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      Today is the one-year anniversary of our deaths. Dresden and I take the day off to wallow in self-pity and get drunk. My thoughts are only of Blake— a constant, miserable need to know what he’s doing, how he’s held up without me. For the first few months of this assignment, Hyde gave us weekly updates. But that quickly dwindled to monthly. It’s been five months since the last one.

      My nightmares are filled with his face and the horror of him forgetting about me.

      Dresden has dreams about Shannon, too. He broke down this morning and punched a hole in the wall. We’ve physically transformed ourselves over the last year, but nothing has lessened the pain we both carry.

      “How much longer are we going to do this shit,” he grumbles, taking a swig from a Tequila bottle.

      “Who knows?” I sigh. “Hyde told us this could take a while.”

      “Fuck Hyde. Fuck Interpol. It’s been a year, Lily. I want my life back.” He gives me a steely glare.

      “Me too, man,” I say in a low voice, taking a swig from my bottle, reaching over to lay my hand on his.

      “I doubt they’ll even recognize us by the time we get there.” He sighs, meeting my gaze.

      I stare at him a moment, still thrown by how he looks these days. We both wear wigs every day, but only because he shaved his head before we left. I refused to cut my hair or dye it. The fake hair transforms us both into blondes, but we’ve done our own permanent markings, too.

      Eight months ago, I covered my Taurus brand with an elaborate tattoo of Sorina’s name. It runs from my collarbone to the top of my shoulder. Most of the scars across my shoulders are covered by a tattoo of the Romanian flag, and my left side, just below my armpit to my hip, is covered by a vertical tattoo of Blake’s name.

      Dresden’s chest is covered, shoulder-to-shoulder, with Shannon’s name and roses in a variety of colors. I glance over, smiling at the memory of our night at the tattoo parlor.

      “What’re you smiling at?” he says, raising his eyebrows.

      “You think they’ll dig the tattoos?”

      He chuckles. “Who knows? No taking ‘em off now.”

      I laugh, sitting back in my chair. With my eyes closed, I try to remember the way Blake smells, the way his hands feel against my skin. My cell phone rings and vibrates against my hip.

      “Hello,” I say, balancing the phone between my ear and shoulder.

      “Viper, it’s Monroe,” says a strained voice.

      “Hey, boss. What’s up?”

      “Where’s Python?”

      “Uh, sitting next to me, why?”

      “Put me on speaker,” he says, sighing into the phone.

      I hold the phone between us, pressing the speaker button.

      “Sup, asshole,” Dresden says. “When the fuck can we come home?”

      “Today. Your plane leaves in an hour.”

      “What?” I sit up straight.

      “Agent Johanson fucked up,” he says, huffing.

      “What do you mean ‘fucked up’?” Dresden says, sitting up as well.

      “She went over my head and got the okay to bring Mason back to visit your graves. They were ambushed. Shannon is okay, but . . .”

      My blood runs cold. “But what, Monroe?”

      “Blake was shot.”

      “What,” I yell into the phone, shooting out of my chair.

      “Calm down, Lily. I’ll text you the hospital information. We’ll talk when you get here.”

      I end the call and dart into the closet, grabbing my duffel bag. Dresden grabs my arm, pulling me into a hug. I push back and glare into his eyes, anger boiling in my veins making me see spots.

      “I swear to god, someone’s going to die today.”

      
        
        †††

      

      

      This driver is too fucking slow and if he doesn’t get us to the hospital soon, I’m going to put a bullet in his head. Dresden has been tapping his thumb against the door for the last forty-five minutes, and I’ve contemplated six different ways to kill Maria Johanson once we get to the hospital.

      What the fuck was that stupid bitch thinking?

      Hyde sent us the security videos from the cemetery on the plane trip here. Watching Blake get shot damn near sent me into a fit of rage, unlike anything I’ve ever felt. The deal was for them to stay the hell out of the United States. The Taurus has too many eyes on U.S. soil. Dresden and I have weakened their international hold, but we haven’t made any leeway at home.

      “We’re here,” the driver says, pulling up in front of the main entrance.

      Dresden and I jump from the car, sliding sunglasses on. The last thing we need is anyone recognizing us. My guns tap my ribs as I run to the counter, my anger flaring up again. I thought a year away would help me reign in and control my emotions. Right now, I’m already worrying that I’ve lost more control than I’ve gained.

      “Blake Mason, what room?” I snap at the receptionist.

      “I’m sorry, but only family is allowed to see Mr. Mason.”

      I growl, pulling my Interpol badge out and holding it up. “What fucking room is he in?”

      Her eyes widen. “570. Top floor.”

      “Thank you,” Dresden says gruffly as we turn and dart for the elevators.

      I stab at the buttons, tapping my foot impatiently. The tension radiating off us is palpable. These bitches will be lucky if they live to see the end of today. The elevator opens and we run, turning down a corridor lined with hospital rooms. Toward the end of the hall Hyde’s pacing, his brow furrowed.

      “Where the fuck is she?” I yell.

      “Calm down,” he hisses as we stop in front of him.

      I clench and unclench my fists as Dresden growls beside me. Hyde tries to look into my eyes, though he can’t see them through the sunglasses.

      “Where the fuck is she?”

      “In the room, getting her ass handed to her by Edmond Bates . . . my boss,” he says, running his hand down his face.

      “Good.”

      Turning, I throw the door to Blake’s hospital room open. I glance around the room, meeting the stunned faces of my team, Shannon, Sorina, Blake’s parents, and Teresa. Dresden stays close behind me.

      I stalk forward, glancing toward the bed as I pass the privacy curtain. Blake is propped up in bed, naked from the waist up, his shoulder wrapped. My breathing escalates, passing in heaves through my lungs. Fire burns in my eyes as I turn my gaze on Agent Johanson, who stands, eyes wide, in the corner to my left with Edmond Bates off to the side, his face red but not at all surprised. He’s the one who set us up for our fake death and killing missions, so if Hyde is bringing us back, it’s at Bates’ order.

      “You stupid bitch,” I say with a growl, darting toward her. In a fluid movement, I pull my hunting knife from my hip, slam her into the wall, and put the knife to her throat.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Dresden hisses behind me. I turn my head, smiling as he holds Vlad in place, a gun under his chin. I turn back to this stupid bitch, my anger growing.

      “You had one fucking job. One job. Keep him out of the U.S. How fucking hard is it for you to follow orders?”

      “Who the hell are you?” Johanson simpers, my knife pressing into her throat almost enough to draw blood.

      “I’m the woman who’s going to slit your throat.” I move the knife and slam my fist into the side of her face. She falls to the ground, moaning. “He needed to stay out of the U.S. We haven’t cleared it here. Do you not understand that? A year’s worth of work, down the fucking drain because you got stupid!” I plant my boot into her ribs.

      “Calm down!” Hyde pushes past Dresden.

      I grab her neck and pull her close to my face. “Everything we’ve done was to save Blake’s life, and you almost got him killed.”

      “Oh, God,” Blake stutters.

      I close my eyes and sigh. The anger running through me evaporates and I release Agent Johanson, my arms dropping to my sides.

      “Turn around,” Blake says in a hushed tone.

      Slowly, I spin, bringing my gaze up to Dresden’s. He shakes his head, defeated.

      “Who are you two,” Shannon asks with venom in her voice.

      “Show them,” Hyde says, dropping his gaze to the floor.

      Dresden slides his gun into his hip holster. With shaking hands, he pulls his wig off, revealing his shaved head. Looking at the floor, he pulls off his sunglasses, sighs, and lifts his gaze, meeting Shannon’s eyes.

      She gasps— her hand flying to her mouth. “It can’t be . . .”

      “Yeah, baby, it’s me,” he whispers.

      She stares at him with stunned eyes. Slowly, every eye turns on me. My hands shake and I turn my gaze to Blake, Sorina nuzzled tightly against his good side.

      “Everything we did was to protect you.” I pull the wig from my head, my long hair spilling down my back. Sorina gasps, tears spilling down her cheeks. I take a deep breath, removing the sunglasses from my face.

      My eyes lock with Blake’s and his dilate. “You can’t be . . .” His voice is barely a whisper.

      I take a step toward the bed and hold my left hand up. The engagement ring and bracelet both sparkle as the light catches them. Blake’s chest rises and falls rapidly. The monitor next to him beeps loudly as his heart rate spikes.

      “Mom?” Sorina whispers, standing unsteadily.

      She’s grown at least a foot in the last year. Her hair’s longer, her skin tan and flawless. Tears sting my eyes, but I can’t think of anything to say.

      I nod. She lunges across the room, flying into my arms. I barely catch her and we both fall into the wall as her sobs overtake the room. I press her head to my chest, tears soaking my face. She’s warm and fragile, and I’ve missed her more than I realized.

      “Mom, why? Why? We thought . . . you . . . Why?” she cries, pressing herself into me.

      “I’m so sorry, Sorina. There wasn’t any other way.” I push her back and place my hands on either side of her face. “I’ve thought about you and Blake every day. Sorry doesn’t begin to tell you how bad I feel. I love you, both of you. I’ve always loved you and hell itself couldn’t keep me away from you forever.”

      “Mom.” She pushes into my arms again, wrapping herself around me like a vine.

      Sorina finally calms and pushes away from me, standing straight. She turns, meeting Dresden’s gaze and runs to hug him. “Welcome home, Uncle Dresden.”

      “Uncle Dresden? When did that happen?” He chuckles, wrapping his arms around her.

      I glance at Blake, my eyes moving to his left hand. The ring I gave him is still there.

      “Could everyone please let me have a moment alone with my fiancée?” he says in an icy tone.

      I sigh, looking at the floor— time to face the music.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Blake sits up in bed, wincing as he moves his shoulder. I want to kiss every inch of his body, but his anger is palpable. Nothing is going to make this easier. No matter how much he loves me, I betrayed him— caused him pain beyond belief, and there’s a price for something like that.

      “Say something,” he snaps.

      “What do you want me to say, Blake?” I lift my gaze to his.

      This isn’t how I envisioned our reunion, but I’ll take what I can get. He’s hurt, but he’s alive and I’m here with him again. It’s been my only thought for the last twelve months.

      “Tell me why?”

      “I couldn’t protect you. By faking our deaths, we thought it’d safeguard you and the others, and give us time,” I say in an uneven tone.

      “You should’ve told me,” he hisses, anger building in his eyes.

      “I couldn’t, Blake. Interpol didn’t give us any other options. Dresden and I made the choice and we had to see it through.”

      “Do you have any idea what I went through . . . hearing you’d been killed?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “No, you fucking don’t.”

      “Yes, I do. Monroe made us watch the security cameras on the plane while he talked to the public. I watched . . . I watched it all.”

      I haven’t looked in his eyes for a year. The urge to touch him, hold him, is almost unbearable. The longing to feel his lips against mine, his skin under my fingertips— it’s maddening. I’ve died a hundred times over the last year thinking of what I did to him, and the possibility that by the time this is over, it’ll be too late.

      He shakes his head, closing his eyes. I step toward the bed and stop as he rakes his fingers in his hair and sobs. My heart stops.

      Without thinking, I sit next to him. He snaps his head up, shakes rippling through him as tears stream down his face.

      “I’m sorry, Blake. I know that doesn’t fix anything and I don’t know what else to say. I don’t deserve your forgiveness—”

      He reaches out and grabs my neck, pulling my lips to his. Fire ignites through my body as his tongue pushes into my mouth. I grab his head in my hands and deepen the kiss, savoring every moment of his mouth on mine. He bites my bottom lip and I growl, fisting my hands in his hair.

      He pulls away and pins me in place with hard brown eyes. “I’m so fucking mad at you I could scream,” he says with a menacing undercurrent.

      “Am I too late?” My heart pounds in my ears.

      “Too late for what?”

      “To fix this. To fix us. You said you loved me once. Is that a thing of the past now?” I shake, dreading his answer, but needing to hear it.

      He moans, shaking his head. “I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you. Nothing will change that,” he says, pulling my lips back to his.

      I could kiss him forever. His lips are smooth and needy, my body trembling at his touch. I’ve missed him so much the pain is immeasurable. Fuck Interpol and fuck Hyde. I’m not leaving him again.

      Someone behind us clears their throat. Blake kisses my lips, pressing his forehead to mine. “Go away,” he growls, kissing me again.

      I chuckle, trailing my fingers through his hair. “I love you,” I whisper against his lips.

      He groans and kisses me again. “I love you, too. And I’m still pissed.”

      “I know,” I say, pressing my lips to his before sitting up.

      The tightness in Vlad’s eyes, the square set of his shoulders, makes my stomach knot as I glance over at him. He swallows, taking a hesitant step forward.

      I let go of Blake and stand, turning toward him. “Hi, Vlad.”

      “You’re a bitch. You know that, right?” Tears form in his eyes.

      I dart to him, wrapping my arms around his neck. He squeezes me hard against him as the door creeks open. “I’m sorry, Vlad.”

      “I know. Welcome back,” he whispers against my shoulder.

      “Lily, you and Dresden need to get back,” Hyde says as the room fills with people again.

      My head snaps up and I push away from Vlad, glaring at Hyde. “Fuck that. We aren’t going anywhere.”

      “Excuse me?” he says, his eyes betraying his shock.

      “You heard her. We trusted your agents to protect them and look at what happened. No, Lily and I are taking over,” Dresden says, hugging Shannon to his side.

      Hyde lets out a long breath, turning toward his boss. “It’s your call, Bates.”

      Edmond Bates smiles. “I believe we can find a middle ground. Agents Scholl and Williams have made such progress in other countries . . . I believe they need to make some progress on U.S. soil now. I’ll set up witness protection here, they can be with the Masons and do what we need to be done,” he says, glancing from me to Dresden.

      I nod, slight and almost imperceptible, toward Dresden, which he returns.

      “Agent Johanson and her partner, Agent Morris, will stay with you, though, so refrain from killing them. From this moment on, Agents Scholl and Williams are back in charge of this assignment. Which means anyone who contacts Monroe or me without going through them first will be fired for breaking protocol. Have a good day, Agents.” Bates turns on his heel and struts from the room, passing a nurse in the doorway.

      “If you all don’t mind stepping into the waiting room, I need to check on Mr. Mason,” the nurse says, blushing as she looks at him.

      Everyone files out before me, but I don’t want to leave, even for a minute. It’s been a lifetime since I’ve been with him.

      “Lily,” Blake calls out.

      I turn back and peek around the curtain. “Yes?”

      “You stay,” he says sternly.

      The nurse glances from me to him, her expression shocked. “I’m sorry, Mr. Mason, but only family can stay.”

      He glares at her. “She’s my fiancée.”

      “I . . . I apologize. Your chart lists you as single, no children,” she stutters.

      I give him my sly grin, his eyes compelling me to come to him. I walk over to his good side, across from the nurse and run my fingers through his hair. He closes his eyes and moans, low in his throat. She stands back and watches us with a hurt expression on her face.

      “I’m sure you’re disappointed, nurse . . .” I glance at her nametag. “Nora. But his chart is incorrect. He has me and a daughter.”

      “Behave, Lily,” Blake whispers, a smile on his lips.

      “Not likely. You know I’m a jealous woman,” I say, smiling at him as his eyes open.

      He runs his good hand up and down my side. “You’re the only woman. My woman.”

      My heart melts. I lean down to kiss him, my jacket shifting slightly. Blake glances to my collar, his eyes widening.

      “What the hell is on your chest?”

      “Uh, I’ll explain after the nurse leaves,” I say in a low voice, quickly pressing my lips to his and moving out of her way.

      “Have you been updated on his injuries?” she says, looking at me.

      “No.”

      “Well, he’s suffered a gunshot wound to the shoulder. Luckily, the bullet passed straight through, so the damage is minimal. A bullet also grazed his left side, but again, minimal damage.”

      “When can he go home? What’s the healing time?” I ask, sitting forward in my chair.

      “If all his lab work is good over the next few days, he should be able to go home then. He’ll need to use the sling for two to three months, but full healing could take as long as six months.” She helps him sit up. The sheet falls some, exposing the top of his leg.

      I reach over and pull the sheet up against his waist. He turns his head toward me as the nurse changes the bandage on his shoulder.

      “Jealous much?”

      “You really wanna push your luck today?” I raise my left eyebrow at him.

      He chuckles, shaking his head. “No, love.” He winces as she begins rewrapping everything.

      “Be careful,” I snap at her.

      “I am. He’s going to be sore for a while. Did you not just listen to me explain a gunshot wound to you?” she snaps back, sitting him back against his pillow.

      Slowly, I stand and take a step forward, pressing my legs against his hospital bed. She glares at me. I reach inside my jacket and pull out one of my 9mm handguns and my Interpol badge. She gasps and takes a step back.

      “Talk to me like that again, and we’ll see how much you enjoy his pain. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she whispers, turning and practically running from the room.

      Blake takes my hand in his as I sit back down putting my guns and badge away. “That was a bit uncalled for.”

      “You should see what Dresden and I have done to people over the last year. That was me being nice.”
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      The rest of our group meanders back into Blake’s room quietly. Sorina takes the seat directly next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder. I smile down at her, kissing her hair. I have so much time to make up for with her and Blake . . .

      “So . . .” Blake says, nodding at my shirt.

      “Ah, right,” I say, standing. I move around his bed to the edge and glance at Dresden. “Our art.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Now?”

      “He got a glimpse of my collarbone when I leaned over the bed,” I say apologetically.

      “Oh, well, okay.” He sighs and comes to stand next to me.

      Shannon moves to Blake’s side, her eyes boring into us, just like her brother’s.

      “So . . . how does everyone feel about tattoos?” I ask, smiling in a childish way, glancing around the room.

      “You got tattoos?” Sammi says, shocked.

      Dresden unbuttons his bomber jacket and slides it off, revealing his bare chest. Shannon gasps, tears forming in her eyes as she takes in the elaborate tattoo of her name across his chest.

      “Oh, my God, Dresden . . . it’s . . . beautiful,” she whispers.

      She walks forward and runs her hands over his chest, staring at the ink. He pulls her into his embrace and kisses her head, turning his gaze to me. “Your turn. This will be fun since you have more than I do.”

      I laugh. “Yes, yes I do. But I have fewer scars now,” I say smiling. I glance at Blake, his eyebrows raised in waiting.

      I undo my jacket and drape it over the end of his bed. Reaching up, I unclasp my gun holsters and slide them off so I’m in my black sports bra. Dresden and I spend so much time covered in blood over the last year we got tired of ruining our shirts. Now we just don’t wear them.

      “Holy shit! Is that my name?” Sorina says, leaning forward.

      “Uh, yeah,” I say, grinning. “I got your name here, and Blake’s name here,” I say, turning to the side and lifting my arm. His eyes widen as he takes in the tattoo adorning my side. “And I got a little something for myself on my back.”

      “Turn around,” Blake says quietly.

      I spin, turning the Romanian flag tattoo toward them. “So . . . thoughts?”

      “Badass, Mom,” Sorina says as I turn to face her.

      “You been cussing like that since I left? Because I don’t like it.”

      Her face turns red. “Sorry . . .”

      I sigh. “You’re fourteen, not twenty. I understand you’ve been through a lot, but let’s keep the foul language to a minimum.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Blake?” I say, turning my eyes to him. His face is blank, and my insides tighten.

      “They’re beautiful, Lily. Though, I hope you don’t intend to get anymore.”

      I frown, walking to his side, sitting on the edge of the bed. He places his hand on my leg. “You don’t like them?”

      “Lily, I think they’re beautiful and very meaningful to you. But I like your skin, scars and all.”

      I sigh, running my fingers through my hair. “Okay. I won’t get anymore.”

      He smiles slightly, reaching up to touch my face. “Good.” He pulls me down, pressing our lips together. I shift and he growls in pain.

      “Shit. When was the last time you had pain medicine? How often do gunshot victims require that?” I turn to look at Dresden.

      “You should probably get him something,” he says, tilting his head.

      “Shouldn’t you know how this feels?” Blake says looking at me confused.

      I stand and smile at him. “No, Blake. I’ve endured a lot of pain, but, surprisingly, I’ve never been shot.”

      His mouth gapes and I laugh, strutting from the room. This might be the only thing Blake has experienced in the pain department I haven’t. No one lives long enough to shoot me. That’s partly because I’m a better shot than most of the people I go after.

      I stroll to the nurse’s station in my sports bra, their eyes widening as they take in my tattoos. I don’t feel like putting my jacket on and this hospital is hotter than I’m used to lately. “Mr. Mason needs pain medication.”

      Nurse Nora jumps from her chair and hurries down the hall. I chuckle, turning and walking back to Blake’s room. A few moments later, she comes in with a small needle and puts it through his IV. It doesn’t take long before he’s dozing off.

      “Where’s everyone staying?” I whisper to Vlad.

      “Interpol has a safe house not far from here until Blake can be released.”

      “Why don’t you take everyone back there for a while? I’ll stay with him.”

      “Someone should stay with you, just in case, Lily,” he says sternly.

      “I’ll stay,” Sammi says, flashing me her shoulder holsters.

      Vlad nods and ushers everyone from the room. Sorina stops next to me and smiles, tears shining in her eyes.

      “What’s wrong, kiddo?”

      “I’m glad you’re home, Mom. I love you.” She sniffles.

      I pull her into a tight hug. “I won’t ever leave again, Sorina. I love you, so much.” I kiss her forehead and she leaves, Vlad close behind her.

      Sammi sits in a chair at the end of Blake’s bed and I lay my guns and jacket in the seat next to her. I sigh and stretch before sitting down next to Blake’s good side. He needs to sleep for as long as possible. I want him better. Lord knows I might lose my mind if I can’t touch him for the next six months. A year was long enough.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      I startle awake, my eyes darting around the room. Sammi is reading a book and Blake is still sound asleep. I rub my eyes and stand. Sammi’s eyes dart up and back to her book.

      “How long have I been out?” I say, cracking my neck.

      “Six hours or so. You and Dresden haven’t slept much in the last year, have you?” she says, closing her book and laying it on the chair next to her.

      “We have . . . just not soundly.”

      I lean down and plant a soft kiss on Blake’s forehead. I trip sleepily to the bathroom, closing the door behind me. Leaning against the sink, I stare into the mirror.

      Being away from Blake all this time was painful, but the hurt isn’t over yet. I know he’s angry, as he should be. If I were him, I’d be pissed at me too. Turning the cold water on, I splash it onto my face, trying to wake up fully.

      Soft voices reach my ears as I come out of the bathroom. I stop, lean against the wall, and listen.

      “I’m sure she feels terrible, Blake,” Sammi says.

      “I know she does. I can see it in her eyes, but that doesn’t stop me from being pissed.”

      “Lily has always done what she thought was right. I’ve never seen her the way she is with you. Give the woman a break,” she says curtly.

      He sighs loudly. “I feel like my heart is going to explode, Sam. All this time . . . I thought I’d lost her, and then she just shows up. It’s like kissing a ghost,” he whispers.

      “Blake, don’t give up on her yet,” Sammi whispers.

      When he doesn’t respond, I step around the curtain into view. His eyes meet mine. Whatever he sees in me makes him frown. I glance at Sammi. She sighs, grabs her book, and walks from the room.

      “Say something, Lily,” he whispers as the door clicks shut.

      I run my hands angrily through my hair. “What do you want me to say, Blake?”

      “Anything to make my chest stop hurting,” he says, pain shining in his eyes.

      “Nothing I say is going to fix this. I’m here, and I want to make it right.” I take a deep breath as my throat tightens. “But . . . if you don’t love me, then I’ll stay long enough to do my job and then I’ll go.”

      He sucks in a ragged breath. “Lily, I’m angry, not an asshole. Nothing you do could make me love you any less than I did the day I got on that plane. You’re my future. My everything.”

      “Then please stop bouncing back and forth. One minute you kiss me like I’m everything and the next you look at me like you want to punch me in the face,” I say sharply.

      “Come here,” he says, a grin playing at his lips.

      I walk to the side of his bed, pressing my legs against the side, my breath catching in my throat.

      “Lily, I can’t exactly get up. Sit down,” he laughs.

      I sit on the edge of the bed and as I turn my head toward him, he cups the side of my face and presses his lips to mine. My stomach clenches as desire waves through my body and I pull away from him. His eyes are on fire, our breath already accelerated.

      “Why are you pulling away from me?”

      “Blake, you’re in a hospital bed. You need to heal. If I keep kissing you, I’m going to hurt you trying to fuck you.”

      He grins a wide, seductive smile. “That sounds like a great idea right now.”

      I chuckle. “No. You need to rest.”

      “Lily,” he says in a husky tone.

      “Don’t say my name like that. My answer is no.”

      He huffs, trailing his fingertips across my collarbone, moving around the outline of Sorina’s name.

      “Will you lay with me at least?”

      “This bed is for you, not me,” I say trying to sound firm.

      The truth is— I’d like nothing more than to lie down with him. Nurse Nora will have a shitfit though.

      “Please, Lily,” he begs.

      Something in his voice makes my stomach hurt. I sigh and stand, pulling the covers against his waist tighter. He stares at me as I climb on the bed and lay my head on his chest. His skin is warm and inviting, causing desire to explode throughout my sex. I run my hand up the middle of his chest, across his good shoulder and back down. He shudders, pressing his lips against my hair.

      “We have a lot to talk about,” he whispers, pain that has nothing to do with his gunshot wound evident in his voice.

      “I know, but you need to rest and so do I. We’ll have plenty of time to talk once we get you out of the hospital.”

      I tilt my head up and kiss his neck. He moans, low in his throat, as my tongue lashes out, caressing his skin.

      His good hand massages my neck and I move my lips, kissing down his chest. I slip my hand under the sheet, letting my nails skim across his thigh. He sucks in a ragged breath, moving his hand to clasp my shoulder.

      I grip his erection, moving my hand up and down slowly.

      “Lily, please,” he whispers, husky and breathless.

      I chuckle to myself. “I’m still not having sex with you, Blake.”

      “Then, what—”

      I move quickly, throwing the sheet back and leaning down to take him in my mouth, down to his base, slowly, swirling my tongue around as I move my mouth back to the tip.

      “Jesus Christ,” he hisses, his body shuddering.

      I repeat the movement, pausing to suck hard on his tip. His hips rise, the need and desire radiating off him. It’s empowering to know after a year apart I still have this effect on him. He tastes like heaven, and passion explodes in my veins, forcing me to move faster. Blake lifts his hips again, driving his erection deeper into my mouth, and I moan.

      His body shakes with relief and I push down on his hips as he comes, salty and wet, in my mouth.

      “Fuck, Lily,” he says, taking deep breaths.

      I stand up, licking my lips as I smooth my hair back. A wicked smile spreads across his face, his hand darting out to grab one of my belt loops and jerking me to him. I bring my lips down to his, and as our tongues caress each other, he slips his hand down the front of my pants.

      My body bows and ignites at his touch. I break the kiss, gasping as he slides two fingers inside me, instantly pushing me to the edge of a chasm I haven’t been close to in a year. I hang my head, gripping the sheet, barely able to stay standing as he swirls his fingers inside me, palm pushing against my clit.

      “Come on, Lily,” he growls, and I fall, coming hard.

      He slips his hand from my pants and grabs my hips pulling me onto the bed just as my knees buckle.

      Fuck, I needed that.

      “I love you,” he whispers against my hair.

      “I love you, too,” I mumble, exhaustion encompassing me like a veil.

      As I drift, he chuckles, squeezing me tighter to his side. All the pain of the last year disappears in his arms. My humanity floods back into my sleep-deprived mind, and a grin spreads across my face as I plunge into the darkness.
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      Sammi stands next to Vlad at the end of my hospital bed. Both have their arms crossed over their chests, their faces red after the thirty-minute argument it took to get Lily to go eat. Maria sits in a chair in the corner of the room, her face scrunched together as if she smells something sour, and Jameson and Rhett are posted near the door just in case Lily comes back too quickly.

      “You two better figure this shit out,” Sammi snaps.

      “Fuck her,” Maria says, moving to the side of my bed.

      She runs her fingers through my hair, and I jerk away from her. The hurt on her face should make me feel bad, but it doesn’t. She’s nothing but a walking, talking regret.

      How could I be so stupid?

      A drunken evening last month landed me in bed with her, and she’s been up my ass ever since. Lily deserves to know, but the thought of losing her over this is unbearable. God’s given me a second chance, and the last thing I want is this mistake to take it from me.

      “Agent Johanson, I’m not sure if you’re blind or just stupid, but you better get a reality check quick. Lily finds out you fucked him . . . they’ll be sending you home in a body bag.” Vlad runs his hand over his head, shaking it back and forth.

      “Whatever. If she didn’t want him moving on, maybe she shouldn’t have disappeared and fake her death.”

      “She did what she had to. She and Dresden bought us the one thing we needed. Time. Not many people would make that kind of sacrifice,” Jameson says with an undertone of pride in his voice as he takes a step further into the room.

      He hasn’t taken Lily’s pseudo-death well the last year. I don’t think anyone realized how close he, Rhett, and Lily were until we thought she was dead. The first month in Australia, he and Rhett would sit with Sorina and tell her all about Lily. Like the one time they had leave and she stayed with them on a mini-vacation.

      They both respect her in a way I know I’ll never understand. Losing her was more than just losing a coworker for them, it was losing a sister. They really do view her as their family, and I’m not sure if she has ever realized just how much those two care for her.

      “I haven’t moved on,” I say, meeting Maria’s gaze. “You and I were a drunken night that never should’ve happened. Lily is the love of my life, and I’ll never move on.”

      Maria gasps, her eyes shining with disbelief. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Yes, I do.”

      She stalks from the room. She won’t tell Lily, not after the way Lily damn near choked her out yesterday. Maria isn’t a good agent. Her partner isn’t bad, just young, but she’s a real piece of work, plucked right from the top of the crazy tree. How the hell she became an Interpol agent, I’ll never understand.

      “Blake,” Sammi says softly, sitting next to me and placing her hand over mine. “We’re all going to have to deal with the fall out of this. But the truth should come from you, not us. You need to tell her.”

      Tears sting my eyes. “I will. I’d rather wait until we get to the safe house though. Not here.”

      Vlad huffs. “At least there are doctors here.”

      “Enough, Vlad,” Sammi snaps.

      “No, this is far from enough. Lily’s going to flip her shit and we’ll all be lucky if she doesn’t kill us in our sleep. You two haven’t seen what she can do in a rage. If you think what happened at your apartment last year was bad, you ain’t seen shit yet. Ask Dresden.”

      “He’s going to flip too, more than likely,” Sammi whispers, shaking her head.

      “Which is why we’re all just sitting here lying to them,” Rhett says rolling his eyes. “Yeah, wait longer and let’s see which of us they don’t kill in our fucking sleep. Brilliant idea there, guys.”

      “Ain’t that the fucking truth,” Jameson mutters in agreement.

      “There’s no easy way out of this,” I say gently squeezing Sammi’s hand.

      “You’re right.” Vlad’s tone borders on condescending. “Here you are, making her feel like shit because you’re hurting over what she did. In truth, you’ve got no right to be angry. She lied to you to save your life. You’re lying to save your own ass. You’ve got one week after we get to the safe house. If you don’t tell her by then, I will.”

      A knock echoes throughout the room, silencing all of us.

      “Come in,” I call.

      Vlad tenses as someone moves into the room. Slowly, a grin spreads across his face, but it’s tight and doesn’t reach his eyes. Lily steps from behind the privacy curtain and my chest tightens. She’s finally changed her clothes, and it’s the first time she’s worn casual clothes around me.

      The black jeans are tight, hugging her curves in all the right places. The black sports bra and oversized white tank top show a good amount of her tattoos, and she’s breathtaking. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      And I was stupid enough to sleep with someone else.

      “Who pissed stupid off?” Lily asks. My eyebrows shoot up. If a pin drops, it’s going to echo through the room. Lily’s brows knit together, confusion and concern creeping onto her face. “Everything okay?”

      Vlad puts his arm around her shoulders, grinning. “Yeah. Everything’s fine. Relax, Lily. You and Dresden need a break.”

      “We’ll get a break when we get to the new house. I don’t like how accessible this hospital is.”

      She and Sammi switch places, my ability to talk vanishing. I squeeze her hand in mine, emotional pain turning physical in my chest. She’s going to be so pissed at me. We’ve overcome so much though . . . surely; we can get past my screw up?

      “We are going to eat now that you’re back, Lily,” Sammi says, giving me a slight nod.

      “Okay. Dresden and the others went back to the temporary house. Jameson, do you mind running Sammi and Vlad over there as well?”

      “Of course not, Lil. I’ll drop them off and come back in case you need anything,” he says walking over to squeeze her shoulder briefly.

      “Welcome back again,” Sammi says before turning and ushering everyone else out of my room.

      Lily smiles until the door clicks shut. “What’s going on, Blake?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re all acting really strange. Don’t think I didn’t notice. Now, tell me what the hell is up?

      I swallow the lump in my throat. I should tell her, it’s not right to lie to her when she’s sacrificed so much for me, my family, and for Sorina. Lying to her is no better than what James did to my mother . . . but I don’t want to lose her again.

      
        
        †††

        ~Lily~

      

      

      

      My stomach clenches as pain streaks through Blake’s eyes, his gaze dropping from my face to his hand resting on his lap. Something is going on or I’m just being paranoid. I knew coming back to him would be difficult, but the enormity of it eluded me until this morning.

      I cup the side of his face and he leans into my touch, his lids closing. “Blake, please. What’s wrong?”

      Placing his hand over mine, he gently shakes his head. “Nothing, Lily. The last two days have been stressful on all of us. It’s hard, realizing you and Dresden have been alive all this time when we thought . . .”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” Fixing this might be the hardest thing I’ll ever do. Even more so than all the other things we’ve dealt with for the last year and a half. “Tell me how to make this right.”

      He leans forward, pressing his lips to mine. My hand slides from under his into his hair, tugging gently. Our tongues meet and elicit a deep desire in my belly. Even with everything we went through before I left, there’s no way this perfect, amazing, compassionate man is meant for me.

      “I love you,” I whisper against his lips.

      He groans as if in pain, cupping the back of my head, forcefully pressing his lips to mine again. We consume and possess each other, my hands trailing over every inch of his face and chest, steering clear of his injured shoulder.

      Ah, this is home.

      Blake runs his fingers through my hair, pulling me closer and tilting my head, his lips skimming my jaw, and moving down my neck. I moan softly, my heart pounding, wanting to be entangled with him— all sheets and skin and kisses.

      “That’s inappropriate,” a venomous voice says behind me.

      Blake glares over my shoulder but keeps my head in place. “You’re free to get the fuck out.” His voice is dark and menacing; his lips going right back to my neck.

      Gently, I pull away from him, rubbing my knuckles across his cheek. He sighs as I set his hand back in his lap, standing. Maria Johanson stands with her arms crossed, her hip pushed out, and face furious-looking with narrowed eyes.

      “I don’t know what your problem is,” I say, stopping less than a foot from her. “I don’t really care, either, but this is your last warning. Fall in line with the rest of the team or pack your bags, because I’m done dealing with your stupidity.”

      My head snaps to the side as her hand connects with the side of my face.

      “Maria!” Sammi barrels into the room, stepping between us, her back to me.

      I straighten myself, cracking my neck. Lunging forward, reaching around Sammi, Vlad grabs my waist, yanking me toward the opposite side of the room before I can grab the stupid bitch.

      “Calm down, Lily,” Vlad hisses in my ear, his arms tightening as I struggle against him.

      “Fuck that. She wants to break bad, let’s see how bad she really is.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Hyde Monroe’s voice commands the space.

      What the hell is he doing here?

      I stop struggling and compose myself. Hyde’s eyes are wide, the edges tight with anger.

      “Sorry, sir,” I mutter.

      “Agent Johanson decided to assault Agent Williams. You need to tell Bates this shit isn’t going to fly,” Sammi says, pinning Maria with a stare that could kill. “Lily and Dresden are back. This team has never cared for Johanson. Find a way, Monroe, and get her the hell out of here.”

      “Agent Johanson, what’s the meaning of this?”

      She at least has the grace to look down at the floor, her cheeks reddening. “Sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

      “You’re damn right it won’t. Now, go back to the safe house. Agents Krezner and Arcos can stay here with Agent Williams and Mr. Mason.”

      She shuffles from the room, her gaze lingering on Blake long enough to piss me off. He, Sammi, and Vlad exchange glances. Vlad shakes his head ever so slightly.

      Something is definitely up. “Excuse me a second,” I say moving to the hallway.

      Quickly, I dial Dresden’s cell number.

      “Viper, what’s wrong?”

      “Is anyone there acting strange?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I dunno. Johanson just slapped me. Lucky for her, Vlad was here to keep me from killing her. Him, Sammi . . . and Blake, they’re acting strange, like they’re hiding something.”

      “We’ll talk when I get there tomorrow. I’ve noticed too. No one here will look me in the face, not even Shannon.”

      What. The. Fuck.

      “Alright, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Back in the hospital room, Blake is alone, staring at his cell phone. A tear slides down his face. He wipes it away and slides his thumb across the screen, more tears falling down his face.

      “What’re you looking at, babe?”

      He takes a deep, sighing breath as I sit on the side of his bed. I take the phone from his hands, my chest tightening at the picture on the screen of me sleeping. Sliding through, they’re all pictures of me. Sleeping, standing on the balcony at his apartment, sparing with Rhett the day we started this assignment . . .

      “I didn’t know you took all these,” I whisper.

      “I spent the first eight months of witness protection drinking and staring at those pictures.”

      My heart all but stops. I hand him his phone back and gently rub my fingers against the five o’clock shadow on his cheek.

      “I really am sorry, Blake.”

      He groans and pulls me into the bed, running his fingertips across my shoulder as I nuzzle against his side.

      This has to get easier . . . right?
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      The next five days pass as quickly as molasses in January. Blake’s doctor is releasing him today, and we’re going to the new safe house. Elation doesn’t begin to describe the overwhelming feelings bubbling in my chest. Thankfully, Blake’s stronger than we thought, refusing a wheelchair and walking to the car. It’s a three-hour drive to northwest Maryland, and I’m anxious to get going.

      Jameson grabs my bicep as I start to climb in the backseat of the SUV, crushing me to his chest. Hesitantly, I wrap my arms around him. Everyone’s been very distant since mine and Dresden’s return, even Sorina. She shadows Agent Morris more closely than I’m comfortable with. He’s riding in our vehicle, which I’m none too pleased about.

      “Jameson,” I say in a strained voice.

      “It’s good to have you back, Viper,” he whispers into my hair, unshed tears clouding his words.

      “Hey.” I disentangle myself, meeting his gaze. “I’m here now.”

      He swallows thickly, nodding. “Yes, you are.”

      “Jameson . . . I’m sorry. You know I never would have done that if we’d had another choice.”

      Tears still shine in his eyes, and in my gut, I’m hit with guilt like I’ve never felt before. “I know, Lily. Just . . . don’t do that shit to us ever again. Rhett and I . . . just, don’t do it again.”

      I reach out and squeeze his arm. “I won’t.”

      Walking around to the driver’s side, he gives me one last glance before sliding behind the wheel.

      Damn, I missed him.

      I climb into the backseat, sliding next to Blake. He takes my hand in his and kisses my knuckles. My stomach clenches with desire. He’s handsome as ever, wearing dark blue jeans, tennis shoes, and a tight black muscle shirt. Left arm in a sling, he leans the other against me, gently kissing my temple.

      “What was that all about?” His tone is clipped.

      I don’t understand his attitude. He’s been very agitated this week anytime someone else hugs me or touches me in any way. I don’t remember him being like this before. He used to smile when people touched me, knowing how much it meant that I could tolerate it.

      “What’s your deal, Blake?”

      The SUV falls silent, every eye on us.

      He chuckles, leaning over, his lips brushing my ear. “I’m tired of everyone else touching you when I can’t.”

      My body stills, burning with need. “Well, you can stop with the attitude. It’s starting to piss me off.”

      He cups my neck and kisses me hard.

      “Come on, Dad. Seriously?” Sorina’s tone is downright rude.

      Don’t yell at her.

      Turning to look at her, my eyes narrow. She visibly shrinks in her seat. “Let’s get one thing straight, Sorina. Dresden and I coming home is hard on everyone. If you talk to your father like that again, I can promise you, you won’t like my reaction. This is your last warning.”

      Her gaze drops to her lap, shoulders slumping forward. “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry.”

      “And you,” I snap, turning my attention to the nineteen-year-old puppy of an agent sitting next to my daughter. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way she follows you around or the way you smile and touch her every chance you get. Keep it up and your family will be planning your funeral. Understood?”

      “Ma’am, I-I didn’t— “

      “I don’t give a fuck. She’s my daughter and your partner is already on my shit list. Don’t think for one second the last year has softened me or Agent Scholl in any way. Either of you does anything I dislike; we’ll make sure it has to be a closed casket.”

      His eyes widen, fear flashing through them. “Yes, ma’am. Understood.”

      “Lily.” Dresden’s voice is low and calm, instantly settling the tension and anger coursing through my veins. “Breath, babe.”

      I take several deep breaths, my heart quieting. Blake’s lips are pressed into a thin line as he glances from me to Dresden and back. I trail my fingers along the stubble on his jaw and kiss the corner of his mouth. His lips part, sucking in a sharp breath.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      “I love you, too.”

      “Oh, Boy,” Dresden says, breaking the silence.

      Agent Morris jumps, the color draining from his face. “Yes, sir?”

      Morris is a good-looking kid. No wonder Sorina follows him around. He’s tall, a little shorter than Blake, muscular but still slim. All short blonde hair and baby blue eyes with a natural tan. The kid could be a model instead of an Interpol agent.

      “You know our codenames?”

      “Yes, sir. You’re known as Python. Agent Williams is the infamous Viper.” Awe and admiration are evident in his tone.

      “Do you know anything about pythons and vipers?” The glint in Dresden’s eyes is murderous.

      “Uh, no, sir.”

      “Look it up sometime. Then you’ll know how we got those names.”

      “Uncle Dresden, he hasn’t done anything wrong,” Sorina whispers.

      “Good. Let’s make sure we keep it that way.”

      Sorina huffs, resting her elbow on the doorframe and her chin on her knuckles. I shake my head in sad amusement. She’s taken on a lot of Blake’s mannerisms in my absence, including his strength and smart mouth. They’re supposed to be my family, but my chest constricts because to them, I’m nothing but an outsider now. My choices changed me, and my disappearance changed them.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      I’m not sure what kind of house they had in Australia, but the new one is more extravagant than people in witness protection need. It’s a brick rancher with sixteen bedrooms. It’s meant for surveillance though. Bulletproof windows and doors, every two bedrooms adjoin. Witness and agent can be only a few feet from each other with privacy.

      The whole interior is dark wood and earth tones. Open floor plan with foyer, living room, dining room, kitchen, sunroom with piano, and a game room. It’s twice the size of Blake’s old apartment.

      Seriously? This is fucking ridiculous.

      “Alright, everyone in the living room,” I say.

      “Lily and I are giving out room assignments that way everyone is covered. There’ll be no arguments, understood,” Dresden says, letting go of Shannon’s hand to join me.

      Everyone nods.

      “I’m with Blake. Our adjoining room will remain unoccupied. Same goes for the room adjoining Shannon and Dresden’s room. Sorina will share a suite with Agent Morris. Remember what we said in the car, Agent.”

      His face turns red, but he nods, holding my gaze and then Dresden’s.

      “Dr. and Mrs. Mason will share a suite with Vlad. Teresa will be with Agent Johanson. Sammi you’ve got a suite to yourself, take the one closest to the tech office. Jameson and Rhett, you two will share as well.”

      “Lily,” Vlad’s voice is tight as he steps forward.

      “Yeah?”

      “Who will cover Shannon and Blake while you and Dresden are gone on Bates’ side missions?”

      I’ve anticipated this question, knowing Johanson will want to be my alternative. “You will cover Blake, Vlad. Rhett will cover Shannon.”

      Vlad smiles a mischievous, Cheshire Cat-type smile, and I can’t help but return it. Agent Johanson’s eyes are stuck on Blake, her cheeks turning the color of blood. Jealousy sweeps through my body, turning my good mood into a dark abyss.

      “Agent Johanson,” I say stepping toward her.

      She glares at me, her hatred evident, and her jaw tight. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Put your eyes back in your head, you’re starting to piss me off again.”

      She stalks from the room, slamming the front door behind her.

      I’m going to end up killing her.

