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CHAPTER 1


Saint

“Another round,” Cage yells to the waitress as she passes by our table.

“No, no, no,” Dozer groans, his head hanging low, pounding his fist on the table. “I’m done.”

“You can’t be done,” I laugh, clapping my hand on his shoulder and grinning at Cage who sits on the other side. “This is a rite of passage. Tradition. You’re a newbie. It’s mandatory to get drunk as part of the welcoming process.”

“Yeah?” Dozer asks, his dark eyes narrowing. “Then how come Jimmy and Malik aren’t getting drunk? They’re as new as I am.”

Jimmy Tate sits beside his wife, Anna, who is the only one of us not drinking tonight. He has his arm around her shoulder, whispering something in her ear that has her eyes sparkling. Jimmy joined Jameson about a month ago, coming straight out of an enlistment as an Army Ranger. It was a good move for them as Anna’s pregnant with their first child. She’s from western Pennsylvania originally, and she wanted to be closer to her family.

Malik Fournier sits next to Anna with Cruce on the other side. He’s talking with animated hands, telling a story to Cruce and Barrett. Jameson hired Malik a while back, but he’d only recently started. He’s a former Marine, like I am. So far, his claim to fame is that two of his brothers play professional hockey for the Carolina Cold Fury.

I look back to Dozer. “Malik and Jimmy are as new, but since they’re leaving tomorrow on a highly classified, incredibly dangerous mission, it’s probably best they’re not puking their guts up.”

Dozer nods, giving me a dazzling grin. “Fair enough. And since I am a good and loyal teammate, I’ll drink their shots.”

“That’s my boy,” Cage whoops, slapping Dozer on the back. “He’s not a quitter.”

Laughing, I take a sip of my beer. This feels good… being among my teammates for an evening out to celebrate new friends and say farewell to others. Malik and Jimmy are headed out tomorrow, along with Merritt Gables, Tank Richardson, and Sal Mezzina from the Vegas office.

I wasn’t blowing smoke up Dozer’s ass either. It’s a black-op mission. Sometimes, we are hired by our government, and the missions can be dangerous. While these men are fairly new in my life and we’re just getting to know each other, we’re now brothers of sorts, so I feel a modicum of worry for them. It’s not so secretive we haven’t been filled in on the details, but it’s delicate enough it doesn’t go any further than our company.

Jameson will work in conjunction with an international rescue team, which will go in to try to recover a few relief workers taken hostage in Syria. Our guys will work with some off-the-books teams from the United Kingdom and Australia.

I don’t pretend to understand the internal dynamics of our government, but it was somewhat of a surprise when I accepted the job with Jameson Force Security to learn we’re often hired to perform military operations instead of sending in the actual military. Something to do with budgetary constraints and political ramifications, but in essence… we’re often sent in when it’s not affordable for the military defense budget to be tapped or our government cannot be associated with a certain type of mission.

Regardless, our guys will be dropped in a hotbed of hostility to rescue hostages, despite our country’s clear policy of “we don’t negotiate with terrorists or hostage-takers”. It makes me uneasy and worried for my friends.

“Saint,” Malik calls, breaking into my thoughts. “Is it true?”

“Is what true?” I ask. This is the first opportunity we’ve had to go out with Malik and Jimmy since they joined a few weeks ago. We’d been a bit sidetracked with the Cruce and Barrett situation—saving Barrett from a maniac who was trying to kidnap her.

Malik leans forward, placing his arms on the table. His expression is one of extreme interest and excitement. “Cruce says you used to be a world-class thief before joining Jameson.”

Everyone goes silent, all eyes on me. We’re a new team, and we’re still figuring each other out. Kynan hasn’t told anyone my background, but I’m not embarrassed by it. However, Cruce knows because I filled him in one night after too many beers.

Chuckling, I nod—affirming the rumor he’d heard. “And before that, I was in the Marine Corps, same as you.”

Malik whistles low in appreciation. “No, shit? Man, that is way too cool. I bet you have some amazing stories.”

“Most would land me in prison,” I say slyly. “Which is why I’ll never share them.”

“I get it,” Malik replies, holding his hands up.

The waitress appears with a tray loaded with shots of tequila, lime wedges, and a saltshaker. As she unloads everything, Cage points at me. “Give that man the bill. He’s apparently loaded.”

Oh, such a young pup who doesn’t have a clue as to the reasons people do horrible things.

Yes… I spent many years stealing. High-end robberies for insanely expensive items and I traveled the world doing it.

It’s wrong. It’s against the law, unethical, and even against my own moral codes.

But I had my reasons, and I make no apologies. Besides, I paid the ultimate price for my time as a thief… and I’m not talking about the time I spent in prison.

Although I did go to jail for my crimes, it was nothing compared to what I lost.

Shaking my head, I pull my wallet out and hand the waitress a hundred-dollar bill, telling her to keep the change.

Then I tell Cage, “I gave away a good chunk of the money I made, but still—I did all right for myself.”

“You fucking gave it away?” Jimmy appears astonished. “Like a modern-day Robin Hood?”

I don’t answer at first, not minding all the eyes pinned on me. I’ve suddenly become the most interesting man in the world to my new friends. Picking up the saltshaker, I lick the area under my thumb before sprinkling salt there.

After I pass the shaker to Barrett, who sits to my right, she mimics my actions and hands it to the next person. I hoist my shot of tequila up while everyone readies their own shots. “I’m no Robin Hood, who was noble to a fault. As a thief, I was selfish. My work suited my own needs. But yeah… I gave most of it away.”

“But why?” Malik asks, and I cut my eyes to Cruce. Besides Kynan, he’s the only one who knows my entire story.

His expression reassures me that no one at this table would judge me for my past.

But I don’t feel like getting into it tonight. Not at a table full of near drunks. I’m sure I’ll share one day—maybe in a more intimate setting. One on one, probably.

If people are genuinely interested.

Tonight, though, it will be my secret.

I scan the long bar behind Cruce, crowded with Pittsburgh’s movers and shakers. Three months ago, Kynan opened a new headquarters for Jameson Force Security here in Pittsburgh. This bar isn’t anywhere near our office building, which he’d placed squarely in the worst section of town to keep people away. We’re in an upscale bar with established professionals, many in the banking or medical industry, which has replaced steel as the city’s best-known commodity. Young millennials celebrate the end of a workday by ignoring each other and concentrating on their phones.

And right there… a beautiful woman enjoys a drink.

I lick the salt from my hand before tipping my tequila down my throat. Picking up the lime wedge before me, I bite into it, savoring the juice a moment before discarding it.

Letting my gaze roam over my friends, I stand slowly and button my suit jacket. Unlike everyone else’s casual clothes, I’m wearing a designer business suit.

What can I say? I like to dress nice.

“Sorry, ladies.” I smile at Anna and Barrett before scanning the fellows. “And gents… but we’ll save the reason I became a thief for another time. I see something that looks a whole lot more fun than you people.”

I cut my eyes to the woman. She’s around my age—which is thirty-six—maybe even a bit older. In a designer dress with an expensive handbag, she wears expensive jewelry but no wedding ring. I’m betting she’ll smell of high-end perfume.

All heads at our table swing the direction in which I’m looking.

Dozer murmurs, “Very nice.”

Cage barks out a laugh. “No way. She’s so out of your league.”

“She is wearing a nice haul of jewelry,” Cruce points out, and I can’t help but snicker.

Shaking my head, I wink. “Her jewels are safe from me… but other parts of her aren’t.”

“Dayum,” Dozer intones, one eyebrow shooting up. “Boy has some moves.”

Jimmy playfully covers his wife’s ears, then raises his voice, “Don’t listen to this filth, honey.”

She bats his hands away, laughing, then playfully says, “I’ll lay twenty on the table that Saint scores.”

“Baby,” Jimmy exclaims with faux shock she’d dare wager on a man’s sex life. But then he grins and pulls his wallet out. “Twenty on him striking out.”

They call out bets left and right, but I ignore them. I shoot Anna a gracious wink to show my appreciation for her confidence in me, then move around the table toward the lonely looking, but incredibly beautiful, woman at the bar.

Only to be cut off by Kynan McGrath.

I pull up hard, a bit astonished to see him. He’d declined our invitation to go out for drinks, saying he had important calls to handle. Bebe Grimshaw—our resident hacker—hadn’t come either, but her son Aaron wasn’t feeling well. She’d wanted to head home to check on him.

“Got a minute?” Kynan asks.

“Yeah… sure,” I say, momentarily forgetting the woman at the bar.

He moves through the crowd, heading toward the exit. I glance at the table, finding my teammates watching. They hadn’t failed to see Kynan come in. The huge, blond Brit is hard to miss, even in this crowd.

I follow Kynan out onto the sidewalk. It’s the first week of June—not quite summer—and the evening temperatures are amazing. It can’t be more than sixty degrees out, which is a pleasant change to the body heat inside the bar.

The streets aren’t crowded, so Kynan moves a few feet down from the doorway, turning to face me before leaning against the building. “Had an interesting call tonight. Jack Powers of Allied Insurance Services.”

This piques my interest. “Specializes in insuring famous artworks.”

“He called on behalf of several insurers. Seems there’s been a rash of high-end hits over the past two years. They’re pooling their resources to try to bring this ring down.”

“What makes them think it’s an organized ring?” I ask. Most jobs are independently done on a small scale.

“There are some patterns,” Kynan says with a shrug. “Rare techniques being used.”

This makes sense. A lot of thieves have distinct calling cards. Enhanced skills they’ve become known for.

My specific forte was in advanced technology tactics to bypass digital security systems. Others are great at hot-wiring expensive collector cars.

“He wants to hire us to infiltrate a well-known crew operating out of Europe. They suspect this crew is putting together a huge heist—that these prior hits were practice for a much larger payday.”

“You don’t just infiltrate a heist ring,” I say blandly. “You have to have connections.”

“The name William Mears mean anything to you?” Kynan asks.

I blink in surprise. “Yeah. British. Did some jobs with him. He’s one of the best.”

“Well, he’s apparently the suspected crew leader. Working out of Paris.”

I have to think for a moment, but it only takes half that time for a chill to shoot up my spine. “Wait a minute… does Powers know I work for you? What makes him think you have anyone here at Jameson who could have a leg in with this ring?”

Kynan nods. “They’ve apparently had eyes on you since you got out of prison. They knew you worked here.”

Jesus… insurers of precious artworks and jewelry have watched me since I got out of prison? I never thought they’d go so far as to protect their assets in that way.

I’m flattered—at least a little.

But then another thought strikes. “If the insurance industry has kept tabs on me, what makes you think the bad guys haven’t done the same? It’s entirely possible Mears knows I work for you.”

Kynan shrugs. “Maybe. Maybe not. But I suspect if you went to him, asked to get on his crew, and he declines, then he probably knows you work for me.”

“They kill people for less than that,” I say pointedly.

“Which is why it’s up to you if you want to take this job,” Kynan says. “I told Jack I’d lay it out to you, but it was your decision since you’d be going in alone with no backup and you’d be putting your neck on the line. They want to know who the mastermind is and how they bankroll the operation. I don’t imagine they care about Mears. They want the guy who hired him and his crew, and they want to know what’s coming down the pike. Bottom line is to put them out of business.”

Christ.

I have no love lost for the people who are still in the business of stealing pricey stuff, but I have nothing against them either. Live and let live is my motto.

But it could also be an important job for Jameson. I don’t have the skills Malik and Jimmy have. I’m not going to run off to a Middle Eastern country to save hostages.

This is my chance to be useful to the man who hired me straight out of prison.

“When would I leave?” I ask.

“Tomorrow,” he says. “They’re anxious for you to start.”

“I need all the up-to-date information on Mears,” I say. “What he’s been doing the last few years and such.”

He’s going to be my in, so I have to know what he’s been up to. I need him to want me on his crew.

Kynan pushes away from the building. “I’ll have the information by morning. And Bebe will have a new alias for you to travel under. She’s working on the documents now.”

I nod. “I’ll make arrangements to fly out tomorrow.”

Smiling, Kynan sticks his hand out. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I reply, feeling surprisingly good about this job. I fucking love Paris. It’s one of my favorite cities in the world. I’ve spent a bit of time there over the years. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, there’s a lady inside who many of your employees don’t think I have a snowball’s chance in hell with. I need to go prove them wrong.”

Tipping his head back, Kynan lets out a deep laugh before motioning toward the door. “By all means… go do your thing.”


CHAPTER 2


Sin

I’d like to visit Havana to take in the culture and history.

But this is a business trip, and I’m ready for it to be over. It’s taken longer to build our con than I’d like. Thankfully, though, the plan goes down tonight.

I wait on a darkened street running along Otto Schreiber’s property line. It has a five-foot brick wall around the exterior, which allows me to see the house on the other side.

A retired German businessman, Otto wasn’t easy to get close to. Since he’s suspicious by nature, while being protective of the pretty objects he’s accumulated and locked away in his home, it took two long weeks to set things up.

The plan is simple—seduce, distract, and rob.

Luckily, I’m not the one expected to seduce. There are some lines I won’t cross. No, I’m here because my particular skillset includes combination recovery—safe cracking.

It’s an art form. Experts—like me—train for years to learn to do it quickly and efficiently. Sure, there are auto-dialers and manipulation robots that use software to figure out combinations, but those can take hours.

I can crack a three-number combination in as little as seven minutes. The credit goes to my dad for teaching me.

An exterior light darkens on the back of Otto’s house, which is my signal the coast is clear. It’s my partner’s way of informing me that Otto is distracted and the downstairs guest bathroom window is unlocked.

After scanning the street, I put my hands on top of the brick wall and hoist myself up. I seriously dig the role reversals on this job. I’m the one using my muscles and cat-like grace to scale a wall while Neal is inside seducing Otto. Of course, it helps Otto is gay, which means my seduction talents wouldn’t have worked anyway.

Neal isn’t gay, but I’m not sure he’s straight, either. He could be bi, but maybe he just does whatever it takes to get the job done. On the scarier side, he pretty much has no moral compass. To him, there’s no difference between banging a man or a woman if it’ll ensure the plan goes off without a hitch.

There’s one security guard who patrols the property, which takes up a city block and is filled with lush gardens. While Neal was busy over the last two weeks meeting Otto and building his trust to get a precious invite into his house, I did reconnaissance and monitored his staff’s activities. The interior house staff left after they served Otto dinner, around eight. His security—the one man patrolling—stayed all night, but his habits are routine and predictable. He works in a counterclockwise pattern around the house. When he gets to the back gate, he always takes a smoke break. As I peer into the garden illuminated with up-lighting around the bases of a few trees, I spot the faint trail of smoke near the rear gate.

I lift my leg over the wall and nimbly jump to the ground, barely rustling a blade of grass.

I’m dressed in black, of course. It sounds cliché, but it’s the best camouflage. Even though my skin is dark-toned, I still pull the black knit mask down. There are no security cameras, but I still don’t want to take any chances. If someone saw me, they could finger me in a lineup.

Hunched low to stay within the shadows, I creep along the side of the house to the bathroom window. I give it a push and after a tiny groan of distress, it lifts fairly easily. I pull myself up and onto the windowsill, managing to slither my way across the toilet and onto the white hexagon-tiled floor with barely a sound.

Moving to the doorway, I listen carefully.

Music—light and mellow—and murmured voices from what sounds like the direction of the kitchen. While this is my first time in the home, Neal was able to draw a map after his first visit two days ago when Otto invited him to dinner. Neal’s job was simple that night—merely be charming enough to get another invitation.

Somehow, it worked, but then again, Neal is a conman extraordinaire. In real life, he’s anything but charming. An asshole, actually. Someone I despise and hate working with, but unfortunately, I don’t have much of a choice in what I do or who I work with lately.

It’s frightening how easy Neal can chameleon himself into whatever’s needed on a job.

Satisfied Neal and Otto are occupied based on the conversation I can hear, I tiptoe across the large foyer and up the curved staircase to the second floor. Neal hasn’t been up here, but we’re relying on secondhand information that says Otto’s safe is in the master bedroom behind a knockoff Chagall painting.

I find it easily and sure enough, the painting swings on hinges away from the wall as promised. Inside is a J. Baum safe, probably dating back to the early 1900s. I take a moment to appreciate the faded gold lettering and its history.

But then I get to work, switching on my penlight, I hold it between my teeth to shine on the combination wheel.

Lock manipulation requires using your fingers, eyes, and ears to work the lock and exploit mechanical imperfections to determine the combination. Once I have the numbers, I have to put them together to open the lock.

Before I do that though, I quickly run through a list of about ten known lock combinations that safe companies pre-install during the manufacturing process. I doubt this old safe still has the factory-installed combo. It doesn’t, which I confirm in the forty-five seconds it takes to run through them.

And now… it’s time to get down to business. I press a button on my watch to start a timer. Not that Neal has given me a deadline. He’s promised to keep Otto busy and away from the master bedroom, “Even if it means fucking him on the kitchen table”. I grimace even imagining it, but not because I have anything against gay sex. That can be hot, but the thought of Neal having sex with anyone churns my stomach because he’s an assholish creep.

No, I set the watch to try to beat my own time. I’m motivated by goals and competition.

When the timer starts, I turn the dial clockwise, slowly moving it while listening carefully. I keep my fingers light on the wheel, waiting for that first “snick” to tell me what I need.

♦

The knock on my hotel door interrupts my frustrated pacing. I’ve had my bags packed for hours. I’m ready to go, but I have to make sure Neal’s fine. The plan was to have him stay the night with Otto—if Otto turned out to be a cuddler or something. But I’d expected him at our hotel first thing this morning.

As it stands, it’s going on two and I’m pissed.

Slinging the door open, I angrily demand, “Where the hell have you been?”

He smirks as he steps inside, but he doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he says, “Did you know your accent becomes more low class when you’re angry? What do they call that… cockney?”

“Is that supposed to be an insult?” I ask. “Because I’m surprised a dumb American can tell the subtleties of British accents.”

See, asshole. That’s how you deliver an insult.

Still, I was born about as low class as you can get, abandoned in a Tottenham hospital by the woman who birthed me. I knew from early on I was different, mostly because the color of my skin was darker than the only parents I’ve ever known. I asked them about it when I was three, and they told me the truth. God bless George and Clara Westin for the transparent honesty they’d always given me. They never hid the truth about adopting me, and they’d even made every effort to find information about my birth parents.

There was precious little, though. My birth mum had come in under a fake name, although the nurses believed she was biracial because her skin color was lighter and she had light-colored eyes—a hazel-green—which I also have.

But who knows about those things? I read somewhere that skin, eye, and hair color can lay dormant for generations only to pop up when least expected.

In the end, it doesn’t matter. Despite a hormonal meltdown when I was thirteen, which had more to do with me getting my period and less with my ethnic identity crisis, I grew up in a relatively secure and loving household where the circumstance of my birth didn’t matter.

Just as they don’t matter here.

I shut the door behind Neal, not bothering to ask again why he’s so late. He’d probably give me gory details about what he and Otto did, and I can do without those images.

“Have any problems?” he asks as he plops on his back on my bed. Glad I won’t be sleeping there anymore.

“Just over eight minutes,” I say proudly. Not my best time, but definitely nowhere near my worst.

Walking over to my purse, I pull out the black velvet bag I stored the loot in. Pulling it out, I hold up the massive oval sapphire-and-diamond ring. The Sri Lankan sapphire weighs in at a little over sixty-nine carats. While a little too gaudy for my tastes, the fact it will fetch a few million on the black market makes it palatable to me.

“You put the fake in its place?” he asks, and I roll my eyes.

“No, I decided to leave him the real one after I did all that work of cracking the combo.”

Laughing, Neal rolls off my bed. Heading to the door, he says, “I’m going to go take a shower. I got extra dirty last night, if you know what I mean.”

I do… and I don’t want to think about it. Poor Otto.

“Can you hurry it up?” I ask as he exits my room. “I’d like to get out of here.”

He doesn’t answer. Doesn’t even bother shutting the door.

Growling, I stomp across my room and slam the door shut. Nabbing my phone off the small desk, I avoid the bed and flop in the chair instead. I dial my dad, immediately feeling my anxiety lift when he answers.

“Sindaria,” he exclaims when he answers, rocking the cockney accent. It makes me smile. “How’s Havana?”

“Hot. I miss London,” I say. “Heading out tonight.”

“I miss you too,” he says gruffly, which means he translated my words into ‘I miss you’.

“Any problems while you were there?”

He’s asking whether I had any problems cracking the safe. It’s important to him because my dad passed his skills along to me. George Westin was a master lock manipulator and thief extraordinaire. While I’m sure my mum would have liked to have me go into a different profession, that ended up being moot as she died when I was seven. It made me closer to my dad than ever, and I proudly followed in his footsteps.

“Wasn’t a great time,” I say, disappointment filling me. “Over eight minutes.”

My dad chuckles. “Sindaria… you can do something only a handful of people in the world can. And you’re upset with eight minutes?”

“Well, no,” I admit with a huff. “But… well, I’m tired. Plus, Neal is an asshole—”

“Wish you wouldn’t work with that guy,” my dad cuts in. He knows Neal. In this line of work, people tend to know the same players, and he can’t stand him either.

“I know,” I say softly, but that’s about all I can.

My dad has no clue I don’t have a choice but to work with Neal. That I’m an indentured servant right now until I fulfill a certain job quota with the current crew I’m on.

I’m stuck with no wiggle room to escape.

But I can’t tell my dad. The pickle I’ve gotten myself into would kill him.

Especially since he’s the reason I’m stuck.


CHAPTER 3


Saint

Things are moving faster than I imagined they would. I’ve been in Paris less than thirty-six hours, but I’m on track to meet the unnamed kingpin whom the insurance companies believe is planning a major heist.

Frankly, it’s not something I had expected. When I’d reached out to William Mears, inquiring if he was interested in my services because I wanted to return to the business, I expected I’d have to work hard to prove my worth.

