

For a split second, I feel sucker punched. He’s dark and huge, with a broad chest and hands so big, the Glock he’s pointing directly at me is almost swallowed up whole in his palm.

But what has me swallowing through a suddenly dry mouth are the dimples that form in each cheek as he flexes his jaw.

His gaze darkens and narrows, and those fucking dimples deepen as his lips pull up into a grin that says he’s won.

Fuck.

I’ve been trained to detect danger. It’s what’s kept me alive this long. And it’s what has me slicing my knife through the air and releasing it so that it flies hilt over blade toward that danger.

I have the aim of a high shooter with a gun. Even better with a knife. Yet somehow, I manage to miss this huge target. Or maybe he’s just that fast.

In a move that I can’t help but admire, he rolls quick as lightning and avoids being struck in the neck.

Damn.

Before he can get up, I bolt for the trees. I’m okay with retreat if it means living to fight another day.

Several yards in, I reach the spot where I left my bike. I don’t bother with a helmet, just throw my leg over the seat and turn on the ignition. Then I’m riding as fast as I can out of the uneven terrain full of low lying brush and roots. My poor baby wasn’t made for this, and I feel every bump in the marrow of my bones.

The relief I get when I hit smooth pavement is short lived because almost instantly, Luca is on my ass on his loud hog. But he’s not the problem. Harleys aren’t exactly known for speed, and it’s definitely no match for my Kawasaki Ninja.

Nope. The real threat is much bigger and speeding past his friend on a Ducati that can keep up with me.

Ah fuck.

I twist the accelerator, speeding down a residential area, until I manage to lose Luca. The other guy, however, remains tight on my ass.

“Bitch!” I yell when I glance over my shoulder to see his front tire nearly touch my back one.

He pulls out his gun, and I make a sharp turn down another street. His tires screech as he makes to follow.

It’s a little hard to focus on the road ahead while attempting to dodge bullets. Even harder to shoot a target chasing you. Which is why I don’t bother taking out my tiny G43. What I really need is to lose this guy.

Loathe as I am to do it, I circle back toward the forested area that lines the main road we’re on. My bike’s going to get a beating, but I can clean her up tomorrow.

I’m almost to an entry point when the worst thing imaginable happens. There’s a shot and loud pop. I start fishtailing out of control, the handlebars nearly tearing out of my grip.

Then I’m screeching sideways across the road, my leg caught between the pavement and the bike. I come to a grinding halt, hitting the guardrail with a deafening crunch.

Somehow, I manage to yank free just as my pursuer reaches me. I ignore the throbbing pain in my leg as I jump the rail and run into the woods.

I can hear him panting as he chases after me, he’s that close. Then his hand hits my shoulder as he makes his first attempt to grab me.

Giving it everything I have, I push my legs to move faster. The more they burn and protest, the harder I go.

Unfortunately for me, I’m short and he’s not. For every four steps I take, he takes one. So when he roars and throws himself on me, I can’t get out of the way fast enough.

His large body lands on mine, pinning me with the weight of an ox to the dirt ground. His foot drags over my injured leg as he straddles me and I hiss.

I shove at his chest, but he grabs my wrists and roughly secures them above my head, a move that forces his face closer to mine.

Fucking bastard. But damn, he’s one good looking bastard. Especially here, in this small clearing we’ve landed in, where the light of the moon high above can reach us and illuminate his hard, beautiful features. Like a beast, or a werewolf, and I’m his would-be victim. Will he eat me? I wouldn’t be mad if he tried.

What? No, what am I thinking. Get it together, Scar. You can’t let him kill you even if it seems like a nice way to go.

It’s kind of pointless to struggle against him given how much bigger and stronger he is than me. Which means I have to be smarter. Think.

“It’s a little hard to breathe with you like this,” I say, batting my lashes at him. “Be gentle.”

He peers down at me, his eyes roving over my face. His mouth quirks up to one side. “You look like you can handle it a little rough.”

It’s impossible not to return his smile. And God, he smells good. Like a man should, earthy, a bit sweaty, but the good kind of sweaty. Maybe with a dash of whiskey. Whatever it is, I want to bury my nose in his neck and inhale him. Lick him too.

“Oh, I can handle rough,” I say somewhat winded.

“Oh yeah?” He leans in.

I nod and tilt my face upward in invitation. “Can you?”

His eyes immediately lock onto my red lips. “I can.”

“Good,” I say and thrust my head forward, hitting him hard in that square jaw of his. Before he can react, I trap his left foot with mine and buck as I roll us over.

Just like I did with Luca, I begin to pound into him, getting him a few times in that scruffy chin and a couple of punches to his ribs.

When he gets in a slap, which he seems reluctant to do, it’s powerful enough to make my ears ring.

This might be a good point to plan my retreat.

One, two more punches which he barely manages to deflect, and I launch myself off him. He grabs hold of my ankle just as I’m about to run, and I fall once again to the ground.

Jesus, he’s fast.

I twist in his hand and throw my free leg against his chin. He drops to his knees and I spring away from him, sliding into a nearby bush. I go completely still.

From my position, I have a narrow view of him. He gets up but doesn’t approach, remaining where he is in that small illuminated clearing, turning in place as he scans the area for me. But I have the advantage. I’m small, dressed in a black biker suit, and cloaked by shadows.

Even so, he stops as he faces me. Does he sense me? Did my blond hair give me away?

Blood rushes to every limb and I fight the urge to flee. Instead, I force my muscles to loosen and my pounding heart to slow.

Finally, his stance relaxes, his shoulders dropping an inch as he straightens his spine. The search for me is over, but he stays where he is a little longer, his gaze cast in my direction.

He wipes blood from his lip and stares at it. Then, he grins in that way men do when they get a girl’s number. Cocky and sure of himself, like he scored something big.

With one last upward tug of his mouth, he turns and limps away.

A long time passes before I dare to move, and when I do, it’s cautiously. Because I realize that my initial assessment of that man was correct. He is dangerous. Dangerous to me.

And yes. He’s definitely got my number.
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Present Time…

I’ve heard God makes someone for everyone. For a long time, I wondered what kind of man He’d make for me. Not anymore, though. Now, I know exactly who He’d make. Someone that would give me Hell on Earth.

It’s a good thing I love fire.

I tilt my head as I study the tiny drawing beneath the La Maison Rouge logo. I’ll never be as good as Maisie, but the tiny red gun I doodled while waiting for the go-ahead from my boss isn’t half bad.

It wasn’t intentional. The red pen is a staple of the hotel that once served as a brothel in the red-light district. At least that’s what the poster above the registration desk says.

I chose to sketch a gun because I quite like them. Then again, I’m also fond of knives, another tool of my trade, but I didn’t draw that.

That’s because a scarlet knife doesn’t sound as catchy as…

“A Scarlet Gunn,” I quip, chuckling. “With two Ns,” I add, thinking of the man that inspired me. Gunn Sinclair. As sexy as his name, just as deadly. My favorite enemy.

I add the title on the top of the paper, the way Maisie does on her cartoon sketches. Tugging my phone out, I snap a picture and attach it to a text.

Me: What do you think, kid?




She replies almost immediately.

Maisie: You have it bad.




I laugh. She might only be fifteen, but Maisie Cameron gets me. I think it’s because of the connection we formed when my boss, Gideon, kidnapped her as blackmail against her sister Skye, and forced me to babysit. Me! The woman who has no experience with children. I’ve never even had a puppy for fuck’s sake.

At first, I was pissed as hell. But Maisie kind of grew on me. Now, she’s my secret little sister. A guilty pleasure, I suppose. Something I’m not allowed to have, like that puppy, but I don’t want to give it up.

If Gideon ever found out I basically adopted her, he’d threaten to take her out. Family being a vulnerability and all. Then I’d have to fight him, and things would get ugly. Which I don’t want because as much as he hates to admit it, he’s also like a sibling to me. An annoying, arrogant, evil older brother.

Maisie: You still in NOLA?




Me: Till the mission is over.




Maisie: Be careful. And I do like the picture. I’ll make sure to add it to Rage’s hand.




My heart tightens in a warm gooey kind of way. Rage is the title of one of Maisie’s sketches, one that she drew long before she met me, but resembles me so much it’s eerie.

She says she conjured me into existence. That I’m exactly like the character. But that’s not entirely true.

Rage’s parents were murdered in front of her. Her brother was able to take them out of the house and cared for her for a few years. Then he was found and killed by the same people. She was sent to a home, where she was abused. She ran away and turned to a life of crime and became one of the deadliest assassins. That was until she was assigned to take out a family that had a son and a daughter, and it reminded her of her own family. She saved them instead and became an antihero.

There are definite similarities between Rage and me. Up until the part where she becomes a hero and saves people, that is.

I’ve had my revenge. The rage is still there. But unlike Rage, I haven’t turned it all around. I’m not out there helping innocents.

I’m still one of the bad guys.

I touch a fingertip to my sketch. Is Gunn one of the bad guys too? It’s hard to tell sometimes.

What I do know for a fact is that I’m going to end his life one day. I’m going to know what it feels like to sink my blade into those rock-hard abs. I’m going to hear him grunt in pain.

I bet he’ll smile at me when I do. He seems like that kind of guy.

He’ll flash me a sexy grin, and those dimples that make me clench my thighs will mark his cheeks, and for a moment, I’ll regret it.

Yes, I’m going to kill Gunn with two Ns. Fuck, even his name does something to me. It’s not an actual plan. Gideon hasn’t outright ordered me to, and I’m not going to go out of my way to end him, not when it’s so much more fun to play. Every encounter since the night at Raimondo’s Pizzeria has left me wanting more.

But Gunn is a member of the Sinacore Alliance. The enemy.

We keep colliding into each other and when we do, our fighting does something to me that closely resembles an orgasm. I get off on fighting Gunn Sinclair. Which means, one day, I won’t be able to stop myself, too far gone in the climax of the battle to stop. And I’ll kill him.

Another text comes in. This time, it’s the one I was waiting for.

Gideon: 878 It’s time.




My lips tug up slightly in a rueful smile as my stomach tightens. I go to the vanity and grab the bottle of antacids. The directions say to take two, but as a precaution, I pop four.

Heartburn. Comes with the job.

I peer at my reflection in the mirror and wink. “You look good, Scar.”

Because I decided to go out whether or not the hit was a go, I’m already dressed to party. Black leather pants, easy to wipe off and oddly comfortable. A black leather corset because it’s sexy as fuck. And a black sheer turtle neck under it to cover…

It’s difficult to bring myself to finish that thought. To keep my gaze ahead and not look at the record of sins that hide beneath my blouse. So, I straighten my spine, fluff out my short blond locks and touch up the black cat eyeliner and red lip.

“You look good,” I repeat, suddenly not quite as confident.

Then, from my luggage, I pull out the jar of pennies Gideon made me collect months ago. Asshole. He knew how tough it would be to find 2009 pennies. It was a task that could have been delegated to anyone else, but just for his own amusement, he made me do it. My fingers smelled of copper for days.

Taking four even though I’ll only need two—but better safe than sorry—I tuck them into my pocket.

On the way to the door, I slip into my boots. They’re not high heeled—that wouldn’t be practical—but they come up my leg high enough to hold both my five-inch blades. That, coupled with the push dagger tucked between my breasts and the steel pins in my corset, I’m armed enough to take out more than one man tonight.

“You are strong. You are powerful. You are a badass.” I give myself the pep talk on the way down the curved staircase to the first-floor reception. “You are strong. Powerful. Badass. Fucking badass.”

“Goin’ out at this hour, Miss Holland?” Sherry, the older woman at the front desk, asks using my preferred fake name. First, she glances at her watch, then scans me over her reading glasses with obvious disapproval at my outfit.

Badass goes right out the window under her scrutiny and I fight the urge to scurry backwards.

“I’m meeting a friend for drinks,” I lie to her with a nervous smile. What is it about these little old ladies that’s so intimidating? “I won’t be out too long.”

“That’s what you said the last time you were here, and you didn’t come home until three in the morning.”

Damn! How does she remember that? It’s been at least six months since the last time I visited the Quarter. I really should find a new place to stay, one that doesn’t employ a grouchy senior as a night clerk.

“It’s only eleven, Miss Sherry. And I’m a grown woman, so it’s…” I trail off when she purses her lips. “I really should get going.”

Before she can say anything else, I step out through the narrow double doors and into the balmy night.

[image: ]


La Maison Rouge is located on a quiet section of Dauphine Street. I turn onto Conti, and walk toward Bourbon. The closer I get, the louder the sound of Jazz and pedestrian chatter and the scent of delicious food and alcohol.

A grin spreads over my features as I take it all in.

Ah, New Orleans. Be still my heart.

One day, when I’m old and decrepit, I’m going to live here. Maybe I’ll find a job as a tour guide. I know enough about the city, been here plenty of times. Or maybe I’ll do what Miss Sherry does and find a night shift somewhere to terrorize young tourists as entertainment.

My smile falters. The chances of making it to old age are slim to none. People in my line of work don’t tend to live very long. In fact, at thirty-one, I’ve surpassed my expiration date.

But I don’t let it get me down. For one, if Fate had had a say in it, I wouldn’t have even made it into adulthood. Yet here I am. No sense in wasting time bemoaning what might not be.

Standing on the corner, I stare down at the merriment that is Bourbon Street. Fuck yes, I was made for this. The crowd of people pushing against me, the revelry, the sin, the lights and music. Every bar I pass has a band, their song like a fucking siren beckoning me to come inside. Have just one drink. One dance. One sexy glance.

Then the next place does the same.

Go inside. Have some fun with them, the little she-devil that likes to hang out on my shoulder whispers into my ear.

“Not today, Satan!” I say with laughter. Well, not yet anyway. I got a thing to do. “But I’ll be back to play,” I add when she whimpers.

I shimmy down the sidewalk to the beat of the music all around me. I can’t help it. I’m a damn good assassin, but an even better dancer. In another reality, who knows, I could have been killing it on the stage.

With a pep in my step, I head toward my destination.

That is, until I sense someone behind me. Call it killer’s intuition. Maybe it’s the paranoia that clings to me almost as severely as my heartburn and has me constantly looking over my shoulder. Whatever it is, it’s what makes me pause at the window to one of the many bars on the street, and through the reflection, I notice him.

If he were any other man, I wouldn’t have seen him. But Gunn Sinclair is no ordinary man. At least six foot five, he’s tall and broad as a football player. A black Adonis.

And those dimples… Well, I could spot those a mile away.

Fuck, I think even as my heart does an excited cartwheel in my chest. What in the hell is he doing in the Quarter? Is he following me?

I move farther down, stop again, and confirm. He’s definitely following me.

Every part of me goes on instant red alert—my muscles tense in preparation for a fight as my brain rushes through every possible flight route. Meanwhile, my ovaries begin pumping millions of horny little hormones to prepare me for an entirely different type of ending.

Regardless, I obviously can’t complete my mission until I take care of Gunn first.

Shit.

I continue down the street, every once in a while pausing to verify he’s still there. That’s when I spot Darling Tease Gentlemen’s Club. It’s one of the places I make sure to stop at whenever I’m in town. What can I say? They gave me a name. Makes me feel special even though I’m sure it’s just one of many.

I’m at the entrance in two seconds flat. “Hello, Tommy,” I say to the bouncer.

“Peaches. Nice to see you back.” He nods at me.

“It’s good to be back.”

“Have a good time,” he calls after me as I enter.

Quickly, I walk past a set of red velvet panels, and into the main hall. It’s dark as fuck, the only illumination provided by a few dim sconces over the bar set at the back and a tea candle on every round table in the room.

That all changes when a dancer steps onto the stage and the bulbs around the platform turn on. Although they’re focused on her, because what the hell else would be as interesting to watch in here, they provide enough light for the rest of the place too.

“Hey, Miss Peaches.” Josie, the pretty waitress that has been working here as long as I’ve been coming, greets me. “Your usual table is taken. I didn’t see a reservation for you?”

“That’s because I didn’t make one.” I glance behind me. “It was a last second decision to come in tonight.”

“Ah.” She looks toward the door too. “You expectin’ someone to join you?”

“It would seem so.” I scan the room, searching for a nook to hide in. Then, I peer at the girl on the stage seductively gyrating to Slow Hands by Niall Horan and the she-devil on my shoulder perks up.

I shouldn’t, I send the thought toward my tiny fiend.

Why not? she asks. Play with him. For me. For us!

She’s right. Security is pretty tight here. Even if Gunn came in, they wouldn’t allow him to harm me. At least not while we’re inside the club. Besides, I’ve proven I’m faster than he is. What could it hurt?

Biting my lower lip, feeling quite devilish myself, I say to Josie, “I’m going on stage.”
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The first time I ever came on this stage was because of a lost bet with another patron. He didn’t think I could drink him under the table, and he was right. Not because I have a low tolerance, mind you, but because I don’t get wasted in public. Too dangerous.

Either way, I always wondered what it would be like to dance for a crowd of horny drunks. It was as fun as it seemed, even if I didn’t actually strip. It’s been a tradition of mine to do it ever since.

I peek around one of the tall panels that separates the wings from the stage, out onto the rapt audience. About ten minutes have passed since I entered the club, enough time that if Gunn was going to come in after me, he’d already have done it.

As predicted, sitting in a table at the very front is none other than my delicious adversary.

My lips pull upward as the stripper on stage finishes her dance and she goes off the other side.

The DJ comes through the speakers overhead. “Tonight we have a little surprise guest for you. Someone we don’t get to hang out with often. She’s a good friend of ours and she’s promised us one dance. We take what we can get. Everyone, give it up for Peaches!”

I take a step forward, but hesitate when the red exit sign over a door at the rear catches my eye. The smart thing would be to turn around and use that door. Fucking hightail it out of here.

But when the song the DJ chooses for me, Closer by Nine Inch nails, begins to play, the little devil on my shoulder whispers, Please. Play with him.

Damn. Even in this light he looks so fucking good sitting there, his shoulders broad, his jean clad legs so long he can’t get them under that tiny round table.

My own legs start to move as if on their own accord toward the pole set in the center of the stage. The crowd goes wild as I take hold of it and begin to spin. I undulate the way I know will draw the most cheers, throwing an ass wiggle here and there. But when I turn to the audience and drop slowly onto my knees, it’s only one man’s gaze I’m interested in.

I give Gunn my most seductive smile, one that lets him know this dance is just for him. When he smiles back, his dimples deep and long, I crawl toward him. A moth to a hot ass flame.

When I reach the steps, I stand, but don’t release his stare as I make my way to him.

My grin widens when I stop in front of him. I place my palm on his chest and am pleased when he allows me to push him back to make room for me on his lap. There’s a mix of cheers and boos from the audience which is both excited to live vicariously through my chosen man, and disappointed it’s not them.

But the sound quickly fades into the background as I focus my attention only on Gunn.

“Hello, Peaches,” he says in a gravelly tone when I straddle him.

“Why, I do declare, it’s Gunn with two Ns,” I say, using the southern accent I grew up with. “Don’t tell me you came all the way down here for little ol’ me.”

“Just for you, baby.”

I grind myself over him, feeling something huge and rigid against my core. “I’d ask if that’s a knife in your pants, but I can tell you’re just that happy to see me.”

He doesn’t deny it. In fact, his wolfish grin shows his pride in what he’s packing. “What can I say, sweet peaches. The thought of your neck in my hands gives me a hard on.”

“Oh come now. You’re going to hurt my feelings.”

Groaning when I grind harder, he says, “I’m going to do a lot more than that. So why don’t we take this somewhere private? You don’t want witnesses to your demise.”

“My demise!” I laugh. The man is cute and funny!

I cock my head to the side as I peer into his handsome face. Then, because I can’t help it, I lift my fingertip to his left dimple. “I’m going to lick this before you die.”

His eyes go darker than I’ve ever seen them before and the heat in my core rises to dangerous levels.

“I want to hurt you,” he whispers and I can hardly breathe.

Bringing my mouth close to his ear and pressing my breasts to his chest, molding myself to him as much as this position allows, I say, “I might let you. But you’ll have to catch me first.”

I pull away slightly, enough that our noses are almost tip to tip. Around us, everyone applauds, probably believing I’m going to kiss him.

My fingers dig into his T-shirt and into the tense muscle beneath. I want to kiss him. I want to test him and see how far he’d let me go. However, that thing I said about it being too dangerous to get wasted in public is true. That goes for any intoxicating substance, and something tells me a taste of Gunn’s lips would be mind-altering. I’d let him kill me and probably like it.

Someday, maybe. Not today. I’m not ready to die just yet.

With a slight groan of disappointment, I shove myself off and run.
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I lived with the Garcia family for six months when I was ten years old. They had four children of their own. The youngest three were nice enough, shared their toys and played with me. But it was the eldest that taught me to hide and seek.

Mauricio was fifteen and fucking strong and the one we were all afraid of getting found by. Because when he did, he’d use his punching system. Ten punches was the starting count, one less for each minute it took him to find us. A sort of reward. If it took him nine minutes, you only got punched once. But even that one hit was brutal.

I learned really quick how to dodge his line of sight when he was on the hunt. I could make myself disappear into the tiniest of hidey holes for as long as it took for him to give up.

Thing was, it wasn’t a game. We weren’t playing, though I’m sure he had a blast terrorizing us.

As much of a shit as Mauricio was, he wasn’t nearly as dangerous as the man chasing me now. The stakes weren’t as high. If Mauricio caught me, it meant bruises on my arms and legs. If Gunn does…

I know the risk and somewhere in my brain I register fear. But I’d be lying if I said this doesn’t excite me too. That it doesn’t thrill me to the marrow of my bones to be chased by him.

I plow through the crowded sidewalk on Bourbon Street, shoving people out of my way when there are no open paths. Even though I might have a head start, I don’t believe it’s a huge advantage. Not with Gunn.

So I do what I used to do when I was ten, and plan out not just every step, but every turn, every zigzag. As I apologize to a man who spills his entire Hurricane down his shirt as I whiz by, I’m mapping the whole of the French Quarter, searching my brain for that hidey hole.

Behind me, I hear a fresh slew of curses. A quick glance over my shoulder tells me that I was right, my head start wasn’t much of one, and Gunn is gaining on me.

“Fuck!” I duck, doing my best to run while remaining under his line of sight. The thrill of the chase is quickly waning as I recall just how hard it is to shake him. Which means, I might wear out before he does. Double fuck.

I make my way across the street and pull a sharp right into an alley, blowing through it at full speed until I pop out the other side on Royal Street.

There are a lot less pedestrians, which makes it easier to run, but it also makes me more visible. Not for long though. On an earlier walk I came across a house destined for either renovation, or demolition. I stopped to ponder what they might do to the old brittle place long enough that I memorized the structure, the sad shell that probably hid something timeless inside. Most importantly, I remember exactly where it’s located on Ursulines Ave, just off Royal.

I turn right again and am almost immediately standing at the wrought iron gate of the abandoned house. It sits far back between two buildings, its recessed position allowing for what I’m sure was once a lovely garden in the front.

Not wanting to disturb the ground beneath the gate, I climb over the low brick wall that sustains it and scamper across weeds and dead bushes.

The front door has already been left ajar, probably by the many intruders that came before me. I slip inside and carefully step over broken floorboards and avoid as many spider webs as possible, which is a real feat given how dark it is inside.

Earlier, when I wandered about the place, I considered coming inside to find out just how much history was in danger of being destroyed. Though I can’t see much, the little that is visible shows that time has already taken care of erasing any story this house might have told.

The grinding of the iron gate swinging outside is my one minute warning. Damn, he’s good.

Without another second to spare, I climb the spiral staircase. There is no furniture, nowhere to truly hide, so I position myself within the blackest shadow behind a broken section of the second-floor railing. From here, I can peer down into the main foyer and attack. I have no choice. It’s either this, or let him pursue me until I’ve run out of steam and then I’ll really be fucked.

He pushes the front door wider, probably to allow for his girth, and light spills in around him, casting his shadow onto the grayed wooden floor.

I hold my breath even as my heart seems to pound louder. Gunn enters as if without fear, moving in a circle as he scans the entire first floor from where he stands.

There’s a scampering of tiny feet in the back, and he immediately whirls to it and aims his firearm at an innocent mouse. But he doesn’t shoot. Even though no one would hear it with the silencer he’s placed over the barrel and the noise in the city, and even though no one would miss that mouse, and in fact, most people would be happier if it didn’t exist, he lets it go.

The creature dashes away, completely unaware of just how close he came to being blown to smithereens.

Cute, funny, and kind to defenseless animals? All of my girly parts sigh in unison.

Can we keep him? She-devil asks.

Sadly, I must deny her request. We might want to keep him, but he’s not as likely to have the same compassion when it comes to not killing us.

When the mouse disappears into a nearby hole, Gunn begins his search again. He starts for the stairs. Every muscle in my body engages as I prepare to launch myself on him. I just need him to go another foot forward and he’ll be right beneath me.

He takes a step and I shove through the railing, falling several feet to land on top of him. I take him down hard, but it does a number on me too.

“Fuck!” he yells as he throws me off.

I roll all the way to the wall, hitting it almost as violently as I did him. The wind is knocked out of me but I manage to scramble onto my feet before he reaches me. He throws a punch and I duck. Shards of plaster fly as he hits the wall instead.

“Gotta be faster than that, bitch!” My fists make contact with his unyielding abs, and though I would usually appreciate that in a man, my knuckles protest that attribute. Doesn’t keep me from socking him again and again.

That is, until he snatches my arm and spins me. I gasp as I’m turned, my wrist secured to my lower back, and Gunn’s massive forearm comes across my chest.

“How’s this for fast?” he asks, but before he has a chance to lock me in place, I kick the wall with all my might, forcing him to stumble backward. I take advantage and drop like deadweight at the same time that I drag the heel of my boot down his shin.

I’m instantly released and I roll away from him at the same time as I tug out both of my blades.

“Nice to see you’re armed. Would have felt real awful about taking you out if the fight wasn’t at least a little fair,” he mocks.

I snicker. “I don’t need them to fight fair. But they make me look sexy, don’t they?”

It’s a fact that most men are stronger than most women. Stronger than me. That’s why I’ve honed the skills that truly count in a fight. My shot accuracy is unparalleled. My abilities with knives even better. I’ve been trained in martial arts and even created my own version of street fighting.

Add to that my small size and speed, and I can really fuck a guy up before he can even think about using his strength against me. That’s my key to success.

I slice the blades through the air. He evades my strike to his left, and straight ahead. But when I manage to nick his right arm, he goes down onto his back.

Shocked at how easily he fell, I stare at him for a moment. “I barely scraped you!”

“What the fuck?” He lifts himself onto his elbows and that’s when I notice his foot has gone through one of the ancient floorboards.

“I would have preferred for this to be all my doing, but I’ll take what I can get.” I straddle him and press the blade to his neck. His hand wraps around my wrist and keeps the blade from sliding into his jugular.

A thin red line forms on his skin, and a bead of blood rolls onto the knife. I press harder, but he’s so damned strong it’s impossible to get much deeper.

“That thing you said about the knife?” he says.

“Yeah?” I’m so focused on the spot where the steel of my knife meets his flesh, determined to push it in deeper, that sweat is beginning to form on my brow.

“You don’t need anything to make you look sexier. You’re already the fucking sexiest woman I’ve ever seen in my life.”

My kill rate is currently at one hundred percent. I’ve never missed a target.

Until now.

What he says is like a powerful punch to the gut and I lift my eyes to his and he gives me a wicked dimpled grin that delivers the final distracting blow.

That’s all he needs.

Next thing I know, my knife goes flying end over end and I’m rolling onto my back. Gunn comes with me, his hands immediately wrapping around my neck as I slam onto the floor because he knows that if he doesn’t do it now, he won’t have another chance.

Instantly, I work to break his hold on my throat, using all of my experience. First, I try simple self-defense. When that doesn’t work, I wrap my legs around his waist, squeezing my thighs as I simultaneously punch his ribs and shoulders.

Not only does he dig his thumbs deeper into my windpipe, but I swear it’s making him hard. There’s a very obvious bulge pressing into my core, and to my horror, I find myself pressing back.

What is this? He’s actively killing me and I’m getting turned on? Is this a new kink for me? Asphyxiation with a dash of murder during sex?

“Fuck no!” I mouth because no sound will come out. I am not going to die and like it!