      Dealing with Maria Johanson is a thousand times worse than Miranda ever was. She’s in prison still, thankfully. Dresden and I kept tabs on as many people as we could that didn’t go into witness protection. Caleb’s run Mason International since Blake left. He’s well, and Blake’s business is as good as ever.

      I sigh, running my fingers through my hair in frustration. “Well, everyone get settled. Try and relax for a little while.”

      Blake takes my hand, pulling me toward the farthest bedroom. I follow willingly, exhaustion bearing down on me like a thousand-pound weight. So much has happened so quickly and once again, my mind is struggling to keep up. It’s like the first six months with him all over. We’ve both changed, in more ways than I can comprehend. Thinking that coming back would be all sweet and happy was the biggest lie my mind has cooked up in a long time.

      Dropping his hand, I move into the room. It’s dominated by a king-sized bed in the center of the back wall. A large, glass window overlooks a perfectly manicured lawn with a pond in the distance nestled against the tree line. Woods surround the house, closing us off from the rest of humanity.

      At least we can see someone approaching.

      “What have you and Dresden been doing for the last year?” Blake’s voice is measured, his words hesitant. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed, toying with his wedding band.

      “Have you worn that the whole time?”

      He smiles sadly. “Yes. Even if you hadn’t come back, I don’t think I’d ever have taken it off.”

      “Me either.”

      As I stop in front of him, he grabs my hand and pulls me against him, pressing his head to my stomach. His hair is soft under my fingers, a low moan escaping his lips as I lightly run my nails along his scalp.

      “I’ve missed you so much, baby,” he whispers.

      “Please don’t be upset, Blake. I’m here now.” I grasp his head in my hands, forcing him to look at me. Tears shine in his eyes, making my heart sink. “I’ll do anything to make this up to you.”

      His hand cups my backside as he presses his lips to my stomach. I run my fingers through his hair, careful to stay away from his shoulder. Pulling back, he slides his sling off and lays it across the bed. I bite my bottom lip as he winces, wrapping both his arms around me.

      “Blake, don’t. You’re supposed to rest.”

      “I’m tired of resting. I need you.”

      “You’re going to do permanent damage if you don’t listen to the doctor.”

      Gently, he lifts the hem of my shirt and trails his lips across my skin, his tongue darting out along the way. My back arches slightly, my blood flaming. “Please, Lily,” he whispers against my skin, his breath warm and inviting.

      “Fuck,” I hiss under my breath.

      Carefully, I help him peel his shirt off. His skin is a gorgeous tan, muscles ripped and taut as he palms my ass with his good hand. I take his hand and pull him up from the bed. He winces as he straightens his left arm. My eyes stay on his as I pop the button of his jeans. They fall to the floor, and he’s completely naked, looking like a Greek god.

      I suck in a ragged breath, my chest and groin both tightening in anticipation.

      Gracefully, he sits back on the bed, his hand trailing up and down my thigh. His erection is hard and waiting, my body yearning to jump him, to have him inside me again.

      I sink to my knees and take him into my mouth, swirling my tongue around the tip of his arousal. My hands clasp his thighs as he tangles his fingers in my hair. His hips flex as I push him deeper into my mouth, relishing in the way he tenses and shudders.

      “Lily, stop,” He pleads.

      I stand, licking my lips, watching the need and desire dance in his eyes. Slowly unbuttoning my shirt, I bite my bottom lip, and his eyes scanning my body greedily as I drop my clothes on the floor.

      He scoots to the edge of the bed, and I straddle him, easing myself onto his waiting erection. He grips the back of my neck with his right hand, gently squeezing my hip with the other. I moan, loving the fullness of him being inside me after a year apart.

      Our lips meet and as the kiss deepens, I move up and down on him, slow and gentle, making love to him, but careful not to hurt him in any way.

      “Oh, baby,” he moans into my mouth.

      I speed up fractionally. He brings his hips up to meet my downward motions, and we find a steady rhythm, pushing each other to the brink. His grip tightens around me, and as my insides quicken, I gasp and run my fingernails down his chest.

      “Come on, Blake, let go,” I whisper, nipping at his earlobe.

      “Oh, God,” he hisses and, on cue, we both find our release.

      My body trembles with aftershocks and as I move to stand, he tightens his grip around me, burying his face in my hair.

      “Don’t move, yet. Please,” he whispers and I hold him against me, the strain in his voice pulling at something inside me.

      Everything I felt for him a year ago is still there, and even more intense than it once was. No matter what happens this time around, one thing is for sure . . . I’ll never be able to leave him again.

      It’d take one hell of an event to pull me from him. After a while, I stand and retrieve his clothes. Kneeling in front of him, I silently help him back into his pants. He grins at me, but it doesn’t touch his eyes. Something still isn’t right with him, but he won’t tell me.

      “Get into bed. Are you hungry? I could have Teresa make you something.”

      He lies back on the pillows, shaking his head. “No, baby. Come lay with me.”

      My lips quirk up as I crawl across the bed, snuggling against him, my head on his chest. His heart beating in my ears is musical, and it’s the first time I’ve been content in a long time. My lids flutter closed, my mind drifting toward darkness, exhaustion taking over. Sighing, I give in, letting the gentle rise and fall of Blake’s chest lull me to sleep.
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      Mommy has screamed for hours, but no one will tell me what’s happening to her. Her tummy started hurting earlier, and Daddy called for some lady from the village. They’ve all been in Mommy’s room since.

      On the floor, I rock back and forth, holding my dolly tight. Maybe Mommy’s belly exploded. It’s been bigger than a bolder for a while. I hope she’s okay.

      The bedroom door creaks open, but I stare at the fireplace. I don’t want to make Daddy mad today. He’s been nice the last few days and hasn’t hurt me. I like when he’s nice.

      “Mihnea,” Daddy says quietly.

      “Yes, Daddy?”

      “Come here.”

      I get up and move to him, keeping my eyes down. He runs his fingers through my hair and touches my cheek. It’s nice when Daddy is soft. I like him better this way. He takes my hand and leads me into Mommy’s room. I look up, and she’s lying in bed, the blankets neatly around her. She’s holding a small lump in her arms, and her face is pale. She looks sleepy.

      Daddy lifts me and sits me next to Mommy. She turns the lump toward me, and there’s a little face in the blankets. It’s a baby! My eyes widen and I reach out to touch it, but pull my hand back, afraid Daddy will be mad if I touch it.

      “You can touch her,” he says softly.

      “Her?”

      “Yes, Mihnea. Marcela is your new sister. You have to be good to her. Protect her and take care of her. That’s what big sisters do. Can you promise to do that?”

      “Yes, Daddy. I promise.”

      The baby’s eyes flutter open and she looks at me, scrunching up her face. Her eyes are the same deep blue as mine. She’s really pretty. Like a baby doll. I lay my dolly on the blanket, under her face so she can still see.

      “She can have my dolly,” I say, quickly putting my hands in my lap.

      “What do you think, Mihnea?”

      “She’s pretty. I’ll protect her, Daddy. I promise. You’ll see. I’ll make you really proud of me this time.”

      “I know you will, my girl. I know you will.”

      He leans down and kisses my head as I reach out and touch Marcela’s hand. She curls her fingers around mine, and I smile down at her. My Marcela. I’ll protect her from everything. Even Daddy, when he gets mad.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Sweat soaks my shirt as I bolt upright in bed.

      Shit.

      I run my hands through my damp, tangled hair. The flashbacks stopped a few months after leaving Blake. Something about being around him taps into my subconscious and makes me remember all this shit.

      “What was it about this time?”

      Blake’s voice startles me and I gasp, my hand flying to my chest.

      “It was nothing, babe. Go back to sleep.”

      “Lily, you’re drenched. Don’t tell me it was nothing, I know better.”

      He grabs the back of my shirt, pulling me back down in bed. Leaning upon his good arm, he hovers over me, trailing his fingers down my cheek. Moonlight illuminates his face, and I’m awestruck by his beauty. Even after what I’ve done to him, he’s still trying to help me, give me hope.

      I stroke his cheek, the stubble rough under my fingertips. His lips press against mine and my eyes flutter closed. This is home . . . where I belong. My hand skims up his chest, tracing the contours of his muscles.

      “I love you,” he whispers against my lips.

      Moaning, I capture his mouth with mine again. His tongue invades my mouth, pulling me deeper into the chasm that opens every time he touches me. Gently, I twist, pushing him into the mattress and climbing atop him. Sitting up, I pull my shirt over my head and throw it to the floor. His hands move, excruciatingly slow, up my stomach toward my breasts.

      Running his fingers along the top of my bra, he yanks each cup down, exposing my chest. He hums with appreciation, making me gasp as he sits up, wrapping his arms around my back. I rest my hands on his biceps as he trails kisses from the corner of my mouth, down my neck. He pulls one of my nipples into his mouth and sucks, hard. I throw my head back moaning, and I’m lost.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      I’m startled awake by my cell phone. Blake sits up, keeping his hand on my back as I grab it off the nightstand.

      “Williams.”

      “The fax will be there in five minutes. You and Python move out in twenty.” The line goes dead.

      Fucking Bates. His timing blows.

      I punch the speed dial for Dresden.

      “Yeah?”

      “Bates called. We got twenty minutes.”

      “Well, fuck.”

      “I agree.”

      “Let’s do this,” he says before hanging up.

      I slide out of bed, grabbing my duffel bag and throwing it on the end of the mattress. Blake sits up, rubbing his face. He rolls his bad shoulder, wincing.

      “Don’t do that,” I snap. “You need to heal. Stop trying to rush it.”

      “Where are you going, baby?” His voice is apprehensive, a hint of fear coming through.

      “That was Bates. Dres and I have an assignment.”

      “Already?” My heart hurts at the pain in his voice.

      Pulling on my black leggings, I rush to him, capturing his mouth with mine, tangling my fingers in his hair. He tilts his head, pulling me into his lap and deepening the kiss. Pulling away, my breathing is labored, and passion dances in Blake’s eyes.

      “This is part of the deal, baby. We won’t be too long.”

      He lets me get up, and I shrug into my long sleeve black shirt. Bending at the waist, I pull my hair into a high ponytail.

      “Get up. I want to talk to everyone before we leave.”

      I grab my combat boots and jog from the room. Sorina and Agent Morris are sitting at the breakfast bar with Teresa. Everyone else is filing into the living room as I blur past heading for the tech office. Sammi comes rushing out and we almost collide. She hands me a piece of paper.

      “Thanks, Boa.”

      “Be careful, mate.”

      Smiling, I clasp her shoulder. “Always am. Come on.”

      We head back to the living room just as Blake comes out of the bedroom.

      “Lily, let’s go,” Dresden’s voice is agitated.

      He drops two huge duffel bags on the living room floor and unzips them.

      “Everyone sit down, please.”

      He and I are transitioning into a mode we’ve become all to accustom to— assassin mode. I kneel and strap my .22 to my right ankle and three bans of knives to my thigh. Quickly switching to the other knee, I attach a hunting knife to my other ankle and a .50 cal to my other thigh.

      “Mom, what’s going on?”

      “Uncle Dres and I have an assignment. Vlad, cover Blake until I get back.”

      “We got it, Lily. How long will you be gone?”

      “A few hours. Did you all still want to know what we did while we were gone?” I strap a multi-hooked belt around my waist. Attached are two whips, one on either side, two .45’s around the back, two flash-bang grenades, and two grenades with sleeping gas.

      “Of course,” Blake says forcefully, taking a seat next to Sorina.

      “Good.” I grab a small black box, transmitter, speaker, and cable.

      I click one end of the cable into a port on the living room television, the other into the back of the box. As I connect the box to the transmitter and speaker, Dresden clips another portable transmitter to the back of my belt then reaches around me and runs a small microphone up the inside of my shirt, clipping it around my collar.

      “Thank you,” I mutter turning to face him. “Give me yours and turn around.”

      I fix his the same way as mine, before returning to the duffel bag. Slinging a strap holding my shotgun to my back, I turn the TV on. Images of the inside of the duffle bag pop up on the screen.

      “What the hell is this?” Agent Johanson’s voice makes my blood boil.

      “Closed-circuit monitoring,” Dresden hisses. “Now, shut up.”

      I slide on my shoulder holsters followed by my black leather jacket. Turning to the group, Dresden pulls out two pairs of yellow-tinted sunglasses, each with a very small camera attached to the right eyepiece. We slide them on, and the team is reflected on the TV.

      “Lily?” Blake stands and moves quickly to stand in front of me. He cups the side of my face and kisses me hard. Resting my hand on his chest, he sighs and rests his forehead against mine.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      The hum of a helicopter vibrates the house.

      “I love you, too. You’ll be able to see and hear us the entire time. Everything we see, you’ll see. You won’t like it, I promise you. But you wanted to know.”

      “Be careful.”

      I kiss him lightly again, smiling. “I always am.”

      As Blake moves back to the sofa, Sorina runs to me, hugging me hard. I kiss her hair, and silently, with unshed tears in her eyes, she goes back to sit between Blake and Agent Morris. Dresden walks to Shannon, leans down, and kisses her gently.

      “Hurry back,” she says in a strained voice.

      “I will, mein schatz.”

      “Time to go, Python.”

      He turns to me smiling. “Let’s go kill some shit.”

      A helicopter bearing the name ‘Sand Snake II’ on the side hovers in the middle of the yard, a ladder thrown from the side. Dresden and I climb up and sit with two other Interpol agents. I pull the fax from my jacket before putting the cans over my ears.

      “Where are we heading, Viper?” the pilot sounds in my ears.

      “Here are the coordinates. Just outside Lovingston, Virginia. Small ring. Six buyers, fifteen slaves, twenty Taurus members. The main target is Mophat Garzzim.”

      The helicopter soars through the air. Dresden stares out over the clouds. His jaw is tense, his fists clenching and unclenching in his lap.

      “You okay?”

      He turns toward me. “Are you?”

      I shrug, reaching up to tighten my ponytail. “I’ll be better when these fuckers are dead and we’re on our way home.”

      He laughs. “Well, thankfully, we’ve got this down to an art now.”

      “Yep.”

      We both pull our cans off and insert our earbuds. Thirty-two deaths to add to a very long list of justifiable murders.

      This is what I’m good at.
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      “Here are the extra supplies you might need,” one of the agents says, sliding a small duffle bag to Dresden.

      He unzips it, shuffles the contents around and nods to the agent. “Thanks.”

      They drop two ropes out the side and hand us gloves. We slide them on, and I peek out the helicopter’s opening.

      “You all don’t do harnesses, do ya?”

      I shake my head, and lay prone, sliding backward, gripping the rope. Dresden follows. Once we’re both dangling, I wrap my leg around it and nod. Easily, we descend. It’s at least seventy, maybe eighty feet. I sigh in relief when my feet touch the ground again.

      The ropes are pulled up and the helicopter heads south, flying low. They’ll wait in a nearby field until we give them a sign to be picked up. Moving to the main door, Dresden pulls a small blueprint from the duffle bag.

      “This is the only door in or out. To the right is the door leading to the back where the girls and Taurus will be. Six doors on the left will each hold a buyer and their bodyguard. Sleep grenades on the buyers, we’ll handle them last.”

      Quietly, he picks the lock on the front door and pulls it open. The glasses illuminate the pitch-black hallway as the door closes behind us. Dresden pulls a rope from the duffle before slinging it over his shoulder.

      We move to the far-left end of the hallway. Silently opening the first door, I throw in a sleep gas grenade. Voices erupt inside for a moment, but fall, ending with two thuds. Dresden ties the rope to the handle. We move along and do this to each room until all six have been hit with a grenade and the handles tied together. At the last door, he runs the rope to the main door and secures it. No one can get in or out now without cutting the rope, and they’ll have to go through us to do it.

      “And that, ladies and gents, is how you subdue and secure buyers until it’s their turn to die,” Dresden whispers, knowing the microphones are sensitive enough to pick up his voice.

      I shake my head at his audacity. “Don’t narrate this for my daughter, Python.”

      He chuckles and shrugs.

      Standing outside the door leading to the back, we take deep breaths. This is where it gets tricky. It’s locked, giving us no quiet way to enter because there’s no keyhole on the lock— it deadbolts from the other side. Dresden stands behind me as I pull the shotgun from my back. He nods as I aim the barrel at the handle. I squeeze the trigger, the blast echoing around us.

      The handle blows apart and I kick the door in. Yells erupt inside as Dresden throws something over my head. He wraps his arms around me and turns us away from the door.

      A loud bang goes off, intense bright light bursting around us. He and I scramble up and through the door. Three men stand inside, leaning against the walls, holding their ears. Dresden hits the first in the head with a round from his .45. A second man staggers toward me. I aim and squeeze the trigger of my shotgun again.

      We stalk through the hallway, approaching the third man. I bend down and pull the hunting knife from my ankle. As I stand, Dresden grabs his shoulder and yanks him forward. The knife enters the dip at the base of his throat, blood running down the front of him, a gurgle escaping his throat as the red liquid seeps from the corners of his mouth.

      I rip the knife out and wipe the blade on my pants. “Seventeen left.”

      To my right is another door. I kick it open. A young girl, no more than a year older than Sorina, lies naked on a filthy mattress, her hands tied to a pole above her head. Tears stream down her face as a dark-skinned man buries himself inside her. Grabbing his shoulder, I throw him backward, his head bouncing off the floor.

      The girl sobs, twisting to hide her face.

      “Relax, we’re here to set you free,” I whisper using my knife to cut the ropes. She scrambles to her feet, backing into the corner.

      “You cunt,” the man snarls behind me.

      I swivel around as he lunges forward. Jabbing the knife upward, it slides under his ribcage, all the way to the handle. He grabs my neck and squeezes for a moment.

      “Lean back, baby,” Dresden says.

      A smile creeps onto my face as I obey. The man’s eyes widen— his head turns toward Dres’ voice just as a machete connects with his neck. His hand drops to his side, Dresden’s blade stuck two-thirds of the way into his flesh, his spinal cord severed. Blood spatters out onto my chest and chin. I kick the body in the stomach, knocking it to the floor and dislodging the machete in the process.

      “Put something on and run down to the end of the hall. We’re getting the others. Help will be here for you all shortly.”

      She nods, moving toward us. As she passes, she kisses my cheek and then Dresden’s. “Thank you,” she says with a heavy French accent. A lot of the survivors over the last year have the same reaction when we free them. In many ways, we’ve gotten used to it.

      Following her out, we move down the hallway. Around the corner is a wall of one-way glass. In the center is our target, Mophat Garzzim. With him is a girl, maybe nineteen with long blonde hair, hanging by her wrists from a metal hook. Mophat holds a beaded flogger, lashing it against her skin in quick succession. She squeezes her eyes shut, grimacing, but doesn’t scream.

      She’s a survivor.

      “Lily, come on,” Dresden hisses.

      “Go clear the next room. Give me a set of cable ties.”

      He fishes them out of the bag and slaps them down in my hand. As he ducks into the next room, a scream erupts followed by several shouts and a sickening crunch. Following the hallway past the closed door on the left, two men stand outside the door to the showroom. I pull out my .50 just as they reach inside their jackets.

      Squeezing the trigger rapidly, my arm aches with the effort to hold it level. The bullets sink into both men, dropping them to their knees before they slump to the floor on their faces. Stepping over them, I kick the door in, replacing my gun in its holster and unraveling one of my whips.

      “What da fuck!” Mophat turns as I flick my wrist, the smooth leather coiling around his neck.

      He gasps as I pull down, forcing him to trip and fall forward as I bring my knee into his face. Unraveling the whip, he fights to pull air back into his lungs as blood pours from his nose. Stepping over him, I plant my boot in the side of his face. I gently untie the girl and she drops into my arms, letting out a relieved sob.

      “I got you,” I whisper, steadying her.

      “Thank you,” she says lifting her head to gaze at me.

      I let go of her, pulling out one of the cable ties. More tightly than necessary, I bind Mophat’s hands together and pull him to his feet. He screams and thrashes about as I hang him from the hook in the center of the room.

      “Relax, Mophat. Hang out for a while. We’ll talk shortly.”

      A sinister smile pulls at my lips as I move to the girl. She glares at her torturer, hatred and pain shining in her eyes.

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      “First, I want you to go get the other survivors from the front door and bring them in here. Then, I’m going to go help my partner finish killing this asshole’s friends. After that, we’ll question him and kill him.”

      She nods and I press one of my 9mm into her hand. “What’s this for?”

      “If you see a guy dressed like me, don’t shoot him. Kill anything else. Bring the others back here. And do not kill Mophat until I question him.”

      I jog from the room, scanning the open doors. A loud bang at the other end of the hall pulls my attention. Darting into the room, two men hold Dresden in place while another punches him in the face. Jumping into the air, I slam my hunting knife into the back of the one guy’s neck, severing his spinal cord. The other two drop Dresden’s arms and lunge at me.

      Punching one in the face, the other lands a right hook into my jaw, knocking me against the wall. I shake my head and kick his kneecap, snapping it— he screams falling to the floor. A gunshot echoes close to my head, the sound rattling my insides. My eyes close as the ringing in my ears drowns out everything else.

      Leaning against the wall, my eyes open, and everything comes back into focus. Shaking my head, I pounce on the guy trying to crawl toward me and snap his neck, the crunch reverberating through my hands. Dresden grabs my shoulder and hauls me into his arms, burying his face in my hair.

      “Don’t ever fucking worry me like that again. Are you okay?” He leans back and clasps my head in his hands.

      “I’m fine. Mophat’s secure. How many are left?”

      “Two.”

      “Let’s find ‘em.”

      Something hard connects with my stomach as we move through the doorway, knocking me back into the room. Dresden yells, diving to the right into the hallway. Two men the size of mountains stalk into the room.

      “Holy shit,” I mutter under my breath, scrambling to my feet. “Blake, if you can hear me, I love you.”

      Taking a deep breath, I pull out one of my guns. My body is tiring, and the guy on the right lands a punch to the side of my face before I can fire a shot. The gun clatters to the floor, as I bounce off the wall.

      Ouch. Motherfucker. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you it’s rude to hit women?”

      They both laugh, and I kick the closest one in the balls, sinking him to his knees. Pulling one of the small knives from the ban on my thigh, I thrust it into his eye. The other one lunges, and I grasp my hunter’s knife, timing perfectly to run it across his throat. He falls to the floor, blood spraying the concrete.

      Straddling the other one, I rip my small blade from his eye and slam it into his good one. “Fuck you both.”

      As I run from the room, I slam into Dresden’s chest. He hugs me again before grabbing my hand and pulling me toward the showroom. Bursting through the door, several girls scream.

      “Relax. We’re here to help, ladies,” Dresden says, calming them.

      The girl holding my gun smiles at me, relief flooding her face. Gently, I take the gun from her hands and replace it in the holster. Without blinking, I spin around, yank a blade from my thigh ban and sink it into Mophat’s shoulder. He screams, blood pulling on his shoulder, running down his shirt.

      “Shut up,” Dresden hisses, yanking another blade from my thigh and slamming it into Mophat’s other shoulder.

      “Who’s the leader, Mophat? Tell me and we’ll make this quick. Refuse, and I’m going do worse to you than you’ve done to these girls.” My voice is low and deadly, all emotion draining from my body.

      He glares at me, biting his bottom lip.

      “Have it your way,” Dresden says shrugging.

      I pull two more knives from my thigh, handing one to Dres. At the same time, we sink them into his sides and twist. Mophat screams, more red liquid soaking his shirt.

      “I’d start talking if I were you,” I say, shaking my head.

      “Fuck you,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “Fuck me? No. Fuck you.” I drop to my knees, pulling out two more blades and slam them into his hips.

      “Razvan. His name is Razvan,” Mophat screams.

      I smile and Dresden laughs. “Thank you.”

      I lay my hunter’s knife against his throat.

      “Wait!” My body tenses. As I twist, the girl I saved from this man steps forward.

      “I want to kill him.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. Stepping back, I flip the knife in the air, catching the blade and holding the handle out to her. “Be my guest.”

      With steady hands, she takes it and stomps toward him, pressing the blade against him in the same fashion as I had a moment ago.

      “Go to hell, you sick fuck,” she whispers, running the metal across his skin.

      Blood sprays onto her skin but she doesn’t flinch. After a moment, his head sags forward. She hands me the knife back and rejoins the other girls. Dresden and I walk them back to the front. After letting the girls out of the building, we quickly go through the buyers’ rooms and put a bullet in each one.

      Standing by the front door, we each pull out a regular grenade. Together, we pull the pins the throw them down each hallway. Darting out of the building, the bangs go off, setting off the rest of the building, anything and everything flammable catching. Within moments, the whole building is burning.

      I pull the glasses from my face and turn them so I’m looking into the camera. “I bet you all are ready to puke. Welcome to hell, guys. We’ll be home soon. Oh, and Sammi, disconnect the transmitter and wipe the internal memory. See you all in a few hours.”

      I press the power button on the camera as Dresden does the same. Several Interpol vehicles pull up, agents who are part of our undercover detail pour out to help survivors. The low hum of the helicopter vibrates through the air.

      Dresden grabs my face in his hands and stares into my eyes. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine. You?”

      “Yeah. Don’t scare me like that again. Next time, we stick together.” He leans forward and plants a hard kiss on my forehead before walking away to wait for the helicopter.

      Well . . . that was . . . unexpected.
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      Lily cut the camera feed six hours ago, and Sammi wiped the hard drive within minutes of the request. Sitting at the breakfast bar, tapping my thumb against the countertop, I squeeze my eyes closed remembering the way Dresden held Lily and cupped her face. Rage and jealousy have burned through my veins since that moment, despite her whispers of loving me while she was there.

      “You know she was probably fucking him the entire time they were off chasing bad guys,” Maria says from behind me.

      My entire body tenses. She’s done this all night— constantly making comments, trying to feed the anger already about to explode from my chest. She’s hoping Lily had an affair because, in Maria’s mind, that would make what we did less wrong. Not to me though. Two wrongs don’t make it right, as the old saying goes.

      “Miss Lily would never do that,” Teresa snaps, setting a mug of coffee in front of me more forcefully than she usually does. Teresa, like everyone else in this house, is fully aware of my one night fuck up with this crazy bitch. “And you need to go away. Stop trying to make shit worse.”

      Maria glares at her, eyes narrowed, lips curled in a wicked grin. Teresa may be older, but she’s not above slapping the shit out of someone if they need it.

      “Maria, go away. I don’t need this shit tonight,” I say with force.

      She huffs, her heels clicking against the floor, fading until a door slams. Letting out a relieved sigh, I take a sip of my coffee. Teresa leans against the counter, her eyebrows raised, waiting.

      “What?”

      “Mr. Mason, how long you think it’s gonna be before that woman tells Miss Lily the truth, huh?”

      I shrug, wincing as pain radiates through my left shoulder. Lily’s right, I should keep it in the sling and rest, but lying around doing nothing doesn’t appeal to me. I did that for a year and am over it at this point.

      “You need to tell her first. It’ll be better coming from you, not that puta.”

      I chuckle. “You’re very sweary lately, Teresa.”

      “Lo siento, sir. It’s just . . . you and Lily have been through too much. Don’t let that woman ruin everything.”

      She turns her back on me, twisting on the faucets, and begins washing dishes. Zoning out, the light click of the front door snaps me back to attention. I jump up and twist, freezing as Lily and Dresden stroll into the house . . . holding hands.

      Her eyes meet mine and she lets go of him, rushing to me and throwing her arms around my neck. She smells of sweat, blood, gunpowder . . . and Lily. I bury my face in her hair and squeeze her to me.

      “I love you,” I whisper into her neck, kissing her skin and nipping gently at it.

      She shivers under my touch, a sensual response that gives me an instant erection and an ache to be inside her.

      “I love you, too.” She kisses my chest and runs her hands through my hair.

      Too soon, she pulls away and turns toward Dresden, but slides her arm around my waist.

      “That was some crazy shit you two did,” I say to him, my tone clipped as I extend my hand to shake his.

      He smiles, shaking his head and my hand at the same time. “Welcome to our world. I’ll see you all tomorrow. I’m going to shower and see if my woman is still awake.”

      “You hungry, Lily,” Teresa says shutting off the water.

      “No, Teresa. Thank you. Honestly, I want a shower and to take all this shit off. It weighs a ton.”

      Teresa nods, giving Lily a small smile before trudging off toward her bedroom. I take Lily’s hand in mine, running my thumb over her engagement ring. I bring it to my lips, planting a kiss on the diamond, and she smiles, a slow blush creeping onto her cheeks.

      “Come on, let’s take a shower.”

      In the bathroom, I throw on the shower as Lily peels the blood-sodden clothes off and sets them in the sink. Her left cheek is a light purple, matching the faint bruises spotting her ribs as she pulls her shirt off.

      She throws her remaining weapons on the counter. Everything in me fills with desire as her shoulder muscles flex from her leaning forward to grip the counter. She cracks her neck, bowing her head, and softly, I trail my fingertips up her spine, unclasping her bra in the process.

      She shivers again as I press my erection into her side, sliding the straps down her arms. Goosebumps rise on her arms as I cup her breasts, running my thumbs over her nipples. Pressing my lips to her shoulder, she arches her back, moaning softly.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Hmm,” she hums.

      “Did anything happen between you and Dresden while you were gone?”

      Her body tenses and straightens as she turns to face me. Confusion clouds her beautiful blue irises. “What do you mean?”

      I huff, my anger dancing again. “Did you fuck him while you and he were off playing assassins?”

      She shrinks back visibly as if I’ve just slapped her. “No. Why the hell would you even think that?”

      Relief floods my limbs so fast it’s almost euphoric. I reach for her, but she pulls away from me.

      Shit.

      “Why would you think that?” Her voice is soft and full of hurt.

      “Lily, I didn’t mean anything . . . I . . . it’s just the way he looks at you now. The way he hugged you earlier. You guys were holding hands when you came in tonight. You’ve been gone a year; I didn’t know if maybe . . .”

      “Dresden and I are friends, Blake. Very good friends, yes, but nothing more.”

      Sincerity rings in her words and a sickening feeling slams into my gut. Lily has shown me so many times how much she loves me. Everything she’s done in the last 18 months has been for me, for us— to protect us and keep The Taurus away from me and Sorina.

      I cup the side of her face and she leans into my touch this time. “I’m sorry, Lily. Forgive me. I’m still trying to deal with everything.”

      She cradles her hand over mine and steps toward me, running her other hand underneath my shirt and up my chest. “I know. I’m sorry, babe.”

      Leaning forward, she presses her lips to mine. Passion courses through me, lighting every nerve I have on fire. My shoulder smarts as I wrap her in my arms, but I ignore it. The kiss deepens and I yank at her pants, hungry to be inside her.

      She pulls my shirt over my head and trails her tongue down my chest. My fingers knot in her hair as she unbuttons my pants and yanks them down. I press my lips to hers, stepping out of my clothes, pressing her against the sink.

      I want to hear her scream my name.

      Shimming out of her pants, she kicks them across the bathroom, and I grab her ass and lift her onto the edge of the sink. She screams as I slam into her, squeezing her hips, forcing her down onto my erection.

      “Mmmm. All. Mine,” I say through gritted teeth as I thrust into her repeatedly.

      “Blake!”

      “That’s it, baby.”

      Wrapping her legs around me, I lose myself in her. She gasps and moans as I grind into her, harder with each push, both of us tensing as we climb toward heavy climaxes.

      “Ah, Blake,” she yells, tightening around me.

      I slam into her three more times and find my release. My heart pounding as I cradle her to my chest.

      “God, I missed this. I missed you,” I pant against her neck.

      She lightly runs her nails across my back. “I missed you too, baby.”

      It’s in this moment I know, no matter what it takes, I’ll move heaven and earth— walk through the fires of hell to keep her. She’s mine and she’s all I’ll ever need or want.

      
        
        †††

        ~Lily~

      

      

      

      Blake and I spend two days in bed only getting up to shower. Teresa brought our food to us, and for the first time in a year, I’m sated and content. He’s snoring softly next to me, his face peaceful and serene.

      I slide from bed and shrug into a pair of jeans and a tank top. As much as I’d like to stay with him, I need to stretch and touch base with Hyde. Unplugging my cell, I slide it into my pocket and quietly head to the front porch. Blake needs to sleep. He’s pushing too hard for his arm to heal and the last two days haven’t been good for it.

      Hyde isn’t likely to be up at six in the morning, but I dial his cell anyway.

      “Monroe.”

      “Oh, you’re up. Good morning, sir.” I can’t hide my surprise.

      “Morning, Viper. What’s going on at the safe house?”

      “Nothing much, sir. Mine and Dresden’s first assignment went well. Everyone is settling in for the most part.”

      He chuckles. “How are things between you and Agent Johanson?”

      “Other than I’d like to kill that bitch? They’re fine, sir.”

      “Lily. I’m working on getting her out of there, but Bates is adamant that she stays. I’ll keep trying.”

      “Thank you, sir.” A gunshot echoes from the side of the house. “Let me call you back, sir.”

      I push the phone into my pocket and jog around the house, stopping short. Sorina is sitting on the ground watching Agent Morris practice with a 9mm. He smiles at her, chatting happily after each shot. My heart warms, watching her laugh, the morning sun glistening off her black hair. It’s grown a lot in the last year, nearly down to her waist now.

      Quietly, I stroll toward them. Morris is a good shot. He’s firing on a body outline, hitting head or heart with every round. Not bad for a nineteen-year-old who’s never been on a real assignment before.

      “I’d like to learn to use weapons like your mom,” he says before firing another round. “I mean, did you see her with that shotgun? And the hunter’s knife? No wonder she’s got the reputation she has.”

      “Yeah. She’s something else,” Sorina mutters.

      “Well, that doesn’t sound flattering.” They both jump at my voice.

      “Agent Williams,” Morris says, stiff and professional.

      I chuckle as Sorina stands, her shoulders squared, eyes apprehensive. “Relax. You can call me Lily or Viper. Everyone else does.”

      His shoulders sag as he lets out a relieved breath. Sorina puts her arms around my waist and presses her head into my chest. I hold her tight, thankful she isn’t still being so distant. She steps back and runs her fingers across the bruise on my cheek, sadness pulling at her eyes.

      “Are we ever going to have a normal life?”

      “I don’t know, sweetheart.” I tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ears. “I hope so.”

      “Interpol hasn’t given you a time frame on this WITSEC stuff,” Morris asks.

      “What’s your first name, kid?”

      “Uh, Samuel,” he stutters, blushing a little.

      “Well, Samuel, we’ll be in WITSEC until Dresden and I kill every Taurus member we can and ensure Sorina and Blake’s safety. You’re one hell of a shot, but if we get ambushed that gun may not do you much good.”

      He tilts his head to the side and chuckles. “I know. I figure while we’re here, I can learn to use some other weapons.”

      On a table to the right, he’s laid out a handful of other things.

      At least he’s willing to learn.

      “Have Rhett teach you to wield a machete, he’s deadly with those.”

      Samuel’s eyes widen in disbelief and Sorina’s mouth drops open.

      “You mean . . . you all will teach me?”

      I nod. “Talk to Dresden about hand-to-hand combat. You’ll see how he got his codename. Vlad can teach you to use hunting knives. He taught me. And this . . .” I unravel the leather whip. “I’ll teach you to use.”

      “Who taught you, Mom?”

      Sadness fills my heart, memories of me at seventeen, blindfolded in a training room, nothing to protect myself but a whip. Strong hands grasp my shoulders and massage gently.

      “Jax taught your Ma how to use one of those. But, eventually, she became even better than him,” Dresden says in a low voice, knowing that’s one person I don’t want to think about yet.

      I sigh as he snakes his arms around my waist, pulling my back against his front. Dresden is a safe haven now. He’s a better friend to me than I deserve, and after a year trudging through shithole after shithole, my affection toward him is unwavering.

      Sorina raises her eyebrows and I tilt my head, questioning her with my eyes. She’s wondering about the embrace, which is strange for her to see since she and Blake are the only people I used to tolerate this close.

      “Agent Scholl, Viper says I should ask you about training me in hand-to-hand combat,” Samuel says stiffly.

      It’s clear this kid wants to do well and wants our approval. He’s nothing like his partner, thank God. If he were, I’d have to slap him to death.

      Dresden releases me and steps toward the clearing. “Sure, kid. Show me what you got.”

      Samuel squares his shoulders and follows Dresden into the open space. Sorina and I sit on the ground as they start with basic blocking techniques. I wrap my arm around her shoulders, and she leans into me, her eyes following Samuel’s every move.

      “You like him?”

      She tenses. “Yeah, a little.”

      “He’s a good bit older than you.”

      “Only five years. You and Dad are eight years apart.”

      I chuckle. “True. But, I’m over eighteen. You’re not.”

      “Mom, I’m not like kids my age.” The defiance and agitation in her voice are palpable.

      Kissing her temple, I squeeze her shoulder. “I know, sweetheart. Just . . . don't start a physical relationship with him. Fact is you’re young and legally, he’d lose his job and probably go to prison.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. Interpol finds out and they take statutory rape seriously. Whether you consent or not, you’re not old enough.”

      “How old do I have to be?”

      “As long as we’re in Maryland . . . sixteen.”

      Her brows crease as she runs a hand through her hair. “Okay.”

      We sit in silence, watching as Dresden puts Samuel through his paces. The kid keeps up for the most part, but I know Dresden isn’t going full force. Not like he does when we train.

      “Mom, can I ask you something without you getting angry?”

      “Sure.”

      “Is something going on between you and Uncle Dresden?”

      I cough, choking on the breath flowing into my lungs. “Why does everyone think that? Christ, no. There is nothing going on between us, Sorina. We are friends. That’s it.”

      “Dad thinks there is. So does Agent Johanson.”

      Anger boils in my veins. “Well, your father and I have already discussed this. Agent Johanson can go fuck herself.”

      Sorina opens her mouth but closes it quickly. Shaking my head, we turn our attention back to the boys.

      If this shit keeps up, I’m going to gut someone.
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      The dinner table is quiet, except for the hushed conversation between Sorina and Samuel. Blake keeps his left hand on my thigh, gently squeezing it every few minutes. I’ve been trying to get him to put the sling back on, but he’s as stubborn as ever.

      “So, Blake,” Vlad says, finally breaking the silence. “Have you and Lily decided on a wedding date, yet?”

      I laugh. “Vlad, can we get through one thing at a time, please.”

      “Yes. His father and I would like to give them a large wedding, not some hidden thing here.” Carmen’s tone is sweet, but still sharp around the edges.

      I’ve hardly seen any of them in the month we’ve been here. Everyone’s kept to themselves. It’s hard for Dresden and me to get out of our routine, every morning we’ve trained for two hours, and he spends the afternoons training with Samuel.

      “If there’s a wedding,” Maria mutters under her breath.

      Blake gives her a look that could kill. “Don’t start,” he snaps at her.

      “Whatever. I’m sure Dresden won’t mind sharing now that they’re home.”

      I slam my fist on the table making everyone jump. “If one more person accuses me of that, I swear to god, I’ll put a bullet in every motherfucker in this room and then we won’t need WITSEC anymore. I did not, have not, and would not have sex with Dresden. No offense, man.”

      “Is this why everyone has been so standoffish? You all think something is going on with Lily and me.” Dresden’s voice is deadly low. “Shannon?”

      She’s the only one who looks as agitated as I feel.

      “No, Dresden, I don’t. Everyone else does, but I know neither of you would do that. My brother is everything to Lily. Unlike some people, I don’t doubt she’d stay faithful to him, and I don’t doubt you’ve stayed faithful to me.”

      Her gaze meets mine, and sadness flashes in her brown irises.

      Something is up . . .

      “Right. She’s fucked how many men in her lifetime, and you don’t think one more would make a difference?”

      Before I can stop myself, I vault out of my chair and slam a right hook into Maria’s face.

      “Lily, don’t,” Vlad yells as I land another punch into her face.

      “That’s right,” she says, scooting across the floor away from me. “Hitting a pregnant woman is sure to win you a Medal of Honor.”

      “What!” Several voices boom, as everyone gets up from the table.

      Maria gets to her feet, wiping the blood from her lip with the back of her hand, a wicked gleam in her eye. “You didn’t think he’d wait forever, did you? I mean, after all, according to Interpol, you were dead.”

      I sway as dizziness hits me like a Mack truck, the warmth draining from my face, coldness creeping into my bones.

      No . . . he wouldn’t . . .

      “You’re pregnant?” Blake’s voice breaks through the fuzziness.

      “Yes,” she says with a sinister smile playing at her lips. “And if that bitch touches me again, she’ll find herself out of a job.”

      “Don’t call my fiancée a bitch again,”

      “Ex-fiancée,” I whisper, my breath catching in my throat as I gently pull the engagement ring from my finger.

      My hands shake as I unclasp the bracelet, squeezing them tight in my hands. Blake’s eyes well with tears, his face pale.

      “Lily, please, let me explain,” he begs.

      “Explain what? That you accused me of being with Dres when you were with her?” I set the ring and bracelet on the table.

      His eyes dart to them and back as the tears spill over his cheeks. Everything hurts— my chest, my arms, my legs. It’s as if someone threw me in front of a bus and instead of dying, I got up and kept going.

      “I told you to tell her,” Vlad snaps, anger saturating his tone.

      My head snaps up, the air flowing unevenly from my lungs. My eyes dart around the room, and it hits me . . . they all know. Every person in here, except Dresden, whose eyes shine with a gleam I’ve only ever seen when he kills, knew Blake fucked this bitch in my absence.

      And no one told me.

      “Lily, just calm down, honey,” Carmen says as if she’s talking to a caged animal.

      “Fuck you,” I say, clutching my chest. “Eleven years. Eleven years I’ve spent with you all, and not one of you thought to tell me.”

      Vlad rushes to my side and grabs my shoulder. I push away from him and without thinking, punch him as hard as I can. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Shannon,” Dresden whispers behind me. “You knew?”

      She sniffles. “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “It wasn’t my place, Dresden. Blake has to fix his own mistakes.”

      “This isn’t a mistake,” he yells. “This is downright bullshit. You all remember what she was like when we started this assignment. You learned about what she’s been through. None of you stopped to think, ‘Hey, Lily’s been hurt enough.’”

      “Dresden, please,” Shannon whispers.

      “No. We’re supposed to be a family, Shannon. Family doesn’t lie to one another. I’m done.”

      “What?” Her voice cracks.

      “I said, I’m done. I love you, more than my own life, but you lied to me. I asked you if there was anything going on I should know about. You said no. You downright fucking lied to me.”

      His footsteps echo off the floor, the slamming of his bedroom door mixing with Shannon’s sobs. My knees shake and as they give out, Sorina wraps her arms around my waist.

      “Mom,” she sobs. “Mom, stand up.”

      “Let me go, Sorina,” I breathe.

      “No. Stay with me, Mom. Please.”

      “Let go, Sori. Please.”

      Samuel pulls her away and I sink to the floor. Tears finally breakthrough, running down my face. Blake kneels in front of me as sobs rack my body. He grips his knees. If he touches me, I might kill him.

      God, everything hurts.

      “Carmen, James, Teresa . . . you all need to go. Let us take care of this,” Sammi whispers from somewhere off to my left.

      “No, we’re staying with my son and Lily,” James says forcefully.

      “Dad,” Blake chokes through his tears. “Just go.”

      “Son . . .”

      “Go.”

      When I left a year ago, I wanted nothing more than to come back to him. To be a family with him and Sorina and have all the things denied to me since childhood. All my fears have come crashing down on me, and my lungs won’t let the air get through. The tears pool on my lips.

      Deep down, I’ve always known I was never good enough to hold him. I’ve known it from the first moment he kissed me. Now, Maria is giving him the one thing I never will— a child of his own, one of his flesh and blood. Sorina is heaven-sent, but it’s not like creating a child.

      Blake cups my face, and I slap his hands away, scrambling to my feet. A shotgun blast to the chest would feel better than this. He stands, moving toward me as my feet shuffle back.

      “Lily, please,” he cries.

      I take a deep breath, pulling the pain inside and swallowing the lump in my throat. “I’m moving into the spare room. When this assignment is over, I’ll be gone. You can raise your new family in peace.”

      “Lily, no. You’re my family.”

      “No,” I say walking around him toward the bedroom. “I know you. Your past won’t let you abandon your child, and I can’t be with you and watch you raise a baby with . . . her. It’s over, Blake.”

      “Mom, please. I need you,” Sorina yells.

      “You’re old enough to make your own choices, Sori. When the time comes, you decide. I’m sorry, sweetheart, but I can’t do this.”