But William seemed absolutely delighted I’d contacted him, especially with my assurance I was in possession of new technology that would make modern-day security systems seem like tinker toys. Thank God for Bebe and her massively ginormous techie brain. She loaded me up with all kinds of goodies before I left for the airport.

When I touched down in Paris, I checked into a hotel under my travel alias. It’s something all thieves do. While the insurance consortium is paying my bills, I do have to account for my expenditures. Still, I’d told them I needed to stay somewhere fairly posh as my ability to get into this ring was going to be my portrayal as a still-relevant player.

I’d just gotten out of prison, so I don’t want them to consider me ‘down on my luck’. I want to paint the impression I have many options, which means I don’t have to take whatever they decide to offer me. Luckily, the consortium didn’t balk at my request. I have a nice per diem that will let me put on the necessary airs I’ll need to sell my game.

I had dinner with William last night. He and I worked a few crews together in my early days, before I ventured out as an independent contractor. He’s the type who buckles down and gets serious on a job, but who can kick back with a pint after.

When I’d gone off on my own, William moved more into a managerial/planning role with a crime lord. He’d put his considerable experience with heisting into devising perfect plans and managing to pull off numerous high tech and expensive robberies.

Oh, the vault is on the sixty-third floor and protected by armed guards and lasers? No worries… William would come up with some elaborate scheme to scale that fucking building, then cut a hole through the side while suspended from cables.

He was bat-shit crazy, but it worked.

Or so I’ve heard.

At dinner, William had asked, “You ready to go straight into the big leagues or do you need some time to acclimate?”

“What do you have planned?” I’d asked, hoping he’d spill the beans about what I needed. If he did, I could head home with my mission accomplished.

It could never be that easy, though. All he’d said was, “Something bigger than anything that has ever been done. But I have to clear you with the boss.”

At the mention of the boss, a thrill went through me, but that could mean anything.

William and I made small talk. He’d asked what I’d been up to since getting out of prison, and I’d flat out lied. Told him I’d tried some odd jobs, but nothing had stuck. If he were on to me, then there was nothing I could do. I’d deal with it if I had to, but I feel pretty secure he wouldn’t introduce me to someone above his pay grade if he thought I was undercover.

We left after he gave me a business card for a Julian Mercier with instructions to be at the address listed at nine AM.

So, here I am.

The restaurant—Margeaux—has a menu posted in a glass case beside the door, which indicates it’s only open for dinner. When I try the handle, I find it unlocked.

Inside, I take note of the marble flooring, expensive chandeliers, and heavy leather chairs around mahogany dining tables. It’s not necessary to translate the euro prices to know only the wealthy eat here.

A burly man in a dark suit hurries through the seating area. His smile is polite, but his tone is anything but. “We’re closed.”

“Door was open,” I point out, not sure why I feel the need to be a smart ass. I’m not a small man, standing nearly as tall as this dude, but he’s twice as wide as I am. Not to mention, his fists look pretty meaty.

I’m shocked when he chuckles. “So it was. What can I do to help you?”

Hands clasped in front of me, I flash a grin. I’m rocking a light gray suit with a pale pink tie and pocket kerchief. I make sure my Vacheron Constantin watch and Cartier cuff links are on display. Those were not purchased by the insurance consortium. Rather, they are plunder from my early days of robbing jewelry stores, long before I ever went into the Marine Corps. “I have an appointment with Mr. Mercier at nine.”

“Mr. Bellinger,” the man replies with a nod, affirming he’d expected me this morning. “I’m Cesar. If you’ll follow me, please.”

He leads me through the restaurant, the kitchen, and then down a hallway.

“Where are you from, Cesar?” I ask. His accent is not French, so I’m guessing he’s from Spain.

“Portugal,” he replies, but he offers no more. Instead, he pauses when we arrive at a door. Before opening it, he gives it three sharp raps.

When he motions for me to go before him, I find myself inside an ordinary office, which seems out of place with the grandeur of the restaurant. Wooden desk, two nondescript chairs, and substandard art on the walls.

I take everything in quickly, the ingrained training to check out my surroundings before the people kicking in.

I’m surprised to see William there, since I was under the impression he wouldn’t be. No matter, though.

William barely waits for Cesar to pull the door shut to give us privacy before he introduces me to the other man.

Julian Mercier has to be in his sixties at least, but he wears it well. He’s bald, although the pattern of stubble suggests it’s not from hair loss. But he wears his baldness like a crown. A toughened exterior with an air of cultured royalty. He sports a pearl-colored tailored silk suit with a burgundy-and-brown paisley tie. Not a combo I’d choose, but it works in Paris.

“Mr. Bellinger,” he says, his Parisienne accent elegant. Last night in my hotel room, I’d Googled him, discovering Mr. Mercier was born and raised in Paris. While well-traveled, he has never lived elsewhere. He’s a renowned businessman who owns several high-end restaurants, retail stores, and even a massive hotel. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise,” I say as we shake hands.

“You come highly recommended by William.” With a gracious smile, he motions to a chair. I unbutton my suit jacket as I sit, crossing one leg over the other. He moves behind the desk, takes his seat, and steeples his hands before his face. William remains standing. “But you’ve been out of the game a long time.”

“True,” I answer with a careless shrug. “But the rust will fade once I get off the bench.”

Julian doesn’t crack a smile, but he does appraise me. “William says you have access to some of the best technology.”

“Also true,” I reply, keeping it vague.

Playing it cool. I don’t need you, but you need me.

“Why did you quit?” he asks. He keeps his questions elusive, too, but it’s obvious he means my life as a thief.

“Got pinched.” My answer is frank. “Didn’t have the goods on me, but they got me on obstruction charges. Enough to put me away for a couple years.”

Julian nods, but it’s obvious he already knew.

“Why not go straight?” he inquires. Casually, he crosses his arms on the desk.

“My mom died while I was in prison,” I say, still marveling at the pinch of pain I get when I allow myself to remember. “After I was released, I tried to go legit, but I realized… I can’t let go. I’m too good at what I do, and the rewards are better than the risks any day.”

“And if I brought you onto my team, what would you bring to the table?”

“Besides the most up-to-date tech, auto-dialers, spyware, and surveillance, you won’t find anyone with bigger balls than me.”

Julian’s eyes flash with mirth. He likes my answer. “But why not go out on your own? From what I heard, you weren’t much of a team player in the past.”

“And look where that got me.” I snicker, forcing my laugh to sound careless.

Julian and William chuckle, too, but I sober. “Look, with good financing and the best resources, getting caught is a minimal risk. I’m safer working with a team than without. Whatever you have going on, I want in.”

Julian’s brow creases as he studies me. Suddenly, he relaxes, giving William an imperceptible nod before appraising me once more. “Before I bring you on, I’d like to test you. We have a job lined up right now. You understand, no?”

“Absolutely,” I say, a small tingle going up my spine. I may want to go legit and leave my life of crime behind, but the prospect of stealing something still juices me up.

“Good,” Julian replies. He rises from behind the desk, then holds his hand out. When I do the same, we shake. Turning to William, he says, “Might as well introduce him to the team he’ll be working with.”

“Yes, sir.” William motions me toward the door. Once I give Julian a slight bow of gratitude, I exit.

As William escorts me through the kitchen area, I ask him, “Why does a wealthy businessman, especially one who seems to be doing well for himself, have to resort to heading a criminal enterprise?”

William chuckles. “It’s the criminal enterprise that enables him to do well.”

Nah… I don’t buy it. Julian Mercier’s legitimate businesses are worth a fortune. If I had to bet, I’d wager he’s in the game because he’s a thrill-seeker or a devoted collector.

Don’t get me wrong—I understand the appeal. While not the main reason, I did love the adrenaline high I’d get from successfully pulling off a heist.

It was almost as good as sex.

I assumed William would transport me elsewhere to meet the rest of the crew. Instead, he cuts through the dining room into a small alcove with a staircase. After plodding up one flight, we stop at a single wooden door, at the landing.

He opens it, walks in and I follow.

A quick scan shows thick emerald carpet, paneled walls, and chandeliers. Heavy leather furniture… couches, chairs, and ottomans. A horseshoe-shaped bar in the middle. Perhaps it’s a club room where patrons retire for brandy and cigars after dinner?

Regardless, I turn my attention to the people inside.

Not counting William and me, there are four others.

But their faces aren’t computing. Nothing registers after I let my eyes linger on the first person. A woman.

She’s tall and willowy with coffee-and-cream skin. Her exotically gorgeous hazel eyes widen in surprise.

William grins. “That’s right… you two know each other, don’t you?”

At the sight of her, an overload of feelings course through me. Drowning in the hatred, shock, and—fuck-me-standing—the instant, electrifying lust doesn’t seem outside the realm of possibilities.

Forcefully swallowing my enmity, I try to sound unaffected. Showing my hand will only fuck up this mission before it even starts.

“Hello, Sin,” I manage. My tone sounds almost civil, which is so at odds with the turmoil inside me.

“Hello, Saint,” she replies, obviously as upset as I am.


CHAPTER 4


Sin

As I navigate the throngs of people on Rue des Rosiers, my head spins.

Saint Bellinger is here.

In Paris.

Apparently, he’s now also a part of my team.

I never thought I’d see him again. Well, that’s not true. The thought he might hunt me down after his release from prison had crossed my mind. Hell, I’d had plenty of nightmares about it.

After all, I’m the one who put him there.

As I pass by the kosher market, it triggers a reminder that I have no food in my house. But between the stress of the day and the headache it gave me, I decide those are reasons enough to bypass it. I’ll manage with a dinner of tea and toast tonight.

Half a block down, I approach a green door in the side alley of a trendy clothing boutique. The stairs inside lead up to the two apartments housed above it. Rue des Rosiers is in the heart of the Jewish quarter—unofficially called the Pletzl, which is Yiddish for little place—but in recent years, the quaint shops have been replaced by gleaming fashion showrooms.

When I realized I’d have to be based in Paris for an unknown amount of time because of my predicament with Julian Mercier, I’d found this place on Airbnb. Luckily, I was able to negotiate a month-to-month lease with the hosts. The exterior door has an electronic keypad. Once I enter the four-digit code, I hurry inside, push the door so it’ll shut behind me, then take the stairs two at a time.

I’m halfway up when I realize I hadn’t heard the door latch or the lock engage. I pivot to make my way down but then release an involuntary yip of fright when I find Saint only two steps behind me.

His face is darkly thunderous. I should have known this was going to happen. During Saint’s introduction to the rest of the team, my spine had tingled with the awareness that the cool and polite mask he wore was a façade. Underneath it, I’d sensed waves of pent-up anger and hostility. I was under no illusion I’d be able to escape a confrontation with him.

Just didn’t think it would happen so soon.

The door finally shuts, cutting off any help the people on the street may have offered if I’d thought to call out. But that becomes a moot point when Saint’s masculine hand wraps around my throat. He squeezes, clearly managing to hold on to a sliver of restraint. Because while he’s physically backing me up the staircase by his grip, it’s only uncomfortable as hell instead of the snapped neck he’s more than capable of doling out.

His normally warm, expressive brown eyes are nearly black with rage and his teeth are bared. When my foot hits the top landing, he backs me right into the wall between the two apartment doors—mine on the left, and the neighbor I’ve never seen on the right.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now,” he snarls, his face only inches away from mine.

I should be relieved his grip on my throat is loose enough to suck in a bit of air, but I can’t because he’s apparently got murder on his mind.

“Because you don’t want to go back to prison…” I let the first words that pop into my mind wheeze out.

I realize it’s a mistake as soon as I say it. His face drains of color before flushing red with fury. “You already put me there once. You cost me everything.”

Sure, it’s antagonistic, but maybe I can make him see reason. “It was for less than two years, Saint.”

He tightens his fingers around my throat, and a bolt of fear punches through me. His voice comes out in a barely audible hiss. “My mother died while I was in prison. I never got to see her before she went. She died a horrible death, all alone, because of you.”

Jesus.

Oh, shit.

No.

Saint’s mom was everything to him. The reason he did what he did.

Tears well up in my eyes, not because I’m afraid of him or for myself, but for what I cost him. It was one thing to live with the guilt of betraying him, thinking a little jail time was nothing compared to certain death.

And make no mistake… Saint was going to die that night if I hadn’t done something.

But to know his mom died alone while he’d been stuck behind bars… it’s more than I can bear.

“I’m so sorry,” I croak, my tears freely overflowing. I’ve never been much of a crier. My dad always ordered me to toughen up.

But this is Saint.

And I had genuinely cared about him.

“You should be sorry,” he murmurs, but his hand around my neck loosens slightly. “I want to know why you did it, Sin. Why did you do that to me? If your answer’s good enough, it might save you.”

The notion of being saved amuses me. A completely inappropriate laugh slips out and Saint’s eyes flash with fury.

“I was saving you,” I cry, deciding to lay it all out there. I have nothing to lose, but I could be saving my own life in the process.

Taken aback, Saint jerks, releasing my throat. “Saving me?”

We eye each other until I finally ask, “Would you like to come in for some tea? I’ll explain everything.”

“Christ,” Saint mutters, taking a step away from me. His gaze goes to the wall before dropping to the floor. Clearly frustrated, he rakes his fingers through his hair. It’s longer than I remember, but still beautifully thick and wavy. There was a time when my fingers spent a lot of time buried in the soft strands.

He focuses on me, expression overly suspicious. “The last thing in the world I want to do is have tea or anything else with you. Just tell me what you meant when you said you were saving me.”

“Neal was going to kill you,” I say simply, cutting straight to the heart of the matter.

This doesn’t seem to surprise Saint, but he asks, “When? Why?”

“Because he’s an asshole,” I reply, frustrated. “Or… possibly a sociopath. Because he was jealous you’d beat us to some good hauls in the past, or maybe he was lying. But he hated you. Surely you know that, right? I don’t bloody well know the exact reason, so take your pick. When we were getting ready for the Lewiston job, I overheard him talking to Sticky. He said he was going to remove you from the picture for good that night.”

“That could have meant—”

I cut him off. “Then Sticky asked him what he meant by that, and Neal calmly said it meant a bullet in your head before dumping your body in the river.”

The memory is as clear as if it happened two minutes ago rather than three years ago. We’d been pulling off a car heist—a 55 Jaguar D-type—and Saint and I had been assigned to the inside work. That meant we were responsible for getting in the garage undetected, hot wiring the vehicle, and driving it a short distance to a tractor-trailer transport. This had been more complicated than it seemed as the owners stored it in their personal garage with an elaborate security system and they never—and I mean never—went anywhere. They were always there, so we had to concoct a devious scheme to get them out of the house.

At any rate, the majority of the work was on mine and Saint’s shoulders. Sticky and Neal had been responsible for transporting the car to the docks, so it could be loaded in a shipping container and sent to its new owner in Dubai.

During that job, I had the weight of overhearing Neal plotting to murder Saint hanging over me. But I had fallen hard for the sexy thief, and there’d been no way I’d have let anything bad happen to him.

But I also hadn’t been able to risk the job, either.

Not unless I’d wanted to get on Neal’s bad side and end up in the river with Saint.

So I did the only thing I could on such short notice.

As soon as we entered, I’d tripped the silent alarm on the security panel, secretly alerting the police. After, I got down to my key role, which had been to hot-wire the vehicle. We’d been pulling out of the garage, me driving and Saint in the passenger seat, when we first heard the wail of sirens coming.

Blue lights flashing in the distance down the road, I’d pulled out my gun and pointed it right at Saint.

“Get out,” I’d told him.

He’d never once thought I was joking. Instantaneously, his expression morphed to ice-cold hatred as he realized I’d betrayed him.

He hadn’t known the real reason why. I’m sure he thought it was for the twelve-million-dollar payout for the Jag. No clue it had been about his life.

I explain this, the dread in my stomach quickening as his expression remains icy and affronted.

“I thought a couple of years in jail was better than being dead,” I say. Even to my own criminalized ears, that sounds lame.

Saint grimaces. “You could have told me what Neal was planning. I could have done something to protect myself.”

“Maybe,” I admit hoarsely, knowing I hadn’t thought things through. But I had feelings driving me. Womanly, soft, vulnerable feelings for Saint, which had made me terrified he’d end up murdered. “Or you could be dead.”

“I can’t fucking believe this,” Saint mutters, turning away from me in frustration. He then spins around, a sly look in his eyes. “Or maybe I shouldn’t believe you at all. I mean… you’re still working with Neal. Clearly, the fact he has murderous intentions doesn’t scare you away.”

I furiously shake my head. “It’s not like that. You have to know I can’t stand the guy. Never could, but—”

“I get it,” Saint sneers, cutting me off. “The money’s too good. Makes you overlook your morals, right?”

“No, it’s not like that at all.”

“Save it,” Saint growls, holding up a hand. “I don’t believe a fucking thing you have to say.”

For some reason, this cuts me deep, even though I have no right to expect him to have an ounce of faith in me. Stepping away from the wall where I remained frozen until now, I reach out a tentative hand.

I don’t have the guts to touch him, though.

“Saint… please believe me. I may have made an unbelievably unwise decision, but the reasoning behind it was good. I cared about you so much, and I was terrified of losing you.”

“You did lose me,” he yells. “I got arrested. I went to prison. My mom…”

When his voice cracks, he looks embarrassed about showing vulnerability.

“You never turned me in,” I whisper, voicing what has haunted me for the past three years just as much as the fact I sent him away. “Not any of us.”

“A choice I’m regretting more and more,” he grumbles before sucking in a deep breath. “Look… I want in on whatever Mercier has planned. I’m not going to fuck up my chances to get on this crew. We have this art heist to plan and execute, so we have to try to work together. Leave the past in the past for now, okay?”

No, that’s not what I want. I want to hash this out. I want him to say he forgives me… that he understands why I did what I did.

But he won’t give that to me. Probably not ever.

So I nod. “Okay. Let’s try to work together.”

“Fine,” he mutters, then spins on his heel toward the staircase. He silently disappears down it, just the way an expert thief would.


CHAPTER 5


Saint

Five years ago…

I watched her for six nights, and yes… I realized that was considered stalking even if I was sitting at an outdoor pub and she kept returning to the same spot night after night.

Sure, her beauty captured my attention as she walked down the London street in a black trench coat with black stiletto boots, which added an impressive four inches to her already tall frame.

She was elegant, exotic, and sexy. In the first few moments of observation, it was clear she was up to no good. The average person wouldn’t notice because she was subtle about it. But as I sipped at a pint and pondered my life, I noticed how observant she was to her surroundings.

A thief’s greatest asset, which I immediately recognized.

She cut down a side alley that intersected a small art museum on one side and The Bank of England on the other. If she were a thief, I couldn’t tell what she intended to rob, so I followed her. I stuck to the shadows, stayed thirty yards back at all times, and eventually stood in a darkened doorway as she positioned herself under a window at the museum. She had made the cameras on the roof, but wasn’t concerned about being seen, as a small parapet on the corner blocked the view of the window she stood under. She’d clearly staked the place out at some point, which meant she was a high-end professional.

For two hours, she did nothing but stand in the same spot and watch the comings and goings of the street traffic around her. Tucked into an alley, she kept an eye on the streets that bordered either side.

She never saw me, though.

The next night, she examined the window, running her fingers along the edges. I couldn’t tell much about it from where I stood in the shadows, but, after she left, I made my own perusal.

It was a metal frame, held together at the corners with screws. It could be easily disassembled except for the layers of old paint over it.

The next night, she returned with tools and started chipping at the paint. She did that for three more nights, diligently cleaning up her mess before leaving.

During the day, I was curious as to what she might be after. She was clearly a professional, same as me. I was unemployed, spending lazy days roaming London, eating mediocre food but drinking excellent beer. The museum was small, off the beaten path, but it held an impressive collection of modern works.

My best guess was she was after either the Klimt or Modigliani, both displayed in the particular room with the window she kept working on, neither protected by extraordinary measures. It was a small gallery with lots of tiny rooms that relied on a couple of night guards and exterior cameras. I hadn’t detected alarm wires on the windows, and I was sure she’d made the same discovery before she decided on the window as her entry point.

Tonight, she was making her move. She waited until nearly three AM to start taking the window apart. I’d checked earlier—all the paint had been scraped away from the screws and seals.

From the dark recessed doorway in the alley, I watched her approach the window. Dressed like a thief in black leggings and a black turtleneck, she had her riot of dark curls held under a black knit cap, which she pulled over her face, leaving only her eyes visible. I hadn’t been close enough to her yet to determine their color.

From the backpack, she pulled out a screwdriver and manually worked on each joint, removing the screws holding it together. She worked slowly and methodically, making sure not to make any noise. It took her about two hours to remove the frame since she periodically took breaks. I suspected it wasn’t because she was tired, but because she knew the guards’ routes or saw them moving within the room.

With the frame disassembled, the woman easily removed the bottom portion, glass and all. She set it on the ground, leaning it up against the building. After pulling a small fabric satchel from her backpack, she slung it over her shoulder.

Quiet as a mouse and graceful as a panther, she hoisted herself onto the windowsill and slithered inside.

Moving to the window, I stayed to the side of it. I didn’t appease my curiosity by peeking inside, but I could imagine what she would be doing, making clean cuts inside the frames to remove the paintings.

I did constantly check my watch. At the two-minute-and-twenty-second mark, I heard movement. To my utter delight, the black fabric satchel came through the window first, then she dropped it to the ground. I reached over and picked it up, waiting for her to come out.

She didn’t see me until her feet lightly hit the cobblestone, and I had to give her credit… she didn’t even flinch.

Holding the satchel up, I waved it teasingly. “Nice work.”

“Thank you,” she replied, her English accent crisp and no-nonsense. “Now bloody well hand it over.”

“I think not.” I grinned, but she didn’t find me charming. “Meet me at The White Lion for a drink tomorrow night at ten, and we’ll discuss the split then.”