I grab Gunn’s wrists and attempt sheer brute force, but it’s like trying to peel away steel. Damn, he’s strong. Probably the strongest man I’ve ever fought. This is exactly why it was imperative not to let him get a hold of me.

But at least it’s not effortless on his part. His dark eyes are narrowed and crinkled at the edges. The veins in his temples are bulging and there’s a bead of sweat rolling from his forehead, down to the line of his chiseled jaw.

Even his dimples are engaged as he works to take me out.

Damn, he’s so fucking hot. Is this what his past victims have seen before they met their maker? A sexy dark beast. Terrifyingly gorgeous and powerful.

Precious seconds pass with me not breathing as I stare at him in fascination. They pass and I don’t notice. When I do, it’s too late. I guess it was too late the moment he got his hands around my neck. Maybe even before that, way back when I fought him the first time and liked it.

My vision begins to blur and my arms weaken until they drop.

I’m going to die. There’s no doubt about it. It was going to happen eventually. One of us had to go. Kind of thought it would be him, though.

I peer into his brown eyes and try with all my might to convey some smartass remark he’ll remember forever. Something that will make me his most memorable kill.

All I can muster is a wink. Then it all goes black.
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Scarlet’s green eyes lock onto mine as I squeeze her throat. She’s fought a good fight, harder than anyone I’ve ever taken out. Has forced me to push myself to the limits just to keep her from flipping the tables on me. If I gave her an inch, if I fucking took a millisecond to catch my breath, she would have done it. I have no doubt.

Truly, it could have been either one of us. Her speed and skills match my sheer brute strength perfectly. So, I knew it was imperative to get my hands on her and not let go.

I dig my thumbs into her windpipe as she does everything in her power to break free. But she’s growing weaker by the second, her attempts more ineffective with each try.

Even when her arms fall limply to the floor and her entire body becomes slack, her fingers twitch. A fighter till the end.

Beneath my thumbs her heartbeat slows. And just before her consciousness visibly fades, she winks.

I stare at her reddish purplish face, stunned. She fucking winked at me.

That’s when it hits me like a fucking hammer to the chest, and suddenly I can’t breathe either. I’ve just taken out my greatest adversary. The one I actually look forward to sparring with. I’ll never again see that pretty mouth curve up so evilly that I can’t help but smile back. Or the glint in her green eyes when she tugs out those big knives she’s so fond of. Or the outfits that fit her like a glove and make me hard just thinking about it.

Or the fact that the last thing she did was wink.

What was that for anyway? Was she flirting? Was that some last way of saying she thinks I’m hot? Was it an I’ll see you in Hell? Most likely, it was a fuck you and you’ll be wondering about this for the rest of your life.

Her heart pulses once more beneath my hold, and I release her neck.

“Fuck.” For several moments, I remain there, staring intensely at her chest, waiting for it to rise and fall. I search for signs of life—a breath, a smile, another wink. Hope for one.

I watch so closely, I’m actually scaring the shit out of myself because I never let anyone come back from the brink. I’ve never been more desperate to know what someone’s last thoughts were.

I’ve never regretted killing someone.

Suddenly, Scarlet sucks in a breath and the red of her face begins to fade.

“Fuck,” I repeat when I scramble away from her, my stare still glued on her as she coughs and stirs.

My last view of her as I slip out the front door tells me she’ll be in pain, but fine.

As for me, however, I think I’m fucked.
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I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at my hands, though what I’m actually seeing is Scarlet, my fingers around her ivory neck, squeezing.

Fuck me, she has soft skin. Softer than any assassin has a right to. Smelled good too.

Never in all my years of dispatching scum have I been so fucking turned on by one, but I couldn’t hide the raging hard-on that hellcat gave me when she wrapped her legs around my waist and started grinding herself on me. I was choking the life out of her and she was trying to get herself off!

Fuck. I should have listened to Carina when said it would be a bad idea for me to come down to New Orleans.

A few days ago, some members of the Sinacore Alliance met at Luca and Carina’s home in New York. Arran Maxton discovered Scarlet and his teenaged sister-in-law, Maisie, have been keeping in touch via text messages on burner phones. Messages that have given the alliance information on her whereabouts.

“If Gideon helped Gavin take back The Red, he did it without that cunt,” Carina said regarding Gavin Alexander, suspected traitor to the alliance.

“Where is she?” Luca asked.

Carina slid her fingertip over the messages as she read. “He sent her on a mission a week ago. She’s in New Orleans. Alone.”

We all looked at each other.

“What’s in N’alins?” I asked. “Or who, I guess?”

Luca frowned as he mulled it over. “Enzo Marcone controls that area.”

“You think he’s working with Gideon?” Arran asks. “His family has ties in New York. Maybe they want to take over part of our territory.”

“I don’t believe so. We’ve never had beef with them.”

“Or maybe Marcone is the target,” Carina suggested.

“His name isn’t on the list. In fact, I don’t recall seeing anyone from that area involved in The Ferryman’s business.” Luca sat back in thought. “I’ll put in a call to Enzo. He should be aware that she’s there.”

“I could go and check it out,” I offered. All of their eyes turned to me. “What? I’ve been itching to take that female out for a while now. This could be my shot.”

“As much as I’m sure the thought turns you on,” Carina chided, “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“She’s alone in a city far from her boss.”

“Exactly. Suspicious as hell.” She arched a brow.

“Carina is right.” Luca took the phone from his wife and read the texts. “If we send someone, they will also be alone in a city far from here. I smell a trap.”

“Or maybe she’s not alone at all. She might have Sofia with her,” I suggested. “Think about it. If you’re hunting Gideon, why would he have her with him?”

Luca narrowed his eyes on me. As intended, the mention of his little sister is all he needed to consider my offer. It’s been a couple of months since Gideon captured her, something Luca can’t forgive himself for. If he’d never attempted to send her to California for her own protection, Gideon wouldn’t have had the chance to take her. And though he hasn’t used her as collateral yet, not knowing her whereabouts or if she’s dead or alive, is far worse torture for Luca. Which is probably exactly what that smug fuck, Gideon, wants.

We might have come close to finding her recently, when Rowan Kane, a member of the alliance until recently, discovered he’s Gideon’s half-brother. But if he ever learned of her location, he didn’t tell us. And after helping Gavin retake his casino, we lost touch with him.

Luca is getting desperate. Desperate enough to let me come to New Orleans and take on my blonde nemesis.

It made sense to him too, I suppose, the possibility that Gideon could have placed Sofia in Scarlet’s capable hands. She did hide Maisie when he was using her sister, Skye, to force information out of Arran Maxton. Why wouldn’t she do it again?

“Fine,” Luca said after a moment of consideration.

“Luca!” Carina exclaimed, but he patted her arm.

“If Scarlet took Sofia to New Orleans, we have to find out,” he told her.

“I’m a big boy, Carina.” I winked at her. “I can take care of myself.”

“What you are is stupid,” she rebuked. “But I’m not going to stop you.”

“Your mission is to determine if Sofia is with Scarlet,” Luca said to me. “If she is, get my sister to a secure location. Then do whatever the fuck you want with that bitch.”

Whatever made me believe I’d be able to fight and capture Scarlet is beyond me. There was never any way it would end in capture. Never any way to find out if Sofia is with her.

Death or sex. Those were the only two options. Carina knew it.

“Fuck me.” I drop my head into my hands. I am so stupid.

As if Luca can sense this is a shit time to call, my phone buzzes. I want to ignore it, but it might raise suspicions if I don’t check in tonight.

“Yo.” I answer.

“You go into the city?” he asks.

“Yeah.”

“Find anything?”

For a moment, I hesitate, unsure how he’ll take me letting his enemy’s main assassin slip right through my fingers. Quite literally.

“A strip club,” I reply instead.

There’s a grunt on the other end. “Of course you did.”

His disappointment is palpable through the phone and it bothers me that he’d say it as if I’m the family screw-up. I never fucking screw up. Except for this time, of course.

“I didn’t go in there for kicks,” I clarify. “I saw Gideon’s minion. Followed her in. But she vanished once I got inside.” Partly true.

“Fuck. She is there, then.”

“Would seem.”

“Did she see you?”

“No.” Fuck, I hate lying.

Luca stays quiet for a breath, as if he’s considering his next order. “She might be a creature of habit. Go back to the same place. But if you see her, don’t engage. Follow her. I want you to stalk her ass until you know what fucking hole she crawls out of every day. If Sofia is with her, that’s where she’ll be.”

“What about Marcone? Can’t he take her out now that she’s in his city?”

He scoffs. “I thought you were itching to take her out yourself. Besides, you know the deal with the Marcones.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The thing with the ruling family in New Orleans is, they have famiglia in New York. Famiglia who’s had territorial “disputes” with the Sinacores in the past. We might be on friendly terms now, but we’re certainly not friends. Which means, they will allow me to hunt down my enemy in their territory, but they will not intervene if shit hits the fan.

“You should have told Marcone that he was on Gideon’s hit list,” I say.

“I’d rather have him as a potential ally. He might reconsider helping us find her.”

“Might be more willing to if you concede some Sinacore territory to his wife.”

He sighs. “If you don’t find Sofia, I might not have a choice. I’ll do anything.”

I rub the goose egg on my forehead and wince. It’s only one of many. “I’ll find her.”

And this time I won’t let her go. I have no choice.
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“What on Earth?” Miss Sherry jumps from her seat when I burst into the foyer of La Maison Rouge. “What happened to you? Were you in an accident?”

I slam the door shut behind me and run past her. “I’m okay, Miss Sherry. Go back to doing… Whatever you were doing.”

“Miss Holland!” she calls after me, but I’m already halfway up the stairs.

“I’m okay,” I repeat. Except I’m not. “Shit.”

With a shaky hand, I unlock my door and slip into the dark suite, closing it quietly behind me. It takes me a few moments to catch my breath. I stand there, peering into the silent room, scanning every shadowy corner for anything suspicious, listening intently for any foreign sound inside or out.

When I’m finally sure I wasn’t followed, that I’m not going to be ambushed, I flick the light switch. The lamp on the nightstand turns on.

I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror hanging over the dresser and have to stifle a gasp. No wonder Miss Sherry thought something had happened to me, I’m a mess! My hair is disheveled, eye makeup is running down my face, and the black mesh of my turtle is neck torn in several spots.

Taking a step to get a better look, I grimace. Gunn really did a number on me. I touch a tender spot on my cheek and wince. A cough escapes me, and the fire I feel in my windpipe reminds me of exactly how far I allowed him to go.

I hook the turtleneck with my finger and tug it down and yikes. If Miss Sherry had seen the bruises on my neck, she’d have called the cops. As it is, I’m not sure she won’t.

“Fucking, Dimples,” I say. He came much too close to killing me.

The question is, what stopped him? Because I’m certain leaving me alive wasn’t a mistake. People like us make sure our targets are deader than dead when we walk away. That means something interrupted him. But what?

Another cough has me searching for a bottle of water in the mini fridge. I take a painful drink as I pull my cell out and search for the number to Maisie’s burner phone. It’ll be the last time I’ll risk using it.

Me: Did you tell anyone where I am?

It’s the fucking middle of the night, so I don’t expect an instant reply. But it comes anyway in the form of a call.

“What’s happened?” she asks in a groggy whisper.

“Did you tell anyone where I am?”

“Of course not. Why? Wait, what’s wrong with your voice?”

“I had a visitor.” I swallow as I gently touch my neck. “Tried to kill me.”

“Who?”

I don’t reply to her question. Instead, I ask again, “Are you sure it didn’t slip out at any time where I am?”

“Scar, I don’t talk to anyone about you. Not even to my sister. Trust me, I haven’t said a word.”

“What about your phone? Have you had it with you the entire time like I told you?” The line goes silent. “Maisie?”

“I lost it for a few days,” she confesses. “But I found it under my bed and it was fine.”

It’s as if a bucket of ice water has been poured over my head. Even my burning throat gets a good dose of cold. If her phone was missing for days, it was probably not under her bed. It was most likely in the hands of Arran Maxton. Which in turn would mean…

“Oh my God. They know.”

“Who?”

“The alliance. They know where I am.” I take a step back as my gaze flies to the window. Could they be watching me even now?

Maisie remains quiet for a bit. When she speaks again, her voice is small and full of regret. “Did I do something wrong?”

I cup my hand over my mouth to keep from yelling at her. To keep from screaming that yes, she did something very wrong and it could well cost me my life.

After a breath, I say, “You were supposed to dispose of the phone if anything like this ever happened.”

“Then I wouldn’t be able to talk to you.”

My jaw works so hard I swear a tooth chips, but I manage to refrain from saying something that will push away one of the few people that mean something to me.

“Scar,” she says. “I screwed up.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, kid.” I drop my head and stare at my feet. “We knew this was risky. That’s why I gave you a burner phone. But I’m afraid it may have been compromised.” Fuck, Luca Sinacore and his men could possibly be listening to her conversation right now.

“What do we do?” There’s a hint of desperation in her voice, probably because she knows exactly what I’ll say.

“Smash your phone.”

“What? No!” she whisper-cries. “We won’t be able to talk.”

“We will. I’ll find a way, just like I did before.”

There’s silence and the sound of something like a sniffle. “Promise?”

“Promise.”
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It takes me several minutes of pacing as I rehearse a truth so twisted it might be believable before I can bring myself to text Gideon.

Me: 786 Mission aborted. Location compromised

I’ve barely hit send when the song Purple Rain blares from my phone.

“Fuck.” I stare at the word Giddy on my screen, the nickname Maisie gave Gideon just to annoy him.

I didn’t want to talk to him. It’s a lot easier to tell half-truths in a text.

“What the fuck happened?” he says the instant I accept the call.

“I had to abort the mission.” Truth.

“Why?”

“I was followed.” Also true.

“By who?”

“Luca Sinacore’s right hand, Gunn Sinclair.” Accurate.

“The Sinacores are in New Orleans?”

“It would appear so.”

Silence. Then, “How did he know where you were?”

“That’s a good question. Does your brother know where I am?” Proactive deflection.

“No.”

“Are you sure?” I push to get that seed of doubt in Rowan Kane nice and planted. I mean, it could be true. Blood does not always equal loyalty. He barely even knows the guy.

The quiet tells me it’s working. “What happened?” he asks after a moment.

“Gunn spotted me on Bourbon Street.”

“Near the target?”

“No.” Sort of. Depends on who you ask. Everything in the Quarter is close, so near is relative. A few blocks can be considered far. “I took him in the opposite direction.”

“You managed to lose him?”

“Yes.” Definitely true. Once I blacked out, I lost sight everything.

There’s a scratching sound, and I imagine he’s rubbing the scruff on his chin. “Finish the job tonight, before Sinclair sounds the alarm. They should still be expecting you.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll be on the road home before sunrise,” I assure him.

“No. You’ll have a second job now. Another target.”

“Who?” I ask even though I already know the answer.

“Gunn Sinclair.”
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Francesco Gianni, Giuseppe Tadesco, Sergio Ramos, Clive Maxton, Bryan McKenzie and Sean Murphy. In 2009, those six heads of some of the most powerful crime families in the Eastern United States came together to take out a common enemy. Gideon’s father, Stephen Black.

Stephen hadn’t done anything wrong, mind you. At least not where the underworld is concerned. Here, in this place of corruption, money, drugs, sex, violence, everything is about power. Everyone wants more of it.

He craved power just like the rest of them. His sin was that he knew how to get it far better than most.

Had Stephen been left unchecked, he’d be ruling the entire eastern coast by now. No doubt. All those families, the Giannis, Tadescos, Ramos, Maxtons, McKenzies, and yes, even the Sinacores, would have fallen under his control. And Gideon would have inherited it all.

Sometimes I wonder if that’s not the only reason he’s so obsessed with revenge. This desire to bring them all to heel, is it because he loved his father, or because he lost his inheritance? It’s hard to figure with a man like Gideon.

Stephen wasn’t a kind man. In fact, if he’d found out about me he would have killed me. His son wasn’t allowed pets, and that’s what I was in the beginning. A cute mutt he rescued and kept hidden in his bedroom.

No, Stephen wasn’t a nice man, but Gideon respected him, and yeah, maybe he did love him.

The reasons behind it all don’t matter anyway. All that matters is that I swore my loyalty to him, and whatever he asks of me, I will do.

It took six men to take out Stephen Black. My job is to ensure that those six men don’t have legacies. It was why Gideon had me trained so well.

The list started out simple enough, though shit got complicated quickly. Out of the six original names, two were crossed off before I even began my hunt. Francesco Gianni and Sean Murphy had both died already.

That made Giuseppe Tadesco, the Don over Chicago, the first of my hits. It had been him that started the war against Gideon’s father, so it seemed fitting. He was in Jersey running some shady business right under the Gianni’s noses. All I had to do was pretend to be the prostitute he called for.

I’ve killed many men before, but there are only few that I remember as well as Giuseppe Tadesco. The older man might have been respected as the godfather of a powerful organization, but on the human scale, I’d say he was not much above scum.

The first thing I saw after passing his security team’s inspection and walked into his room, was the girl he’d called in before me. She was huddled in a corner holding the tattered pieces of her tight black dress over her chest. Her hair was a mess and bruises covered her arms.

When she heard my footsteps, she glanced up, but it was clear by her overly dilated pupils that she was high as fuck and couldn’t fully register who I was. She wiped a hand across her swollen lip and turned from me, pressing herself against the wall as if she wanted to disappear into it.

“Is she okay?” I asked Giuseppe, fighting the urge to go to her.

He was standing by a bar cart set across from the king size bed. “Don’t know. That’s how she showed up. Unprofessional whores don’t do it for me. That’s why I called you. You will be better, won’t you?”

My gaze flicked to his freshly cut knuckles as he poured two shots of whiskey. When he handed me one, I smiled. “I take my job very seriously.”

“Good girl. Now let me take out the trash before we get started.”

I said nothing as he practically tossed her out on her ass and called her names. I said nothing because it was best for her if the guards saw him still living when she left.

Five minutes later, Giuseppe lay on the bed naked and gutted with his own knife.

Bryan McKenzie of Boston was my next target, and when his brother James took over the family, he met the same fate. Like I said, my job is to ensure there is no legacy. No boss. No one to run their business.

Then it was Joaquin Gianni, the short slimeball that took over New Jersey after his father, Francesco, was killed in a suspicious car accident. It gave me almost as much pleasure to dispose of him as it did Giuseppe. But when his brother, Renzo, took over, I didn’t have to lift a finger because one of their own took care of it for me.

There was also Clive Maxton, the once king of the Philadelphia underworld. I don’t remember him. Don’t know what he looked like when I shot him because I was too focused on Maisie. Her screams of horror when she witnessed his death at my hands.

They’re not all dead, however. Because of their alliance with Luca Sinacore, some have been a little harder to take out.

First, there’s Arran Maxton, Clive’s son, and Noah Esposito, who is now over New Jersey and closest to the Sinacores.

Then we have the members of the alliance who have been purposely spared.

Rowan Kane, Bryan and James McKenzie’s nephew, but to our benefit also Gideon’s half-brother. And most recently, Gavin Alexander, Sean Murphy’s younger sibling who sought Gideon’s help to retake his Las Vegas casino after Marco Tadesco betrayed him.

Like I said, it’s become a complicated list that seems to have taken on a life of its own. A fucking family tree that continuously sprouts new branches, and it’s up to me to trim them.

Today, that branch happens to be Sergio Ramos.

He’s the last of what I like to call the originals. Also, the quietest of the bunch. He’s barricaded himself in his Miami mansion and left all of the talking to his cousin, Jorge Ruiz. Any negotiations have all been done through him, yet Sergio has refused to officially pass on the torch.

Because he never joined the Sinacore Alliance, the Ramos Cartel don’t have their backing. Maybe they think it’s too late to ask now. Maybe they heard how Marco Tadesco tried and was denied.

But they need alliances and that has forced Sergio out of hiding. They couldn’t find it in Florida, among the rivals they’ve fought for control. His only option was to seek backing elsewhere.

A meeting has been called with Armando Esquibel, head of the Lastros Cartel in Texas. It will be taking place at Original Sin, a gentlemen’s club here in the Quarter known as neutral ground. Anyone that goes inside must abide by the laws set by the owner. No weapons. No murder. In essence, it’s a safe space for criminals to go about their illegal business.

But Sergio won’t stay in there forever. Eventually the meeting will end and he will leave the safety of the club’s walls. And lucky for me, I know exactly where he’ll be heading.
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I hate rats. Not the furry, cute four-legged kind, but the greedy human kind. I hate how quick they are to sell out anyone to save their own skins and how they seem to multiply and hide in every dirty hole of every dirty city.

Dealing with them comes with the territory. It was in the job description, right next to: must be willing to die for the boss.

Unfortunately for Sergio Ramos, dealing with rats is also part of his. His rat comes in the guise of his right-hand man, Jorge Ruiz.

In exchange for his boss, Jorge was promised the position he’s so desperately wanted for years. To play leader of the Ramos Cartel.

Jorge was only too eager to accept the offer.

After the charade that was the meeting with Armando, a ploy to get Sergio to leave the security provided by his loyal men in Miami, he is to meet his fate. Namely, me.

It’s not difficult sneaking into the barely guarded hotel where they’re staying. Something about that bothers me. I don’t like that this is a set up. That Sergio’s own men are looking the other way as I move quietly past them toward the adjoining suite.

When I step out onto the balcony and see the French doors of his room open, my heartburn flares to life. I grimace and push my fingers into my stomach, but it does nothing to alleviate the pain.

I swallow down the acid that’s threatening to bubble up and climb over the iron rail that separates the two balconies.

A slight breeze blows through the sheer curtains. Beyond them, a heavy set older man is on an antique settee cutting a cigar.

“Do you mind?” he says.

“Smoking isn’t allowed in this room, primo.”

Sergio laughs. “I believe we can break the rules for today. I already did with the contract I signed.”

“Armando is a powerful ally to have against Gideon Black.”

“And all it cost was half our market.” Sergio shakes his head. “It doesn’t feel right.”

Footsteps sound before a man that looks like younger version of himself appears with a lighter. “It was a good deal.”

“Was it?” Sergio peers up at him.

Just as he says that, I step through the sheer curtains and into the light of the room. Sergio’s head turns to me slowly, almost as if he’s unsurprised to see me, maybe even expecting to.

“What’s this?” he asks, a curious smile on his face.

“This is me, breaking the rules,” Jorge replies.

“The rule of respect and honor?” Sergio arches a brow.

“There is no honor amongst thieves. You taught me that, primo.”

“And for teaching you to survive, you sell me to the Ferryman. That was the actual deal after all, wasn’t it?” Sergio nods. “Of course it is. It all makes sense now, this push to leave Miami.”

“I gave you a chance, cousin. Remaining in hiding only makes us remain weak.”

“And what does cavorting with the enemy make you.”

Jorge takes a puff of his cigar and blows the smoke in Sergio’s direction. “If you would have let me take control⁠—”

“You’d be dead now.” Sergio looks poignantly at me.

“I have an agreement with Gideon Black. Something you should have done from the beginning.”

Sergio laughs. “You can’t make agreements with death.”

“Well I did. I’m taking what you should have given me long ago.”

“You didn’t earn it.”

It’s strange to stand here and watch the exchange between the two. I’ve never had to wait for my cue to strike from someone else. But that’s exactly what this is. I have to wait for Jorge to finish his bitching.

“I’ve been the face of the Ramos Cartel for months,” he argues. “You sent me and I went.”

Sergio takes a long swig of his drink. “I sent you because you were dispensable.”

This apparently hits a raw nerve with Jorge, because he roars in utter rage and throws his cigar across the room. I go to it and put it out. No need to burn down a historic building over this.

“You piece of shit. It’s no wonder your own men were so willing to help me.”

“Your men, Jorge. Not mine. My men are all dead.”

“How do you know?”

“By now, you would have killed anyone who opposes you.” Another calm puff of his cigar.

There’s a lot you can tell by being still and listening to a conversation. I’m beginning to get a very clear picture of who these guys are. Sergio, the older and much wiser man who has done and seen it all. A man who’s earned his respect. Jorge, the younger more ambitious one. The one that wants it handed to him without any of the work.

“I’m tired of this. Kill him,” Jorge says with an entitlement that grates my nerves. Like he’s my boss and all he has to do is ring a little bell and I’ll come. He grabs another cigar and lights it. “And make it real. Don’t want any of this shit coming back to me. The Sinacores must believe it was all you, baby.”

A grin spreads across my lips. “Sure thing, boss.”

I stand in front of Sergio who is staring straight ahead, completely at ease with his fate. He takes a deep breath, straightens his spine and looks heavenward. “Perdona mis pecados, o señor Jesucristo. Perdoname. Perdonala a ella. Que no lleve la culpa de esta muerte.” Forgive my sins, oh Lord Jesus. Forgive me. Forgive her. May she not carry the guilt of this death.

“Enough! Just get it over with.” Behind me, Jorge steps closer, as if he wants to have a good view.

Sergio’s gaze drops ever so slightly as he glances over my shoulder at his traitor. There’s something so fucking sad in his expression, so heartbroken, but no shock. He expected this betrayal from his cousin.

“Any last words?” I ask.

“Take care of Lulu,” he says.

Now, I don’t know who Lulu is, but something tells me that Jorge won’t give two shits about her. Mostly it’s the mocking chuckle he lets out.

It’s that laughter that changes everything.

I swing my blade around and behind me so fast, that the chuckle that is still coming from Jorge is now exiting through the deep gash in his neck. It’s a grotesque sound that makes me cringe, but it’s only momentary, quickly turning to a gurgling scream as he grasps the gaping hole with both his hands.

He falls backward, twitching for a few seconds before he succumbs.

“Good thing he died fast.” I step aside to avoid the puddle of blood thickly moving toward us. “I’m not sure how much of that I could have taken.”

“You killed him.” Sergio grunts as he struggles to stand.

“He annoyed me.” I look at him, then at the body at his feet. “You knew he’d betray you.”

Sergio nods. “I knew.”

“Who is Lulu?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“My Chihuahua.”

“Oh.”

“You seem disappointed.”

Shaking my head, I say, “I thought maybe it was a lover. Or a daughter.”

He groans as he goes to sit at the edge of the bed, a safe distance from the oozing stain that was Jorge’s life.

“Would it make it better if I said Lulu is all of I left of my wife? She carried that thing around in a purse. Now I do.” Tilting his head, he studies me. “Why did you kill Jorge?”

“I told you. He annoyed me.”

“Everyone is annoying. Why did you kill him?”

Because Jorge was a bad person. Because I could sense real evil inside him, just like I have every other person I’ve killed. Because that is my way of justifying what I do.

“I don’t know why I did it.” I wrinkle my nose at him.

“Liar,” he says.

I lean against the back of the settee he was just on and peer at Sergio. There is just something about him, maybe it’s the fact that he’s eighty years old or his sad, milky green eyes or the fact that he loves his dog. Mostly, it’s that I don’t sense him being a truly bad person. Criminal, yes. Evil, no.

“You will kill me now.” It’s a statement.

“Those are my orders.”

“Then you better get on with it before Jorge’s men come looking.” When I don’t move, he adds, “Pero coño, girl, do it already.”

My fist tightens around the hilt of the blade still covered in Jorge’s blood. I push off the settee and cautiously, I go to him. He doesn’t move. Doesn’t attempt to get away. Simply sits there watching me.

I set the bloodied knife on the bed beside him and from my boot produce another. I’m not sure why I do this. Using the same weapon has never bothered me before. However, something about Jorge’s blood disgusts me, and it seems like adding insult to injury if I use it against Sergio.

Taking a fistful of his thinning gray hair, I tug his head back and expose his neck. His eyes lock onto mine and it takes everything I have not to avert my gaze. “What will happen to your dog?”

He shuts his lids for a second and sighs deeply. “I pray God protects her.”

My lips pull tight and I growl as I release him. I dig my fingers deep into the pit of my stomach and begin to pace in a circle around Jorge’s body. “Fuck.”

“What’s the matter, girl?”

“Nothing. It’s just heartburn. Or a heart attack.”

“I have aspirin in my pocket.”

I drop my arms to the side and shoot him with an irritated glare. “You’re making this difficult.”

“I thought it was the opposite. If I fight you, it will hurt more and the end result will be the same. I’ll be dead.”