      As the sobs threaten to overtake me again, I dart into the bedroom and slam the door, pressing my back against it. Something dark snaps inside me, as I sink to the floor, my body giving out, and my mind giving up.

      
        
        †††

        ~Dresden~

      

      

      

      Everything from the bedroom fits into four duffle bags. Carrying them into the main room, Blake and Shannon stand with the rest of the team and that evil bitch, talking in low voices. Lily is nowhere to be found. She needs time to herself, but tomorrow, we’re talking about this, even if she doesn’t want to.

      How could Blake be so fucking stupid? And Shannon . . .

      I drop my bags by the table, startling them. They spin in my direction, my arms crossing over my chest. Shannon’s face is soaked with tears, and I want so badly to hold her, but can’t. Lying to me was the biggest mistake she ever could’ve made.

      People have lied to me my entire life. Mother, father, friends, Jax . . . Lily. It took everything in me to forgive her and had it not been for her circumstances, her past, I never would’ve let those lies go. I can’t let this go. Shannon’s the only person who’s captured my heart in a long time, and this . . . shattered it.

      She walks over to me, her eyes cloudy and full of pain. “Dresden, can we talk? Please?”

      “There’s nothing to say, Shannon.”

      “Baby, please. I’m sorry. I should’ve told you. But . . . I didn’t want to be in the middle of it. I love Lily, too, but Blake is my brother.”

      “This isn’t about them. This is about us. Do you know how I ended up with this unit?”

      Her eyes widen, mouth dropping open slightly. “No.”

      I take a ragged breath. “I joined Interpol when I was twenty. My wife at the time, stayed in Hamburg while I traveled for the unit I worked for at the time.”

      “I didn’t know you were married before.”

      “She was my high school sweetheart, love of my life. For the first five years, I got to go home once a year and be with her. I missed the birth of all three of my children. Then, after a bad mission, I came home early to surprise her and found her in bed with my best friend. To top it all off, he was the father of the children I thought were mine.”

      “Dresden, I . . .”

      “Don’t. I don’t want or need your sympathy. Lying to me is the one thing I can’t let go. Not after a lifetime of being lied to. I love you. I will always love you, but I can’t do this.”

      “Dresden,” Vlad says striding forward as I pick up my bags.

      “Rattlesnake, don’t. When this shit is over, I’m putting in for a transfer. I’m done with the HTT. This unit, despite its issues, used to mean something. We used to trust each other.”

      I walk out the front door and make for the guest building. My heart aches and the need for Shannon grows as I drop my bags inside the door. Flicking on the light, the room is minimal at best. Queen sized bed, dresser, bathroom, and television. I flop down face first on the mattress and let exhaustion take hold.

      This shit is going to suck so fucking bad, it makes killing the Taurus seem like child’s play.
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      It’s been two days and it’s as if nothing has sunk in. I keep repeating the words that bitch said in my head, willing them to go away, for all this to be some nightmare. It’s not, and my heart is shattered worse now than it ever was from the ring. Air doesn’t pass through my lungs right, my chest aches as if someone dug out the center of my being and poured grain alcohol in the wound. Fire and brimstone don’t have shit on this . . . this is true hell.

      Thunder shakes the house, calling to the dark pit within me. Without Blake, there’s been no light to fight it off and I’m tired of trying. We never should’ve come back. A whole year spent killing, in hopes of a future with Blake and Shannon, and Dresden and I have nothing to show for it.

      The lightning illuminates the living room as I tiptoe through it to my new bedroom. It’s time to let this pain go— the only way I know how. The flogger slips from my duffle bag, the metal hooks jingling slightly as I hold it at my side. Branding myself isn’t enough to overcome the pain radiating through me . . . but this might.

      The rain pounds against the overhang as I step onto the porch, covering the thump of the front door closing. The clearing is a black abyss, lit only by the scattered lightning. I hardly feel the moisture as I shuffle down the steps making my way to the training area.

      I want to forget everything.

      Our reunion at the hospital, our first night here, the day I met him, the first time he made love to me . . . I let the memories take over, driving me further into madness. Physical pain is the only thing that’ll take this away. Stopping in the center of the training area, the flogger is lead in my hand. I drop it next to me and peel my soaked shirt over my head, letting it fall to the ground.

      Picking the flogger up, I crack my neck, whipping the suede fronds against the ground, testing their strength. The hooks dig up the dirt like a till through a garden. If this doesn’t overcome the devastation, nothing but death will.

      There isn’t much to live for now anyway.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I whip the flogger over my shoulder. The hooks dig into my flesh and I bite my bottom lip, suppressing a scream. My lids open, battling against the rain as I lash myself again. Black spots dance in my vision as the hooks tear the skin just under my bra strap.

      I scream, falling to one knee, my heart racing, pushing back the sick visions of Blake touching Maria . . . loving her. Again, the hooks connect, a scream erupts, and the rain washes blood down my back onto my jeans. New darkness creeps in, mixing with the one already consuming me.

      Images of Blake and me, him and Maria, and my years in the ring dance through my mind. Without thinking, I push to my feet and bring the flogger to my skin repeatedly, screaming with the thunder shaking the earth each time.

      It feels good to scream.

      I swing the flogger, gaining momentum. The last should be the worst to drive the images from my mind at least for tonight. I whip it back, a deep, guttural growl reaching my ears as the clinking of metal resounds before connecting with my flesh. The flogger rips from my hand, spinning me around. A large figure looms in front of me, my heart all but stops. Strong arms dart out and pull me toward it, sobs erupting from my throat.

      “Stop this, Lily. It isn’t worth it,” Dresden whispers, his breath hot and calming against my ear as we sink into the mud.

      “Let. Me. Go,” I say between heaves.

      “No. I care about you too much to let you do this.”

      No one cares about me. If they do, it won’t stay that way. Blake proved that the moment he chose that whore over me.

      “Let me go, please,” I beg.

      “Never.”

      He stands, scooping me into his arms. The flashes of the storm light the way as he walks toward the guesthouse. Dresden moved out here when all hell broke loose. He shouldn’t be taking care of me. He’s just as broken over Shannon as I am over Blake.

      
        
        †††

        ~Dresden~

      

      

      

      Lily shakes as I set her on the edge of my bed. She’s gone quiet— her eyes empty as I’ve never seen them. Blake has no idea what he’s done, but in the morning, he will. Gently, I lean over her, examining her back. She split herself open pretty bad. I dab the blood away with a towel, careful not to wipe the wounds. She doesn’t even wince.

      I grab a can of topical anesthetic from my bag and spray her down with it.

      “How’s that feel?”

      “Fine,” she mutters, emotionless.

      Dropping to my knees in front of her, I cup her face in my hands. Her skin’s damp and soft, stirring something inside me it shouldn’t.

      “You can’t do this to yourself. I know it hurts, baby, but you’re stronger than this.”

      Tears build in her eyes, shining in the dim light of my room. “I don’t want to be strong anymore. I don’t want to feel anymore.”

      My chest heaves with pain seeing her like this . . . this broken. I never realized how much I cared for her until now. She’s always been so negative about herself, situations like this bringing all those bad thoughts home, making them more intense and more real. It’s a wonder she didn’t kill herself years ago.

      “Hey, you’re better than this. You know that.” Leaning forward, I press my forehead against hers, shifting my hand to cup her neck.

      She smells good.

      Sniffling, she runs her hand across my shoulder. “I just want a way to forget.”

      “So, do I,” I whisper.

      Her skin is freezing from the rain, but somehow warmth radiates off her, washing over me. Lily tilts her head up and her lips brush against mine.

      “Lil,” I whisper, massaging her neck.

      She leans forward, gently pressing her lips to mine, and they’re so soft and warm. It’s wrong and we shouldn’t do this. We’re both hurt, on the rebound, and trying to forget, but my body aches to touch her. I’ve never really thought of Lily in this way, but she’s beautiful and the only thing on my mind is stopping her pain.

      Cupping her face with my other hand, I deepen the kiss, possessing her mouth with mine, and I press my body flush against hers. My tongue caresses hers, my erection pressing hard against my jeans, and she moans softly.

      She pulls back, gazing at me, searching for something, and I wish I could read her mind. Lily was broken when I first met her, but the despair in her eyes now is worse than it was even then. All the muscles in my stomach clench as she bites her bottom lip.

      She really has no idea how beautiful she is.

      “I know it’s wrong, but I want to make love to you,” I say in a hushed tone.

      Her breathing hitches and my heart beats in my ears like a war drum. “Yes.”

      Keeping her eyes on mine, she grabs the hem of my shirt, her fingers skimming my skin. I gasp, and she pulls my shirt over my head, dropping it next to the bed. Standing, I pull her up with me, my fingertips trailing across her stomach just above her waistband. She shivers, making my erection twitch.

      I try to steady my breathing as I unbutton her jeans and drop back to my knees, sliding the denim down her legs. She grasps my shoulder, steadying herself as she steps out of them. She’s not wearing anything underneath. Gazing up at her, I kiss her softly at the apex of her thigh. Her lips part, her face turning slightly red.

      Grinning, keeping my eyes on her, I kiss the other side, lashing my tongue against her skin. She moans, running her nails across my jaw. Her skin is like silk as my hands run up the back of her legs, kneading her as my tongue moves back across her skin.

      “Dresden,” she whimpers.

      Smiling against her skin, I trail kisses up her stomach, between her breasts, to her neck. She tilts her head, her fingers popping the button of my jeans. My teeth graze her earlobe, my fingers unhooking her bra and trailing across her back, the smoothness disrupted by her scars and new wounds from tonight.

      “You’re beautiful, Lily. You always have been.”

      She presses her lips to my collarbone as her hand slides inside my jeans, steadily grasping my erection.

      “Oh, god,” I moan as she moves her hand up and down my shaft, pushing me to a place I really shouldn’t go with her.

      She removes her hand and pushes my jeans and boxers from my hips, letting them fall to the floor. Her breathing is erratic, coming in puffs from her lips. Desire and need flood my body as I claim her mouth with mine, tangling my fingers in her hair and pulling her against me.

      She wraps her arms around my neck, kissing me back with force. I walk forward until her legs press against the bed. Keeping my lips against hers, we sink onto the mattress. Kneeling between her legs, I kiss down her neck, across her collarbone to her breasts. Her back arches as I take her nipple into my mouth, teasing it with my tongue.

      She tastes heavenly.

      Moans and simpers escape her lips, hardening my erection further, as I move to her other breast, sucking and teasing her. Her legs tighten against me, her hips rising as she tries to find friction. She’s wet and wanting— it takes all my self-control not to bury myself in her.

      “Please,” she begs as I move my lips back to hers.

      “Look at me, Lily,” I whisper, my voice husky.

      Our eyes lock and I sink into her, very slowly, my arms shaking with the effort to restrain myself. She cries out softly, raising her hips again, her nails digging into my biceps.

      “Dres,” she moans, throwing her head back as I pull out and sink into her again.

      I can’t hold back any longer. This is wrong on so many levels, but my ability to give a fuck seems to have disappeared. Hitching her legs up, the back of her knees suspended against the crooks of my elbows, I rear back and slam into her, hard.

      She screams, trying to arch her body to meet mine. My desire takes over, our rhythm quickening. My release is getting close and her legs tense as she continues to moan and simper, begging me with her body.

      Leaning down, pushing her legs up further, I press my lips to hers, gently biting her bottom lip. She clasps her hands around my neck as I continue to slam into her.

      “I’m going to come, Lily.”

      She scraps her nails down my back, and we both convulse, succumbing to energy-draining orgasms at the same time. I growl against her lips, stilling finally, my breathing ragged, my heart beating furiously. Slowly, I pull out of her and shift to lie beside her, pulling her into my arms.

      She nuzzles against my chest, wrapping her arm around me. I should feel guilty, but I don’t. She’s my best friend, my solace, and deep down, I love her. It’s not being in love, not like with Shannon. It’s different, but it’s there.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, her breath tickling my skin.

      I chuckle. “I’ve never had a woman thank me for sex.”

      She chuckles and it’s musical. It’s been over a year since that sound has come from her. “I wasn’t thanking you for the sex.”

      “What were you thanking me for then?”

      “For being here. For not giving up.”

      I place my finger under her chin and tip her head up, forcing her to look at me. Leaning down, I plant a soft kiss on her lips. She runs her fingers across my cheek, cupping the side of my face.

      “I needed comfort tonight and so did you. I’ll always be here, Lily. You mean more to me than you know. You and Blake will work this out, you belong with him, and I belong with Shannon. But right now, we’re both hurting. No one else calms me the way you do, Lil.” I kiss her again. “I don’t know what the hell we’re going to do come tomorrow. But I do know that I love you, in my own way. And I’ll move heaven and earth to keep you out of the darkness.”

      She smiles and gently kisses my neck. Closing her eyes, she sighs and nuzzles against me. I let my lids fall closed, lightly trailing my fingers across her hip.

      “I love you too, Dresden.”
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      Pain radiates through my back as I roll over. Dresden curls his arms around me, his finger trailing lightly across my forehead. My eyes flutter open, moonlight illuminating Dresden’s face. He’s propped on his elbow, pain shimmering in his irises, which almost glow in the light. Softly, I cup the side of his face, barely feeling his skin.

      Agony is the only thing registering in my brain. Physical, emotional, everything at once pulling me down into a place I don’t want to go. We’ve been back a month, barely, and everything that kept us going for the last year has turned into nothing short of a nightmare. Dresden leans forward, pressing his lips to my temple.

      I should feel something. Guilt, anger . . . something. Nothing comes through.

      “I hate seeing you like this, Lil,” he whispers against my skin.

      For a long moment, neither of us says anything. It’s as if I’m here, but not really. A shell of me lying in bed with a man I never should’ve touched. The comfort he gave me last night was amazing— wrong, but amazing. He’s not Blake though, and every fiber of my being belongs to the man who’s going to have a baby with that evil bitch.

      “I love him, Dres. What am I supposed to do?”

      He sits back and sighs, rubbing his hand over his head. “You’ve got to forgive him, Lil. He fucked up. We fucked up— last night and last year. Everyone makes mistakes.”

      “Can you forgive Shannon?”

      “I want to. Eventually, yes. Being with you was . . . amazing. But, she’s my future. No amount of anger is going to change that. Blake is your future.”

      Huffing, I slide out of bed and yank my pants on. My back stings as I clip on my bra and adjust it. Gritting my teeth and running my fingers through my tangled mess of hair, I mentally prepare myself to go back to the main house. Dresden gets dressed and kisses my shoulder as we leave the comfort of the guesthouse.

      It’s after nine at night and, in the back of my mind, I’m surprised no one came looking for us. The light shines through the curtains of the safe house and two SUV’s, that aren’t ours, are parked out front.

      “Wonder who’s here?” Dresden’s voice is tight.

      “Don’t say anything about last night,” I whisper as we stop outside the front door.

      He nods, opening the door. All the color drains from my face as my eyes fall on Blake and Maria. Coldness runs through me, causing my shoulders to shake. Rounding the corner, I’m halted. Hyde, Hastin, and Dr. Kinderson, another Interpol psychiatrist, stand with an older woman in a doctor’s coat. She’s short with gray hair and startling blue eyes and a no-nonsense stance.

      “Good evening, Agents,” Hyde says, failing to disguise the anger in his voice.

      “Evening, sir,” Dresden says, stopping next to me.

      Tears pool in my eyes again, scenes from last night flashing through my memory.

      I can’t do this.

      Hyde starts talking, but it’s as if we’re in a wind tunnel. The words don’t fully reach my ears— it’s just a muffled mess. My body shakes, the room darkening at the edges.

      “Lily,” Hastin says, his voice breaking through the blackness.

      I meet his gaze, the tears spilling down my cheeks. He pulls me into a hug, his hand pressing into the wounds on my back and I cry out, almost crumbling to the ground.

      “What’s happened?” He lets go immediately as Dresden grabs my waist, holding me upright.

      Blake and Hastin move behind me.

      “Shit,” Hastin gasps under his breath. “Did she do this to herself?”

      “Yes,” Dresden whispers.

      “Oh, Lily,” Blake breathes.

      Part of me wants to turn around and hold him, let him make this okay. A bigger part of me wants to beat the shit out of him. The woman in the doctor’s coat joins them, sucking in a sharp breath.

      “Get her into one of the spare rooms. Now.”

      “No,” I mumble, hardly able to form words. “Hyde.”

      “Lily?” He steps forward as I push myself upright and step away from Dresden.

      “I’m done. I want out.”

      “Lily, you can’t,” Sammi yells.

      “Boa,” I plead. “Look at me. It’s over. I won’t live much longer if I stay here.”

      “No, Viper. We’ll get through this, please.”

      I shake my head as my knees give out. Dresden and Samuel grab either side of me.

      Where the hell did the kid come from?”

      “Get her in the room, now,” the unnamed woman snaps.

      We move with ease, my feet dragging the floor, and they sit me on the bed.

      “Samuel.” I grab his arm as he turns to go.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he says, kneeling next to me.

      “Take care of Sorina for me. None of this is her fault.”

      “You and Mr. Mason are going to take care of her. We’re not letting you go this easily.”

      I open my mouth to retort, but the doctor sweeps in and ushers them out of the room. Hastin is with her.

      “I need you to fight, Lily,” he says sternly. “You got out of the darkness once. Don’t go back there. Don’t let this consume you. You’ve got to fight.”

      “Who are you,” I ask the female doctor.

      “Elaine Monroe.”

      “Hyde’s wife?”

      “Yes,” she says smiling for the first time.

      Hastin sits next to me, his eyes focused over my shoulder. He clasps both my hands, pressing down as Elaine pours something cold over my back. The sting burrows deep in the wounds, making my vision blacken, and stars dancing in my sight. I scream, trying to pull my hands from the vice grip around them.

      As the pain subsides, she does it again. I zone out as she examines me, and Hastin talks softly in my ear. He’s a good man and one hell of a psychiatrist. A half-hour goes by before he leaves. Elaine sits on the bed next to me, her face tight with irritation, except for her eyes. They’re soft, reassuring, and sad.

      “Is there a chance you’re pregnant?”

      “No, doc. I can’t have kids.”

      “Rest here for a few. I’m going to go take a look at Agent Johanson and find out if there is any truth to her pregnancy claims.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I lean sideways, my head falling on the pillow. Exhaustion pulls at my body and I drift, despair rising in my unconsciousness.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Knocking pierces through the veil of my nightmare. Rubbing my eyes, I roll onto my back, wincing.

      “Come in.”

      The door opens and Blake steps in, closing it behind him. “Can we talk?”

      Sighing, my back throbs, rubbing against the blanket as I scoot over so he can sit. He reaches for my hands, stopping midway, letting his fall onto the bed between us.

      He runs a hand through his hair, taking a deep breath. “Lily, I’m so sorry.”

      “I know. So am I.”

      “Tell me how to fix this. I can’t lose you, baby,” he says, his voice cracking at the end.

      “If she’s really pregnant, Blake, there’s no fixing this.”

      “And if she’s not?”

      “Then we’ll find a way.”

      “Did you sleep with Dresden last night just to get back at me,” he blurts out, venom coloring his tone.

      I grit my teeth. I’m going to punch Dresden in the damn face.

      “No. It just . . . happened. I shouldn’t have, we both know that.”

      “I wanted to punch him in the mouth when he told me. Shannon put me in my place though.”

      “I bet she’s pissed.”

      “No. She says we brought this on ourselves and have no right to be angry that you and he found comfort in each other. Doesn’t make me any less pissed though.”

      “Why did you sleep with her?”

      “Oh, Lily. I got drunk. She came into my room wearing nothing. I fucked up, okay. I’d give anything to take it back, but I can’t.”

      “I’m so confused,” I whisper.

      Maria was right about one thing. At the time Blake slept with her, he thought I was dead. The rational part of me knows being angry with him isn’t fair. The pain right now is no different from what was in him then. We’ve both shattered each other so much without really meaning to.

      Gently, I lay my hand over his. “I’m sorry. This never would’ve happened if I hadn’t left.”

      He cups the side of my face, his touch sending warmth through my body, pushing back the chill that’s coursed through me since yesterday. “No, baby. We both screwed up. We can fix this though; I know we can.”

      He leans toward me as the door creaks open, stopping him in his tracks.

      “Hyde needs everyone out here,” Dresden says.

      Blake sighs and stands, holding his hand out to help me up. Pulling my arm, he spins me around to face him. His eyes stay on mine as he clasps my bracelet around my left wrist and slides my engagement ring back onto my finger.

      “Thank you.” Keeping my hand in Blake’s, I glare at Dresden. “What happened to keeping your fucking mouth shut?”

      “Deal with it.”

      My eyes reach for the heavens and Dresden has the audacity to laugh. It makes me want to hit him.

      Fucker.

      Everyone has gathered in the living room again. Blake squeezes my hand, and Sorina barrels toward us, Sam right behind her. She takes in mine and Blake’s hands and wraps her arms around me.

      “Easy, kiddo. My back hurts like a bitch.”

      “Sorry,” she mutters.

      I kiss her hair and chuckle. “It’s okay.”

      “Let’s get this over with,” Elaine says, stepping into the middle of the room. “Dr. Saladinya and Dr. Kinderson should stay here for the time being. Some people here will probably need them.”

      “Not a problem,” Dr. Kinderson says, glancing at me.

      I roll my eyes. She’s not my favorite person, and I’ll talk to Hastin before her any day.

      “Now, to get to the major issue,” Hyde says, stepping forward. “Since you all thought it was necessary to air all this openly, we’re going to do the same.”

      “Oh, shit,” Dresden says under his breath as Shannon snuggles against his side.

      A grin spreads across my face. I’m glad they’re going to work shit out. They belong together and Dres deserves to be happy. Maria shuffles from one foot to the other, her face going red, fists clenching at her sides. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than punching her in the face.

      “Agent Johanson is not pregnant,” Elaine states with force.

      My cheeks heat, my feet moving forward until Blake pulls on my hand, stopping me.

      “And a lie like that, which intentionally could’ve cost us two of the best agents on this team, will not go without consequences. Agent Johanson, you’re relieved of your post here and will face disciplinary action back in DC.” Hyde gives her a pointed stare, and she narrows her eyes, something wicked dancing in them.

      “You fucking bitch,” I hiss, tearing my hand out of Blake’s and bee-lining for her.

      My fist connects with her face as several arms grab me, pulling me backward. She stumbles back, clutching her cheek.

      “Calm down, Lily,” Vlad snaps, yanking me backward.

      My chest rises and falls rapidly, the desire to beat that whore until her face caves in taking over and blocking out all logical sense. Sammi steps in front of me, gently squeezing the side of my neck.

      “Breath, Viper. That cunt ain’t worth you losing your job over.”

      I gasp at her vulgarity. Sammi’s never been a foul mouth in all the time she’s been with this team, despite the fact the rest of us are. I stop struggling and straighten myself, my cheeks warming as Sammi raises her eyebrows.

      “I’ve never heard you talk like that.”

      “Well, I’ve hated that bitch since she showed up 12 months ago.”

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress the urge to laugh, but it’s no use. Blake pulls me to his side as a fit of giggles erupts from my throat. Soon, we’re all chuckling, and Sammi hugs me gently, careful not to touch my back.

      “If you all are finished, we have one more issue to discuss,” Hyde says, forcing the grin off his face.

      We turn toward him, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “While Maria isn’t pregnant, there is one female here who is, and everyone needs to take extra care not to put more stress on her than needed,” Elaine smiles.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, confusion evident in my tone. “Who’s pregnant?”

      “I am,” Shannon says softly looking at the floor.

      My heart stops . . . literally.

      “What,” Dresden whispers taking a step toward her, his hands twitching at his sides.

      “Very newly pregnant, apparently. Three or four weeks,” she says glancing at him through her eyelashes.

      Well fuck . . . didn’t see that one coming
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      Dresden splays his hand across her stomach, a shocked grin taking over his expression. Tears well up in Shannon’s eyes as she covers his hand with hers. Guilty doesn’t begin to cover how I feel now, in light of this particular news.

      Can we ever just have a normal, non-excitement filled day?

      Blake walks past me and hugs Shannon to his chest. She wraps her arms around him and my heart melts. This is how a family should be and more than ever before, the thought of leaving Interpol for a normal life nags at me.

      As Blake steps back, releasing his sister, the rest of the group converge on them, hugging her and Dresden. Carmen and Sorina, both in tears, giggle and talk so fast it makes my head spin. Teresa darts into the kitchen and the clanking of glass echoes off the walls.

      Blake steps in front of me and my smile vanishes, my eyes downcast. All the emotions I’ve pushed down for the last few days bubble in my throat, tears stinging my eyes. He presses his fingers under my chin and tilts my head up, forcing me to look him in the face.

      “Stop with the crying,” he whispers, leaning down to press his lips to mine.

      Everything about him is warm and inviting, and all the memories flood back, this time welcome, reminding me of why we’re here. My hands tangle in his hair and I pull him flush against me. His hands snake around my waist, resting on my ass. Tears stream silently down my face as his tongue finds mine in a dance I never thought I’d experience again.

      “I’m so sorry,” I cry against his lips.

      “Shh, baby. You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.” He kisses me again before leaning his forehead against mine. “Lily, I love you. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “You won’t.” Sobs erupt from my throat and he buries his face in my hair, squeezing his arms around my shoulders.

      A blinding pain radiates through my side and lower back. My body arches, collapsing into Blake’s arms as I scream, warm wetness seeping from the point of pain down my backside to my thighs.

      Commotion resounds around me but everything blurs. Samuel halts next to Blake, his gun drawn, the colors of his clothes going in and out of focus. His hands extend in front of him and a gunshot echoes off the walls, my knees buckling in perfect time with the last of the vibration.

      My hand shakes as I reach behind me, fingertips sliding over the hilt of a knife. My body shudders as I grip the handle and pull, another sharp explosion shattering what willpower I have left. The pain is immeasurable, and the blade falls from my hand before I can look at it.

      Everything blinks in and out.

      Blake’s lips move, the sound muffled and distance. “Lily,” he says, “Stay with me, baby.”

      Yelling filters through the haze, my eyes opening and closing of their own accord. I’m moving, tucked against Blake’s chest, the lights flashing like a strobe as I fight the blackness creeping into my mind.

      Fight Lily! Stay Awake!

      A screaming hits my ears and it takes a moment before I realize it’s me making the sound. The darkness is stronger than me, and I start to fade. My body tilts to the side and rolls until I’m on my stomach face down. Strong hands grip my head and turn it to the side.

      “Come on, Lily, fight, damn it.”

      Vlad?

      Pressure takes over my back and side, fingers moving inside the gash in my back.

      “She’s losing too much blood. Hyde, get my bags, I think her kidney’s ruptured.”

      “Blake,” I whisper.

      Lips press against my forehead, and my body relaxes at the touch, letting the fog clouding my brain come through. Everything fades, faster and faster.

      “I’m here, love. Hold on.”

      I’m gone.

      
        
        †††

        ~Blake~

      

      

      Vlad and Dresden help a small Interpol team document the murder of Maria Johanson as I sit in a chair with Lily’s cold hand wrapped in mine. Elaine Monroe sits on the other side of the bed, hooking Lily up to an IV and heart monitor.

      “I’m going to give her a sedative, keep her out of it for a few days,” she says moving to her bags.

      She fills a needle with a clear liquid from a small glass bottle.

      “Is that necessary?” The lump in my throat makes it hard to talk, and it’s taking everything in me not to break down and cry.

      “Blake, her kidney was ruptured. She’s got a gash in her back that’s over four inches long, and fourteen other gashes from the flogging she gave herself. If she doesn’t rest, her body is going to breakdown.”

      Sighing, I nod. The strongest woman I’ve ever met is weak and cold with no color in her face. Her eyes don’t move behind her lids and if it weren’t for the monitor’s slow beep, she’d be taken for dead.

      I press my lips to her hand and lay my head on the bed.

      “You should get some rest, Blake.” My father shuffles into the room, past Elaine, and sits on the open side of the bed. He reaches out and tucks a strand of Lily’s hair behind her ear.

      “I’m fine. I’m not leaving until she wakes up.”

      He chuckles. “I never thought you and her would last. How wrong I was.”

      Despite my exhaustion, anger bubbles in my blood.  “Unlike you, I don’t give up on the person I love.”

      “Blake, I messed up where your mother was concerned. I treated her badly. I know that. You can hate me all you want, but you’ll never hate me more than I do.”

      My head snaps up, eyes wide. He’s never once, in all this time, said he felt bad for what he did. We’ve never discussed my mother or what he did to her. He and Carmen always pretend as if it’s some imagined past.

      “You’re telling me this, why?”

      “Lily has almost died several times trying to save our family and your sister is pregnant. If we don’t fix the issues between us, Carmen and I will lose you both. Despite what you think, I love you and Shannon, and I don’t want the past to be a barrier between us anymore.”

      His eyes shine with sincerity. As much as I’d like to tell him to go to hell, something stops me. Lily’s willing to forgive me for everything. She didn’t say as much, but I felt it in her kiss, and the way she held me against her.

      If she can, so can I.

      “Let’s just try to move on. Maybe you’re right. I’ve held on to the past for so long.”

      He reaches across Lily and ruffles my hair as a few tears fall from my eyes. Even unconscious, her love, and willpower continue to heal me and give me strength. All the anger that built up over the last fourteen months melts away. When she wakes up, it has to be a new start. No matter how hard it is, I’ve got to let go of the past if there’s any chance of keeping this beautiful woman in my future.

      A knock startles us and I jump in my seat. The door swings open and a sobbing Sorina comes in her head down, followed by Shannon, Dresden, and Samuel.

      “How’s she doing, sir?” Samuel’s voice is tight.

      I hold my arms out to Sorina and she darts into them. Pulling her onto my lap, she leans forward, kissing Lily’s hand, laying her head on it. Quietly, she sobs into the mattress and methodically, I rub my hand up and down her back.

      “She’s in bad shape, but Dr. Monroe’s sedated her. She’ll heal; we just need to give her time.”

      “I’ve never understood how much a human can endure until I finally met the Viper,” Samuel says with admiration in his voice.

      “Lily Williams is almost inhuman in her ability to endure,” Dresden says with a chuckle.

      “Do we know why Maria was so hell-bent on Lily’s destruction,” Shannon asks, irritation clouding her words.

      It’s something I’ve wondered for a while now. Granted, Maria was pissed about Lily jacking her up in the hospital, but everything since then has been above and beyond normal hatred.

      “I do,” Samuel says, his cheeks flushing red.

      Sorina sits up, wiping her eyes as we all glare at him. “Well?”

      “When Maria claimed to be pregnant the other night, Sammi and I decided to do some digging. I’m rather good with a computer, so between us, we hacked every network with Maria’s virtual fingerprint.”

      He runs his hand through his hair, sagging into the armchair by the door. “Turns out Maria had an old vendetta against Lily, one even the Viper didn’t know about. Maria Johanson’s father is Jax Unnami.”

      “No fucking way,” Dresden hisses, clenching his fists, the muscles in his arms flexing.

      “Where is Jax now,” Shannon asks, rubbing Dresden’s back gently.

      “He disappeared about six months ago,” Hyde says strolling into the room. “We’ve been trying to find him ever since.”

      “As much as I know you all need to discuss this, Lily needs to rest. Why don’t you all go in the other room and let her have some peace and quiet,” Elaine says, lightly touching Hyde’s arm.

      Sorina stands and takes Samuel’s hand, silently pulling him from the room. Hyde leans over and squeezes my shoulder before he and Elaine move out the door.

      “Come on, Blake. You need to rest,” Shannon whispers as my father moves past her.

      “Go on, I’m not leaving her.”

      She nods, taking Dresden’s hand in hers.

      “Relax, Blake,” he says in a firm tone. “I told you once before, don’t ever count her out. She’s a strong bitch and stubborn as hell.”

      I chuckle. If that isn’t the truth, nothing is. The door clicks shut, and I lay my head on the bed next to her hand, covering it with mine. My eyelids close, the soft beep of her heart monitor lulling me toward sleep.

      
        
        †††

        ~Lily~

      

      

      “Pain is nothing but a learned psychological reaction, Lily. If you can unlearn it, you can do things no one else can.”

      Jax moves around me, his energy giving away his position. He stops behind me, tightening the blindfold that holds me in darkness. These exercises have become more frequent and intense. He’s determined for me to be the best, but I rely too much on sight.

      Taking deep breaths, my body relaxes— the soft tap of his shoes moving left, pausing for a moment. A whistle sounds and I step forward, the belt missing me by inches and slapping the floor instead.

      “Good. You’re getting better. You never know which of your senses you’ll have undercover, so you must learn to use them all.”

      His shoes tap against the concrete again, to the left further. A pungent, sharp aroma hits my nostrils. My hands dart out, grabbing his wrists and twisting them back. A zap reverberates through the room as he curses under his breath, the homemade Taser clattering against the ground.

      A smile plays on my lips, wiped off as his hand connects with my cheek. I grit my teeth together and absorb the sting.

      “Don’t get cocky. Underestimating your target will get you killed.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He yanks the blindfold off and my eyes ache as light floods them. I’ve worn that damned thing for the last two hours. It’s like being in a windowless basement and then walking out into the Louisiana sun in the middle of July.

      “We’ve only been training for three months, but you’ve shown remarkable progress. Get dressed, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

      Jax and I agreed that keeping my true past from the team he’s compiling is for the best. I shrug into my jeans and pull a long sleeve black shirt over my head, covering the skin the training outfit shows. The ponytail holder yanks at my hair as it slides out, but with my hair down, passing for twenty-one is easy.

      Jax knows a lot of people and the official approval for my job with him at Interpol came in yesterday. How he managed to fool an agency like that, well, it’s beyond me to even guess. He opens the side door and moonlight filters in for a moment, blocked out again as a large figure moves in.

      They speak in hushed tones for a moment, their eyes darting toward me. Their shoes sound overly loud, the man’s walk a little lighter than Jax’s though.

      “Lily, meet the second member of our team. This is Dresden Scholl; he specializes in Operations Tactics and hand-to-hand combat techniques.”

      “Agent Scholl,” I say quietly.

      His eyebrows raise slightly, a smirk appearing on his lips. Green eyes sparkle in the fluorescent light, his skin lightly tan and smooth. Brown hair hangs down to the bottom of his ears, his clothing more suitable for a bodybuilder than an agent.

      Jax wears khakis and polo shirts most of the time. Dresden wears jean-shorts, ripped and frayed at the bottom, and a sleeveless muscle shirt, which hugs his body so tight his pectoral muscles and abs are visible.

      “Are you against buying clothes that fit, or you just so arrogant you feel the need to show off your muscles all the time?”

      Jax’s mouth drops open, but Dresden bursts out laughing.

      “I can see why you picked this one. She’s a smart mouth little bitch.”

      He eyes me up and a smile forms on my lips. Maybe this will be more fun than I

      thought. Here’s to hoping the rest of the team is as witty as this guy.
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      Sorina and I have sat by Lily’s side for the last week. I’ve taken a shower in this bathroom as opposed to my own and eaten every meal in here. My appetite is barely there, not knowing when Dr. Monroe is going to wake her up.

      Lily resembles an angel right now. Sorina brushes Lily’s hair every morning. I think it makes her feel like she’s helping in some way. There’s not a lot any of us can do. Hyde’s worried about how angry Lily will be when she wakes up, and I’m inclined to feel the same.

      She’s been through too much over the last few months. It boggles my mind that this all started because her smart mouth and attitude turned me on. It’ll make one hell of a story to tell people later on in life.

      “How’s she doing, Blake?” Sammi rests her hand on my shoulder.

      “Same. Which is good, I guess.”

      Sammi stops in around lunchtime every day to check on Lily. Her presence is calming. Over the last year, she was the only one to keep a level head. She tried to parent Sorina when I was in no fit shape to do so, which I can’t thank her enough for.

      “She’ll be okay. Lily’s been through worse. Don’t forget how young she was when the Taurus took her. If she made it through that, she’ll pull through this.”

      “I know. This just isn’t how I pictured things going after we left the hospital,” I say, leaning down to kiss Lily’s fingertips.

      “Things never go the way we plan, Blake. You’ve just got to make the best of what you have. She’s alive and Dr. Monroe says she’s healing well. That’s all we can really ask for at this point.”

      “Thanks, Sammi.” I stand and hug her.

      Shannon shuffles into the room as Sammi takes her leave. This is the most time Shannon and I’ve spent together since entering witness protection. In a way, it’s nice to be around her again. Since my talk with our father, we’ve tried to mend things between the four of us. Carmen and I’ve spoken a few times, cleared the air between us a bit.

      “Have you gotten any sleep?”

      I chuckle, running my fingers through my hair. “A little. You definitely need more rest. It’s not just you anymore.”

      Smiling, she places a hand over her belly. “Yeah, I don’t need to be reminded. If one more person tries to shove food down my throat, I might snap and slap someone.”

      “We’re just worried about you. God, I can’t believe my little sister is going to be a mother.”

      “Crazy, right? Dresden and I were talking about names last night.”

      “Oh, yeah. Pick any good ones?”

      “Well, if we have a boy, we were thinking Makoa, actually.”

      My head snaps up and my chest tightens. “Shannon . . . I . . .”

      “Hey, you’re my brother and the best man I know. Giving my son your middle name would be an honor.”

      I grab her arm and pull her into a tight hug against my chest. She wraps her arms around my waist and gently rubs my back.

      “If it’s a girl?”

      “Dresden picked that one. Mihnea.”

      “Lily’s name?”

      She leans back and looks me in the eyes. Pride shines in them. “Yes. We’d like you both to be the godparents as well.”

      I let out a huffed breath, smoothing her hair with my hand. “Of course, Shan. Thank you.”

      She squeezes me again and leaves. I sink into the chair and take Lily’s hands in mine again.

      “You hear that baby,” I whisper. “They want to name their kid after us.”

      I tear slides down my face as I trail my fingers down her cheek. Everyone’s so busy trying to work this situation out, and Hyde’s arguments with Bates over Maria’s death have been more than colorful. At the end of the day, I don’t give a shit about any of that. I just want my Lily back and healthy for once.

      That isn’t asking too much, is it?

      
        
        †††

        ~Lily~

      

      

      Where the hell am I?

      Trees surround me, bright silver light gleaming through their leaves, illuminating a soft dirt path. How did I get here? There’s no movement around me. No wind, no animals, or . . . anything. There’s just light, and this strange twinkling in the tops of the trees.

      My toes melt into the dirt with each step I take, cool and velvety between them.

      Am I dead?

      A long, flowing silk gown wraps my body, billowing behind me as I walk. It shimmers, catching the light at all the right angles. Rounding a bend, my breath catches in my throat. Everyone stands in the center of a large clearing. Blake has Sorina tucked under his arm and they’re smiling gently, their eyes twinkling. Shannon holds a small bundle, tufts of brown hair barely visible around the top edges of the blanket.

      “Welcome back, baby,” Blake says holding his hand out, inviting me to join them.

      Rushing toward him, elation courses through my veins.

      A sharp pain radiates through my head as I’m thrown backward, landing hard on my ass.

      What the fuck?

      Scrambling to my feet, I move toward them again, but some kind of invisible wall stops me a foot from them. My breath hitches, a lump forming in my throat.

      “Blake!”

      A shadow creeps in from behind them— a wall of darkness, my heart-stopping and filling with fear. Pressing my hands against the invisible wall, tears stream down my face. Screams erupt on the other side as the shadow moves over the people I love, each of them falling to the ground.

      I scream and bang my fists against the barrier until the darkness reaches Blake. He cringes, his face distorted with pain before he slumps to the ground, Sorina following him. His eyes stare at me, lifeless, seeing nothing.

      I sink to my knees, sobbing uncontrollably, all my worst fears realized.

      
        
        †††

        ~Blake~

      

      

      Teresa sets dinner on the table as everyone takes their seats. Sorina and Samuel refused to leave me alone until I agree to eat with everyone else. The food smells amazing— chicken and dumplings . . . one of my favorites.

      “Teresa, join us,” I say before she can shuffle off to the kitchen.

      She smiles and slides into the empty seat next to Sorina.

      “A toast,” my father says, raising his beer. “To Lily’s swift recovery, the health of my soon-to-be grandchild, and to this wonderful group of people.”

      “Here, here,” several people echo around the table.

      I raise my bottle and take a long draw. It’s been a while since drinking appealed to me. After my drunken night with Maria, it became clear alcohol and I should part ways. With everything that’s happened though, the beer tastes better than it normally would.

      A scream erupts from the other room. My chair clacks against the floor as I dart toward Lily’s open door.

      My heart pounds in my ears making it hard to hear Dr. Monroe’s voice as she barks orders at me. Lily’s eyes are open and wild, darting around the room. She’s awake but detached like she’s seeing something other than what’s in the room.

      “Hold her down,” Elaine barks.

      Dresden pushes into the room, climbs on the bed and holds Lily’s thrashing legs as I hold her arms down.

      “Let me go,” she screams. “Let. Me. Go.”

      “Calm down, baby, breathe,” I say over her.

      She’s stronger than expected for her body being in less than perfect shape. I press down on her shoulders, holding her upper body against the mattress. Her hands grip my biceps, nails digging into my skin as she holds on as if her life depends on it. She stares into my face, fear evident in her blue irises.

      “Don’t put me back to sleep,” she begs, tears welling up and sliding down her cheeks.

      Elaine sticks a needle into the IV hook up and slowly sends medication through. Within moments, Lily’s body relaxes, and her eyes droop closed. She’s back to the angelic sleep as if nothing happened.

      “I mixed Seroquel with it. Should keep the nightmares at bay,” Elaine says, breathing heavy.

      Dresden gently gets up and fixes the blankets around Lily’s legs, his eyes tight with emotional pain. He pats me on the back, and I lean forward pressing my lips to her eyes, nose, cheeks, and lips.

      “Rest, baby,” I whisper. “I’m right here.”

      The door clicks closed, and I give into the pain shooting through me, sobbing into the pillow next to her head. She’ll be better soon, I’ve got to believe that, and then we can go from there.

      I’m sorry, baby. You’re going to be fine.
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            ~Lily~
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      A slow beep penetrates the fog swirling around inside my head. My body is nestled in warmth and softness. I will my eyes to open, and slowly, the lids obey and a soft light, tinged yellow floods my vision.

      This isn’t my room.

      A heart monitor and several other machines beep and ding next to the bed. Movement catches my attention from the corner of my eye, startling me, my breath catching in my throat. I jump— my body aching, stiff, and sore. It’s like I haven’t moved in months.

      Blake’s head is resting on his hands, which cover my left one. A smile spreads across my face. He’s got stubble on his chin and cheeks. It’s not like him not to shave. Gently, I cross my right arm over my body, the tightness in my shoulder making me wince. His hair is soft under my fingertips and emotion blankets me, fierce, just like the first time I laid in his arms.

      He grumbles and lifts his head, eyes going wide as he realizes it’s me touching him. His chest rises and falls, lips planting kisses on the back of my hand, my fingers, and my engagement ring.

      “Hi,” I croak.

      “Hey, baby. Welcome back. Let me get the doctor.”

      “Blake, I need to get up. I need to pee and get a drink.”

      “Lily, stay put, please,” he says in alarm.

      “I need to use the bathroom.”

      “You have a catheter. Don’t get up.”

      That’s gross.

      “Oh, hell no. I want all this shit out and unhooked, now.”

      The door swings open and Elaine bustles into the room. “Blake, give me a minute with her.”

      He leans down and kisses my forehead and then my lips before leaving, closing the door behind him. Methodically, she unhooks me from the machines and gives me the once over before she shadows me to the bathroom door.

      ‘I got it, Doc. Thank you.”

      She holds her hands up in defeat and I shut the door in her face. My muscles are so stiff I move like a penguin. More waddle than walk as my knees protest bending. Emerging from the bathroom, Elaine and Blake are in a deep discussion.

      “How long have I been out?”

      They look apprehensive as I move to the bed and sit on the edge. Blake kneels in front of me, rubbing his hands up and down my thighs, massaging the muscle. It’s heavenly and the skimming of his flesh on mine makes my stomach clench.

      “Three weeks, Lily.” Elaine stands with her arms crossed over her chest by the door.

      “What?”

      “I kept you sedated so you could heal. You’ll still need to take it easy, but the wounds from your self-flogging healed, and your ruptured kidney is much better.”

      “Where’s that cunt? I’d like to return the favor,” I snap more forcefully than intended.

      Maria Johanson is a cowardice whore that belongs in the seventh circle of hell.

      “She’s dead.” Blake takes my hands in his.