“The split?” she snarled, stepping a bit closer so I could finally see her eyes. A lovely but slightly eerie color… a light hazel. Made her look even sexier. More exotic. “Are ya feckin’ mad?”

“No,” I assured her. “Just really intrigued by you.”

I spun on my heel and raced down the alley, carrying whatever artwork she’d stolen. My intention was to give most of it back to her, but I was going to keep something.

After all, I’d put the work in figuring out her play.

But more than anything, I wanted to know more about her. A beautiful thief who had major skills.

Someone like me.

She met me for drinks. Her name was Sindaria, but I called her Sin. We laughed together over the yin and yang of our names.

She’d later become my lover.

Later still, she’d betray me and send me to prison.


CHAPTER 6


Saint

I’m back at Margeaux’s. Apparently, Julian Mercier’s restaurant is the official ‘gang hideout’. At this point, I’m clueless if Mercier is a criminal mastermind planning the world’s biggest heist or a businessman who dabbles in the dangerous underworld of larceny.

Regardless, there’s no way to know but to continue forward. Having a connection to William and Julian is my best lead so far.

Today, the only ones here are William, Sin, and Neal. Since we’re planning a job meant to test if I’m worthy of joining the club, we don’t need the others.

I’m not happy about the prospect of working with either Neal—who wanted to kill me at one point—or Sin, who had betrayed me and sent me to prison—but what I like and don’t like is moot.

Neal is a dick. I remember that clearly from our time working together. He’s American, too. Kind of stupid, has no finesse. The only reason he’s in this business and able to find work is he has no limits. There’s nothing he won’t do, so he makes for a nice patsy. If there’s ever going to be a scapegoat in a heist gone wrong, it’s Neal.

He knows it, too, yet he stays in the game.

The biggest thing I don’t like about working with a man with no limits is that adding on the fact he has no moral compass makes him dangerous. Thieves, as a general rule, are non-violent criminals. We rely on cunning and stealth to achieve our ends. Neal has none of that, only a brash ego as a strength, and it means he’s unpredictable.

No… never liked the guy. Something is off about him. I only did a couple of jobs with him—at Sin’s invitation to join their crew—and I only did it to spend time with Sin. I didn’t trust him at all. In fact, the Jag heist was the last I ever intended to work with Neal. Sin loved working with me, but if I were being honest… I didn’t like working with her because she had a crew and I didn’t trust any of them but her.

Seems like my trust in her was misplaced, too.

William is busy placing some items on a corkboard with push pins while Neal surfs his phone. I let my gaze move over to Sin, who has yet to make eye contact with me. Hasn’t stopped me from looking on occasion, though.

I hate she’s still singularly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. Hate she’s the funniest as well, with her dry British wit. Fuck… okay, she’s the sexiest. Best damn orgasms of my entire life.

Just… fuck.

It was so much easier out and out hating her. Holding her entirely responsible that I hadn’t been able to be with my mom when she died.

So much easier.

I mean… I still hold her responsible, but if what she told me last night is true, I have to give some credence to the small measure of empathy that’s formed within me.

A little bit of pity mixed with understanding that she’d been faced with a horrible piece of information. While her actions were completely stupid, they were admittedly born from a good place within her heart. She thought she was saving me. Instead, she’d ended up causing me the greatest pain of my life.

My mother, Evie Bellinger, was the best human I’ve ever known. My dad abandoned us after I was born, and she raised me all on her own. Had more than enough love to compensate for what my father took away.

My mother raised me even after she got sick—breast cancer. She never slowed down, even with surgery, radiation, and chemo. I watched her go to work every day because she had a kid to support.

It’s why I became a thief when I was thirteen.

Not for the thrill.

Not to buy myself the latest trendy athletic shoes so I’d fit in.

I did it to contribute to our little household.

My first heist was a TV and Blu-ray player from our neighbor’s house when they were on vacation. I jimmied the back door, snuck in late at night, and took the electronics. It was easy to fence—I approached the bad kids in school—and they took it off my hands.

I used the money to buy groceries that week, lying to my mom by saying I’d done odd jobs for some of the neighbors.

It only escalated from there, and I grew to love it. While other kids were making money running drugs for gangs, I’d been learning how to break into houses and businesses for high-end merchandise that would fetch a decent price in the right places.

I’d honed my skills to perfection. With my contacts in the black market, I was hired by others to steal.

By the time I graduated high school, I was earning enough money that my mom was able to retire. I even went to Europe, dabbled in some high-end art thefts for hire.

It all came crashing down when my mom found out exactly what I did for a living. I had never intended for her to know, but I came under suspicion in a local car heist. When the police took me downtown to ‘talk,’ it was her wake-up call.

After seven hours of interrogation, she’d confronted me once I’d been released. The police couldn’t crack me and had no choice but to let me go, but one look from my mother and a soft plea to tell her the truth made it all come tumbling out.

Every bit of it.

Told her the entire sordid story of my life of crime.

But my mom—greatest human being ever born—forgave me without hesitation. Hugged me and said she understood.

And then she begged me to clean up my act. Made me promise on ‘her life’ I would do something more worthwhile with my future.

She was my hero, and I couldn’t disappoint her again. Because of that, I joined the Marine Corps. For six years, I gave the United States my all. It’s where I met Jerico Jameson, who, in turn, introduced me to Kynan McGrath, which led me to this job with Jameson Force Security. I loved my time in the military and the bonds I’d formed, but I couldn’t help but feel it wasn’t something I wanted for a career.

So, at the age of twenty-six, I got out.

Tried to walk the straight and narrow.

Tried hard.

Mom had been doing well. She enjoyed her life, and she was even dating a guy I kind of liked. I, on the other hand, hadn’t found satisfaction in anything I tried.

That nagging unfulfillment made me return to my life as a thief. I’d headed straight to Europe, thinking an ocean between my mom and me would alleviate my guilt at being dishonest and doing what I knew would cause her so much disappointment.

For almost seven years, I did what my mother hated. I planned, I stole, and I lied to my mom about what I did for a living. She thought I did civilian contracting for the military, and I sent a lot of money home to her. I took a cut for myself, using it to lead a playboy lifestyle of traveling the world, fucking beautiful women, and dressing in the finest clothes. The rest, I donated to charity to help ease my conscience.

Focusing on Sin, I watch as she studies a photo of a man William had pinned to a corkboard on the wall.

She’s still beautiful and alluring, which is dangerous as hell to me. I’d kept all the good memories at bay, only allowing the dark bitterness of her part in my circumstances to fester.

Now, being near her again, knowing her betrayal was born from caring about me rather than her enmity… it seems to push much of that bitterness away.

“Okay,” William says, turning to face us. Sin straightens and I lean forward attentively, but Neal continues to surf his phone.

William isn’t someone to fuck with, though. He has a dozen people who would kill to take Neal’s place on the team.

“If you have a moment, Neal, I could use your attention. If you don’t, how about taking your arse out of here because I have no use for you.”

His head popping up, Neal flushes red. There isn’t an apology, though. He merely places his phone on the table, eyes on William.

“All right, this is our mark,” William says, shifting to tap a knuckle on the photo of a white male who appears to be in his late fifties. He has dark hair going bald on the top, and he’s a little on the portly side.

“This is Lord James Dennison. He’s an earl from London who lives in Paris. Worth a fortune, too—mainly because he’s a wise investor, but also because he collects fine art. He has an authenticated Renoir, which is worth at least three million on the black market.”

William drones on, giving us the man’s history. He’s a widowed empty nester whose children have all moved away. Seeming to be extremely lonely, he’s been hitting the club scene and flashing his money around in an attempt to ease his heartache. It’s sad.

“He likes his women young and scantily dressed,” William states, gesturing to Sin. “You’re the bait and distraction.”

When she nods, my stomach churns. I have no right to dislike that plan, but fuck… I don’t like it. Don’t like anything about Sin having to use her womanly wiles to carry out a heist.

But she’s not mine to get jealous over or worry about, so I let it go.

“Neal… Saint,” William says, pointing to the schematics of Lord Dennison’s penthouse apartment. “You’re the switch and transport.”

“What’s the play?” I ask.

“Sin will wrangle an invitation from Dennison to visit his apartment. Once inside, he’ll fall ill.”

“How?” Sin demands.

“Poison,” William replies smoothly.

“I am not killing someone,” she replies hotly, rising from her chair and slamming her hands on the table in front of her. I don’t say anything, but there’s no way I’m getting involved in a murder either. I’ll do a lot of things for Jameson Force Security, but cold-blooded murder isn’t one of them.

“Relax…” William chuckles. “You’re only going to make him sick. This poison will make him feel as if he’s dying, but he won’t. The key is to get him sick enough that calling 1-1-2 is a necessity.”

“1-1-2?” Neal asks.

“Emergency services,” Sin says with a wave of her hand, her tone suggesting it was a stupid question.

Because it was.

“I assume Neal and Saint will come in pretending to be the paramedics?” she inquires.

“Smart girl,” William praises, then proceeds to go through the entire game plan.

I have to admit… it’s pretty brilliant and I love a heist that involves a nice con at the same time. Sin and I pepper William with questions. Neal doesn’t have a brain in his skull, so he listens with semi-glazed eyes. He’s always going to be the guy who does as told, relying on others to make sure the plan is as foolproof as possible.

After the meeting, I head out for a coffee, using the time to think about this job. There are a million ways it could go wrong, but that’s the risk we take.

Deep down, I’m looking forward to it. Yes, I’m conning the entire team—all the way up to Julian Mercier—until I can find out what they’re up to, but I’m not going to lie… I missed this way of life. A lot of the excitement I’m experiencing doesn’t have a damn thing to do with the job I’m doing for Jameson, but it has everything to do with stealing that Renoir.

♦

Back in my hotel room, I pull out an electronic device Bebe gave me. She recommended sweeping my room each time I return, so I do so it now, taking my time and working over every surface.

When I’m confident there are no bugs or other recording devices present, I call Kynan on a burner cell.

“What’s up?” he asks when the line connects. “All settled in?”

“Moving fast,” I say, then fill him in on my meeting with Julian Mercier. “They’re going to test me. An art heist from a private owner here in Paris.”

“If you get caught, you know I’m going to have a hell of a time saving you,” Kynan warns.

“I know,” I say. It’s a risk I’m aware of and accept. Even though my reasons for doing this are honorable—attempting to prevent a major crime from being committed—it’s being done outside of the sanction of police officials, meaning I’ll still be considered a common criminal in a few days’ time when we set out to rob Lord Dennison.

“There’s a complication,” I say, rubbing at the five o’clock shadow on my face. “Of the female kind.”

“Oh yeah?” he asks, a slight hint of amusement in his tone.

“Someone I had a relationship with. Her name’s Sindaria Westin—goes by Sin.”

Kynan lets out a bark of laughter. “Wait a minute, wait a minute. You dated a woman named Sin and your name’s Saint?”

He guffaws, and I let him have it. It’s funny… I get it.

“Anyway…” I drawl as his chuckles wind down. “She’s in Mercier’s employ. In fact, she’s going to be doing the upcoming job with me.”

“Bad blood between you two?” Kynan asks, his concern obviously about whether she’s going to screw up my cover.

“Nothing that will affect what I’m doing… but if they want her involved in the big heist down the road, I’ll need you to get her out clean along with me,” I say, finally voicing the one thing that’s been eating at me since I first saw her yesterday. Don’t get me wrong—I realize I’ve been hired to take this whole ring down.

And that includes Sin.

One would think I would relish the chance to send her to prison as a little bit of payback for what she did to me.

But, deep down, I know I can’t go there. I don’t have it in me to ruin her that way, not knowing now she’d been trying to save me.

I have to do what I can for her.

“That’s going to be tricky,” Kynan replies. “It could compromise you.”

“I won’t let it,” I assure him. “But I need you to know I’m not blowing anything open until I’m sure she’ll be far away from it all.”

Kynan sucks in an audible breath, then lets it out. “I trust you, Saint. You’ll figure it out, but if I can help, you know I will.”

That’s all I can hope for at this point.


CHAPTER 7


Sin

Four years ago…

“You’re late,” I called out softly from the bed as Saint tiptoed through the darkness. He was trying to be quiet. He always took his shoes and socks off at the door so he didn’t tap dance his way across my hardwood floors when he came in late.

He switched on the lamp, lighting up his handsome face. With a grin, he swept his eyes from my face to the sheet covering my body. His fingertip went to the edge, then started to drag it down. “Are you naked under there?”

“Of course, I am,” I snapped—grabbing at the cotton to stop the descent—although I wasn’t angry. I loved to give him a hard time. “Naked and tired of waiting for you.”

Lowering himself to the edge of the mattress, he took a seat near my hip. I scooted over a tad to give him some room. “I got you something. That’s why I’m late.”

“Really?” One eyebrow cocked up in interest, I rolled to my side to face him. I went up on one elbow, still clutching the sheet to cover my breasts.

“It’s our anniversary,” he replied, reaching into the inside breast pocket of his suit jacket. In the time I’d known Saint, he was usually in a custom-made or designer suit, typically because he was crashing upper-class soirees to case potential loot to steal.

Saint pulled out a small velvet bag, loosened the drawstring, and reached inside.

I couldn’t help but gasp when he pulled out a diamond tennis bracelet that sparkled even in the low, ambient light of the lamp.

“Where did you steal that from?” I asked as he pulled my wrist toward him so he could put the stunner on me.

Saint made a scoffing noise deep in his throat. “I didn’t steal it, sweet but skeptical Sin. I bought it.”

“You bought it?” I asked, my eyebrows shooting up. I was indeed skeptical when it came to the opposite sex.

“I bought it because it’s our three-month anniversary,” he said, clasping the bracelet. After pressing a kiss to the inside of my wrist, he let go. I held it up to admire it, a warm feeling brewing inside me. “Three months ago tonight is when we met.”

“You mean when you stole from me,” I said with a snicker.

“Best move I ever made in this business,” he murmured.

This time, my heart flopped over.

Surrendered.

I rolled to my back, letting the sheet fall away to expose my breasts. To give him credit, his eyes stay pinned on my face.

“What do you see in me?” I asked, the shocking vulnerability in those words making me wince as soon as they’re released.

“Beauty,” he replied as he rose from his perch on the mattress. He took off his suit jacket, then tossed it onto the back of a chair by the window. After he loosened his tie, he removed it, too.

“Sex.” His voice rumbled over that short word, his gaze dropping briefly to my breasts before returning to my face. He unbuttoned his dress shirt and slid it off, then yanked off the soft cotton t-shirt underneath. The muscles in his abdomen rippled with the movement, and I took in the defined chest and soft hair that covered his middle. He was all man, and I throbbed for him.

“Love,” he whispered as he unbuttoned his pants.

“Love?” My voice was raspy, the word feeling foreign as it came out.

“You love passionately,” he explained. With one smooth motion, he pushed his pants and boxers to the floor. He was beautifully naked, his cock hanging low and heavy.

I couldn’t help but appreciate that one piece of him that owned me completely. “What do I love passionately?”

Taking himself in hand, he started to stroke. I couldn’t take my eyes off him, eyes wide as he lengthened… swelled… became what I needed.

Saint didn’t answer my question, though. Instead, he approached the bed and snatched the covers off me. He climbed in and covered me, settling the length of his body against mine. Automatically spreading my legs, I cradled him there.

Pushing his elbows into the mattress at my sides, Saint leaned down and kissed me gently. It was so soft—a mere brush of lips—at odds with the hardness of his cock pressed against me.

Lifting his head, he looked down, allowing his eyes to roam. His lips curled up, and he shook his head slightly. One hand moved to my hair, a fingertip curling around one of my locks.

“I love your fucking hair,” he murmured as he took me in. “When it’s spread out on the pillow like this, it looks like a damn halo around you. You’re a fucking angel, Sin.”

I laughed, knocking his hand away because he was embarrassing me. I should be used to it by now—Saint’s ability to lay compliments at my feet like sweet poetry. He did it all the time, and I had a hard time accepting it.

“My anti-halo, you mean,” I returned jokingly.

Saint chuckled, then gave me a hard kiss. “You’re cute when you can’t take a compliment.”

Then his eyes warmed… turned profoundly serious. “But now, I think I very much want to fuck you.”

“Of all the things you’ve said to me tonight,” I said with a sly smile. “That’s my favorite.”

“Hmmm,” he murmured, and I could hear the doubt in his voice. He knew my favorite thing was that I loved passionately, but I wouldn’t admit it.

He knew me so damn well, this thief of mine.

Saint’s mouth came back to mine, and we kissed. It was always a perfect mating of lips and tongue. So damned perfect all the time.

I did love the way he kissed me with a passion.

His hands on my breasts, he whispered how much he loved my skin.

Cafe au lait was what he called it. I once tried to joke—Just say coffee and cream. He’d given me a chastising look and told me to stop diminishing his feelings. It had put me in my place, and I passionately loved his desire for me.

Then Saint was inside of me… filling me to my depths. It always felt like too much, but I wouldn’t want a single inch less. I shifted and formed around him, melding around his perfectness as he fucked me.

And I definitely loved his cock with a passion.

Saint drove me higher, always breaking through the ceiling he’d set before. Always better and better and better.

Thrusting until I’m mindless, he played his fingers on my body like a musician. I exploded with a scream he swallowed down, taking it inside himself for safekeeping. Saint pushed deep, moved his face to the crook of my neck, and growled out his release, the vibrations echoing through me.

When his arms tightened around me, I embraced him back.

Squeezed hard.

“You love me passionately, don’t you,” he said, and it wasn’t a question. It was a statement. Within his tone was a dare for me to disagree.

There was no hesitation when I responded.

“Yes. I do.”


CHAPTER 8


Sin

James Dennison pulls his Aston Martin up to the front of his 18th-century apartment building located in Ile Saint-Louis on Quai d’Orleans. It’s one of the most prestigious addresses in Paris. Six-thousand square feet, four bedrooms—all en suite—two kitchens, and private parking with personal valet service. All his for six-and-a-half-million euros.

Of course, he didn’t tell me this. I learned it from William’s research.

No, Lord James Dennison doesn’t throw his wealth around. I’m glad of it, too, as I didn’t want to come off tonight as a brash young gold digger. The best way to get an invitation to the man’s apartment tonight had been to act genuinely interested in him as a person, because William’s research was meticulous.

Lord Dennison’s loneliness from his wife dying a few years ago is a shroud around him. He wants to find love again, even if he’s looking for it in all the wrong places and with all the wrong women. His move to Paris was in hopes the city of love would inspire a way to quell that loneliness.

We met tonight at a wine tasting. I joined a small group of people, sidled in beside him, and made a poignant comment that caught his attention.

I kept his attention by discussing politics while twirling my necklace that hovered above the deep cleavage I’m displaying in a fire-engine-red dress. Poor man tried to stick with the conversation, but his eyes kept dropping to my breasts.

When James brings his car to a stop, the valet opens my door first, offering a hand to help me out. By the time I’m on the sidewalk, James is handing the keys and fifty euro to the valet.

“Thank you, my lord,” the valet says in a lilting French accent, surprising me a bit by referencing James’ English title. James returns a forced smile, telling me he doesn’t care about such things. It endears me to the man a little bit because I’ve found him charming and down to earth, despite the English title and incredible wealth.

I push that away, though. In my line of business, it doesn’t pay to think that way. Especially since I will be hurting this man before too long.

James tucks my hand in the crook of his elbow, and we walk into the glass-and-marble lobby. An armed security guard sits behind an elegant, yet oddly contemporary desk given the history of this building. He nods at James.

“Good evening, Monsieur,” he says, eschewing the usual old-fashioned greeting. I expect that comes from knowing Lord Dennison doesn’t care about that stuff, which says this guard knows him well.

James leads me to the bank of elevators, then chooses the one on the end. It slides open immediately, and we step inside. There are no buttons to push, only a numerical panel with an LED screen. James pushes in a multi-digit number I couldn’t care less about. I even make a showing of searching for something inside my clutch while he does so.

The elevator whooshes up to the eleventh floor, which is the penthouse. When it opens, we step right into a large open sitting room done in a contemporary style, which is also at odds with the historical style of the building. Sleek lacquered furniture, austere Italian-tiled floors, and lots of chrome and glass. It doesn’t fit with the man I’ve come to know in the last few hours as we talked and sipped at wine. He’s down to earth and traditional. It’s like he’s trying to be something he’s not.

I catch my reflection in a mirrored wall that separates the living area from the dining room. My dress looks amazing, my jewelry demure. I left my hair loose and wild tonight, which was a bit of a risk. It would have been a safer bet to tame it into a sleek chignon, but I left the riot of tiny ringlets that frame my head—according to Saint, like a halo—because that’s inherently who I am. I’ve given up way too much of myself working for Mercier this past year. If a hairstyle choice screws up our plan tonight, then so be it.

Luckily, Lord Dennison seems entranced with me—the full package—which makes my job easier.

While William’s research was thorough, the first thing I do upon entry into James’ apartment is scan for security alarms and cameras. I see none, which says that despite James having a lot of expensive stuff in his home, he feels safe in this secured building with an armed guard and a coded elevator between him and any supposed thieves.

Shouldn’t have invited me in, James.

“Would you care for a glass of wine?” James asks as he releases my hand. He doesn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he moves over to a butler’s pantry, which is replete with wineglasses of all shapes with a small wine rack built into the wall.

“I would love that,” I say, casually strolling down the length of one wall that holds various vases and small sculptures. The purple-and-blue Chihuly glass sculpture is an eye-catcher, and I can’t help but be enamored of it. Of course, William knows he has this among his collectibles, but the beauty is off-putting for a moment.

“This is beautiful,” I say, playing slightly coy. “What is it?”

“That’s a Chihuly,” he says with a smile as he twists a corkscrew into a bottle of wine he’d chosen. “He’s an American glassblower. If you ever get a chance to see one of his exhibits, I highly recommend it.”