“You don’t know that! You could just as easily overpower me.”

He lets out another sigh. “I’m old and tired, girl. I want to go home.”

My shoulders slump. “Scarlet. My name is Scarlet.” I return to the settee, needing some distance. “Why did you kill Stephen Black?” I hope his answer will be so callus, it will make me want to finish what I started.

But then he says, “He killed my wife.”

That stops me in my tracks and I turn to him. “What?”

“2007. He came to Miami to make a deal behind his boss’s back. I sent a message to Giuseppe Tadesco informing him of that traitor. But Stephen intercepted it and retaliated by killing my wife.”

Frowning, I rummage through the files in my mind, every piece of information I’ve been given on the events that lead to Stephen’s death. This isn’t part of it.

“You have proof?”

“It’s there, but you’ll have to search for it on your own.” He watches me. “Not everything is as it seems.”

Approaching footsteps sound near the hall and we both glance at the door.

“We’re out of time,” he says. “Get on with it.”

“I can’t do it,” I whisper. How can I when everything is suddenly so unclear?

“If you don’t, your boss will take you out.”

“You can’t certain of that,” I say.

“I can,” he retorts. “Remember, I met Stephen Black. If his son is anything like him…”

I’m about to tell him that Gideon isn’t like that. That he would never harm me. But the words won’t come out when I realize I can’t be certain of that.

“If you don’t, they will,” Sergio says, pointing to the door. “At least you can make it quick.”

“I don’t—” Before I can finish my sentence, Sergio grabs the knife I left sitting beside him and jams it into his own throat.

Though I’m not one to gasp at every little surprise, I have to stifle a scream of horror. I rush to him as he slumps over, and help him gently lie on his back.

He takes hold of my hand as he tries to die with dignity. But damn, it must hurt to stab yourself in the neck.

“You stupid man. I could have made it painless,” I say.

His mouth opens slightly as with his eyes he tells me that I could have, but I was a coward.

When he finally fades, I squeeze his hand. I’d pray for his soul, but I’m not sure a plea from me would do him any favors. Actually, it might guarantee his ticket to Hell. Best I keep quiet.

I place a 2009 penny over each of his eyes. For the first time in months, a pound of guilt is added to my already heavy burden.

I didn’t kill him, but his blood is still on my hands.
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From my luggage, I grab the box full of sterile disposable scalpels and go to the bathroom counter. I take out one of the blades and insert it into the stainless-steel handle. Then, I lift my shirt and on an exhale, slide the sharp tool to make two marks on the skin of my lower back, just beneath all the others.

The lines go from white to red as blood fills them and forms tiny rivulets that roll down toward my waist.

Sergio Ramos and Jorge Ruiz.

Two more deaths added to my list. Two more sins. Two more scars.

The cuts sting. They always do. But the hardest part comes after, when I have to lift my gaze to the mirror and search my eyes for a soul. Is it still there? Some days it’s hard to tell.

Today is one of those days.

It’s Gunn. He’s thrown me off my mojo. I’m confused. Disorientated.

Taking out a criminal has never been an issue for me. Taking out one of the men on Gideon’s list even less. Yet with Sergio I hesitated. I doubted. I asked fucking questions.

His wife was murdered, he sought revenge. He worried about his little dog. Now I’m worried about him too, and I never worry!

Fucking Gunn. I’m certain my encounter with him has me like this.

“Get a grip,” I mumble to myself.

But it’s not just him. Oh no. These strange thoughts that have been like a wrench in my very focused brain can be traced back to a single event. A single person.

I twist slightly to get a better look at another scar, this one on my side where the skin is more sensitive.

This scar is thicker, made so because it’s not just one line, but many. And yet there can never be enough.

With the scalpel still in hand, I make another mark over that one, a new reminder of what I did. This time, looking in the mirror again becomes impossible. All I’ll see is a monster, anyway.

My phone buzzes, thankfully distracting me from the dark path my thoughts were about to take a trip on.

Gideon: 839 Status.




The text comes in with a code we use to prove it is us. He sends a random number, and I reply with the same in reverse.

Me: 938 Job complete.




Gideon: All of it?




My neck tenses.

Me: It will be done.
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It can’t be a coincidence that Gunn was on Bourbon Street at the same time I was. He was searching for me.

But if he’d known where I’m staying, he wouldn’t have followed me. He would have killed me in my room. That means, he must have been stalking the streets, waiting for me to make an appearance. It’s a small enough town that the odds were in his favor.

Smart man.

Smart me too, because I’m about to take a page from his playbook.

If he found me, I can find him too.

With a newly formulated plan, I shower and redress in a blue, short sleeve turtle neck and black leggings. Then I’m out the door heading for the place on Bourbon Street where I first saw him. If he found me there once, there’s a possibility he’ll return.

There’s a gated alley on the side of one of the buildings. I push the iron door and shut it behind me after I step into the dark space. From here, I’m well concealed but still have a good view of everyone passing.

And I wait.

Just as predicted, not one hour later, I see him. It’s easy to spot him as he has several inches over everyone around him. He’s walking down the sidewalk, fully alert, his gaze darting from side to side. Probably on the hunt for me.

I sink deeper into the shadows as he nears. When he passes and is a safe distance away, I jut out into the crowd and trail him.

He goes all the way down Bourbon Street, pausing a few times to look around, forcing me to hide behind strangers.

We move like that all the way down to Bienville Street, just one block from where I’m staying. Shit. It’s a miracle he didn’t get to me sooner.

Just like the place I’m staying, he goes in the door of an old mansion turned guesthouse.

And I smile. “Gotcha!”

After a quick search where I spot only a few random cameras located at the front door, I move around the inn as I scan all the windows for evidence of movement. It gets tricky when I have to climb an iron fence covered in thorny vines, but it’s the only way to get a good view of all the rooms without having to go through the reception and I can’t risk them having their own version of Miss Sherry.

The back of the building has a nice courtyard with an oversized fountain that must be original to the property, and a small in-ground hot tub that is definitely not.

Validating my assessment that there aren’t cameras everywhere, is a couple in the middle of an intense make out session, maybe even more, but it’s hard to tell with all the bubbles. They probably assume that given the hour, they have all the privacy in the world to do whatever they want.

Gross. Anyone else that uses the Jacuzzi tomorrow will be bathing in their juices. I think of all the public pools I’ve been in and cringe.

They don’t notice me as I go past them, too absorbed in their tryst, their sloshing sounds covering my footsteps.

A light in one of the second-floor rooms turns on. I press myself against the wall as a large shadowy figure appears at the French doors of the balcony. The curtains move aside only slightly, but even through the sliver of a view I can tell it’s Gunn before he disappears back into the room.

Giving the couple one last glance to make sure they’re still busy, I easily climb one of the many oak trees encroaching on the buildings and jump onto the balcony.

I listen intently for any sound before I peer inside. Through the sheer panels, I can easily see the huge room. Football is playing on the flat screen TV set on an antique dresser. Across from that, on the queen wrought iron bed is an open suitcase with clothes set all around it, as if he’s in the middle of packing.

Is he leaving New Orleans?

I consider texting Gideon the possibility when beyond the bed I spot the light and steam emanating from the bathroom.

He’s showering.

My heart skips a beat as the unheeded image of Gunn Sinclair in all his naked glory barges into my brain. Unheeded, but certainly not unwelcome.

“Such a shame,” I mumble to myself as I work the flimsy lock and step inside. Either he needs a lesson in security measures, or he thinks he’s that good at protecting himself.

Or maybe he’s expecting you…

This could be a trap. I’d certainly never stay in a place like this without setting up my own security. Then again, the only thing I have going at La Maison Rouge is Miss Sherry.

Cautiously, I go the bathroom door that’s been left ajar and peer inside. Through the foggy mirror, I can see him showering in the glass enclosed space, and it’s a clear enough view that it has my salivary glands working overtime.

I can literally feel my pupils dilate as my eyes follow the movement of his hands over his broad chest, the way his muscles flex as he scrubs his dark, wet skin, and spreads soapy suds only for them to drip down his abs.

He turns just as I lower my gaze to catch a glimpse of what he’s packing, but instead get a view of his ass. I’m not disappointed though, because it’s the kind of ass I could stare at for a long time.

And he has Venus Dimples. Of course he would. A grin tugs my lips to one side as I take in the deep indents on his lower back.

You want to lick those too, don’t you? my little she-devil asks and I nod in response.

When the mirror becomes too foggy to see through, I curse silently. However, it’s for the best. I have work to do and drooling over my target isn’t it.

But damn, what a pretty target he is.
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Some muffled sound wakes me from a sleep so deep, I don’t recall dreaming.

Fuck me, I must have been out for hours because when I try to open my eyes, they’re dry, my lids like sandpaper. I’m parched too, my tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth as if I’ve been walking in a desert for miles.

I roll my head toward the nightstand and finally manage to crack open one eye to search for something to drink. But what I see instead has me frowning in confusion. In place of the water I expect, what I find is a small brown bottle with a rag draped over it and beside that… A pile of pennies?

“What the—” My senses seem to return all at once and I suddenly realize I’m not alone. “You!” I hiss at the sight of the hellcat peering down at me, a large knife in her fist.

“Hello, Dimples. Did you have a good nap?”

I immediately attempt to sit up, but something stops me. “What the…” Ropes. Each of my limbs is tied to one of the iron spindles of the bed. With my black T-shirt torn down the center of my chest, I look like I’m about to be sacrificed.

When I fail to break free, she gives me a pleased smile. Then, as if she has a right to, she throws a leg over my hips and straddles me. And fuck me again because the way she fits on me feels like she definitely has a right to be there.

Cocking my head, I grin at her. “Why, if it isn’t my friend, Peaches. Made yourself at home, I see.” I purposely let my gaze rove over her, from her blond head to the place where I’m nestled so perfectly between her legs. “What brings you ‘round these parts?” I pump my hips upward.

She glances down at the part she’s on. Her red lips pull upward in that siren smile she wears so well. One brow arched, she looks back at my face. “Are you always so ready to greet friends?”

“Depends on the friend. Or frenemy, in your case.”

Scarlet rests her blade against the skin on my abs and I jerk from the cold of it. She laughs as she runs a finger over my stomach. “It gave you goosebumps.”

“You give me goosebumps,” I retort. “How the fuck did you get in here?”

“I crawled in through your balcony and hid in your closet. Then I watched until you fell asleep.”

“Fucking creep,” I say. “Did you watch me showering too?”

“Would you have wanted me to?” Her green gaze flicks to mine and my pants get even tighter.

I’m about to tell her that fuck yes, I would have wanted her to, but only if she was going to join me, when it all comes back to me. The last memory I have is of me taking a shower before bed. Did I make it? Yes. I recall slipping under the blankets. Then what? Something smelled funny. But before I could question it, I was waking up to this woman on me.

“You knocked me out,” I accuse.

“You were already out, I just made sure you stayed that way. It’s pretty late and I didn’t want to disturb your neighbors. We do tend to get pretty loud when we’re, you know”—she winks—“having a good time battling it out.”

“How considerate of you.”

She shrugs. “I thought so.”

“So what? You drug me so there aren’t any noise complaints, my shirt has been torn open and there’s a stack of coins I’m willing to bet were all minted in 2009. Were you planning on gutting me?”

“I’d think you’d be grateful to go out in your sleep, all peaceful and sweet.” Her hand twitches around the hilt of her blade and suddenly I’m not so sure she’s not still planning on executing me.

“How long does it take you to do that? A few seconds?”

“You want me to discuss your eminent death?” she questions.

“No. Just curious as to why I’m still alive.”

She rocks on me and I groan from the feeling of her pressing so firmly against my cock. Her smile widens. “Well, I was about to dispatch you to the hereafter, I mean, my knife was on your throat and all, when you poked me.”

“I poked you,” I repeat.

“Yup. With that.” She glances between her legs at my crotch. “And I realized that if I killed you, I’d always wonder what it feels like.”

I’m not sure if it’s the ropes forcing the blood away from my arms and legs and into my groin, but it definitely happens. My dick goes from steel to granite even though my brain is screaming at it that this bitch is crazy. Fuck, maybe that’s why it’s so hard.

“Why didn’t you just take what you wanted?” I ask.

“I’m a killer, not a rapist.”

“What you are is a psycho.”

Her mouth quirks up to one side. “Is that a bad thing?”

“So you waited for me to wake up to what? As for my consent?”

“Yes.”

I’m stunned. Truly. “What exactly are you asking for?”

“I want to get off with you. On you. You know what I mean.”

I stare at her in disbelief. It’s not just her strange morals, but my own. Because I’m oddly flattered that she’s asking for my permission. And I want to know what she feels like too. I want to see her getting off on me.

“Do with me what you will,” I say. I’m already in this position, might as well make the best of it.

She bites her bottom lip as lust fills her cat eyes and she bends over me. Her irises glitter in the low light of the lamp, twin emeralds I’ve sworn to shut forever, and what a shame it will be.

“You’re so beautiful,” she whispers before her tongue darts out and she swipes it slowly across my left dimple. She purrs and the sound of it goes straight to my cock. “So yummy.”

Then, her mouth crashes against mine, and the kiss… This fucking kiss is as deadly as she is.

Scarlet has been one of my favorite opponents since that day I met her outside of Raimondo’s. Fighting her always shoots a sort of fun adrenaline through my veins, a high that makes me crave just one more run-in with this evil blonde.

But this kiss… If doing battle with her is an adrenaline rush, kissing her is straight up crack. I’m instantly addicted to the taste of her tongue as it slides across mine and the air I steal from her lungs when she lets out a breath.

Her fingers scrape my scalp through my short cut as she maneuvers my head to the side. Then her hot mouth is on my neck, licking and biting, and farther still to my nipples. She takes one between her teeth and tugs.

“Sweet Jesus!” I hiss.

“Do you like that?”

“Yes,” I groan as she grinds her pelvis against mine, stroking herself on my shaft through our pants, harder and harder each time. It’s not true. I usually don’t like my nipples touched, it feels fucking weird. But like everything else that involves this woman, the more it hurts, the more I want it.

She moans and the sound of it hits a chord in my dick that has me raging against the ropes, desperate to touch her, to take control and make her even crazier than she already is. Damn these well-made antiques!

Sitting up, she wraps her hands around my throat, her thumbs pressing into my Adam’s apple, a wicked gleam in her eye as if she’s imagining what it would be like to strangle me. “Do you like this?”

“Fuck yeah.”

It must turn her on as much as it does me because she gasps, “Oh God!” as she pumps herself against me faster.

“That’s it, Peaches. Make yourself come on me.”

Her lids screw shut and she cries out again and again before she tenses and comes.

She drops onto my chest, blond hair pooled against my neck, her breathing ragged. When she calms, she pats my chest and says, “Thanks, I needed that.”

I can barely think past the throbbing of my cock, so when she starts to push off me it takes a moment to register that she doesn’t intend to finish the job. “Wait a fucking minute.”

“What?” she asks innocently as she smooths her shirt.

“What about me?”

“What about you?”

Glancing down at my bulge, I arch a brow. “I’m not done.”

She begins to gather her things from the nightstand. “As much as I’d love to leave you with an even bigger grin, I’ve got to go. Raincheck?”

“Raincheck?! The fuck does that mean?”

“It means raincheck, as in, I’ll get you later.”

I yank on the ropes and growl, furious that she’s managed to secure me to the iron bed so well. “If you don’t free me, the next time we meet will be the last thing you see.”

She rolls her eyes. “You’ll be fine.”

“Fuck!” I pull harder, willing to break my own damned wrists and ankles if it means getting to her and wringing her pretty neck. “Let me go.”

Like the psycho I called her, she smiles as she goes to the French doors and opens them wide. “You didn’t kill me when you had the chance, now I’m returning the favor and letting you live. When you’re ready to admit defeat, just scream. Someone will hear you.”

The fucking audacity. She knows perfectly well that my ego will have me shitting my pants before I let anyone rescue me from this.

“Fine,” I give her my fakest smile. “But you’ll still owe me,” I say, and lift my hips so she can see my still raging hard-on.”

“Like I said, raincheck. See ya, Dimples.” She turns on her heel and walks onto the balcony. But before she disappears into the darkness like the villain she is, she says over her shoulder, “I’m leaving tonight. I suggest you do the same if you don’t want to wear out your welcome with Marcone.”

And just like that, she’s gone.
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It takes me an hour to free myself. Although I was willing to break my bones to do it, all I had to sacrifice was the flesh on my left hand. Once that was out of the rope, I managed to untie the ropes that bound my other wrist and feet. However, that wasn’t the first thing I did.

I rub the bandages covering my bleeding raw skin and smile. Fucking psycho. The moment I had my hand free, I rubbed one out. And I’m not a leftie, but horny as I was, it didn’t matter. All I needed was to close my eyes and picture her face.

It was only after I found some semblance of release, that I took the time to undo the other knots tying me to the bed.

She told me she’d be leaving, but that doesn’t stop me from searching for her. I wait for her in the same spot on Bourbon Street where I’d seen her earlier. The crowds die down as drunks flee to their rooms and eventually the music dies down too.

When she never shows, I scour the Quarter, scanning every alley I pass for signs of a villainous blonde. I even go back to that dilapidated house we fought in.

Nothing.

As soon as I return to my room, I dial Luca. I tell him about the unfortunate incident that left me all tied up for hours, but left out the things she did. That’s my own little secret.

When he questions why she left me alive, I say, “I don’t know,” also leaving out that I let her live when I had the chance. “Something must have stopped her.” A big thank you to my dick for that. “If she’s still in New Orleans, she’s holed up. I searched all night.”

“She’s gone,” Luca says.

“How are you so sure?” I narrow my eyes suspiciously.

“The bodies of both Sergio Ramos and Jorge Ruiz have just been found. They had pennies over their eyes. Now we know why she was there.”

“Shit.” I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the ropes still dangling from the footboard. “When?”

“Half an hour ago.”

“News travels fast.”

“Enzo Marcone sent me a message. He wasn’t aware they were in New Orleans, so that’s pissed him off.”

Scarlet’s parting words come back to me, I suggest you do the same if you don’t want to wear out your welcome with Marcone, and they suddenly make sense.

“I thought he didn’t want to be involved,” I say to Luca.

“He doesn’t. What he wants is us out of his city.”

“We’ve worn out our welcome.”

“Exactly.” He lets out a breath. “The last thing I want is to bring war to his territory. Not when I’d like a contract with him in the future.”

“Agreed. I’ll get on the first flight back.” I hang up and stick the phone in my jeans pocket. But it takes me a moment to get up, my gaze affixed on the rope.

A chill crawls up my spine as I reach for it and let it slip through my hand. Did Scarlet come straight from the murder scene? If she did, her adrenaline would have still been high, still pumping through her veins making her even more volatile. Killing me would not have only been easy, but if I know anything about the way shit is run in our world, she was ordered to.

That means I came much closer to being gutted myself than I realized.

Yet, she didn’t. The question is, why? Because getting her kicks on my tied-up ass wouldn’t have been enough.

She’s crazy, that’s why. She’s crazy and she’s driving me to madness too. A demented obsession where all I can think about is killing her, kissing her, fucking her and back to killing.

I can’t live like this.

Standing, I collect all of my belongings and shove them in my leather bag. I’m going back to New York, then I’m going to find that hellcat and finish this once and for all.
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Irub the bandage on my wrist subconsciously. It’s become a habit of mine these past two days. Something I do whenever that she-devil enters my mind, which seems to be all day, every damned day.

Yesterday I put in a call to Kyle. He’s a hacker Luca and I have used on several occasions because of how good he is. When all of the Ferryman shit began, he’s the one that helped us dig up information on Gideon Black.

Now, I want him to help me find out who his sidekick is.

“This is just between you and me,” I told him. “Luca doesn’t need to know.”

“I don’t think he’ll be happy about that.”

“Can you keep this between us or not?”

He hesitated before speaking. “I’ve dug into Gideon’s past before and haven’t come across anything on this Scarlet woman.”

“That’s because you haven’t looked.”

“Fine. Give me a few days,” he said and hung up.

A few days? It’s barely been one and I’m growing more impatient by the second.

“Gunn? I didn’t know you were here.” I look up from my wrist just as Carina enters the dining room.

Offering my most charming grin, I say, “I came for some of Nan’s breakfast.”

She smiles as she glances at the full plate in front of me. “Did you just arrive?”

“A few minutes ago.” I grab my fork and stab eggs and potatoes and shove them in my mouth. The truth is, I’ve been at Briar House a while, but my thoughts have been somewhere else completely.

“Well, we missed seeing you. I expected you’d be by yesterday.” She goes to the long buffet table set up by her and Luca’s housekeeper, Nancy.

“The trip wore me out.” Lame excuse, but it’s the quickest lie I can come up with.

Taking the seat beside me, she points to my wrist. “Luca told me you had a run in with Scarlet.”

That’s an understatement.

“I was careless.”

Carina gives me a soft smile as she reaches over and squeezes my arm. “Don’t beat yourself up. You’re lucky she let you live. You wonder why that is?”

“I can’t begin to fathom how that woman operates,” I admit. If it rings true, it’s because it is. Scarlet confuses the shit out of me.

“Mmm.” Carina takes a dainty bite of her eggs as she contemplates the riddle that is Scarlet. “You two have some strange thing between you. We can all sense it. Maybe that’s what stopped her.”

I’m not sure how to reply to that, so instead I shove more food into my mouth.

Carina studies me. “I know what Luca has ordered. I know he wants you to force Sofia’s location out of Scarlet before you kill her.” Her fingernails dig into the white table cloth. “But that’s not what I want.”

“It’s not?” I take a big gulp of juice.

“Clearly something about you made Scarlet hesitate. You can get the closest to her. I want you to take advantage of that, find her and bring her to me alive.” Her brown eyes suddenly fill with pain, then just as fast, they go stone cold. “I will get that information from her and I will be the one that kills her. Is that understood?”

I nod. Sometimes I forget how scary Carina can be. How determined she is to get her own revenge. Her twin sister’s blood is all over Scarlet’s hands, along with who knows how many others.

Guilt suddenly fills my gut like a pound of coal and I can hardly swallow down the egg in my mouth.

I had her in my grip, and I let her go.
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Showing up unannounced for breakfast isn’t new for me, seeing as how I usually don’t have much food in my fridge anyway.

But the real reason I’m here is because Luca wanted me to view the photos of Sergio Ramos and Jorge Ruiz.

After breakfast, I follow him into his study. He slides the pocket doors shut behind us and indicates the seat across from him.

He tosses the printed photos Enzo Marcone sent him onto the desk.

“He’s still not getting involved, I see,” I say sarcastically as I grab them.

“Carina hasn’t looked at them.”

I raise a questioning brow. “Why haven’t you shown her? You’re aware she might murder you if you keep this a secret, right?”

“Look closely.”

I flip through the photos which show varying angles of the bodies found at the Hotel Carré.

At first glance, they don’t appear much different than the others claimed by the Ferryman’s minion. There’s the usual gore, blood and shock. Jorge is lying on the floor, his neck slashed and a pool of blood surrounding him like a damned crimson halo. 2009 pennies have been placed over his eyes, the Ferryman’s signature.

Sergio, too, has the copper coins. He’s lying on the bed, his neck pierced with a large blade. And that’s what wrong with this picture.

“The knife is still there.” I frown as I stare at the weapon.

“Exactly. It’s a match to the one she used to kill Alma.”

So that’s why he didn’t want Carina to see. The reminder of her sister dying with Scarlet’s blade embedded deep in her chest will be painful. But eventually, he will have to show her.

I bring the image closer. “Scarlet wouldn’t make the mistake of leaving the weapon. I mean, she did it with Alma because she had to run. But this?”

“She wouldn’t.”

“Unless…” I study the angle of the hilt still protruding from Sergio’s throat, his right arm resting on his chest. “She didn’t kill him.”

Luca shakes his head. “The preliminary report from the medical examiner concurs. It was suicide. He must have done it before she could.”

“With her knife?” I rub my temple in thought. “How would he have gotten a hold of it?”

“Perhaps she gave it to him,” Luca offers. “Coerced him to do it somehow.”

“But even so, she wouldn’t have left her weapon.”

“Tell me why she would, then.”

I stare at the pictures. “How did she get in?”

“Through the suite next door. They share a balcony.”

“Is there any security footage?”

“Erased.”

“Of course.” In my mind, a movie begins to play. One where Scarlet is a cat burglar dressed in black, moving like a shadow beyond the guards.

At least, that’s what I imagine until Luca adds, “The Ramos Cartel has been quiet. No word of retaliation.”

“Maybe they don’t know who they’re going against.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it’s all a set up. Maybe Scarlet was let in.”

“To take out which man? Sergio or Jorge?” The movie in my head changes. Scarlet walks past the guards as they look the other way.

“You tell me.”

She goes in through the adjoining suite, and emerges to find both men. But which one was the intended target?

“What else did the examiner find?” I ask.

Luca reads from a text on his phone screen. “There was no sign of struggle with either man. The gash on Jorge’s throat appears to have come from the front, right to left.”

I think about that for a moment. About the way the two men died. “She caught Jorge by surprise. She was standing right in front of him and he didn’t know she was going to kill him. He’s the one that let her in.”

“And Sergio? She didn’t kill him but marked him with the coins. Why?”

“She had to take credit, but didn’t want the blame. She let us know she was there with the pennies, but didn’t want to touch the knife because she didn’t put it there.”

“Why?” Luca pushes, as if just because I have more blood on my hands than he does, it automatically gives me insight into the mind of a killer. “She took the blame for Renzo Gianni even though Noah killed him.”

“I don’t know why.” I pinch my brows together. That’s the thing with Scarlet, she confuses me. Her actions contradict what is expected of her. She took out one man, but let the other live long enough to end his own life. She answered Maisie’s call for help in spite of her being the enemy.

She should repulse me, but instead all I want to do is find her to finish what she started two nights ago.

“I don’t know why she didn’t kill him herself!” I’m exasperated with myself for my inability to explain anything related to that woman, and with Luca for demanding it of me. After a beat where I calm my frustration, I add, “What I do know is, if Scarlet was there on a mission to take out Ramos, then she wouldn’t have had Sofia with her.”

He nods and something painful comes over his expression, as if he’s been trying not to think about this. “Where is she if not with Gideon or Scarlet? Is she already fucking dead?”

I don’t know how to answer that either, but the thought did cross my mind.

“When are you going to show Carina?” I ask, returning the photos to him.

“Immediately.” He sits back and runs his hand through his hair. “I want the alliance to meet tonight. Or what remains of it. With Gavin and Rowan on Gideon’s side, maybe even the Ramos cartel, we have to stay united now more than ever.” He blows out a breath full of regret. “I should have helped Gavin.”

“You couldn’t have known he’d turn to Gideon,” I tell him.

He rubs his chin thoughtfully. “But I knew Rowan would. My gut told me he’d choose his brother. I would have.”

“You still have Noah and Arran. And you have me, brother. I’m not going anywhere.”
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Ireturn to Briar House for dinner and the meeting Luca called for. Him and Carina are waiting under the big portico as their guests arrive.

Pulling in behind Arran’s Rolls-Royce as he steps out of the rear passenger seat, I rev my Ducati’s engine to give him a scare. The roaring sound echoes off the high ceiling and makes him jump. He rewards me with a scowl that makes me laugh.

“Do you ever plan on growing the fuck up?” he asks.

“Not anytime soon.”

“It’s nice to have someone playful. It balances you,” his wife, Skye, says when he helps her out of the car.

On the other side, her moody teenage sister lets herself out and slams the door shut. I think she intends on rushing inside before anyone can greet her, but her jacket gets caught on the door, preventing her escape. “Come on!”

“If you stop tugging it, you could just open the door,” I suggest.

She glares at me with so much annoyance, it makes Arran seem chipper. Then, doing as I said, she opens the door, releases the jacket, and slams it shut again.

“Gunn,” she says coolly as she passes me and enters the house.

“Damn. What’s got her all pissed off like that?” I ask anyone who will listen.

“Ignore her,” Skye says. “She’s just upset that she couldn’t stay behind.”

“Why didn’t you let her? What is she, sixteen?”

“Fifteen,” she corrects.

“That’s old enough to stay home alone.” Fuck, I went everywhere alone by the age of ten.

“Not with her assassin buddy back in town,” Arran chimes in. “And after that phone shit, we can’t take our eyes off her.”