      “Really? Who killed her?”

      “Morris.”

      “No fucking way?”

      Blake chuckles. “Yeah. Who would’ve thought he had it in him? Put a bullet between her eyes. Kid’s a good shot.”

      I lean forward and press my lips to his. Thankfully, while in the restroom, I brushed my teeth and washed my face. A shower is definitely in order. He cups my face and gently teases my lips open with his tongue. Since coming back, everything is on a seesaw. One extreme to the next and back in the blink of an eye. It makes my head spin.

      “I’ll give you two some time alone. Lily, seriously, take it easy for another week or so.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I mutter, keeping my lips on Blake’s.

      He presses his forehead against mine and sighs. “What do you need, baby?”

      “A shower.”

      “Alright. I’ll run the water for you.”

      He strolls into the bathroom and the hiss of water bouncing off the shower walls echoes into the bedroom. I strip out of my bra and shorts and lean against the door frame. Blake clasps the edge of the sink, his head bowed and shoulders tense.

      He doesn’t move as I stop behind him, but his body shivers as I run my hand around his side and up to his chest, pressing my front to his back. He clasps my hand and brings it to his lips.

      “Join me.”

      “Lily, you need to take it easy.”

      “I will. I know for a fact you can be very gentle when you want to be.”

      Twisting around, his lips find mine, and my hands tangle in his hair. It seems like forever since I’ve been with him. Three weeks in a medically induced coma is a long time to be out of the loop.

      He leans back against the sink, his eyes full of need, and I lift the hem of his shirt. My fingers skim his abs and chest as I pull it over his head. Gently, I kiss his chest, flicking my tongue against his skin. He tastes heavenly.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispers in a husky tone, his voice full of promise.

      Everything south of my navel clenches in anticipation. “Come on.”

      He shimmies out of his pants and we step into the shower. The warm water relaxes my muscles, the steam clearing my lungs. Standing under the stream of water, letting it soak my hair and skin is like shedding a part of myself.

      This is nice.

      Blake’s hands skim my backside, moving around my hips and up my stomach. Pulling me against him, his lips tease my shoulder and neck, my body responding like a puppet to his touch. He gently pinches my nipples and I moan, grinding my ass against his erection.

      His right hand cups my throat, holding me still, while his other one massages my sex. My nerves are alight with desire and I squirm under his touch.

      “Hold still, baby,” he smiles against my neck, slipping two fingers inside me.

      I moan as he moves them in and out, slow and methodical, pressing against my clit with his thumb each time. I run my nails down his arm, moaning, my hips moving in time with his sensual assault. He stays at a steady rhythm and the pressure builds in my groin, my legs stiffening.

      He nips my earlobe and I come, calling out his name, my knees giving out.

      He wraps his arms around me, holding me upright as I simper, shaking with aftershocks. Turning me gently, he presses my body against the cold wall, trapping me with his hips. His tongue moves across my skin, tickling and teasing from my neck to my breasts, my stomach and back.

      Hitching my leg around his hip, I moan as Blake fills me, swiveling his hips to hit my sweet spot. My back arches and he slowly pulls out and sinks into me again.

      “Lily,” he says, his breath tickling my ear.

      “Yes?”

      “I don’t want to wait to marry you anymore.” He pulls out and sinks into me . . . again.

      My body tenses, the pressure building for a second time. It’s hard to form a coherent thought like this, lost in him.

      “Blake,” I moan.

      “When, Lily?” He swivels his hips, tormenting me, sharp pangs of pleasure gripping my body.

      “Whenever you want. Whatever you want.”

      His mouth finds mine and he moves in and out of me settling into a slow, even rhythm. His muscles flex under my hands as my desire climbs. He trails his tongue along my jaw and nips my earlobe, sending me over the edge.

      “Fuck me,” I hiss, coming hard around him as he finds his release, cradling me against his chest.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      An hour later, I slide under the cool sheets of our bed, finally back in our original room, together, the way it should be. He stands next to the bed and holds out two white pills and a glass of water.

      “What’s this?”

      “Pain meds. Dr. Monroe says you should take them.”

      Taking a deep breath, I shake my head. “No. I’ll be fine. I feel much better than I should.”

      “Lily, for once, can you just do what you’re told?”

      His tone is not to be argued with. I swallow the pills and down the glass of water, smiling as I hand it back to him. He grins, sliding into bed next to me. Gently, he pulls me over and I lay my head on his chest, stroking my finger across his skin.

      He hums, low in his throat and a giggle escapes my lips.

      “I’ve missed hearing you laugh, baby.”

      “I’ve missed you.” I nuzzle his chest as he kisses my hair.

      “Go to sleep. I’ve got a surprise for you tomorrow.”

      “I still don’t like surprises, Blake.”

      His laugh rumbles in my ear. “I know. That’s why I plan them.”

      Closing my eyes, exhaustion takes over and I drift off to the sound of his heartbeat.
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      Two hours in the bathroom and it’s like I’m a new person. Shaved, nails clipped, and my hair brushed and in a braid. The next time someone tries to put me to sleep for three weeks, I’m stabbing them in the throat. I may not be girly, but fuck, looking like a homeless person isn’t my thing.

      The house is quiet . . . too quiet as I make my way to the kitchen. Blake sits at the island toying with some kind of silk scarf.

      “Afternoon, baby,” he purrs, rising and moving toward me.

      “Hi,” I say hesitantly.

      “Ready for your surprise?”

      My eyebrows shoot up as I glance at the scarf in his hands. “What’s that for?”

      A slow, cat-ate-the-canary smile creeps onto his lips. “Why, to blindfold you, my dear. It’s called a surprise for a reason.”

      My stomach heaves. I’ve made great strides to get over my past, but things like this still send off terrible warning bells in my head. Blake would never physically hurt me, not on purpose anyway, but still.

      “Blake, I . . .”

      “Lily, I’m walking you out back. Please humor me this once.”

      My shoulders slump, my lip pushing out into a pout as I turn my back to him. He chuckles, securing the silk wrap over my eyes.

      “Don’t pout. We don’t have time to make love right now, and you doing that turns me on,” he whispers, his lips brushing my ear.

      Shivers run down my spine at the sensuality in his tone. He takes my hands and leads me through the room. A light breeze caresses my face as he guides me down the porch steps. The earth is cool and crisp beneath my bare feet.

      We walk for a few minutes before stopping. Blake moves behind me and kisses my shoulder, untying the wrap and letting it fall from my eyes. Sorina and Samuel sit on a large blanket right on the edge of the pond with several picnic baskets in the center.

      “Hi, Mom,” she says, jumping up to hug me.

      “Hi, sweetheart.”

      She takes my hand and pulls me down on the blanket. Blake sits behind me, his legs on either side of mine. I lean against him and tilt my head back, the warmth of the sun penetrating to my bones.

      “Good surprise?”

      “Wonderful surprise, Blake.”

      He kisses my cheek and wraps his arms around my chest. Sorina and Samuel chat quietly while Blake and I sit content with each other, the serenity of the light trickling off the pond. Crickets chirp in the distance, mixing with the echoing bird whistles. This might be the most peaceful moment I’ve ever had . . . ever.

      “So, Uncle Vlad thinks you’re ready to start training with new stuff, right?”

      “Yeah. I got the upper hand on him twice yesterday. That was a first, but he says I’m doing really well.”

      “That’s great, Sam. Maybe you’ll be as good as my mom one day,” Sorina says with a hint of amusement in her voice.

      “No one’s as good as your mother,” Blake mumbles.

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Samuel says.

      I open my eyes and sit up. Samuel has a five o’clock shadow and, for the first time, doesn’t resemble a young kid. His biceps are thicker, more defined, and the muscles in his legs flex as he shifts to grab one of the picnic baskets.

      “You took what I said seriously?”

      “Of course,” he says confused. “I want to be an asset here, and if something happens, I need to be able to protect Sorina. Only being able to use guns won’t cut it.”

      “True. Well,” I say, getting to my feet and stepping off the blanket. “Let’s see what you’ve learned.”

      His eyes dart from Sorina to Blake. “Ma’am . . . the doctor said—”

      “Yeah, I know what the doc said and what my fiancé said. Now, get up off your ass and come over here. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

      Hesitantly, he gets to his feet and moves about two feet in front of me. His hands tremble at his sides.

      “Samuel, are you nervous because I’m injured?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t be. At my worst, I’m still better than most. Show me what you got.”

      Without warning, he swings with a right hook and I barely duck under it. Spinning around him, he twists and misses me with a kick by inches. He’s quicker than I expected. My fists flash out in rapid succession, aiming for his face and ribs in alternation until he underestimates a swing and I land a jab on his right side.

      He clutches his side and stumbles back with a gasp. “Shit, you hit harder than I thought you would.”

      I raise my eyebrow and dart forward, sweeping my right leg toward his feet. He jumps over my foot as I spin completely around and lands a right hook into my cheek. I curl up on one knee, holding the side of my face. A moment later, his hand presses onto my shoulder gently.

      “I— I’m sor— “

      I reach up and grab his wrist, spinning into a standing position and kick his leg out. He falls to his knees as I grab his hair and yank back, fully exposing his neck.

      “If you were an enemy, I’d have already slit your throat. Don’t ever underestimate your opponent. If they fall down, make sure they stay down.”

      I let go of his hair and he stands, turning to face me, his face devoid of color.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Other than that, you did wonderfully. That speed will be your advantage. Keep training though. The more you know, the more likely you are to live another year.”

      I strut over to Blake and sink down between his legs, again, wincing as a sharp pain shoots through my back.

      “That’s what you get for showing off,” he chuckles.

      Samuel sits down, smiling, his leg barely touching Sorina’s knee.

      “Once she’s fully healed, have her spar with Uncle Dresden. I hear that’s a real show,” she says giggling.

      “She and Rhett are pretty fun too,” Blake laughs.

      I can’t help but chuckle, remembering the display we gave the day I met Blake. That memory seems like it’s from ages ago.

      “Now that your mom has put me in my place, can we eat?”

      We all laugh, the sun glistening off the grass and water. This is a glimpse into my future and it’s the most hopeful thing I’ve experienced in a long time.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      I’ve no idea how Teresa does it, but her salad and sandwiches taste like a gourmet meal. The sun sinks lower into the sky, bathing the clouds in orange and pink. I lie on my stomach in the center of the blanket with Blake sitting next to me, his hand resting on my backside.

      “How you feeling, baby?”

      “Fantastic, actually. Today’s been wonderful. Probably the most normal thing I’ve done. Except for that one day you and I watched movies.”

      He chuckles. “That was a fun day. Your lips felt wonderful on mine.”

      I tilt my head, smirking, and he plants a kiss on my lips. My body hums from the contact.

      He sits back up and taps me on the nose with his index finger. “Behave.”

      “Ha. Do I ever?”

      “Not usually.”

      Sorina and Samuel walk along the tree line, hand-in-hand, chatting and laughing. She really likes him. It’s obvious, the way she stares at him and smiles like a schoolgirl when he’s around. Part of me thinks I should stop them, separate them. But, Sorina’s had little to enjoy for the last four years of her life. It may not be the best parenting, but as long as they aren’t sleeping together, I don’t think letting them flirt and be together will hurt anything.

      “Are you okay with whatever is going on between them?”

      “For now,” Blake says, his tone guarded. “I find out he’s sleeping with my daughter, though, and I’ll kill him.”

      I can’t help but laugh. It’s new, seeing Blake in the father role. We didn’t have much time with Sorina before all hell broke loose. I’ve no doubt he’s an amazing father to her. Since Maria’s claims of pregnancy, I can’t help but wonder if a child of his own is something he thinks about.

      “Does it bother you that she’s all we’ll ever have?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Sighing, I swivel my feet and sit up, keeping my eyes down. “Does it bother you that we can’t have our own kids?”

      He cups my face and forces me to look at him. “Hey, what’s all this about? Have I ever brought that up?”

      “No, but—”

      “Lily, kids were never a factor in me loving you or wanting to spend the rest of my life with you. Sorina is a blessing, yes. But it’s you I want. Even if we could have kids. They’d all grow up and leave eventually. Sorina will too. When that happens, I’ll still have you, which is all I need.”

      Tears prick my eyes and I press my lips to his. He tilts his head and our tongues meet, deepening the kiss. His hands tangle in my hair as I shift to straddle him.

      Sorina’s screams echo through the air. Blake stands, taking me with him. My blood goes from warm with lust to cold with fear, the color draining from my face. We both stop abruptly as we round the corner. Sorina stands a few feet from Samuel and he’s holding something thin and long in his hands, away from his body.

      Blake moves to Sorina and I stop next to Samuel, taking in the snake thrashing in his hands. He’s gripped it behind the head and toward the tail, effectively holding it in place. Looking closer, the last rays of sun bounce off the shiny black skin.

      My heart stops.

      “Sorina go get the rest of the team, quickly. Samuel, give me that snake, carefully. That thing bites either of us and we’ll be dead before we can get to a hospital.”

      Very slowly, we transition the snake to my hands. Samuel moves to stand next to Blake as muffled voices resound through the air.

      “Lily, what’s wrong,” Jameson asks as they halt next to me.

      I turn, careful to keep hold of the snake.

      “Oh, fuck,” he hisses. “Where the hell did you get that?”

      “It fell out of a tree onto Sorina’s shoulders,” Samuel says confused. “What’s the big deal? It’s just a snake.”

      “No, it’s not just a snake,” Vlad says drawing his knife from his boot. “It’s a black mamba.”

      “So?” Hyde’s voice is strained.

      I fight to control the panic rising inside me. “Black Mambas are a resident of Africa, not here. Someone put it here. There’s no way this thing was just living in these woods.”

      Sorina’s hand flies to cover her mouth.

      This is either a huge coincidence, or we are more fucked than we know.
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      “What’s it going to take for us to catch a fucking break?” Dresden’s anger is at a whole new level. “We need to search the woods, Lily.”

      “We can’t. There aren’t enough of us. The house would be vulnerable and out there, they’d be able to pick us off.”

      He growls, pacing back and forth on the porch. It’s the first time the team has been alone since we got here. Everyone’s emotions are running in overdrive and we’re accomplishing nothing.

      “So, what do we do, just sit around and wait?” Samuel asks.

      “No. Dresden and I need to look into the rings we’ve taken out over the last year. Only a few people were left alive by Interpol request. We need to find out what happened to them.” I run my hands through my hair and sigh. “But we all need to chill the fuck out. We’re running on emotions and if we don’t get back to the team we were before this case, we’ll get everyone killed.”

      “She’s right,” Vlad says, reaching out to take Sammi’s hand. “We all have something to lose, but we’ll lose it quicker if we don’t focus.”

      Sammi stares into his face, her eyes and features full of affection.

      Well, that’s an odd pairing.

      “So, what do we do, Viper?” Samuel takes a hesitant step forward.

      “One person on patrol, every night, starting tonight. I’ll take tonight. Full weapons when you’re on duty. Tiger,” I looked sternly at Samuel. “I want you to cover both Blake and Sorina tonight while I’m outside.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Tiger?” Vlad tilts his head to the side an amused smile on his lips.

      “After the tiger snake. Large, fast, and very venomous. The kid killed Maria and probably saved my life and was quick enough to subdue a black mamba without getting him or Sorina bitten. He’s part of the team.”

      Samuel’s grin is blinding— ear to ear with pride shining in his eyes. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “If you call me ma’am again, I’m going to punch you. Viper or Lily. I’m only nine years older than you for fuck's sake.”

      The team chuckles and we make our way into the house. I’m in for an argument about me taking a patrol. The team knows better than to second-guess my decision. Blake and his family on the other hand . . . they get their kicks fighting with me about shit.

      Everyone is seated at the dinner table, eating silently. Blake looks up as we walk in, but I move straight for the bedroom. The sun is almost down and the sinking feeling in my gut won’t quit. If there’s someone in the woods, then the safe house is compromised. There’s no way in hell that particular snake just happened to find its way into Maryland. Not unless it broke out of the Aquarium.

      My back aches, the stitches itching like crazy as I pull on my black leggings and a long-sleeve black shirt. I’ll be glad when this shit is completely healed. It’d be nice if Maria was still alive. It’d give me great pleasure to return the favor with my own knife.

      Throwing my duffle bag on the bed, I put on my shoulder holsters and lock each 9mm into place. My whip clips easily to my belt, along with my hunting knife. I sling my sniper rifle over my back and carry my shotgun. It’s overkill, but taking chances isn’t an option anymore. We’ve taken things too lightly in the past and it’s gotten people damn near killed.

      Shit, my boots are in the living room.

      Everyone turns in my direction as I flop on the sofa and tug on my combat boots.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Blake’s voice is amused.

      “Patrols start tonight. From now on, no one goes outside after dark. Stay away from the tree line and make sure an agent is armed and with you at all times.”

      His chair scrapes across the floor and he grabs my elbow as I head for the door.

      “Lily, you need to rest.”

      “I need to do my job,” I say sternly.

      He cups the side of my face, thawing my insides a little. Even after everything that’s happened, he’s still the only person who can calm me with a simple touch. I crave this feeling. His skin on mine, the desire it elicits coursing through me, heating my body throughout.

      “Babe, please be reasonable. Someone can patrol until you’re healed.”

      His eyes are tight with fear. I’ve come to know his facial expression so well it’s scary.

      Leaning up, I lightly press my lips to his. “I’ll be fine. I doubt anything will happen after the snake incident, but I need to be out there tonight. Please trust me.”

      “I do, but I want you to get better.”

      I smile, trailing the tip of my index finger along his bottom lip. He pouts, kissing it. “Go eat and then get some rest. I’ll be in at sunrise.”

      My boots thud against the hardwood, echoing through the room in a way that makes my stomach tight. Something is going to happen . . . and soon. I can feel it, like before, when Khoui raided the apartment. They won’t get the upper hand this time, that’s for damn sure.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      By five a.m. exhaustion pulls on my eyelids so hard it’s ridiculous. Blake is sound asleep as I curl up beside him on the king-sized bed. He’s in flannel pajama pants, no shirt. His chest rises and falls in a slow, steady rhythm.

      He rolls, facing me, his eyes fluttering open. A smile spreads across his face, taking my breath away. He reaches out and runs his fingers through my hair lazily, and my eyes close at his touch.

      “Good morning, baby,” he whispers.

      I open my eyes and scoot closer to him until his body is flush against mine. His morning erection presses into my hip and my desire spikes, my belly and sex clenching with need.

      “Morning, love.”

      “Anything happen last night?”

      “You would’ve heard if it did. I forgot to grab my silencer when I got dressed,” I chuckle.

      “You should get some rest.”

      “I will.”

      Tangling my fingers in his hair, his lips meet mine with force. He rolls, snuggling between my legs, propped on his elbows. I run my fingernails down his neck and across his shoulder blades, a low growl seeping from his throat.

      Like a frantic teenager, he rears up and we both scramble to remove the clothing keeping our skin apart. He slams into me, my back arching off the bed. Wrapping his arms around me, he drags me up, so we’re nose to nose, and pounds into me.

      I moan and match his every move, my insides quickening and begging for release.

      “Ah, damn it, Blake,” I growl as he lays me back down, hitches my leg up without missing a beat.

      “Come on, Lily,” he says in my ear and I spiral, my orgasm ripping through me like a knife through cotton.

      He slams into me two more times and finds his own release before lying on top of me, propped on his elbows again. He kisses me, soft and lovingly, in complete contrast with the punishing intensity in which we made love. This is what I love about Blake. He can be rough and gentle almost at the same time.

      “I meant what I said the other day. I don’t want to wait to marry you.”

      I chuckle and run my tongue along his jaw. “So, plan a wedding.”

      “We need to plan a wedding.”

      “Blake,” I say, caressing the side of his face. “Make our wedding what you want. The fact of the matter is, the only thing I need is you waiting at the altar. The flowers, location, dresses, and all that shit don’t matter to me, babe. We could get married in this bedroom in our pajamas and I’d still be the luckiest bitch that ever walked the earth.”

      He kisses me again, smiling. “I’ll let the other girls plan it. Shannon, Sorina, Sammi, Carmen, and Teresa. I’ll give them a month. If they don’t have it ready by then, I’ll have the priest come here and we can say ‘I do’ in our pajamas.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me.”

      He twists to lie next to me, pulling me to his chest as he sighs, relief flooding his body, his muscles relaxing. Soft clinking from the kitchen echoes into our room, the methodical tinkering lulling me to sleep as Blake’s heartbeat thuds in my ear.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      “Get up, Mom. You’ve been asleep for like seventeen hours.”

      I roll over and open my eyes as Sorina sits a tray across my lap. It’s stacked with Belgian waffles, scrambled eggs, sausage, bacon, and toast.

      “What time is it?”

      “A little after ten in the evening. Dad said breakfast for dinner would be cool, so Ms. Teresa whipped this up.”

      I chuckled. Blake obviously filled Teresa in on my favorite foods at some point. Steam rises from the waffles, carrying a hint of orange and mint. My mouth waters. Pushing myself up a little more, I dig in while Sorina makes herself comfortable; sitting crossed legged on Blake’s side of the bed.

      “Are you and Dad okay now?”

      “Yes, sweetheart. We’re fine.”

      She stares down at her hands, picking at pieces of fuzz on the blanket. “Please don’t do that to me again.”

      My breath catches in my throat. She lifts her head, tears falling down her face. “Sorina?”

      “I seriously thought you and Dad weren’t going to work it out. I thought I was going to lose you guys . . . again.”

      I lift the tray and sit it next to her before gathering her in my arms. She sobs quietly into my chest, my hand rubbing against her back.

      “Oh, Sori, you’ll never lose either of us. Not like that. When I met you, you gave me a new purpose, kiddo. You gave me a reason to keep fighting. I could never walk away from you.”

      “What about, Dad? Could you walk away from him?”

      I kiss her hair, rocking us gently. “No, I don’t think I could. It about killed me to walk out when all that shit happened.”

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “I love you, too, kiddo.”

      After she calms down and stops crying, I finish my breakfast. We’re not a normal family, not in the traditional sense. I’ve never had to think of someone else before. My personal life was my own until Blake and Sorina came into my life. Everything I do now— every choice, every action— affects them just as it does me.

      Remember that the next time shit gets crazy.

      Blake and Samuel stroll in, laughing. He seems to approve of the boy, and I think I do too. If he and Sorina end up being something serious, she’ll have a lot of adjustments to make. It’s why none of us has ever really had steady relationships. Doing what we do, we’re gone a lot and we can’t disclose where we go.

      “How was the food, baby?” He leans down and plants a swift kiss on my lips.

      ‘Wonderful. Teresa is godly.”

      “Tomorrow night she’s making Chicken and Dumplings,” Samuel says with a grin on his face.

      ‘Ah, that’s Dresden’s favorite too. I think she uses that dish to subdue people into her secret army or something.”

      Sorina scoots off the bed, practically running to Samuel’s side.

      “You kids got plans for this evening?” Blake’s voice is light but still stern enough to cause Samuel’s eyes to widen.

      “We were going to sit in Sori’s room and watch a movie, sir.”

      “Keep the door open, understood?” Blake says, his voice deepening.

      That tone is hot.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Sorina kisses Blake’s cheek. “Night, Dad.”

      “Goodnight, hon.”

      “Night, Mom.”

      “Night, Sorina.”

      She and Samuel slide from the room, locking hands as soon as they hit the hallway. I grin shaking my head. That girl is totally infatuated with him. It’s nerve-racking and cute all at the same time.

      Blake grabs the tray and sits it on the floor. Stripping off his shirt, he climbs in next to me and pulls me into his embrace.

      “Who’s on patrol tonight?”

      “Dresden,” he says kissing my temple.

      I nuzzle his neck, flicking my tongue against his skin. He moans, his fingers skimming across my back and before I know it, we’re lost in each other again. I could spend every minute, of every day, wrapped in him like this and it wouldn’t bother me one bit.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            16

          

          

        

    

    







            ~Lily~
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      I watched Blake sleep all night. He was so restless. We’ve sat around the island in the kitchen for the last hour waiting for everyone to get up. I sip my coffee as he strolls to the stereo system. A slow, romantic number filters through the speakers.

      “Lily.”

      He’s standing in the middle of the living room, holding his hand out toward me, a sexy smile on his lips. Teresa chuckles, turning to wash the dishes. A sly grin tugs at my lips as I stand to join him. His eyes never leave mine as my feet carry me to the center of the room.

      His hand is warm, mine sliding to fit perfectly in his. He tugs and pulls me against him, wrapping his arms around my waist. My hands glide up his biceps and I lace my fingers behind his neck. He nuzzles my neck as we move to the music.

      “My Lily,” he whispers against my skin, sending a wave of body clenching desire through me.

      “Yes. Yours, baby. Always.”

      He groans and holds me tighter. I lay my head on his shoulder, closing my eyes and letting everything else melt away. He’s going to talk to the other women about the wedding today. I don’t want him to know, but the mere thought of a gown makes me cringe. I’m not sure my nerves can handle all that. Deep down, I prefer Vegas, but in our current situation that isn’t possible, and asking him to wait isn’t going to happen either.

      “May I cut in?”

      Vlad has a stupid grin on his face as Blake straightens and holds my hand out toward him. He takes it and places his other hand on my hip. We move in a small circle around the floor, more ballroom style. Vlad, despite his looks and demeanor, is a good dancer and very graceful. He spins me a few times and I laugh openly.

      “You look well, Lily.”

      “I feel much better. Thanks for holding down the fort, Vlad.”

      He scoffs. “Well, someone’s got to be the adult around here.”

      He twirls me around again, carefree and laughing like I’ve never seen him. As the song ends, he pulls me against his chest, and I don’t hesitate to put my arms around him.

      “It was hell not having you around.”

      “I know. I’m sorry, Vlad. It won’t happen again.”

      “Hey, old guy. Share the beautiful woman,” Rhett says interrupting us.

      “Fuck you. I’m not old.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Vlad punches him in the arm as he moves toward the kitchen. My eyes reach for the heavens.

      The track changes to an upbeat country song and Rhett takes my hands. In perfect timing, we line dance around the room to one of the few couple’s dances I know. His smile is infectious. Our boots echo off the floor in perfect time and with each turn around the floor, more people join us in the living room.

      As the song ends, everyone bursts into a round of applause. Rhett and I bow, laughing like teenagers and shuffle into the kitchen. Teresa slides me a tumbler of Tequila, which I haven’t had in a while. My eyebrows shoot up, glancing from the glass to her.

      “What?” Her attempt at innocence is pathetic.

      “The only time you serve me Tequila is when something is going on. What’s going on?”

      Her face crinkles as if she’s waging some internal battle. “Sorina and Agent Morris went for a walk this morning.”

      Heat floods my face. “A walk where?”

      “The guesthouse.”

      My feet move quicker than my brain and before I realize what I’m doing, I’ve gotten my whip from the bedroom and bee-lined out the front door.

      “Lily, calm down,” Jameson shouts from behind me.

      The trees and training area blur as I walk across the lawn and slam my boot into the guesthouse door. Sorina and Samuel both jump, their heads twisting in my direction. He’s kneeling on the bed wearing only his jeans, Sorina’s legs wrapped around his waist while she’s in nothing but her bra and panties.

      Black spots interrupt my vision, my right hand flicking toward them without any coherent thought forming in my brain. The whip wraps around Samuel’s neck and he grunts. Sorina falls back off his lap onto the bed and I yank, pulling him back onto the floor.

      “Mom, stop!”

      Stomping out of the house, I drag him behind me until his body thuds against the ground.

      “Lily, enough,” Blake yells.

      Sorina stands in the doorway, mortified. Another flick of my wrist unravels the leather from Samuel’s neck. He rolls onto his hands and knees, choking and gasping for air. I pace back and forth a few feet from him, my face hot enough to fry an egg.

      “Vi-per, pl-ease. Let. Me. Ex-plain.”

      The sound of his voice agitates me more, and I close the space between us, planting my boot in his side. He rears up and lands hard, groaning. My boots are steel tip and he’ll be lucky if I didn’t just break a rib.

      “What did I tell you two?”

      “Mom, please,” Sorina cries.

      “Sorina, go in the house,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “No, Mom, listen, we—”

      “You what! You didn’t listen to a fucking thing I said, Sori. He will go to jail. Do you understand that? Interpol will have no choice. You’re a minor!”

      “Lily let’s calm down, hon.” Hyde steps up next to me, gently grabbing my hand.

      He takes the whip as I do my best to slow my breathing. Samuel sits on the ground, holding his side, his head between his knees.

      “Everyone go inside so I can talk to Samuel.” My voice is low and far more controlled than I feel.

      “Lily,” Blake says in a warning tone.

      “I’m not going to hurt him. Just go. I’m his team lead and this is something he and I need to talk about without an audience. Take Sorina in the house.”

      Blake takes measured steps toward me and lightly kisses my temple. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

      I force myself to smile, tilting my head to kiss his lips. “I won’t. I promise.”

      Samuel is smart enough not to move and once everyone is back inside, I sit down next to him. He stares at the ground, picking at the grass.

      “Samuel, you know it’s not your relationship with Sori I have an issue with.”

      “You sure about that?” His tone is cold and without emotion.

      “Yes. Watch your tone with me. I don’t need that whip to beat the shit out of you.”

      He sighs, wincing as he sits up straighter. “I’m sorry, Viper.”

      “She’s fourteen, Tiger. I get that you two like each other and that she’ll be 15 soon. But if this becomes physical, you’ll lose your job and you’ll end up in jail. You’re a good agent. I don’t want to see you ruin your career because you were unwilling to wait.”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      “You’re right. From this point on, Rhett will be her official guard.”

      His head snaps up, hurt flooding his eyes.

      “Now, aside from the professional part of this, I’ll be damned if my daughter is going to end up pregnant at her age.”

      He smirks and my first instinct is to slap him. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a condom. “I’m not an idiot.”

      “You still need to wait.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I push off the ground and hold my hand out to help him up. He slides the foil packet back into his pocket and takes my hand. He winces and grunts as he stands, gasping to take a breath.

      “Dr. Monroe will need to look at that. Pretty sure I broke one of your ribs.”

      Walking past him toward the house, my head throbs at the onset of a migraine.

      “Viper?”

      I twist around, my eyebrows shooting up. “Yes?”

      “I’m in love with her.”

      My throat tightens, but at the same time, my heart melts. That’s a feeling I can understand. “If you love her, then you’ll wait.”

      He nods and together we make our way back to the main house. Facing Sorina is going to be a pain in my ass. I’m sure she couldn’t be any more embarrassed or angry at this display of her mother’s temper.

      The complications around this house just keep getting better and better.

      
        
        †††

        ~Sorina~

      

      

      How could she do that to me?

      I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life. Samuel probably won’t come near me after this and I really like him. How is it, everyone else gets to be with who they want except me? I understand the legal part, but no one would’ve known.

      Mom and Dad get to be together. Uncle Vlad and Aunt Sammi get to be together. Uncle Dresden and Aunt Shannon get to be together. No one says a thing about that. But me and Samuel, God forbid!

      I jump at the click of my bedroom door opening. Samuel steps in and closes the door behind him. The muscles of his chest are lean and perfect. His side is bandaged with slight bruises peeking out around the edges.

      In two strides, he’s flush against me, his mouth on mine. I wrap my hands around his neck and hug him tight. After a few minutes, I’m dizzy from his kiss and he leans his forehead against mine.

      “You’re mom’s right, Sori.”

      “What?”

      I push away from him and stalk across the room, flopping down on the edge of the bed. Samuel sighs and tears trickle down my face. I knew this would happen. He kneels in front of me and rests his arms on my legs.

      “I’m still yours, Sori. Your mom isn’t saying we can’t be together. She doesn’t want to see me get arrested. I don’t think you want that either.”

      “Of course not.”

      “She doesn’t want you to get hurt and neither do I.”

      “So, now what?”

      “We hold off on the physical part. Well, anything past me kissing you because there is no way I’m going to stop doing that.”

      I glance up through my lashes. He’s got that little smirk on his face I love. The truth is plain enough though. He won’t stick around without the physical part. All men are like that. It’s the one thing a girl learns inside the rings that applies everywhere.

      “Whatever.”

      He cups the side of my face, tilting his head to the side. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “No guy will wait around forever, Sam. Even I know that.”

      He sits back on his legs, his lips pressing into a firm line. That’s his “agent face”— all serious and agitated.

      “So, you think because I can’t have sex with you right now, I won’t stick around.”

      I nod, more tears forming in my eyes. “That’s how all men are.”

      “Well, you’ve met all the wrong kind of men. I’m not like that and you should know that by now. Sorina, I love you. I’d spend my life with you even if I wasn’t ever allowed to have sex with you.”

      Did he just say . . . oh, damn?

      “You love me?”

      He laughs, pushing off the floor and into my arms. We sink onto the bed and he holds me close, running his fingers through my hair and tucking strands of it behind my ear.

      “Yes, I love you. You can be really blind sometimes, girl.”

      “Shut up.”

      He laughs harder and kisses me gently. “Well?”

      “Well, what?” I cock my head to the side, gazing at him and fighting to keep the grin off my face.

      “You know what and I’m not kissing you again until you say it.”

      I lean up and try to press my lips to his, but he moves.

      My fingertips skim through the beard he’s growing. “I love you, too.”

      His smile is breathtaking and after kissing me again, he lays down next to me, cradling me in his arms. I’m going to have to face my mom at some point today, but it can wait until later. There’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

        

    

    







            ~Lily~
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      It’s been a solid week since the incident with Samuel and Sorina. So far, they’re both being respectful and sticking to the rules. Samuel and Rhett switched rooms, and the most they’ve done is kiss, which doesn’t bother me. Blake ripped me a new ass the night it happened, but he’s calmed down considerably since.

      Today is training day. We’ve been back together for two months and it’s about time we put each other through the paces. Blake and his family have decided to watch, though I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      “Two on two matches first,” Hyde says, standing off to the side.

      He’s handling the organization for this, that way we get some real work in.

      “Lily and Samuel against Dresden and Rhett. No weapons.”

      Samuel joins me in the center of the training area, his body tense. It’s the first time he’s sparing with all of us.

      “You worry about Rhett. I’ll take care of Dresden.”

      “Any last minute tips?”

      “If Rhett gets you on the ground, he won’t let you back up, so whatever you do, stay on your feet.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Dresden and Rhett join us, their smiles sinister but playful.

      “Begin,” Hyde yells.

      Several people on the side call out names, cheering us on, but they’re ignored.

      Rhett and Dresden move together, aiming for the opposite of what I want. Grabbing Dresden’s wrist, I pull him toward me and kick Rhett in the side, pushing him toward Samuel. The kid’s got good reflexes and plants two punches in Rhett’s ribs before he can get his bearings.

      Dresden tears his wrist from my hand and swings. I duck, his fist missing my face by an inch. The two of us sparing looks more like violent dancing, neither one staying in the same place for more than a second and the movements too quick to follow.

      Fifteen minutes in, neither one of us has landed a punch. We’ve known each other for too long. Samuel grunts, pulling my attention away from Dresden. Rhett has him on his back, and it won’t be long before he’s got Samuel out of this.

      Dresden’s fist connects with the area of my back that Maria stabbed. The pain is all-consuming. Dr. Monroe took the stitches out this morning, but it still hurts like a motherfucker if I bump it against anything. I go down on my knees, groaning.

      “Lily!” Blake’s voice echoes from the other side of the area.

      “Focus, Lily,” Dresden growls. “People die when you don’t focus.”

      He stalks forward and I jump up planting two hits to his face before sweeping his legs out from under him. He hits the ground and I run full force at Rhett, tackling him to the ground.

      “Get up, Tiger!”

      Rhett and I roll, finally stopping with me on top of him. He pulls his knee up and launches me over his head, flipping me in the air. I land on my back with a thud, my head bouncing off the grass. The sky blurs for a second, the shouts of the onlookers echoing before I regain composure.

      Kicking my body up, I land on my feet in time to move out of Dresden’s way. He turns and throws punches faster than normal it seems.

      “Enough!” Hyde’s voice booms, commanding the space.

      I double over, putting my hands on my knees, fighting to take a breath. Dresden rubs my back, trying to catch his breath too.

      “Sorry about the hit to your back.”

      “No worries. I’m good. I think the slam to the ground hurt worse.”

      “Lily, you okay?” Rhett’s voice is panicked as he jogs over, stopping in front of me.

      “I’m good. Just winded.”

      “Here,” Samuel says, holding out a bottle of water.

      I straighten up and chug half the bottle. Together, we join the others to a round of applause.

      “We’ll be here all week,” Samuel says laughing.

      Blake looks pissed. Handing Samuel the water back, I plop down in Blake’s lap, kissing his forehead. “Hey, baby.”

      “I think I need to not watch the sparing anymore,” he says, snaking his arms around my waist.

      “You okay?”

      He shakes his head, nuzzling my side. Pushing the issue won’t help, so I lean against him and kiss his head again. Samuel sits next to Sorina, who twists his head back and forth, checking his face for marks. She’s just like her father, that’s for damn sure.

      For the next two hours, we take turns sparing. The best show is Sammi and Vlad. I’ve never seen her spar, but she’s good and gives Vlad a run for his money. She can take a punch too. Vlad hits like a train and she hardly winces when he lands two jabs to her ribs. She returns with a closed backhand, busting his lips open.

      His eyes widen like saucers as he wipes the blood from his face, and all Sammi does is grin. By the time they finish, she has a bruised cheek and he’s got a bloody nose to match his lip. All I can do is laugh as they rejoin us.

      “Who knew Boa could kick ass. Vlad’s of all people.”

      Vlad growls at the same time she laughs.

      “Oh, you ain’t going to be a cunt about it are ya, mate? The women on this team are constantly underestimated,” Sammi says, her accent showing.

      I cringe at the casual use of the word cunt, but it’s an Australian thing.

      We make our way inside as the sun dips below the horizon. Jameson’s on duty tonight, but he needs to eat first and so do the rest of us. Spending the day getting an ass whooping tends to make us all hungry.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Teresa cooks steak like a pro. The woman is worth her weight in gold, I swear.

      “Lily, you ready for bed, babe? I’m beat,” Blake says setting our plates in the sink.

      “Nice choice of words,” I quip, giving him a sly grin.

      “Very funny.”

      “You said it.”

      A burst of pops resounds from outside, silencing the house. Without hesitation, Vlad ushers everyone into the living room. I snatch my shotgun from under the sofa and bolt out the door, Dresden and Samuel on my heels.

      Rounding the house, two shadows bolt for the tree line. Dresden raises his rifle, firing several shots. One of the shadows falls to the ground as the other disappears into the trees. A low gurgling pulls my attention to the convulsing form about ten feet from us.

      I take off, my bare feet digging into the dirt.

      Blood oozes from the corners of Jameson’s mouth, running in thick lines down his face, dripping from behind his ears. His chest is covered in sticky redness as he fights to breathe through shutters and heaves.

      “No, no, no. Stay with me, Jameson. Stay with me,” I say frantically.

      My heart pounds in my ears as Dresden and Samuel rip off their shirts and press them against Jameson’s chest.

      “I thought he was supposed to stay on the fucking porch,” Dresden growls. “Patrol stays on the porch. And where the fuck is his vest?”

      I look down into my friend's eyes as his mouth opens and closes. “I don’t know, Dres. Fuck. We need to get him inside.”

      A distant round of clicking draws our attention. From the tree line, the moon catches off several weapons, glittering like stars as a line of shadows moves toward us.

      Oh, fuck.

      “Get him in the house, now,” I growl taking Dresden’s rifle. “Go!”

      He and Samuel hoist Jameson up and move as the muzzle flashes light from the line of fire. Ducking bullets and moving as fast as we can, I return fire, trying to block the boys. We make it to the edge of the porch and Samuel falls forward, slamming face down on the porch.

      “Go, Dresden!”

      He drags Jameson inside. I kneel beside Samuel and roll him over. His eyes are open, staring lifelessly at the sky, a single bullet hole in his head.

      “Fuck!”

      Bullets ricochet off the house, the muzzle flashes getting brighter the closer they get. My insides run cold. Using all my strength, I wedge my arms under Samuel’s upper body and drag him to the front door. Opening it, Dresden is at my side helping me.

      “Shit,” he hisses.

      “Lock the fucking door.”

      I gently lay Samuel on the floor inside the door.

      “Mom, what happened?” Sorina’s voice makes me cringe.

      “Blake, get her out of here, now.”

      “No, Mom, what happened? Where’s Sam?”

      I stand and her eyes dart around me, widening and filling with tears as she takes in Samuel’s body. I move for her, but she screams and darts to him, falling to the floor and covering his chest with hers, sobbing.

      “Sori—”

      “Let her be, Shannon. Nothing will help. Just let her get it out.”

      The house is deadly quiet except for the bullets bouncing off the exterior and Sorina’s sobs.

      “Here,” Vlad says holding out a piece of paper smeared with blood. “I don’t know the language.”

      I scan the paper, my gut heaving. Something isn’t right. The bullets outside have stopped, but my head hurts so badly I barely notice.

      “Where’s Jameson?”

      “He didn’t make it, Viper.”

      His words hit me like ice water. “I still want to see him.”

      Vlad leads me around the corner with Sammi following us. Jameson is lying there, his eyes closed, blood pooling around him on the floor. I kneel next to him and run my fingers through his hair, tears slipping down my face. This is my fault. I’m the one who scheduled the patrols and because of it, we’ve lost two amazing agents . . . and friends, tonight.

      “Lily, this isn’t your fault,” Hyde says from behind me.

      “He knew better than to go off the porch,” I say quietly as someone lays there hand on my shoulder. I look up, my eyes meeting Sammi’s. “Why would he do something that stupid without coming in and getting back-up first?”

      “I don’t know, mate. This doesn’t make sense.” She shakes her head with tears in her eyes.

      “Contact Samuel’s family. I’ll call Jameson’s mother in the morning.”

      Standing, I return to the living room to find Sorina sobbing in Blake’s arms on the floor of the kitchen. He rocks her back and forth, whispering in her ear.

      “Dresden, move Samuel in with Jameson, please.”

      He and Rhett move him as Sammi comes in to stand next to me. All eyes are on us, but I keep my mouth closed until Dresden and Rhett have returned.

      “I need you to find every file on Jax, and every contact he had for the rings, Sammi.”

      “Jax? Lily, you can’t be serious?”

      “Those gunmen are Nigerian. This note is in a language called Hausa.”

      “You know Hausa,” Dresden asks.

      “Yes. Jax taught me. It’s his native language.”

      Pain, anger, confusion, and guilt swim through my mind and I can’t tell where one emotion stops, and one begins. I’m covered in the blood of two men who should still be alive.

      Sinking to the floor, putting my head between my knees and squeezing my hands on either temple, the numbness takes over . . . and I let it.
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      I stand in the basement of the funeral home, my eyes aching from the nonstop tears. Bates and Monroe argued with me for two days about escorting Samuel and Jameson home, but in the end, I won. Samuel was first, and his parents are due to be here to identify and claim his body at any moment.

      It will have to be a closed casket no matter what. No mortician in the world is going to fix a sniper shot. At least Samuel didn’t suffer. I’d thought about that a lot on the plane ride here. The door opens and the funeral director steps in followed by a short, blonde woman clutching a tissue to her chest.

      She stumbles to the table Samuel lays on and strokes the side of his face, silent tears streaming down hers. I swipe the moisture from my own eyes, trying to keep my composure. Kissing his head, she turns toward me, her heels clicking loudly against the concrete floor.

      “You must be Agent Williams,” she says in a hoarse voice.

      I swallow the lump in my throat, keeping my eyes downcast. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “My son had been set on working for Interpol since he was twelve.” She sucks in a ragged breath and dabs the corner of her eye with a tissue. “He wanted to change lives and make a difference.”

      Images of Samuel and Sorina walking by the woods, laughing on the sofa, and goofing off at dinner, flash through my head.

      “He made more of a difference for some people than he ever knew.”

      “Would you come speak with me? I’d like to know about his time with you. He was never allowed to say much.” She gestures to the door.

      We sit in an empty viewing room on the ground floor. Hyde spoke to Hayato’s family after Sammi killed him last year, and before him, we’d never lost a team member. She sits her purse on the floor and twists to face me.

      “Ma’am, you realize anything I say has to be confidential?”

      “Yes, Agent Williams. I just want to know whatever you can tell me. I hadn’t seen my son in over a year. This weekend we’ll bury him, and if you don’t tell me about that time, I’ll never know.”

      “Your son was an agent with the Human Trafficking Taskforce, which at the moment is under the Witness Protection Program, protecting a family.”