Smiling, I move close to him. He pours two glasses, picks one up, and hands it to me. Before he can pick up his own, I ask, “How about some music?”

His eyes flare with surprise.

“Something slow,” I purr.

James’ face turns slightly red, but he bobs his head. “Of course, of course. I have something that will set the mood.”

As he turns from the butler’s pantry to a cabinet right behind us—presumably that holds the sound system—I deftly move my hand over the top of his wineglass, dropping the tiny pill I’d been pinching between my middle and forefinger since I’d retrieved it from my clutch in the elevator.

I don’t even look that way, knowing it will sink and easily dissolve within seconds, leaving no taste behind.

James chooses some John Mayall, and I smile approvingly. When he moves back to me, I make him reach for his own wineglass. I don’t want him to see me anywhere near it.

He holds it up. “Here’s to a lovely evening with a beautiful woman.”

I clink my glass to his, smiling demurely, and we both take a sip of the red liquid. It’s good. I have a small pang of guilt for not only ruining his wine, but also for ruining his entire night.

Lowering his glass, James glances around a bit hesitantly before his gaze returns to me. “I have to say… I’m a little nervous.”

I purse my lips sympathetically, putting my free hand on his chest. He’s about two inches shorter, so I try to come off as unassuming as I can. “Don’t be, James. We’re enjoying some wine and music. And I like you. I think we’re going to have a fabulous time together.”

He must take my mention of a “fabulous time” as code for sex, because he flushes and brings his wineglass to his mouth, taking two long gulps for fortification. I internally wince, knowing that’s not going to feel good soon. William told me one sip would work its magic, and it would happen quickly.

Because of that, I take James’ hand and suggest, “How about we retire to your room? We’d be more comfortable there, I’m sure.”

“Oh… okay,” he mumbles, his cheeks going even more red. His palm turns clammy as he leads me down a hall to the master suite.

I see the Renoir on the wall as soon as we enter, but I quickly avert my gaze when he gives a nervous sweep of his arm. “A bit overdone, right?”

It’s definitely ostentatious. He left the cold, contemporary design of the rest of the house behind. In here, it’s all heavy, ornate woods and thick velvet curtains with gold tassels. But the Renoir fits in this room. It’s a small painting of a young girl sitting on a riverbank, no more than ten-by-ten inches total. However, the gilded gold frame is at least five inches wider, and there’s special up-lighting below the artwork to enhance the colors and brush strokes of such a masterpiece.

“You know I’m far too old for you,” James blurts out, then drops his eyes to the floor.

I feel sorry for him and his loneliness. In this moment, I hate myself. I step close to him, which causes his head to lift. Once I take the wineglass from his hand, I set both down on a side table against the wall.

“You’re not too old for me, James,” I assure him softly. I take his hands, making him physically wrap them around my waist. Leaning in, I brush my lips against his. “And I like mature men.”

“You’re beautiful,” he murmurs, his eyes going to my mouth. “And sweet.”

No, I’m not, James. Don’t you get my name is Sin for a reason?

He rises to give me a deeper kiss, and I brace for it. I hate this part, not only for leading him on, but also because he’s the last person in the world I want to kiss.

An image of Saint pops into my brain, and I try to banish it. He has no business here, but ever since my dream last night, it’s been hard to not think about him.

Just before James’ lips touch mine, he gives a tiny groan, his hands falling away from my waist.

“James?” I inquire, knitting my eyebrows in concern. “Are you okay?”

Sweat pops out on his forehead. “I’m not sure. I feel a little funny.”

“Your face is pale,” I say with an almost motherly tone, putting my hand to his clammy cheek. “Can I get you—”

James doubles over at the waist. He clutches his stomach, a loud moan of pain emanating from him.

“James,” I exclaim loudly, squatting so I can get a good look at him. “Talk to me.”

“I’m going to be sick,” he groans, then runs for his bathroom. He doesn’t even make it to the toilet. Instead, he bends over his sink and starts retching. Red wine and the nibbles we had at the party come up.

I’m not disgusted in the slightest. In full work mode right now, I watch dispassionately while he heaves, all while rubbing his back.

When it seems to have passed, he straightens and apologetically meets my eyes in the mirror. “I’m so sorry, Melanie.”

That was the fake name I’d given. For a moment, I’d forgotten. “It’s fine. Maybe it was the shrimp you had. I didn’t have any of that as I’m allergic, but—”

James groans again. He bends over, retching and heaving, but nothing comes up. His arms wrap around his stomach. It’s clear he’s in pain. William said there would be discomfort, but it was necessary to the plan.

Several seconds pass before James stops hurling. I take a washcloth from the vanity, run it under cold water, and place it on the nape of his neck. He sighs in relief, moving a hand there to hold it.

“Think you can make it to your bed?” I ask. “I’ll move a rubbish bin there for you.”

“Yes, thank you,” he whispers, his expression sheepish with apology. “I just—”

Once again, he bends over and moans, tears leaking out of his eyes. “Oh, bloody hell… something is seriously wrong.”

“That’s it,” I say with quick efficiency, my take-charge attitude lost on him as he’s in so much agony right now. He clutches onto the edge of the sink, staring into the mirror. “I’m calling 1-1-2.”

“Yes, that’s probably best,” he mutters as he shuts himself behind the bathroom door. Once I hear him throwing up again, I pull my dress up and snag the thin burner phone from the garter belt around my thigh.

I dial the number as I head into the bedroom. James is still loudly vomiting.

Moving around the bed, I approach the Renoir just as Saint answers. “You’re on,” I say before disconnecting.

I quickly scan the room, peeking behind curtains and picking up some of the knickknacks on various shelves, making sure there are no hidden cameras and using the extra time to be vigilant.

“Melanie,” James calls from the bathroom.

I hurry over there. The bathroom door is still closed.

“Are you okay, James?” I ask.

His response is weak and slightly muffled. “Not really. My stomach is hurting. Maybe it’s my appendix.”

“Well, I’ve called an ambulance,” I say. “Should I go down to meet them?”

“No,” he replies, then I hear more dry heaving. “If you don’t mind staying close by just in case.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I assure him. “You’re safe with me.”


CHAPTER 9


Saint

We pull up to the front of Dennison’s building with the lights on, but the siren is silent. Still, it’s enough to bring the armed security guard from inside the lobby out to greet us.

“We’ve had a call from James Dennison’s apartment,” I inform the guard in my best fake French accent as soon as I hop out of the passenger side. I’ve used one on and off over the years while working heists in Europe, so I’ve gotten adept at it.

I move to the rear to meet Neal. We pull out the gurney, which is stacked with two black equipment bags.

William had to have been planning this heist for a while since he had a fully functioning ambulance stocked with legitimate equipment we’ll never use. I’m impressed, to say the least.

The doorman opens the door as we wheel the gurney in and the security guard jogs toward the elevator, motioning with this arm. “Right this way.”

I’m sure this is the most exciting thing to have happened here in a long time.

He enters the code to the private elevator entrance. When the doors open, I play dumb as we move inside. “Do you need to come up with us to let us in?”

The guard shakes his head. “This elevator opens right into his apartment, and I have to stay down here. But if you need anything, call. There’s a service phone right beside the elevator door when you get upstairs.”

“Merci,” I say with a nod before the door closes.

I pull out my phone to text Sin. “On our way up.”

She meets us at the elevator and I have to say I’m struck a bit dumb at the sight of her in that sexy red dress. It fits her body like a glove, the neckline plunging between her breasts. The skirt portion comes to mid-shin, but there’s a slit up to mid-thigh that shows her long expanse of smooth legs when she walks.

“He’s in the master bath,” she murmurs, voice pitched low so it doesn’t carry. Turning, she guides us that way. I grab one of the bags, and Neal grabs the other. We leave the gurney by the elevator entrance since we won’t need it.

Sin knocks gently on the water closet door where I assume our mark is holed up. He groans in response.

“James,” she calls. “The paramedics are here. Can you open the door?”

When he groans again, Sin calls. “James?”

“Um… can you be a love and wait in the bedroom? I don’t want you to see me like this,” he says. I don’t need to see his face to know how embarrassed he is to have brought a gorgeous, sexy woman to his apartment with the belief he was going to get a night of hot, sweaty sex and being stuck on the toilet instead.

“Of course,” Sin soothingly says. She winks at me. Our plan was never for her to stay in the bathroom with him.

When I hold my arm out, she takes the black duffel from me, then heads into the bedroom. Neal drops his bag on the floor, rifling through to pull out a stethoscope and a portable heart monitor. Today, William had given us some basic instructions. We’d role-played various scenarios on how to handle this situation.

Neal knocks on the door. With a fake French accent, which is surprisingly good, he calls, “Mr. Dennison? I’m one of the paramedics. Can I open the door?”

“Is Melanie gone?” Dennison piteously asks.

“Yes, she is,” Neal responds, his lips curved maliciously. He seems to be enjoying the man’s suffering.

“Okay,” Dennison replies, and Neal opens the door. The smell is not pleasant and I’m glad Neal is pulling point on this. I didn’t hand out the assignments—those came from William—and Neal hadn’t argued. He’d left me free to assist Sin, probably so he could judge if I knocked the rust off my skills.

I take a few steps backward, making sure Neal’s hulking frame in the doorway of the water closet obscures me, then pivot to head into the bedroom.

Sin already has the Renoir off the wall, and it is face-first on the bed beside the duffel. Her eyes rise to meet mine as I round the four-poster bed. “It’s your show now.”

I quickly undo the zipper and pull out a cardboard frame, setting it on the bed beside the painting. Nestled inside is the knock-off Renoir, the frame so expertly crafted I can’t tell the difference as I examine both. It’s an exact match down to the brown paper backing.

Reaching inside the bag again, I pull out a small handheld device Bebe had loaded me up with before I’d left Pittsburgh.

I depress a button on the side, holding it down until a red light emits a steady tone. Then I move it slowly along the back edge of the frame until I get a blinking green light and a tiny beep.

“Bingo,” I murmur.

Sin, like a surgeon’s apprentice, whips out a knife from God knows where. After flipping it open, she hands it to me hilt first.

I take it, gently pushing the tip under the edge of the paper backing. When I peel it back, I find the tiny GPS tracking device. All expensive works of art now have these planted in the frames.

Using the tip of the knife, I pop the tracking device off. Moving to the knockoff, I make a tiny slit at the edge on the same place on the frame. I insert it, push the paper down and decide that’s good enough for me.

Sin picks up the fake Renoir and hangs it on the wall while I pack the real deal into the cardboard frame. It goes into the duffel bag, but I don’t zip it up yet.

I hand it to Sin. Without comment, she takes it out to the gurney we’d left by the elevator.

Hurrying to the bathroom, I enter just as Neal is giving Dennison an injection. “You should get some pretty quick relief from that.”

“Thank you,” Dennison murmurs from his perch on the toilet.

Ideally, the man needs to have an IV started with saline solution and Zofran, but that’s impractical. He’ll have to make do with the injectable Zofran Neal had given him. While it was easy enough to teach Neal how to give an intramuscular injection, there was no way we had time to learn how to master an IV.

Regardless, it’s not necessary. All we have to do is get him feeling well enough to rest peacefully, so he doesn’t insist on going to the hospital. Whatever William gave Sin to spike his drink with is supposedly fast-acting with a short life. It’s why we have to work so quickly.

“Now,” Neal says. “Are you sure you don’t want us to take you to the hospital?”

They’ve apparently talked about this before now. To avoid suspicion, I imagine Neal pushed that as the best option, but also offered him medicine if he wanted to avoid the trip.

“I’m sure,” Dennison says. “And thank you. I’m horribly embarrassed by this.”

“Well, food poisoning is no joke,” Neal says with a smile—in a completely American accent. I hide my wince.

Frowning, Dennison looks from Neal to me, then back to Neal.

Idiot.

Pushing Neal out of the doorway, I ask Dennison. “What else can we do for you?”

“I think I’m good,” he says, then motions to the water closet door. “If you can give me a few moments to clean myself up, please.”

“And your… um… female guest?” I ask with a knowing smile.

“I’m afraid I’m not up to company tonight,” Dennison replies stiffly. “Think you could handle asking her to leave?”

“Of course,” I assure him. The heist is almost complete.

I incline my head before closing the door on him.

Looking to Neal, I give a sharp jerk of my chin to the door, indicating it’s time to hustle.

We find Sin waiting at the elevator, a purple-and-blue glass vase in her hand. “Do we need this?”

After all these years, it’s funny how Sin and I still think along the same lines, our brains always working on how to best cover our trails.

“Why would we need that?” Neal asks. “Is it worth something?”

“Probably cost around seven thousand U.S. dollars,” Sin says.

I ignore Neal, giving my attention to Sin. “Lord Dennison has asked me to pass along the message that he enjoyed his time with you, but he is in no condition to be proper company tonight.”

“Pity,” Sin mutters, returning the Chihuly on the shelf from where she’d gotten it.

“What am I missing?” Neal demands, clearly on the outside of the wordless conversation Sin and I are having.

“I’ll fill you in on the elevator,” I say as I push the button. The doors whoosh open immediately, and I push the gurney inside. Neal and Sin follow me in.

“Well?” Neal demands. “Were you two planning to steal something else and keep it for yourself?”

“You’re a dimwit,” Sin snaps.

“No, we weren’t planning to take something for ourselves, but to nick something Dennison would notice if it was missing.”

“I don’t get it. Why would you do that?”

Sin mutters something under her breath. I want to laugh, but I don’t want to antagonize Neal. This was the guy who had planned to kill me before, and I have no clue if he intends to go through with it now that I’m back. It’s best I stay on his good side.

“Sin was leaving with us, right? No way was she going to stay there after we’d lifted his Renoir.”

“Right,” Neal says with an emphatic nod.

“If Dennison had expected her to stay, but she didn’t, it could have made him suspicious she would have perhaps stolen from him. If he became suspicious, we would rather have his attention on the Chihuly instead of the Renoir.”

“So I asked him about the Chihuly,” Sin explains. “If he became suspicious of me and realized the Chihuly was missing, the chances of him looking too closely at the Renoir are slim. We’d rather him never figure out it’s missing.”

“Huh,” Neal says, still not entirely grasping the point. “We’re not taking it?”

“Dennison doesn’t expect Sin to stay, so there shouldn’t be anything to alert him to any funny business going on outside of food poisoning from bad shrimp.”

“I’m still not sure I understand.” Neal scratches at his head. He’s a dumbass, but I’ll give him some props… he had taken care of a man who had the shits tonight.

“It’s okay,” I say, giving him a clap on the back, my gaze flitting to Sin briefly to see her hiding a smile behind her hand. “I’ll go over it again. But after we’re in the ambulance.”

The doors to the elevator whoosh open. The security guard jumps up from his seat, eyes moving from the gurney to me. “Everything okay?”

“Perfectly fine,” I assure him. “Lord Dennison has what appears to be food poisoning. We were able to treat him in his home. He’s resting comfortably now.”

“That’s good news,” the guard says, having absolutely no clue a multimillion-dollar Renoir resides in the black duffel on top of the gurney.

“Would you be a love and call me a cab,” Sin says as she stops at the desk.

“It would be my pleasure, miss,” the guard replies, moving to pick up the phone.

“I’ll wait outside.” Sin flashes him a megawatt smile before following us out of the building.

Sin steps off to the side, not far from the passenger door to the ambulance, and surfs on her phone, pointedly ignoring Neal and me. After we load the gurney into the rear of the ambulance, Neal slams the doors shut.

I move to the passenger door, walking right past Sin.

“Good job,” I whisper so the doorman can’t possibly hear me.

“You too,” she replies, her lips curving slightly.


CHAPTER 10


Sin

The Hôtel de Crillon is a beautiful establishment and I’m a little surprised Saint would spend the money on this opulence. He had just gotten out of prison, so I figured he’d be short on cash. In the time we were together, I never got the impression he was saving for a rainy day or retirement. He sent money to his mom and gave a lot of money away.

And I mean a lot.

I’d strolled with him along the streets of London, Paris, and Berlin, watching him walk into churches only to press wads of thick bills into the priests’ hands. He wasn’t even a religious man so to speak, but he donated to many churches.

Handed it out like candy to the homeless as well.

I never asked why, because it wasn’t important. It was enough to know the thief I’d fallen for had a generous spirit. The personal reasons that drove him hadn’t mattered. The one thing that had always been clear—because he’d told me point blank—was that he was in our line of work to be able to have the money to take care of his mom.

I’d always loved that best about him.

Now, I sit in the hotel lobby, waiting for him to arrive. I’d had the cab from Dennison’s apartment bring me here. I normally feel on top of the world after a successful heist, but I’m feeling unsettled. I have no one to talk to about these feelings—no one except Saint. He’ll understand, even if he still hates me.

The revolving door spins slowly, and the man himself walks in. The paramedic uniform is gone. In its place is a black suit, which looks amazing on his masculine frame. I’ve seen Saint in a variety of clothing styles, as well as naked, but I have to say… he’s at his yummiest in black-tie attire.

He does a brief scan of the marbled lobby before passing over me. Clearly stunned, he comes to a sudden halt and jerks his gaze right back to me.

After only the briefest hesitation, Saint schools his features and saunters over to me, his eyes zeroing in on my crossed legs, which are bare from the thigh slit. “What are you doing here?”

“Got a minute to talk?” I ask with a tremulous smile, nodding toward the door. “We can walk through the Jardin des Champs-Élysées, which is close by. It’s beautiful at night.”

Saint raises an eyebrow. “Honestly, I’m exhausted. How about a drink in my room?”

Nothing about his offer suggests anything but an actual drink. In fact, he looks and sounds exhausted. It makes me feel guilty for bothering him.

“Actually,” I say as I rise from the chair. “It’s not a big deal. I should get out of your hair.”

“Nonsense,” he replies, taking my elbow in his hand. He steers me toward the elevator. “We could both use a drink, I’m sure.”

I don’t argue because I want to talk to him more than anything.

In his room—an expansive suite with a living room, small bar area, and a private bedroom—he starts to make us cocktails.

He doesn’t bother to ask what I want. Instead, he mixes a gin and tonic, assuming it’s still my preferred drink.

It is, so I accept it with a murmured thanks before taking a sip.

He pours a vodka on the rocks for himself.

“Tonight went off without a hitch,” he observes, opening the floor up for conversation.

“I’m feeling a little guilty about what I did to Dennison,” I admit, circling my finger around the top of my glass.

Quizzically, he tilts his head. “You’ve never let it bother you before.”

“Not the burglary part,” I clarify, shaking my head. “I mean I feel bad about leading him on, then making him sick. He’s a nice, lonely guy.”

“What about stealing his painting? How do you feel about that?”

Shrugging, I move over to the windows to look out over the interior courtyard. It’s completely deserted at this time of night, but still nicely lit. “Never thought I’d still be a thief at this point in my life.”

“So why are you?” he asks, coming to stand beside me.

Putting an arm across my stomach, I take another sip of my drink. “I’m stuck so to speak.”

“A rut?” he guesses.

“More or less,” I intone, but truthfully… less. I’m stuck because I’m being held hostage, but he doesn’t need to know that.

Saint sips at his drink, peering out the window with a hand casually tucked into his pants pocket. He’s waiting me out since I haven’t said much of anything yet, and I’m the one who asked to talk.

He surprises me by breaking the silence first. “Mercier called me as I was on my way back to the hotel. Impressed with our work and all that. Asked me to formally join his crew for some big heist he’s putting together.”

“Congratulations,” I say.

He shifts, eyes meeting mine. “Any clue what he has planned?”

I shake my head. “Neither he nor William have said a word, but we’ve been told something huge is in the works. He’s been testing out a lot of people with jobs like we did tonight.”

Saint studies my face, obviously trying to determine the veracity of my words. I return the stare, hoping he understands I’m not withholding any information. If I had any, I’d share.

He lets his attention return to the view, casually sipping at his drink. His posture says he isn’t all that eager to hear anything I have to say.

“Do you forgive me?” I blurt out.

Saint snaps his attention toward me, his brows furrowing before smoothing out. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Do you trust me?” I ask.

“No,” he replies without any hesitation.

“Do you want me?”

This time, his body physically jerks as he takes a step back. He doesn’t necessarily seem horrified by my question, but he doesn’t appear receptive either.

“Forget I asked—”

“Yes,” he says, cutting over my words. “I want you, Sin, but it’s probably a stupid idea to go there.”

“Yeah…” The resignation and disappointment in the one-word answer is heavy. I turn toward the bar, intent on setting my glass there. “Coming here was probably not the brightest idea. It’s always a bad idea for work colleagues to sleep together.”

I make it no more than two steps before he says, “We’ve worked together before and still fucked.”

Pausing to glance over my shoulder, I wait for more.

“It’s because feelings will get involved if we go there,” he continues, and there’s a fluttering in my chest. If he’s worried about developing feelings again, it must mean he forgives me.

I give a half shrug, trying for nonchalance. “We could agree it’s nothing but sex.”

“Agree not to let our feelings get involved?” he inquires as he starts to prowl toward me. Something changes within his expression. A definite interest and a hint of slyness.

“Sure.” I turn in his direction, once more shrugging like it’s no big deal. “I mean… we used to get so juiced up after a successful heist, remember? We’d go back to our apartment and fuck for hours.”

Saint groans, his eyes darkening. He advances on me, stopping when we’re toe to toe. “You had to remind me of that, didn’t you?” His tone is threatening, and it causes my skin to tingle.

Tentatively, I put a hand on his chest, hoping he sees the earnestness deep in my eyes. “I’m sorry for what I did to you, Saint. If there’s one thing I wish you would believe, it’s that I was crazy about you. I thought I was doing what was best for your safety. It was stupid, but I never meant for anything bad to happen to you. Never in a million years did I imagine it would affect you and your mother—”

His kiss is so hard it knocks me backward. But it doesn’t matter because he slides his arm around my waist to hold me tight. He brings his other palm up to cup the back of my head, rendering me immobile while he plunders my mouth.