“Scarlet.”

“We can’t trust that she won’t try to contact her again.” Skye’s expression fills with worry as she stares off to the place her little sister disappeared through. “She got rid of that burner phone she used to contact her, which means they know we know.”

“Which means, where we go, so does she,” Arran adds. “So she hates us.”

Maisie might be upset with them, but she’s never warmed up to me either. All because of that hellcat.

That’s when an idea suddenly hits me. Out of everyone in the alliance, there is no one that knows more about Scarlet than that teenager.

“We should head inside,” Carina calls out. “The meeting is about to start. Noah’s already here.”

Ten minutes later and we’re all in the familiar dining room, with Luca and Carina at the head.

Carina, who is obviously still upset that Luca didn’t show her the photos of Sergio and Jorge first, is sitting quietly, her gaze mostly downcast.

Luca begins, “With Rowan and Gavin on Gideon’s side now⁠—”

“We can’t be sure they’re on his side,” Noah’s girl, Emily, interrupts. Ever since losing part of our alliance team, Carina has insisted that Emily and Skye join the meetings. They’re smart women, both have interacted with Gideon, and have different points of view that could be crucial.

“We must assume.” Luca sighs, something he’s been doing a lot lately. “I will rephrase. We should be ready for anything, including the possibility that Gavin and Rowan are on his side and willing to help him. We should operate under the assumption that he knows everything we do.” He lays out the photographs for all present to study and give their thoughts.

Yes, everyone here has something to add, some insight into what they believe Gideon and Scarlet are up to. But the insight I’m interested in, isn’t in this room.

“Excuse me, I have to use the restroom.” I leave, shutting the pocket doors behind me, and go in search of one of the only person in this house that might be able to answer all my questions.

Maisie.
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I find her lounging in an upstairs parlor. She looks extremely out of place on the sofa, one of those antique things that is meant for sitting ramrod straight, not laying on your stomach with your feet resting over an arm, eating chips and drawing.

Luca’s mother is probably rolling over in her grave. Hell, when she was alive, she never let us in here.

“Hey,” I say.

She glances up at me and returns to her drawing. “Hey.”

“What’ya doin’?”

“What’s it look like?”

“Come on, Maze? Are you mad at me or something?” I take a seat on the little coffee table facing her.

She shakes her head. “Why would I be mad at you?”

“You saw Scarlet and me fighting that day at your house.”

“And?” She lifts one shoulder.

And? That day, when she ran away from her sister and headed to their abandoned house, it was Scarlet she called. But she wasn’t the only one that showed up. I did too. I went in to rescue her from the bad guys, only to end up with Maisie throwing herself on me, her skinny arms wrapped tightly around my neck, screaming, “Scarlet, run!”

I’ve let it go. She’s a kid, after all. Our morals are all fucked up at that age. Actually, some of us never seem to get our morals straight.

“You’re friends with her, aren’t you?” Stupid question I know the answer to, but want her to say it.

Her pencil stops for a millisecond over the eye of the character she’s drawing, so fast had I not been paying close attention to all of her movements, I wouldn’t have noticed it. But she doesn’t reply to my question.

I take a peek at what she’s working on. “You’re very talented.”

“Thanks.” She sniffs and huffs. “You’re probably going to get in trouble for not being in the meeting.”

“They’re just going over stuff I already know about. Which means I can hang with you a little longer.”

“Yay me.” Rolling her eyes, she sets her sketchbook on the coffee table and gets up. “I have to use the bathroom.”

I’m not sure what still has her so pissed off with me, but it’s clear by the murder in her eyes as she flicks a glance my way, she hates my guts.

I rub my chin as I watch her walk away. Does she know that the alliance intersected her texts to Scarlet? Better yet, does she know I was sent after her in the French Quarter?

It takes her a few minutes to return, long enough that I help myself to the sketchbook. She’s good. I would have given anything to be able to draw like this when I was a kid.

From what I can tell, they’re comic book heroes. Each one has a title above it. I freeze when I get to one of a woman dressed in all black, with blond hair and emerald eyes. It seems to have been originally titled Rage. But that name was scratched out and beneath it, a new one was added. Scarlet.

“Hey!” She snatches it out of my hand. “That’s personal.”

Shit. I didn’t even hear her come back.

“You drew Scarlet,” I say, pointing at the picture.

“No. I drew Rage.”

“It says Scarlet.”

“Yeah, well.” She shuts the book and begins to walk away.

“I need you to get me in touch with her.”

She whirls back to me. “What?”

“I know about your messages on that burner phone. Arran brought them to the alliance.”

Her eyes narrowed in anger, she takes a few steps closer. I have to admit, for a fifteen-year-old, she’s pretty damn scary. It takes a lot for me not to get off the coffee table and back up several feet.

“Yeah, I figured, so I destroyed it. You people had no right to invade my privacy.”

“You people?” I say, offended.

“The alliance.” She rolls her eyes again. Typical teen.

“Tell me where she is.”

“Didn’t you hear me? I broke the phone and threw it in the trash.”

“But you wouldn’t have done that unless you knew how to reach her,” I toss back.

“Like I’m going to tell the alliance anything. No way in hell I’ll ever give her up to⁠—”

“It’s not for the alliance,” I cut her off. “It’s for me. I need to know where she is.”

Her gaze goes over me slowly as she tilts her head, her face full of suspicion. “Why?”

“I have reasons that have nothing to do with the alliance,” I say, hoping that reassures her.

“OMG, it was you!” She points to me with sudden excitement. “In New Orleans.”

“She told you?”

Pursing her lips, she asks, “Were you sent to kill her?”

“I was sent to get information from her. Then kill her,” I confess. “But I didn’t. I couldn’t.”

Relief seems to flood her and for the first time since she arrived, the scowl softens. She drops onto the sofa and runs a hand though her dark hair as she smiles. “She’s alive.”

“Yes.”

“So, since she’s alive, I’m guessing you didn’t get what you wanted from her.”

“That's one way of putting it,” I say sarcastically.

She scrutinizes me. “What am I missing?”

“Nothing.”

Obviously, she doesn’t believe me, because she continues to study me to the point it makes me uncomfortable. “You two like each other, don’t you?”

“Pfft. No, we don’t. Why, did she say something?”

“I haven’t talked to her in days.” Letting out a long breath, she sets down her sketchbook. “Besides, I'm fifteen, not stupid. Anyone can see it. What happened in New Orleans?”

“We fought.”

“Did you kiss too?”

My mouth draws up in a smile. I have a feeling a hint of honesty will go a long way with this kid. “Why do you think I need to talk to her. Left me all tied up after she kissed me.” Literally.

“Yes!” She pounds a fist through the air. “I knew it. After watching you two at my dad’s house, I knew you had a thing.”

“Will you please help me?” I practically beg.

She peers down at the drawing of Rage/Scarlet. “It would be betraying her.”

“Maze, if the alliance finds her first, she won’t stand a chance.”

“You want to help her?”

I don’t want to lie, but the truth is too complicated. “Maybe. First, she and I have to talk about things that went down in New Orleans.”

“Like kissing.”

I nod, banking on her romantic notion of what Scarlet and I could be. “Tell me how to reach her.”

“You won’t hurt her?”

“I swear it on my mother’s grave,” I say, lifting two fingers like a cub scout would. Since I don’t know where my mother is buried, nor was I ever a cub scout, I’m not sure it counts.

I don’t envy the mental struggle she’s going through as she debates her next option.

“She has a secret place,” she finally says. “Not even Giddy knows about it. She told me that if shit ever hit the fan, I would be safe there.”

“Do you know where it is?”

Tearing out a piece of paper, she writes down the address. Hesitatingly, she hands it to me. “Promise you won’t kill her.”

Gray eyes stare into mine, and they’re so fucking hopeful, that the words come out of my mouth before I can think of a way around a promise I’m not sure I can keep.

“I promise.”
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Icheck my phone for the fiftieth time. Nothing.

It’s been that way since my return from New Orleans. Gideon has been quiet, no orders to take someone out or collect his dry cleaning. When it comes to him, I usually like quiet. But for some reason, this time, it’s unsettling.

Maybe it has to do with the fact that it coincides with Maisie’s silence. I left another phone for her in her school locker, just like I told her I’d do if the one she had was compromised. But I haven’t heard from her and that can only mean one of two things— she hasn’t been going to school, or that phone was discovered too.

Either way, I don’t dare send the first message. It must be her with our code word: soulsistas25.

Deciding to call it a night after hours of riding just to feel the air on my face, I head to the place where I can be indoors and still breathe. A place no one can find me.

My secret apartment in Brooklyn.

It’s cute, a tiny slice of a once grand brownstone that still retains a lot of historical details—intricate crown molding, bay window, bronze fixtures.

The best thing about it, however, is that it’s one of my few remaining secrets. Even Gideon doesn’t know about it. I’m not sure what made me keep it from my boss. Maybe it was that I felt things shifting. A change in temperature between us.

Shortly after the attempt to take out Luca’s uncle, and Gunn and I went on the most thrilling motorcycle chase I’ve ever been a part of, where he followed me into the woods and shot my back tire, causing me to crash my beautiful Kawasaki Ninja, I purchased my Honda Blackbird from a private owner. Across the street, there was a For Rent sign.

I took it on a whim using the same fake license I used to buy the bike.

The only down side is that technically, it’s in Sinacore territory. Makes it a little harder to sleep when you have to keep one eye open. But the fact that they’d never suspect I’m here, and neither would Gideon, makes it worth the risk.

So does the antique claw foot tub calling my name.

As the tub fills with steaming hot water, I peel off the biker jumpsuit and let drop along with my bra and underwear to the floor. I’d light some candles to set the mood if I had any, but instead, I turn off the light in the bathroom, leaving the door open to allow the soft glow from the hallway to illuminate the space. That, and a glass of red wine will be just fine.

Little by little, I sink into the sudsy water, and sigh once I’m in to my breasts. Damn, it feels nice on my aching muscles. Even the bruises I’m still sporting from my encounters with Gunn seem to benefit from the heat.

I wonder what Mr. Dimples is doing right now. Probably out on his bike, riding through the streets, making sure they’re safe from the likes of me. And all the while I’m in the heart of Sinacore territory taking a relaxing bath.

A giggle escapes me. I bet he kept me a secret. There’s no way he would have told anyone what I did to him. What he did to me! God, I can still feel him hard and rigid between my legs.

My hand slips over my belly to my pussy. It’s not the first time I’ve played with myself while picturing Gunn tied to the bed. He’s so fucking sexy, it’s a testament to my willpower that I was able to stop from tearing him free so that he could do whatever he willed with me!

I shut my eyes and bring up all the images of him that I’ve stored away for personal use. His eyes, his lips, that scruffy chin.

It doesn’t take long to make myself come. That’s what I like about being a woman, the ability to please myself whenever, wherever I fucking want in under two minutes. No mess.

Just as the water and wine have done, the orgasm relaxes me further. I lean my head against the lip of the tub to rest for a moment, and let the world fade away for a while.
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My phone dings and I roll my head toward the little table I left it on. I stare at it a bit, my mind fuzzy. I must have fallen asleep.

It dings again, a reminder of the first alert.

Begrudgingly, I stand, my skin turning into a goose bump factory the second cold air touches it. I grab a fluffy white towel and wrap it around myself before I step out onto the thick mat.

I grab my phone and find some spam message that just came in. But that’s not what has me frozen on the spot. It’s the alert from the sensors I set down the hall, the only security measure I could place on the outside of the apartment that wouldn’t raise suspicions.

Motion Detected 12:25.

Then, Front Door Open 12:27.

That was twelve minutes ago.

Shit. How did I sleep through that?

Slowly, I bend down to my bra still puddled on the floor and from the little pocket between the cups, pull out the two-inch blade I keep there.

I step over my clothes and press myself to the wall. My heart is pounding in my ears and it takes a moment to calm it down so that I can hear.

There’s someone in my kitchen. The fridge door clearly opens and something is pulled out, a beer from the sound of a cap being taken off.

Cautiously, I make my way there, ready to strike the intruder.

But when I reach the doorway and peer inside, I’m so shocked all I can do is stare.

“How did you find me?” I ask.

“Maisie.” Gunn takes a sip of the beer he pilfered and sits in a chair too tiny for a man his size.

“She would never give me up.” I hate that it comes out small and unsure.

“Not willingly. But when given the choice between handing you to me or the alliance, she went with what she perceived to be the lesser threat.” He lets his gaze drop to the towel wrapped around my body and gives me the most wolfish grin I’ve seen on him. “Don’t blame her for not knowing any better.”

“You tricked her.” Of course he did. There’s no other explanation.

“Come over here.” He pats the round table in front of him.

I smirk. “What, you want to have a conversation before you try to kill me again?”

“That’s not what I’m here for.”

“Then why are you here?” I ask haughtily.

“I’ve got a raincheck to cash. Figured it would be best to do it before someone else does take you out. So. Come. Here.”

I glance at his large hand still on the table, a table I don’t ever eat at but by the way his gaze has darkened as he takes me in, he’s the one about to eat.

Every cell in my body comes to full attention, alert and ready. He catches the flush that spreads over my skin, and grins. “Are you warm?”

“A bit.” As if of their own accord, my feet begin to move forward. I slide between him and the table and push my ass onto it. “It was very risky of you to come.”

“You want me.” He leans in, his fingers dancing just below the hem of my towel, skimming my knees softly. “That’s my safety net.”

“You assume I want you.”

“Don’t you?” His eyes lock with mine and I’m suddenly not just warm, I’m parched too. His brings his face so close to me, I can feel the tip of his nose graze mine. He moves to my right, his breath fanning my cheek, and my ear. “Don’t you want me, Scarlet?”

My hands begin to tremble, and I grip the edge of the table to stop them. “Do you want me?” I whisper.

He chuckles, the deep rumble sending a throbbing pulse through me. “You know the answer to that.”

“Yes,” I sigh when he takes my earlobe between his teeth.

“Yes, what?”

“I want you,” I admit. “But aren’t you afraid of what I’ll do once you’ve given me what I want? Your safety net might be nothing more than a spider’s web. And you’ve heard what spiders do to their mates when they’re done with them.”

Gunn licks my throat as he runs his palms up the inside of my thighs, beneath the towel, until he is millimeters from my sex. My heart is pounding in my chest and in my core. I’m wet with expectation of his touch there, however, he keeps his hand from moving farther. It’s his job to torture the enemy, and that’s exactly what he’s doing now.

He stands, and I have to crane my neck to look up at him now. Damn, he is one fine man. I’m so attracted to him, it makes my head spin. But it’s not just a visual attraction, but a biological one as well. We must be made for each other because when I inhale and take in his scent, my body shoots off signals demanding that I mate with him.

Like an animal.

How appropriate the song that I danced for him was that night at Darling Tease, except I want him to be the one that fucks me like an animal.

Gunn pushes himself between my legs, forcing me to spread them. I’m hyper aware of the way my pussy opens beneath the towel, and the closeness of his jean clad hips to my exposed clit.

I suck in a breath when he reaches for the spot where the towel is knotted over my breasts. In one easy twist, he undoes it, and the towel falls away.

As if he’s admiring a fine steak he’s about to consume, licking his lips, pupils dilating, he takes in every part of me—my breasts, hard nipples, tummy, and my cunt.

He places his large palm on my chest, dragging it downward, over my belly button. Then, he brings it to my pussy, caressing it with the back of his hand, letting his knuckles tease the tip of my clit.

I clutch the table harder. “Fuck, yes.”

“You are so fucking beautiful,” he says, copying what I said to him, but by the lust in his eyes, I can tell he means it. He brushes his fingers over my entrance and pushes two inside. Then he brings them back to his mouth and tastes me. “So fucking sweet.”

“Shit.” I bite my lower lip and that seems to be some catalyst that makes his control break.

He slides his hand up and around my neck to hold me in place as he crushes his mouth to mine. Just like the other night, the kiss instantly turns into something more, something so consuming it feels like he’s fucking me already. He’s not just tasting me, but branding himself on my tongue.

It’s maddening, the kiss, his hands on my breasts, the bulge in his plants slamming against me, grazing my clit roughly.

“Keep that up and I’m going to come on your jeans again,” I warn him.

“Though I wouldn’t mind, I’d rather you come on my dick this time.” He tears his shirt off and drops his pants, a huge grin painting across his lips when my eyes widen as I take in his size. “You’ll be able to handle me.”

As turned on as I am, I wouldn’t back out now anyway.

Grabbing him by the shoulders, I pull him back to me. I kiss him wildly, sliding my tongue across his, inhaling him.

This time, when he presses himself between my legs, there’s nothing to buffer the feel of his hard shaft sliding against my pussy. Every time he shifts, the head of it brushes over my clit, each contact deliciously electric.

I’m wet. So wet I’m afraid if he doesn’t start fucking me soon, it’ll drip down my legs.

He breaks away only to trail soft bites down my jaw and throat. I cry out when he takes a nipple between his teeth.

“Harder,” I beg, desperate for a little more of that delicious sting.

I’m delirious, lost in a lust filled fog when suddenly I’m dragged out of it by his fingers inching their way towards my back.

Usually, when I fuck, I leave my shirt on. Guys don’t care as long as they can get to your breasts. Gunn caught me at a vulnerable time. Swept me up in this sexual frenzy so fast I didn’t have a chance to think about it.

He pauses, his fingertips skirting the bandage I placed over the last two marks I made. “What’s this?”

When he tries to look, I tug away. It scares me.

I don’t like being vulnerable, and there’s only one way I can think of to feel in control again.

From the bunched-up towel, I tug out the two-inch knife. Sliding it between my fisted middle and forefingers, I press it against Gunn’s rock hard abs.

He freezes and glances down at the sharp tool.

Lifting his dark gaze to me, he arches a brow. “Is that your way of asking me to stop?”

“Stop?” I grin. Fuck no. I don’t want him to stop. “I want you to prove how much you want me. Call it a little blood oath. You push into me, it pushes into you.”

The tip of the knife digs a little into his skin as he breathes. It’s not pressed over anything vital, and it’s not long enough to do much damage. It’s designed to slice not stab, after all. However, it would certainly hurt.

Gunn breathes in and out, pushing against the sharp steel. As if he’s enjoying the sting, his dick twitches at my entrance and I bite back a moan.

“And what exactly are you sacrificing?” he asks.

I don’t answer him. I can’t. All I can do is stare into his eyes. But in my silence, I’m sure he can read my response.

I’ve only ever fucked strangers. One night stands that would mean nothing. Men I could easily take on if they turned on me. Men I was barely attracted to. Men that could take care of my needs without the threat of me losing any part of myself in the process. Safe men.

But Gunn…

He’s not safe. He’s not a stranger. And I am without a doubt, one hundred percent on fire for him. With him, I’m going in fully aware that I’ll lose control. A mere fight with him does it for me. He smiles with those dimples and I forget my own damn name. I can only imagine what fucking him will do to me.

So what am I sacrificing? Me.

I’m sacrificing everything to let him in. To trust him, my enemy, to put me in vulnerable positions and not kill me.

Stupid, I know. But I’ve never wanted anything more than to have him inside me. I just want to know he feels the same.

He lowers his gaze to the spot where the knife is pressed against him, then at the spot where his cock is pressed against me.

And he pushes in.

The blunt head of his cock slides into me as at least an inch of the blade slides into him. Blood streams in rivulets that roll over his perfectly chiseled abdomen and disappear from my sight.

Again, he pushes, wincing as the remaining inch of steel is forced to the hilt into his skin. At the same time, a low groan rumbles from his chest when he buries another inch of his thickness into my core.

I suck in a little breath, needing to adjust to his girth inside me, then outright gasp when he flicks that dimpled mischievous smile at me.

“I took your two inches, sweetheart. But you still have six more of mine to take.”

The knife clatters somewhere on the floor as in one powerful stroke, he shoves those glorious thick inches all the way in.

My back hits the table and I cry out something that sounds like a plea, though I’m not sure what I’m begging for. Mercy. Torture. Both. He begins to thrust and gives me more than that.

“Yes. Fuck yes!” All I can form are those words, but they mean so much more than that. They mean, I’ve never been filled like this. They mean, if you tried to kill me now I’d let you. And they mean, I’m falling apart.

“Fuck, Peaches, you’re tight. So fucking tight,” he groans, his eyes rolling shut.

He moves his hands from my waist, down my legs. Grabbing them behind the knees, he pushes them back into my chest. The position has him going deeper that he was before, the thick hilt of his cock stretching me more.

And when he leans forward to lick my neck, I lose whatever control I had.

Everything about this man drives me wild, from the sound of his growls, the rough way in which he handles me, and the fact that this is so completely wrong.

My orgasm hits me like a tidal wave. I’m unable to draw in a single breath for what seems like an eternity, and when I finally can, it’s Gunn I inhale. I’m surrounded by him, completely invaded by his presence. He’ll all over me, and when he comes, holding me tightly against him, he’s inside me too.

I test the strength of his binding arms and they’re like steel hoops around me. It reminds me of just how strong he is compared to me and how helpless I am right now. Any other man I could have kept at bay. Fucked while remaining in control, never putting myself in a position that might get me killed.

That loss of control hits me like a ton of bricks and I’m suddenly afraid I’ll drown in the sea that is Gunn Sinclair.

With all my might, I shove him off me. He slams against the wall behind him, his expression full of shock. “Ow! You fucking hellcat!”

I scramble off the table, wrapping the towel around me. “I warned you about your safety net. Be happy I didn’t do worse.”

“Worse? Woman, I’m bleeding over here!” He points to the wound on his side.

Rolling my eyes, I go to the cabinet where I keep a first aid kit. “I’ll get you a bandage, you big baby.

“What are those?” he asks, walking toward me.

“Band-Aids,” I tell him.

“No. On your back.”

I spin so fast the white box with the red cross on it goes flying out of my hand. His quick reflexes kick in, and he catches it midair. However, by the time he looks up, I’m already digging through my closet for a shirt.

“Peaches.”

“What?” I tug the black turtleneck on and then slip into a pair of jeans.

“What are those?” he demands again. “On your back.”

“Notches.” I tear the kit from his hands and order him to sit on the bed.

“Notches?” He winces when I use saline to clean his wound.

“Don’t worry, Dimples. You’ll eventually get one. When I kill you.” I give him a sassy smile meant to lighten the mood.

He arches his brows as the meaning of my scars dawns on him. “Wouldn’t it be better to make them on a doorjamb or a bed post?”

I leave him and return with his discarded clothes. “You should go. And don’t bother bringing your boss here. I’ll be moving out.”

“Are you telling Gideon about this?”

“Fuck no.” I recoil from the very thought. “He’d hang me if he found out.”

“Ditto. I’m not going to bring Luca. If he knew what I did, I’ll hang alongside you.” He dresses, but instead of leaving like I asked, he goes to my fridge and helps himself to a bottle of water.

My lips pull tight as I watch him take his time drinking it. “You don’t want to kill me, or you would already have tried. You don’t want to turn me in. So what are you here for? Are you trying to get Sofia’s location out of me? Because I don’t know where she is. Gideon is hiding her, even from me.”

He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand as he studies me. “You really don’t know where she is?”

“Nope,” I say, popping the P extra hard.

Leaning against the table, he takes another sip of water. “It doesn’t matter. I’m not here for Sofia. Not tonight, anyway. I’m here for whatever the fuck this is,” he says, pointing between us. “I hoped once I did something about it, I’d get you out of my fucking system.”

“Did it work?” I need to know if it did. Was he able to get me out of his system? Because I’m afraid it might not have worked for me.

Gunn shakes his head. “We can’t do it again.”

“Yeah.” It comes out a sad sigh.

“Good.”

“Did Maisie really give me up?” I ask, hoping he lied earlier.

From his pocket, he takes out a folded-up piece of paper with a sticky note attached to it and hands it to me.

“This won’t happen again,” he reiterates, though I’m not sure if he’s telling me or himself. “See ya, Peaches.”

“Have a nice life, Dimples.”

After he leaves, and after a long while of staring towards the door, wondering if he’ll come back, I look down at the note in my hand.

Please don’t hate me.

-M

“God, kid. I could never hate you,” I whisper.

Then, when I unfold the paper and see what she’s sent me, I know that whatever it is I actually feel for that girl is as far from hate as you can get. It’s the sketch of Rage she swears manifested me. Except she’s made an addition to it. There’s something new in Rage’s hand.

A scarlet gun.
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“What happened to never again?”

“Did I say that?” I push Scarlet back into her apartment and kick the door shut behind me.

“Just last night.”

“You must have misunderstood.” I pull my shirt over my head with one hand at the same time as I work the button on my jeans. “I meant, once more.”

She begins to strip, first her shirt and bra, then kicking off her pants and panties. “Yeah, I figured that’s what you really meant. That’s why I didn’t leave.”

We come together at the same time, arms wrapped around each other, our mouths crashing. The taste of her red lipstick fills my mouth the way I fantasized about for months. Her bare nipples press against my chest, little pebbles that beg to be teased.

I release her and drop to my knees so that I can bury my face into the silken skin between her perfect tits. Her scent surrounds me. It invades my fucking brain and takes control of my higher thinking abilities. All I have to go on is primal instincts.

And every instinct tells me she’s mine.

Her fingers dig into my scalp as I move to her left breast and suck on the hard tip.

“Yes,” she hisses.

It’s insane how much this woman turns me on, so much so, that even her soft whimpers as I worship her nipples has my balls ready to pop.

“Fuck, Peaches. You’re driving me crazy.”

“Good. I like crazy.”

“I just bet you do.” Chuckling, I stand and lift her up. Her legs instantly come around my waist, and I walk us to her table. I lay her onto her back, and take a moment to enjoy the sight of her.

“What are you doing?” she asks, her hands roaming her own body. She bends her knees and plants her feet by her ass, spreading her legs, her sweet pussy opening for me.

I like that she’s not shy about her sexuality. As long as it’s only with me.

“Do you play with yourself?” I ask, my gaze fixed on her glistening slit.

She gives me a wicked smile and touches her pussy. “Always.”

“What do you think of?”

“You’ve been a regular in my fantasies.” She touches the bulge in my pants with a slender foot. “What about you?”

I bend over and kiss her just below her belly button. “Lately, all I can think about is this.”

Dragging a chair closer, I sit. A man ready to devour his feast.

And she knows it too.

She’s breathing hard, her fingers kneading at the table beneath her as I pull her so that her core is close to the edge. Under the hanging pendant light, I can see the glint of the moisture that begins to build there that tells me she’s turned on by this.

Her little asshole puckers temptingly, and I stroke the tip of my thumb over it. She jerks slightly as a strangled moan escapes her. The knowledge that it’s just as sensitive as every other part of her makes my balls tighten more.

Unable to control my hunger for her any longer, I bring my tongue to her, licking her from that tight anus to her clit. She cries out, arching her back when I flick the already swollen nub.

Returning to her center, I lap up her juices, drinking them. Drinking her. My little hellcat. My enemy.

I stop to kiss the soft folds, letting my teeth graze over them only momentarily, loving the feel of them against my lips.

My hands slide up her calves, forcing her legs backward, opening her more to me. I move off the chair and drop to my knees, my mouth never leaving her sweetness. Her fingers delve into my hair as I worship her intimately, sucking on her clit, feeling her swell as her arousal grows.

“Don’t stop, Gunn. Please don’t stop.” She begins to rhythmically thrust her hips upward, stopping only to gasp when I drag my tongue to her ass, then back.

Every inch of her is delectable, sweet as honey and intoxicating. It’s a heady mixture that has me in a drug-like haze as I tease and suck and flick until she’s pulling my hair painfully, holding me to her, and screaming out her pleasure.

When she finally releases me, her panting ebbed, I stand. I tug down my zipper and my dick springs free.

Her gaze locks on mine as I place the head of my cock over her clit. I spell out my name on it in pre-cum. Thankfully, I have a short name because my control wanes quickly.

Positioning myself at her entrance, I slam into her. She’s so fucking slick and tight, made just for me.

She cries out as I thrust, her hands reaching for the edge of the table to keep herself from flying off the other end.

“I’m going to come again,” she screams, and the sight of her coming undone, of her naked body while I’m dressed, is so fucking sexy I lose the fight and come too.