      She smiles sadly, fresh tears pooling in her eyes, and my stomach heaves.

      “Was he a good agent?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Levelheaded, strong, fast, and efficient in everything he did. He was a quick learner and saved my life only a few weeks ago.”

      Her eyes widen in surprise. “How?”

      “Another member of our team had a psychological breakdown which resulted in her stabbing me in the back. She ruptured my kidney and would’ve continued to stab me, possibly ending my life, had your son not stepped in.”

      She laughs. “Samuel had a soft spot for helping women in distress. His father walked out on me when he was little, and he instantly started doing everything he could to help me. I wish he’d found a nice girl to make him smile though. He never dated. Always too worried about school, work, and helping his old momma.”

      Samuel had never . . . been with anyone.

      “Uh . . . he sort of did, I guess.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I can’t help but chuckle. “He and my daughter were dating, I guess. I wasn’t really keen on it. She’s younger. But he and I talked, and he promised that until she was older their relationship wouldn’t be a physical one. Then he told me he loved her and well, I figured it couldn’t hurt anything.”

      “How old is she?”

      “She’ll be fifteen next week, ma’am,” I say running my hand through my hair.

      Tears roll down her cheeks and she swipes them away quickly. “That is young. Samuel should’ve known better.”

      “You don’t choose who you fall in love with, Ms. Morris. And Sorina is anything but an average fifteen-year-old, and she loved him very much.”

      “Samuel was no average boy. Sorina. That’s a beautiful name.” She leans down and pulls something silver out of her bag. “I was going to have him buried with this, but I think it’d be better with your daughter.”

      She takes my hand and presses a long silver chain into it. The plain silver cross hanging from it has his name engraved down the center. Tears spill from my eyes as I slide it into my pocket. Sorina will be thankful to have something of his. Nothing is going to ease the hurt in her. Only time can do that, and even then, it’ll never fully go away.

      “How did Samuel die, Agent Williams?”

      “Lily. My name’s Lily. A group of . . . men ambushed the safe house we are in while one of our team members was on patrol. Samuel, myself, and another team member ran out to help.”

      “And he was shot?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Did the other team member survive? The one you went to help?”

      I choke back a sob, the words sticking in my throat. “No, ma’am. When I leave here, I’ll be taking him home to his parents as well.”

      She nods, picking up her purse and standing. I do the same. She extends her hand, squeezing mine gently.

      “Tell your daughter, thank you, for loving my son. At least he got to know some happiness before the end.”

      Frozen in my spot, my heart pounding, Samuel’s mother walks from the room, and after a few moments, I force myself to head to the car. If I’d known Samuel longer than a couple of months, this would’ve been worse.

      Starting the SUV, dread fills me. I knew Jameson for eleven years . . . what the fuck am I going to tell his parents?

      
        
        †††

      

      

      The funeral home Jameson’s family picked is much more upscale than any I’ve ever seen. Then again, that isn’t many. I’ve never been to an actual funeral that I remember. This one is all deep walls with plush carpets and Tiffany lamps.

      A white sheet covers his chest, so his family won’t see the bullet holes. Once Dr. Monroe examined him and Samuel, I’d gone into the room, ignoring Blake’s protests against torturing myself further. The bullets hit left of the center of his chest, right side of his stomach, and bottom of his left ribcage. He’d never had a chance of making it, no matter how hard we tried.

      I’d applied some foundation before coming in to try and look like an Interpol agent, but a miracle couldn’t cover up the redness of my eyes right now. The tears should’ve subsided by now, but staring at his face, they sting my eyes again.

      “Damn it.” I swipe them from my face as they trickle over.

      All the missions we’ve been on. Eleven fucking years and Jameson dies patrolling a goddamned safe house. This isn’t how he should’ve gone out. He deserved better. Jax never would’ve let something like this happen.

      Jax . . .

      By the time I get back to the safe house, Sammi should have something on him. She’s hell-bent on finding the connection and as much as I don’t want to be right about this, something in my gut tells me otherwise. It’s too big a coincidence that the gunmen speak the language native to Jax’s home.

      Human trafficking is huge in Nigeria. That’s why Jax is so against it. He’s tired of seeing the women and children from the villages disappear, tired of watching their parents sell one child to get enough money to feed the others. Romania is the same way, especially in the smaller, mountain villages like my birth home. Pungesti is nothing but poor families dying from starvation.

      “Agent Williams?”

      The funeral director ushers in three adults, a small blue-eyed little girl following them. She can’t be more than three or four.

      “This is the Scott family. John and Dawn are his parents. Jessica is his longtime girlfriend.”

      The younger woman is my height, slender build, with long blonde hair and deep green eyes. She extends her hand and we shake. Mrs. Scott moves past me to her son, gently running her fingers through his hair.

      My eyes drift down to the little girl clutching Jessica’s leg. She glances up and my breath stops.

      She has his eyes.

      “Hi,” I whisper to her, squatting down.

      “Hi,” she replies, her voice soft and musical.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Cassie.”

      “Nice to meet you, Cassie. I’m Lily.”

      She glances over my shoulder at Jameson’s body, fear shining in her doe-like eyes as she clutches her mother’s leg tighter.

      “Why don’t we go out in the hall, Cassie?” Jessica takes her hand and leads her out of the room.

      Tears stream down my face, all the pain and anguish flowing through me. I never knew he had a daughter. His ass would’ve been sent home if I had. I sink down to my knees and a sob chokes me. Covering my face with my hands, my body shakes, and I know I’ve lost it.

      Strong hands grip my arms and pull me to my feet. My vision is blurry, my nose running, and I try to turn away. Delicate hands replace the firm ones and pull me into a hug, a quiet sob mixing with mine.

      “Thank you, for bringing him home,” his mother whispers against my shoulder.

      I sob harder, wishing this were a dream. His mother and I stand there, for what feels like forever. Straightening myself, my chest heaves with the effort to gain composure.

      “Do you have a moment, Agent?”

      “Of course.”

      They lead me into the hallway to join Jessica and Cassie. I sit on a bench with his mother, his father standing next to her.

      “Jameson used to talk about you and your team every time he came home.”

      “I’m so sorry. If I’d known he had a family, he never would’ve stayed. He’d have been here, behind a desk.”

      His mother laughs. “That would’ve been priceless. Jameson was never the sit still type. Interpol was natural for him after four years in the Marines.”

      “How long did you know him?” Jessica asks, scooting to the edge of the bench across from us.

      “Eleven years.”

      “So, you knew him well?”

      “Well enough. We didn’t talk about our families, but with what we do, you become close.”

      His mother places her hand over mine, gently stroking my skin with her thumb. “He spoke very highly of you, Lily.”

      The tears threaten to start again, and I tilt my head back, willing them to stay put.

      “Do you know who killed my son?”

      “I think so, ma’am.”

      “What will you do now?”

      My insides harden— hate replacing everything else. Cassie takes off down the hallway, singing as she skips out of earshot.

      “What I do best, ma’am. I’ll find them and I’ll kill every last one of them.”

      She grins. “Good.”

      Standing, I pull a check from my back pocket. We each keep emergency bank accounts with Interpol. Sammi cleared Jameson’s and had the check made out to his parents. Each of us transferred funds to it as well, and we’ll be sending Samuel’s family one later. Knowing Jameson for as long as I have, this was something I wanted to give them in person.

      “We each have bank accounts with Interpol. This is the balance of Jameson’s, made out to you.”

      His mother slips the check from my hand, reads it, and gasps. Her eyes dart to mine as she hands the check to Jessica.

      “Oh, god,” she says, sinking back onto the bench.

      “Lily, we can’t— “

      “Yes, you can. Jameson was one of the bravest and kindest men I’ve ever known. Take care of that little girl, and please tell her every day what an amazing man he was. Let her know he gave his life to save ours.”

      They nod, tears forming in their eyes again. Sammi must’ve known he had a daughter. It struck me the night we did the transfer that fifteen million dollars was a lot to give a grieving family. Now, it seems like too little.

      “Thank you, Lily.”

      “No, thank you.”

      Turning on my heel, I glide down the hallway and out the doors, the tears spilling over as I shut the door of the SUV. Screaming, my fist connects several times with the steering wheel, a loud pop echoing on the last hit as pain radiates up my arm.

      Fuck!

      Starting the engine, my hand protests as I floor it out of the parking lot, heading toward the airport. Elaine can check out my damn hand when I get home. Blake isn’t going to be happy when I get there. Our wedding will have to wait. Right now, the only thing that matters is finding these fuckers and making sure they pay for Samuel and Jameson.

      If it turns out Jax is involved, well, he’ll have to pay too.
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      By the time I get back to the safe house, it’s four in the morning. No lights shimmer from the windows and no one is on patrol. They’re safer inside anyway. It’s been a week since the attack, and five days since I’ve seen Blake.

      My eyes scan the tree line as I move to the house, double-checking to lock the door once inside. Music filters lightly through Sorina’s door. I doubt she’s sleeping, but she and I can talk tomorrow.

      Inside my bedroom, I pull my boots off and yank my shirt over my head, tossing it to the floor. I take a moment to wrap my wrist in an ace bandage. It feels a little better, but I’m sure it’s at least sprained. Blake lies on his back, hands behind his head, sound asleep. He stretches as I climb up the bed and straddle him.

      His eyes flutter open, a smile spreading across his face. “Welcome back, baby. How’d everything go?”

      I lean down, kissing him, pouring all the emotion weighing me down into it. He stills for a second, but when I don’t move, he tilts his head to deepen the embrace— sliding his hands up my thighs, and around to grip my ass.

      Devouring his mouth with mine, I dig my nails into his skin, running them down his chest. He gasps and arches his back, his erection pressing through his sweats into the crotch of my jeans. Rocking my hips to grind against him, the pleasure from the friction laces through my sex, pushing my desire higher.

      We’re all hands and tongues, and Blake’s skin is silk under my touch. He sits up, wrapping his arms around me, tugging my head back by my hair. His lips leave a heated trail down my neck.

      “Lily,” he breathes against my skin.

      Grabbing a fistful of his hair, I yank his head backward and he groans, his eyes closing. His skin tastes sweet and my tongue lashes out, down his neck and across his collarbones.

      “Baby, what has gotten into you?”

      I grind against him again.

      He grips my ass and twists, locking me underneath him. Without bothering with the button or zipper, he yanks my jeans off and kisses my stomach, moving south toward my pulsing sex. I lift my hips as he trails his tongue between my folds.

      The pleasure is unbearable, and I buck into him, moaning, letting him wipe away the pain and sadness gripping my heart. He squeezes my hips, holding me down on the bed. The pressure builds so quickly that before I can stop him, I’m coming hard, screaming his name. He kisses the inside of my thigh, letting my body come down from the aftershocks.

      “Blake, ple— “

      He begins devouring me again, my desire building, barely over the last orgasm. I grab his hair, trying to pull him up my body, but he uses one hand to lock both my wrists, holding them against my stomach.

      I whimper as another orgasm builds— his tongue relentless in its assault on my body. He hums in appreciation, his head bobbing steadily between my legs. My body arches, throwing my head back against the pillows, letting go. Losing all sense of place and time, I’m vaguely aware of Blake kneeling on the bed, shifting back and forth.

      The last bit of darkness stirring inside me is gone, and I’m spent, sated and exhausted.

      “I’m not done yet, baby. Get on your knees.”

      His hands roam over my body, helping me into position. He enters me, quick and hard, and I call out a muffled version of his name into the pillow as he moans, stilling for a moment. This is what I need. Making love with Blake is heaven, pure bliss. But soft and gentle isn’t going to push back the pain of the events we’ve endured the last few weeks. The primal, carnal, almost painful sex he’s giving me right now is exactly what I want.

      “Come on, Lily. One more time, baby,” he growls, thrusting into me so hard I see stars.

      Everything aches, pulsing with the need for release. After this, I may sleep for a week.

      God, damn he’s good. “Blake, I can’t,” I whimper, my body shaking.

      I’ve never been afraid of an orgasm with him, but I’m pretty sure this one is going to rip me in half. My insides shake harder with each thrust of his hips.

      “Yes, you can, baby. Come on,” he says through gritted teeth, swiveling his hips to hit my sweet spot.

      He knows my body better than I do and within a few more seconds, I’m spiraling, my chest heaving as I try to breathe. He stills for a moment, finding his own release, growling my name as he reaches around and pulls me back against him into a sitting position. He stays inside me, my head lolled back onto his shoulder. His breathing is out of control, the air from it warm on my neck as he gently kisses my shoulder, trying to calm us both.

      I fight to open my eyes, but they won’t. Kissing my temple, he shifts, and I wince as he pulls out of me, laying me on the bed. His steps echo into the bathroom, followed by the faucet pouring out water. Sleep yanks at the edges of my mind, tempting me to pass out.

      Just as I start to dose, the bed shifts and he snakes his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. He nuzzles my neck, lacing his fingers with mine.

      “Baby, are you okay?”

      “Yes. We’ll talk in the morning.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      I twist my head, meeting his lips with mine. The kiss is sweet and gentle. His hand cups my cheek, his tongue massaging mine, slow and deep.

      “I love you, too.”

      He sighs, nestling behind me. For the first time in days, everything inside me is calm and I drift— the sound of his heart, music to my ears.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Blake isn’t in bed, but voices echo from the kitchen. Sitting up, my lower body aches, protesting the movement. Sliding out of bed, the pain in my hips and privates stop me from taking any steps.

      Jesus Christ. What the fuck did he do to me last night?

      I practically waddle to the bathroom. I turn on the faucet and glance in the mirror. Doing a double-take, my eyes bore into the reflection of my hips. On both sides, there are bruises in the shape of Blake’s hands. Running my fingers over the deepening purple, a cry of pain escapes my throat.

      Fuck that hurts.

      He’s going to freak out. Best not to show him at all for right now. Pushing through the throbbing pain, I wash up and shrug into a pair of sweatpants. There’s no way jeans are going over these bruises right now. Pain doesn’t usually bother me. I’ve had worse than this, and part of me wonders if it bothers me because Blake’s the one that put them there.

      Not that I think he did it on purpose. How I didn’t feel his grip that tight last night, I have no idea.

      Everyone sits in the kitchen and with measured steps, I walk as normal as possible. Teresa hands me coffee and I take a sip watching Sorina. Her eyes are bloodshot and red-rimmed. Her skin’s paler than usual and she’s lost weight in the last week.

      “Sorina, come with me please,” I say, sitting my coffee down and walking back to the bedroom.

      Digging through my jean pockets, I pull out the necklace Samuel’s mother gave me. Sorina stands in the doorway, her eyes downcast and shoulders slumped forward. She’s so broken.

      “Close the door, sweetheart, and sit down.”

      She pushes it shut and plops on the bed. I wince, sitting down next to her. Keeping the necklace hidden in one hand, I cover hers with my other.

      “I talked to Samuel’s mother when I took him home.”

      She looks up, tears pooling in her eyes.

      “I told her that he loved you and you loved him. She was happy to know he’d found happiness with someone. Did you know he’d never dated before?”

      The tears fall over, spilling down her cheeks, her eyes going wide as she shakes her head.

      “Here.” I put the necklace in her hands. She fingers the cross, running her thumb over his name. “His mother was going to bury him with it, but she thought you should have it instead.”

      Sorina clutches the necklace to her chest and sobs. I pull her into a hug and rock gently, kissing her hair. I’ve no idea how long we sit like this, but a rap on the door startles us. Sorina sniffles and wipes her eyes as the door opens and she slips the necklace on.

      Blake stares at us, his eyes tight at the corners.

      “Hi, Dad,” she whispers, wiping her nose with the back of her hand.

      “Hey, baby. You okay?”

      She huffs, pushing the air forcefully from her lungs. “Not really.”

      Twisting off the bed, I gasp in pain, kneeling in front of her.

      “Mom, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I say brushing off her concern. “Listen to me, Sorina. I’m going to find the men that did this. For Samuel and Jameson. You know what I’ll do when I find them.”

      She nods with a sinister glint in her eyes. “I’m going to go lie down. Thank you, Mom.”

      Blake closes the door behind her and pulls me into his arms as I stand. I nuzzle against his chest, inhaling his scent as he runs his hands down my body. Everything tenses, a sob gripping my throat when he squeezes my hips. He lifts his hands and looks down at me with wide, fear-filled eyes.

      “Lily, what happened?” He moves to pull up my shirt, but I shuffle back, pushing his hands away.

      “Nothing, babe.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Lily. You never cry out like that. Last time you did, someone had torn your back up with a cane. Show me.”

      He takes a step forward and dread fills me as I hold my hands up in defeat. He’s going to flip. I’m not angry about the bruises, just surprised by them. Gently, I slide my pants down an inch and lift the bottom of my shirt.

      “Oh my god. Did I— are those from— Christ.” He holds his hands above my skin, matching them up with the bruises.

      “Blake, it’s nothing. They’re just bruises.”

      He recoils, tears shining in his eyes. My hands dart out and grab his shirt, pulling him to me. His hands stay at his sides, terror etched on his perfect face. I knew this was going to happen.

      “I’m so sorry, Lily. I didn’t even realize . . .”

      I lean up and plant a kiss on his lips. Finally, he puts his arms around my midsection. My arms tighten around him and he sighs, pressing his forehead against mine. His warmth envelopes me allowing a clarity that’s been lacking to settle over me. It’s time to move this show on the road, kill some motherfuckers, and get our life back because frankly, I’m sick and tired of waiting.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Everyone’s in the living room waiting for Hyde’s impromptu meeting to start. Apparently, Interpol is making some changes to our arrangement.

      This ought to be good.

      “James and Carmen will be leaving today, with my wife and me, to head for another safe house, along with Dr. Kinderson. This one’s getting too crowded. We’ll also be looking for an alternative for the rest of you since this one has been compromised. Until then, you’re confined inside. Only agents go out and you go in pairs. No one alone. Understood?”

      “Sir,” Vlad says, standing. “Sammi’s found information about the shooters that were here. We’d like to share and get your permission to initiate a side mission to deal with the threat.”

      “Give me the information and then we’ll discuss.”

      Vlad nods to Sammi and she gets to her feet.

      “Using satellite imagery, I’ve found three camps in the woods about two miles from the house. Each camp has roughly seven people in it.”

      “Who are they?” I’m trying my best to control my anger, but it isn’t easy.

      “A Nigerian mercenary group called the Umbazi. They contract out to criminal organizations all the time. There’s a man at the center camp that I’m certain is Taurus.”

      She hands me a printout. He’s built, blonde-haired, and the edges of something blue are on his neck. Definitely a Taurus hitman.

      “Hyde, twenty-one men is a cakewalk. If we can use Sammi to get the jump on them, we can take them out easily,” I say handing her the picture back.

      Hyde’s face tightens.

      “We’re leaving in an hour. Do it tonight. And if one bloody person is injured, I swear to god, after this, I’ll put every one of you on a desk job.”

      Slow smiles creep across every team member’s face. This is something we can do, and we can take as long as we’d like. All this time, I’ve been trying to get revenge for what the Taurus did to me, but now, it’s for my fallen friends. The saying is, ‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned’, but tonight, hell hath no fury like a crazy bitch with a hunting knife.
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      Three men, bound and bleeding, kneel in the backyard. Taking the camps were easy, but Vlad argued when I’d demanded the leaders and Taurus member be brought back alive. Obviously, I won the disagreement. Now, vengeance is in order.

      “Lily, civilians should go inside before you do this,” Vlad says, brushing my hair off my shoulder.

      “They’ll still hear it, Rattlesnake, what’s the point?”

      Humanity is nothing but a shimmer in the back of my mind. The rational part of me is overtaken by images of Samuel and Jameson, staring at me with unseeing eyes. Images of the gruesome possibilities of what might’ve happened to Blake and Sorina had the house been weak in any way.

      The monster inside me, that kills without mercy or remorse, the one Blake tries to banish every moment he’s with me, has resurfaced with a fucking vengeance. It’s time she got what she wants— blood and answers.

      Walking around the men, my eyes never leaving them, Blake’s energy surrounds me. He’s going to touch me, and if he does, the rage will disappear, and I can’t afford that right now.

      “Don’t, Blake,” I growl.

      “How’d you even know I was close to you?” He’s close enough for his breath to move my hair.

      “I can feel you. Always have. Even if I’m not with you.”

      He sighs, but his energy retreats, leaving me bathed in my own anger. Tunnel vision sets in; registering only the three assholes and me, and I’m going to make them wish they were dead. The hunting knife is heavy in my hand, the moonlight catching the steel at just the right angle.

      Glaring at the men who cost me two team members, my psyche snaps. Everything I’ve been before tonight falls away. Interpol agent, friend, lover, mother, fiancée— it’s gone. Replaced by the two things Jax tried to bring forth in me, the two aspects of me that scare the shit out of everyone . . . even Dresden. He’s seen it once when I was twenty-five, and I’ve been careful since then not to give in to it since.

      But tonight, these men are meeting those aspects— torturer and executioner.

      
        
        †††

        ~Dresden~

      

      

      As soon as Lily dragged the captives here and tied them to the training posts, I forced Shannon, Sorina, and Teresa to go in the house. Blake refused, as usual. That guy really is a glutton for punishment. He and Dr. Saladinya stand together watching Lily like hawks.

      They aren’t going to like what they see.

      I’ve only seen her like this once, three years ago, and everything in me prayed I never would again. But it’s here tonight. The moment she looked over her shoulder, locking eyes with me, it was there. The moonlight hit her sapphire irises just right, and they glowed, a carnal, malevolent smile on her lips— more snarl than a smile, really.

      The tension radiating off the team is so thick it’s suffocating. Shaking my head, I move to Blake’s side, my hands shaking in my pockets. Trying to stop Lily right now would be a death sentence. All rationalization and humanity leave her in these moments. The anger in my veins is white-hot and makes me want to find Jax and rip his throat out. He did this to her. Not the ring, not her parents, not her emotions . . . Jax.

      I should’ve questioned his training of her earlier. Looking back, the warning signs were so obvious. It’s too late now, though. This mode, this version of Lily, is a true beast. Calling her a woman is out of the question . . . human is even far-fetched.

      She twirls her hunting knife in her hands, watching the light bounce off it. Her body is relaxed, fluid, as she moves around the Taurus hitman. The lump in my throat sticks as she slowly and methodically cuts his clothes away, leaving him in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs. She even kneels down to remove his shoes and socks.

      “Here we go,” I whisper.

      Blake’s eyes widen, following her every move as she presses her body flush against the captive in front of her. “Li—”

      I grab his arm, effectively shutting him up. “That ain’t Lily anymore, Blake. Keep your mouth shut for now. Trust me.”

      “Then who is she if not my Lily?”

      “That . . . creature is The Viper. The heartless, unfeeling, inhuman assassin Jax created. If you even get near her right now, she’ll slit your throat, not realizing you’re the man she loves.”

      There’s only one other person on this team that can let themselves go like she can and do the things she’s about to do. It must be a Romanian thing. He’s also the only one she seems capable of having near her and communicating with, without snapping and killing him by accident.

      “Rattlesnake,” she calls.

      Vlad doesn’t hesitate. He strolls to her side, stopping an inch from her body, his eyes hard and blank. I hate seeing them like this. Once was enough. If I thought for one second I could stop her and keep my life, this wouldn’t even be happening.

      “Viper?”

      “Second bag, a bottle of alcohol.”

      He retrieves the bottle, opening it before handing it to her. Rubbing alcohol assaults my nostrils. My stomach heaves. She only does this for one reason. The Viper gets a high off causing people pain. The more pain, the greater the high. We’ve tried to save her from herself, from this aspect of herself a lot. Vlad won’t defy her now, though. It’s too late.

      “Who sent you after us?”

      The Taurus hitman stares straight ahead as Lily pours the clear liquid over his body and trails the tip of her hunting knife down his arm. His shivers are visible and the only thing giving away his fear.

      “I’m going to ask one more time and then I’m going to get pissed. You won’t like me when I’m angry. Who sent you?”

      His head doesn’t move, but his eyes dart to her face. She grins and leans close, whispering something in his ear. The color drains from his face. The nod to Vlad is unnoticeable, almost, as she moves to the Nigerian man on the left.

      The Taurus man screams as Vlad’s fist connects with the side of his face, blood pouring from the man’s nose as a sickening crunch reverberates through the space. Without hesitation, Lily shoves her knife into the hollow at the base of the Nigerian captive’s neck and twists— blood sprays on her clothes looking black in the moonlight.

      I look away, her grunts filling the night air. She’s going to open that corpse up like a pig on a butcher’s block and that’s the last thing I need in my nightmares again. It took me a year to get over it the first time. The blood isn’t what bothers me. Watching Lily do it is what haunts me. It’s worse now. Knowing how gentle and loving she can be.

      I don’t regret making love to her. Never will. She needed it, I needed it, and I’d fantasized about her too many times in the past. It’d never happen again, but once was enough. Glancing up, Shannon and Sorina stare at Lily, horror in their eyes. Quietly, I jog to the window and Shannon opens it.

      “Dres . . . what the fuck?”

      “Please don’t watch. Go inside. Shut the blinds. Please.”

      This is going to get worse, a lot worse. Lily’s daughter doesn’t need to see this side of her.

      “Why doesn’t she just kill them quick, Uncle Dresden? Like she has before.” Sorina trembles, her eyes glued on Lily over my shoulder.

      “She can’t, Sori. This is how she works. They have information she needs, and this is how your Momma was trained to get that information. This is how she gets revenge, for Samuel and Jameson.”

      “What information does she need?” Shannon’s voice is laced with fear. I don’t think she or Sorina ever really thought about what Lily is capable of. What we did to Khoui last year was controlled, Lily still in her right state of mind.

      “Who sent them. She wants the leader of the Taurus or the name of someone high enough up to make a difference.”

      “Will they give that information up?”

      “By the time she’s done . . . yes. Now please, go inside and don’t watch this.”

      After the curtain is closed, I jog back to Blake and Hastin, both of them looking like they want to puke.

      “You’re going to tell me what I want to know or so help me, I’ll make you scream like a bitch for hours before I kill you,” Lily hisses, her voice cold, emotionless, and scary as fuck.

      The Taurus hitman still says nothing. Lily strolls to the second Nigerian captive. “Last chance.”

      She only waits a second before running her blade across his throat. Before the blood is done squirting from the wound, she sticks her fingers inside, clenches her fist around something and pulls forward hard. The man’s tongue hangs down through the gaping slit and Lily’s hand drips with blackish liquid, webbing sticks between her fingers as she holds it in the moonlight, opening her hand wide.

      Colombian Necktie.

      Vlad never should’ve taught her how to do that. She presses her hunting knife into his hand and kneels, unzipping the duffle bag closest to her. Vlad wipes the knife off, removing most of the blood and taps her on the shoulder with it. She stills, her head turning fractionally before she takes it back from him.

      “Now what?” Blake is visibly shaking.

      “Now, you should go inside because this is going to get ugly.”

      “That isn’t ugly,” he snaps, his voice echoing through the space.

      Lily whips around, her gaze falling on Blake. Their eyes lock on each other, and the charge between them is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. An electric current tying him to her, and her to him. Without blinking, she walks toward us, sliding something into her pocket. Stopping in front is him— her eyes glow, a silver hint from the moonlight, igniting the deep blue of her eyes.

      Every nerve in my body trembles, my fists clench, ready to tackle her if she moves for him. This whole mission is to protect Blake from all threats. That includes Lily. The depth of depravity in her will take days to bring her out of, and her guilt for losing control will last for much longer than that. Good thing Hastin is here.

      “Not another word,” she says in a low voice.

      Blake’s smarter than I give him credit for because he nods, small and slight. She stares blankly at him, searching his face, confusion flittering into her features for a second before they return to stone. She turns on her heel and goes back to the Taurus hitman.

      “Now, you’re going to give up a name, or you’re going to scream until your last breath. The choice is yours.”

      A smile on her beautiful lips, she lays her blade flat against his bicep, pressing firmly and drags it to the bend in his arm. Several layers of skin peel off, and he screams. It echoes through the night. Before the sound stops, she moves the knife over an inch and does it again.

      Fifteen minutes later, the hitman is still screaming and has no skin left from his shoulders to his elbows on both arms. Blake’s hand is clamped over his mouth, and Sammi’s turned her back on everyone, looking off into the trees.

      “You’ll never find him,” the man sobs, banging the back of his head against the post he’s tied to.

      “Oh, yes I will. You see, it’s what I do.” She pulls an X-ACTO knife from her pocket, sliding the tip from the top of his chest, down the center, to the beginning of his belly button.

      My stomach heaves as blood drops down his stomach. She and I are going to need to talk about this. Really talk.

      Vlad reaches into his pocket, pulling out some cylinder-shaped tube. Pushing a button on the side, Lily stares at it, her smile demonic, nothing of the beautifully broken woman I know and love. The tip glows red as he hands it to her, and the air passes through my lungs in heaves. What the fuck is Vlad thinking, helping her with this? Giving her more sadistic shit to do to this guy.

      He screams bloody murder as she lays the piece to his skin. The burning of flesh clings to the air. Fucking Christ, he gave her a soldering iron. She holds it like a pen, moving it across his chest.

      Shit . . . she’s writing something.

      “I’ll talk, I’ll talk!”

      She doesn’t stop until she’s finished writing. “Who is running the Taurus operation? I want the bastard in charge or someone high enough in the fucking food chain that I can get to him.”

      The hitman’s breath is uneven, his eyes fluttering open and closed. “His name is Razvan Marandici. He’s been organizing and running rings for the last forty years. He’s not the founder, though.”

      Lily pulls her hunting knife from the sheath, stalking forward.

      “Wait,” the man stammers. “You should know one more thing.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The Taurus has an insider, passing details about you and your team. The Constrictor, they call him.”

      Every muscle in Lily’s body tenses, a growl emanating from her lips. Sammi spins around, her eyes full of tears and a look of regret and terror on her face. Lily turns, stalking toward Sammi as Blake breaks into a run toward her.

      I’m on his heels and a foot from Sammi, who cries, apologies spilling from her lips. He tackles Lily to the ground, knocking the knife out of her hands.

      “Lily, no,” he yells as she pulls her knees up.

      He swings his legs around, straddling her and pins her arms above her head. His face hovers over hers, just out of reach of being head-butted. She tries to thrash under him and his muscles bulge with the effort to keep her in place.

      “Stop, Lily. Look at me, baby. Come back to me.”

      Their gazes lock and I damn near pass out. No one has ever been able to control her like this. She’s raged for days in the past, damn near killing us, herself, and anyone else that got in her path.

      “Listen to my voice, baby. This isn’t you. You’re not a monster. You’re my Lily. My love, my life, my everything. Come back to me.”

      With every word, the malice and psychotic rage recede from her eyes. She sucks in a breath as if she’s been holding it this whole time. Tears pool in her eyes, clouding over the sapphire irises and she looks around frantically. Her gaze finds Sammi, the rage creeping in again.

      “Look at me, not her. We can deal with her later. Right now, I need you, baby. You gotta come back.”

      My heart is going to explode out of my chest. After a few minutes, Lily exhales, slowly. “Blake?”

      “Yes, Lily?”

      “Sit me up, please. Don’t move off my legs and don’t let go of my hands yet.”

      Relief floods through my veins as Vlad helps them readjust so Lily is sitting. The worst is over. Once she’s lucid again, we’re in the clear. Now comes the fun part. Regret, pain, anguish . . . and dealing with Sammi.

      “Dresden,” Vlad calls as he throws a rope in my direction.

      Something is shining in his eyes, but I can’t place it. He nods toward Sammi and without any preamble, I go to her. She willingly holds her hands out and lets me bind them. It hasn’t hit me yet that Sammi’s working for the Taurus. It’d taken a year before I accepted Hayato betraying us.

      “Take her in the house and tie her to a chair until I can talk without killing her,” Lily says keeping her eyes on Blake’s face.

      Rhett and Vlad take her away. Once she’s in the house, Blake lets Lily up. She studies her hands, the blood still sticky covering them. Glancing over her shoulder, she blanches taking in her handy work. She didn’t mean to lose control, but it doesn’t change the aftermath.

      “You need to finish him off, Lily. You can’t let him bleed to death and suffer,” I whisper.

      She begins to shake so hard it’s as if she’s having a seizure. Blake leans down and grabs the hunting knife off the ground.

      “No. She’s not killing any more people right now.” He takes determined steps to the hitman and before I can protest, shoves the hunting knife into the top of the man’s skull, twists and pulls it back out. Swiftly, he throws the knife at Lily’s feet, grabs her hand and drags her toward the house.

      Following them, I finally see the message she left on his chest.

      You’re next.

      — The Viper
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      My teeth chatter as the freezing water runs over my body. That’s the third time in my life I’ve lost control and given into the darkness lurking in the depths of my heart. It’s the first time anyone’s pulled me out of it so quickly. Usually, it takes a few days before the lust for blood and revenge subsides with any level of normalcy returning.

      Blake’s eyes did it though— almost immediately. As soon as I realized it was him holding me down, it was like the world tilted and boomeranged back into place. It proves he’s my rock, my center. Eleven years with my team and none of them would’ve stopped me from gutting Sammi in that field, but Blake did. I’m glad too. As angry as I am with her, I need to hear what she has to say.

      I close my eyes and let the cold clear the rest of my head. The guilt from my actions will stick with me for a while. It always does. Fuck, if Sorina saw any of that, I’ll never forgive myself. So many aspects of myself I still hide from her and Blake. How can I be the mother and wife they deserve if my impulses get the best of me?

      “Lily.”

      I jump out of my skin at the sound of Blake’s deep, pained voice. He moves to step into the shower, still fully clothed, but I shake my head, stopping him in the doorway.

      “Don’t. The last thing I want is you touching me right now.”

      It hurts to say those words to him, but it’s the truth. I need his touch, crave it, like a starving man craves food. But I don’t deserve it.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I can’t believe you’d even want to touch me after what you saw.”

      He steps into the shower and closes the door, leaning against the back wall and crossing his arms across his chest. “Have you forgotten I shoved your hunting knife through that guy’s head?”

      A lump forms in my throat and I swallow it down, irrational and sadistic desire making me wet in the worse way. “No, baby, I haven’t. God, this is going to sound sick, but that might be the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen you do.”

      His eyebrows shoot up, surprise coloring his face. “What?”

      I turn to face him, his eyes darkening as they travel down my naked body. He bites his bottom lip and all my willpower is spent on not touching him. Not pulling him to me and biting that fucking lip myself.

      “As much as it burns my ass to admit it, Blake, I’m a sadist in my own way. Tonight was my euphoria. Letting go like that, torturing and killing. It’s why I joined Jax when he found me. It’s what he trained me for. Only one thing in twenty years has ever beaten that high.”

      “What thing?”

      My breathing quickens, taking in the toned contour of his muscles, knowing how they move and ripple when we make love. “You. You’re the best high I’ve ever had. Even killing doesn’t beat that.”

      He pushes off the wall, closing the space between us, putting his body flush against mine. Every nerve ending in my body is at attention, calling to him, my hands shaking with the need to touch him. He doesn’t shiver in the cold water, but his black t-shirt clings to his abs like a second skin making me damn near bounce with desire.

      “Do you want me to touch you now, Lily?” His voice is commanding, deep, and sexy as fuck.

      The air moves so damn fast through my lungs, I’m on the verge of a panic attack. This feeling hasn’t come with this intensity since the first time we made love. He moves closer still, his hands at his side.

      “Answer me, baby.” He leans forward, his face next to mine, but still not touching me. “You smell so good.”

      “I’m worried I’ll hurt you right now. It usually takes me a few days to get back to normal when I lose it like that.”

      “Worried about hurting me says the woman with bruises in the shape of my hands on her hips.”

      His eyes are hooded, dark, and hungry, but he still doesn’t touch me. He’s waiting for me to ask him to. Any other woman might think he’s being a tease, but he’s not. He’s giving me a choice, letting me make the decision on what I can handle right now. Blake knows how far to push me and has gotten very good at knowing when I’m at my limit. Rarely, in the time he’s known me, has he pushed me past my limit.

      “Blake just be careful. If I get too forceful or hurt you in any way, stop and walk away.”

      His hands move slowly toward me, softly gripping my sides and pulling me tight against his body, his erection pressing through his jeans into the lower part of my belly. His lips press against mine, lightly, asking for acceptance. With shaking hands, I trace the ripples of his abs and chest, finally wrapping my arms around his neck as my lips part for him.

      His tongue is slow and controlled, consuming my mouth. He’s the only person I give complete control to, and happily. Slanting his lips over mine, the kiss deepens, igniting flames in my sex and blood, pulling me to the high only he gives me.

      Everything blanks. It’s just him and me. Tonight doesn’t matter, the cold water, the aftermath awaiting me, Sammi’s betrayal . . . nothing. Dropping my hands, I grip the bottom of his shirt and yank it over his head, moving right for his jeans. In seconds, he is kissing me again, glorious, naked, with an erection that could make other men die from envy.

      “Fuck me, Blake. Now.”

      Thankfully, I don’t have to tell him twice. He grabs the back of my thighs and lifts me into the air, filling me as my back hits the wall. He groans, throwing his head back, holding me steady as we grind into each other.

      He bites my neck hard, sucking on my skin. The pain shoots right to my pulsing clit damn near sending me over the edge and I dig my nails into his shoulder blades, the skin giving under the pressure.

      “Ah, Lily, damn it!”

      His lips, tongue, and teeth move back to my neck, nipping and sucking the same spot as before. He shifts, bracing his right foot on the shower seat behind me, pounding into me harder as his hand slides up my body, roughly teasing my nipples before he grasps the front of my neck, tilting my head to give him better access to my neck.

      The pleasure is blinding and before I can stop it, I grab his hair, yanking his head back, screaming his name, his hand tightening on my neck as I come around him, all the tension and apprehension of the day flowing onto him with my slick wetness. He follows me into bliss, gasping my name.

      Blake lets go of my neck, resting his forehead against mine until our breathing settles.

      “What are you going to do, Lily?”

      I sigh, untangling my body from his and shutting off the shower. My heads clear, my body finally relaxed. I step from the shower and wrap a towel around myself. Blake follows me, his energy tense, waiting for my answer.

      “I’m going to do what I do best, Blake. I’m going to question, Sammi. Then I’m going to find the man after us, kill him, and with any luck retire from Interpol.”

      He gasps, going rigid. “You want to retire?”

      I take two steps and close the gap between us. “I’m tired of this life, Blake. I want a normal life with you. Eleven years is long enough. I want to know what it’s like to wake up in the morning and the only thing I have to do is love you.”

      “Oh, baby.” It’s almost a sob from his lips as he kisses me, sweet and adoringly. “I don’t want you giving up what makes you happy. This is your job.”

      I laugh. “You make me happy. That’s all I need.”

      He crushes me to his body, and I kiss his chest, letting the warmth wash over me.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      My stomach and chest tighten. Vlad and Rhett stand on either side of the chair Sammi’s tied to. Ropes bind her around her chest and legs, not that she’d run if given the chance. She’s not stupid and we’d catch her regardless.

      Dresden’s hand presses firmly against my lower back, giving me the strength and confidence needed to handle this. Hayato’s betrayal hit us all hard, but this . . . knowing Sammi is also a double agent, it’s almost too much. So many puzzle pieces fall into place as her eyes widen, boring into mine.

      “Lily, please—”

      My fist connects with the right side of her face. “Don’t say a fucking word unless you’re answering my questions.”

      She nods and bows her head, keeping her eyes on her feet.

      “How long?”

      Tears slide down her cheeks, glistening in the dim light of the tech office. “Eight years.”

      “What!” My stomach drops as anger surges through my veins like a tidal wave on the shore. “Eight fucking years. You’ve got to be kidding me. Why, Sammi?”

      She shakes her head, her hair falling around her face in disarray.

      I lean forward, yanking her head back with a fist full of hair so she’s forced to look at me. “Answer me. You killed Hayato. Not because he was a double agent. You shot him so he wouldn’t give you up. How could you do this to us, Sammi? We are supposed to be fucking family!”

      “They have my daughter, Lily,” she cries.

      Pushing away from her, my thoughts jumble in my head, making it hard to form a coherent thought. Dresden snakes his arms around my waist, pulling my back flush against his chest. His lips gently press against my shoulder.

      “Breath, Lil. You can’t handle this the way you do everything else.”

      The steady rise and fall of his chest against my body calms me, coaxing my breathing to match his. Running my fingers down his arm, I peel his hands from my waist and kneel in front of Sammi. It takes only a few seconds for me to untie the knots, the ropes falling to the ground around the bottom of the chair.

      She rubs her palms across her thighs, letting out a loud exhale.

      “Why didn’t you tell us when they took her, Sammi? The team was young back then, but we could’ve gotten her back.”

      “I’m sorry, Lily. It’s more complicated than you know. They’ll kill her or worse. I tried to stay loyal and help us even though I have to help them. Ja— “

      The door flies open, Hastin storming into the room holding a piece of paper. He thrusts it into my hands as I stand to face him. “This fax just came into my office.”

      

      Agent Williams,

      I’m on my way. We need to talk.

      I can explain about Agent Krezner. Don’t do anything harsh.

      --S.A. C.M.

      

      “Lily, what it is?” Vlad’s voice is tight, full of pain and something darker.

      I reread the letter several times. S.A. is an FBI term. Special Agent. Feds official title. No one in the FBI should know Dresden and I are alive. Hyde and Monroe assured us the nature of our mission was told to a very small, need to know only group. Small as in, Hyde, Bates, Dresden, and me. That’s it.

      It hits me like a freight train, and I gasp, my hand flying to cover my mouth.

      C.M.— Caleb Masterson.

      Fuck me. Blake’s best friend is FBI.
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      After shredding the fax, I gather everyone in the living room, informing them there was an important guest on the way. They’ve been asking non-stop about it for the last fifteen minutes. All I can do is smile. I like Caleb and at the moment, I’m inclined to like him even more. Blake had protection long before we ever showed up.

      It’s obvious Blake has no idea about Caleb’s true profession. He would’ve shared that secret by now. He’s sitting on the sofa, fiddling with his wedding band. I skim my thumb over the engagement ring, smiling to myself. Shannon and Sorina have a secured internet connection so they can speak with Carmen about planning the wedding, but it’s limited to two hours a day for extra safety.

      All heads snap toward the door as the clunk of boots echoes from the porch. The knock is heavy and firm.

      I chuckle to myself. “Come in.”

      Caleb is better looking than I remember, but probably because he’s dressed differently— all blonde hair, blue eyes, and tan; wearing a perfect navy blue suit, shiny dress shoes, and a black tie. Had he dressed like this before, I probably would’ve pegged him for a Fed.

      “Caleb!” Blake darts off the couch, and they embrace each other in a hug. “Holy shit, man. How the hell? What the hell is going on?”

      Caleb’s laugh is infectious— deep and knowing. “It’s good to see you again, bro. You remember Carson, right?”

      A young boy steps from behind him. A few inches shorter, dressed well, in jeans and a dress shirt, blonde hair and blue eyes to match Caleb’s.

      “Hey, kid. How you been?”

      “You know me, Blake. Following in my brother’s shadow as always.”

      Caleb’s eyes meet mine and his grin widens. “Excuse me for a sec, bro.”

      I meet him in the middle of the room. He squeezes me around the waist as I throw my arms around his neck. I’ve never been so happy to see someone from Blake’s past. After a minute, he holds me at arm’s length, his hands resting lightly on my waist.

      “You are one crazy, beautiful, sadistic, and amazing bitch, you know that?”

      I feign embarrassment. “Aw, Caleb. That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

      “It’s good to see you, Lily. We need to talk, though. In private.”

      “I know. We got time. I’m not planning on killing Sammi. Just not letting her near a computer.”

      Blake clears his throat, breaking the private conversation. “Either of you mind explaining what the hell is going on because I don’t particularly like watching my best friend feel up my wife.”

      “Wife?” Caleb’s eyes dart from me to Blake.

      “Not legally, yet. But soon enough,” I say with pride.

      “Well, glad I came around then. That’s something I don’t want to miss.”

      “And to explain love, Caleb here is actually, Special Agent Masterson of the FBI.”

      Caleb straightens his posture, giving me a quick glance and smile.

      “What?” Blake looks as if someone just punched him in the gut.

      Caleb moves to his side, clasping Blake on the shoulder. “You remember when I was 21 and told you I was going to visit family for a few months?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I was in Quantico at the Academy. I wanted to tell you, but I knew I wanted to do undercover work. My recruiter said the fewer people who knew, the better. They stationed me at the Baltimore Field Office so I could still take care of Carson without having to move.”