Winding my arms around his neck, I kiss him back with all I have in me.

Saint pulls me tighter against his body, groaning deeply, and I feel him start to harden against my belly. Tearing his mouth away, he mutters, “Goddamn it, Sin… this is so fucking stupid.”

“Sex only,” I gasp. It’s meant as a reminder as he picks me up and carries me into the bedroom.

“Sex only,” he growls before he’s kissing me again.

He tosses me on the bed, but he only pulls me right back off so he can undress me. Clothes go flying; some get torn. But who the hell cares? This is well worth a ruined dress. It’s easier to get me naked. While I work on his clothes, he’s trying to touch me, which is too distracting.

“Hold still,” I demand, tearing his shirt open.

Saint bats my hands away. “You’re getting in the way.”

“Still bossy as ever.” I laugh, bringing shaky fingers to his fly. After I unzip it, I take his cock in hand, relishing the tortured sound he releases. “Remember that thing I used to do?”

“With your mouth?” he asks hopefully.

When I squeeze him in response, his head falls back. “Technically, it was my throat, but yes.”

His hand covers mine, holding me still, while his eyes pin me in place. “As much as I want your mouth on me, I need to be inside you too bad, Sin.”

Those words… he’s always had the power to reduce me to mush with them. As my knees go weak, I have to wonder why he isn’t already inside me.

There’s a moment… a sliver of time… where we’re both frozen as we stare at each other, but then we lunge. The remainder of our clothing disappears in a blink, then we’re on the bed in a tangle of limbs, roving hands, and entwined bodies.

His fingers end up between my legs and I’m embarrassed by how wet I am just from the anticipation of having him inside me. It’s been too long.

There hasn’t been anyone since him.

Which was way too long to go without, but no one would have compared, so I never even bothered.

A whimpered, “Please,” is all it takes for him to drive into me. When I let out a strangled scream of pleasure, he cuts it off with a kiss.

There’s nothing sweet about what we do next. It’s all frantic fucking, hair pulling, and gasped dirty words. Saint pounds me into the mattress, but I only beg him to go harder.

Make no mistake… there’s anger swirled within our lovemaking. It’s all directed at me. Even I’m furious with myself.

But hate sex can be amazingly good sex… or so I’m finding out.

Saint hikes one of my legs up, throws it over his shoulder, and plunges deep into me over and over again. My orgasm hovers right on the precipice. On a particularly merciless thrust, it breaks free, reducing me to nothing but mindless pleasure that has me chanting his name. Saint’s hips piston faster and faster until he goes utterly still, then shudders with his release. His groan is quiet, but it emanates from a place deep within him.

For a moment, he looks destroyed.

With a long gasp, Saint rolls to the side and slides out of me. He flops to his back, his chest heaving. I flip to my stomach, shifting closer so I can see him.

The sex was even more amazing than I remembered.

Him pulling away so soon after is a blunt reminder that this is indeed just sex to him. No feelings involved at all.

It leaves me feeling empty. I wonder if it’s the same for him, or if he just feels vindicated.

I don’t wait around to find out. Instead, I pat him once on the chest, working hard to make my voice flippant as I say, “That was great. Thanks, Saint.”

His head pops up, his hard eyes searching my face before he shoots me a lazy smile. “Next time you feel an itch, come see me, okay?”

“Maybe,” I reply coyly as I roll out of bed.

I give him my back as I redress, but I can feel the weight of his eyes on me until I walk out the door.

I feel fragile, like I could shatter at any moment.

But I keep my head held high and my shoulders back, not glancing back once so he’ll never know any different.


CHAPTER 11


Saint

Christ… the woman is confusing. But I can’t say she’s doing it intentionally. I think she’s as fucking off-kilter about us coming back into each other’s lives as I am, but since she’d made the first move, I’m not sure if she has an ulterior motive.

I don’t trust her, that’s for sure. I’ve forgiven her… yes. Deep in my heart, I even believe she’d set me up because she cared. She hadn’t wanted Neal to kill me. While she’d made a poor choice, she’d done it because she had deep feelings for me.

Fuck it… let’s call it what it was.

We were in love.

But I can’t trust her now because she hadn’t trusted in me back then. She hadn’t thought I could handle the situation, nor had she acted like she believed we’d been partners in all ways. If she’d respected me as her other half, we would have solved the problem together. Hell, we hadn’t had to meet Neal that night. We could have driven off into the sunset—started our lives over elsewhere.

Regardless, she’s back in my life now. And I can’t say I’m handling it all that well. If she were still lying in this bed next to me, I’d fucking want to wrap her in my arms and press her tightly against my body. After holding her all night, I’d fuck her in the morning, then venture out to a cafe to drink espresso and eat pastries together.

I’d want everything we’d had in the past, but we can’t go back. I don’t think I can get past that breach of trust.

But the sex…

It was goddamn off the charts. Stellar, mind-blowing, have-to-do-it-again type of sex. Sin might not be curled up beside me right this moment, but she’ll be back in my bed again soon. Or I’ll be in hers.

One way or another.

My phone rings.

Not the smartphone I’d purchased for this trip to use with my fake alias, but my burner, which is in the top dresser drawer. It would have seemed odd to Sin had she’d been here. She’d want to know why I had a phone buried in a drawer. Because I’d never be able to lie smoothly enough to her—she knows me too well—I’d have to tell her.

Not even remotely ready to go there yet.

Because I don’t trust her.

I roll off the bed, pad across the thickly carpeted floor, and nab the phone from the drawer.

Kynan’s the only one with the number. Knowing it’s him, I hit the button to answer. “Bellinger.”

“Checking in,” he says curtly. I’ve been in Paris for over a week, and we’ve only talked once.

I crawl into the bed, then prop myself against the pillows. “Completed a heist for Mercier tonight. He called me after to tell me I was ‘in’. Whatever that means.”

“That’s good,” he replies, but he sounds distracted.

“What’s wrong?” I ask bluntly.

A gust of air whooshes through the phone. I can almost envision Kynan scrubbing his hand through his hair in frustration. My mind starts racing, thinking he might want to pull me from this job. If so, I can’t let that happen… I’ve only just reconnected with Sin.

Wait! What?

Dumbfounded, I shake my head. Sin becoming my dominant priority cannot be a factor in my life.

“Our team was ambushed in Syria,” Kynan murmurs, and any thought of Sin evaporates.

A chill runs up my spine, a thick knot of apprehension forming in my gut. “Come again?”

“They’d been doing surveillance for a few days—had a good plan going in. But they were somehow made and ambushed.”

“How bad is it?” I ask, not actually wanting to know. I’d like to forget this conversation ever happened before it even starts.

“Bad,” Kynan mutters. “Tank and Merritt made it out. Jimmy and Sal didn’t.”

“Didn’t as in…”

“They’re dead.” Kynan’s voice cracks, and I feel like I’m going to throw up. “Two Aussies were killed, too.”

“And Malik?” I ask, my voice function coming out in a croak. I hadn’t known these guys long, but they were my brothers in every sense of the word. I would’ve been over there with them had Kynan asked me to be.

“No one knows,” he replies, a low undercurrent of rage infusing his tone. “We’re assuming he’s been taken prisoner.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, scraping my hand along my jaw.

“Or…” he too quietly adds. “Or they just haven’t recovered his body.”

“Goddamn it,” I curse loudly, slamming my elbow backward into the headboard in a fit of fury. It hurts, but not as bad as the aching in my chest. Jimmy’s wife, Anna, flashes in my mind. They’d recently moved into the area, so looking forward to Jimmy’s future with Jameson and the birth of their first child. How is what happened even fair?

“I should come back,” I say suddenly.

“For what?” Kynan asks calmly. “There’s nothing you can do here.”

“Are you sending a team after Malik?” I ask. “Because if so, I should go.”

“Saint…” It’s a gentle admonishment. “There’s nothing to go after. They were ambushed, then everyone vanished. Nothing but bodies left behind. No trail to follow. We can’t even begin to know where they took him from. If he’s even alive.”

“So the answer is to do nothing?” I demand hotly.

Kynan takes in a breath, then lets it out slowly. “We are working with the US government and other foreign allies right now. The Defense Intelligence Agency—DIA—is involved. We’ve offered a reward for any information. We’re not giving up until we find Malik. Right now, though, there’s absolutely nothing you can do. Besides… you already have a job. I need you to keep your head on straight. That way you don’t do something stupid—like get yourself killed.”

I scoff.

“This is serious, Saint,” he warns. “Anyone with fingers so deep in a criminal enterprise that they can send a man away for life isn’t going to take it too kindly if he finds out there’s a snitch on the inside. You have to have your wits about you, and I can’t have you distracted by worrying about Malik, Jimmy, or Sal. Okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” I mutter, knowing he’s right. I hate it, though. Trying to bring down someone for an insurance company feels like a useless task compared to saving lives.

“Speaking of which,” Kynan says, clearly switching gears. “How close do you think you are to finding useful info on whatever Mercier has planned?”

I sigh. “No clue. I could break into Mercier’s office or home. Maybe dig for information.”

“No,” Kynan growls. “Don’t take a risk like that. You’ve been there for a little over a week. This is probably going to take some patience.”

“And I’m supposed to manage this while our men are getting killed and kidnapped?” I snarl.

“I’m ordering you not to do anything unnecessarily reckless.” His voice is flat but firm, reminding me that he is my boss. “You keep your head down and your eyes open, and you patiently wait until you know what the heist is. Only then will we figure out if further involvement is necessary.”

It’s unclear whether I’m going to participate in whatever heist Mercier is organizing. If I’m supposed to be a part of the master plan, I can’t go AWOL from the team. It would cause too much suspicion. Mercier might even get spooked and call the whole thing off. Jameson most likely won’t ever have this opportunity for an inside man such as myself again.

On the flip side, if I see the entire thing through, there’s a chance I could go down with the entire gang if we’re caught. I’m not doing this under the sanction of any law enforcement agency, after all.

My other phone—the one my new French friends use—starts to ring.

“Look,” I say as I grab it from the nightstand. It’s William, “I have to take this call. Talk later.”

I disconnect the burner, toss it on the mattress, and answer the other phone. “Bellinger.”

“Monsieur Mercier has another job for you,” William shouts. In the background, there’s a loud buzz from a mix of music and people. My guess is he’s at a bar. “It’s in London. Meet me at Margeaux’s at nine tomorrow morning for details.”

London? Christ.

“That’s fine,” I say, not able to hide my annoyance. “But when is this so-called major heist supposed to happen? That’s why I wanted on this crew.”

“It’s coming,” William replies vaguely.

“You know, I could be doing these jobs on my own without having to follow your plans or deal with Mercier’s huge cut of the profits… while making a fuck-ton more money.”

“I get it,” William says, sounding as if he’s mollifying me now. To me, it proves they don’t just want me on the team—they need me. “But you’re not the only newbie Mercier is evaluating. This score we’re aiming for is huge. Several hundred million or more. We need the right people to pull it off, which takes time.”

Several hundred million? Jesus.

“In the meantime, I’m expected to be Mercier’s private thief?” I demand.

“You think the man should stop his business just for you?” William mocks. “Come on, Saint. You know how this works. The kingpin is always at the top.”

I huff an annoyed breath. “Yeah… I know.”

“But I promise it’ll be soon,” William continues. “By the time you finish this London job, we’ll be ready to fine-tune the plan for the big job, then execute it.”

“Fine,” I mutter.

There’s a moment of silence from William, though some punk rock shit blares in the background. Finally, he asks, “How’d it go with Sin? You two good?”

No way does William know what went down between Sin and me a few years ago during our last heist when she’d booted me out of the stolen Jag right when the cops arrived on scene, deliberately setting me up to take the fall. But anyone considered a major player in this line of work knows Sin and I were more than simply partners in crime.

That we’d been in a serious relationship before I’d gotten caught wasn’t a secret.

“We’re good,” I say, smoothing my hand over the sheets I’d fucked her on not half an hour ago.

“All right. That’s good,” William says, his relief evident. “We need Sin on the big project. But she’ll also be on the London job with you. It involves a safe.”

Sin’s one of the best when it comes to lock manipulation. Since whatever we’re going to do involves a safe or vault, we can rule artwork out. I’d already dismissed the idea we might be boosting a car when he told me how big the pot would be.

Has to be jewels, gold, or maybe even cash. Hell, for all I know, they want to break into Fort Knox.

Guess I’ll find out soon, but I have another heist to pull off before then. At least I’ll be working with Sin again.

London is our old stomping ground. It’s where we met. Where she’s from.

Where we fell in love.

But all that’s in the past, and it needs to stay there. Like Kynan said, I have to keep my head in the game.


CHAPTER 12


Sin

London should feel like coming home, but it doesn’t. I’ve lived in so many places since reaching adulthood. Because of that, it’s been a long damn time since I’ve had somewhere to call ‘home’.

Sure, my dad lives in London in the neighborhood where I’d grown up, but it’s only been a few months since he returned. Prior to that, he was like me… a free spirit who wandered wherever the urge took him.

Like me, he traveled to wherever the work was.

Opportunities to steal fancy artwork, expensive jewelry, or antique cars.

For an exceptionally long time, I was my father’s daughter, but there came a time where I started to dream about having a different life. Saint and I used to talk about those dreams. About pulling off that one heist that would allow us to retire to a tropical island where we’d drink rum swizzles and nap our days away in swaying hammocks.

After Saint went to prison—therefore solidifying his hatred for me—I’d lost the ability to dream for a while. Why would I want to go to a tropical island by myself? Besides, I couldn’t imagine wanting to be with anyone but Saint.

Those couple of years he’d been behind bars, nothing had been the same. I continued to plug along as a thief—not because it was all I knew, but because I hadn’t had the desire to want anything better. I drowned in my guilt over what I’d done, settling into the mindset I didn’t deserve what I had, much less anything better. Truthfully, I’d expected the carpet to be yanked out from underneath me at any second. I’d most definitely had it coming for what I’d done to him.

But I’d recently started thinking about it again. Leaving this life, I mean. Doing something worthwhile and interesting. Something I could be proud of.

The life of a thief is solitary and lonely. I can’t have normal friends. I’ll never attend parties where I can talk freely about my career. It’s not a stable life, which rules out a spouse and kids. And as I can attest by growing up as the daughter of a thief, I most certainly do not want to raise a child while in this line of work. The child getting mixed up in it would be inevitable. It’s like preordained destiny or something.

Yeah… I need to get away from this life and start over again. My dad’s stroke was a wakeup call. An important reminder about how fleeting life can be and how career criminals have no stability when they need it the most.

It was time to get out. My interim plan was to move home to London, right into my dad’s house, so I could get a job and help take care of him. While he’d bounced back pretty quickly from his minor stroke, he still had some limitations. I love him more than anything, and it would be my honor to help him.

Hadn’t worked out that way, though. Mercier dug his claws into me, and it doesn’t seem like he intends to retract them any time soon. Shaking my head, I force myself out of my thoughts. Saint and I are in a cab together, but we’ve barely spoken. When I glance out the window, I realize we’ve made it to our destination—the exclusive London nightclub Throb.

“You ready to do this?” Saint asks. Before I can answer, he opens the cab door.

He exits, turns, and extends his hand to me. I take it, sliding gracefully out of the backseat. My clubbing attire consists of a mint-green strapless dress, which barely covers my ass, four-inch silver sandals, and heavy makeup. Because we’re staking the place out, I pulled my hair into a tight ball at the nape of my neck. My hair—in all its wild glory—is too identifiable. Tonight, we want to blend in with the other patrons.

Saint ducks inside the taxi to hand the driver some money. When he straightens, he gives me a once-over and a wry smile. “Your damn dress is distracting as hell, Sin. How am I supposed to case this place when I can’t keep my eyes off you?”

His words shouldn’t warm me so much. He’s clearly attracted to me, so the sentiments aren’t necessary.

But damn if they don’t make my belly flutter. Even has my heart hoping he’ll learn to trust me again one day. That maybe we could get back to the place we once were.

Saint looks amazing tonight, too. He traded in his trademark suave business suit for a fitted pair of straight-leg pants and a button-up dark gray shirt, appearing very European. He’s certainly turning many a woman’s eye as we walk into the club.

I haven’t had any time alone with him since our night together after the Dennison heist. He hadn’t called or reached out to me.

But neither had I to him.

During the past three days, we’d seen each other twice at Margeaux’s while going over the Throb job with William. When we left those meetings, we’d walked in opposite directions without a word.

I can’t speak for him, but I kept my distance because we’d been around other people. Each time we’d left Margeaux, William and Neal walked out with us. I certainly don’t want either to realize Saint and I are sleeping together again.

Or, rather, that we’d had sex once. Whether it will happen again is anybody’s guess, but a girl can hope, right?

Inside the club, it takes a moment to get my bearings. The music thumps with deep bass, and there are way too many strobe lights flashing. It’s a two-story building with a main dance area on the first floor and a large balcony along the perimeter of the second.

It’s packed—being one of the more popular nightlife hotspots—and it’s frankly a bit claustrophobic. I’d never gone through a phase where I’d felt like I needed to go out dancing and partying until the wee hours of the morning. But then again, I hadn’t—and still don’t—have friends because of what I do for a living. I’ve always been alienated from normal life.

Leaning in close, Saint says, “Let’s hit the bar, then go upstairs.” His lips practically touch my ear, but it’s the only way to hear anything over the music.

When I nod, he leads me to the bar. He orders a gin and tonic for me and a vodka on the rocks for himself. It takes a few minutes, but we scope out the scene as we wait.

After handing me a drink, he takes my other hand. At the staircase to the balcony, he gestures for me to precede him up, but he never lets go of my hand. We move through a throng of dancers to the railing where we’re able to get a bird’s eye view of the happenings below.

We’ve never been in this particular establishment before, but the scenery is familiar. William had enlarged several photos taken here, then tacked them on his corkboard. We’d studied them at our planning meetings.

To our right, down below is the bar.

Around the perimeter of the dance floor, there are many tables crowded together.

To the left, there is a VIP seating area on a raised dais, which is cordoned off with velvet ropes. Beyond that is the staircase that leads to the balcony.

And on the first floor, directly opposite where we are, there’s a small hallway that leads to the two unisex loos on the right side and the owner’s office on the left. At the end of the hallway, there’s an exterior exit door that opens into a small parking lot.

That’s where we surreptitiously keep most of our attention. Saint sidles in close to me as I lean my forearms on the railing, my drink cradled in my hands. Pressing his hip against mine, he puts one hand on my lower back. He’s close enough he doesn’t have to scream to be heard above the music.

“I make five security guards,” he eventually says.

“Same,” I agree.

It was the first item on our agenda—seeing how easy it would be to identify security personnel. According to William, who has visited the club three times, the guard count ranges from three on a slow night to seven on a busy one. Even though they wear uniforms, they’re still a little hard to spot given the amount of people inside. William had said the guards mainly stuck to their assigned positions. After fifteen minutes of observing them, we concur.

There’s plenty of movement along the hallway across from us as partygoers go in and out to reach the restrooms. We patiently wait to see if the owner, Jason Brandis, makes an appearance, but it’s not necessary for him to leave his office. The three times William had cased the place, he said Brandis mingled with guests and usually stayed out drinking and dancing with the young women until closing.

William informed us the man keeps his office locked, but he sometimes goes in there, usually with a young woman—most likely to fuck or do drugs or something of that nature.

Brandis is the key piece we must figure out because we’re after what he has in his office.

Which is—presumably—close to five-hundred-thousand-pounds sterling.

How in the hell William manages to find these marks is beyond me, but he’s a genius at sniffing out people who think they’re safety conscious but actually aren’t. Most will either stupidly not even realize they’ve been robbed—like Dennison—or they’ll be too afraid to report it—like Brandis, who is a dealer with half a million in drug money.

On William’s last night casing this joint, he’d hired a woman to wrangle an invitation into Brandis’ office for some up-close recon. Before Brandis could get his pants down to demand she suck his dick for some blow, William had created a disturbance in the hallway. A furious Brandis had stormed out of his office to find out what was going on. William’s hired woman had quickly snapped several photos of the office layout, including some close-up pics of the safe Brandis had brazenly left out on the floor beside his desk.

William and I had smiled evilly at each other when he showed me the pictures. It’s one of the easiest safes to hack. An auto-dialer will get us in and out a lot quicker than I can with manual manipulation.

“We should test the guards,” I suggest, moving my gaze from one to another. “See what gets them to move off point.”

“We will,” he replies, sliding his hand from my lower back to my hip. “How about we dance first?”

Caught off guard, I turn my head toward him. “Pardon?”

Saint grins. “Come on, Sin. We’re in a nightclub. People are grinding against each other everywhere and you’re wearing a dress designed to give me a heart attack, yet you’re surprised I want to dance with you?”

I scrunch my nose in confusion, not quite grasping what’s going on right now. In all the time I’ve known him—in all the months and months of our relationship—we’d never once danced together.

“You’re serious?” I ask, pushing away from the railing. With my heels, I’m almost at eye level with him.

He snakes an arm around my back, yanking me into him so forcefully some of my drink splashes out. His lips go to my ear, a feat that wouldn’t have been possible if I’d left my hair all loose and wild. “I’m serious,” he murmurs, his breath causing the hair on my arms to rise as his words rumble into me. “I want to dance with you. Want you to rub up against me, tease me a little. And once we’re done here, I’m taking you back to the hotel. And let me just go ahead and warn you now—you won’t be getting any sleep tonight.”

My eyes almost roll into the back of my head, but I manage to hold on to a tiny piece of my common sense. Putting my hand on his chest, I hold him at bay. “I kind of thought last time was a one-time only thing.”

“Why? Because I haven’t called you, and I’ve pointedly ignored you when we’re around the others?”

“Something like that,” I mutter.