I’ve had intense orgasms before but this is mind-blowing. I pump into her, once, twice, each one delivering a huge amount of semen. And I like the idea of filling her with my stuff.

It’s not until I’m fully depleted that I finally drop onto her chest and let out a long breath. “Okay, now it can never happen again.”

“Till tomorrow?”

I nod. “Tomorrow.”
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I prop my head up on my hand and begin a slow leisure caress of the most dangerously beautiful body I’ve ever seen, my gaze following everywhere my fingers do, over the soft skin of her ass and lower back. But I pause when she tenses as I move upward to where her scars begin.

It’s been like this the last three nights, because like the masochist that I am, I’ve been unable to stay away from the hellcat and her sweet pussy.

I’m fully aware that it’s risky behavior. She could at any moment sell me out to her boss and just like that, I’d be dead. Worse yet, I get the sense that when my corpse is discovered, the pennies will be put over my balls instead of my eyes. Luca would know I’m a traitor.

As true as it might be, —I am a fucking traitor to my friend, my brother—I can’t stay away from her. God help me, she’s either put a spell on me or I’m that weak.

I’ve tried everything, drinking, weed, even another woman. Nothing was strong enough, and the other woman, much as she looked like Scarlet, it wasn’t her and I couldn’t fuck her because it felt like cheating. Cheating!

So I’m here again, in my enemy’s bed, tickling her because it helps her sleep.

At least it does until I get near the scars. “You don’t want me to touch you there?”

It takes her a moment to respond. “I’m not sure. No one ever has.”

Her statement makes me frown, but when she doesn’t elaborate, I continue with the slow caress.

“How did you get them?” I tilt my head to get a better view. It wasn’t until yesterday that she even let me see what I’d felt the first time we were together.

She shrugs. “I engage in physical conflicts. You know that.”

My brows pinch harder. Yes, I can attribute some of these to battle injuries, perhaps even a good whipping. For example, the scars nearest her spine are what I’d expect, thick and jagged and different lengths.

However, it’s the ones closer to her sides, just over her ribs, that can’t be so easily explained. These are long and thin and nearly the same size. Two lines are clearly fresher than the others. Pinker.

But the one that stands out above all the others has me wondering exactly how she’s getting these. This one is wide, but made up of many single lines, as if someone took a very thin blade and cut in the same place again and again and again. When I spot a recent slash amongst those many, one that is still scabbed, I touch it.

“Stop!” Scarlet jumps out of bed as if I burned her, and slams against the wall. Her eyes wide, she holds her side protectively.

“Scar.” I scramble after her, but she puts her hand out.

“Stop,” she tells me, her tone low but laced with panic. Then she laughs and takes a deep breath as she shakes her head. “You keep that up, I’ll take a magnifying glass to all your imperfections too. See how you like it.”

“How the fuck did you get those?” I demand.

She begins to collect her clothes from the floor, all the while keeping her back turned from me. “It’s not for you to worry about.”

“Scarlet, dammit. I know what self-inflicted cuts look like.”

Stopping dead in her tracks, she turns to me and laughs sarcastically. “Do you know what an ass looks like too? If not, there’s a mirror.” She points to the one above her dresser.

“You’re cutting yourself.”

With a roll of her eyes, she shoves her blouse on. “There, now you don’t have to see it.”

“Scarlet.”

“Go.” She points to the door. “Just go. Go!”

Angry with her, and with myself for caring, I get out of bed. “You really are crazy, you know that?”

“Yeah, well you’re the one that keeps coming back for more. So what does that make you?”

I put on my pants haphazardly and shove my feet into my boots. “Never again.”

She grabs my shirt and throws it at me. “Don’t let the door hit you on the ass.”

“Crazy!” I leave her apartment in a fury, and am no calmer when I reach my place thirty minutes later.

“Fuck!” I tear into my house and throw the keys on the table. For a long time, I stare at them, trying to get my breathing under control.

I’m not even sure what has me so angry, the fact that Scarlet does this shit to herself, or that I care.

And I shouldn’t care.

Scarlet is my enemy. If it weren’t for our fucking, we’d already have killed each other.

So why does this matter to me?

“It doesn’t,” I whisper. “She doesn’t matter. She doesn’t fucking matter.”

Maybe if I had a chance to say it enough times, I’d believe it. But just as I’m about to recite it again, I get a call.

“Kyle,” I say. “Did you get something?”

“You won’t believe this,” Kyle tells me. “I actually did.”

I plop down on a chair. And because for some fucked up reason that’s beyond me, she does matter, I say, “Send me what you have.”
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“Hello, Tamberleigh Johnson.”

Scarlet pauses as she enters her apartment, visibly stunned to find me in her kitchen. She rolls her eyes but to my surprise, doesn’t kick me out. “How the fuck did you get in here without me knowing?”

I grin. “Disabling your little sensors was easy.”

She drops the brown paper bag she’s carrying onto the table and crosses her arms. “Okay. Better question I guess would be, why the fuck are you in my apartment? Didn’t you swear never to return?”

Taking out the few items she brought from the grocery store, I store them where they go. Or at least, where I think they go. “Yeah, well, it’s obvious I’m fucked in the head.”

She watches me curiously. “You did some research on me.”

“I did.”

“And? What did you learn?”

“Your name, for starters.” From my pocket, I take out the article from a Mississippi newspaper I printed and hand it to her.

She only pretends to read it. I’m sure she’s memorized it word for word. So I snatch it from her and read it aloud.

Eight-year-old Tamberleigh Johnson was found wandering the streets of Jackson after her parents, Travis and Elaine Johnson, were brutally killed just outside the city. It is believed that the young girl was witness to the murder, and she’s been taken into protective custody.

“I stared at this picture for hours last night.” I point to the little green-eyed girl in the photo just above the article. She’s hiding behind a female police officer, but enough of her is showing that there’s no doubt in my mind of who that is. “It’s you.”

“Congratulations. You know my name. So what?”

“I know more than that, Peaches. I know that after the death of your parents, you bounced around from foster home to foster home. I know that you were finally adopted when you turned fourteen.” I pause a moment before I continue. “I know you killed your adoptive father.”

As I expected, she stiffens, her breathing all but stopped.

It doesn’t take long, however, for her to recover. She turns away and goes to sit on her couch. “What can I say? You have me all figured out. I’m the orphan that got into trouble and lost my soul as a teen. Now you know why I cut myself. You’re free to go home.”

I follow and sit beside her. “There’s more to you than that.”

“Really, there isn’t.” She tries to stand but I snatch her wrist and keep her with me. Letting out a long breath, she digs her fingers into her stomach and grimaces.

“Heartburn?”

Swallowing down what must be an insane amount of acid by the pained expression, she asks, “Does Luca have this information too?”

“Not yet. But he will eventually.”

She gives me a side glance. “You’re going to give it to him?”

“Our man, the one that does all the digging. Even though he’s my friend, he works for Luca. He’s loyal to him. It’s only a matter of time before Luca specifically asks for information on you, and Kyle will give it to him.”

“But not you.” There’s doubt in her tone.

I shake my head and hope she believes me when I say, “Not me.”

Once again, she tries to pull away, but I won’t let her go. Frustrated, she sighs. “What? What more do you want from me? Is it a fuck?” She throws her leg over my lap and straddles me and her mouth pulls into a smile that doesn’t reach her cat eyes. “We can fuck.”

“I don’t want to fuck.” I grip her hips to keep her from grinding herself on me, because then I definitely will want to fuck. “I want to know more.”

She chews her bottom lip in aggravation. “Why? I don’t get it. One moment you want me dead, the next you kiss me, then you want to know why I’m all fucked up. Why?”

“It’s not that I want to. It’s that I need to.”

“Why?”

I shrug, unable to explain something so completely unreasonable. “You do something to my insides, Peaches. My stomach is all twisted up all the time. I can’t fucking think straight, I can’t sleep, I’m always wondering what misdeed you’re getting into, and if you’re wondering about me. It’s the most God-awful thing I’ve ever felt.”

She stares at me, her gaze roving my face. It takes her a while to say anything, so long that I begin to regret what I said. Then she asks, “Why did you let me live that night in the Quarter?”

“I was ordered to get information about Sofia from you.”

“But you didn’t do that either,” she states. “Why did you let me go?”

“Because if I did, I’d never see you again. I’m telling you. You. Fuck. Me. Up. Inside.”

“Dimples,” she says, pressing her forehead against mine. “You fuck me up inside too.”

Her arms wind around my neck and she kisses me. My brain does that thing it always does whenever our lips meet, where it goes into mating mode, giving into my body’s needs.

My hands slide up her thighs, and around her back. I reach under her shirt to her bra, making sure to avoid touching the skin there, fully aware of the shock it will send through her if I do. The clasp gives way easily. Then I lift her shirt and bra over her breasts, exposing them to me.

“You’re so fucking perfect,” I murmur as roam them with my palms, cupping them, feeling their fullness before bending to take them into my mouth.

She drops her head back and sighs, “You’re making me so wet.” Her hips dig into me, creating more friction where we both need it the most.

I move from one nipple to the other, suckling her, teasing. “Why do I want you so much, Scarlet?”

“I don’t know. But take me to bed. Please,” she whispers and I obey.

I cradle her ass in my palms and stand with her wrapped around me. She kisses my neck, nipping and licking all the way to the bed, where I drop her onto her back.

Looking as hazed as I feel, she reaches for me. Before I go down, I tear off my shirt and pants, sending them flying somewhere in the distance.

With one knee on the mattress, I lean over her and make short work of her clothes too.

Then, I’m kissing her again, like a wild man, devouring every inch of her mouth. My cock presses against her entrance, and she gasps as I push in. It doesn’t matter that she’s soaking wet, or that we’ve been fucking like rabbits for the last week. She’s tight, and there’s resistance. It takes a few thrusts, where I pull out a little, ease it back in. Again and again, until I’m in to the hilt.

And fuck, it’s the best my dick has ever had.

We both inhale sharply, both catching our breaths.

I start pumping into her, slowly and steadily at first, increasing the rhythm until I’m pounding into her hard.

“It’s so good, Gunn. So fucking good,” she whispers, bringing my lips to hers.

I shift my forearms under her knees, lifting her legs, spreading her farther. Making it so that I can go deeper.

Her nails scrape against the skin on my back and I hiss, but don’t stop.

“Yes!” she screams. “Don’t stop. Please, don’t stop.”

The sight of her closing in on her climax is my undoing. I begin to lose control, my movements no longer fluid. I’m desperate to reach the same high she has, and drive into her furiously.

Sitting up, my hands on the back of her knees, I push them until they’re touching the bed. In this position, I know the head of my dick is rubbing against her g-spot, and I want to get her off before I explode.

She inhales sharply and her eyes screw shut as she orgasms. Her back arches upward, her mouth open on a silent cry as she reaches for me.

I let go. My cum spurts into her, leaving a part of me there. Marking her.

As I drop onto her chest, panting, my cock still buried in her sweet pussy, I wonder if she will be the end of me as she’s promised.

It doesn’t matter. I’m not sure I have a choice anymore.
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“Tamberleigh Johnson. I like the sound of it.”

“Ugh.” Scarlet rolls away. “Please don’t call me that.”

Before she can get out of bed, I pull her to me “I wasn’t. But it is who you are.”

“I’m Scarlet.” She bites my nipple. “Tamberleigh died a long time ago.”

“We all have a past.”

“Gideon did some research on you too, you know,” she says. “Not just the things your man can dig up.” She doesn’t look at me, her eyes glued to a spot on my chest as her fingers dance across my skin.

“What did he find?”

“Your name is Gunner Sinclair. And… You’re an orphan like me.”

“It’s true.”

She remains quiet for a long pause. “Do you remember your actual parents?”

“I was abandoned as a baby, so no.”

“Oh.” She continues to stare ahead. “I remember mine.”

I realize this is a chance, a rare opportunity to know more about her. Beyond what any document Kyle digs up can give me.

“What do you remember about them?” I ask.

Swallowing what must be a huge lump in her throat, she says, “I remember everything about them. The way they laughed. The way my dad used to take me fishing. The way my mom sang to me when she put me to bed. And the way they died.”

“You saw it.”

At this, she nods and sighs, as if there’s a great amount of pressure in her chest and she needs to release some of it. Once more, she swallows hard and for a split second, I think she might cry. Though she manages to hold it together, when she speaks again, there’s a thickness to her voice that tells me it’s not easy.

“I was eight. I begged Momma to get me donuts. Actually, it was more like I threw a fit and Daddy gave in. Momma was so angry that he said yes after she’d told me no. But she went with us anyway. The donut shop had just been robbed when we stepped through the door. My parents got in the way.” She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “If only I’d listened to Momma when she said no, they might⁠—”

“It’s not your fault.”

“But I made them⁠—”

“You were eight years old,” I cut her off before she can go down that road. “They were the parents and the final decision was theirs to make.”

Her breathing still erratic, she nods, but I’m not sure if she truly believes it yet. Then she does something that sets off an alarm in my head. She reaches for her back, almost subconsciously, and begins to search among her scars. I realize, she’s searching for them among the bodies she’s claimed.

“Scarlet, look at me.” I touch a finger to her chin and she lifts her emerald gaze to me. “Their deaths were not your fault.” Gently, I take her hand and bring it to my lips. “Did they catch the men that did it?”

She shakes her head. “The police didn’t even try because of who they were. Some fucking drug dealers that had shit on the sheriff. Although, I didn’t understand that until I got older.”

“When you became Scarlet.”

“Scarlet Black,” she corrects.

I scowl, not liking the association with The Ferryman. “Gideon gave you his last name?”

Scarlet laughs as she smooths the lines between my brows. “He gave me my first name, for obvious reasons.” The scars on her back. That means, she was already doing this to herself even before she met him.

My heart twists and something like rage settles in the pit of my stomach that anyone would let a kid go that long without help.

“What about the last name,” I say through gritted teeth. “He give you that too?”

“The last name I took.”

“Scarlet Black.” I let the name roll off my tongue, and hate it. “Why would you do that?”

Then she says something I hate more than her taking Gideon’s name.

“Because, I belong to him.”
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“You belong to him.” Gunn’s jaw tenses so hard I’m concerned his teeth will start to crack. “What the fuck does that mean?”

I’m confused by his reaction. “It means I belong to him.”

“As in, you’re his lover?” He pushes me back onto the mattress and hovers over me, his eyes narrowed. “Are you fucking sleeping with him?”

I laugh. “Are you jealous?”

“I don’t share what’s mine.”

It takes me a while to reply to that, mainly because the possessive tone in that statement has me breathless. He’s claimed me, leaving no room for argument. I’d be lying if I said that doesn’t make every feminine part of me sing.

There’s another part, however, the reasonable one that reminds me I can’t be his. It doesn’t matter how much I like the way it sounds.

But I’m not one to listen to reason.

I cup his cheek. “It’s loyalty, Gunn. I’m indebted to him.”

Because he still looks like the boy who’s being forced to share his toys, I decide to tell him about Gideon and me and the things that happened when I was a kid. I want to keep it simple, nothing he can’t find for himself anyway. But before I know it, I’m telling him everything, far more than I intended, unable to stop the details from spilling.

“A couple that couldn’t have kids of their own adopted me. Some might consider it a blessing. But Roger Stanton was a wife beater. He beat my adoptive mother black and blue at least once a week. He’d find any reason to call her a whore—she put on a pretty dress, put on lipstick, looked in a mirror.

“I’m not sure why she never called the cops. I mean, she actually defended him. I was only fourteen, so I believed her when she said he didn’t mean it and that he was a good man and took care of us.”

Gunn tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear as he peers down at me. “The system should have caught that.”

I nod. “The Stanton’s were good at hiding that kind of shit. On the outside, they looked like the perfect loving couple. Behind closed doors was another matter. I wonder if that’s why Lisa couldn’t have children? She did mention to me once that she’d lost babies.”

“Did your father cause these?” Gunn prompts, his fingers hovering over the scars on my back.

“He wasn’t my father,” I correct him. “My father was Travis Johnson. A good man. Roger was a piece of shit.”

For a moment, Gunn is silent. He lets his palm drop onto my back and I stiffen, but he doesn’t remove his hand. “Did Roger do this?” he repeats.

I hesitate, but eventually answer, “No. Yes. He did the fist ones.” I shut my eyes and sigh, desperately trying to control my response to the memory. “When I tried to defend Lisa. I thought I was big enough. I wasn’t. Until that day, Roger hadn’t laid a hand on me. But this time, I attempted to come between them and he took it as some sort of betrayal. He backhanded me so hard it knocked me out. When I came to, my wrists were tied high on one of the rafters in the basement, the back of my shirt ripped apart.”

Gunn’s breathing pattern changes. “Did he rape you?”

A tear forms in my eye but I catch it before it has a chance to escape. “No. That, he saved for Lisa. I was fortunate to only get lashes. Seven lashes for every month he’d fed me, he said. He nearly killed me, then left me to bleed on the dirty basement floor while he took care of Lisa. When he was done with her, he left with an order for her to be cleaned up when he returned. And she did. She got me off the floor and bandaged me. Then she went and showered.”

“She didn’t call the police?”

I shake my head. “When I tried, she cut the lines.”

“Fuck.”

“Lisa was very sick. I knew it. She was so sick that no matter what Roger did, she wasn’t going to go against him. She wasn’t going to allow me to either. So, I made a plan. I asked him for forgiveness and to show him how sorry I was, I took a knife from the kitchen and made another scar next to the ones he created. Then, when Roger came closer to inspect, I sliced the blade across his neck. Lisa finally called the cops, but it was for them to drag me away. As you might have figured, I ran before they did.”

Gunn’s eyes widen. “You called them notches.”

“Because they are.” I roll onto my stomach so that he can finally get a good look at the lines he’s been wondering about. I touch the first one I ever made myself. “When I made this, Roger thought it was my way of accepting that he’d disfigured me. But it just meant I’d made up my mind to kill him.”

“He deserved it,” Gunn’s tone is laced with the same hatred I feel whenever I think of Roger.

“I know,” I say. “But I think...” I trail off, unable to finish that sentence. I think I was sick too.

“So each one of these is a kill?” Gunn runs a light finger over a few of the marks. I allow him to explore for the first time since we’ve been together, feeling splayed and vulnerable as his fingers trace the sins of my past. Tears begin to roll unheeded from my eyes, so I keep my face averted so he can’t see.

However, when he touches the one low on my side, the one he’s questioned me on before, it’s like a jolt of electricity that makes me jump. I try to squirm away, but he holds me in place.

“Why is this one different?” he asks.

“It’s just a kill.”

He releases me and I roll back, but he won’t let me move away.

“It’s not just a kill,” he says. “You retouch it. I can tell. Why?”

A white-hot flush creeps up my neck and into my cheeks. “So I don’t forget.”

“Who?”

We’ve definitely veered into territory I wasn’t ready for.

“Who?” he asks again.

It takes everything I have to answer. “The only innocent life I’ve ever taken.”

Because he knows I can’t go further, this time, when I go to pull away, he lets me.
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My cell phone rings, waking me up from a fucking amazing dream where I was about to take a bite of a cheeseburger.

“Is that you or me?” Scarlet asks.

I wipe a hand down my face and glance down at her. I’ve always hated being woken up, but the sight of her makes this even better than a dream. “Hey, Peaches.”

We’re lying on the bed, her naked body pressed tightly against mine. She wriggles as she stretches, then pushes her leg between mine. “Hi, Dimples.”

“You always sleep so soundly with the enemy in your bed?”

She giggles and bites my shoulder. “I didn’t have a choice. You wore me out.”

Chuckling, I grab my phone from the nightstand and glance at the screen. It’s Luca.

The call goes to voicemail, but instead of leaving me one, he sends me a text.

Luca: Just had an interesting chat with Kyle. We need to talk.




My stomach sinks and I stare ahead. Shit.

“What is it?” Scarlet frowns.

“Nothing.” I ignore the text and set my phone ringer on silent.

“It was Luca,” she guesses.

Placing it back on the table, screen side down, I say, “I haven’t checked in for two days. He’s probably wondering if I’m still alive.”

Not exactly true. When he asked me to call him yesterday evening, I sent him a “thumbs up” emoji. Then I came here and it slipped my mind. This girl has a way of distracting me.

For nearly twenty-four hours we’ve been fucking, sleeping, eating, and fucking some more. We’ve defiled every part of her tiny one bedroom, and I’m not anywhere near satisfied. If I call Luca, I’ll have to end this before I’m done.

It’s not just her body that has me evading Luca. I’m fascinated by her. She’s become this puzzle I want to solve in its entirety. I want to… No. I need to know what makes her tick. Why she fights me with every fiery cell in her body, yet surrenders under my touch. Why she laughs with abandon, but her green eyes are filled with shadows. Why she’s the villain, but protected a girl with her life. Why does she cut herself? Who is this innocent life she took?

I need to know the answers to this to justify the fact that while she’s my enemy, all I want to do is keep her for myself.

However, as much as I want to unlock all of her secrets and set myself free from whatever the fuck this twisted attraction is, I won’t push her again. She opened up to me, gave me a glimpse, then slammed the door shut.

“I want to show you something,” I tell her.

“Me?”

“Yeah, you. Want to come on a ride with me?”

“Are you taking me in?”

I graze her cheek with the back of my hand. “I haven’t had my fill of you yet. Just thought we could use some fresh air.”

She nods. “It probably wouldn’t hurt to get some clothes on for a minute. Where do you want to go?”

“Well, you’ve showed me yours, it’s only fair I show you mine. Puts us on a level playing field.”

Her lips pull into a wide smile. “I do like playing with you.”

“Me too.” I bring her to me and kiss her deeply, breathing her in.

Fifteen minutes later, we’re dressed, me in my black Korn T-shirt and her in a deep blue biker suit that hugs every curve like a second skin. God, I love her in those outfits.

“What?” she asks when I stare at her like a lion would a prime steak.

“You look good enough to eat.”

“We can do that instead.” She gives me a coy smile.

“I plan to. After our ride.”

We go downstairs to the tiny garage she rents. She insisted I park my motorcycle in here, in case anyone driving by recognized it.

She peers out a small window that faces the street. “Looks clear. Where do you want to go?”

“Just a place.”

Her face snaps to mine as she manually lifts the garage door. “Just a place?”

“Yeah. Figured we could use a change of scenery.” I throw my leg over my Ducati and pat the seat behind me.

“On your bike?” She gives me a sexy smile and sways her hips as she comes toward me. Her fingers dance over my back and down my chest. Then she moves to the front fender. Narrowing her eyes, she asks, “Is this the bike you chased me on the first time we met?”

I chuckle. “It is.”

“You hit me with this thing before you shot my back tire. Do you know my Ninja was totaled? That’s why I got this one.” She points to the black beauty parked beside mine. “Not to mention this apartment.”

“Then I did us a favor. Now we have a secret place to fuck.”

She taps on the scratches still evident on the paint. “Why haven’t you gotten it fixed? I’m sure you have the money.”

Shrugging, I say, “A memento of the way we met.”

“God, you’re cheesy.”

“But you like it?” I waggle my brows.

“Too much.” She leans in and licks my earlobe. “I like all of you too much.”

“Right back at ya.” I pat the seat again. “Get on.”

Her smile suddenly vanishes, replaced by a frown as she stares at the spot. “Can I trust you?”

There’s no need to elaborate further. She wants to know if she can trust that I won’t drive her straight into the heart of the alliance.

In the end, she seems to throw caution to the wind, something someone with her skills would never do. Another contradiction.

I reach over and grab the helmet hanging from her handlebars and place it on her head. Once I’ve pulled out of the garage, she shuts the door and gets on the bike.

Starting the engine, I slowly back us out onto the street. “Ready?”

Scarlet snakes her arms around my waist and her knees tighten to my hips. She sighs and presses her face into my back. That’s when I realize she’s trembling.

“Are you okay?” I turn to look at her.

“This is the first time I’m riding with someone. I won’t have control of the bike.”

“I’ve been riding since I was ten,” I assure her.

“And you might still ride like a ten-year-old.”

This makes scowl and she laughs in that contagious way that forces me to laugh too.

“You hurt my ten-year-old feelings,” I mock.

Patting my arm, she says, “I’m sorry, Dimples. It’s that, believe it or not, I’m scared of dying.”

“You’re an assassin.”

“Isn’t it ironic?” She chuckles and tries to brush it off as nothing more than a joke.

But, I see past what she’s just said, because when she did, fear crept into the green of her eyes and reflected the truth. She’s not only scared of dying, she’s terrified of it.

An assassin that fears death.

“Stop it,” she tells me when I stare at her too long. “I’m messing with you. I’m not scared of anything.”

I take her hand and squeeze. “Yes, you are. But don’t be afraid of me.”

She huffs. “You’re what I have to fear the most.” Her arms come around my waist again and this time, she has her trembling under control. “I’m ready.”

We head down the street leisurely. Soon enough, though, we’re riding full speed. She squeezes tighter, and I can’t say that I hate it one bit.

I’ve always believed there’s nothing better than a long ride with only the sound of the wind in your ears to drown out everything else. That was until this moment, when out of the blue Scarlet decides to let go.

She tightens her thighs and extends her arms out slowly, testing her freedom. When they’re fully out, the wind blowing through her fingers, she throws her head back and shouts, “This is fucking amazing!”

I join her hoots of excitement and think this is fucking amazing. Only in my wildest dreams have I imagined anything like this.

However, when I catch myself avoiding familiar streets, circling neighborhoods I know are dense with Sinacore men, I realize this is a dream. A fragile one that I can wake from at any moment.

The thought is sobering enough.

Scarlet must sense the change in me, because she brings her arms in and places her chin on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s just keep quiet till we get where we’re going.”
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“When you said you were taking me somewhere, I imagined a romantic sunset on some secret rooftop,” she says, taking in her surroundings with a confused expression.

“What, this isn’t romantic enough for you?” I grin at her.

“I guess it depends on what it is.” She walks over to a sign that’s been torn off the wall and is now leaning against a dusty desk. “Keaton Banks Orphanage.”

“It was just The Keaton Orphanage when I lived here. They were having a really bad time and sold it in an attempt to save it.”

She glances between the sign and me, and something like pity comes over her so strongly, I think she might cry. “This is where you lived?”

“It is.” I rub the back of my neck. “I’ve never brought anyone here.”

“Why did you bring me here?”

“I told you, you showed me yours, I wanted to show you mine.” I take her hand and tug her up a rounded staircase of the old Victorian. It creaks with every step we take, a reminder of the repairs needed.

On the second floor, to the right, is a bedroom I’m so familiar with, sometimes when I wake in the middle of the night, I still search for the window.

“This used to be mine,” I tell her.

She walks in, staying close to the wall, touching everything in her path—furniture, old wooden figurines, pictures.

“Were these yours too?” She picks up a matchbox car left on the dresser.

“Nah. I took everything when I left.” Some other sad kid left that behind. “The place shut down six years ago. They ran out of money.”

“Where did the kids go?”

I brush my hand over a spider web clinging to a lampshade. “Other orphanages, foster homes. Wherever they could place them.”

“How sad.” She sits on the edge of one of the five beds placed in here. I know what she’s doing, trying to imagine what it would have been like when I lived here. Able to easily do it because she had a similar childhood.

I decide to help her. “The walls were covered in some hideous blue wallpaper with little flowers. There were only three of us in here, I had the bed closest to the window. No rugs because they were too hard to keep clean, but the wood floors were warm enough. We got to pick our covers. I had a set with the WWE logos.”

A chuckle bursts from her. “That is exactly what I pictured. And some of those wrestler’s figures on your nightstand.”

“Yup. Stolen ones.”

“Of course.”

“Did you get to choose your own?” I ask her.

She peers at her feet. “I never lived in one place long enough.”

I wonder what’s worse, having bounced around as much as she did, or spending most of the time in an orphanage.

Sitting beside her, I glance around and inhale. “The smell, that’s the same.”

“You mean, mildew?”

“Smell of my youth.” I laugh. “The place is mine now.”

Her brows pinch together. “You bought it?”

I nod. “A year ago.”

“Luca must pay you well.”

“He does.” Really, it was our hustling before he took over the Sinacores that paid for this. Before his brother died, Luca and I had our own business. Luca’s uncle liked to call it a little gang, but really, it was a powerful organization with our own drug and weapons trafficking contracts. We gave the Sinacore famiglia their due, and made sure everyone else did too.