      “Damn it, man. All this time, you’ve been FBI.”

      “Yep. Been assigned to your ass for the last four years, too.”

      “Assigned to me? For what?”

      “When Shannon went missing and you contacted Interpol, they didn’t have a team to handle it. Lily’s team was somewhere in Africa at the time, if I remember correctly. Word got around. Agencies talk sometimes. They found out I knew you and told me to keep an eye on you and the situation.”

      “I’m not sure if I should thank you or punch you in the balls for lying to me,” Blake says shaking his head.

      Caleb laughs. “Not that you need me now. Your wife is rather respected and not just by Interpol agents.”

      He gives me a pointed look and my cheeks actually heat. Other than with Interpol agents, my skills aren’t usually discussed.

      “Alright, enough about how awesome I am. I think Caleb and I need to have a word. In private.”

      Blake’s face falls, his jealousy getting the better of him. He should know better. Dresden was a rebound. Though Blake says he forgives me, he’ll never forget. The same way I’ll never forget his affair with Maria, but come hell or high water, we’re going to push past it because losing him again isn’t an option.

      “We’ll be right back, babe,” I say, striding to him and planting a hard kiss on his lips.

      He grabs my hand as I take a step back, yanking hard to slam my body flush against his. His hands weave into my hair, his mouth slanting over mine, as he possesses me, making a public claim. Not that it’s even necessary. Blake owns me— body and soul, but after everything we’ve been through lately, if this is what he needs to feel secure then its fine with me.

      “What was that for?”

      He kisses my cheek this time, a crooked smile pulling up the right side of his mouth. “No reason.”

      Chuckling to myself, I step back and run my fingers through my hair. I can’t afford to get distracted right now.

      “Caleb and Sammi, my office.”

      “Lily take one of our agents with you,” Vlad says eyeing Sammi with contempt.

      “Come on then, Vlad. Let’s find out what the good Fed knows.”

      Caleb lets out a howl of laughter, following us into my office and shutting the door. Sammi sits in an armchair in front of the desk, Caleb taking the seat next to her. Vlad joins me behind my desk but remains standing, tension radiating off him in waves.

      “Alright, Agent Masterson. You said you could explain this for her, and I didn’t kill her. So, explain.”

      “The FBI, and certain people working for Interpol, believe those helping your team are working as double agents for the Taurus. Hayato was, obviously. Sammi is as well. But we believe there are others.”

      Vlad and I exchange a glance, his eyebrows rising. “Do you suspect who else?”

      Caleb closes his eyes and pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “Just tell her, Caleb,” Sammi whispers, keeping her eyes glued on her hands.

      “Lily, I know you aren’t going to want to hear this, but we’re almost positive Jax is dirty.”

      My body snaps to attention. I’m sorry . . . what? “You must be mistaken. Jax may have done some questionable things, but there’s no way he actually works for the Taurus.”

      My head pounds, all the blood rushing to it. How could Caleb or anyone else really believe that? I mean, the thought has crossed my mind, but everything must be a coincidence. Jax isn’t perfect, none of us are, but he saved my life. I agree something is fishy with him, but I’d be rotting in the ground, unknown and forgotten, if it weren’t for him. No. I’m willing to believe someone at Interpol is a double agent, but not Jax. Whatever the connection is between Jax and The Taurus, it isn’t because he is a bad guy. He’s been fighting them for as long as I have, so this must be one of them targeting Jax for revenge— the same way they’re targeting me.

      “Here.” Caleb pulls a sealed folder from behind him and lays it on my desk. “Read the file before you start defending his innocence. Sammi has been forwarding us all her communications with the Taurus for the last 8 years in an effort to find the bastards working from the inside, Lily. If our suspicions about Jax are true, we’ll need you and your team to take him down.”

      “What about Sammi?” Vlad’s voice is clipped.

      She raises her head, tears sliding down her face as she stares at him. “Vlad, please.”

      “No, Sammi. You should’ve told me.”

      “I know and I’m sorry. Can we talk about this?” She’s begging. I’ve never heard her beg, not in the eleven years I’ve known her.

      “Sammi stays. If she disappears, we lose our connection and her daughter will lose her life,” Caleb says, standing.

      “She has to share every interaction with us. If I find out she’s hiding one thing, Caleb, I’ll slit her throat. If she lies about as much as one thing. I mean it.”

      “Deal. Sammi, let’s go. I think Lily needs some space. We’ll go explain to everyone else.”

      Vlad and I are immobile. Yells and foul language erupt from the other room moments after Caleb starts explaining. Blake and Dresden’s voices loudest among them. Eventually, Vlad shuts the door and sits across from me.

      “Read the file, Viper.”

      I shake my head. Whatever is in it, I don’t want to know. There’s no evidence in the world that will convince me of Jax being a Taurus. A knot forms in my stomach, matching the lump in my throat. Considering the attack by the Nigerian militia and whatever may be in this file, my world and everything I’ve been built from may collapse.

      Jax is the only father I’ve ever known. He’s the one who raised me, trained me, and told me enough about my past to get me through life. When I was younger, he was the one who sat outside my bedroom door, listening as the nightmares ripped through me. He’s the one that hooked me up with Dr. Saladinya, who did everything in his power to get me into Interpol.

      He can’t be a Taurus member. He just can’t.

      With shaking hands, I pull the file toward me and rip it open.

      
        
        †††

        ~Blake~

      

      

      My heart stops as a thundering bang emanates from Lily’s office, followed by a snarling, blood-chilling scream. Vlad shoots from the door, pulling it shut behind him, his whole body shaking. Dresden and I both dart toward him, my heart beating in my chest so hard it actually hurts.

      “Vlad?”

      He shakes his head, squeezing his eyes shut as more bangs and screams filter through the closed door.

      “Don’t, Blake. Give her a few minutes.”

      “What happened?” Caleb yells, dashing to my side.

      “She read that fucking file,” Vlad growls, opening his eyes and pinning Caleb with a look that would kill stronger men.

      “This is going to be bad,” Caleb whispers, running his fingers through his hair.

      The door flies open, and Vlad jumps forward. Lily stands in the doorway and my heart sinks. Her eyes are red, tears running down her face and blood covering her knuckles.

      “You motherfucker,” she hisses, shoving Caleb hard in the chest.

      He stumbles backward, holding his hands up as if dealing with a caged animal. “Lily, you had to know.”

      “No. You’re wrong,” she snarls. “He saved me. He wouldn’t do that to me.”

      Her whole body shakes like it did when I first met her. Her face etched in pain and devastation mixed with malice almost equal to the other night. Dresden slowly moves behind her, his eyes wary.

      “Lily, calm down,” he says with a softness that is very un-Dresden.

      Lily, ignores him, her eyes falling on Sammi. She stomps to her, stopping nose to nose, causing Sammi to visibly shrink.

      “I don’t give a fuck how you do it. Find Jax. I want a location and I want it within the next 72 hours.”

      Sammi nods without saying a word. As Lily takes a step back, Sammi turns and jogs to the tech office, Caleb hot on her heels. I take a step toward Lily as she rounds to face me. Her eyes meet mine, her chest heaving with each breath.

      “Baby?”

      I hardly have time to catch her as she crumples, soul-shattering sobs tearing from her throat. We sink to the floor and I gather her into my arms, cradling her head to my chest. She grips my shirt in her hands as if her life depends on it. Every fiber of my being wants to take away her pain. If anyone in life deserves a break, it’s her.

      “I got you, baby. I got you.”

      Dresden sinks to the floor next to us and gently rubs her back. She’s never cried like this. Her tears and sobs don’t stop. Even after ten minutes, they haven’t lessened. Sorina kneels next to me, followed by Shannon. Both of them rest their hands on Lily. She shakes so hard it’s difficult to keep her on my lap. Whatever is in that file has shattered my beautiful, loving girlfriend, and part of me breaks with her.

      Deep down my hatred for Jax rages. The burn of it threatening to consume me. He may have taken Lily from the Taurus, but what he did to her after that was no better. I’ve never been an overly violent person, but God help me, if I ever see Jax again, I’ll make sure he pays for every second, every moment of her life he stole.

      My arms tighten around her as she pushes her face into my chest and screams. Tears well up in my eyes at the heart-wrenching pain in that sound. Shannon leans forward and snuggles herself against Lily’s back, while Sorina leans down to hug her mother’s legs. Dresden keeps his hand on her back, and Lily just keeps screaming.

      “Let it out, baby,” I whisper kissing the top of her head. “Just let go.”

      This is the best thing for her. A woman, who in all her life has never felt or experienced love, in her time of need, is surrounded by it. Even if it kills me, I’m going to make damn sure she never feels unloved, unwanted, or uncherished again in her life.
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      Sammi’s spent the last week trying to find Jax, and I’ve spent it trying to calm down. The lockdown is lifted because everyone will lose their mind if they’re confined inside any longer, plus, nothing else has happened . . . and I refuse to discuss what’s in the file. I want to hear the truth from Jax’s mouth. No one else’s. Sitting behind my desk, which now has pieces missing from the edges after I overturned the damn thing, the fax machine beeps.

      I sigh, standing to grab the paper. Only one person would be sending me a fax. The thought of a mission right now is not a welcome one. Scanning the details, my heart stops.

      Target goes by the name Naja . . . No . . .

      Everyone but Sammi and I are outside, trying to enjoy the sunshine. Sorina and Shannon have spent the last week filling our ears with baby talk. She’s two and a half months and her excitement for this baby builds every day. Dresden grows more anxious each day and as I rush to Sammi’s office, what I need to do for this mission becomes clear.

      She’s deep in thought, her eyebrows pulled together as her eyes scan the three monitors in front of her. Part of me still wants to beat the shit out of her for lying to me, but the other half of me understands. Sorina isn’t my daughter biologically, but there’s no doubt in my mind, I’d do anything to keep her safe. The thought of what Sammi’s dealing with kills me. Something else I need to fix and soon.

      “Sammi,” I say, shutting and locking the door behind me.

      Her head snaps up and her eyes widen. “Hi, Lily. I’m still working on finding him. He’s like a damn ghost though.”

      “I know. This isn’t about Jax.”

      “Oh,” she says pushing her chair away from the desk. “What’s it about then?”

      Taking a deep breath, I sink into the chair next to her desk, willing myself to stay calm. “Do you remember when I left to get Shannon? I made you promise not to tell anyone my plans?”

      “Yes.” Her voice is low and questioning.

      “Can I still trust you like that? To help me do something without telling anyone. I mean no one. Not Caleb, and especially not Blake or Dresden.”

      She runs one hand through her hair, tapping her other hand on the desk. “Is it something dangerous like last time?”

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I nod.

      “I don’t want you to get hurt, Lily.”

      “I need to know I can trust you, Boa. The way I used to.”

      She nods, hard determination seeping into her eyes. “You can trust me. Always.”

      I hand her the paper and let her read it over. No one’s ever read mine and Dresden’s assignments. These are between Bates and us. He organizes the pickup and dropoff, along with the crew who steps in after we do the job. Other than that, we’ve done these on our own. This time . . . it’s on my own.

      “You and Dresden have to leave? The order for this is a month away.”

      “In a month, Shannon will almost be four months pregnant, Boa. Dresden needs to be here with her. I can’t risk his life this time. He has a family to take care of.”

      She gasps, finally putting two and two together. “You’re going alone. No, Lily. You’ll get killed.”

      “Naja. It means true cobra. If you and Caleb are right, then this is Jax and I need to do this alone.”

      She grinds her teeth together. “How are you going to keep them all from knowing? A helicopter isn’t easy to hide, Lily.”

      “Well, as much as I don’t want to, drugging them is the only way. The pickup is at 10 p.m. I’ll have Teresa schedule a late dinner and give each of them a dose of sleeping meds. It’ll keep them out for a few hours. Everyone but Shannon. You’ll have to deal with her.”

      “This bloody sucks, mate. I’ll be lucky if they don’t kill me this time.”

      “Shannon will be able to back up that I forced you into this. Are you in?”

      She holds her fist up toward me and I bump it with mine. “I’m in.”

      30 days. I’m going to get my answers in 30 days.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Blake’s reflection catches my attention as I towel dry my hair in front of the bathroom sink. His muscles ripple as he stretches out in bed, bringing his hands behind his head. My mouth goes dry, desire pulling at my nerves. We’ve been distant from each other since Caleb gave me that damn file, and it blows.

      Every time Blake and I take a step forward, some stupid shit pops up and we take five steps back. It’s time to get the ball rolling on ending all this so we can go back to his apartment and have a normal life. He’s itching to go back to work, even though he doesn’t come out and say so. Blake’s a hardworking man, and he’s been holed up in hiding for too damn long.

      A smile tugs at my lips, my eyes drinking him in as I move next to the bed. His eyes flutter open at my touch. I trail my fingers up his stomach and chest, cupping the side of his face. He hums, leaning into my hand. I try hard to keep my face blank, but my lips turn down slightly, knowing that in a month’s time, I’m going to do something that could rip us apart . . . again.

      Mentally, I shake myself. No. Dresden needs to be here with Shannon and the others. Jax is a no-brainer. He may have taught me, but at some point, I surpassed him in skill. He knows it, too. It’s why he and I never sparred.

      “Your eyes are so distant lately,” he murmurs, grabbing my wrist and yanking me onto the bed. He rolls to his side, hovering over me with my legs draped over his hip.

      “I’ve got a lot on my mind, Blake.”

      “Let’s see if I can help ease that.”

      He leans down and kisses me, running his tongue along my lower lip before nipping at it. My heart beats rapidly, his right hand fisting in my hair while his other one gently grips my waist. He trails his lips across my cheek, sucking on my earlobe, along my jaw and down my throat.

      “Blake,” I moan, running my fingers through his hair.

      “Hey, baby,” he whispers, working his way down my neck and across my collarbone.

      “Yeah?”

      “You know what would make me really happy?”

      “Huh?”

      “If you’d let me handle the guestlist for the wedding.”

      His words filter through my passion-filled brain, but my intuition nags even as his hand moves up my stomach. His tongue teases my skin, making my sex pulse with need, scattering my thoughts.

      “Whatever you want, baby.”

      “Whatever I want?”

      Despite my need for him, I grab his head and force him to look at me. His eyes are a mix of hunger and weariness. “You wouldn’t be asking me if you weren’t planning on inviting someone I wouldn’t like. So, who’s on the list that you're worried about, Blake?”

      He tries to kiss me, but I turn my head and his lips press against my cheek. “Lily, it’s nothing serious.”

      “Blake.” My tone is stern, a warning. Pushing me right now would be a huge mistake on his part. I’ve got enough shit to deal with.

      “I’m going to have Sammi find your family. You need to make peace with them.”

      My eyes narrow, agitation simmering low in my blood, rising with each second. I push against his chest and pull myself out of bed. “No.”

      “Lily, please.”

      “Goddammit, Blake. We’ve had this discussion before. I do not want to find them. I do not want to meet them. Why can’t you just let this fucking go?”

      He stands and takes a step toward me and unsteadily I move back, away from him. “Because I want to help. You need to get over your past if we’re to have a real future. You know it and so do I.”

      A growl erupts from my throat and his eyes widen in surprise. “Fuck your help. Leave this alone, or so help me God, you’re not going to like my reaction.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “It’s a warning. The last one you’re going to get where this topic is concerned.” I head for the bedroom door, needing to put some distance between us.

      “Don’t you dare walk out on me, Lily Williams, or you won’t like my reaction.”

      I spin around, my shoulders tight and chest damn near heaving with the effort to keep space between us. Every time he challenges me about shit like this, I’m torn between fucking his brains out and slapping the shit out of him. It’s confusing and sexy as hell— the glimmer and determination swimming in his chocolate brown eyes, the tightness in his shoulders.

      Fuck.

      “Your threats are bullshit and you know it,” I hiss, glaring at him.

      He moves with an easy grace toward me. Stepping back, I press against the door as he puts his hands on either side of my head, leaning in close, but not touching me.

      “Try to walk out of here and I’ll show you just how bullshit my threats are.”

      A smile spreads across my lips. I do love a good challenge. I shove his chest hard and spin around, grabbing the doorknob. As I twist it, Blake grabs my wrist and spins me to face him. My hands move to push him again. He’s faster than I expect, dipping down to grab my ass. He lifts me and slams me back into the door, the wood groaning in protest. His lips are on mine and we’re lost in a fit of tongues, hands, and passion spreading like wildfire.

      Digging my nails into his neck, he growls and grinds his erection into me. I suck in a sharp breath and tangle my fingers in his hair. Setting me on my feet, he grabs the belt loops on my jeans and yanks them down. As I kick them off, he drops his, not bothering to step out of them before he lifts me, filling me as he slams me against the door again.

      I bury my face into the crook of his neck as he takes me, rough and without apology. My body shutters, my sex clenching around his hard-on. He’s relentless and I hold my breath trying to control the need for release. Letting go would just prove his point. This is the one place, the one time, when Blake owns me, completely.

      “Nice try, baby, but you know it won’t work,” he says breathlessly.

      He thrusts inside me harder, deeper, making me cry out his name. The line between pain and pleasure is a thin one with him. He swivels his hips before slamming into me again, and it’s an overload of pleasure. His teeth graze my jaw as my arms tighten around him, digging into the hardened, flexing muscles of his shoulders.

      “Come on, Lily.”

      And that’s it. I come, shaking with the intensity, squeezing my eyes shut as my body and nerves soar— arching my back, grinding down on him, and prolonging the wave. He finds his release while nipping my neck.

      “The answer is still no, Blake,” I say, resting my head against his shoulder, trying to bring my breathing under control.

      He chuckles, tightening his grip around me. “You’re the most beautiful and stubborn woman on the planet.”

      He kisses my neck, sweet and soft, as he turns and lays me on the bed. I wince as he pulls out and chuckles. He’s always found his ability to make me sore amusing, the asshat. Blake can make me crazy at times, but he definitely knows how to distract me, and after all the shit we’ve been through lately, it’s welcome.

      Stretching out beside me, he finally kicks his pants off. My eyes drift down his naked body, my stomach tightening again. The idea of having him all to myself, forever, makes my head swim. His fingers move under my shirt, stroking my stomach.

      “I love you,” he whispers. His voice is so full of passion and sincerity . . . it's breathtaking.

      Rolling onto my side, I snuggle against him, resting my hands on his chest. “I love you, too. No matter what happens, I have and always will love you, Blake.”

      He’s going to be pissed when I take Bates’ mission alone. But, it’s the right thing to do. Even if something happens to me, whether it’s now or five years from now, Blake has possessed the very best parts of me. He has my heart to hold even long after my body is gone. He’d bounce back— move on. Not that I intend on dying any time soon, and certainly not on this mission, but . . . my luck hasn’t been the best lately.

      His deep and steady breaths, the musical beat of his heart, lull me to sleep. Our bodies twisted together like vines, perfectly fitting, at ease. His scent, a mix of coconut shampoo and sunlight, swims around me, intensified by the heat from his skin. It’s like sleeping on a beach.

      God, I love this man.
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        27 days left.

      

      

      I swear on my life, if Blake, Vlad, or Hastin ask me about my biological family one more time, I’m going to lose my temper something fierce. What part of, ‘I don’t want to find them’, is too hard for these bitches to understand? I’ve got enough on my mind without this to add to it.

      The porch is quiet at least. Nothing but the clink of ice as I swirl the Tequila in my glass. Sorina wanted fresh air this afternoon, so I’m hanging out while she and Caleb’s brother, Carson, sit on the benches in the front yard. She’s handling Samuel’s death better than I thought she would, though I know she’s hurting. His necklace still hangs around her neck, her fingers fidgeting with it every few minutes.

      She stares at the ground as she talks, and Carson just listens. His hand rests against her back, keeping distance between them, as his eyes never leave her face. He seems like a good kid and it’s obvious Caleb at least taught the boy manners.

      “He’s rather taken with her lately, isn’t he?” Caleb sinks down onto the step next to me, his guns hanging in holsters at his sides.

      “Yeah. She’s got some healing to do though.” I take a long draw from my glass, the burn in my throat soothing rather than annoying as the fiery liquor warms my stomach.

      “He knows. Carson handles death well. He had to when our parents were killed.”

      “Maybe he’ll help her. Lord knows I’m not in any state to do a thing lately.” The last few days have agitated me beyond belief. Every thought consumed with what I’m going to do in a few weeks and the possibility of coming face to face with the man that raised me . . . and possibly betrayed me.

      “You’ll get through this. We all will.” He places his hand on my back, mimicking his younger brother.

      “I know. Just sucks ass in the meantime.”

      The wood steps creak as my weight shifts off them, my body aching in protest as I stand. When this is all over, spending a week at a massage therapist might not be a bad idea. My boots thump across the patio, lessening as I move through the entrance door and into the kitchen.

      Blake, Vlad, Rhett, and Sammi sit around the island, whispering like teenagers. My eyes narrow, as I slam the door forcefully, making them all jump. Their heads whip around in my direction, Sammi’s cheeks flushing a bright red.

      Hmm . . .

      “Hey, baby,” Blake says with a little hitch in his deep voice.

      “What the fuck are you four up to? Sammi’s blushing like she got caught giving head behind the bleachers during the homecoming game.”

      Rhett coughs, covering his mouth while Blake and Vlad snicker.

      “How do you know what goes on at high school football games?” Vlad spins in his chair, an amused grin on his face.

      “Jameson told me all about his years in high school and the things his friends did. Very interesting stuff American teenagers seem to get into.”

      Booming laughter resounds through the kitchen. I set my glass on the island and move to lean against it. Blake grabs my waist and pulls me into his lap, my back against his front. His fingers send shivers down my spine as they brush my hair away from the side of my neck. Trembles of desire spike through me, my eyes closing on their own as his lips gently caress my skin.

      “Get a room,” Dresden says as he joins us, his heavy strides breaking the serenity around us.

      “Nice to see you too, Python.” I sit up straight, staying on Blake’s lap but leaning my elbows and forearms on the counter.

      “Why haven’t we heard from Bates, Lily?”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “Relax, man. He’ll contact us when something important comes around.”

      “Shannon’s morning sickness is starting to get worse. I don’t know if I’m cut out for that shit.” He sighs and leans against the counter as chuckles wave through everyone else. “It ain’t funny, assholes.”

      “Not like I can help it.” Shannon runs her hand up his back, and he shivers.

      “I know, mein schatz. Just hate seeing you like that.” Dresden straightens up and pulls her into his arms, splaying his hand across her stomach.

      Blake tightens his arms around my waist, and I lean into him. I’ll be lucky if I can pull off doing this mission alone. He and the others are too observant. I’ve got to take extra care not to make them suspicious of anything.

      The front door opens and closes as Caleb, Carson, and Sorina join us. It’s getting too crowded in this kitchen. Sorina’s eyes are puffy and she shuffles her feet as she walks. It hurts to watch her suffer still. Losing someone you love is never easy, and unlike losing Dresden and me temporarily, Samuel won’t ever come back.

      “Mom, can Carson and I go watch a movie?”

      My mouth pops open slightly. She’s never really asked permission for something like that before.

      “Of course. Do you need anything?”

      She shakes her head and shuffles toward her bedroom. Carson stays behind for just a moment.

      “Don’t worry, Ms. Lily. She’s going to be okay. Takes time.” He shoves his hands in his pockets and turns, following her into the bedroom.

      Blake sighs and kisses my shoulder. The tension in the room has grown considerably. No one knows how to help Sorina. This isn’t like helping the girls we saved from auctions. We’re all too tied to Sorina and trying to deal with Samuel and Jameson’s deaths as well.

      “I’m going to go lay down.” I stand and plant a quick kiss on Blake’s cheek. His gaze follows me all the way to the bedroom. I can feel the pull on my back, his energy the strongest thing in the house.

      Dropping my guns on the nightstand, I flop into bed, the tears coming instantly, running down the sides of my face. I miss Jameson. The shit with my pending wedding is overwhelming. I never thought anything would be more stressful than the year I spent away from Blake, but fuck if all this shit ain’t playing hell on my nerves.

      I let the tears fall until my eyes get heavy. Sleep is nothing but nightmares, but hell, right now, reality hasn’t been much better.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      24 days left.

      Sammi and I spent the last three days holed up in the tech office. It made keeping things from Blake and the others easier than I could’ve hoped for. Caleb and Dresden keep checking on us though. Probably making sure I don’t get angry and try to kill her. I wouldn’t at this point. My whole fucking, insane plan falls apart if I don’t have Sammi’s help.

      “Seroquel takes too long to go into effect. If you’re going to knock them out and have a helicopter land within fifteen minutes, you need something quick and strong, mate.” Sammi taps her thumb against her desk.

      I pace back and forth. The sleep meds the doctors have won’t cut it. I’d be waiting over an hour for most of them to take effect since I can’t give them through injection. This whole idea is stupid. I can’t back down though. Deep down, I can feel it in my gut— I have to do this one alone.

      “Figure it out, Sammi. I don’t give a damn what we use, as long as it does the job at this point. We’re running out of time.” I flop down in the chair in front of her desk and put my head in my hands.

      “Relax, Lily. I’m not gonna let you down.” She scoots her chair up and types with lightning speed, her eyes darting from monitor to monitor.

      This mission has to be wrong. It can’t be Jax. I don't believe that. This is the Taurus trying to make it look like something it isn’t. Jax would never betray me or this team. He trained us, brought us together. We’d be nothing if it weren’t for him. Under his command, we all made it home, every time. I sigh, rubbing my face.

      I’ve got two agents killed.

      A knock at the door snaps me back to reality. Sammi quickly starts closing out of whatever she was looking at before she yells for the person to come in. As the door creaks open, I stand, my stomach instantly clenching as Blake steps into the room, followed closely by Caleb, Vlad, and Dresden. Dresden and Blake are getting along well considering all the things over the last few weeks.

      “What’s going on?” Caleb’s voice is even and stern. The voice of a Fed.

      Sammi and I glance at each other, feigning ignorance. “What do you mean, mate?”

      “Don’t fuck with us, Sammi. You two have been holed up in here for days. What gives?” Dresden takes a step forward, crossing his arms over his chest.

      His mood isn’t going to improve until this is all over. He’s got more to lose now than any of us, and Shannon’s pregnancy is finally starting to show. Not much, but that little bump is going to become a beach ball quickly, and every day Dres gets more irritated.

      “Nothing’s going on. You guys need to chill the fuck out. You’re starting to piss me off.” I walk with purpose toward the door, attempting to slide between Caleb and Vlad to leave.

      Caleb grabs my upper arm, halting me in place. My eyes narrow and I look slowly from his hand to his face.

      His voice is low, still stern, but laced with confusion. “I don’t know what you’re planning, Viper, but Blake and I can feel it. Don’t do something stupid.”

      My eyes flicker toward Blake, his face tight, eyes shining with pain again. He reaches around Caleb and gently cups the side of my face. Involuntarily, my eyes close and I lean into his touch. My heart pounds against my chest and it takes everything in me to keep my mouth shut. I hate lying to Blake, but this time, well, every time I have, it’s been necessary.

      Opening my eyes, I stand straight and pat Caleb’s cheek. “You worry too much. Both of you.” I glance at Blake again before stepping away from them and walking from the room.

      I exhale loudly, making my way to the kitchen. Teresa is doing dishes and singing quietly to herself. She’s been too quiet lately. It makes me nervous. Sliding one of the stools out, I sit and watch her. Her head turns slightly in my direction, acknowledging I’m here.

      “Want a drink?”

      I chuckle as she shuts the faucet off and dries her hands, finally turning to look at me. “Tequila.”

      A grin spreads across her face as she moves around the kitchen making my drink. She leans against the counter as she sets the glass down and slides it to me. It hardly burns my throat anymore and tastes delicious.

      “So, you excited about all dis wedding stuff?” Teresa doesn’t even crack a smile.

      I huff and take a sip of my drink. “I’d be more excited if they’d leave certain shit alone.”

      “Ha! I told ‘em to leave the family thing alone, Lily. Men don’t listen though.”

      “Ain’t that the goddamned truth.” I slowly shake my head and down the rest of my Tequila before glancing at my watch.

      It’s 7:00 P.M. and the sun is going down. An attack isn’t expected but, who knows what could happen at this point. I’ve hardly slept for weeks, and while someone new stands guard every night, I find myself sitting up, staring out the windows. I’ve waited for a response to the message I sent, but so far nothing. Anyone else would respond to a message carved into a corpse . . .

      Something big is coming though . . .

      I can feel it.
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      Getting lost in an auction is a hell of a way to spend my twentieth birthday. Thankfully, Dresden and Vlad find me fast enough. The rape almost doesn’t matter at this point. I don’t feel. Jax says it’s a risk we have to take. He probably wouldn’t say that if it was his body on the line, but, it’s whatever. I got to use my new hunting knife. It cuts through muscle like warm butter.

      “You gonna hold that thing forever?” Dresden stares at the blade as I twirl it on the table. “You ain’t careful and you’ll cut a finger off.”

      “Do I look that fucking clumsy?” I balance the tip of the hilt with my finger, drawn to the way the dim light of the office shimmers off the barely used silver.

      “Never said you were, Lily. You okay?” He reaches over and tries to touch my arm.

      Jumping from my seat, I snatch the knife up and speed walk to the other side of the table, tremors and shakes taking over my shoulders. That was too fucking close.

      “I’m good. The mission got a little fucked up. Not a big deal.”

      Fuck. Breath. Dresden has got to learn space. It’s been the same shit with him for three years. He keeps pushing it and I’m going to cut his fucking fingers off.

      “Why can’t we touch you? People in the ring do and—”

      “And they die shortly after. Want to touch me? Fine. Just remember I’ll slit your throat as soon as you go to walk away.”

      “Someday you’ll have to explain.” He stands, squaring his shoulders.

      “Someday you’ll have to learn to mind your own fucking business.”

      I glare at him as he shakes his head and leaves the room. The truth is, even though I went into convulsions when Dresden held me the other night, carrying my very worn out and bruised body, his warmth was kind of nice . . .

      
        
        †††

        ~Dresden~

      

      

      “Baby, are you okay?”

      “Ugh, I’m fine. Morning sickness sucks,” Shannon says, flushing the toilet again.

      I run my hand over my head and sigh. It can’t be healthy for her to puke so damn much. Dr. Monroe says it’s normal, but seriously, this is getting to be a bit much. It doesn’t help that I can’t focus on a damn thing. All my energy and time should be focused on Shannon when I’m not on patrol, but my thoughts stray to Lily too often.

      She’s hiding something. Blake knows it and so do I. Whatever it is, it’ll probably get her killed, injured, or God knows what else.

      Why does she have to be so stubborn?

      I love that girl, but some days I just want to shake the living fuck out of her. All the progress she and Blake made, and we’re on the verge of losing her again. I can see it in her eyes— the desperation and pain that lingers just in the back of those sapphire irises.

      “What’s on your mind, baby?” Shannon climbs into bed next to me and lays her head on my chest. She’s so warm, and the small bump of a stomach she has is sexy as hell.

      Gently, I run my fingertips across her belly, just above her waistline. “Nothing, sweetheart.”

      “Bullshit, Dres. You’ve been zoning out for over a week. What gives?”

      I sigh loudly. “Lily is hiding something, and I can’t figure out what it is.”

      Shannon swiftly sits up and straddles me, making my dick hard instantly. I trail my fingers up and down the middle of her back, looking anywhere but her eyes.

      “Dresden, you’ve got to stop treating Lily like a child. Whatever she’s up to, it probably isn’t as big as you think.” She grabs the sides of my head and forces me to look at her.

      She’s so beautiful.

      Her lips touch mine and my hips flex, pushing my erection into her. She moans and deepens the kiss. Before long, her tongue is dancing with mine, and I’m teasing her nipples through her sports bra. She grinds into me, a low appreciative hum in her throat. I’ve been gentle with her lately, but today I don’t want to.

      Grabbing her ass, I roll, pinning her under me. Before she can protest, I pull her shorts off, pull down my own, and bury my dick inside her so hard she cries out. It’s music to my ears. She wraps her legs around my waist as I move, hard and fast, just wanting to find release for a moment.

      “Dres . . .” She moans.

      Her body clenches around me and within minutes I come, burying my face in her chest, trying to catch my breath.

      “I love you, mein schatz,” I whisper against her skin.

      “Mmmm. I love you, too.” She runs her nails down my back and I shiver.

      That one night with Lily is still in the back of my mind, but this is where I belong. Shannon, despite the few mistakes we’ve both made, is perfect in every way for me. She’s my solace, my home, my world. I’d be anything, do anything to make her happy. Even if it kills me . . .

      
        
        †††

        ~Lily~

      

      

      14 days left.

      Sitting at the dining room table, the tip of my hunting knife is stuck in the wood as I vertically balance the hilt against my finger, letting the blade spin slowly to catch the light— I’m irritated. It’s been over ten fucking days and the bullshit tactic of withholding sex is getting old, really quick. Blake has never done this before and if he’s smart, he won’t ever try this crap again. I’ve been up since 5:00 a.m., which is when I tried to get laid and he made it clear that until I can be honest, he won't be touching me.

      Two can play at that game.

      Jealousy will make a man crack quicker than anything else, and Blake Mason has some ugly jealousy lurking inside him. So, I’ll just make sure I push myself to be as friendly as possible with everyone else today.

      Strong arms snake around my stomach, and I chuckle as Dresden lightly kisses my shoulder. I don’t have to see his face to know it’s him. That energy is all I felt for the year we hunted together. He’s easy to spot now. And he’s Blake’s inner demon, too. Though we’ve made it clear nothing happened during that year, the night Dres and I hooked up changed something in Blake. It made him vulnerable. Before then, he was the only man I’d ever wanted. Even though Dres was just one night, Blake had to face that I’d wanted someone else for a second.

      It was a hard truth to swallow for him.

      “Morning,” I say as he releases me and flops onto the stool beside me.

      “Hey.” He swipes his hand down his face. His eyebrows pull upward slightly as he glances between my hunting knife and my face. “Lily. You okay?”

      “Yeah, why?” It’s too early for the concerned best friend routine today.

      “Last time I found you at a table playing with that knife, some really bad shit had just happened.”

      I tilt my head, thinking about that day again. He’s got a point. “True. At least now you know why you couldn’t touch me back then.”

      He laughs; more a snicker than anything else as he stands up, crossing behind me. I jump a little as his breath tickles my ear. “Yep. And since then I’ve touched you in ways I’d never even dreamed about.”

      A shiver runs down my spine as his hand touches my shoulder. I belong with Blake, but Dresden is a damn good man, and he’d be my second choice in a heartbeat.

      A deep, gruff sound startles both of us, and we turn to find Blake a few feet back, eyes ablaze with jealousy, staring at us.

      Oh, that couldn’t be more perfect.

      My plan launched itself into play without my having to make it happen. Dresden leans down and softly kisses the top of my head, whispering he’ll talk to me later as he makes his way back toward his and Shannon’s room.

      I turn my head enough to keep Blake in my peripheral, pretending to watch Dresden walk away. It’s almost comical how easily Blake gets jealous. It kind of pissed me off considering he should know, despite everything, he’s the only one for me.

      As he walks toward me, his shoes clacking off the kitchen floor, I swivel my stool to face forward as he stops behind me. The tension radiates off him and without warning he grabs the stool and spins me to face him.

      “Morning, dear,” I say with a sneer. He’s going to regret using sex as a weapon with me, that’s for damn sure.

      “Morning,” he says crossing his arms over his chest and taking a step closer, pushing himself between my legs.

      It’s like all the blood in my body pools in my sex. “Do you need something, or do you just enjoy invading my space and glaring daggers at me?” I push him back with my body as I stand up and start walking toward our bedroom.

      “Where the fuck are you going?” He’s hot on my trail, his shoes echoing even louder.

      “Upstairs. I forgot my phone when I came down. I want to see if Rhett wants to hang out.”

      “Rhett? Since when do you text your team to hang out?”

      I open the bedroom door without looking behind me. Three steps into the room and the door slams closed.

      “I usually don’t, but I haven’t seen him much. I miss his face.” With my back still to Blake, I smile, knowing how red his must be.

      “You’re trying to make me jealous. Don’t think I don’t know you, Lily.” His voice is low and pissed.

      “I’m not trying to make you anything, Blake.” I grab the towel hanging on a knob of the dresser and make my way to the bathroom. I know Blake’s quietly behind me, trying to figure out what my next move is. “I mean, Rhett was supposed to help Vlad with some orders for Interpol today, and Shannon is doing baby shopping online. Maybe I’ll just hang with Dres for the day.”

      Sliding my pants to the floor and pulling my shirt over my head, I step into the shower and kick on the water. It’s freezing at first, raising goosebumps over my skin, but quickly warms as tough fingers trail lightly down my spine. I shiver and his lips brush my shoulder moving toward my neck. His hand tangles gently in my hair as he flicks his tongue out to draw in my earlobe.

      “We both know you’re not going to fuck anyone but me,” he says, tightening his grip on my hair as he moves his other hand to hover over my sex. “And I’d have fucked you every day if you weren’t hiding something from me.”

      I sigh and force myself out of his embrace. Turning around, I lock eyes with him. “Blake, do you trust me?”

      His eyebrows shoot up and his back straightens, all sexual playfulness gone. “Of course, I do. Why would you ask that?”

      I reach out and lay my hand on his chest, over his heart. “Then you need to trust that if I’m withholding something from you, it’s for a reason. You have to trust that everything I do is for you, and for us. I know what I’m doing.”

      He places his hand over mine and shakes his head, looking down at the floor. “I’m terrified to lose you again.”

      My heart melts at the brokenness of his voice. We’ve come so far together, but we still have a million miles to go. I step forward, putting my body against his, sliding my hand up to tilt his chin so he looks at me. “That’s never gonna happen.”

      He kisses me and within moments, he’s lifted me, entered me, and fucks me at a steady pace against the front wall of the shower, the water spraying down onto us. Nothing has ever felt so good.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      An hour later, we’re re-dressed and having a late breakfast together in the kitchen. Things are quiet lately and that tends to make me nervous. Every day I expect Jameson and Samuel to walk in the room to update me on something, but they don’t. I hide it better than the others, but remembering they’re gone is like someone ripping an old wound open with their bare hands.

      I miss them.

      Now that Blake and I are okay again, and I’ve set him at ease somewhat, maybe pulling off this mission will be easier. I feel bad for using trust as a way to lie to him, but it’s important. I have to do this on my own.

      Sammi catches my attention over Blake’s shoulder and motions for me to follow her. I stand quietly and kiss Blake’s shoulder as I walk past him. He stares at me as I walk away, I can feel it, but says nothing.

      Sammi keeps her hand on the door and steps to the side, closing it quickly after I enter— the lock clicking ominously, sealing us temporarily in the room.

      “I’ve found it,” she says, swiping a piece of paper off her desk.

      “Found what,” I say puzzled as she hands me the paper before pacing between me and her desk.

      “A drug to use. To knock everyone out long enough for you to get away.” She stops moving long enough to make eye contact.

      My heart races as I read the paper she’s given me.

      Midazolam. Used mainly for minor surgical procedures. 1-4mg depending on the weight of the patient. Lasts 1-6 hours.

      “Sammi, you’re a genius. How does it have to be given to them?”

      “It can be done in several ways. Putting it in their drinks and finding a way for everyone to drink it at the same time might be easiest. I don’t really want to try to stick Vlad or Dresden with a needle.” She grimaces, shaking her head from side to side.

      “Yeah, me neither. We’re gonna need help.”

      “Who would even consider helping us with this shit? Come on, Lil.”

      “Teresa,” I say, more under my breath than to Sammi.

      “Teresa? You’re kidding? She’s loyal to Blake. She’s not going to help you drug and lie to the man. He pays her salary, remember?”

      “She’s done it once before. She’ll do it again.” I stare at Sammi, the realization that this is going to work. “Order it. Make sure you get the package and no one else. If anyone else finds out you have a tranquilizer, you better come up with a damn good lie.”

      “I will. You can trust me, Lily.” She stands straighter.

      “And burn this,” I say, holding the paper out toward her.

      She slides into her office chair after tossing the paper into the low burning embers of her fireplace. “Go. Before they come in here wanting to know what we’re up to.”

      I can’t help but smile at her as she swivels to face her screens. How do I stay angry at someone who betrayed me for all the right reasons? If I’d been in Sammi’s shoes, and it was Sorina on the line—

      Sammi is still family. And once again, she’s helping me with a task I can’t trust anyone else with.
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            ~Sammi~
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      The shipment of Midazolam is scheduled to be here within the next 3-5 days. My contacts in the pharmaceutical industry come in handy from time to time. I ordered tablets and liquid form. Lily and I seriously need to discuss a plan to dose everyone, because I’m not getting my ass beat by Dresden . . . or Vlad.

      A few months ago, my relationship with Vlad would’ve reassured me of not fearing him. But since everything went down and we lost Jameson, he hardly even looks in my direction. When he does, I’m almost positive he’s contemplating killing me in my sleep. We still share a room, but he’s slept on the futon, while I’m alone in the bed.

      I don’t regret doing everything to save my daughter. But hurting the man I fell in love with, and the people I hold as family is the single worst thing I’ve ever done in my life. Lily deserves better from me. She’s risked her life repeatedly for all of us, and I repaid her with betrayal. Helping her accomplish this mission is the least I can do to win back her trust, and show her how sorry I am.

      I scroll through the shipment status email one more time before closing everything out. Normally, I’d delete any and all traces of this, but to double guard Lily’s ass in the event our team comes snooping, I encrypted every mouse click with a series of passwords. It recycles the same three every time you try to click to open anything on my hard drive. Our team is intelligent, but they’re not hackers. No one’s getting through the encryption.

      A gruff cough startles me and I jump, turning quickly toward the sound. Vlad stands a few feet behind me, his arms crossed over his massive chest and a look on his face that screams, Go fuck yourself.

      What in the vag? This should be interesting.

      “Did you need something?” I ask, spinning back toward my monitor to finish closing the screens down.

      I know he’s staring at the back of my head. It’s like a weird energy pulse and it’s uncomfortable coming from him.

      “I’d appreciate it if you faced me when I talk to you.” His voice is low and controlled. Two things that, with Vlad, are worrisome to say the least.

      My shoulders slump forward as I sigh and spin my chair toward him. I’m surprised that his look softens just a fraction when our eyes meet, but there’s no denying the fury in those irises.

      “What do you want to say, mate? At this point, I’d be ‘ight if ya just kicked my ass and got it over with.” I shrug, unable to put anymore movement into caring about what happens next.

      “I don’t want to kick your ass, Sammi. God, you’re fucking stupid sometimes.” His lips pull back in a grimace and I’m just blankly staring at him . . . confused.

      Wait . . . what?

      He takes a determined step forward but stops abruptly as if he’s walked into an imaginary wall. “I love you. But, god, I hate you right now. You lied to me. You lied to the team. This team is supposed to trust each other. Between Hayato, and now this shit with Jax . . . you being a fucking . . . rat, just makes it that much harder for us all.”

      The tears sting my eyes. “I know, and I’— “

      “No! You don’t know. Every time we catch someone in a lie, the rest of us trust each other a little less. I trust Rhett and Dres a little less. Lily trusts us ALL a little less. What the hell does this team have if we can’t trust each other?”

      He’s right. As much as I want to say I did this for my daughter and they should understand, the effect is still the same. Every time we lie, we fall a little further apart. At a time when we need to stand closer together.

      “I love you, Vlad. I’m not going to apologize again, because it doesn’t change anything. You’re right. This team, partly because of my actions, is falling apart when we can’t afford to. All I can tell you is I’ll wait for as long as it takes to make this right again. To make us right.”

      The tears finally slide slowly down my cheeks and before I can process it, Vlad is across the room, and his lips slam into mine as he sinks to his knees to match my sitting height.

      After a moment he rests his forehead on mine and sighs. “It’s going to take a while. But eventually, we’ll be okay.”

      
        
        †††

        ~Lily~

      

      

      12 days left.

      “We found at least twelve different dresses that would look good. Picking one is the hard part . . . for you at least,” Shannon says as she leans back in her chair, hand rubbing small circles across the front of her growing belly.

      I can’t help but stare. I never understood the saying that pregnant women “glow”, but I think after watching Shannon’s pregnancy progress, I get it. She does look brighter. Happier. Though, there’s no denying the exhaustion in her eyes.