“Doesn’t mean I haven’t been thinking about you,” he says, his sobering expression conveying exactly how truthful his statement is. “But… it’s complicated.”

“Yes,” I agree softly, moving in closer to him. “We’re definitely complicated.”

“Come on,” he says. After swallowing the rest of the vodka in his glass, he sets it on a table. “Let’s go dance.”

I don’t bother draining my glass. Instead, I take one last sip before putting it next to his empty one. I’ve never been a big drinker. A fuzzy brain isn’t my idea of a good time.

Saint holds my hand as we make our way down the stairs. He weaves through the crowded dance floor, not stopping until we’re right in the middle. A slow techno song pulses a rhythmic beat, and the laser lights make me a little dizzy. I don’t even know how to dance and I’m not sure what to do, but then Saint’s hands settle on my hips. He leads, his hips rotating back and forth, his grasp urging me to follow his motions. When I curve my hands to his shoulders, we rock and sway against each other.

Sliding a hand from my hip to my lower back, Saint pulls me in, nestling our lower halves together. As we grind against each other to the seductive beat, I can feel his length harden against me. A rush of power at knowing I’m the cause of his reaction sweeps over me.

Palm still on my lower back, he drags his other hand up to cup the nape of my neck. As he draws me in until our lips are only inches apart, I anticipate the kiss I think he’s going to give me. Instead, he says, “I do forgive you, Sin.”

In pure relief, my neck muscles untense and I close my eyes to savor those important words. His lips press against my cheek and we just hold each other, barely swaying to the music. We stay that way for a while, the silence a comfortable one because—right this moment—we’re okay.

After the song ends, I sigh. Since the stolen moment is over, I say, “Shall we test the guards now?”

Saint chuckles. “The sooner we get that done, the sooner we can get out of here.”

Yes, I like that plan. Finish here, go to the hotel, and…

I shake my head, trying to get it back in the game where it belongs. Smirking, I say, “Here goes nothing.”

A man and a woman dance beside and slightly behind us. He’s into her, raking his eyes all over her body in a lecherous way. She appears bored as she scans the room, seemingly not interested in him at all.

That’s my mark.

Taking a few steps back, I raise my arms above my head and swivel my hips in a way I hope looks like a sexy dance instead of an epileptic fit.

My backside grazes against the man’s hip. I spin around, shoot him an affronted glare, and push him hard with both hands. When he stumbles, I scream loud enough to be heard over the music. “How dare you grab my arse!”

Saint takes his cue, charging directly at the guy. “What the fuck, dude?”

The woman melts immediately into the crowd, but before the guy can defend himself against my claim or Saint’s threatening presence, two guards swoop in to diffuse the situation. I discreetly glance at the guard positioned near the hallway, but he hasn’t budged, which says a lot since he’s closer to us. He let the guards stationed farther away handle it.

That bit of info tells me it’s going to take something much bigger to lure him away from the hallway near the owner’s office.

No worries, though.

I’m positive we can come up with something that will.


CHAPTER 13


Saint

While I normally like to be in control in bed, I don’t mind Sin doing her worst to me. Once in a blue moon, anyway.

Right now, that involves her riding me hard, that glorious halo of hair bouncing all around as fabulously as her tits.

Christ… she’s perfection.

The most beautiful woman I’ve ever known or will ever know. That extends inward as well as out. Despite the fact we make our livings as thieves, she has such a gentle and kind soul. She doesn’t like hurting anyone who might have the misfortune of crossing our paths through our line of work.

As happens more often than not, we share what seems like a spectacularly singular orgasm amplified by a million. So forceful it sometimes scares the hell out of me because it doesn’t have anything to do with how well we move our hips or where we touch but relies purely on who we are to each other.

Simply put… it goes beyond the physical. It’s a phenomenon I’ve never experienced with anyone except her.

Sin is the one and only person for me.

As if she’s reading my mind, she collapses onto my chest, wraps her arms tightly around me, and fiercely whispers in my ear, “You better not ever leave me.”

“Why would I do that?” I ask jokingly, my balls still tingling from the aftereffects of what we’d shared.

“I don’t know.” Her tone is low, almost fearful. “Just promise you won’t.”

“There’s no need for promises,” I soothe her.

Lifting her head, she focuses on me, those witchy hazel eyes burning right through me by sheer virtue of the intensity of her expression.

“I love you, Sin. That right there tells you all you need to know.”

“Together forever?” she guesses with a slight smile.

“No getting rid of me,” I assure her.

Sin’s face softens, her expression contemplative. She slides off me, rolling on her side to face me. I mimic her, propping my head in my hand with my elbow planted in the mattress.

“What’s up?” I ask, recognizing that look. It means she has deep thoughts brewing. To me, it’s doesn’t seem unusual for couples who shared the deepest of intimacies to talk about serious stuff after.

Her gaze drops to the small expanse of sheet between us, and she traces an elegant finger along the soft material. “Do you ever dream of a normal life?”

“Normal? Like going straight, you mean?” I ask. Normal is subjective, after all.

Her eyes rise to meet mine. “Like having a nine-to-five job, a house, and a dog.”

I grin. “White picket fence?”

She doesn’t smile back. “Everything. Friends we could go out with who we can share boring stories about our careers with. Paying bills and taxes. Hell, we could even have something as mundane as an actual checking account at a bank.”

I can’t help but laugh—not because it’s a silly suggestion, but at the passion simmering in those beautiful eyes. She’s serious about this. And because she is, so am I.

“I’d go straight for you, Sin.”

Her entire body goes utterly still. Her chest doesn’t even seem to be moving, meaning she’s holding her breath.

“If it’s what you want,” I continue. “I’d choose a normal life with you.”

“You would?” she asks breathlessly.

“You’re the only person I’d ever do that for.”

I wake up suddenly, wondering why I’d been jolted from the dream. Everything in it was real. A memory relived, exactly as I dreamed it, but there was way more to our conversation that night.

Tucked into my body, Sin is deeply asleep by the sound of her breathing. I wrap my arm a little tighter around her and close my eyes, trying to return to the dream again. It’s my last and best memory of what I used to have with Sin.

That night, we had started making real plans.

We’d debated about living in London—where she’s from—or maybe Birmingham since my mom had still lived there then. We decided on London, agreeing to try to convince my mom to move there with us.

Sin’s father, too. Somehow, we’d talk him into leaving his life of crime. We even joked we’d buy a huge house, so we could all live together. We’d even had a discussion about what type of dog we’d get—we’d settled on a Corgi because the queen had one.

Sin and I had even planned to have kids one day. Never discussed marriage, but not because we were opposed to it. I think we both assumed that would be the normal progression of things.

Rather, we’d concentrated on what we couldn’t have while leading the type of life we did. Marriage was possible with our ‘employment,’ but doing all that other normal stuff wasn’t realistic. I’d been surprised by how badly I found myself wanting it, but let’s be real… it was because I wanted Sin and I would’ve done anything to be with her.

I’m not able to fall back asleep, and the dream-like aftereffects eventually wane away. The romanticism and warmth I felt when I’d woken up drift off to leave me awakened to our cold reality.

I remember how that particular conversation ended that night. We’d decided when we were going to get out of the game. It was going to be after this last big heist we’d signed up for—boosting that 55 Jaguar D-type. With what we were going to make with our cut, we’d have had enough money to put down a sizable deposit on a house in the London suburbs.

Except it hadn’t worked out that way.

Sin had driven away in the Jag while I’d been handcuffed in the back of a cop car.

I try to push the anger down. I told Sin I’d forgiven her, and I have.

Guess that doesn’t stop the bruised feelings from throbbing from time to time, probably because it’s tough to realize everything I truly lost. Not just Sin, but that whole fantasy of a new life together, going legit and having things that would mean more than any amount of loot we could steal.

That normal life had been within my grasp. Doing it with the woman I loved had probably been something I hadn’t deserved, but damned if I hadn’t wanted it with my entire being. The loss of that had fueled my rage for so long. Then when my mother died while I was in prison, my rage exponentially increased.

It’s amazing to me now that I can even stand to be this close to Sin, knowing what I had and all the things I lost because of her decision that night.

Still, I manage to squeeze her again, even pull her in a little tighter to me. Despite my pain and losses, I cannot deny how fucking good it feels to be back with her again.

Only sex?

That’s what we said, but we both know that’s stupid. What we had was dynamically unique and unparalleled. The only way it could ever be replicated was if we let ourselves love each other again.

Can I do that?

I have no clue.

But a piece of Sin is better than no Sin.

She shifts in my arms, making a tiny kitten-like sound in her throat. It’s sexy and cute, all at the same time.

Shifting my head, I bring my lips to her neck—having to nudge that crazy hair aside—and press a soft kiss there.

She shifts again, rubbing her naked backside on my well-sated dick, then says in a raspy voice, “What are you doing awake?”

“Dream woke me up,” I say truthfully. I think there’s something about lying naked with a woman that tends to make a man transparent.

“Nightmare?” she asks, her voice sounding a little more alert. She pulls away, only to roll to her side so she can face me. It’s still dark outside. We’d left the hotel curtains open, so I can see her face well enough.

“I dreamed about that time we made all those plans to go legit,” I say.

Her eyes light up, her teeth flashing. “We were going to get a Corgi and name it Lord Alfred.”

I frown sternly. “You and I remember that conversation differently.”

Sin laughs. “I remember a Corgi for sure. And a house in London with our parents moving in with us, which now that I think about it, what the hell were we thinking?”

Chuckling, I shake my head. “I’m sure we would have eventually settled on getting them their own places close to our home.”

“You don’t have that opportunity now,” Sin says, her voice going from jovial to morose in a nanosecond. “I took that away from you.”

My fingertips go to her lips. “Don’t. Just let that go, okay? I have.”

She doesn’t respond, and I can see her eyes are shiny.

I change the subject. “Do you want to go see your dad today before we head back to Paris?”

We have nothing left to do in London. Our job was a quick trip in to get our own lay of the nightclub before heading back to Paris where we’d finalize details with William.

Her gaze comes to me, a smile on her face. “Could we?”

“Of course.”

Sin hasn’t said much about her dad since we’ve ‘reconnected’ besides he retired. But I came to care for her dad a great deal when we were together. He’s a true thief down to his core and could not have been prouder his daughter was in love with another thief. Training Sin to be as good as she is today was an immensely proud achievement for him as a father.

Which is so funny because Sin would never have kids unless she was out of this lifestyle. Sin doesn’t love it the way her father did. She has a conscience.

“Why did your dad retire?” I ask.

“He had a stroke.”

“Jesus, Sin,” I exclaim. Her dad had always been healthy, and he wasn’t all that old. “Is he okay now?”

She shrugs. “Yeah… I mean, he’s doing pretty well. Able to care for himself and all, but he can’t—”

Her words fall flat, but I know what she means. He can’t work anymore, which means he can’t do what he loves.

Steal.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur, taking her hand in mine. I bring it to my lips, wanting to offer her solace. Sin loves her father, and she wants him to be happy. Retirement most definitely would not make him happy, especially if medically forced.

She’s silent a moment. When she does speak, her words are so small and meek it’s hard to hear them. “I have to tell you something, Saint.”

A secret. I can hear it in her tone.

“What?” I ask, although I dread what she’s going to say. I may have forgiven her, but the fact a pit formed in my stomach says I’m still miles from trusting her.

Her eyes come to mine, and she swallows hard. “I was ready to get out of the game. I was tired of this life, but now Mercier won’t let me out.”

My head spins a little, having not expected her to say anything of this nature. “I don’t understand.”

“My dad was working a job for Mercier, and he had the stroke in the midst of it. It got all fucked up, Mercier ended up losing a lot of money, which he holds my dad responsible for.”

I prop on an elbow, incredulously demanding, “He did what?”

Sin nods. “Said my dad owed him the money he lost, and I could work it off by joining his crew. He’d been wanting me to come on board, but I hadn’t wanted to. I’d been working on my own since you… you know… since you left, and I had no desire to work for him. But now… I don’t have a choice.”

“Jesus,” I mutter, pushing my hand into the mattress to sit up more fully. I’m wide awake now. “He’s holding you hostage?”

“I call it more indentured servitude, but, yeah.”

“He can’t do that,” I growl.

“I told him that,” she says, rising to lean against the headboard. She tucks her legs up, resting her chin on her knees. “He told me if I didn’t work it off, then he would kill my dad. It was that simple to him.”

I don’t know Julian Mercier at all. Met him only that one time, so I have no way of judging how ruthless he is. But one thing is clear… I don’t doubt what Sin’s telling me.

Which means I must trust her a lot more than I’m giving myself credit for.

Christ, this is a clusterfuck. I’d hoped to be able to convince Sin to somehow leave this crew before the big heist goes down. I’ve been racking my brain trying to figure out how to do it without blowing my own cover. I had even hoped now that we’re intimate with each other, we’d get closer and I could use my charm to get her to do what I want.

It’s all moot because she’s stuck. She’ll never do anything to risk her dad’s life. Frankly, knowing what I know now, I’d never ask her to do it.

On top of everything else, I now have to figure out how to protect her and her dad.

I make a command decision before I can talk myself out of it. Leaning over, I turn on the bedside lamp so we can see each other clearly. “I have something to tell you too.”

Sin cocks her head, a small smile of encouragement playing at her lips. It’s a silent reply. You can tell me anything.

“I’m undercover,” I say bluntly.

She wasn’t prepared for that. Her eyes flare with shock, her mouth falling open.

“After prison, I went to work for a private security company in Pittsburgh. An insurance consortium got wind of some major heist that’s supposed to be going down somewhere in Europe, and they knew William Mears was involved. I’m a plant—an inside man who could walk back into this life to get in on the deal.”

“You’re not working with the police?” she asks, her eyebrows knitted.

“No. Which makes this extra dangerous. I have nothing protecting me. I get pinched doing any of this, I’m going to jail.”

“So you’re supposed to figure out what the big heist is and tip them off?” she inquires.

“Something like that. I haven’t quite gotten it figured out, but I do know I want you as far away from this as possible. Since I know they’re holding your dad over your head, we’re going to have to figure something else out.”

“We?” she inquires hesitantly. “As in you and I will have to figure something out?”

“You know all my dirty secrets, Sin. What you choose to do with them is up to you.”

Sin comes to her knees so fast I jerk back a bit. But then her hands are on my face, and she’s peering right into my eyes. “You can trust me, Saint. I’ll help you with this. I want out. I want my dad safe. If taking Mercier down is the way to do it, then that’s a no brainer. But more than anything, I’m so damn happy to have you back in my life I’d do anything to keep building on this. Consider me on the team. We’re going to figure out this heist, then we’re going to let him have his due.”

There’s no describing the mixture of relief and elation at her words, nor the weird fact I’m completely turned on by the determination to keep me in her life.

Moving quickly, I have her flat on her back with her legs spread beneath me. I’m short on words right now, wanting to be inside her too badly.

But I do manage three important ones. “Thank you, Sin.”


CHAPTER 14


Sin

My father no longer lives in the house I grew up in. Once I reached adulthood and left the nest, it had become too big for him even though it wasn’t large to begin with. Since his stroke nine months ago, I’m grateful for the small flat he rents in Tottenham. Smaller space means less he has to take care of. Even though he can afford more, he’s never been the type of man who cared about material things. After years as a thief, he has piles of money stashed all over London in safety deposit boxes, which he can now use to pay his essential living expenses.

No, my father has never been about greed. With him, it was always about the thrill of pulling off a spectacular caper.

About not getting caught.

But while my dad was good, he wasn’t perfect. Before I was born, he had done a stint in prison for a botched car heist. He had always told me that he’d never complained once about getting caught because when it all boiled down to it, he was in the wrong and was always prepared to face the consequences.

One of Dad’s pieces of advice to me was, “If you’re going to live this type of life, you better be prepared to be caught at some point. As long as you know that and accept the risk, you should never lose a moment’s sleep over what you do.”

I often rolled that conversation around in my head when a guilty conscience would plague me over the things I have done. It’s a risk I’ve been less and less sure I’ve wanted to take over the last few years.

After Saint suggested we visit my dad, I had texted him that I was in town and was going to come by to see him before I had to fly out this evening. When I knock on the door to his flat, it swings open immediately. It’s obvious he’s been excitedly waiting to see his only daughter.

“Sindaria,” he exclaims, pulling me into a hard hug.

Even at sixty-three and recovered from a mild stroke, my dad is still a strong man. He’s tall and thin, but he still manages to lift me clean off the floor. It doesn’t prevent me from noticing he doesn’t squeeze as hard with his right arm as he does with his left. The aftereffects of his stroke.

I hug my dad tightly, burying my face in his neck. Even though we have different skin colors, I love my dad so much it feels like his blood runs through my veins. I never once bemoaned the fact I didn’t know my birth parents, and I never took it personally the woman who gave birth to me abandoned me in the hospital. Instead, I chose to accept the love George and Clara Westin gave me when they brought me home and adopted me as their daughter. When I got older and after my mom died, my dad offered to help me try to track down my birth mom again. I declined. I never felt like I’m a mysterious puzzle with a crucial corner piece missing.

I owe that to the strength and love of my father as we navigated life together, alone.

My dad is everything to me. He raised me with such love and care, and while he may not have been perfect, there was nothing I ever wanted for. He taught me everything I know… Not just how to steal stuff and do it well, but how to read and do math. He’d even concocted science projects with me late into the night for school. He sat at the kitchen table, helping me with my homework every night. On the weekends, he taught me how to pick a lock with a bobby pin before I was ten. Because my world revolved around him, it is no wonder why I wanted to be like him when I grew up.

It simply feels good to be in his arms right now, so it’s with reluctance I pull back and let him see I’ve brought a guest to visit.

I feel my dad jerk slightly as I pull out of his embrace, telling me that he has seen Saint over my shoulder. When I step aside, I note the pure delight on my father’s face as he takes in the man who was once deeply involved with his daughter.

My dad adored Saint. He was the only man I have ever introduced to my father, who came to feel he was a man worthy of me not only by the generosity of his heart or the way he cared for me or the way he wanted to protect me, but also simply because he was a thief like us.

“Saint Bellinger,” my dad murmurs in awe, sticking his hand out.

Saint takes it, then my dad pulls him toward him for a half hug. “How the bloody hell are you?”

Saint shoots me a quick look. We had talked about this last night… what my dad does and doesn’t know about what went down between us and my current situation with Mercier.

It’s simple. My father knows everything that happened between Saint and me three years ago. I’d confessed to him—the one man I could talk to about anything—about what I had done to the man I had loved. My dad held me as I cried for everything I’d lost and assured me that I had no other choice, even though we both know I did. He’d never chastised me for it. Never made me feel like crap. Never once threw it in my face that I could have handled that situation a dozen different ways.

He was simply my dad, and he loves me despite my mistake.

“I’m good, George.” Saint releases my dad’s hand, then takes a good look at him. “How are you doing?”

My dad blushes from the notable concern in Saint’s voice. “Oh, as well as can be expected. Ready to get back to work, actually.”

Saint and I share another look. We talked a lot about my dad last night. There’s no way he can go back to work… not as a thief, anyway. And past that, he doesn’t have any other transferable skills. Since the stroke, my dad simply doesn’t have the reflexes it takes. Besides, his memory has taken a bit of a hit. I even notice it’s a little harder for him to process some things. I haven’t had the heart to tell him that he can’t do this anymore.

Instead, I say, “Dad… you don’t have any need to work. You’ve got more money than you know what to do with. It’s time for you to relax.”

My dad motions us into the apartment before shutting the door behind him. He gives me a sly wink. “I’m bored, Sindaria. I belong in the shadows, filling my coffers off the backs of the insanely wealthy.”

It makes me laugh—my father’s romanticized version of the type of life we lead. Shaking my head, I move into the small kitchen that’s separated from the living area by a half counter. “I’m going to make some tea for us.”

As I bustle around the kitchen pulling out the kettle and some loose-leaf tea, my dad motions Saint to the couch while he takes a seat in his recliner.

“When did you get out of prison?” my dad asks.

“About six months ago,” he replies.

“Back in the game?” I can hear the excitement in my father’s voice.

Saint’s lips curve upward. “Sin and I are working together on a few jobs.”

My dad, never one to tiptoe around what might be a touchy subject, asks Saint point-blank. “And how are things working out between you two? You know… since she, um…”

Saint cocks an eyebrow. “You mean since she sent me to prison?”

There is nothing but amusement in Saint’s voice, but I still feel a punch to my gut from his words. My dad gets flustered and starts mumbling.

Saint leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees and staring directly at my dad. “We’re okay, George. Sin told me why she did what she did, and I understand it. I’ve forgiven your daughter.”

My dad’s sigh is long and audible. “Well, that’s good. Very good. Because… she loves you so much. Everything she did was from a position of pure love.”

I flush, feeling the heat creep up the back of my neck over my father’s unabashed use of the word “love”. It’s true, though. I did what I did out of love for Saint, and I’ve never once stopped loving him. Just because he was gone from my life didn’t mean the feelings were.

This is what sucks about us being together again. My feelings for him are as deep and as true as ever, and Saint, I am quite sure, could never feel deeply for me again. Not after what I did and took from him.

Saint doesn’t respond to my father’s proclamation of my love, and my dad doesn’t seem to notice. He jumps right into a conversation about what we are working on.

“What are you two planning? Is it a job I can help you on?”

A rush of sadness that my father is so hopeful he could go back to doing the only thing he’s ever loved besides me.

I step in, needing to shut this down before he gets too excited.

“It’s a job for Mercier, Dad.”

That’s all I need to say. My father’s face falls. “Oh… Well, never mind. He’s not happy with me now, is he? But hey… maybe we could work on something together one day.”

My dad has no clue the hold Mercier has on me. All he knows is he screwed up a job from the man and because he was recovering from his stroke—which took months—he had no clue of the fallout he’d left behind. Especially not about Mercier roping me into paying my dad’s debts for his screw-up.