Back then, Luca and I paid visits to anyone that didn’t comply with the rules and we took a percentage of what we collected. Now, we still get paid without having to do all the dirty work.

I kind of miss it. Miss the thrill of the chase. Could that be why I’m so fucked up over this girl?

She sighs and her chest rises and so does my dick. Nope. I’m just fucked up. Period.

Completely unaware of my sudden need, she asks. “You guys known each other long?” She tries to hide the curiosity from her tone, but it’s there, in the side glance. There are some things no amount of investigating can find.

“A long time,” I tell her. “Since we were about ten, I think.”

“How did you meet?”

“Well,” I lean against a covered piece of furniture. “I was living in a foster house at the time. I’d slipped out the window when I spotted a kid around my age walking down the street. It was late, around midnight, and any kid on the street at that hour couldn’t be up to any good. Of course, I wanted to meet him. So, I followed him into Troy’s Video Store.”

I recount how I watched him go into the little room in the back, the one separated by a beaded curtain. When he came out, looking all suspicious as he tucked something into his brown leather jacket, I knew he’d stolen a dirty movie.

“Hey!” I whispered right beside him. “Who are you?”

He yelped and the movie fell out of his jacket. The store owner had us by the scruff of our necks before we could take another step.

I’m not sure why I told him it was me, that I stole the movie. I think it was because Luca literally turned green. I didn’t think he’d make it in Juvie. Not that I would have either, if they’d have sent me. They didn’t.

Instead, our parents were called. Luca was dragged away by his scary as fuck father, but not before he could tell me where he lived. And I was sent back to the orphanage.

“He cost you a chance with that family,” Scarlet says with a tinge of indignation.

I chuckle and go sit by her. “He actually saved me. Turned out those people had some sort of scam, fostering kids just for the money.”

“Did you get another chance?”

“Nope. Believe it or not, I was a bit of a troublemaker in my youth.”

Her mouth drops open in mock surprise. “You don’t say!”

“No one wanted a troublesome teen. I grew out of the system.” I bend my head far enough to capture that mouth. When I slide my tongue over hers, she moans and I breathe it into me. Pulling away, I grin. “I’d say I’ve changed, but it would be a lie.”

“Wouldn’t be here if you had.”

“Mmm.”

She bumps shoulder. “Is your real name Gunner?”

“Yup.”

“Gunner Sinclair is a Scottish name, isn’t it? I mean, you don’t exactly look Scottish.” She studies my face, my dark skin.

I laugh again. “Because I’m not wearing a kilt?”

Rolling her eyes, she says, “I mean, did you come with that name or did they name you here.”

“My name has been Gunner Sinclair since birth. At least, that’s what it said on the note left with me at the church I was abandoned at.”

She averts her gaze and swallows. “Have you searched up your biological family?”

“I’ve been too afraid. If they didn’t want me then, why would they want me now?”

Scarlet seems to think on that. “They loved you.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“Well, they could have left you in a dumpster. But they put you somewhere they knew you’d be safe and gave you a name. So whatever the reason for leaving you, it had to be love. And it means they might still be out there, loving you.” The sadness in her tone strikes me more than the words.

“I never thought about it that way.” I narrow my eyes. “Guess I should feel lucky about that.”

“You should.” She drops her head onto my chest and squeezes tight. “Please take me home now.”
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“You brought me to your home,” Scarlet says, arching a brow. “Is it safe?”

“As safe as your place.” I take her up to the second floor of the converted firehouse I live in. We step inside and I turn on the lamp on the entryway table. “It’s not much, but I like it.”

“Not much?” She walks around the space, that while narrow, feels open because of the floor to ceiling windows. “This place is fucking awesome!”

Just like she did at the orphanage, she touches everything in her path— the butcher-block countertop in the kitchen, the bookshelf I made myself and the die cast motorcycles on the shelves.

She goes to the bed placed near the windows and runs her hands over the patchwork quilt Luca’s mother gave me years ago. “It’s real nice. Smells like you.”

“Is that a good thing?” I go to her and she turns to me.

As if she’s been doing it for years, she wraps her arms around my waist and pressing her face against my chest, she inhales. “It’s such a good thing.”

I breathe her in too, burying my nose in her soft hair. Her scent isn’t just intoxicating on a sexual level. It’s become as familiar as this place. Maybe that’s why I brought her here. I want my home to smell like her.

It’s a disturbing thought on so many levels. Wrong because deep down, I know this is temporary. She will have to leave and her scent will fade. But the memory will linger.

“I rent the place upstairs to a dude that hates being bothered,” I say, needing to change the direction my mind is headed. “We never see each other. I like that.”

“And downstairs?”

“Didn’t change a thing about the garage.” I tug her away so that she can see the fire pole. “You want to check it out?”

“No way!” She releases me, her giddiness at sliding down infectious. Peering through the circular opening, she squeals. “I’ve always wanted to do this.”

“What’s stopping you?”

Grabbing hold with both hands, she wraps her legs around the metal pole and descends. The sensors are triggered, and the lights automatically come on.

By the time I drop to the first floor, she’s already checking out my collection of antique bikes.

“What, the old firetruck doesn’t do it for you?” I point the 1940s Mack Pumper.

Almost sensually, she slides her hands over the leather seat of my 1962 Indian motorcycle. Sheer mischief written all over her face, her lips pulled up coyly, she says, “I love these so much more. Oh my God, is that a Vincent Black Shadow?” She rushes to the bike I bought last year.

“It is. 1950.”

“And a Ninja!” She runs to that one, her eyes wide. “It looks just like my old one. The one you wrecked.”

Ignoring the jab, I say, “You like bikes.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” She moves on to the next, a Harley Knucklehead.

“That’s the first one I restored,” I say proudly.

Crouching, she appreciatively studies the red finish. “You did this?”

“Yup. Couldn’t afford one in good shape at the time,” I admit. Couldn’t have afforded it in the rough shape it was in either. Luckily, the previous owner was a gangster that owed the Sinacores money. One of the first jobs I ever did for them before Luca and I struck out on our own.

“She’s beautiful,” Scarlet says with true admiration.

But I only have eyes for her. Fuck me, she’s beautiful. Painfully so.

“I rarely show anyone my collection,” I say to her, my tone lower than it was a moment ago. “And when I do, I never allow them to be touched.”

She doesn’t take her hand off my bike. If anything, she gives me a defiant look. “Yeah, most men don’t like their toys messed with. Especially ones this expensive.”

I stalk toward her and she snatches her hand back. When she tries to move away, I grab hold of her arm and keep her here. “I didn’t say anything about you.”

“Me?” She peers up at me through her lashes, her green eyes sparkling devilishly. “You mean, I’m allowed to touch?”

“Not just touch.” With my free hand, I take hold of her zipper and tug it down, little by little. As I go, I allow my knuckles to brush against the skin I’m exposing. “I want you on my toy. Naked. So I can play with you both.”

She sucks in a breath as I push aside her top, revealing her full breasts. The pink of her nipples darkens as they turn into hard pebbles, and I cup them to feel them grazing against my palms.

“You’re fucking me up, Gunn,” she sighs.

“Ditto.” I lean in to kiss her, forcing myself to take it slow just for the sweet torture of it.

I slip her biker suit down her arms and waist, pleased to find that just as she came braless, she’s also missing her underwear.

“You told me to get ready fast,” she defends when I arch a brow.

“In that case, always get ready fast.” I thrust my fingers into her hair and press my mouth to hers hard.

Her naked body writhes in my arms and sets me on fire. I slide my hands down her side, and grab her rounded ass. She moans as I tease her with my fingertips, run them down the center toward her entrance.

I find her as wet as I hoped. My cock rages against my pants, urging me to give in and just fuck her already.

It takes more willpower than I knew I had to break from her. “Sit.”

She eyes the bike. “Are you sure?”

“Put that pussy on the seat.”

Doing as she’s told, Scarlet grabs hold of the handlebars and straddles my bike. When she sits, I envy the leather as her cunt parts and her clit makes contact.

“Like this?” she asks, glancing over her shoulder at me.

“Fuck me.” The sight of her, naked, on my toy as she called it, has me breathless. “Just like that, baby.” I throw my leg over the bike and sit/stand behind her. Biting her gently on the neck, I whisper hoarsely, “Lean forward.”

I push my hand between the seat and her, cupping her, feeling the velvety softness of her labia and the heat from her core.

She drops her head onto the odometer as she automatically lifts her butt to give me better access. “Oh God, yes.”

Using my middle finger, I gather moisture by sliding it in and out of her before spreading it over her clitoris and back to her puckered little hole. I push against it, but am met with resistance. “Please tell me I’ll get to fuck you here one day.”

“Someday,” she agrees. “For now, make me come!”

“Bossy hellcat.” I bite her and play with her breasts, pinching her nipples, grazing them.

When she’s trembling, her breathing ragged, I insert another finger and find that spot inside, the one I know will send her over the edge. I rub it until she bucks and screams, “Don’t stop!”

Then, she clenches around my fingers and her juices drench my hand.

I pull out as she spins in the seat and faces me. She’s smiling in that up-to-no-good way she has about her. “Now, it’s my turn.”

“Your turn? I just made you come.”

“Exactly. Your fantasy come true. Now it’s my turn. I want you to fuck me on this bike.” She undoes my zipper and releases my cock. When she wraps her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist, I understand what she wants.

I adjust my position as I lift her. Our lips meet in a demanding kiss as I impale her onto my dick, both of us desperate to take from the other.

Up and down she slides, her powerful legs doing most of the work, while I keep us balanced. I’m not sure if this looks as insanely good as it feels, but I don’t give a damn. All I can think about is that I’m fucking Scarlet in this place that’s been only mine for years. And it’s going to leave a mark.

It goes beyond the mess we make on the seat when we both reach our climax, my semen and her wetness. I’ll never be able to come here again and not think of this moment. Of us together, enemies locked in passion so tightly, that when it’s over, I don’t want to let her go.

I’m not so sure she wants me to either, because she stays like that for a long time after it’s over, her head resting on my shoulder.

“I should go,” she says eventually. “Sun’s coming up in a few.”

“I’ll take you home.”

She shakes her head. “Too risky now. I’ll catch a cab.”

“No.” I go to the key safe and grab a set. Tossing them to her, I say, “Take the Ninja.”

Her gaze going from the keys to the bike and to me, she says, “Really?”

“I mean, don’t keep it. Bring it back tomorrow.”

“Oh. You sort of owe me one,” she argues.

“Bring it back tomorrow.”

“Okay.” She smiles and gets dressed. Then, she leans in to give me a kiss before putting on her helmet. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I open the door and she winks before dropping the face shield over her eyes. And she rides away.

As I stare at the red dot of the brake light disappear down the street, I realize something that scares the shit out of me.

I never want to let her go again.
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It’s late and I’m so tired. Why is it always like this with Gunn? And it’s not the intensity of our sex that takes so much out of me. It’s the questions. The deep delves into our personal lives.

Why the fuck do we have to share so much? No other man I’ve ever been with has asked about my scars, or scrutinized my expressions when I answered. No one has ever cared.

But Gunn sees everything. He wants to know everything about me. Wants me to know everything about him.

Can’t blame him, I guess. I’m curious too.

I should go my apartment in Philadelphia. It’s been my full-time residence for years, yet I haven’t made an appearance in many days.

Because it doesn’t smell like him, that little she-devil on my shoulder chimes in. And we like things that smell like him. My bed. My couch. My body.

You could just go back to his place.

The temptation is great. However, I’m so tired all I want to do is curl up and sleep. Doing that around Gunn… Well, I wouldn’t be doing any sleeping.

Besides, I have to go tomorrow to give him his bike back.

I smile as I feel the purr of the Ninja between my legs. It’s not as good as having Gunn there, but still amazing. Maybe if I ask nice enough, he’ll let me keep it.

Or you could fuck him on it too.

With that wicked thought in mind, I head back to my place in Brooklyn. I won’t have the real deal, but his scent will be there.

It takes half an hour to get home. The street is quiet, almost eerily so. If this were any other night, perhaps that would make me pause.

Instead, I park the bike in my garage and go into my apartment. And I freeze.

It’s dark and silent, as I expected it to be. However, I feel something. A presence.

With my right hand, I reach for the gun on my boot holster, and with my left I flick on the switch to the overhead light.

My gaze lands on the dark figure sitting at on my couch, his long legs stretched out before him, and I shiver. “How did you know about this place?”

“Better question would be, why did you keep it from me?”

I dump my keys on the small glass table by the door and go to stand across from him. “I wanted to have somewhere to go in case⁠—”

“You needed to hide from me,” Gideon finishes. Though his body seems relaxed, and there’s a slight upturn to his mouth, I can see the hard tension in his jaw. Not to mention how his stare has gone completely glacier. “Get me a drink.”

I stiffen at his mundane order. “Yes, sir.”

Luckily, I keep all of my homes well stocked, even the ones I don’t visit often. From one of the upper cabinets, I produce a bottle of gin and one of tonic.

I’m about to get a highball, when the devil in me decides his high handedness doesn’t deserve one. So I grab a plastic tumbler with I Like it Juicy in pink letters and serve it in that.

He narrows his eyes on the cup when I hand it to him.

“What?” I ask innocently. “It’s all I have.”

“Sit.”

I blow out a breath, but obey and sit on the tufted white chair set at an angle from him. “How did you find out…” I pause and narrow my gaze. “You’re having me followed.”

“I had no choice, Scar. You weren’t yourself. I knew something was up. But what you’ve done is beyond betrayal.”

My cheeks suddenly burn, whether from shame, anger, or fear, I’m not sure. “Who followed me?”

“Itsuki.”

I huff. “Itsuki. Of course.” It would be my own men he’d use. Usually, the tall silent killer stands guard outside my Philadelphia apartment, guarding it, and on occasion, he’ll accompany me on missions. He’s there to watch my back. But it wasn’t loyalty to me that made him do that. It was loyalty to Gideon.

Never did I imagine he’d be used against me.

“How long?” I demand.

“Long enough that I know where Sinclair lives.”

It’s as if my hair has been set on fire and every pore in my body suddenly starts producing sweat at an accelerated rate. I imagine Itsuki in his perfectly tailored suit standing outside the orphanage and the firehouse, while Gunn and I were inside completely oblivious. Stupidly oblivious.

“Explain it to me, Scarlet,” he hisses. “Explain to me why you’re rolling around in the muck with your fucking target? Why you disobeyed a direct order to kill him.”

“You never ordered me to kill Gunn!” I retort.

“I…” he trails off, his face completely morphed by his fury as he searches his memory. “I’m sure my exact words were, ‘you have a new target. Gunn Sinclair.’”

“Gideon, he hasn’t done anything to warrant death.”

His stare goes from glacier, to fucking disappointment and I’m not sure which is worse. “How long has this been going on?”

“Since New Orleans,” I admit, my voice lower than I want it to be. “Gideon.”

He lifts a hand. “The problem you ran into in New Orleans, was his dick?”

“No. It wasn’t exactly like that. Yes,” I admit. Then, partly to change the subject, and partly because it’s been bothering the hell out of me, I ask, “Is it true that your father murdered Sergio Ramos’s wife?”

There’s an almost imperceptible narrowing of his eyes and a tilt to his head. Anyone else that doesn’t know him as well as I do would have missed it. It’s one of his tells.

He knew.

“Who told you this?” he demands.

“Sergio did.”

Another tell, the tick over his left brow. “You spoke with him?”

“What you sent me to do… It was cold blooded murder, Gideon.”

“It’s your job, Scarlet. It’s what you do.”

“What I do is trust that you’re not going to have me kill an innocent man!” I scream. Angry tears threaten to escape the confines of my eyelids and I wipe at them. “I’m not a murderer.”

Gideon runs his hand down his face and stares at me with frustration. Then, something happens, his gaze softens in a way I rarely see. “No, Scar. You’re not a murderer. And I’m not turning you into one. Anyone that is on that list, is there for a reason. There are no innocents.

“My father did kill Sergio’s wife. But Sergio didn’t kill him out of some romantic revenge. In fact, she was collateral damage from a deal gone bad with a rival cartel. She’d been fucking their leader for years and just happened to be there when it all went down.

“Sergio didn’t even do anything about it at the time. It wasn’t until my father was able to get a contract that took over fifty percent of his profits right from under him that he decided it was time for revenge. So, you didn’t kill an innocent man, Scarlet. What you did was let his words make you question your loyalty to me, when I’ve proven with actions that I deserve it.”

Shame fills me to the core and I feel myself shrink to the size of the fifteen-year-old girl I was when he first took me in. Back when he hid me in his room like the little bird I was, and fed me and kept me safe. When he promised not let the police lock me away.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, my voice small.

Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, he scrutinizes me. He searches my face as if he’s looking for me, as if the person he’s known all these years has disappeared.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I say.

“Like what?”

“Like I’ve let you down.” I swallow hard, wishing I could take it all back.

“You have.” Those two little words are harsher than any lashing I could have received.

I turn away from him, unable to take the scolding in his eyes. “I didn’t mean to.”

“You questioned me on Sergio. Now you know he didn’t deserve your pity. Gunn Sinclair is just as much a criminal as Sergio was.”

It takes me forever to reply, because he’s right. I’m fully aware that Gunn has as much blood on his hands as I do on mine. He’s no innocent. “I know.”

“Do you love him?”

“What?” I flick my gaze at him. “No, of course not. We just have fun.”

“Good. That means you can still do what you must.”

“I don’t want to.” I might sound like a petulant child, but it’s the truth. I don’t want to kill Gunn.

“Take him out, Scar. That’s an order.”

“Why, Gideon? He’s not in the line of succession from the original six. Why take him out?”

“Because of this.” He points to me. “Because you’ve never questioned my orders before. He’s a fucking risk to you. Do you honestly believe he won’t turn you in the first chance he gets? He’ll use you to get to me.”

“The way you’re doing with Sofia,” I throw back.

“Exactly.”

“Gunn won’t do that.” He’s had too many chances and has yet to hand me over.

“He would. You know this because it’s what you would do. It’s a matter of time before one of you gets bored. The chase kept it fun. It’s over. You fucked. What now? You start dating?”

My eyes flick to his and his brows arch upward in surprise.

“You want to date him.” He tilts his head and he does that annoying penetrating thing with his gaze, where he digs into mine to search to his answers. “Oh my God. You’ve fallen for him.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

He chuckles, infusing his deep rumble with so much sarcasm it sounds truly evil. “I should have seen this coming. My own pupil, my right hand, stupid enough to fall in love.”

For the first time since I met him, since the day he hid me in his bedroom and kept me safe, I hate him. “Shut up.”

“I’m truly disappointed, Scarlet. People like us don’t fall for anyone, much less the fucking enemy.”

“Stop it.”

His smile vanishes in an instant. “Kill him. Kill him before he kills you.”

“Don’t make me do it.” I tap my thumb against my thigh in frustration.

“You’re going soft, Scar. First it was Maisel Cameron,” he says, using Maisie’s full name which she fucking hates.

But it’s not the name that makes my skin curl. It’s the fact that once upon a time, he threatened her life too.

“There is one bullet. You either put it in Clive’s head, or Scarlet will put it in your sister’s.” Gideon gave Skye the ultimatum the day of the showdown with Arran Maxton and his father.

My blood ran cold at his words. Gideon didn’t want Maisie dead, but he’d order me to do it to get the revenge he wanted.

In the end, I killed Clive Maxton myself because Skye’s hand shook too much and I couldn’t risk Maisie’s life.

“Now it’s Gunn Sinclair,” Gideon continues. He takes a sip of his drink and sets it down on the coffee table. With his elbows resting on his knees, he clasps his hands and stares at them. “Does he know how you feel about him?”

I shrug. “I haven’t told him.”

“He cannot love you, Scarlet.”

“Why not? Because of who I am?”

“Because who he is!” he booms so loudly, I jump a little. “Gunner Sinclair is a Sinacore beyond blood. He is Luca’s sworn brother. In the end, he will choose family.”

“Like Rowan did with you,” I whisper.

He nods. “And like I will always do with you, because you are my family.” He shakes his head. “Do you remember what you told me the day I let you crawl in through my window?”

How could I not? I was fifteen, running from the police that searched for me. And so afraid. I ran without knowing where I was going. Ran without aim, and somehow ended up in his backyard. He saw me from his bedroom on the second floor and motioned me over.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“They’re chasing me.”

“Who?”

“I’m in trouble. Please, help me,” I begged.

“This isn’t a house you want to come into,” he told me.

But I was so desperate. “If you let me in, I’ll do whatever you want me to.”

He was older than me, but still so young. Looking around as if he was scared too, he motioned me to climb up the trellis that led to his room.

“I took you in and instead of asking something from you, I promised to protect you. I taught you how to fight. I gave you a purpose. I gave you revenge against the men that murdered your parents. And what did you say the day you killed them?”

My breathing pattern changes. “I said, I’m yours for life.”

“I will not lose you, Scarlet. Certainly not to a man that will betray you.” Gideon gets up and makes to walk past me, but pauses. He glances down as he adjusts his tie.

“Kill him.”
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You’ve heard what spiders do to their mates when they’re done with them.

I did warn Gunn this would happen, didn’t I? I told him so that he would stay away. Save himself.

It was him that insisted on being with me in spite of what I am.

What are you? my she-devil asks.

“Death to anyone that loves me.”

If he is meant to die tonight, I will kill him. Or perhaps, it’s my time that’s come to an end, and he will be the one to kill me. Either way, we’re over.

It’s all my fault. I shouldn’t have let it go this far. But I wanted something all my own. I wanted Gunn to be all my own. Just like I wanted Gideon as my pigheaded older brother and Maisie as a little sister to protect. I wanted Gunn as mine.

The truth is, I can’t have any of that. Instead of protecting Maisie, I will eventually cause her harm. And Gunn… Gideon was right. Gunn will eventually harm me. It’s in his DNA, just as it is in mine.

All of that may be true, yet it doesn’t keep dread from forming in the pit of my stomach as I ride the Ninja back to Gunn’s place. No matter how much I press my fingers into it, the burn only worsens.

Because you don’t want to do this.

I lift the face shield on my helmet and let the wind dry up the tears threatening to run down my cheeks.

By the time I reach his place, his garage door is already open. I park the bike in its spot and the door automatically shuts behind me.

“Upstairs,” he calls through the fireman’s chute.

“Be… I’ll be right up.” I can barely speak.

My hands start trembling as I place my helmet on the handlebar. I take several deep breaths in an attempt to calm my nerves, but it does nothing. I’ve never felt this way, this anxious to do a job.

Because you don’t want to do this.

“I have to,” I whisper, tugging out my knife, the Damascus nine-inch one I selected just for this. Only the best for Gunn.

Unchecked by the wind, one of my tears escapes and hangs on my chin as I peer at the mirror finish of the blade in my palm.

The reflection staring back at me is terrifying. So little soul left.

I curl my fingers around the steel, letting the sharp edges sink into my flesh until blood drips to the floor. Even with the sting, I find no relief from the increasing ache in my chest.

He will turn you in the first chance he gets.

He’ll use you to get to me.

He cannot love you.

Kill him before he kills you.

Gideon’s words go around and around in my head as I make my way up the winding staircase. I find myself leaning heavily against the iron railing, and almost fall through the door on the second floor.

Although his open loft-style apartment is much larger than mine, there aren’t many walls separating the spaces and I have an unobstructed view across to the kitchen.

I remain far from him, staring at his broad back. A back I’ve kissed and licked. Now one I have to stab.

He’s preparing a meal, the aroma of fresh spices thick in the air. His knife makes quick work of an onion and some green beans.

“You’re making dinner,” I state the obvious.

Glancing over his shoulder with that usual dimpled grin, he winks. “Wanted to impress you a little. Bet you didn’t think I could cook.”

My fist tightens over the blade. He’s cooking for me? All I did when we were at my place was order in. “It… It smells good.”

“It’s going to be fucking delicious. Come taste. I’ve got steak, green bean and fennel.”

“Wow.”

He looks at me again, this time, his brows furrowed. “Why are you just standing there? Come here.”

Tucking the blade into the holster at my back, I give him a weary smile and swallow down the acid bubbling up in my throat. I’ve never felt so sick.

Because you don’t want to fucking do this!

“Peaches, what’s wrong?” Fully turned to me now, Gunn sets the knife down and begins to walk my way.

“Nothing.” I smile again, but it’s so hard to hold it. “I brought your bike. Parked it where it was before.”

He stands in front of me and peers into my soul with those brown eyes of his that see everything. “Something’s wrong.”

I shove away. “You don’t know me enough to tell when something’s wrong.”

Gunn’s hand is instantly wrapped around my arm and is dragging me to him. “Something’s up. Wh—” He glances down at his blue jeans and notices a drop of blood that’s landed there. “What the fuck?”

Before I can snatch my hand away, he grabs it and cringes at the cut he sees there.

“Had a bit of an accident.” I try to laugh it off as insignificant, but he doesn’t buy it.

“With what?” The worry in his expression slices through me deeper than any cut could. I want to give into it, give into everything I feel for him. Fuck what Gideon said!

The thing is, he’s right. With Gunn, I’m vulnerable. And I’m willing to risk my life, for what? A few days, a couple of weeks at most, of fun? Then what?

He’ll give you up and God help you if that happens.

I can’t allow that. I won’t let Gideon down again.

It’s now or never.

“Scarlet,” Gunn grinds through his teeth. “How did you get hurt?”

Titling my head, I channel the old Scarlet, the one that could do her job and have fun at it. But fuck, it’s hard to hold onto her.

“You know what, Dimples?” I grin. “I’m not hungry.”

Gunn definitely notices the change and he releases my hand. “Something’s happened?”

“It has.” From behind me, I whip out the blade already dripping with my own blood. “I’ve been reminded of who I am.”

“The fuck!” He leaps back as I swing, but I manage to catch him in the forearm.

Both of us watch in silence as a crimson line forms on his skin and rivulets begin to stream down to his fingertips.

Gunn lifts his narrowed gaze to me. Whatever worry was there has vanished, replaced by fury. His nostrils flare as his focus goes from my face to the weapon held tightly in my hand.

“We’re back to this shit of wanting to kill each other?” he spits.

“It’s what we have been ordered to do, Gunn. Procrastination is just going to make it harder in the long run.” I take an offensive stance, ready to engage him. Encouraging him to come to me.

“Procrastination? What the fuck does that even mean?”

“This! Us!” I scream. “What we’ve been doing is nothing more than bidding our time.”

“I thought we were doing more than that,” he retorts.

“We were playing. Like fucking little kids, just playing with fire. Eventually one of us will get bored and turn on the other.”

“I wouldn’t have. I promised you I wouldn’t.” He’s so serious, so determined, that it sounds true.

I huff. “How can I believe the word of a Sinacore member?”

“Can you believe Gideon?”

“He’s never betrayed me.”

“Neither have I!” He tries to step close, but I slice the knife through the air again, keeping him at bay. His jaw works furiously and he growls. “Damn it, woman. This isn’t a game. Not for me.”

Sarcastic laughter erupts from me. “Don’t tell me you’re actually falling for me.”

Every line in his face goes ridged and harsh, his eyes turning from brown to nearly black. “Give me the knife.”

“Fight me for it.” I strike and he evades. “It’s you or me, Gunn.”

“Give it to me. If you force me to take it from you, I promise you won’t like it.” The trembling in my hand becomes obvious and he notices. At this, the edges of his mouth soften. “Please.”

“Just fight me. Please!” So that I can live with myself if you die.

He shakes his head and puts out his hand. “Give it to me. You don’t want to do this.”

“I don’t have a choice!” Again I strike, this time, aiming for his leg. He moves to the side, but I manage to get a tear into his jeans.

“You have no choice?” His mouth pulls tight, drawing up his dimples into hard slashes on his cheeks. “Do you really want me as just another notch on your back?”

“You will kill me if I don’t.”

Because the real battle I’m waging is deep within myself, I’m slow to react when he snatches a hold of my wrist and slams me into the wall.

I scream in agonizing rage when I attempt to slap him with my free hand, but he manages to get a hold of that one too.

“Drop the knife!” he insists and he squeezes my wrist near the point of snapping. “If you wanted to kill me, you would have done it. So drop it before I hurt you.”

When I don’t let go, he begins to pound my hand against the wall, harder each time. Still, I hold tight to the hilt.