      She, Sorina, and Teresa have spent the first 25 minutes of dinner rambling on about wedding planning. I’m trying my best to seem enthused, but the nagging feeling of what I’m about to do in 12 days is making it more difficult than I imagined.

      Blake’s hardly said two words since we sat down to eat. He thinks I don’t notice the subtle glances between him, Dres, and Vlad— but I do. They’re trying to figure out what I’m up to, and they’re failing at it. Someone would’ve cussed me out and confronted me already if they even had a working theory.

      It’s almost cute— the three of them trying to play Sherlock Holmes behind my back.

      “What if I don’t want to wear a dress?”

      I stare at Blake, ignoring the gasps and choking sounds coming from the girls. The table is silent, and finally, he turns his eyes to me.

      “Sorry, what?” he says, his voice deep and unfocused.

      “Your sister is talking about the million wedding dresses they’ve found for me to choose from. I said, what if I don’t want to wear a dress?”

      He looks over my shoulder, confusion written all over his lovely face. He settles back on me, tilting his head to the side. “Honestly Lily, I don’t give a fuck if you show up wearing a housecoat, just as long as you show up and marry me.”

      A lump forms in my throat. There’s no humor in his tone, no playfulness in his eyes. I miss him trying to lighten the mood all the time. Slowly, I take my hand from my lap and set it on his, atop the table.

      “I’ve waited my entire life for you, Mr. Mason. The last thing I’d do is miss our wedding.”

      His eyes soften just a little before he leans over and presses his forehead to mine. He squeezes my hand and whispers, “I love you” in my ear.

      “I love you, too,” I say around the ever-growing panic rising in my chest.

      Blake deserves so much better than me— than this. I’m just too damn selfish to let him go again.

      As Blake straightens up, the table erupts in chatter and laughter. Dresden, Blake, and Hastin launch into an animated conversation about the underlying meanings of the Winnie the Pooh characters, which draws everyone’s attention and insane amounts of laughter.

      Something makes my hair stand on end, and I scan the faces, finally landing on Sammi. She nods her head so slightly it’s unlikely anyone else has noticed. I mimic the movement to convey to her that our plans haven’t changed.

      She takes a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling in almost a defeated way. Just before I go to turn away, Dresden’s glare catches my attention. He stares at me for a moment, looks at Sammi, and then back to me— his face solid as stone.

      I attempt a smile, but there’s no doubt about it now— Dresden knows Sammi and I are up to something.

      
        
        †††

        ~Blake~

      

      

      The bourbon is smooth and comforting as it slides down my throat. Dresden, Vlad, Hastin, and I are lounging in the entertainment room. Lily went to relax in the tub, and everyone else is off doing whatever. I couldn’t care less right now. I’d rather be upstairs, buried balls deep in my fiancée, but something tells me she needs some time to herself.

      “That bitch is up to something,” Dresden says as he sits back in his leather chair, crossing one leg over his knee.

      “Watch it,” I snap. I know he’s angry with Lily, but the name-calling every time he gets mad is starting to piss me off.

      “Fuck that, Mason. You didn’t see what I saw at dinner. I’ll call her whatever I want until I find out what she’s planning.”

      “Maybe we’re overreacting,” Hastin says as he stands and takes my place at the bar.

      I lean against the wall, staring at the dark amber liquid in my glass. “You don’t really believe that, Hastin.”

      He sighs loudly and pinches the bridge of his nose. “No, I don’t. But I also know that the more pressure we put on her trying to figure it out, the better she’ll hide it. I’ve been Lily’s psychiatrist for 11 years. Believe it or not, I know more about her than you all do.”

      Vlad and Dresden both give a grunt, showing their opinion of Hastin’s statement.

      “I can’t tell if Sammi is lying or not,” Vlad says before draining his glass. “Before finding out about everything, I would’ve been able to tell.”

      I also drain my glass and set it loudly on the table. “Okay, so where does that leave us? Maybe Hastin is right about letting up on the pressure.”

      “And do what? Just let her be stupid like it isn’t going to affect everyone in this house?” Dresden uncrossed his legs and sits forward. “Mark my words. She’s planning something big and something really stupid. If it doesn’t get her killed, it’s going to tear this group apart. I know her. I can feel it when something isn’t right. Vlad can too.”

      I look over at Vlad as he sits slumped in his chair. Dresden is right. I can feel it too. In the way she sleeps, the way she kisses me . . . everything seems off right now. Like she is waiting for a dam somewhere to break and us all to drown.

      “We don’t have a choice,” I say with finality and defeat. “Plus, I’ll be lucky if she doesn’t kill me soon anyway.”

      The room is so silent I could hear a pin drop. Dresden stares at me with narrowed eyes and, for the first time with him, I’m actually worried about his reaction.

      “Blake,” he says in a low, apprehensive tone. “What did you do?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and glance at Hastin. He’s staring at the floor, his hands folded together in front of him. “We, Hastin and I, found her family. Well . . . some of her family.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Dresden stands abruptly, his face going slightly red.

      “I know what you’re gonna say, Dres. But she needs this.”

      “No, she needs you to listen to her. She told you no. She’s been telling you both no for a long time.”

      “Dresden,” Hastin says in a calming voice. “I know you don’t agree with this, but we’re trying to help her.”

      He scoffs. “Help her, my ass. The problem with you all is that you constantly think you know what’s best for her, and you don’t. I don’t give a fuck that you love her. I love her, too. But I’m not about to completely disrespect her wishes. Not where her birth family is concerned. You guys are assholes. Vlad . . .”

      Slowly, I turn toward Vlad, expecting the same reaction and trying to hide the jealousy in my chest at hearing Dresden say he loves my Lily. It’s not like I don’t know it. And she loves him. I know it isn’t the same way she loves me or him my sister, but ever since they slept together, there’s an irrational part of me that is still angry with Dresden.

      It’s selfish, I know, but for the longest time, I was the only person Lily willingly gave herself to. Now it’s me and him, and I hate it.

      “I agree she needs closure,” Vlad says as Dresden instantly gears up for an argument. Vlad holds his hand up to silence him. “I don’t know if I agree with doing it against her consent. Then again . . . I don’t know that Lily would ever consent, so this may be the only way.”

      “She’s going to kill him,” Dresden says with a look of disbelief on his face.

      “Yeah,” Vlad says. “And we’ll have to stop her, and she’ll be pissed at all of us for a really long time. But once she gets over it, and gets the closure, maybe we can have all of Lily and not just the slim bit of herself she lets us in on.”

      Vlad meets my gaze and I can’t help but smile a little. He smirks, which isn’t a full endorsement, but it’s encouraging.

      “Yeah,” Dresden says shaking his head. “Or she’ll beat our asses and never speak to us again.”

      Hastin walks forward and places his hand on Dresden’s shoulder. “You and I both know she’d never do that. Let’s just hope for the best.”
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            ~Lily~
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        7 days left.

      

      

      Where did the time go? My mind wanders as Blake’s soft snores beside me help quiet my racing heart. Despite my determination to see this mission through, it’s killing me . . . knowing I’ll be leaving him again, with no guarantee of coming home.

      I plan to come home— just like I’d planned to do every other time. But it rarely works out the way I’ve planned anymore. When I saved Shannon, it was supposed to be in and out. I was gone for months. Then Dresden and I were gone for a year. How long will it really be this time?

      “Baby,” Blake says in a low voice startling me. “Why’s the light on? What’s wrong?”

      My breath catches in my throat as he turns on his side and wraps his arm across my stomach, snuggling his head against my shoulder. It feels like it’s been forever since he’s touched me or shown me any affection without there being underlying anger to it. He seems half asleep still, and his guard is down, so there’s no tension, just him.

      I lay my free arm over his. “Nothing’s wrong. I just couldn’t sleep.” His eyes are staring up at me when I glance down.

      “Lily, why do you even bother trying to lie to me anymore? I know you too well.” He rolls over me and holds his weight on his arms, his body hovering inches above mine.

      My insides turn to molten lava and I can’t stop myself from running my fingers through his growing beard. It’s almost strange seeing him with it, but I like it. He looks more husband and less business mogul.

      “You like the beard, huh?” he says in a low voice, a smirk pulling up the side of his lips.

      I lean forward and kiss the corner of his mouth, never taking my hands off the sides of his face. “I do actually. Very much so.”

      “Yeah? Let’s see how much you like it then.”

      Before I can protest, he slides my shirt up to expose my breasts and leans his head down to take one of my nipples in his mouth. His beard scrapes my skin, sending extra tingles down my spine. I moan and arch my back as his tongue teases my nipple to harden further.

      As he moves his mouth to the other nipple, he snakes his arm around me, pressing into my back, forcing my breasts harder against him. Blake’s grip is strong and demanding, and within moments I’m soaking wet and ready to beg him to fuck me. It’s been way too long.

      KNOCK. KNOCK. KNOCK.

      Blake freezes and his mouth hovering just above my rock-hard nipple. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      “Lily,” Sammi says through the door. “I’m sorry, but a package was delivered for you. It’s marked urgent and confidential.”

      “Fuck,” I say in a hiss under my breath. “Of all the goddamn moments to ruin.”

      Blake pushes back and sits on his knees, staring at me in disbelief. “You aren’t serious about getting out of bed right now.”

      My heart drops. “Blake, I’m sorry.”

      “You realize we’re supposed to be married in a month and I’ve barely had a moment alone with you in weeks. Weeks, Lily.”

      I scoot back and swivel my legs so that I’m kneeling as well. His arms go around me without hesitation, and he pulls my body tightly against his. “I know. But the sooner we can get the Taurus and bring them to heel, the sooner you and I can have a normal life.”

      The moment his lips touch mine, I’m reminded of every reason why I have to complete this mission. This is for him, for us, and the opportunity at a life we never knew we wanted until we met each other.

      Our tongues dance together for a moment, but I know Sammi is still standing outside our bedroom door.

      Slowly, I pull away from him and he sighs loudly. “I’ll try not to be too long. Please don’t be angry.”

      “Lily, I’m not angry. Well, not at the moment. But I’m not used to missing you when we’re still sleeping next to each other. Just hurry up.” He slides back off the bed and holds his hand out to help me up, too.

      My eyes linger on his bare chest a moment longer than needed as I go past him toward the door. He really is the sexiest man I’ve ever laid eyes on and he’s all mine. Still, even after almost two years, I’ll never, in my wildest dreams, understand how someone, as fucked up as me, got this lucky. He’s literally the blood in my veins and the air in my lungs.

      Without him, I cease to exist.

      “Blake,” I say as I place my hand on the door handle. “I love you.”

      His footsteps vibrate as he walks up behind me and gently kisses my neck, resting his hands on my hips. “I love you too, baby.”

      I open the door to Sammi leaning against the opposite wall, an innocent expression on her face.

      “Thanks, Sammi. I wasn’t trying to get laid or anything,” Blake says in a teasing tone, placing his hand against the side of the door.

      I laugh at the look of shame that crosses over her face.

      “He’s kidding, Boa. Well, not about the getting laid part, but he’s not mad.” I clasp my hand on her shoulder and guide her toward the stairs.

      “Sorry, Blake,” she says loudly over her shoulder as we descend.

      His chuckle echoes through the hall for a moment before the door clicks shut again behind us.

      The living room is still dark as we walk together toward Sammi’s office. “I really am sorry, Viper. But I think you’ll want to see this.”

      I glance to my right and stop at the sight of Sorina and Carson snuggled together, asleep, on the sofa, the TV still playing but the sound turned down.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. I’ve been out here every 15 minutes. They’re good and have been asleep for almost two hours.”

      I shake my head and start walking again. “What the hell time is it anyway?”

      Sammi glances at her wristwatch. “5:45 a.m. I’m surprised you were awake, let alone trying to get some ass.”

      “Sex helps me sleep. We’ve haven’t gotten much alone time lately.”

      She nods her head as she opens the door to her office. “That’s probably why you haven’t slept well lately. Not enough dick.”

      As the door clicks shut behind me, I laugh. “You are a crude bitch sometimes, you know that?”

      She walks over to her desk and sits down, swiveling the chair to face me. “I’m Australian. Duh.”

      We both share a moment of laughter, the first in a while for her and me. As we’re planning this mission and betrayal of all the people who love us, I can slowly feel the tension between Sammi and me fading. I’m not even sure if I’m really angry at her anymore.

      You’d think after Hayato’s betrayal, getting stabbed by psycho-bitch, hooking up with Dresden, losing Jameson and Samuel, and finding out about the possibility of Jax being a double agent, nothing would bother me anymore.

      Sammi’s betrayal was so different though. She did it for all the right reasons, and none of them had to do with personal gain.

      “So, what’s in the box?” I say pulling a chair up beside her.

      She opens the flaps and pulls out a small pill bottle and a medium-sized glass bottle. “Two forms of Midazolam. We can crush the pills and give them to them or spike their drinks with the liquid form. You’re choice.”

      “Which do you think will work faster?” I take both bottles from her hand and study them.

      Blake is going to kill me.

      “Liquid, most likely.”

      “Well, we’ll plan with that then.” I hand the bottles back to her.

      She opens the bottom drawer of her desk, reaches in and, after a series of beeps, opens the lid to a lockbox. After she places the medicine inside and closes it, she pulls a large folder out of the box that the medicine came from.

      “This was in here for you as well.”

      “What is it,” I say as I take it from her hands.

      She shakes her head, and my chest tightens. Opening the folder, my eyes land on a picture of a young, dark ebony man in a rebel uniform. He’s Nigerian, maybe twenty-five, twenty-six years old. I stare at his face, and it hits me like a collapsing building.

      Jax.

      Behind that one are dozens of photographs as he ages. The last set breaks my heart— Jax in a procession line, carrying a flag with a flaming blue Taurus symbol on it, him inspecting a line of young women, and him branding a young light-skinned girl.

      It’s like all the air is sucked out of the room. This is the proof I never wanted. Undeniable proof that Jax— the man who raised me, saved me, called me his daughter— is in fact, a member of the Taurus.

      I huff out a breath and set the folder in my lap. Sammi stares at me with sympathy and pity. Someone looking at me like that used to piss me off. It doesn’t anymore. So much has changed and the person I was seems like another lifetime altogether.

      “What are you thinking, Lily?” She leans forward and rests her fingertips on my knee.

      “What happens if I can’t kill him, Sammi? Maybe he’s undercover in the Taurus. What if we have this all wrong?”

      “Well,” she says as she sits back and runs her hand through her hair. “You’re the only person who can find that out. And if he really is working for the Taurus, he may not give you a choice about killing him.”

      My emotions are a tidal wave sized mess and it sucks.

      “Go get some sleep, Viper. We have a plan. Nothing else we can figure out right now. Go spend some time with your fiancé. You need a reprieve before all this goes down.”

      The lump in my throat won’t let words pass, but I nod. Handing the folder back to Sammi, I stand and head back to my bedroom. She doesn’t follow me, and I’m glad. Tears well in my eyes with each step and as I stop outside my bedroom door, they finally fall down my face.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Blake was asleep by the time I came back last night, but today is just he and I. The media room has been tagged off-limits to anyone but us, and I’ve got enough movies to take up the next twenty-four hours. It’s just past seven in the morning, and he probably won’t be up for a while.

      Teresa was up when I finally came back to the kitchen. She was sweet enough to make a breakfast spread for us and bring it to the media room in warming dishes. Blake pays her very well, but once we get to a normal life, she deserves a raise.

      I’m in the mood for something light-hearted, so of course, in honor of the first time Blake and I watched movies together, I pop in a kid’s animated movie. I smile at the screen as the advertisements play.

      “What’s all this?”

      I jump a mile in the air as I spin around toward him. His voice is deep and sleepy. It takes a good amount of effort to keep the smile off my face as I take in his appearance. Baggy sweats, tight tank-top undershirt, no socks, and his hair all sexy and disheveled.

      “You’re up early,” I say walking toward him. “Hungry?”

      He rubs his face and then glances from me to the covered food trays. “Did you get up and cook this morning?”

      I laugh openly. “Hell no. Teresa was up when I came downstairs. That’s all her handy work.”

      He closes the distance between us and wraps his arms around my waist, causing my heart to thump like it’s on cocaine. “I’m starving. But you still didn’t answer my question. What is all this?”

      Trailing my fingers lightly up and down his arms, he shivers under my touch. “I wanted a day with you. Just one day with no work, no team, no nothing. Just me and you, that couch, and a shitton of movies.”

      His smile could blind someone. It’s genuine, reaching all the way to his eyes. He kisses me hard and pulls me against him. “Mmmmm, I love you.”

      “I love you, too. Let’s eat, I’m hungry for once.”

      He lets go of me and takes my hand as he turns toward the table. “You need to eat. You’ve lost too much weight in the last year.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing Teresa made waffles then. I can put on a few pounds.”

      We both laugh as we sit down next to each other and dig into the food.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      Blake wipes his mouth and sets his napkin atop his empty plate. I finished five minutes ago but watched him contently until he was done. He’s even sexy when he eats. How can anyone be sexy when they eat? I don’t know, but he is.

      He leans over and kisses me, grabbing my hand at the same time. Too soon, he stands and drags me over to the couch, picking up the remote to start the movie. The familiar sunset and African music blare through the screen, and I’m more than happy to press myself into his side as he wraps his arm around me.

      We’re silent for a while with Blake planting a kiss on the back of my head every few minutes as I lightly rub circles on his hand with my thumb. It’s the most relaxed I’ve been in forever.

      “Baby,” he says startling me. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Blake, just ask. You don’t need permission to ask me questions.” I push away from him enough to turn and look him in the face. He stares at our hands, fingers entwined together. “Blake?”

      “I want more kids, Lily.”

      Wait . . . what? The air is caught in my throat, and my mouth is hanging open. More kids?

      “Say something,” he says, his voice so quiet.

      I shake my head and scoot a little closer to him. He still hasn’t looked up at me. After another moment, I put my fingers under his chin and gently coax his head up until his eyes meet mine. Locked in this moment, I run my fingers through his beard again. “Blake, you know I can’t have more kids. You knew when we took in Sorina, she’d be it for us.”

      He doesn’t even blink. “We could adopt, Lily. Or foster.” The set of his face changes from scared to confident.

      Blake has given this a lot of thought.

      “Okay,” I say surprising myself.

      His eyes get as big as saucers, his eyebrows shooting toward the ceiling. “I’m sorry, what?”

      A slow smile creeps onto my face. “I said, okay. We can adopt or foster.”

      His eyes search my face, for what I don’t know, but after a moment, I can’t help but laugh.

      “You’re serious?”

      I twist and snuggle next to him again. “I’d give you anything to make you happy, Blake. You know that.”

      He cups the side of my face and tilts my head up until my eyes meet his. “I truly love you. More than I think you will ever know.”

      “Blake—”

      His lips crush mine and before I know it, I’m underneath him on the couch, his hands roaming over my skin while his lips push me further toward ecstasy.

      With everything looming over us forgotten, I happily prepare to spend the rest of my day being lost in this man.

      

      
        
        †††

      

      

      4 days left.

      The last three days have been an unreal normal around here. Blake and I have made love at least twice a day, which suits me just fine. As I dry my hair in front of the bathroom mirror, I stare at his reflection. He woke me at three o’clock this morning and after an hour of being worn out by him; I could only fall asleep for another two hours.

      The sun still isn’t up, but he’s snoring softly, and I can’t bring myself to wake him yet. Instead, I’m going to make coffee and tackle something that could either make or break my deception. I’m running out of time to set everything up before this mission is here.

      I dress in jeans and a t-shirt. It’s far too early to put on any type of uniform, and since finding out about the mission that may or may not involve Jax, it’s been eerily quiet from the Taurus. It’s the type of silence where I know something is coming, I just can’t pinpoint what.

      Making my way to the kitchen, I’m surprised at my good fortune as I take in Teresa busying herself with the coffee maker. She’s exactly who I need to speak to this morning. Quietly, I slide onto one of the barstools around the kitchen island, my hands resting on the countertop.

      “Good morning, Miss Lily,” she says quietly without turning around.

      I can’t help but chuckle and hang my head a little. She’s been able to tell my presence for a while now, yet I still try to sneak around her without any form of success.

      “Morning, Teresa,” I say as she turns and sets a cup of hot coffee in front of me. “Thank you.”

      “Something tells me you need to talk to me.” She sets her own coffee on the table and slides one of the stools around so we’re facing each other across the counter. “Everyone has been trying to figure out what you’re up to lately. I knew if it was anything dangerous, I’d probably be hearing from you.”

      “Teresa.” I sigh, unable to even understand how this woman is so damn observant. “Can I trust you? Like I did before?”

      She cringes and stares at her coffee cup. “Lily, you ask too much of this old woman. I’ve come to love you, just as much as I’ve always loved Mr. Mason. You’re both like my own children. When will you stop being this way and trust him? Trust your team?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Bullshit. It’s never as complicated as we make it.”

      I sip my coffee for a moment, unsure if this is really the right thing to do. Sadly, Sammi and I can’t pull this off on our own. We need Teresa to help us, or this entire plan will fall apart.

      “Dresden and I were sent a mission. I’m almost positive it involves Jax. I can’t take Dresden when he has a pregnant girlfriend. He needs to be here for her, and for their child.”

      Teresa lets out a long, slow breath. “Can you not have Mr. Arcos go in his place? Someone to help you, so you aren’t doing this alone. Whenever you go off on your own, it never ends well.”

      She ain’t wrong there.

      “Teresa, please. I know how hard of what I’m asking you. But I can’t do this without you. I need you to trust me. To trust that I know what I’m doing and that I swear, I’m doing this with the best of intentions.”

      Her shoulders slump and I have to fight to keep the smile off my face. While the signs of defeat shouldn’t make me happy, it’s her way of showing she’ll help me, even if she doesn’t agree with me.

      “What do I have to do?” She keeps her eyes on her hands wrapped around her coffee mug.

      Quickly, I glance over my shoulders to make sure no one is approaching. “Four days from now, we’re going to have a big family dinner at 8:00 p.m. You’re going to hand out champagne to everyone except Shannon and Sammi. They’ll get sparkling cider. Sammi will handle Shannon. You’re going to spike the champagne with a sedative. It won’t hurt anyone, but it will knock them out for an hour or two. Long enough for the helicopter to pick me up.”

      “How long will you be gone?”

      “Where are you going, baby?”

      We both jump at the deep voice, and my jaw slacks as I turn to Blake walking down the stairs, rubbing his eyes, his sweatpants hanging low on his hips, sans shirt.

      “I was just planning to do some training outside today. Teresa was going to work on getting things in order for a food delivery. We’re running low.”

      He walks over and wraps his arms around me, nuzzling my neck. My eyes meet Teresa’s and she nods once. A final show she’s agreed to my plan. I take a deep breath, the tightness in my chest easing some at knowing she’ll keep her word.

      After a moment, Blake lets go and slides into the chair next to me. “Is there any coffee left?”

      “Si, Mr. Mason. I’ll make you a cup.”
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        3 days left.

      

      

      No one has bugged me about what they think I’m hiding in days. If my team were normal people, I’d be relieved, but they’re not. So now, I’m just paranoid. I know they’re still trying to figure it out, they’ve just given up on trying to get me to fess up. Teresa’s words from the other day still nag at me though.

      It’s not that I don’t trust them. I just know them too well. I’m doing this to save them, not because I don’t think they can help. Risking Dresden’s life, knowing he has a family to take care of, makes my chest hurt. I can’t do it. He means too much to me. They all do.

      This morning we had a family breakfast for the first time in what feels like ages. Blake smiled at me and kept contact with me in some way throughout the whole thing, whether it was his hand on mine or kissing me every time he got up to do something. It’s sweet, but also makes me feel guilty for lying to him. I’m truly looking forward to the day we can just have a normal life. Well, as normal as two people like us can have.

      Sitting at the kitchen island while everyone else is in the living room chatting and watching a movie, I skim through the debriefings of everything that’s happened over the last two years. There’s a stack of at least twenty folders and I’ve only managed to get through two. The files from when Jax was still team lead are riddled with missing information.

      At this point, I’m not surprised in the least. I don’t know what I’m going to do if this mission really is him. How do I kill the man that raised me? The man that gave me a life . . . that saved my life. I’ve spent an enormous amount of time trying to figure out why he even bothered if he was really working for the Taurus this entire time.

      A loud knock on the front door makes me jump. Before I can move, Teresa heads for the door and waves me off, so I go back to reading my files.

      “Miss Lily,” she says a moment later, her voice low and serious.

      I turn toward her and almost do a double-take as my breath catches in my throat. Edmond Bates, Hyde’s boss, stands just a foot or so behind her. He’s all business in a dark suit and Interpol badge hanging around his neck. I’ve only ever spoken to Bates a few times.

      “Sir. I wasn’t expecting you.” I stand and walk over to shake his hand.

      His grip is firm, and his demeanor exudes authority. “Agent Williams. You look well. How is everything?”

      “Fine, sir. Best as can be expected. What brings you all the way out here?”

      “I’d like a word with you. Some things are still best done in person.” He tilts his head toward my team, all of whom are watching us intently.

      “Yes, sir. We can speak in my office.” I turn and head through the living room.

      Bates’ shoes echo behind me and I don’t turn around until I’m inside my office. Once he steps through the doorway, I shut and lock the door before heading over to sit behind my desk. He looks around a moment and then takes one of the chairs in front of the oak desk.

      My office is plain at best. Nothing but my computer, telephone, a photograph of Blake and Sorina, and a corkboard with maps and bits of information tacked to it.

      Bates picks up the picture and stares at it a moment, a small smile on his face before placing it back where it was. “You seem on edge, Agent. Are you and Scholl ready for the next mission?”

      “Sir, about that,” I say fidgeting with my fingers. “I haven’t informed Dresden of the mission you sent. I believe its best I handle this one solo.”

      He raises his eyebrows and stares at me intently, as if he’s trying to read my mind. “Since when is sending an agent into hostile territory without back up a smart decision?”

      I sigh. “Under any other circumstance, it wouldn’t be. But if I’m right, and I think I am, this mission is Jax.”

      He runs his hands through his hair and shakes his head. “I thought the same thing the moment I read all the Intel. If that’s the case, wouldn’t it make more sense to have Dresden with you?”

      “Dresden is expecting a child. He has obligations here that supersede his obligations as an Interpol agent. It’s wrong to ask him to put his life on the line with so much at stake.”

      “You have a child too, Lily. If it’s wrong to ask him, isn’t it wrong for me to ask you?”

      “With all due respect, sir, Sorina is 15. She’s hardly a child anymore. And even if something happens to me, she and Blake will be fine. They lived a year thinking I was dead and while it was hard for them, they both survived. They could do so if that were the case in truth.”

      “I see.” He huffs softly and stares around the office again. “So, what’s your plan?”

      Tapping my fingers on my desk, I sit forward; keeping my voice low, knowing there’s a huge possibility Dresden or someone else is standing outside my office door. “Agent Krezner is helping me. The team will be kept occupied while I leave for the mission. I’ll handle Jax and come back. If the Intel is correct, this is the kill Interpol needs for the Taurus to fall.”

      He nods his head in agreement. “Yes. I believe it is.” He stands and holds his hand out toward me. “I’ll keep you in my thoughts, Agent. You’ve never done anything without knowing what you were getting into, so this time, I’ll trust your judgment.”

      Shaking his hand and moving around the desk, I stop next to him. “Thank you, sir.”

      We walk toward the door and Bates stops with his hand on the knob. “Once the Taurus is broken, what do you want to do after that, Lily?”

      “I want to retire, sir. I’ve been with Interpol for 11 years, and I’ve suffered enough because of this job. I’d like a chance at a normal life.”

      “I think that can be arranged. When you come back, if all goes well, we’ll get the paperwork started. Everything you’ve done for Interpol, there’s no reason you can’t retire with full benefits and pension.”

      My mouth drops open slightly. I wasn’t expecting that. “Thank you, sir. That’s generous of you.”

      He opens the door and I’m not blind to the stares as we walk to the front door. We say our goodbyes and I take my seat back at the kitchen island, picking up my file again. I can feel the stares at my back, but I’m ignoring them entirely.

      So, what if the head of our division came to talk to me. That’s not entirely unheard of.

      Is it?

      
        
        †††

        ~Dresden~

      

      

      If that bitch really thinks I’m not going to say anything about Bates showing up here, she’s got another thing coming. She went the whole day and didn’t mutter so much as a word about it. Not through lunch or dinner— nothing.

      “Baby, will you stop pacing. You’re getting angry for nothing,” Shannon says as she rubs her ever-growing baby bump.

      She’s never been so beautiful to me.

      “I’m not angry for nothing. You realize Bates is the top. He’s Hyde’s boss. There’s no reason he should be showing up here unless something is going on. I tried to tell Blake she was up to something. Did that fucker listen to me though? No.”

      “Hey,” she snaps. “That fucker is my brother, so watch it. And Blake knows she’s up to something. He also knows pushing her won’t do shit. You know that too. So, don’t get pissed at him for easing up and trying to just enjoy whatever time he has with her before she goes and does whatever dumbass thing she’s going to do this time.”

      “Yeah, well, the last dumbass thing her and Jax did got her lost for three months.”

      “Yeah, and it also brought me home.”

      I stop in my tracks and stare at Shannon, the realization of my words hitting me like a million tons of cement. She’s right. Jax almost got Lily killed, but in that, Lily brought Shannon home after her being captive for five years.

      I walk over and lean down to kiss her. “I’m sorry, mein schatz. I know, but she’s not saving anything this time. She’s just being stupid.”

      Shannon reaches up and runs her fingers through my beard. “I know. But you need to try talking to her instead of just flipping out like you always do. You get more bees with honey than vinegar, Dres.”

      I laugh as I stand straight again. “Fine. I’ll go and try to talk to her. Not that communication of the normal variety has ever been our strong point.”

      Turning to head out of the bedroom, Shannon laughs for a moment before I close the door behind me, muffling the sound. Talk to Lily, huh? Well, this should be interesting.

      It’s late and the house is quiet as I move through the living room. Intending to head for Lily and Blake’s bedroom, voices from Sammi’s office caught my attention. I sneak over to the doorway and hide in the shadows just next to the frame. The door is cracked and soft light from Sammi’s table lamp filters through the crack.

      “Tell me about your daughter, Sammi?” Lily says followed by the rustling of paper.

      I lean closer to the door, not wanting to miss Sammi’s reply, in case she’s too soft-spoken. Sammi’s kid is the elephant in the room we haven’t spoken about since we found out about her betrayal.

      “Sammi?” Lily’s voice is softer. It’s unexpected given the circumstances.

      The tapping of shoes echoes off the floor, followed by the whine of a leather cushion. “Jennifer. Her name is Jennifer. She was fourteen when she disappeared.”

      “How old were you when you had her?”

      “I was fourteen. Must be the magical age of shit in my family. I was 29 when she disappeared. It’s been 8 years. She’ll be 22 this year, and I’ve only spoken to my daughter three times in the last 8 years. All the things I can do with a computer, and I can’t find her.”

      “We’ll find her, Sammi. I promise.”

      Taps echo across the floor again, getting louder with each step. Quietly, I step into the light and push the door open. Lily is leaning on the side of Sammi’s desk, one hand on our teammate’s shoulder, her eyes scanning something in a folder.

      I clear my throat and have to stifle my laughter as they both jump.

      “What’s up, Dres?” Lily says letting go of Sammi’s shoulder.

      My eyes flicker between the two women, and Sammi avoids my gaze at all costs. “Can we talk? In private.”

      Lily narrows her eyes and gives Sammi a quick glance. “Sure.” She shuts the folder and slides it toward Sammi before turning to walk toward me. I glance back over my shoulder before entering Lily’s office across the hall, just in time to catch Sammi sliding the folder into the lockbox in her bottom drawer.

      They’re definitely up to something. Seeing the proof in their actions only pisses me off. I promised Shannon I’d try to talk calmly to Lily. Yeah . . . I don’t know how well that’s going to go.

      “Sit down, Dres. Want a drink? I got Jameson, Jameson, and more Jameson.” She smiles at me as I sink into one of the chairs in front of her desk.

      “He’d be proud you’re drinking in his honor. He didn’t care for the tequila you favored all that much,” I say with a smirk on my face. She hands me a tumbler with a few ice cubes, filled halfway with the Irish whiskey.

      Shaking her head, her eyes staring in sadness at her own drink, she says, “He sure didn’t.”

      “Lily?”

      She takes a swig of her drink and looks me dead in the eyes. It’s like that night back in the guest house. Everything about her swims in those irises. All the love she has for each of us, the pain she’s trying so hard to overcome . . . and the secrets are there too, twisting in with everything else.

      “Yeah?” She takes another swig and breaks the eye contact.

      “Please talk to me. You’re my best friend. You know that don’t you?”

      Her head snaps up as if I’ve just given her an invisible backhand or something. “Of course, I do. Why would you even ask that? You’re like family to me, Dres.”

      I shake my head and let it hang in defeat . . . almost. “Then why do you constantly lie to me? Like I’m too goddamn stupid to figure out what’s going on.” When I look back at her, her face has gone to stone.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She stands and walks toward the other side of her desk.

      The anger hiding in me boils, coming to the surface before I can swallow it down. “Bullshit, Lily!” My voice is way louder than I intend it to be, but I can’t close the can of worms now that I let it slip open. “I’m tired of everyone fucking tiptoeing around you, thinking that if we all back off, you’ll stop whatever stupid-ass thing you’re planning.”

      “I know you better than that.” I slam my fist on her desk and point directly in her face. “Your choices don’t fucking affect you alone. They affect all of us. When are you going to stop being a selfish bitch and trust us to really help you for once?”

      She hasn’t moved from behind her desk the entire time I’ve yelled at her. And she hasn’t looked away from me either. My anger deflates as quickly as it rose, and I’m unsure if she’s going to ask me to leave or punch me in the face.

      “Dresden, I love you.” She sets her tumbler on the corner of her desk and walks around so that we’re only a foot apart. “You’re my best friend, my family, and so much more than that. And I do trust you. Without reservation. But I’ve told you a thousand times in the last few weeks that you’re being paranoid, and nothing is going on. You need to stop.”

      “Lily—”

      “No, Dres. I’m your team lead. You don’t get to question me just because you have some conspiracy theory that I’m doing wrong. The next time you question me, I’ll request Bates reassign you. Is that clear?”

      There’s no lying in her face. She means every word and it’s like she’s punched the air out of me. Lily and I fight a lot. That’s no secret. She’s never threatened to kick me off the team before. Hell . . . she’s threatened to murder me, but never get rid of me.

      I shake my head and take a step toward her, all the fight in me gone. Leaning toward her ear, I gently lay my hand on her hip. “One day, you’ll see how great this team is when we truly work together, Lil.”

      Without another word, I turn and walk back to my room, careful not to slam the door when I enter. Shannon is already asleep, so I strip and climb in next to her. Whatever is about to happen is going to be bad, and the rest of us are officially powerless to stop it.
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        Mission Day.

      

      

      “Baby, wake up,” Blake says as he trails kisses down the side of my neck. He knows I’m not really sleeping, but if this is how he’s going to try and wake me up, then I’m going to pretend just a little bit longer.

      Blake trails soft kisses up the side of my neck and gently nibbles on my ear, and as kinky as it is, it tickles, and I can’t help but laugh. “I knew you weren’t sleeping.”

      “I’ve been up for a while,” I say as I pull my hands from under the covers and wrap them around his neck.

      He kisses my lips several times and then rests his forehead against mine. It’s nice, the last few days, not fighting or having much tension between us. Lord knows I can’t say the same after mine and Dresden’s conversation the other night. I still feel bad, and he knows I’d never really kick him off the team or have him reassigned. At least I hope he knows that.

      “What time is it?” I twist my head away from Blake to look at the clock and he starts kissing my neck again.

      “Not time for you to get out of bed yet,” he says against my skin as he pulls the covers over himself and lies between my legs. “You can afford to stay here a few more minutes. It’s only noon and you didn’t come to bed until after six.”

      I lock eyes with him and raise my eyebrows. “You were asleep. How do you know what time I came to bed?”

      A smirk pulls at the corner of his lips. “I pretend to be asleep well too.”

      “Oh, okay.” I roll my eyes as he grabs my hips and without warning buries his erection inside me.

      My body arches and I moan, digging my nails into his shoulder. These are the moments that are too few and far between nowadays. Blake tightens his grip on my hip and moves faster, pushing both of us to climax quicker than ever.

      Every muscle in my body tenses up just before I spiral and hold on to him as he joins me. One of the many things I love about Blake is the way he doesn’t move after sex. It’s like he’s content to just stay right in this moment with me. After we calm our breathing, he pushes back onto his forearms and kisses me again, his tongue dancing with mine in perfect rhythm.

      “I love you,” he says in a whisper against my lips.

      I can’t help but smile. “Mmmm, I love you, too. Now can we go have lunch? I’m starving.”

      He lets out a bellowing laugh as he pulls out of me and sits back on his knees. “Yes. Now we can go eat.”

      After we’re showered and dressed, we head to the kitchen to find the rest of the team hovering around the island while Teresa is busy at the stove. I laugh to myself. I don’t know what they’re all going to do when life moves on and they don’t have this woman here to cook for them every minute of the day anymore.

      “Give her some space, vultures. Sheesh,” I say as I slide past her and grab water out of the fridge.

      “Hell no,” Dresden says leaning further onto the kitchen island. “She’s been making Paella all morning. I’m not moving until I get food. I need sustenance.”

      “Oh my god, Dres. You’re not going to starve.” I shove his shoulder and for the first time in months, he playfully bumps me back.

      Maybe he isn’t still pissed at me. I’d hoped my words the other night convinced him everything is good and there wasn’t anything to be suspicious of. I sit down on the stool next to him and open my water. Everyone is literally staring at Teresa, except for Blake. He’s on the other side of the counter staring at me with a stupid grin on his sexy face.

      I roll my eyes at him and take a sip of my water. While everyone chats, I lean over and press my shoulder against Dresden’s. He looks down at me, his features calm.

      “We good?” I say quietly so only he can hear me.

      He nods his heads and smiles. “Yeah, Viper. We’re good. No worries.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. He seems genuine, so I’ll take it.

      “Okay, my starving little beauties,” Teresa says as she turns with a huge pot held between her hands. “Lunch is ready.”

      A ring of cheers echoes around the room as she sets the pot in the middle of the island before grabbing a stack of plates and utensils. Everyone digs in, myself included. Ah. I’m very glad that even when Blake and I get to have a normal life, I don’t have to give up Teresa’s cooking. She’ll always work for Blake, so I’ll always get to eat amazing food. Which is good because I’d die without her cooking.

      An hour later, we’re finished and everyone is hanging out in the living room watching TV and otherwise occupying themselves. It’s good everyone is happy for once, because tonight is the night, and come tomorrow, they’re all going to be pissed. I’m praying that when I come back from this mission, they understand why I’ve done what I’m doing. It’s not personal, just the right thing to do.

      I’m startled as Teresa clears her throat directly next to me. Her face is stoic as I glance down at her.

      “Everything is ready for tonight, Lily. But I have one favor to ask,” she says so low I can barely hear her.

      “Anything, Teresa.”

      “Make this the last time. I don’t like lying to Mr. Mason . . . or the others for that matter.”

      Before I can respond, she straightens and walks around the island to do dishes. I take a deep breath and rub my eyes. She’s right though. I’ve put Teresa in too many compromising positions over the last two years and while it’s been necessary, it still isn’t fair to her. She’s a good woman— honest and loving.

      If everything goes according to plan, this will be the last time I have to do anything like this.

      Hopefully.

      
        
        †††

      

      

      The rest of the day passed uneventfully, and Teresa made an all-out amazing dinner. While it’s been filling, she’s kept everything light, which is smart given the fact we’re about to dose everyone with a highly potent sleeping medication.

      It’s 9:15 p.m., and according to Sammi’s research the medication, if ingested, takes about thirty minutes to work. It’s tasteless, so no one will suspect anything until they start dozing off.

      Before anyone can get up from the table, Teresa comes in with a tray filled with champagne flutes. Each one is only filled about halfway, and I know the men will down those in one sip. Without saying anything, Teresa hands a glass to each person, and as she hands me mine, I stand.

      Thankfully, everyone has enough manners not to drink, but it takes a lot of energy to hide my nerves. I’ve never been nervous doing my job, but lines get blurred often when Blake is involved. I can’t stop staring at him as he glances back and forth between his glass and my face, his eyebrows raised in question.

      “It’s been a rough two years,” I say, my voice steadier than I thought it would be. “We’ve been through a lot in that time.”

      Most of my team nods in agreement, and I scan all their faces, choosing my words carefully. “Tonight isn’t anything special, but I wanted to toast us tonight. The closer I get to marrying a man I never thought would be in my life, the more thankful I am for the path my life has taken.”

      Blake stands and leans over to kiss my temple, wrapping his free arm around my waist.

      I smile and raise my glass in the air. “To us, to the future, and to the memory of the amazing agents and family members we’ve lost along the way.”

      “For Jameson,” Dresden says raising his glass toward mine.

      “And Samuel,” Sorina adds, tears filling her eyes but not spilling over the edge.

      To my surprise and luck, everyone drains their glass in one gulp before setting them back down on the table. Blake leans over and kisses my temple and my heart breaks. I force the air into my lungs, and for the first time have to stop from tattling on myself.

      As everyone sits back down and resumes their conversations, Teresa collects the glasses. As she takes mine, she leans close to my ear. “You’ve got thirty minutes.”

      “Thank you,” I say in a whisper as she stands back up and heads for the kitchen.

      I sit in silence, as everyone continues to talk, constantly glancing at the clock. Before I know it, Dresden and Vlad are rubbing their eyes, and Blake is swaying in his chair.

      Any moment now, and the medication will take full effect.

      A glass breaks at the end of the table and Sammi and I both jump up. Rhett is on one knee, trying to hold on to the table for balance.

      “What did you do, Lily?” he says going down on all fours before sliding to lie on the floor.

      I put my hands under his head and lower him to the floor fully. “Just lay down, Rhett. You’re fine.”

      Sammi kneels next to me and sighs.

      “Dres! Dresden!” Shannon is in full panic mode.

      I stand and quickly move to where Dresden is sliding out of his seat. Grabbing him under his arms, I lower him to the floor, and when I look around almost everyone else has lowered themselves to the floor. As I let go of Dresden, he grabs my wrist in an iron grip.

      “I knew you were fucking planning some-something,” he says, his words slurring together.

      “I’m sorry, Python. It’s for your own good though.”

      “What do you mean it’s for his own good? Lily, what did you do?” Shannon is leaning in toward me, her face red with anger.

      “I don’t have much time, Shan. I’ll explain later.”

      Before she can answer, I run over to Blake, He’s lying on his back, staring up at the ceiling, his eyes drooping heavily. I kiss the corner of his mouth and run my fingers through his beard.

      “Lil—”

      “Shhh, baby. I’m sorry. Just sleep. It’ll wear off in a few hours.” I stand back up and take a few deep breaths to fight back all the emotions raging through me. Teresa comes back from the kitchen, and without saying anything, she and Sammi start hauling everyone, carefully dragging the bigger men, into the living room.

      I run to mine and Blake’s bedroom and change into my work clothes and grab my bag out of the closet. Shannon is standing in the kitchen, her hands on her hips as I come back down the stairs. For the first time, I honestly think she’s contemplating killing me.

      “What the hell, Lily? You better start explaining, right now.”

      Sammi comes to my side and slips an extra gun, her gun, into my hand. “Just in case you need it.”

      I nod a silent thank you just as the hum of a helicopter echoes in the distance. As I move toward the front door, Shannon steps in my way.

      “Explain,” she says, her fists balled at her sides.

      “I don’t have time. I did this for them. When I get back, you’ll understand.”

      Gently I push past her, and even as she begins to scream at Sammi, I don’t look back. If I do, I’ll miss my ride, and all of this will be for nothing. For the next few hours, I need to focus on the mission, not on the team. Nothing, even with all this time to prepare, has helped me get ready to face who I know will be waiting for me.

      It’s time Jax and I have a little talk.
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      Nighttime makes missions easier to pull off. It’s the only comfort I have going into this alone. Part of me really wishes Dresden was with me. He and the others are probably giving Sammi hell right now. The sleeping medication should only have knocked them out for about an hour and I’ve been gone for over two.

      This is the smallest auction I’ve taken down— ten girls, seven Taurus members, five buyers— and, I’m still trying to tell myself Jax won’t be here. Reaching inside my pocket, the smooth plastic and metal panic button Sammi gave me helps still the rising fear in my blood. Coming here alone, even as small scale as this is, is dangerous.