My dad will never know, either.

I walk into the living area, leaving the kettle on the stove to boil, and bend over to kiss my father on the top of his head. “Sure, Dad. I would love to do a job with you again someday. Let Saint and I finish up some stuff with Mercier, then you and I will hit the town for old times’ sake. Sound good?”

My dad smiles brilliantly. “That would make this old man happy. Working with my daughter, I mean.”

My dad starts chattering about an idea he has involving a new jewelry store in the area. I turn back to the kitchen to start putting the tea service together, sad in the knowledge that, at some point, I’m going to have to have a truthful conversation with him to say that part of his life is over.

Which is ironic because that is all I want for my own life. To be out of this business and be normal.


CHAPTER 15


Saint

It’s been four days since Sin and I cased out Throb and visited with her dad. We had flown back to Paris and the next day, met with William to report on our observations. We then worked on ironing out a plan.

Unfortunately, Neal is on our team again. I don’t like it, but we do need a third person and William is calling the shots. At this point, I can’t rock the boat by refusing to work with Neal. I have to remain a solid person for Mercier to count on so he will involve me in whatever big heist he is planning. Besides, I get the feeling Mercier is narrowing down his favorites to the three of us for the big heist. If that means I have to work with Neal, so be it.

It doesn’t mean I’m not constantly looking over my shoulder, half expecting Neal to be lurking behind me with a switchblade in hand. I don’t discount the threat at all.

Now we’re back in London and tonight is the night we make our move on Throb. Neal and I had parked the car we’d rented several blocks away, and we’re walking toward the nightclub. Sin is already inside.

“What’s your real game, Bellinger?” Neal asks as he chews on a toothpick.

I keep my strides long and purposeful. Neal, who is much shorter than I am, has to practically trot to keep up with me. “What do you mean?”

“Well, I think it’s weird how you showed up on the scene after getting pinched working with Sin and me. Are you here for revenge?”

I don’t even bother looking at the guy, keeping my tone bland. “I’m here for the money, Neal. That’s it.”

He makes a scoffing noise. “Got my eye on you.”

“How about keeping your fucking eyes on the job and we’re good?” I growl.

We’ve reached the block Throb is on and without another word to me, Neal peels off to the left and heads for the alley behind the nightclub.

I continue walking down the sidewalk near the edge of the street as Throb comes into my line of sight. There’s a lengthy line of luxury cars parked there, all through the valet service. I reach in my pocket, pull out a tiny silver orb, and press a button on the side. Nonchalantly, I drop it so it perfectly rolls off the edge of the curb and under a black Mercedes G550 parked right in front of the club. Veering off, I head toward the entrance.

I don’t even bother getting in the long line that feeds out the front door. Instead, I pull out a fifty-pound note and hold it up to the doorman. Eyeballing the cash, he gives me a curt nod to let me know it’s okay to skip the line. He pockets the money without an exchange of words.

Once inside, I grab a drink and sit at the edge of the bar. I engage in some brief flirtations with a woman there, but I let my eyes continually scan the crowd. A pregnant woman in a black, formfitting dress comes out of the woman’s bathroom. With silky dark hair down her back, she’s rocking four-inch heels despite the fact she appears ready to give birth at any moment.

No one seems to think it’s odd there’s a pregnant woman in a dance club since no one seems to be paying her any attention.

That’s good.

Because that’s Sin under that wig and rounded belly.

I have to admit… she’s fucking sexy pregnant. I’d often thought about her growing large with my child, and I wondered how beautiful she would look. Now, I know I wasn’t wrong in those fantasies.

Sipping my drink, I talk to the woman beside me. I grit my teeth when a man breezily flirts with pregnant Sin. The idea of it is absolutely abysmal, and I want to bust his face open.

But I have a job to do. I check my watch, calculating that a big commotion should be starting soon.

And then it happens.

There is subtle motion at the entrance. The doorman comes rushing in, looking around frantically. Once he finds the closest security guard, he starts telling him something while his hands flail about. The security guard blinks in surprise, then starts to move through the crowd until he reaches the man who guards the hallway closest to the back office. He tells him something with animated hands, which causes that guard to take off running to where Jason Brandis presumably is since I don’t see him out in the club.

The guard blows right past Sin, who is still letting the man flirt with her. She doesn’t pay any attention to what is going on.

Not five seconds after the security guard disappears into Brandis’ office, he comes flying back out with Jason Brandis on his heels. Both men appear panicked.

Brandis is still as cautious as I would have expected, though. He pulls his office door shut behind him, then rattles the knob to make sure it’s locked. In the times William had cased the joint, he’d noted the man never left his office without locking it behind him. We hadn’t expected that to change, and it doesn’t foil our plans. We came prepared to deal with a locked door.

Roughly, the security guard and Brandis push through the dancing crowd, which appears oblivious to anything being amiss. Within moments, they are out the entrance of the nightclub and I start moving toward his office.

As I clear the edge of the dance floor, Sin stands and makes up some excuse to the man she’d been talking with, moving into the hallway ahead of me. We’re blessedly alone for a few moments as her hand moves to her small clutch purse and comes out with a lock-pick gun. My body is hopefully obscuring enough of her, but we both move with confidence as if we have the right to be where we are. Brandis is stupid enough to have nothing more than a standard keyed lock on his office door, so he deserves it when Sin deftly glides the lock-pick gun into the lock and pops it.

By the time I reach the door, Sin already has it open and has slipped inside.

Without pause, I move past the office door to the exterior exit. With a quick flick of the small knife in my hand, I reach up and cut the alarm wire. I push on the bar that opens the door and just as smoothly, Neal’s hand reaches in from the outside to hand me a nylon bag. I turn away without a word and slip into Brandis’ office, closing the door and locking it behind me.

It has taken less than thirty seconds for this to go down.

At this exact moment, I imagine Jason Brandis is out in front of his nightclub having a meltdown of epic proportions because the Mercedes G550 he loves so much is now a raging inferno thanks to the tiny explosive I’d rolled under his car. It should keep him occupied far longer than what we need.

Sin is already at the safe, attaching an auto-dialer to the lock. She looks affronted to be using technology when her lock manipulation skills are the best in the business. But we need to be as fast as possible and this particular safe was poorly designed. It needs to be cracked by technology instead of her dexterous hands, so that’s the method we decided on.

I watch the second hand on my watch, and she has the safe open in about twenty seconds.

Sin gives a low whistle as she peers inside.

Stacks of sterling-pound notes are neatly bundled. William had told us that he estimated Brandis had close to five-hundred-thousand pounds in the safe, the byproduct of the bustling drug business he runs out of the club.

I had wondered why Mercier would bother robbing a lowlife drug dealer for that amount. Don’t get me wrong… it’s a lot of money. But Mercier doesn’t need it.

William never gave me a good reason, but I suspected it wasn’t the amount of the money as much as it was the actual person we were robbing. There’s no way Brandis is going to report this theft to the police because he would never be able to explain having that amount of money on hand in his nightclub. It’s almost like a victimless crime, which is the perfect opportunity for Mercier to test how well we do as a group.

Sin snaps her fingers, and I toss the nylon bag to her. I keep myself positioned at the door as she starts to fill the bag. When she’s done doing that, there are still a few bundles left in the safe. Grinning, Sin hikes her dress up over the fake belly she’s wearing, then unzips the side of it. She starts stuffing more cash in there. When the safe is empty, she closes it and re-engages the lock. After she straightens, she pulls her dress down and gives me a sly wink.

I wink back.

It’s at that moment I hear a key slide into the lock of the door, and I realize our plan is going off the rails. I quickly move to the side, so the door will hide me when it opens. There’s nowhere for Sin to hide, so she swiftly kicks the nylon bag under Brandis’ desk as the door opens.

She manages to put her hand on her hip and strike a sexy pose, but that pregnant belly throws it all off.

Brandis steps into the office. He has the door halfway shut behind him before he even notices Sin.

“What in the bloody hell are you doing in my office?” he explodes, his face turning red.

I’m prepared to take the man down, but then the door slides open once more, and the barrel of a gun comes through first. I freeze, thinking it’s one of the security guards, but then, in an almost slow-motion-like fashion, I realize it’s Neal walking in unbeknownst to Brandis. In one fluid move, Neal manages to shut the office door and put the gun to the back of Brandis’ head. And he fucking pulls the trigger.

Blood and brain matter explode outward, some of it catching Sin along the right side of her arm. She gasps as Brandis hits the floor. Lunging at Neal, I grab his wrist and bring it down hard as my knee drives upward to meet it. The bones in his wrist crack audibly and the gun falls away, leaving Neal shrieking in agony.

“What the fuck did you do that for?” he screams, cradling his wrist. I bend over and pick up the gun, shoving it down into the back of my waistband. I stare in dismay at Brandis’ dead body and then over at Sin, whose skin has paled considerably.

I whirl on Neal. “What in the hell have you done?”

Neal grunts. “I was saving both of you.”

“You didn’t have to kill him,” I growl as I move over to the electronic system that monitors the security for the club. The cameras are all set to record onto a DVD player, and I pop the disc out so there’s no evidence of the three of us in this nightclub. After I break it in half, I shove it into my pocket.

Bending, I grab the nylon bag in one hand and Sin’s hand in the other.

I start yanking her out of the office. “Come on, Sin. We need to get out of here.”


CHAPTER 16


Sin

“You holding up?” Saint asks for the hundredth time since we flew out of London and landed in Paris this morning. He turns off the ignition of the rental car.

It was too late last night after we fled the nightclub to catch a flight, so we’d holed up in a hotel. I must have scrubbed myself down in the shower for over an hour, the memory of Brandis’ brains and blood splattering on my arm on repeat.

After, Saint tried to get me to eat something, but that was a bust. I’d felt like I would hurl if I had.

He held me all night in the bed, and neither of us slept a wink. Neal murdering Brandis had shaken us because we value human life. We may steal from people and hurt them in the process, but we would never take someone’s life. It’s not what we do. On top of that, neither of us wants to go to prison for murder.

When we jetted out of the nightclub, we have no clue which way Neal went. Didn’t care, either, besides the fact we didn’t want him to get caught as he’d take us down with him. Saint had called William to tell him the details of what happened. The conversation was short and terse. William had not been happy in the slightest, and I can’t even imagine what Mercier is going to do to us for fucking this up so bad.

“Sin?”

I blink, turning my head slowly to look at Saint. We’re in Pantin, one of the northeast suburbs of Paris. We’re supposed to meet William at a warehouse on Rue Florian, and I’m incredibly concerned about the meeting place. It’s not Margeaux where we normally gather, and this is not boding well for us.

I don’t answer him. Instead, I exit the vehicle. He does the same, rounding the front and meeting me on the broken, weed-choked sidewalk. I pivot, walking north toward the warehouse.

“Are you okay?” Saint asks, grabbing my hand to prevent my escape and forcing me to face him.

“No, I’m not okay,” I whisper harshly. Deserted streets and abandoned buildings prove this isn’t the romanticized version of Paris. “I watched a man get murdered in cold blood less than twenty-four hours ago, and I feel like we’re getting ready to pay the price for it.”

What I want is for Saint to tell me I’m being irrational and that everything will be okay, but his gaze drifts past me. The troubled expression on his face says everything I need to know.

“Maybe you should leave,” he says, focusing on me.

And there it is… my worst fears confirmed. He’s not sure what we’re walking into either.

“We’ll both leave.” My voice is shrill and desperate as I move into him. My hands go to his chest, and I look up with pleading eyes. “Let’s go right now. South America. We can disappear.”

“I can’t,” he murmurs with a slight shake of his head. “I have to see this through for Jameson. It’s my job, and I want to do something worthwhile, Sin.”

My gaze drops, but I can’t do anything but nod in agreement. It’s why I love him.

Saint’s fingers come under my chin, forcing my eyes up to his. “Listen… you and I didn’t do anything wrong. We executed the plan perfectly. Neal is the one who fucked things up. He’s the one who has to answer to William, not us.”

“And yet, I can’t help but think we’re all liabilities now,” I murmur.

He doesn’t argue because he knows I’m right to be worried about this.

“Get in the car,” he says, pulling the keys from his pocket and thrusting them into my hand. “Get as far away from here as you can. Take your dad. Find a way to let me know where you are. Maybe once this is all over—”

“No,” I say fiercely, going to my tiptoes to get right in his face. “I’m not leaving you. We’re in this together to the end.”

And yes… that choice feels right. While every instinct in me says run, I’m not leaving Saint behind to face this on his own. I’m going to show him that he can trust me in every sense and nuance of the word.

His eyes warm as his lips touch mine. “Okay,” he whispers. “Let’s go do this.”

Saint moves to the rear of the vehicle, pops the boot, and grabs the duffel out. We had transferred the money to a larger bag last night at the hotel, then checked it on the plane. There’s no good way to transport that much cash, and all we could do was hope that bag came out intact and full when we landed.

Fortunately, it had.

Saint hoists the strap, lodging the weight of it onto one shoulder. I watched him place a gun into a chest holster this morning, covering it with a jacket. It freaked me out a little, but he merely told me we couldn’t be walking around with a bag full of cash we most certainly had to deliver as if our lives depended on it and not be protected.

I accepted this.

We head north, walking neither slow nor brisk. There are no other cars parked near the warehouse as we approach the doors we’d been told to enter through, but it’s a big building. There’s certainly parking on the other sides.

As soon as we step inside, my gaze goes to three men already waiting for us. One is William, whom I’d expected. Also expected is Neal who showed up as commanded, too, because he’s stupid enough not to understand the risk he put us all under with his actions.

What I hadn’t expected was Mercier to be here, and the sight chills me. None of the loot I’ve ever taken for him was ever handed over to him directly. It always went through William, keeping Mercier at arm’s length on everything.

I shoot a quick look up at Saint, but he has his eyes trained coldly on Neal. He moves across the open floor space toward the men. When he’s within a few meters, he pulls the duffel off his shoulder and tosses it at William’s feet. It lands with a soft thud, kicking up a puff of dust.

My gaze moves to Neal, who is chewing on a toothpick. He shoots me a smirk.

I then dare to move my attention to Mercier, who stares directly at Saint.

William squats, unzips the duffel, and paws through the stacks of money, giving it a quick eyeball. When he straightens, he glances first at Saint, then at me, and finally at Neal before saying, “I want to know how this got so royally fucked up.”

Saint and I don’t flinch, but Neal blinks in confusion. “Fucked up? We did exactly what you asked.”

“No,” William replies with a menacing growl. “It was never part of the plan to kill Brandis. The police are now crawling all over the place investigating a murder, which puts you three in the crosshairs.”

“It was never part of the plan to have him return to the office so soon,” Neal points out smoothly. “I was protecting us.”

William doesn’t reply, merely picks up the duffel, hoists it over his shoulder, and pivots on his foot. He heads to the rear of the warehouse in the opposite direction from where we entered without a backward glance.

I had honestly expected a lot worse. For a moment, the tension in my shoulders eases.

But then Mercier speaks… and the tone of his voice makes every fiber of my being cringe. Giving his full attention to Saint, he asks, “Mr. Bellinger, what do you believe should have been done in that scenario last night when Mr. Brandis entered the office?”

Saint doesn’t flinch or appear stymied by the question. Lifting his chin, he makes his voice hard and measured. “My instinct was to take him down in a chokehold, render him unconscious, and complete the plan. We were going to take the security footage anyway, so other than a brief glance at Sin, who was in disguise, he couldn’t identify anyone else. On top of that, I guarantee he wasn’t going to report the theft anyway. Not with the money being dirty.”

Mercier appraises Saint silently, expression giving away nothing as to whether it was a satisfactory answer.

I mean… it was the best answer. We do not kill. That’s when law enforcement gets involved. When prison sentences get infinitely longer.

Finally, Mercier gives Saint a small nod.

Before I even realize what’s happening, Mercier pulls a gun from the inside of his suit jacket, raises his arm, and points it directly at Neal.

The man has enough time to raise his hands in defense, but the action doesn’t stop the bullet from entering his brain.

Neal crumples to the dirty cement floor, blood pooling around him.

I bite down hard on my tongue to keep from making a noise. A scream bubbles up, but I don’t even let out a gasp of surprise. I keep it forced down, calling on every bit of my training and skills to remain ice cold and detached from the scene before me. I cannot afford to let Mercier see how wigged out I am, because I would not put it past him to put a bullet in my head as well.

Mercier calmly returns the gun into his jacket, not even sparing poor, dead Neal a glance. Expression cold, he inclines his head to Saint. “Job well done. Consider yourself promoted.”

He doesn’t even look at me, and I appreciate it. Mercier heads off in the same direction as William without another word.

When he’s gone and the door closes behind him, I finally let out a shaky sigh of relief. My legs feel like jelly, but I don’t have time to break down.

Saint grabs my hand, tugging me toward where we’d come in earlier. “Hurry, Sin. Let’s get out of here.”

“But what about—” I point to Neal’s body, trotting to keep pace with Saint’s long strides.

“Not our problem anymore,” he replies.

No, I suppose it’s not. And for the moment, Saint and I are safe. Mercier seems to like Saint. If I had to guess, we’re definitely going to be part of the big heist, whatever that may be.

I wonder how long it will be until we’re free? Not that Saint and I have talked about future plans, but I feel the burning need to do so.

Something important happened in that warehouse.

Saint and I dodged death. Mercier could have easily turned that gun on us to wipe out the last two witnesses to a murder conducted while perpetrating a robbery at his behest.

We have no more room to fuck up.

We have to be extremely careful going into this next phase with Mercier. Our lives are now on the line.


CHAPTER 17


Saint

Can’t say I care for Mercier, not even a little bit. While I had no love lost for Neal, when Mercier killed him, he’d become no better than the man with the bullet in his brain.

But I will have to say I’m glad about the invitation that arrived at my hotel room this morning. Sin and I were having a lazy morning with breakfast in bed when the knock at the door came.

A courier held a square envelope in cream parchment with calligraphy lettering on the front. At first, my heart had sunk when I saw how it was addressed.

Monsieur Saint Bellinger and Mademoiselle Sindaria Westin

Its delivery to my room informs me that not only does Mercier keep track of my whereabouts, but he also knows Sin and I are together.

I’m not overly worried that he knows we’re sleeping together. William would have told him about mine and Sin’s history together. Perhaps he realizes it’s only natural we might reconnect.

I don’t like the fact he knows where I’m staying, though. I registered at the hotel using the alias I’d traveled under, which means he had someone follow me from Margeaux, probably after my very first visit. It means I have to assume Mercier’s eyes are on me at all times now.

Once I got past the shock of seeing our names together, I moved back into the bedroom where I was momentarily distracted by a naked Sin rolling out of bed.

“What’s that?” she’d asked.

I stared at her, completely paralyzed by all that beauty and sex standing there until she nodded pointedly at the envelope.

I tore it open, then scanned the contents. “Looks like we’re going to a party next weekend at Mercier’s chateau. And… he’s enclosed a gift card to an upscale clothing store. The note says we should buy to our heart’s content as a thank you for a job well done.”

Sin snorted as she headed into the bathroom to start the shower. I’d tossed the envelope on the bed and followed her, intent on taking advantage of her in there.

Now we’re at said clothing store—which is by appointment only—getting ready to spend an obscene amount of Mercier’s money. I’ve already picked out a dove-gray silk suit that only needs minor alterations, which will be done by the end of the day. Sin’s having a bit more fun by trying on dress after dress, then modeling them for me.

For a moment, as I sit here on a velveteen couch sipping champagne while Sin spins slowly in front of a mirror on a raised dais, watching the skirt flare out, I forget the magnitude of what I’ll be facing in the days or weeks to come. I briefly escape into my mind, pretending Sin and I are free. That we’re merely going out to a fancy dinner and perhaps the opera after, she’ll look amazing in the dress she’s wearing, and I’ll peel it from her body slowly after we return to our home.

“What do you think?” Sin asks. A thin, modelesque saleswoman stands quietly by, holding another dress for Sin to try on next. The massive private dressing room we are in is luxuriously appointed.

I appraise Sin’s form in the flow of the material, realizing she’s looked equally beautiful in each dress she’s tried on… and it has nothing to do with the clothes.

It’s simply Sin, beautiful inside and out.

Still, she’s asked for my involvement, so I rise from the couch, set my champagne glass on a table, and move over to the saleswoman. Taking the dress from her, I murmur, “A little privacy, please.”

The saleswoman gives a deferential bow before leaving and closing the door behind her. Sin doesn’t pay me any attention, her regard fixed on her reflection in the mirror.

At a table where the saleswoman had previously laid out several sets of lingerie to be worn under whatever potential dress Sin chose, I start to flip through them, relishing the feel of the silk under my fingertips while imagining myself ripping through it once we’re in bed.

I pick up a nude set of panties with black lace etching and a matching bustier. Bringing them to the dais behind Sin, I hold them out to her.

“Try these on,” I suggest.

She smirks at me through the mirror. “I need your opinion on a dress, not lingerie.”

“Don’t care about the dress,” I reply, shooting her a grin. “It’s what’s underneath I’ll be thinking about.”

“Perv,” she replies affectionately as she takes the offered lingerie.

I return to the couch, pick up my champagne glass, and settle back to watch Sin change.

My burner phone ringing has me growling in frustration, but I can’t miss a call from Kynan, so I sigh and dig it out.

Sin doesn’t let the call deter her. She continues to slip out of the dress she has on while I answer and bring the phone to my ear. “Bellinger.”

“Just checking in,” Kynan says.

Sin is completely naked except for a stretchy piece of white fabric that does amazing things for her long legs. Despite the fact I’m in a clothing store in a private dressing room and on a call with Kynan, I feel a stirring between my legs. She does it to me every damn time.

Paying no attention to me, Sin shimmies out of it and pulls on the nude panties, which are a lovely contrast with her darker skin.

“How are things going with you?” Kynan prompts.