Now it’s him that growls with rage. “Fine. But if I’m going to be one of your scars, I better be the fucking deepest.”

He spins me on my heel so that I’m facing the wall and secures my hands above me. I toss my head back, but he’s prepared and easily avoids getting hit in the face.

“What are you doing?!” I demand when he begins to lift my shirt, exposing all of my scars. Roughly, he tugs down on my right hand, knife and all. I suck in a breath when he presses the cold steel against my skin, imagining just how deep he’s going to cut me with my own blade.

“Fuck you!” I hiss. “Cutting doesn’t hurt anymore. So go for it. Cut me.”

His breath ragged, he leans closer, his lips on the shell of my ear. “Oh I bet I can make it hurt. When I’m done, I’m going to be the only cut you feel.”

If I had known what he was about to do, I could have braced for the pain. But I’m so completely unprepared for the first assault, that a cry erupts from me against my will.

He drags the flat side of the blade across my scars, barely hard enough to feel it. But that’s not what hurts. Oh no, not even close.

It’s the warm press of his mouth that follows the blade. Little kisses he trails over every mark I’ve made on myself, somehow going deeper than any cut I’ve ever had.

And I ache. I ache all over. My chest constricts as the pain he promised builds there and threatens to explode from me.

Why is he doing this? It’s as if he’s trying to erase the marks of my sins with a tenderness that burns.

I shut my eyes in an attempt to quell the emotion he’s stirring inside. But I’m not strong enough against whatever this is, and the tears begin to flow.

“Stop,” I beg in a tiny voice. “You’re hurting me.”

Pausing, he says, “I know,” and continues the torment.

He tugs the waist of my jeans over my ass to access the lower marks. When he goes down to his knees and releases my hand, I remain. Although I’m still crying, I want him to finish this. To finish me.

But when he reaches the scar on my lower left side, the cut recently redone, I cover it. Some things should never be erased.

“Not that one,” I say.

His gaze lifts to mine and holds it captive as he seems to delve deep into my soul. I’m not sure what he finds, but whatever it is, it convinces him not to push me further than I can go. 

He nods. Then he moves the knife over, to a place on my hip where I have no other scars. This time, he does make me bleed.

“The man I was before you,” he says as he meticulously carves a line into my flesh, “everything I knew, is gone. If your job was to take my life, there’s no need. I’m willingly giving it to you. My life. My soul. All yours.”

“Don’t say those things,” I plead, tears flowing freely.

“I have no choice. I fucking love you,” he says, as if it’s against his will, but he’s resigned himself to it. The knife clangs to the floor and he stands, taking a step back.

I turn to him slowly. We stare at each other, both of us in pain and distress.

“You don’t love me,” I tell him. “You can’t.”

“Believe me, I wish I didn’t. It’s the worst thing I’ve ever felt, like I’m dying. Can’t sleep, can’t eat, lookin’ up fucking recipes you might like on the internet. I never do that shit! But I fucking love you. If you killed me now, I’d still fucking love you.”

My chest constricts to the point where I can’t breathe, it hurts so bad. That’s when I realize that Gunn is what I have no choice in. What I feel for him is so far beyond my control, I never had a chance to stop it.

“I fucking love you too!” I cry out and run into his embrace.

We kiss in a way we haven’t done before, just as desperate as we’ve ever been, but with a destination beyond a simple orgasm. Every stroke of our tongues, every caress of our hands as we go down is so much more.

Our clothes come off aggressively, our lips locked as we breathe each other in. Then, I’m pinned to the floor by his weight as he pushes inside me. Our sex isn’t meant to brand, but to meld. To pour ourselves into each other.

I hold him to me as he reaches his climax, my nails digging into his ass as he thrusts and fills me with everything he is.

When it’s over, he remains inside me. I tighten my arms and legs around him, wishing we could stay like this forever. Because the way Gunn described love is horrible, but accurate. It’s an emptiness, a gut-wrenching void that’s only filled by this closeness. Only when we’re together, can we breathe.

His head drops onto my chest. “You’re mine now, Scarlet. You know that, don’t you?”

I let out a sigh as I give myself over to this thing we feel too. “I have no choice.”
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“Should we move to the bed?” Scarlet makes a half-hearted attempt to sit up, but I bring her back to me.

“I’ve slept on worse.”

She lays her head on my chest and throws a leg over mine. “Me too. But there’s a bed just over there.”

“You’ve worn me out, Peaches. I haven’t got the energy to move.”

“Okay.” She stays quiet for so long I actually begin to doze off. But what she says next is like being dunked in a freezing cold ocean. “Gideon knows where you live.”

Every part of my body gone completely still, I say, “You told him.”

“He had me followed.” She pushes up onto her elbow so that she can look at me. “Our man, Itsuki.”

“Tall Japanese guy?”

She nods. “He’s as good as I am. Actually, better since I had no idea he’s been monitoring us for days.”

I glance at the window. “Is he there now?”

“No. He’ll give me the chance to prove myself to him.”

“Then we need to figure something out before he does send your friend to check on you.”

“We could always run,” she says hopefully.

I’ll admit, leaving everything behind and never looking back has a certain appeal to it. “But we’d be running forever,” I voice aloud. “Unless you think Gideon would just let you go.”

She thinks on that. “No. We both know he can hold a grudge for years.”

Before I can give another suggestion, my phone buzzes. I drag my pants toward me and tug the cell out of the pocket. “Shit.”

“Luca?”

I turn it so that she can read the screen for herself.

Luca: If you’re not here within the hour, I’m coming to you.




“Shit,” she says too. “What are you going to do?”

Getting up, I gather my things from the floor, then help her up. “I should go talk to him.”

Her pale cheeks go bright red. “Are you going to tell him about me?”

“I should.” I bring her to me and wrap my arms around her. “It will be in our best interest if we don’t have both Gideon and Luca against us. If he hears me out, I might convince him to give you asylum.”

“What if he tells you to kill me instead?” It’s a valid question.

“I don’t think he will. He’ll be pissed for sure, but he’s a reasonable man.”

“Even if I can’t tell him anything about Sofia?”

That me for a moment. It’s true, Luca will want information on his sister. But would he want Scarlet dead when she can’t give it to him?

It’s not in his nature to kill for the hell of it. And that’s what I’m relying on.

“Don’t worry.” I kiss the top of her head and release her. “Luca is like my brother. I have to give him a chance and trust him.”

What I don’t say is that Carina is another matter.
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I leave Scarlet behind, safe and sound, hidden from the threat Gideon poses. Away from Briar House if things don’t go as planned.

It’s almost midnight and the roads are quiet at this time of night. Although it’s not uncommon that I would still be at Briar House this late, it is rare that I would be called in.

I discover the reason the moment I enter the house and find everyone but Luca has gone off to bed.

“You don’t want Carina to know I’m here,” I tell him as he practically tip toes to the study.

“Not for this conversation.” He shuts the doors and motions for me to sit.

“Won’t she be pissed you’re keeping her out of yet something else?” I ask.

He goes to the wet bar set on one of the walls and pulls out a bottle. “She’ll understand.”

“Well, you got me out of bed. I’m here. What’s so important that you needed to talk right now?”

Luca pours two shots of vodka and hands me one before going around the desk to his seat. “Don’t tell me you were already asleep.”

“Nope. But I was in bed.” I down the drink and grimace. “You gave me your best cheap shit.”

“What you deserve for keeping me in the dark. What the fuck are you up to, Gunn? It’s not like you to avoid us.” He peers into his glass and swirls it.

I shrug. “Just doing my thing.”

His gaze affixed on the drink, he says, “We’ve been friends for a long time, you and me.”

“Yup.”

“We’ve had each other’s backs since we were kids. I trust you with my life.”

“Same.”

“I’ve never doubted your loyalty. Until now.” He lifts his eyes and in them there’s a question. Did you betray me?

Even though he didn’t voice it, I answer it. “If I betrayed you, I wouldn’t be here.”

“No. Which is why I’m giving you a chance to explain.”

“Explain what?”

“Kyle told me about the information he gave you on Scarlet. Or should I say, Tamberleigh Johnson.” He clasps his hand around the glass, almost spilling some of that shitty vodka. “You asked him to keep it from me. Why?”

“I had to know who I was fighting.”

“Bullshit!” He glances toward the door, as if he’s afraid he woke Carina, and quickly calms. “I know about Scarlet. I know she’s been coming to your place for days. In fact, I’m willing to bet she’s there now.”

I scowl. “You been spying on me?”

“You left me no choice. Ever since you returned from New Orleans, something changed. You stopped showing up, didn’t return my fucking calls. I knew something was going on.”

“So you had me followed.”

He laughs and I don’t like the sound of it one bit. “I didn’t have you followed, you jackass, because if you were up to no good, I didn’t want anyone else finding out. I saw her going into your place with my own eyes. She’s probably there as we speak, isn’t she?”

I stare at him, searching for any hint of a reasonable man. Something that says he’ll behave like the brother he’s been to me if I confide in him. “Why didn’t you say something before?”

“Because I wanted to give you a chance to tell me yourself.” He lets out a breath, his shoulders dropping slightly. “Are you sleeping with her?”

I lean forward and pinch the bridge of my nose. There’s no point in denying it. “Yes.”

“I should never have let you go to New Orleans.”

“It would have happened anyway,” I confess.

Disappointment fills his gaze and he lets out a sarcastic huff. “Of course it would have, you were so fucking eager to go after her. But instead of getting Sofia’s location, you decided to fuck her!”

“I tried to get the damn location, Luca. She doesn’t know.”

“She tell you that before or after she got in your pants?”

“Fuck! She. Doesn’t. Know,” I repeat, this time punctuating the words so they hit home.

They don’t.

“You’re pussy whipped if you believe a murderer,” he hisses.

“Scarlet isn’t a murderer. She was doing what her boss ordered her to, just like I have.”

He glares at me. “I never ordered you to kill anyone in cold blood.”

“She didn’t do that, Luca. You saw Sergio’s photos yourself. She didn’t go through with the kill because it would have been in cold blood.”

“And what about Carina?” he demands. “She killed her sister.”

I think of her for a moment. “Alma wasn’t the intended target. It was an accident.”

“An accident that took innocent blood,” he retorts.

“It was an acci…” I trail off as what he’s just said hits me. Innocent blood. I now know who the innocent blood that weighs so heavily on her soul belongs to. “It’s Alma,” I whisper.

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

I remain quiet for a beat, my mind reeling from the sudden realization I’ve just had.

“Scarlet isn’t who you think she is,” I finally say.

“She’s the bad guy,” he tells me.

“So are we,” I remind him.

“She’s Gideon’s minion. Why are you defending her?”

“Because I fucking love her!” I blurt out before I can stop it.

“You love her?” His brows shoot up his forehead and his eyes bulge. But the shock doesn’t last long, replaced by a weariness that’s palpable. “You can’t love her, Gunn. She will turn on you. It’s only a matter of time.”

I shake my head. “She loves me too.”

“So that’s it? We say let bygones be bygones and accept her into our lives?”

“That is what family does,” I say.

“You swore to help me find Sofia.”

“I still can.”

“No, you can’t. Fuck!” He stands and goes to peer out the window, as if he can’t stomach the sight of me. “Carina warned me about this. She saw it coming a mile away. But I fucking hoped she was wrong. You betrayed me.”

I stand too. “I never betrayed you, Luca. I would never do anything to hurt you.”

He turns to me, and the anger in his expression sends a chill up my spine. “I would never hurt you either. Which is why we can’t let you go back to her.”

“We?” Suddenly, the pocket doors to the study slide open. Carina steps inside, followed by Luca’s head of security, Hansen. When I go to stand, Luca holds me to the seat with a hand on my shoulder. “What the fuck?”

“I’m so sorry, Gunn,” Carina says sadly, coming closer. “It was a mistake to allow you to go to New Orleans. A mistake we intend on fixing.”

I try to stand, this time, it doesn’t take Luca to keep me down. My own limbs fail me, becoming weaker by the second. “What did you do to me?”

Carina crouches beside me and places her palm on my forearm. “She killed my sister, Gunn. I’ll never forgive that.”

Once again, I attempt to move, but it’s like lead has been poured down my arms and legs. Everything in the room becomes hazy, and I can only focus on what’s in front of me. The empty shot glass.

I shift my tunnel vision toward Luca. “You… You drugged me?”

He doesn’t respond. Instead, he moves out of the line of sight, but not before I see the shame in his expression.

“Take care of her,” Carina orders.

Panic sets into the pit of my stomach, but all I can manage to do is slouch forward. Carina catches me and prevents me from smashing face first into the desk.

“You can be a real bitch,” I mumble as darkness takes over my mind.

“I know,” she replies. “But I protect my own, even when they don’t want it.”

And it all goes black.
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Scarlet.

Her name blasts through my mind at the same time that the ground seems to shift beneath me. I jump, startled and confused, looking at the bright recessed lights, the windowless walls and the steel door.

It takes me several seconds to recognize where I am because it’s a place I’ve rarely been to. The hold at Briar House.

The ten by ten foot, chamber is located in the basement, right next to the cellar.

But unlike the cellar, I’m not happy to hang out here. Much less tied to a chair, my arms secured behind my back and each of my ankles to one of the chair legs.

“Mother fucker!” I tug on the ropes, testing them for weakness. Not surprisingly, they don’t budge.

Next, I rock back and forth and side to side, hoping to break the chair. Fucking thing is made of steel, so it’s also futile.

“Luca!” I roar, now manically attempting to free myself, the rope rubbing my skin raw, but I don’t give a shit. I’ll break my own limbs if I have to.

Somehow, I manage to get one of my feet loose. For a moment, I believe it’s a win. That’s until I kick out too hard and topple over, hitting my head against the table in front of me on the way down.

It’s become obvious just how fucked I am, lying on my side, my right arm wedged between the backrest and the floor. My ears ring from the impact, and maybe I have a concussion, but it doesn’t stop me.

Scarlet. I have to get to her before they do.

What if they already have?

I have no idea how long I’ve been out. An hour could have passed just as easily as five minutes. Enough time may have lapsed to have allowed for her search. Our men are spread out all over the city, easily assembled in any area within minutes.

No. They’re not our men, not anymore. They’re Luca’s men. Carina’s men. Not mine.

If Scarlet has been found, she might already be dead.

The thought is like a knife to my gut, twisting and tearing my insides.

“Let me go or I swear it on my life I’ll send you all to Hell!” No one responds.

Regret bubbles up in my chest and I swallow down the bitter stuff. I’ve never felt it before, one of my favorite mottos being “It is what it is.”

Maybe I regret this because deep down I sensed it was a mistake to come here. Thing is, no matter how poorly I imagined this meeting would go, being drugged by my best friend wasn’t something I considered. Some cussing and a few punches? Yeah, sure. But Luca stabbing me in the back… How could I predict it?

Suddenly, there’s movement. The lever on the door rotates, making a grinding sound that reminds me of a horror movie. Actually, this whole fucking thing is pretty horrific.

Adrenaline rushes through my veins as I stare ahead, my heart pounding in my chest. I’m ready to fight to the death, ready to kill whatever fucker steps inside, even in this impossibly helpless situation.

The fucker turns out to be Luca. I can’t see him, the top part of him blocked out by my position on the floor and the table between us. But I’d recognize those old black combat boots anywhere.

He pauses at the door as he searches for me.

“Down here, asshole,” I say.

“What the fuck?” He comes around the table, but I swipe out my free leg and kick him in the shin before he gets to me. Stumbling backward, he curses. “Dick!”

“Come at me again, bro. I’m fucking ready.” I kick again, and again, trying to reach him, but all I do is make myself spin.

“I’m trying to help you, idiot.”

I laugh. “Like you did when you drugged me?”

“We did it to save you.”

“Fuck you. The only people I’m in danger of are you.”

Taking a chance, he lunges forward and gets to me when I’m facing away. “Stop moving. I’m here to release you.”

That gets me to stop. But I’m still highly suspicious. “Why?”

“It was a mistake.” He begins to work on the knot at my back. “I shouldn’t have listened to Carina, but she’s hard to reason with when it comes to getting revenge for Alma. She wants Scarlet dead, even if it means I won’t find Sofia.”

My breathing still ragged, I do my best to contain my rage when the rope slackens and the pressure on my wrists decreases. “I told you, Scarlet doesn’t know where your sister is.”

“I believe you. Now.”

“You should have believed me then. I didn’t betray you.”

“You’re right. It was me that betrayed you. But maybe this will make up for that. If you can get to her in time.” Luca cuts the final threads and my arms come free.

Pain lances through my shoulders when I move them, but it doesn’t keep me from getting instantly to my feet.

His jaw ticks as he hands me the knife so I can cut the remaining rope from my foot. “I’m sorry, man. I shouldn’t have done it, but she’s my wife.”

“And I’m your fucking best friend.” Again, I have to fight to contain my anger. It takes a lot not to punch him in the neck. “You’re just lucky we have history. I’d fucking kill you otherwise.”

“That history is why I’m risking getting put in here myself,” he snaps. “That, and I’m hoping that if you do see my sister, you’ll tell me. Please.”

We stare at each other in that way we did in his study, each of us searching for something. Forgiveness, trust, and something to remind us of the bond we’ve had since we were kids.

“You’ve changed,” I tell him.

“So have you.” He sighs and shakes his head. “I’m sorry I let you down.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“Here.” He takes a step closer. From the pocket of his leather jacket, he produces my cell phone and keys. Then from his holster, he tugs his gun and hands it to me. “You’ll need this. There are several men on the way to the orphanage.”

My gaze snaps to his. “How the fuck did you know where she’d be?”

“That’s what I would have done if I didn’t trust me either.” Suddenly, he’s the old Luca again. The man who had my back always.

“Go with me,” I say on a whim.

But when he says, “I can’t. We’re not on the same side anymore,” it doesn’t surprise me. He’s right. We have both changed. “Go. I’ll try to call off the men, but they’re just as loyal to Carina as they are to me.”

“That’s going to be a problem for you.”

“My problem. Not yours. Go.”

“Okay.” Feeling that somehow this might be the last time I ever speak to him, I add, “We did have fun, though, didn’t we?”

His mouth pulls up to one side. “Yeah. Now, go get your girl.”

I don’t need to be told twice.
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It’s been hours and I’ve yet to hear a word from Gunn. I dig my fingers into my hair, tugging at it with worry.

This is exactly why people in my line of work avoid personal attachments. We know only too well the chances of never coming home.

I grab my phone off the chest of drawers and stare at the screen. “Just call me already, dammit!”

But much to my dismay, I don’t have the power of manifestation.

Is he still at Briar House? Was he able to convince Luca and Carina to give me an audience? Will they give me asylum when Gideon discovers I’ve chosen Gunn over the vow I made to him?

My stomach clenches and I dig my fingers into it, attempting to quell the burn I know is coming.

Finally, my phone rings. It’s him.

I’ve never punched the accept button so hard. “Hello. Hello!”

“They’re coming,” he screams into the phone, and though it’s hard to make out over the sound of his bike and the wind hitting the receiver, his next word come through perfectly clear. “Run!”

My skin instantly prickles, that feeling of being doused with ice water coming over me.

“Who?” I ask, but I’m already taking count of all the weapons on my body and I snatch my gun from the bed. I pull back the slide and check that there’s a bullet in the chamber and fifteen in the magazine.

“The alliance. They know where you are. I’m on the way, but you have to get out of there.” There’s some strange background noise, honking and tires screeching. “Fuck!”

“Gunn!” I scream just as the line goes dead. “Fuck.”

I run out of the room that used to be Gunn’s when he was a child, and race toward the stairs. But I come to an immediate halt when I hear footsteps coming from the first floor.

They’re here.

Remaining as silent as possible, I try to count the steps. They’re so quiet, barely there, it’s no wonder I didn’t hear them come inside.

How did they know where Gunn left me?

I shift my weight as to not alert anyone down there of my presence and risk a peek over the banister.

A dark-haired man pressed against the wall has his riffle aimed right at me. He shoots, the bullet missing my shoulder by inches. I duck back inside the room, shutting the door before several men can be heard reaching the second floor.

Someone starts kicking at it and the doorframe begins to shatter. I let out three shots through the door, hitting whoever is on the other side. It buys me time to get to the window.

Unfortunately for me, two guys are already coming up the fire escape.

“Fuck!” I aim and shoot. All the bullets do is ricochet off the metal, causing the men to duck and slow their progress.

Behind me, the door continues to give. I quickly count the rounds left in my gun. Nine to go.

I make hasty calculations. My odds of survival out the door vs. the window. There are at least three guys in the hall, and two outside.

The decision is taken out of my hands when the hallway guys break through.

Without hesitation, I aim at the first target. It’s the only chance I’ll get at an accurate shot. I hit my mark and he goes down at the same time I dive for the other side of one of the beds.

The two remaining men scatter as well, aware that at this close range, the odds for shooting each other have just gone up.

“Come out and you’ll have a chance to defend yourself with the boss,” the one guy says.

“If he intended on giving me a chance, you wouldn’t have come armed,” I retort.

In my peripheral, I see someone appear at the window. I don’t give him the opportunity to search for me. A tug on the trigger, and his body rolls down the fire escape, taking his buddy with him.

“Don’t make this harder on yourself.”

“Is it really hard, though?” I laugh.

“Gunn will pay the price if you don’t cooperate. Is that really what you want?” He finally says something that makes me pause.

I don’t know enough about Luca to believe he’d hurt Gunn for protecting me. What I do know is that regardless, I’m in a pretty shitty predicament and I can think of only one way to get out of it.

“Okay, okay,” I say in the humblest voice. “I’ll come out. But promise me nothing will happen to Gunn.”

“We promise,” he agrees.

“Okay.”

“Toss your gun to the right and come up with your hands where we can see them.”

I raise my hands and slowly stand. The men immediately set their weapon sights on my head. Their friend, the one that had rolled down the fire escape stairs, appears at the window, his gun drawn as well.

“Stay where you are,” the apparent leader orders.

“Yes, sir.” I remain as still as possible, keeping my eyes slightly downcast. The picture of meek resignation.

All three come closer, narrowing the space between us.

“Good girl,” the leader says and reaches for my wrist.

“I am good.” I lift my gaze to his and grin. “And you’re stupid.”

Twisting my wrist out of his grasp, I throw head forward, hitting him hard on the jaw and knocking him out cold. As he stumbles backward, I swipe my leg low, catching his mate right on the shins. He screams and goes down to his knees, but before I can finish him, I’m yanked back by my hair.

“Fucking bitch!” window guy yells in my ear. He throws me to the floor and kicks me in the stomach.

I hate getting a foot to the gut. It’s more the guttural sounds forced out of you and the inability to breathe than the pain itself. And it does seem to take me forever to suck in a breath.

“Finish her.” The other man, the one I’d kicked in the shins, manages to stand up and he’s pissed. “Just fucking finish her.”

“The boss wants her alive.”

“Fuck them.” Shin guy rubs his leg and grimaces. “We can say she attacked us.”

“I like that idea.”

I’m lying there, hand clutched to my abdomen, gasping, when the click of the hammer has me peering up, right into the barrel of his gun.

My life doesn’t flash before me as I’ve been told. Actually, not much thought happens besides wondering if I should close my eyes or keep them open.

In the end, I decide the image I’d rather take with me to the beyond is definitely not of a gun. At least, not that type of gun. So I shut my lids and think of Gunn.

Two shots crack through the air. It doesn’t hurt. I don’t even feel that cold sensation I’ve heard about.

“Get up!” I’m unceremoniously hauled up. “Are you hurt?”

I open my eyes as Gunn inspects me for injury. On the floor are the two men. Dead.

“They were your soldiers,” I say in disbelief. “You took out your own for me?”

“Not mine. Luca’s.”

“But you’re part of the alliance.”

“Not anymore.” He takes my hand and tugs me out of the orphanage house. “We have to go. Reinforcements will be on the way.”

His Ducati is still on when we reach it. Gunn slings a leg over the seat and I follow suit.

We take off at a breakneck speed. I wrap my arms tightly around his waist and press my cheek against his back, not because of fear of falling off, but for fear that this might be a dream and I’ll wake up. A dream in which Gunn came back for me.

And I don’t want to let go.
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“Where are we?” I ask as we pull up to a black iron gate.

“St. Joseph’s Cemetery.” He drives through the entrance and we wind our way toward the back.

I hate cemeteries. Hate how eerily quiet they are, especially at night. Full of secret keepers. The hushed.

Imagine if those people beneath the lush grass and crawling mist could talk. What would they say? Who would they point their fingers at?

Me.

My mouth suddenly dry, I ask, “Isn’t this where the Sinacores are buried?”

“Yes.” He gives me a grim look. “And so is she.”

“Who?” I ask, even as the answer comes to me. Because I know. I have always known.

Gunn parks the bike at the edge of a pass and shuts the engine. We have to walk from here.

“Come.” He gets off and extends his hand to me.

I stare at it, then at the path between the graves that leads to a family plot at the top of a slight hill. From here, I can spot the little fence that separates the Sinacores from the rest of the dead, the shadowy figures of their tombstones seeming to loom over us.

“I’m scared.” Every scene from the horror movies I watched as a kid comes back to haunt me—twisted hands breaking through the dirt, the undead out for revenge, and decaying bodies in search of the one that killed them.

His fingers wrap around mine. “I’m here.”

We walk toward the place, and I might as well be heading toward a tribunal.

I pause, my feet refusing to go past the line of demarcation. Once I cross I’ll be able to see the proof of what I did. I’ll stand before her, and I don’t know if I can bare it.

“You have to.” Giving me a slight tug, Gunn places me in front of a beautiful white marble headstone. On it, reads, Alma Maria di Persia. Beloved Daughter and Sister.

Every cell in my body freezes upon seeing her name. My breath lodges in my throat and I can barely utter a sound of horror. I’m standing at the gates of the underworld, ready to be judged, and my soul is completely tainted with guilt.

“No!” I finally scream and make to run, but strong arms come around me and stop me mid-flight. “Let me go!”

“You have to make peace with it, Scar,” Gunn says. “You have to face her.”

I kick and punch, but he’s like a brick wall surrounding me, keeping me imprisoned against him. “Stop it, Scarlet.”

Suddenly, all the fight is drained from me and I fall limply to my knees, bringing Gunn with me. I look back, but the moment I see her name again a sob explodes from me and I burry my face in Gunn’s chest. “I can’t.”

“You have to. If you don’t, the guilt will consume you.”

“Maybe I deserve that.”

“Maybe. Maybe we all do. You can still tell her how sorry you are.”

I touch my side, the spot where I’ve cut time and again, keeping the wound fresh, so afraid that if it closes I’ll forget her like I’ve done so many others. Afraid I’ll forget what I did, the name of the innocent life I took. But how could I? Alma Maria di Persia. Her name is an invisible scar on my black soul that will never heal.

Using what little strength I have left, I force myself to face Alma’s grave. I dig my fingers into the dirt covering her casket, needing to somehow connect with her.

“I didn’t mean for any of it to happen,” I whisper to her, sensing that wherever she is, she can hear me. “Why were you there? You didn’t belong there.”

Tears stream down my cheeks as I recall that night at Flag’s Point Marina. Gideon called Luca to make an exchange, Carina for her father, Gregorio. Alma wasn’t supposed to be there. Why was she there? A civilian should never be a part of mafia business.

When I threw the knife that ended her life, it wasn’t meant for her. It was meant for the man that betrayed Gideon’s father.

It hit her instead and just like that, my hands were covered in innocent blood. There was no justifying it. No sin on her part that cancelled out mine.

I tear myself out of Gunn’s grasp and crawl to the headstone. The guilt that’s been rotting away at my chest abruptly dislodges and comes up my throat, nearly choking me, and I scream.

“Forgive me!” I cling to the base of the marble as if it were Alma’s own feet and I beg. “Please, please forgive me.”

For a long while, I wail. I remain there, crying, desperate for relief. When I don’t get it, I tug my knife out but before I can do any damage, Gunn takes hold of my hand.

“Don’t shut off the pain. She deserves better than that.” He takes the knife, but he doesn’t try to move me. Instead, he curls around me, warm and strong. A powerful anchor that allows me to let go because I know he won’t let me drift away.

Finally, after what seems like hours, that relief I so desperately sought finds me.

I take a breath and another. Each one comes out easier than the last.