      Picking the lock on the front door, my chest tightens, thoughts of Blake’s impending fury sweeping through my mind. It’s the only way, though. If Jax is helping the Taurus, it’s under the same circumstances as Sammi. He’d never willingly aide an organization like them. Not after what he saved me from. He couldn’t . . . he wouldn’t do that. That’s what I’ve been telling myself since I got in the helicopter, even though my gut is screaming otherwise.

      The door swings open with a gentle groan from the metal hinges. The red emergency light illuminating the hall casts shadows off the walls. My heart pounds in my ears, them and my cheeks warming with the excessive blood flow. The duffel bag clinks softly on the concrete floor.

      Fishing out the long rope, my fingers move with hardly a thought, tying each doorknob together. This building is set up much like the one Dresden and I did before. The windows lining the opposite hallway are blacked out. Crouched down, I move along the wall, the hair on the back of my neck standing up.

      Something isn’t right . . .

      I pull my guns from their holster, taking deep breaths before kicking open the auction room door. The wood splinters and cracks as it flies open and slams against the inner wall. The room is stark white and completely . . . empty.

      The last thing I should do is move any further into this room. Regardless of how empty the building seems, there’s no way someone sent me to the wrong location. This entire place smells of a trap. My stomach drops as I spin around toward the exit.

      Jax blocks the doorway, his eyes downcast. He’s in a skintight white shirt, no sleeves, and black dress pants. There’s no doubt in my mind his boots are steel toe.

      “Hello, Lily.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat, choking back the bile rising from my stomach. His voice is cold, callous, with not so much as a hint of emotion.

      “Jax.”

      Hiding my emotions is impossible. This isn’t the Jax I know or love. But, he’s in there. This man raised me, saved me. No matter how angry I am with him . . . he’s family. The only family I had for a decade. If I can get him to tell me what leverage the Taurus has over him, we can work together, and get him out and back with us, where he belongs.

      “I knew you’d come alone. Your emotions have started to affect your judgment.”

      “Why are you working for them, Jax?”

      He steps into the room, closing the door behind him. Every muscle in my body tenses, rooting me in place. Jax presses a red button next to the door. My grip tightens on my guns, keeping them targeted on his face. Loud clanking reverberates through the room, and a hole in the ceiling opens. A large hook descends, gently swinging back and forth in the center of the room.

      “Lily, Lily, Lily. My sweet, naive, Lily.”

      “Jax.” My hands tremble to match the shakiness of my voice. Why do I get the feeling I’m completely fucked?

      “Come on, Lily.” He strolls around the room, passing behind me to the other side. I can’t even turn my arms. Everything, every muscle, every piece of me is frozen. “Use your head. You’ve figured out harder things.”

      No. It’s not possible. Tears prick at my eyes, stinging them. Vaguely aware of my arms lowering, every memory of him and I flash through my mind. Little conversations I’d long forgotten playback like whispers in my ears.

      “It’s not true.” My hair tickles the sides of my face as I shake my head.

      “I’ve worked for the Taurus long before I became an Interpol agent. I’d hoped you’d join me on this side of the line eventually. Revenge can only take you so far, Lily. Running a ring though, well, you’d have ultimate control. You’d be rich beyond your wildest dreams.”

      “No. It’s not true.” I’m breathless, all strength seeping from my limbs.

      My guns clatter to the floor as my knees give out and I sink down onto them. Squeezing my eyes shut, I will this to be a dream. When I open my eyes again, I’ll be in bed next to Blake. I won’t have even left for this mission yet.

      “Yes, Lily.”

      Fuck. Shut up. Dream. It’s a dream. My stomach churns, nausea rising and hitting me in waves. Oh, fuck, someone make this stop. This isn’t happening.

      “See, you and the team never stuck around after infiltrating the auctions to see what happened to the girls. Yes, some of them were saved, but most of them were . . . redistributed, if you will.”

      My hand flies to my mouth as I double over, using my other arm to hold myself up. The heaves start low in my stomach and each time I swallow back the urge to puke. I gasp as he grabs my hair and pulls me up straight, his knee pushing into the center of my back.

      “All that time you thought you were saving those girls. You helped the Taurus shut down damn near all the rival organizations and filter the merchandise into our hands. Oh, we owe you so much, Lily. You’ve helped us thrive over the last ten years. Too bad you had to go all— murderous with Dresden this past year. You’ve pissed me off just a little with your killing.”

      He shoves me down and my head bounces off the floor. Pain explodes through my forehead and temples, a grunt escaping from my throat. I could easily kill him and end this. I should kill him. He deserves it.

      “Why me?” Carefully, I push back up to my knees.

      Jax stands before me, cold fury in his eyes. They’re almost black with none of the affection or warmth I remember.

      “We’d never seen a slave kill an owner before you. They always killed themselves. But, you . . . you decided that even with everything you’d gone through, your life was worth more than his. Which means you’d fight extra hard to stay alive no matter what the odds were. The perfect assassin. Hate driving your reactions, your impulses. No emotions to get in the way. God, you were perfect.”

      He used me. Over the last year, I’d convinced myself that some outside factor caused Jax to send me into an auction alone last year. Numbness floods my body, truth bringing with it all the things I’d known deep down but never wanted to admit . . . Jax didn’t give a shit about me.

      “You still are perfect, baby girl. All you have to do is work for us. Leave Interpol behind. Be our assassin. You want to save Blake and the others, don’t you? What with Sorina getting older, and Shannon being pregnant. And Blake. I mean, you love him, right? What would you do to ensure their safety?”

      “I won’t join you, Jax.”

      My eye damn near explodes with pain as the back of his hand connects with it.

      “I will kill him. He’s the entire fucking reason you’ve changed. If it wasn’t for him, you’d be working for us by now. God damn it, Lily. You’re the only daughter I ever wanted. You belong with me and the Taurus, not with him.”

      I shake my head. His hand connects with my face again, the coppery taste of blood filling the corner of my mouth. “I belong with him.”

      Jax growls, grabbing the front of my shirt. My body doesn’t even tense as he jerks me to my feet and slams my back into the wall behind me. This is where it’s going to end. Somewhere in me, this is completely okay. My family didn’t want me. They sold me. Jax pretended to love me just to use me and in the process, he let repeated men abuse me.

      A sob erupts from my lips and he backhands me again, my head snapping to the side. He pulls me against him and slams me into the wall, the back of my head cracking into the plaster. The tears flow down my face, something inside me breaking again.

      “Enough of that shit. Let’s get this over with.”

      The door creaks open, and the sobs inside me rip from my throat as Jax throws me across the room. I’m seventeen all over again.

      I’m ready to go. I just want it to end.

      
        
        †††

        ~Blake~

      

      

      Lily’s stupidity is starting to push me to my breaking point. I love her with every fiber of my being, but she’ll be lucky if I don’t lose my shit when she walks through that front door. Dresden’s been muttering curses in German for the last four hours. I thought we’d all been pissed at her before . . . but this is a whole new level of angry.

      Sammi’s holed up in her tech office with Caleb trying to track her. Even he let a stream of obscenities loose once we all came to. Drugging us. That’s ballsy even for Lily. It’ll be a cold day in hell before anyone serves me another drink without supervision, that’s for damned sure.

      What the fuck is she thinking?

      And tonight of all nights. Vlad and I’ve been working to arrange this surprise for Lily for months. We’d started searching for her family after her supposed death. I know she says she doesn’t want to meet them, but she needs closure, and this is the only way she’ll get it. She’s going to be so pissed when she gets home. Mix that with my being pissed at her and this could end up a fucking warzone.

      “Mr. Mason is there anything Marcela and I can do to help?”

      Delia Georgescu is an older version of Lily. Just as beautiful, but with hazel eyes. She and Marcela, Lily’s biological sister, arrived at the safe house about an hour after those damned sleeping meds wore off. Marcela and Lily look exactly alike, right down to those sapphire eyes.

      “Please, call me Blake. Unfortunately, we can’t do much but wait for Lily to come home.” Trying to hide the anger and worry in my voice is like trying to hide a sumo wrestler behind a stripper pole. It isn’t going to happen.

      “Does she know we’re here?” Delia’s face has been etched in fear and worry since she stepped through the front door.

      I can’t blame her. The last time she saw her daughter was when she sold her to a sex-slaver and Lily’s nightmares about that man still plague her to this day, and it’s been 20 years.

      “No.” My jaw tenses as Dresden and Vlad enter the room.

      “He’ll be lucky if she doesn’t put a bullet in his head for bringing you here in the first place.” Dresden glares at the two women on the sofa and they both shrink back.

      “Enough, Dres.”

      “Blake, you and her better sort your shit out when she gets home. She constantly does shit that pisses everyone off, and you constantly do shit she specifically asks you not to do. She didn’t want to meet them. She hardly has any memory of them.”

      “I know that. But she needs closure. You’ve said it yourself and Vlad agrees.”

      Delia takes Marcela’s hand, lacing their fingers together. It’s obvious they’re close. Lily’s only going to be more pissed about that. Her mother sold her but kept her sister safe and protected. Dresden’s probably right about this being a bad idea but can’t go back on it now.

      “She’ll get over it.” Vlad clasps his hand on my shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “I agree with Blake. She needs this, whether she wants to admit it or not.”

      “Blake! Get the fuck in here now!” Sammi’s shrill voice echoes down the hall and we all take off running.

      Bursting into the room, Sammi sits in front of a 42-inch television, doubling as a monitor, her entire body shaking. My stomach drops and chest heaves, my eyes zoning in on the picture as everyone joins us. Lily’s in a white room, hands bound, blood running from her nose and mouth, bruises on her cheeks. She’s in a bra and black cargo pants and she’s hanging from a meat hook, her feet hardly touching the ground.

      “Sammi . . . what the fuck?” The words are soft and strained, barely leaving my mouth.

      “Jax hacked my computer and is transmitting this to us live.” A green light on top of the monitor blinks as Jax blocks my view of Lily.

      “Hello everyone,” he says. My hair stands on end as the need to kill him courses through my body. “I’ve activated your camera. Lily can see you all. Sammi, be a doll and let Blake sit down, eh?”

      We switch places and Jax steps to the side, revealing my fiancée, who isn’t moving or making any noise. Her head is bowed forward, black hair framing her face on either side. Tears spring to my eyes, and I will them not to fall. Knowing Jax can see me, I don’t want to give that bastard the satisfaction.

      “Lily, look. Blake and your team are with us. Say hi to them.”

      Slowly, grimacing, she lifts her head. Her eyes widen, tears swimming against her bottom lids. “Hi, baby.” Her voice is so weak and full of pain. My heart breaks, my body aching to hold her.

      Soft clicking draws my attention. Sammi is on another monitor, furiously working on something with Caleb standing over her shoulder, whispering in her ear.

      “Lily. Come on, sweetheart. Fight.”

      A tear spills down her face, dangling on the edge of her chin before dropping to the concrete floor. “I love you so much it hurts.”

      Dresden and Vlad each put a hand on my shoulder. Their tension and anger flows through, matching and intensifying my own.

      “Don’t you do that, baby. Don’t you say goodbye to me.”

      A hand flashes into the frame, wielding something black. It moves too fast for me to make out what it is, but the resounding slap on Lily’s back, followed by her blood-curdling screams shakes my core.

      Jax is a fucking dead man.

      “She’s not saying goodbye . . . yet. You see, Lily has a choice to make, but I thought you all might like to be here for it.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Jax?” Contempt and hatred ooze through Dresden’s words, his hand tightening on my shoulder.

      “Oh, hello, Python. How’s that little cutie of yours? I hear you’re having a baby. Congrats.”

      “Fuck you. Let Lily go or so help me, God, I’ll rip your throat out when I find you, and we will find you.”

      “Well, how this plays out all depends on Lily. Fact is we could’ve blown that fucking safe house up the day you all arrived. We didn’t because, well, we don’t really want to kill you all. What we want is too . . . valuable to simply kill.”

      “What do you want?” My voice shakes, Lily’s eyes boring into mine through the screen.

      Her eyes shine, even through the video feed. They reach a place inside me no one else ever has, and I already know what Jax and the Taurus want. My breaths come quicker, my pulse picking up as a newfound fire and determination to rip Jax’s head off his shoulders hits me. I’ve never been a violent man, but come hell or high water, it’ll be me who makes this piece of shit draw his last breath.

      “What I’ve always wanted. Her.”

      “No. Lily isn’t yours anymore. She’s better than that, better than you.”

      “Well, sadly Mason, this isn’t a choice you get to make for her. You see, it’s simple. She can come back to me and do what she does best or she can refuse, and we’re going to kill you, her daughter, Shannon, and that little thing in her belly. Dresden, Vlad, Sammi, Rhett . . . everyone.”

      More tears fall down Lily’s cheeks, and I can almost see the images swimming in her head just by the look in her eyes. Jax is feeding the darkness in her. Her worst fears being used against her. It’s her weakness. I’m her weakness. She was hard as stone until the day she met me. Part of me wishes she’d held on to that hard-ass mentality, but there was no chance of that with us. Once she let me in, it was over for her . . . and me.

      She’s my weakness in the worst way and I’m hers. If we don’t find a way to end this shit with the Taurus, we’re both going to end up dead.

      “Lily don’t listen to him, baby. Nothing is going to happen to us. Fuck him. Don’t give in to this.”

      She’s shaking her head before the words are finished flowing, in panic, from my mouth.

      “Blake . . . I told you before; I’ll do anything to keep you safe.”

      Tears slip down my cheeks, anxiety, panic, pain, and emotions I’ve never felt before pump with my blood, taking over my senses. “No, baby. No. Don’t you do this to us. Fight. Come home.”

      She turns her head, staring at Jax. The tech office is like a shrinking room. All our energies focused on the screen; the air sucked from the room as if a giant vacuum is attached to the ceiling. My chest burns. It hurts to breathe, to think.

      “One condition, Jax.”

      “Lily, damn it, don’t do this!” Dresden leans toward the screen.

      She ignores him, not even glancing at the camera.

      “Jax. Give me a month. Let me say goodbye. Let me have a little more time with them. Then I’ll come back. You’ll have me, I’ll make sure they stop hunting you, and you’ll stop hunting them. Win-win.”

      Jax smiles a sinister, I-own-you grin, nodding. He pulls a knife from his belt and cuts the binds on Lily’s wrist. She drops to the ground, grunting as she catches herself on her hands and knees.

      “A month, Lily. I’ll contact you. Don’t try and get stupid, I’ll know if you do.”

      “You know I stick to my word, Jax.”

      “Yes. Oh, and one more thing. Sammi, you still there?”

      She steps in front of Dresden, her face hard and angered. “Yes.”

      “Would you like to see your daughter?”

      She sucks in a ragged breath, nodding slowly. A young woman, resembling her, steps into the frame, a black belt in one hand. She tilts her head, a wild gleam in her eyes. Jax turns his head toward her and plants a kiss on her cheek. Sammi gasps and sways next to me, Dresden lets go of my shoulder to steady her.

      “Hello, mother.”

      “Jennifer?”

      “Yes. You know, it’s heartwarming you betrayed your team for me, but Jax takes care of me better than you ever did.”

      “No.”

      “Bye, mother. Your little friend here should be back there in a few hours. I can’t wait to see the infamous Viper back on the block. I might even buy her myself and have a little fun.”

      “Jennifer!”

      Jax’s booming laugh echoes in my ears long after the feed is cut, and I can’t move. Everything around me blurs and I barely feel Sorina sobbing against my shoulder. This can’t happen. I won’t lose Lily again. Not to the Taurus, not to Jax, not to anyone. Come hell or fucking high water, she’s staying with me, and I don’t give a damn if I have to kill a thousand people to make it happen.

      They’ve fucked with the wrong man this time.
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      I can’t stop pacing the living room. 17 hours. Jax’s transmission cut off 17 hours ago. Lily still isn’t here. I’ve spent 17 hours trying to figure out what to say to her. When I’d first woke up from the meds, I’d planned to rip her head off. After seeing her on that screen though . . . it’s like someone punched a hole in my chest the size of Russia.

      I’m angry and scared at the same time. How in the hell could she agree to go back? A month? What is that shit? And what game is Jax playing? There’s a reason he agreed to give her the time, and it isn’t to say goodbye. I just can’t figure out what it is.

      “Blake,” Delia says softly touching my arm to stop my pacing.

      I take a deep breath and look down at her. She’s helped Teresa nonstop for the duration of this fiasco. When the transmission came through last night, she and Marcela just stood in the back, not saying a word. There wasn’t much they could say. They haven’t seen Lily since she was eight. There’s no connection between her and them.

      The click of the front door startles me, and it’s as if life moves in slow motion. Edmond Bates, the head of their Interpol division, sidesteps through the door, his arm around the waist of my beautiful, albeit very bruised, fiancée.

      Everyone rushes toward them but stops short as Bates holds his hand up. That’s when I take in Lily. She’s in loose-fitting shorts and a tank top. Her arms and chest are covered in knuckle and strap-shaped bruises. Her legs have the same markings and her left knee is swollen twice its normal size.

      “Baby,” I say quietly. Something tells me yelling isn’t a good idea.

      At a snail’s pace, she lifts her head. When her hair falls out of the way, I almost break. Her nose is broken; cuts litter her lips and cheeks. Both her eyes are blackened, and her right eye is swollen. Not enough to be closed, but enough that she looks like she’s been stung by something.

      “Hi handsome,” she says taking her arm from around Bates’ shoulder.

      To my surprise, she turns and limps right to Dresden. He doesn’t hesitate as he wraps his arms around her fiercely. It’s a strange moment, but one that shows the unshakeable bond between them. Lily buries her face in his shoulder, and the only sound echoing off the walls is her constant mantra of, “I’m sorry.”

      “No, no, no, mein freund. Don’t do that.” Dresden leans in and rests his face in the crook between Lily’s face and her shoulder, speaking to her in German. His voice is audible, but the words aren’t discernible.

      After a few moments, she lets go of him and turns back toward me. Her eyes wander over my shoulder and within a moment her face turns to stone. I glance behind me where Sorina is standing with Delia and Marcela. As she makes to move past me, I gently take hold of her bicep. I can’t tell if she’s going to hug Sori or beat the hell out of her mother.

      “Mom.” Sorina makes the choice for her and jogs forward, wrapping her arms around Lily’s waist. “I’m so pissed at you.”

      Lily’s eyes soften a fraction. “I know. When aren’t you mad at me though?”

      “I’m not mad when you’re here,” Sorina says with a chuckle, squeezing Lily tighter.

      “Sori,” I say, putting my hands on her shoulder as Lily winces in what can only be excruciating pain.

      “No. Let her squeeze. I don’t have much time left for these moments.” Lily squeezes Sorina back, hard, and just clenches her teeth to handle the pain.

      I lean over and kiss her lips, gently tangling my hand in her hair. “Don’t do that. We’re going to figure this out, baby.”

      She kisses me back harder than I expect, and I use my other hand to cup her face and steady both of us. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      I nod and kiss her forehead, refusing to take my hand off her skin.

      “Mihnea.”

      Lily’s entire body tenses. She disengages from Sorina and shakes my hand off before taking a few steps forward. Vlad and Dresden both move to stand to the side. Lily is hurt, but that doesn’t mean she won’t beat someone’s ass.

      “For the duration of time you’re in this house, you will refer to me as Lily or Agent. Is that understood?”

      Both her mother and sister nod, barely looking up from the floor.

      “I know why he brought you here. But I can assure you, I don’t want to know you. I don’t need or want closure. Everything I’ve been through, every disgusting, painful memory I have is thanks to you.”

      Before anyone can utter a word, Lily turns and limps toward our bedroom. A low whistle, like Morse code, eerily dances across the space, and Vlad and Dresden both turn and follow her.

      I look around at the stunned faces of our broken family. That’s what this is. It’s not a team. It’s a family. A much screwed up one, but it's family nonetheless. Shaking my head, I head for the bedroom as my daughter heads over to console Lily’s biological family.

      Whatever is going to happen in the next few days is going to happen, but something tells me it won’t be good.

      

      
        
        †††

        ~Lily~

      

      

      

      “I told him not to find them. Just for the record,” Dresden says as he flops down on the end of my bed while I hobble to the bathroom.

      Everything hurts. It’s been a while since my ass has been kicked this bad, and all because I couldn’t fight back.

      Wouldn’t.

      “He’s only trying to help. And I think what Blake did is the last thing this team needs to be discussing,” Vlad says, venom lacing every word.

      “Yeah, she fucked up. Obviously. But now we have several problems on our hands instead of just dealing with one,” Dresden says.

      “Who gives a shit if her family is here? They’re not even a problem. We have bigger fish to worry about, Dresden. Or did you not notice that Lily looks like she’s been trampled by a herd of hippos?”

      I lean against the bathroom sink and glance up at my reflection while they argue in the background. Ugh. They’re not kidding about how bad I look. Bruised and cut just about everywhere. It almost looks like my skin is actually tinged blue. Alien-like. I definitely need someone to set my nose or it is going to heal crooked.

      I slowly hobble back to the bathroom door and lean against the frame just as Blake walks into the room and quietly shuts the door behind him. He stares at me and there’s no anger in his eyes, which worries me more. I can’t tell what he’s thinking at all.

      “Guys,” I say just loud enough to get their attention.

      Vlad and Dres both go quiet and turn to stare at me as well.

      “Either of you remember how to set a broken nose?”

      Vlad walks toward me, stopping a few inches from my body, and gently puts both hands on the sides of my face and tilts my head toward the light. My hair falls back exposing all of my face, and he sucks in a breath. “You realize how bad this is, right?”

      “I fucked up, Vlad. I’m sorry.”

      “Wait . . .” Dresden says without bothering to hide the surprised tone in his voice. “Did she just admit she was wrong?”

      Blake chuckles and Vlad rolls his eyes as he gingerly presses around my nose. I wince as blinding pain radiates through my eye sockets and forehead.

      “Hold still,” he says, placing his thumbs firmly on either side of my nose. In a quick snap motion, he pushes inward on either side with a loud crunch. I scream as warm liquid runs from my nostrils and the room spins.

      Steady hands snag around my waist while black dots blur my vision. Someone presses a warm cloth under my nose and tilts my head back further as I’m lowered onto my bed. I squeeze my eyes shut for a few moments, waiting for the wave of nausea to pass before opening them again.

      When the room comes back into focus and the pain moves to a pulsing ache, Blake is kneeling next to me, his hands on either side of my waist, while Dresden is holding a towel to my face. Vlad walks out of the bathroom with a few pieces of medical tape hanging off one of his fingers.

      “Hold still one more time.” After Dresden removes the towel, he carefully puts the tape across the bridge of my nose tightly, so the bone won’t shift. “I’ll go get you something for the pain, though it probably won’t do much. Don’t get the tape wet when you get in the shower.”

      Slowly, I hang my head forward, and it throbs when the door slams behind Vlad. The bathroom sink kicks on and a moment later, I open my eyes as Dresden tilts my head back again, gently cleaning the blood and dirt off my face.

      “What the hell were you thinking, Lily? You’ve done some stupid shit since I met you, but going after Jax alone . . . do you have a death wish?”

      “I said I fucked up. What more do you want me to say?”

      He stops wiping my face and looks me dead in the eyes. “I want a reason.”

      I sigh and push his hand away as he tries to wipe more blood off my face. Blake lightly squeezes my hips and I wince again. Every little touch hurts. “You have a baby on the way, Dres. You can’t go out in the field anymore.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? That’s why you did this? “

      I nod as the overwhelming guilt floods my entire body. I thought I was doing the right thing. I really did, but now we’re in a worse situation than before this all started. I’m going to lose all of them. Jax knew I’d make that decision. He knew I’d choose them over myself. I played right into his plan.

      Tears pool in my eyes and spill down my face. Dresden cups both sides of my face and tilts my head so our eyes meet. I blink trying to stop the tears, but they keep coming. He wipes them away with his thumbs, his own eyes shining too.

      “Lily. I love that you want to protect everyone and everything. But if you haven’t learned by now, we are stronger together. We always have been.”

      I nod and lick my lips, tasting nothing but salty tears.

      “Promise me. We figure this Jax shit out as a team. From this point on, we do everything as a team. No more hero bullshit. Your family needs you. Blake needs you. I need you.”

      My chest hurts so bad a sob escapes when I try to take a breath and more tears spill out. “I promise.”

      He leans in and kisses my forehead as the bedroom door opens again. Vlad is flanked by Sammi, Rhett, and Caleb. Surprisingly, no one actually looks pissed. Sammi’s eyes are red though, so there’s no denying she’s been crying, too.

      Dresden and Vlad switch places. Vlad drops two red and blue pills in my hand and hands me a glass of water. Blake hasn’t moved an inch.

      I hand the glass back to Vlad and turn to stare Blake right in the eyes. “You’re rather uncommunicative, Mr. Mason. You should fix that. Sammi, help.”

      She moves quickly to my side as I place one hand on Blake’s shoulder and the other in her hand to pull myself off the bed. Blake stands with me, but I point around him to the bathroom. Sammi slides my arm around her shoulders and her arm around my waist, helping me limp to the bathroom.

      “I love you,” Blake says a little loud, probably to make sure I don’t miss it.

      “Love you too,” I holler back over my shoulder. “Shut the door behind us, Boa.”

      Once we’re in the bathroom with the door closed, Sammi helps me shower and clean out all the cuts on my skin. A few are deep enough to warrant stitches, but for tonight, Sammi puts butterfly stitches on them and bandages.

      It takes almost 90 minutes, and she is kind enough to French braid my hair so it’s out of my face. When she helps me back to the bedroom, everyone is gone except Blake, who’s sitting up in bed, his back against the pillows and headboard. He’s wearing flannel pajama pants, no shirt, with a book in his lap. His hair is slightly wet. He must’ve taken a shower in the guest bathroom.

      As Sammi walks me to my side of the bed, Blake closes his book and comes over to me. He lifts me into his arms and quickly, but gently, gets me situated on my side of the bed. “Thank you for everything, Sammi. Could you ask Teresa to bring Lily a little more pain meds and water, please?”

      His voice is too calm, too business-like. Sammi nods, her eyes filling with tears again as she exits the room. Blake turns to walk back to his side of the bed.

      “You don’t have to be so cold to her. This isn’t her fault, it’s mine.”

      He stops at the end of the bed, the muscles in his shoulders and back visibly tensing. Now he’s going to get pissed. I knew he would, I just had to wait it out.

      “You have no idea how I feel,” he says in a low voice keeping his back to me. After a moment, he finally turns to face me. His eyes are filled with tears and his chest heaves with each breath.

      My mouth drops open slightly and it’s like I feel his pain and mine together. Emotional pain is a thousand times worse than physical pain. I’d take having my nose set again repeatedly over the hurt on his face for another minute.

      A knock at the door startles both of us. Blake wipes under his eyes as he goes to answer it. Teresa walks in with a small glass of water and more meds. I take them and drink all the water without giving her any shit. She looks angry. At least someone does.

      “Mr. Mason said I’m not allowed to give you a hard time, but I told you this was a bad idea. I was right. Look at you. Look at what you put them through. I hope you meant your promise to Mr. Scholl. I really do.” And she leaves without another word.

      Blake shuts the door behind her and then sits on the edge of my side of the bed. He places his hands over mine and rubs his thumbs back and forth across my skin. “I’m not angry with you. I’m tired of almost losing you. I know you’re trying to save everyone, myself included, but I need you to keep that promise. No more going solo, no more heroics, and no more lying to me.”

      He places his fingers under my chin and gently guides my head up so that I meet his eyes. I bite my bottom lip trying not to cry. “I mean it, Lily. I can tolerate a lot of things. But I won’t tolerate a wife that constantly lies to me.”

      “I won’t.” Tears spill down my face, but I’m exhausted. It’s like a tsunami of drowsiness washes over me. My eyelids droop closed, and I blink hard to keep them open. “I promise.”

      Blake stands and lowers me into bed, pulling the cool, fluffy covers over me. I’m passing out, but I think he kisses me . . . but I’m not really sure.
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      Thirty days isn’t a lot and now, I’m out of time. My body is just beginning to heal, and the team hasn’t come up with a viable way to stop Jax. He gave me thirty days, and I’m scheduled to meet him tomorrow night. I’ve got a little over 24 hours left, and I’m silently freaking out.

      I’ve spent a majority of the time since being back resting. Dresden said healing as much as possible was an advantage we needed. With no real options on getting out of this, I have to survive until they can find me again. Blake, as is normal lately, has been unusually calm. It’s frightening in a way.

      Sorina has been optimistic. At the moment, she’s sitting with me on the sofa, painting my nails black because it’s the only color I’d agree to. She tried for a pink, which gave Teresa and Blake a good laugh. I wasn’t as amused. She’s chatting happily about the book she read this week— some teenage romantic tragedy about a girl with cancer that joins some kind of support group. I think if we get to have a normal life, I’m going to build this child a library.

      I haven’t spoken to my biological mother or sister in the month they’ve been here. Sorina spends a lot of time with them, as does Blake. He’s gotten us in the same room together, but I can’t find anything to say that won’t make me sound like a complete bitch.

      “What do you think, Mom?”

      I blink and look at her. “Sorry, what did you say, kiddo?”

      She laughs openly and everyone else chuckles too. Everyone but Blake.

      “Baby,” he says walking in from the kitchen. “You okay?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat and glance to Delia and Marcela who walk up and stop next to him. “Yeah. I’m good. Just a lot on my mind.”

      His jaw tightens, but Sorina demands my attention again. “I said, maybe when you get back, we can find some kind of writing class for me to take.” She won’t acknowledge that there is even the slightest possibility I won’t come back. She’s putting all her chips on the team figuring this out. If you hear Sorina tell it, I’ll be back in a week or less.

      Sadly, I’m not so confident.

      “Of course. Then again, I’d like to have you enrolled in a normal school, too.” I smirk at her and she playfully rolls her eyes as she lets go of my hand and closes the nail polish.

      “Done!” She smiles with pride at the perfect job she’s done on my nails. She’d ask to paint my toes too, but my right foot is still healing, and my left knee is still swollen a little more than it should be, so I declined.

      She jumps off the couch, quickly kisses me on the cheek, runs over to do the same to Blake, and heads down the hallway toward Carson’s room. I can’t help but shake my head and laugh to myself.

      “Being a mother suits you.”

      My laughter is cut short as Delia sits where Sorina had been. I can’t keep the muscles in my body from tensing up. I figured they’d try to talk to me at some point before I left, I hoped someone would advise them against it though.

      Blake moves to my side and sits on the arm of the couch. I reach up to take his hand and he gently kisses my knuckles. He’s trying to make me okay with this. I just don’t think I ever will be.

      “She’s a wonderful mother,” Blake says with pride in his voice.

      “When I’m around,” I say jokingly, though it’s only partially a joke. I haven’t been around as much as everyone else has, so my time with Sorina has been severely limited in the last year and a half.

      “Even when you’re not here, you stay with her.”

      “Mihn—, Lily. Please give me a chance to explain. I owe you at least that,” Delia says as Marcela scoots closer to her and takes her hand.

      “What is an explanation going to do for me? It won’t make the nine years I spent in the ring disappear. Despite what my fiancé thinks, it won’t give me closure. So why bother?”

      “Your father, your biological father, he had . . . issues. A lot of them. A year after he . . . sold you, I took Marcela and left.”

      A humorless chuckle escapes my lips, and Blake squeezes my hand just enough to help me take a breath. For the first time, I look Delia directly in her face. The resemblance between us is strong, but Marcela looks like a spitting image of me. She should be 25, or almost 25. I remember there being a four-year age gap, I think.

      “How honorable of you. You sell me and save her. Thank you for that.” I turn my body toward Blake and shift to the edge of the couch before standing up. “I’m going upstairs, baby.”

      He nods and pulls me forward, pressing his lips against mine. For a split second, I put my hand on the side of his face and forget there is anyone else in the room. My anger is bubbling in my chest and I need to get away from these women before I lose my temper. That won’t be good for anyone, especially them.

      “I tried to find you as soon as I left him,” Delia all but shouts across the room. “I kept looking. For 10 years, I looked. Even though you’d have been an adult by then and everyone I went to for help told me that you probably weren’t even alive, I kept looking.”

      My eyes burn with tears, and I just want her to shut up. I stop with my hand on the railing and turn my head just enough that my voice carries over my shoulder. “Jax rescued me when I was 17. You would’ve been too late. You’re too late now.”

      “Lily, please.”

      I shake my head and walk up the stairs, unable to stop the tears from falling down my face.

      Christ . . . I’m sick of being so damn emotional all the time.
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      Wearing a bulletproof vest is a new experience. Jax took Lily to an abandoned warehouse last night, and we arrived about ten minutes ago. Sammi wasn’t clear on how many people are inside, but none of that matters. He’s had Lily for almost 24 hours, and I want my fiancée back. The element of surprise is on our side. Jax doesn’t know we’re here, and Lily has no idea we’re coming for her.

      Dresden, Vlad, and Caleb are on one side of the door, Sammi, Hyde and I are on the other. Without making a sound, Dresden slides his rifle around to rest on his back, the strap straining across his own vest. He picks the lock on the outer door, opens it and steps back, swinging his gun back into his hands. We file in, alternating, and move through the darkened hallway.

      It smells like rust, mold, and stale air. A few minutes into the hallway, a blood-curdling scream echoes down the corridor and my blood runs cold. We move faster as more screams reach our ears. There’s silence every few seconds, and my heart is beating hard enough to power three bodies.

      After what seems like an eternity, we come to a wall of grime-covered windows that give a broken view of a circular room. Crouching down, we all peep in to figure out what we’re up against.

      My jaw clenches as I take in Lily, hanging by her wrists from a hook. There’s a black blindfold over her eyes and she’s wearing panties and a ripped tank top. She’s covered in fresh and dried blood and more bruises than she had last time.

      “Motherfucker,” I say in a hiss, moving toward the doorway. Jax can do a lot of damage in a very short amount of time.

      “Mason,” Dresden snaps as he grabs the front of my vest and pulls me down toward him. A zapping sound makes us all freeze, followed by more of Lily’s screams. Tears pool in my eyes and rage burns in my chest. Dresden signals for everyone to come close. “Jax is closest to Lily. Take out the five guards first. Interpol wants Jax arrested if possible.”

      “Bullshit,” Vlad growls.

      Dresden winks at him, which makes Vlad smile. Those two can be really scary sometimes.

      Rhett moves around all of us to the front of the line. He’s the one team member I don’t know well enough but wish I did. “On my lead,” he says turning toward the door and taking the safety off his rifle.

      I count in my head and as soon as I hit three, Rhett stands and runs into the room, all of us following suit. He shoots two of the guards before anyone else can get a shot off. Sammi takes out a third with a bullet to the head, and Vlad takes out the last two with chest shots.

      “Jax. Don’t move or we will shoot,” Dresden bellows as we form a semicircle on the outside of the room, all guns trained on him.

      He has some kind of metal tongs with a sponge attached to them. At the other end are wires that lead back to a box sitting on a makeshift stand. Dear god . . . he’s electrocuting my fiancée.

      “You fucking piece—”

      “Ah, ah, ah, Mr. Mason. Any nasty words from you and I might just have to press this to her temple. Electrical current this big would certainly fry a few brains cells.”

      “Bl . . . Bla . . .” Lily whimpers, blood dripping from her mouth.

      Dresden takes a step forward while staring through the scope of his rifle. “Jax, last warning. Drop the device and step away from Lily, hands in the air.”

      “How about you put that down and fight like a real man,” I say, lowering my gun to the floor next to my feet before pulling at the Velcro holding my vest on.

      Jax tilts his head to the side, the tongs lowering as well. “You want to fight, Mason? You sure that’s wise?”

      “Are you?”

      His tongs clatter to the ground and in my peripheral, Dresden and the others back up slowly, lowering their guns. I don’t take my eyes off him. I can’t. If I look at Lily right now, I’m going to run to her. As much as I want to do that, Jax isn’t going to walk out of this building.

      “You really want her to watch you die, Mason?”

      “No. I want her to watch you die.”

      His laugh is maniacal. If I hadn’t thought Jax was insane before, I certainly did now. There was almost a visible craziness to him. Like someone got some seriously important wires crossed in that brain of his. Or maybe he’d finally snapped.

      “Let the fun begin.” A beat after the last word left his lips, he charged forward.

      Ducking under my swing, Jax wraps his arms around my midsection, pulling me into a tight bear hug and squeezing. “No, Dresden,” I grunt as he takes a step toward us.

      Jax tightens his arms around me causing a sharp pain to radiate through my side as I’m pretty sure one of my rib’s crack. Back peddling, we move fast across the floor until both our bodies come to a halt, our heads snapping back as we hit a wall. Jax’s arms loosen just a tad. I pull us two steps forward and then throw all my weight backward again. This time, he grunts and swears, and his arms drop from around me.

      Spinning around, I slam my fists into Jax’s face, alternating punches. All I can see when I look at him is Lily’s life— one painful memory after another with Jax’s face looming in the background. Anger builds and I lose myself in the punches, almost to the point where I stop feeling my fist connect with his face.

      “Blake, enough, enough!” Two sets of arms grab mine as I struggle to get out of their grasp and back to Jax.

      My feet slid back across the floor as Jax slides down the wall, his face covered in blood and caved in. All I can think about is making sure there’s no chance he ever gets back up off that floor.

      “Get off me,” I bark at them, forcing Dresden and Vlad to let go. The moment their arms drop from mine, I look around the ground frantically for my gun. Spotting it a few feet away, I stomp over and grab it before moving back to stand a few feet from Jax. He hasn’t moved, but there is a small rise and fall to his chest. He’s still breathing, but barely.

      I lift my arm, squeeze the trigger, and lower my gun, staring for a moment as a small line of blood trickles from the bullet hole in his head. A groan and gasp mixed with a gurgle breaks through my haze of anger and I spin to stare at Lily, her body slightly convulsing as more blood runs from her mouth.

      Making a beeline for her, the others come up behind us slowly, Dresden calling out that help is a few moments off. I rip the blindfold off and grab her around her waist. She screams, but I keep hold as Rhett comes from behind me and cuts her hands free. Cradling her in my arms, I sink to the floor, holding her to me.

      “I got you, baby. Helps on the way. Just stay awake, okay?”

      “You . . . came . . . for . . . for . . . m—” Her breathing is shallow, and she can’t manage anything above a whisper.

      I cup the side of her face and kiss her lips. “Of course, I came for you. You’re the love of my life.”

      “Paramedics coming in, Blake.” Rhett rests his hand on my shoulder.

      A moment later, four paramedics surround us with a backboard and neck brace. They load her on a stretcher and for the first time in a long time, I don’t almost go into a panic attack when she’s out of my sight.

      Rhett claps me on the back, a radiant smile on his face. We join the others at the entryway as they’re talking to Hyde and Bates. “Well, does this mean it’s over?”

      Everyone looks around at each other and then right to Edmond Bates as he smiles.

      “Jax was the highest we’d ever found. I think everyone’s earned a long vacation. Lily’s going to have a long recovery anyway.”

      Sammi moans in irritation, slapping her hands against her legs. “Damn it. You’re going to have to push back the wedding.”

      Everyone stares at her, blank-faced for a moment before busting out in laughter.

      Once Lily is on the way to the hospital, I climb in an SUV with Rhett to follow her, proud as hell that I have a fiancée to get married to still.
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      My eyes are closed, but whatever bright light is in the room is filtering through the skin of my eyelids and it’s annoying. I don’t want to be awake.

      Wait? Where the hell am I?

      A steady beep picks up and then accelerates.

      I’m in a hospital. But I was in some kind of . . . concrete . . . Jax was . . . so much pain . . . Blake . . . Oh God, where’s Blake?

      My eyes fly open as the beeping goes crazy. Everything is blurry and my heart feels like it’s going to explode. I can’t breathe. Everything is focusing too slow. What’s wrong with my eyes? Wait, I’m choking, what the hell is in my throat?

      A shadow moves over me followed by muffled voices. They touch me and I’m going to kill someone. My hands barely come up off the bed though. Wait . . . they’re tied to something cold. I run my fingers along it. It’s metal.

      Suddenly, something feels like it’s slipped from my throat, and I take the deepest breath I’ve ever taken. The muffled voices clear and I blink rapidly, willing my vision to catch up to my brain.

      “Ms. Williams, listen to my voice. My name is Dr. Mumbhari. You’re at Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore. You’ve been asleep for quite some time.” The doctor speaks calmly. His tone controlled. Slowly, I calm down and my vision clears. “Good. Just relax. I’m going to look over you, and then I’ll let your family in. Can you tell me your name?”

      “Lily,” I say in a rasp. My throat is so dry it’s painful. “Water?”

      “Nurse,” the doctor says over his shoulder. “Ice chips, for now, Lily. You’ve been in a coma for two weeks and your body is nowhere near healed. Stay still for me, okay?”

      “Yes.” The nurse gently places some ice chips in my mouth while the doctor looks me over. The ice is so refreshing, I smile to myself.

      Holy shit . . . I’m alive. But how in the world?

      After a few moments, the doctor stands and comes to my side. “Would you like to sit up?”

      I nod and instantly regret it. It feels like someone liquefied my brain and then hit me in either temple with an ice pick.

      “I’ll have the nurse bring you something for the pain, though it may knock you out. You have a catheter in, so don’t even remotely try talking someone into getting you out of that bed. Not to mention you can’t walk right now anyway. One of your hips was completely shattered as was one of your kneecaps. And that’s just the start of your injuries. So please, stay in the bed and don’t try to kill any of my staff.” He smiles down at me again and I chuckle, giving him the thumbs up.

      A new nurse enters the room with a capped needle in her hand. She preps it and sticks it into my IV. “This is Tramadol, Ms. Williams. It should take the edge off, but it shouldn’t knock you out. Your family is waiting to see you.” She sets the needle on a metal tray and then takes the Velcro cuffs off my wrists.

      “Thank you.”

      I stare around the room after the doctor and nurse leave. How the hell did I get to Baltimore? Before I can give it any more thought, the door opens again and Sorina bounds into the room with Rhett close on her heels. She sits on the bed and takes my hand in hers, kissing the back of it, tears running down her face.

      Rhett takes my other hand and gently squeezes. I’m actually surprised when I look up into his face and notice unshed tears in his eyes too. “Welcome back, Lily.”

      I lift Rhett’s hand to my lips and kiss his knuckles. “Thank you.”

      He leans over and kisses the top of my head. “Any time.”

      Someone clears their throat by the door, startling me. Blake stands just inside the doorway, my biological mother and sister at his side. Delia doesn’t move, but Sorina gets up and from the corner of my eye, she motions Marcela over.

      I stare into the eyes of the younger version of me, unable to pull my gaze away from her face. She looks down at my hand and places something soft in it. I look down, and gasp at the worn, ratted old doll.

      “I kept it. For 25 years, I’ve had this doll. I’m sorry for everything, Lily. We both are.”

      I lift the doll and examine it, broken memories trying to make their way to the surface of my mind. When I look back at Marcela, she’s staring down at her hands, tears falling from her face onto my hospital blanket. I set the doll in my lap and gently splay my hand across the back of her head and pull her down to hug me. She starts sobbing and for some reason, the only thing I can think to do is kiss the side of her head and let her cry it out.

      After a while, she sits up, wipes her eyes, and she and my mother leave with Sorina to get something to eat. Rhett also excuses himself to make a phone call.

      Blake sits on the side of my bed and cups the side of my face.

      “I’m glad your back, baby.”

      “How in the hell did you find me?”

      He laughs and I’m nothing but confused. “Do you remember the night you came back from Jax. When Teresa brought you pain meds and that water?”

      “Yeah . . . and?”

      “Well,” he says with a smirk. “The water was laced with the same shit you knocked us out with. That’s why you passed out right after. While you were under, Sammi implanted a NanoTracker in your arm. We tracked you the moment you closed the front door. We just had to stay far enough back that Jax didn’t see us coming.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “Someone better have taken the tracker out.”

      He laughs again. “They took it out when they were fixing everything else.”

      I entwine my fingers with his. “So, what now?”

      Blake leans down and kisses me, gently coaxing his tongue into my mouth. After a moment, he pulls away and rests his forehead on mine. “Well, after you’ve healed, which is going to take a while, I’m going to marry you. We’re going to go on a nice, long honeymoon to wherever you want. And I’m going to spend the rest of my life loving you like every moment is the last one I get. How’s that sound?”

      I bite my bottom lip and grin at him. “Sounds perfect to me.”
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