When I’m able to speak, I turn to him and ask, “Have you ever killed an innocent person?”

He shakes his head. “No. But I don’t have to have the same experiences as you to understand what you feel. And I don’t have to be in your skin to feel your pain. Punishing yourself won’t bring her back.”

“It will keep me from doing it again.” I let out a lengthy exhale and drop my head back to gaze at the night sky. “The worst part of all this is that I’ll never see her. I’ll never be able to drop down to my knees and beg her for forgiveness.”

“Why do you say that?”

I look at him and shrug. “You know. People like us don’t go to Heaven, Gunn. I won’t see her again. She won’t know how truly sorry I am.”

He doesn’t argue the point. Instead, he reaches for my hand and squeezes it. “She knows.”
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I’ve slept in all kinds of places over the years —a park bench, under a bridge, at a zoo— but never in a cemetery.

I woke half an hour ago and for the first time ever, I felt strangely at ease among the dead. It’s peaceful and quiet. Safe.

It might not have anything to do with the release of emotions from last night, or the man that guarded my dreams as I slept. Maybe it’s only because of that I can finally breathe.

Gently, I move Gunn’s hand off my hip and sit up. There’s still a light mist hovering in the air, coating everything in dew. Rivulets of water run down Alma’s headstone, and I reach to catch one on my fingertip.

A smile paints across my lips as something like peace washes over me.

“Good morning.” Gunn caresses my cheek.

“Hey.” I peer down at him.

“How do you feel?”

“Better.” I reach for his hand and entwine my fingers through his. “Thank you for bringing me here. How did you know what I needed?”

“I didn’t. Just kind of went with my gut.”

“You have good instincts.”

“Yeah.” He smirks sarcastically. “So good I didn’t see Luca’s big knife before he stabbed me in the back with it. I feel like an idiot for trusting him.”

“Maybe your gut wasn’t so off. He let you go.”

His eyes narrow as he considers that. “But something is still off.”

“Do you think he had an ulterior motive?”

“At this point, I can’t rule anything out.” He sits up too and drops his head low as he pinches the bridge of his nose. “You were right. We should have run.”

I’m about to answer when my phone buzzes. I pull it out of my boot and read the text that just came in. “It’s Gideon.”

“Let me guess, he’s checking in to make sure I’m dead.”

I shake my head and let him read it for himself.

Gideon: 899 Are you safe? Got a notice about a fire at The Keaton Banks Orphanage.




He looks at me. “Did you tell him about that place?”

“No. But he could have had that information dug up on you easily.”

His jaw ticks and he glances away, but not before I see his eyes glass over. “They set fire to it.”

“It might have been an accident.” I squeeze his arm, wishing I could provide the same amount of comfort he did me in my hour of need. “We should return and find out what the damage is.”

“It’s too risky.”

I look at my phone. Then, doing something else that could prove to be risky, I reply to Gideon.

Me: 998 Safe. Did the building survive the fire?




“What did you do?” Gunn snatches it out of my hand.

“We have to know.”

“No, we do—” He stops when the phone buzzes again, and we both turn to the screen.

Gideon: Destroyed.




Gideon: This wasn’t you?




“Let me reply.” I attempt to take my cell back.

Gunn quickly evades my grasp and pulls it out of reach. “He’s going to trace the call.”

“If he could, he would have already found us.” I retort. “This phone isn’t traceable.”

“The alliance was able to figure out where you were because of that phone.”

“They found out because of a message they read on Maisie’s, not because they traced mine. Trust me, it’s invisible.” I try again, and this time he lets me grab it. “Thank you.”

“What are you going to do?” He peeks over my shoulder as I type out a message.

“I’m going to gamble with our lives. You don’t mind, do you?” I grin at him.

“This old thing? I wouldn’t miss it.” The sarcastic tone in his voice is laced with real humor that makes me laugh.

But I sober quickly and cup his cheek. “I think you were originally right. Running would be a mistake. Having both the Sinacores and Gideon on our asses would only be fun for a short while.”

“Yeah, it would get boring after a week.” He nudges me with his shoulder.

“Yeah,” I agree. I look down at my phone and hit the send button.

Me: I need to come in.




Gideon’s reply is almost immediate.

Gideon: Hades.




“What does that mean?” Gunn asks.

“He’s just told me where he is.”
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Hades is a warehouse on Flushing Bay, one with its own marina. It’s not abandoned, though that’s the appearance it gives with the broken windows and graffiti on the brick walls. There’s even a little alter with flowers and a picture of some random guy to give the impression that he died there.

All part of Gideon’s plan to give people the creeps so they don’t loiter.

It’s not abandoned, but it is empty. A shell of a place to be used as needed— for deliveries coming through La Guardia, a trade, or in my case, a meeting point.

Long before Gideon took ownership, Stephen Black used it to illegally ferry his contraband. The authorities seized it after The Ferryman’s death, and it wasn’t until recently that Gideon purchased it at auction. Like buying back a family heirloom, I suppose.

Gunn takes in the place and nods, as if he can believe Gideon would live here. “It goes to him.”

I slap his arm. “It’s not his house.”

“I wasn’t thinking that.”

“Yes, you were. I could see it in that smug smile. There he is.” I point to an area beneath a tree. “Pull up farther.”

“Are we sure about this?”

I wrap my arms around him and let out a breath. “No.”

He squeezes my hand, then moves us forward until we’re parked in front of Gideon’s black Bentley.

“He’s not inside,” Gunn whispers. I hear the distinct click of the hammer being locked in place as he tries to get off the bike.

I stop him. “Put the gun away.”

His teeth grind together, but he does it.

“Good little Gunner.” Gideon appears from some shadow, his own weapon drawn and aimed at my boyfriend. He glances icily at me. “Scar, you didn’t tell me you’d be bringing company. Company that should be dead, I might add. I’d have brought the hearse.”

I ignore his comment. “We’re here to ask for asylum.”

Now he turns his full attention on me, his face incredulous, but his steel gaze as hard as ever. “Asylum?”

“No. Not asylum,” Gunn interjects. “I’d like to arrange for Scarlet’s release from you.”

Gideon chuckles. “Release Scarlet so that she can run to the alliance and help you.”

“I’m not with the alliance anymore. As you’ve heard, they set fire to one of my buildings.”

“The alliance did that?” Gideon asks, genuinely perplexed. “Why would Luca do that?”

Gunn shrugs. “They were about as happy to see Scarlet and I together as you are.”

Amusement fills Gideon’s eyes. “I can work with this.”

A chill crawls up my spine. I just bet all sorts of ideas of how he can work this to his advantage are swirling in his mind.

“Gideon, you should know we went to Luca first,” I tell him. If things aren’t clear from the get go, shit gets twisted and people die.

His amusement vanishes. “You should have kept that to yourself.”

“I was afraid you’d be angry.”

“Scarlet, I’m beyond angry. First, you question me. Then you go against orders and fuck your target. Now you want my blessing in what is sure to turn out very poorly for you.

“You have created a problem for me. Do I hurt you now and kill him myself, but spare you the pain he’ll cause you later? Or do I let you go and then have to hunt his ass down to kill him when he does hurt you?

“Better yet, should I just take you both out now, him for being the enemy and you for a traitor?”

“You are mad,” I say.

Without asking for permission, he begins to pat me down, my arms, sides, and legs. Gunn seems ready to pounce, but I placate him. He knows what Gideon is doing; checking for bugs.

“She can check me,” Gunn snarls when Gideon goes to him.

“If I trusted her, she could,” Gideon retorts, and the remark stings.

I watch as he searches him carefully, going as far as to make him take off his boots. Tugging the Glock from the holster on Gunn’s belt, he tucks it into his own.

“I don’t need a gun to kill you, Gideon,” Gunn growls.

Gideon grins. “That’s not why I’m taking it. Call it a gift for my willingness to listen to your ridiculous ideas about riding off into the sunset.” He glares at me with unadulterated rage and I shrink a little. “Get in the fucking car. Both of you.”

“The car?”

“We can’t have this conversation here. Too fucking open.”

“How do we know you won’t just kill us,” Gunn huffs.

“If I was going to do that, I’d do it in that building.” He points to the warehouse. “Instead, I’m taking you somewhere we can negotiate. Isn’t that what you want? To negotiate Scarlet’s release?”

“What about my bike,” Gunn asks.

“Leave it.”

Gunn’s jaw tenses, but he says nothing as he follows me to the car. He opens the passenger side for me and I’m about to duck into the back, when Gideon stops me.

“He goes in the back.”

I turn to Gunn and mentally measure him. “He’s like six foot five. No way he’ll fit.”

“Then we can strap him to the roof of the car. If he accidentally touches me, I’ll murder him.”

“You should go in the back,” I say, and help him in.

It’s going to be a long drive.
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The drive to Chelsey isn’t long, but the torture seems eternal. With my knees nearly touching my ears in the tight backseat of Gideon’s Bentley, I’m in contortionist hell.

I stare at the side of his smug face and my molars grind painfully. I’d love nothing more than to punch him right now. I swear he’s hitting every manhole on the road just to annoy me.

At least he’s keeping his mouth shut.

We pull up to a five-story building. Scarlet has to wrench me out of the vehicle, and even when I’m freed from that death trap, it feels like my limbs are cramped tight.

“I swear on my own grave that one day I’ll repay him for that and stuff him in a nice little box.” I smile, imagining the way he’d scream as I jam his legs into a tiny cube.

Scarlet doesn’t think it’s funny. “Now isn’t the time. We have to get him to agree to let me go willingly.”

“Mr. Black,” the valet greets Gideon when he hands him the keys. “Miss Scarlet.”

We follow Gideon through the doors of what looks to be a normal apartment complex reception. As normal as any rich asshole’s place can be, that is, with marble floors and big chandeliers and staff dressed in tuxedos.

But nowhere in sight are the armed men and bulletproof glass I expected. Even Luca has a full security detail on the grounds of Briar House.

I lean close to Scarlet. “Where are the guards?”

“You’re looking at them.”

“Tuxedo guys?”

“You didn’t think Gideon would have them wearing jeans in a place like this, did you?” Finally, she cracks a smile.

“Of course not.”

“Keep up, please.” Gideon waves us over to the elevators.

“Nice place you have here,” I say when we reach a penthouse that’s right out of a movie. “Pay for it with all the money you stole?”

He snickers. “Tell me, Gunner. How did you pay for your place? For that matter, how did you fund the purchase of the Keaton Orphanage? Because I know it wasn’t mortgaged.”

“Right.” I peer out the window at one of the most beautiful views I’ve seen. “Except, I didn’t kill people for it.”

“Didn’t you?” He goes to a wet bar and pours three shots of whiskey. “Pot, don’t call the kettle black. Bad is bad.”

I take the shot he’s handing me stare at it. No fucking way I’m falling for this shit again.

“So, can we talk,” Scarlet says, holding onto her drink too, apparently thinking the same thing I am.

Gideon tosses his back. “Sure. Give me your pitch. Why should I let my right-hand, the woman who knows enough about me to bring down my entire empire, run off with my enemy? And I assume you’ll want money too.”

Scarlet grabs my hand and tugs me to one of the leather sofas placed in front of a large fireplace. Gideon sits on the opposite side, leaning back casually, his arm on the backrest.

“We don’t need money,” Scarlet says. “Just the promise that you won’t come after us.”

“Where would you go?”

“New Orleans,” Scarlet says at the same time as I say, “Costa Rica.”

We look at each other and Gideon bursts out laughing. “God, you two are so fucked. Even if I don’t go after you, Luca will. And he will find you.”

“Not if you tell him where Sofia is,” I say.

His smile vanishes, instantly replaced by controlled fury. “I will never give up Sofia’s location.”

“Take something else. Anyone else,” I insist. “You love Scarlet. I can see that now. This could mean her life.”

“No!” he booms.

“Sofia is nothing to you.”

“I said no! Don’t ask me again, Gunner. Sofia is mine and that is not up for discussion.”

I turn to Scarlet. She’s focused intently on the fireplace, her hand tight around the shot glass. She swallows hard before she speaks without looking at him. “I think it’s me that means nothing to him, Gunn.”

Gideon stands and throws his glass into the fireplace. “Dammit, Scar. If that was true, you’d be dead right now.”

“Fine,” she says, her voice choked. “Then just let us go. I swear to keep all your secrets. You know I will. All I ask in return is that you don’t follow.”

“And in return?” Gideon urges. “What do I get for my loss?”

Scarlet shakes her head. “What do you want?”

“A favor. Each.” He paces back and forth in front of us as he comes up with his plan. “I will let you go, but I won’t lose track of you. So that when I need to, I will call in my favors and you will comply. If you don’t, the price will be Gunn’s life. And this time, I’m not giving you the order, Scarlet. This time, I’ll do it myself. Is it a deal?”

Scarlet and I glance at each other.

“What kind of favors?” I ask.

“The kind that will get blood on your hands,” he confirms. “Why else would I bother?”

“It’s a deal,” Scarlet says. “For me.”

I nod. “Fine. It’s⁠—”

Gideon’s phone rings and he lifts a finger at me when he looks at the screen. “Hold that thought. I have to take this. Gideon,” he answers the call.

Whatever is being said to him has his brows pinched together so tight they might as well be a unibrow. Then, he lifts his cold hard gaze toward me.

“What?” I mouth.

“Where are they now?” His tone is controlled, but something about it tells me he’s been given disastrous news. “Keep them there as long as you can.”

“Who was that?” Scarlet asks.

Instead of replying to her, he rams into me. Scarlet jumps off the couch, barely missing getting kicked in the head as Gideon and I struggle.

“The fuck!” I yell, punching him on the side. He manages to get a left hook in before I fling him off.

I’m instantly up, ready for him this time. When he lunges for me again, Scarlet gets between us. “Stop it! What the fuck is the matter with you?”

“They followed him!” He points at me.

“Who?”

“Luca’s men. They’re in the building. I don’t know how long my team can keep them from the penthouse.”

“Fuck!” I curse.

“How?” Scarlet asks. “No one was behind us.”

“A tracer.” Gideon narrows his stare on me.

“You patted me down. You made me take my fucking shoes off!” I remind him.

“I missed some—” Tugging the Glock he took from me out of his holster, he inspects it. There, beneath the barrel, black and almost imperceptible, is a tracer.

Scarlet snatches it from him and shows it to me. “Did you know about this?”

“What? No. Luca gave me the gun before he…” I trail off, remembering, feeling stupid as fuck for wanting to trust him even after what he did. “He was never going against Carina. It was their plan.”

“You fucking idiot!” Gideon screams. “You led him right to us.”

Shoving Scarlet aside, he throws himself on me again. We go down hard, fists pounding. If he’s doing damage, I don’t notice. I’m too focused on knocking him out.

Everything is tuned out, nothing but white noise in a tunnel with a single sight. Gideon’s face.

Somehow, we manage to stand as we fight. Small hands grab at me, but I don’t pay attention, easily pushing past anything in my way. Somewhere in the distance I can hear screams, but again, it’s too far away and unimportant. The only thing that matters is killing Gideon.

“Stop!” I hear the begging voice say. “Please.”

For a fleeting moment, I do pause. But before I can turn my ear toward the sound, I’m pummeled within an inch of conscienceless.

“Please.”

Blood spurts from Gideon’s mouth after I elbow him in the jaw. Without missing a beat, Gideon socks me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me. I bend over and am hit in the head repeatedly before going down. But I don’t stay down for long, using the momentum of the fall to ram into Gideon.

We’re well matched, and this battle is going to last a long while. And I’m fucking ready for it. Ready to fight to the death.

“Stop. Stop. Stop!” It’s the desperation in the tone that makes me look, but it’s the horror of what I see that has me reacting.

Scarlet is standing several feet from us, one of her eyes and her lips swollen, her hair a mess as if she tried to come between us. She did try and we were too far gone to realize it was her.

But that isn’t what has my blood running cold. It’s the slashes covering her arms, and the knife in her hand as she continues to slice as she screams, “Stop! Stop! Stop!”

“Scarlet!” Gideon snatches the knife from her hand.

I’m right there with him, wrapping my arms around her and lifting her to her feet to keep her from flailing. “I’m here. I’m here.”

Blood pours from her wounds, instantly soaking my clothes, making me want to scream with rage because we allowed this to happen.

“Gideon,” she calls out weakly.

“Fuck!” he curses. “Why did you do this?” He’s standing in front of us, his face bruised and worried. His gaze roves over her body, and the worry is replaced by shame. “Scarlet.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “You didn’t stop and I was scared and I couldn’t stop you.”

“Get her—” Gideon doesn’t get to finish that sentence because in that moment, there’s an explosion so powerful, it rocks the entire building. “They’re here.”

“Shit.” I scoop her legs up, cradling her to me. “She’s bleeding heavily.”

Gideon snatches the gun off the floor. He rushes to the side of the fireplace and pushes what looks like a regular set of shelves, revealing a secret doorway. “Through here. This stairwell leads directly outside. Get her the fuck out of here.”

“Wha abou you?” Scarlet asks, her words slurred now.

“I’m so sorry.” Gideon’s lips tighten and he smooths back her hair. To me, he says, “Get her out of here. Protect her with your life, or I’ll fucking end yours.”

I give him an oath; one I don’t intend to break. “If anything happens to her, I’ll end it myself.”
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Iawaken to the sound of snoring. Slowly, I crack open my lids and for a split second, I go into panic mode because I don’t recognize anything.

But the panic doesn’t last long when I realize where I am and who is with me.

I’m lying in a hospital bed surrounded by sterile walls and IVs. Beside me in a vinyl chair, Gunn is sleeping in what has to be the most uncomfortable position ever— bent over, his head on my lap, his neck twisted and an odd angle.

Hanging in front of me is a television set to a news channel. Next to that is a white board with a lot of important information. For example, I learn that I’m at the Presbyterian Hospital in room 323. My tech is Jackie, and the physician on call is Dr. Mills.

But it’s when I read further that I find myself rereading what’s been written.

Patient’s Name: P. Sinclair.

Spouse: G. Sinclair.

Councilor: Dr. Davis D.O.

I lift my head slightly to peer down at myself and get a good reminder of why I’m here and why they’ve assigned me a mental health professional. Both of my arms are completely wrapped in bandages.

Whatever I’ve done throughout the years, how much ever I’ve tried to hide it, I can’t anymore.

For a long while I lay there, staring at the ceiling, contemplating what my life will be like now. What this all means.

Will I be committed? Arrested?

Just outside of my room, beyond the slightly opened door, I spot a police officer at the nurses’ station.

Is he here for me?

My fingers twitch as my mind is filled with the worst-case scenarios, and I desperately try to work a way out of them. Tears begin to fill my eyes, and when I blink, they roll down my temples.

Then, Gunn stirs and I turn to him and my brain stops. All I can think of now is that he’s here. He didn’t abandon me to whatever my fate will be.

It takes all the strength I can muster to move my heavy arm and touch him. “Hi, Dimples.”

He groans and sits up, rubbing the back of his neck. “Hi back. How do you feel?”

“I feel the way I look.” I try to smile, but he doesn’t react to it.

Instead, he clears his throat and peers at his fingers as he carefully entwines them with mine.

“What happened?” I ask.

Gunn’s jaw works as he seems to fight his breathing and he sets his gaze upon me, but he still doesn’t speak. It’s fucking unnerving.

“I wasn’t trying to kill myself,” I quickly say, desperate for him to believe me.

“Hurting yourself is just as bad.”

Shame suddenly fills me and I avert my eyes. “I know.”

“You nicked an artery, Scarlet. You didn’t try to kill yourself, but you could have. Everything we did, everything we fucking went through for would have been for nothing.”

A tear rolls down my cheek and he wipes it. “You should have left me and run. It was dangerous to help me. You’re still in danger. It’s not safe for you here, Gunn. Gideon and Luca, they’re going to come for us.”

“Gideon is the one that told me to leave with you.”

“H-he did? Yes,” I whisper, the muddled memory coming back to me. “He stayed behind.”

“He bought us time.” There’s a hint of awe in his tone, as if he still can’t believe Gideon would do such a thing for me.

“Is he okay?”

“I haven’t dared exposure and something tells me he won’t try to contact you.” He pauses as his fingers gently brush my hair aside. “I realize now, he loves you.”

“In his way, I suppose.” I smile. “Knowing him, I’m positive he managed to slip out of Luca’s grasp.” I settle, resting my head once again on the thick pillow. “He’ll be okay.”

“Yes. He’s smart.” Gunn stares at his hands, but I can still see the turmoil inside him. “Why did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Hurt yourself.” He lifts his gaze back to me, and there’s so much more there than turmoil. There’s pain and worry and something greater than both, but I can’t grasp what it is.

“I…” the words elude me. “I don’t know. It eases something inside me.”

He brings my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “I’ve never been so afraid in my life.”

“Why am I so broken?” The words come out choked. A plea to have someone help me underhand why I am this way.

“We’re all broken.”

“No.” I shake my head. “Not like me. I’m completely shattered, Gunn. Am I that weak?”

He gazes at me for a long time as he contemplates what to say. “You have been hit far more than most. And you’ve had to put the pieces together on your own. But I’m here now. We will put them back together.”

“It might take a long time,” I warn him. “I’m scared. What if they admit me?”

“I know. But we need the help”

“I need a shrink, you mean.” I look at the doctor’s name on the whiteboard. “Dr. Davis.”

Gunn nods. “Yeah. Nice guy. We’re going to like him.”

“We?”

“You’re not going through this alone, Peaches. I’m here.”

A smile pulls my lips. He’ll be here with me no matter what happens.

“Okay.” I look at the whiteboard again. “P. Sinclair? Is that supposed to be, Peaches Sinclair? Did we get married while I was knocked out?”

He chuckles, and for the first time since I woke up, his spirits seem to lift a little. “I couldn’t use your real name. As it is, my connections are working their magic to keep us hidden from Luca.”

Ah yes, he’d have connections of his own. Just like I had a secret apartment. But those don’t last forever. Eventually, we will have to move.

Still, for now, I can enjoy this moment of peace.

“I like the way it sounds,” I sigh.

“Really? Peaches Sinclair.”

Laughing, I say, “No, silly. Scarlet Sinclair. Sounds sexy.”

“Yeah. My name belongs to you. My heart too.”

Something lodges in my throat, a sob or maybe even my own heart. “I love you, Dimples.”

He nods slowly as a smile appears on his lips and his dimples deepen. “Right back at ya.”

I reach for his hand as I drop my head back onto the pillow and grin. “We’re fucked. You realize that, don't you?”

“Oh yeah, Peaches. So fucked.”

“But you love me.”

He scoots onto the bed and puts his arm around me, bringing me tightly into him. “Till my dying day.”
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Dear Reader,

I hope you loved Gunn and Scarlet as much as I did! They really have a special place in my heart forever. We are near the end of the Sinacore saga, and of course, that can only be told by the sexy villain himself, Gideon.

Pre-Order Brutal King now!

He’s a blue-eyed villain. As charming as the Devil himself, and just as dangerous. A predator made to seduce. And I fell right into his trap.

I’m a mafia princess, sister to the ruthless king of the Sinacore crime family. Ruthlessly overprotective, that is.

With the recent murders involving the heads of several criminal organizations, my brother amps up security, making decisions that stifle my already insignificant personal life.

So when he sends me away for my own good, I see the chance, and flee. I run as fast as I can from my gilded cage, straight into the trap set by our greatest enemy. Gideon Black.

I’m his captive now. Something to barter with. Something to play with.

Now instead of a gilded cage, I’m held in one made of brutal seduction and dark promises. The more I fight the desire he stirs in me, the hotter our fire burns. My walls are crumbling faster than I can build them, and I’m not sure if I'll be able to resist the temptation before I can escape…

or if I’ll surrender to the sweet torture and become a willing victim of the Ferryman.


EPILOGUE
GIDEON



“Ialways wondered what the inside of Briar House looked like,” I say when the mask is removed from my eyes. I look around, then focus on Luca and Carina who are standing near the single steel door. “Kind of drab.”

“You’re in the hold, idiot.”

“Still, it wouldn’t hurt to add some art. Liven up these walls. I have a dealer. Name’s Jackson Shaw. Owns The S Gallery in Jersey. You might have heard of him. Ah, Noah, so nice to see you again.” As I’m talking, Noah Esposito steps inside.

He pauses at the mention of his father-in-law’s name. “Whatever business you had with Jackson is long over.” He rolls up the sleeves of his blue dress shirt.

Chuckling, I ask, “Are you getting ready to fight me?”

Noah, who can’t crack a smile to save his damned life, doesn’t reply. He drops a bag onto the table then goes to stand beside Luca, still silent and moody.

Carina pushes off the wall she’s been leaning against. “No one is here to beat you up. We just want to talk.”

I shift my attention to her and give her a charming smile. “Carina. You’re as lovely as I remember.” Luca practically gnarls and I laugh. “Relax, Luke. I already have a girl. And Sofia is a jealous little thing.”

“Asshole!” Luca lunges for me, but Noah catches him before he strikes.

“Can you please stop provoking him?!” she yells at me.

“Can’t help it. It’s fun.”

Carina motions for them to move away. Then, she sits across the table from me. “What can we give you in trade for Sofia.”

I sober. “Nothing.”

Her mouth pulls into a tight line. “I’m trying compromise.”

“You have me tied up to a chair in a house surrounded by your men. What kind of compromise could we possibly come up with? I tell you where she is, you put a bullet in my head.”

“Well, you do have a proclivity to killing us,” Luca interjects.

“We’ve gone through a lot of trouble to get you here. You’ve lost men, we have lost men. How about we try to lessen the casualties this time.”

“What do you suggest?”

“A truce. Tell us where she is. We get Sofia, you go home. Our fighting can resume.”

I tilt my head as a study her. “You’re the one that put the tracker on the gun. You knew I’d take Scarlet back to safety even if it meant her boyfriend had to tag along.”

She gives me a sweet smile that’s actually scary. “I had a hunch she was your soft spot.”

“Damn those pesky vulnerabilities.”

“Family.” She nods. “I’d do anything for mine.”

The man I recognize from the research I’ve done on Luca as his head of security, walks in. “We searched the house. There are women’s clothing in the main bedroom. But if she was there, she’s not anymore.”

“Fuck!” Luca slams his fist into the table. “Tell me where she is!”

“Damn. I’ve never seen anyone so angry. You should really consider seeing someone about that.”

“Give me your gun, Hansen,” Luca demands. “I’m just going to fucking get it over with.”

“No.” Carina grasps Luca’s wrist. “We didn’t do all this to lose our chance to find Sofia.” She stands and moves toward the door. “We are done with games. It’s clear to me you’re not willing to negotiate. I think it’s time for a different tactic.”

Luca gives me a grin so evil it puts mine to shame. “You’re going to wish she’d let me kill you,” he says and leaves behind his wife.

Five guards come in and close the door. They go to stand at intervals around the room.

“All this, just for me?” I’m flattered that they think I’m strong enough to tear through the ropes holding me and would need five dudes to keep me down. Guess it won’t hurt to try.

Noah sighs as he moves to me, as if I’m going to be hard work and he’s not in the mood. “Guess now you’ll know why I rolled up my sleeves.”

From the bag he left on the table he begins to tug out tools. Surgeon’s tools, if I’m not mistaken.

“Ah, I’m having surgery today,” I remark. “Seems a little unsanitary in a place like this.”

“I’m not worried about infections,” Noah says. “All I care about is prolonging the pain. Unless, you happen to tell me where Sofia is. Then, it can be over quickly.”

“Just promise me one thing,” I say as he slides brass knuckles over his fingers.

“What?” he growls.

“That you’ll make it hurt real good.” I wink at him.

“With pleasure.” That’s the last thing I hear before my ears ring from the impact of his fist to my temple.

Carina said she was done playing games, yet this is all it is. A game of chance. They are betting that I’ll talk before I die.

Things is, I excel at games, the more twisted, the better.

I took Luca’s sister as a pawn that could be used against the Sinacore alliance. She was the final piece in their dissolution.

But I’m keeping her for an entirely different reason.

Because she’s mine.


Aidèe Jaimes is a Mexican American, USA Today Bestselling author of dangerously addictive dark and contemporary romance. For more information on her novels and future releases, go to www.aideejaimes.com, or her Facebook hang with her in her Facebook group, Aidèe’s Criminals.
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