I keep things simple as it’s never good for these calls to last long. “We completed another job for Mercier. He’s invited us to a big party at his house next weekend, and I’m hoping we’ll find out more about the big heist then.”

“Good,” Kynan replies.

I don’t bother going into the details of our last job, and I most certainly have no intention of discussing the murders of Brandis or Neal. If Kynan had any clue how bloody and dangerous this situation has become, he’d pull me from the job. I’m not willing to chance that happening since I’m finally getting close to figuring out what the big heist is.

“I’ve been thinking about how this all ends,” I say while Sin puts on the bustier. She looks amazing, but I don’t lose focus because this is important. “I’m going to have to see it through to the bitter end.”

“All the way?” Kynan asks, but he’s playing dumb. He knows what I’m saying.

“The heist. Unless Mercier has the loot in hand, he’ll be untouchable. There won’t be a good way to prove he’s behind it since William runs the show.”

Kynan stays silent for a moment. Sin’s listening, although she’s pretending not to by checking out her reflection in the mirror. The tight set to her shoulders, though, says she’s invested in this conversation.

“Maybe we should involve the police,” Kynan suggests.

“Too risky.” I’ve already considered—and discounted—this. “Mercier could easily have some of the officers on his payroll. We can’t afford a leak—not even a chance of one.”

“If you get busted, you’ll go down,” Kynan reminds me.

Believe me, I know. “You’re going to have to hope to fuck I don’t get caught, but it would help for Bebe to go ahead and create valid alibis for Sin and me in the States.”

It won’t be difficult as we’re both traveling under aliases. In this line of work, people can’t move about freely under their real names—not if they’re any good at what they do.

“I’ll see what she can whip up,” Kynan promises. “So… you and Sin?”

“Package deal,” I say, alluding to the fact that whatever help Jameson gives me had better extend to Sin. However, I don’t think that’s exactly what Kynan is asking. I don’t leave any room for doubt, though. “She has to be included in whatever you do to extricate me. If you don’t, I’m out of here. I’ll abandon this right now, no looking back, unless I get your assurance, Kynan.”

That gets Sin’s attention. She spins from the mirror, fixing those turbulent, witchy eyes on me.

Yes, I’d meant what I’d just said, but that’s my secondary plan. I have to at least try to convince her to get the hell out of Paris sooner rather than later, but that’s a fight for another day.

Kynan says what I need to hear. “I promise, Saint. We’ll get her out safely, too.”

I’m grateful. “Thanks, Kynan. It means a lot to me. Now, is there any word on Malik?”

He sighs before admitting, “None. He’s vanished. Like a ghost.”

Those words hurt—punching me deeply in the gut. Sin is all but forgotten as I close my eyes and picture the last time I’d hung out with Malik the night before he left on his mission. It’s not fair.

“We’ve got lots of people working on it,” Kynan says. “President Alexander has even personally put his resources to work.”

“That’s good,” I murmur. Opening my eyes, I realize Sin has gone stock-still as she carefully studies me, concern etched on her face.

She steps off the dais and walks toward me, coming to kneel on the thick carpet between my legs. It’s not in a sexual manner. Her arms settle on my thighs, her hands casually resting there in a silent show of support. At the end of this, I’ll damn well never walk away from her.

I cover one of her hands with my own as I tell Kynan, “Don’t call me anymore. Mercier is watching me.”

“Understood,” Kynan says. “And stay safe, okay?”

“Got it,” I say. “Find Malik.”

“Got it,” he replies before disconnecting.

“No word on your friend?” Sin asks. I had told her about Jameson, all the friends I’d made there, and about Malik—how he was presumably taken prisoner but could just as easily be dead.

I shake my head, reaching to tug on one of her curls. “You feel like getting something to eat?”

Smiling, she coyly tilts her head. “I thought you wanted me to try on all this lingerie for you?”

“I say we buy it all,” I reply, tossing the phone on the couch. I tug Sin up from the floor, urging her onto my lap. “You can give me a private show in my hotel room.”

“I like the sound of that,” she murmurs, leaning in to nuzzle my neck.

I stroke her back, relishing the feel of her in my arms. She’s definitely upped the stakes for me in this game, because now I have to keep her safe as well.

But she’s worth the extra effort.


CHAPTER 18


Sin

I’m in Paris at an outdoor cafe in June with the most gorgeous man I’ve ever known sitting across from me. Thanks to our shopping spree, my outfit manages to be both cute and sexy. I’m wearing a gray-and-white striped romper, a big floppy straw hat with a gray bow on the side of my head, one side tilted over my eye. It was a gift from Saint, who’d ended up buying me a few outfits he liked. Add on flat T-strapped sandals scattered with sparkly clear rhinestones, and I look like I belong exactly where I am.

Except none of this is enjoyable to me.

“Paris has been officially ruined,” I moan, running my index finger along my water glass. I hate coffee, but Saint is enjoying his espresso, so the café is not a total bust.

“Why’s that?” he asks, sitting in his chair with one leg crossed casually over the other. In fitted khaki pants, brown loafers, and a blue gingham checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up to mid-forearm, he looks good enough to eat.

“Hmm… let’s see,” I ponder, pursing my lips. Focusing on him, I lay it out. “I’m working for a Parisienne I despise, who’s holding me hostage to fulfill a debt my dad shouldn’t even owe since it was a medical condition and not his fault. I’ve been thrust back into working with you—a man who has every right to hate my guts because of how badly I’ve wronged him—and oh… a real biggie… I watched two men get their brains blown out.”

“Technically, one brain was blown out in London,” Saint points out with the corner of his mouth tilted up. “Don’t let that ruin Paris for you.”

I roll my eyes. “Whatever. The point is that it’s all tied to Julian Mercier, who resides in Paris. Therefore, he’s ruined this city for me.”

Saint scans the busy street where tourists and locals stroll along, enjoying the sunny weather. Slowly, he focuses my way. “I think you should consider bowing out.”

His words are ludicrous. I make a scoffing sound, then take a sip of my “fizzy” water—as it’s often called throughout Europe. “I can’t, and you know it. Not with my dad’s life in the balance.”

Saint uncrosses his legs, then leans forward slightly across the circular, wrought-iron table. “I’ve got contacts, Sin. I can get you and your dad to safety.”

“And what then? Live life looking over my shoulder while always fearful of Mercier tracking us down?”

Saint’s expression hardens slightly, his voice a little cold. “When I say I have contacts, I mean I have the kind that can erase you. Give you new lives. You could go wherever you want.”

I do believe he’s offering this from a position of care, but I also think there’s an element twined throughout that says it would be easier for him if I weren’t involved anymore. And what he’s offering would turn my world upside down, so I feel obligated to point out, “What if I don’t want to be erased? What if I like being Sin Westin—like living a life where I can freely walk down the street without worrying if someone will sneak up behind me to put a bullet in my brain?”

Saint sighs, sinking back into his chair. His fingertips play at the rim of his espresso cup. Grimacing, he mutters. “Just trying to give you options, Sin. You could at least give it some consideration.”

So easily dismissing his idea makes me feel a little ungrateful. I do believe Saint only wants what’s best for me in the current situation. He’s dealing with a lot right now, needing to keep us both safe while he navigates this incredibly dangerous journey.

“Hypothetically,” I drawl, catching his attention. “If I were to accept your offer, where exactly would my dad and I go?”

Saint straightens, relief I’m open to discussing this evident in his expression. “Anywhere you want, although I’d probably advise against Europe since it’s too close to Mercier right now.”

“And what about you?” I ask.

Saint blinks. “What about me?”

I lean forward slightly, crossing my forearms and resting them on the table. My gaze is unwavering. “What would you do when all this is over?”

He frowns, as if the answer to my question is self-evident and he doesn’t understand how I’m not seeing it so plainly in front of me. “I’d go back to Pittsburgh. To my job at Jameson.”

A scoffing noise deep within my chest erupts. I avert my eyes, finding it painful to swallow the pure indifference on his face.

At least, that’s what I think it is.

“What?” Saint demands, reaching across the table and grabbing my hand.

Incredulously, I ask, “You clearly don’t see us as having anything more than what we have right now? Some hot fucking while I help you take Mercier down?”

I try to pull my hand away, but Saint squeezes hard to keep it. “I didn’t ask for your help, Sin.”

“Maybe not,” I fling back, yanking hard to extricate myself from his grip. “But you made it impossible for me not to. You’re the one who told me what you were doing here. You could have kept me in the dark… and I’d have been none the wiser. You could have fucking kept your hands to yourself—”

“You came onto me first,” he points out.

“Seriously?” I ask, pissed he would say something so juvenile. “You could have said ‘no’. Shown an ounce of restraint.”

Saint makes a growling sound of frustration. “Look… I’m trying to keep you safe. I’m trying to look out for you. Why are you so mad?”

He’s right—I am mad—but then it all flows out of me and I’m left feeling sad. “I guess I don’t understand why you’re going to such great lengths to look out for me since I don’t think I’m much more than a good fuck to you.”

“Christ, Sin,” he explodes. People at the next table swing wide eyes our way. Saint immediately notices, lowering his voice. “You are more than a fuck, and you know it. But what you are exactly, I don’t know. I’m trying to figure it out. Right now, I’m more worried about keeping us alive through all of this… and you’re wanting me to plan our future together.”

“No, Saint,” I reply calmly. “That’s not what I’ve been asking you to do. I’m merely asking if you see a potential future because all I’m hearing is you want me and my dad to disappear while you go back to your life in the States.”

“Just trying to discuss options, Sin.” His words are soft, obviously trying to diffuse the emotion with his tone.

It makes me feel small and weak that he thinks he has to put on kid gloves to deal with me.

I shore up my resolve, making it clear where I stand. “Well, I’m not interested now, nor am I in the future, in an option that has me running from Mercier, so don’t ask again.”

“Fine,” he replies tersely.

“Fine,” I snap.

We glare at each other until Saint has the gall to give me a devilish grin. “I love it when you get mad. Always loved that temper of yours—the way it fires up your eyes. I also seem to remember you and I always had the best angry sex ever.”

My jaw drops—although admittedly, I’m also slightly turned on. Still, I act affronted. “You think I want to have sex with you now?”

“Yup,” he drawls. “And I wouldn’t be averse to you fighting me a little.”

“Bloody hell,” I mutter, turning my face away, but only so he can’t see the tiny smile I’m fighting off.

♦

“I think you should apologize to me,” Saint grunts. Actually, he punctuates each word in a growling way, timing it to his thrusts inside of me.

I. Think. You. Should. Apologize. To. Me.

With every word, he slams into me from behind. I’m powerless to do anything but take it.

Of course, I hadn’t said no to returning to his hotel room with him.

There was a lot of pushing and shoving as we kissed and cursed each other. Clothes had been ripped. Torn. Shed completely.

Eventually, I’d ended up on my stomach in the middle of the bed with my hands behind my back, pinned in place by Saint’s tight grip. He’d managed to lift my ass into the air, then drive in.

It’s like old times. We’re pissed at each other, we get no satisfaction from our words, so we fight it out physically. I lose because he’s stronger than me.

I’m now the submissive, and he’s marking his territory.

Saint’s a feminist at heart, and he wants me to make my own decisions. But in this bedroom, he has to save a little face and I don’t mind giving him this.

Besides, I’ve already come twice, and he’ll draw another one out of me before he’s done.

♦

“Are you done being mad?” Saint asks. He’s flat on his back with me sprawled on top of him, my head on his chest. His hand is on my lower back, gently stroking my skin.

It’s a stupid question. I’m so replete and mellow right now the room could catch on fire and I wouldn’t be mad.

As is typical of this sexy man with the magical fingers, tongue, and cock, he thoroughly destroyed me with sex and now he wants me to admit I’m not annoyed anymore.

“Promise not to try to chase me away?” I ask.

“Nope,” he replies, and I give him a hard nudge in the ribs with my knuckles. I melt a little when he says, “Never going to stop caring about you, Sin.”

I don’t respond. Letting the words sink into me, I choose to give them a bit of weight. While I get he’s not ready to figure out what we’re going to be to each other when all this is done, I have to accept he does care. The unknown is how much. Apparently, I’m going to have to wait for that answer.

I don’t want him to, though. I can’t imagine how he spent those years in prison believing the worst about me. Never knowing that what I did, I did out of love. I don’t want Saint to ever have those doubts again.

“Just so you know,” I say softly, raising my head to meet his eyes. Truth is always most evident there. “If you ask me to be a part of your life when this is over, the answer is ‘yes’.”

Saint stares at me, but he can’t hide what I see reflecting from his eyes. He likes what I said, even if he won’t say it.

Instead, he brings a hand up, pushes a bit of my wild mane back, and holds it there. “I’m going back to Pittsburgh tomorrow.”

Abrupt change of subject, but I can follow. “Because of your missing friend?”

He nods. We have nothing to do for almost a full week until we must attend Mercier’s party. William doesn’t have any jobs planned for us, so we’re free to do whatever we want. I was going to go back to London to hang with my dad and invite Saint to go with me, but Saint, at least, is off the table now.

“Would you want to come with me?” he asks hesitantly.

I can’t tell if the hesitation is because he doesn’t want me to or if he doesn’t want to hear if I say no.

Regardless, still feeling all kinds of mellow, I let him off the hook easy. “I’d love to, but I think I want to spend some time with Dad.”

There’s no relief in his gaze, so maybe he does want me to go. Regardless, our plans are set. Besides, maybe it will be good for us to spend a little bit of time apart. What is that old saying? Absence makes the heart grow fonder?

That aside, I do find it telling he wants to fly back to Pittsburgh. At least from what I know of the situation, with his friend either dead or taken hostage in Syria, it means there’s not much Saint can do to help at this point.

Still, I feel for him. Saint is a loyal man who develops deep bonds when he cares for someone. I’ve been lucky enough to be on the receiving end of it before.

“If Jameson is as good as you say they are,” I say confidently, snuggling against his chest. “They’ll get your friend back.”

Saint squeezes me, a physical sign he appreciates my confidence. “I sure hope so.”

“You like this job, don’t you?” I don’t raise my head, wanting to evaluate his response based on the emotion in his voice.

“I do,” he says quietly. “I feel like I belong. More than anything, and for the first time in my life, I feel like I’m doing something my mother would have been proud of.”

My eyes mist up at the pointed reminder that Saint’s mother, whom he adored above all else in this world, is no longer here. I wasn’t responsible for her death, but I was responsible for the way she left this world.

Alone.

“She’s watching you now,” I say. “And yes… she’d be proud of you.”

Saint squeezes me again, but he doesn’t reply. I don’t say anything either, not knowing what more to offer to atone for what I’ve done.


CHAPTER 19


Saint

It’s telling I’m glad to be back in Pittsburgh. Coming out of the Fort Pitt tunnel and seeing the rise of a beautiful mountain city seemed like a homecoming of sorts. While I was born and raised in Birmingham, Alabama, I haven’t identified it as my home in an exceptionally long time. Not since I first left.

I’ve lived so many places the concept of roots had never meant much. That was also compounded by the fact I never thought about having a family, so having a solid home base meant nothing.

Until I’d met Sin.

Then I’d thought about it.

A lot.

It’s telling also how much I miss her. We’d parted ways in the airport—her headed to London and me to JFK—and it had seemed okay. But when I got on that plane and started moving farther away from her, it began to sink in how easily she’d inched her way back into my heart.

She hadn’t been wrong to ask about my plans for the future, and she deserves to know what they are.

But it’s also not wrong for me to take my time with this. While I might want her badly, we have so much to figure out. I went straight… working a legit job.

Sin is a world-class thief.

Those two lifestyles don’t mesh.

And even if Sin wanted to go straight, would she want to do it in Pittsburgh? If not, would I be willing to give up this new job to be with her?

There’s so much to figure out, but this is so not the time to do it. The weight of responsibility I’m feeling in not only bringing down Mercier to complete my job, but also to keep Sin safe at the same time has occupied all my brain capacity.

My heart is going to have to take a backseat.

I take an Uber to the Jameson building, brushing off the driver’s concern at letting me off in such a bad area of town. Our headquarters is rundown and dilapidated on the outside, but it’s a wonder on the inside.

I pull up my security app, which rotates a new password to get in through the garage gate—a massive rolling steel structure that is impassable without the password. After I punch it into the key code at the box, I wait for the gate to rumble open enough for me to enter. I walk down the ramp leading deeper into the underground garage, past a handful of cars parked close to the entrance door, and flip down a cover over a metal box.

Leaning forward, I put my face up to the screen. A blue laser light emits, scanning my retinas.

A small chime emits. Welcome, Saint Bellinger, pops up on screen.

Fucking cool. One of the best things about Jameson is it has the best electronics and spy tech gadgets I’ve ever seen.

I enter the unfinished and grungy first floor of the warehouse. After I get in the freight elevator, I let it carry me up to the second floor, which houses the Jameson offices as well as conference rooms. Third floor is all tech and weapons, including an indoor shooting range. Fourth floor is our living space. We have individual apartments, but we share a communal kitchen, theater room, gym, and outdoor rec area.

Bebe is there to welcome me when the elevator comes to a stop. Since the retina scanner was her invention and she’s in charge of our security measures achieved through the technology, she would have been the first to see me enter the building.

She’s a phenom around here. A woman who had spent time in prison for working for black-hat hackers. She’d stolen nuclear codes for them because they’d threatened to kill her son Aaron, but she’d allowed herself to be caught by the police so the codes would stay safe, even knowing she’d be sent to prison. At least Aaron had been safe that way, too. Kynan pulled some serious fucking magic to get her out of prison to come work for us. Frankly, we couldn’t operate without her.

“Welcome home,” she says, holding out her fist.

I bump it playfully. “Thanks. Kynan around?”

“In his office,” she replies, and we both start walking that way. “Not sure how long you’re in for but you and I need to sit down and go over some new stuff I have for you.”

“Awesome. And do we have anyone around here with explosives experience?”

Bebe’s head snaps my way, her eyebrows going up. “Um… yeah, actually.”

“Relax,” I assure her. “I need to talk through a few things. I’m thinking ahead on how my mission is going to finish up.”

“With a bomb?” she asks curiously.

“Maybe,” I say vaguely, but I give her a charming wink.

When we reach Kynan’s office, Bebe prepares to peel off toward her work area, which is more than an office. It’s closer to a security center—filled with more computers than I’ve ever seen in my life.

“I’ll have Cage get up with you,” Bebe says as she starts to go inside. “He did EOD work in the military.”

“Sounds good,” I reply, stopping at Kynan’s door. When I give a sharp rap, I’m immediately invited in.

In addition to Kynan, Cruce Britton is waiting on me. He’s become my best friend in the brief time I’ve worked here. Dozer Burney, a recent acquisition to our team, is also there. According to Kynan, he’s one of the smartest men on the planet, even though he’s built like a damn football player. Dozer was brought in to help with strategic planning.

Cruce pops up from a small conference room table where everyone sits. He grabs me in a bear hug, giving me two hard slaps on the back. “Good to see you, man. Been worried.”

“I’m good, promise,” I assure him, then turn to Dozer, who also rose from the table, and shake his hand.

Finally, I move to Kynan, who gives me a handshake as well. He’d been expecting me. Even though he told me there was nothing I could do to help with the rescue efforts for Malik, he understood my need to be a part of it in the only way I could… showing up in person.

A wall covered with a large map of the Middle East and a more detailed map of Syria catches my attention.

“Anything yet?” I ask. It’s a vague question but they don’t need more. They know I will take any scrap of information or hope I can get.

Kynan shakes his head, but Dozer moves over to the map. He proceeds to spend the next fifteen minutes walking me through where the rescue of the hostages was supposed to take place, where the actual ambush happened, where Sal and Jimmy’s bodies were found, along with the Aussie counterparts, and where Malik was last seen. Believe it or not, it helps to have these details. Makes me feel more like a part of the team than I have, having been so far removed by geography.

“The State Department has become involved,” Kynan says, taking his seat again. He motions to the chair beside him, and I plop down. Dozer and Cruce join us as well. “Apparently having two brothers who are professional hockey players garners some pull with the government. They got their North Carolina senators involved, and now the U.S. has taken over the primary mission to find Malik.”

“Do we even know if he’s alive or dead?” I ask. I have to know which way the general consensus is leaning, so I can stop putting so much effort into trying not to worry about it.

“We don’t know,” Kynan admits. “It was a clusterfuck from the start. RPGs hit the convoy. All we can be sure of is that Malik’s body wasn’t there when they sent in a recovery team.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, then look around the table. “And what about Anna?”

Thinking about Jimmy’s pregnant wife hurts my heart. She had looked like she was close to giving birth when the gang had met for drinks a few weeks ago.

“Not good,” Cruce answers softly. “She’s a mess. The doctors put her on bed rest as a precaution because she’s so distraught.”

“When’s her due date?” I ask.

“Two weeks,” Kynan replies. “Jimmy and Sal’s bodies should be stateside by the end of the week. We’re waiting to see what the families want to do about funerals. I’m not sure Anna’s been able to focus on that, though.”

It hits me that I’ll most likely not be able to attend either Jimmy or Sal’s funerals. I’m heading back to Paris in two days.

“Speaking of which,” Kynan says as he rises. “I hate to kick you guys out, but I have a call with a contact of mine who has boots on the ground in Syria.”

We take the hint, pushing out of our chairs. Cruce is nosy enough to ask, though. “You’re doing your own investigation into looking for Malik?”

“Goddamn right I am,” Kynan growls. “Just because some state department bigwig says they’ve taken over and I can stay out of it doesn’t mean I will.”

I grin, liking this. It’s how I realize I’m in the right place. This is like a family. We leave no one behind.

As we’re walking out, I clap Cruce on the back. “You got a minute to talk?”

“Sure,” he says, then motions to the elevator. “Let’s go to my place to crack a few beers.”

“It’s ten o’clock in the morning,” I point out.

“So?” he replies.

And well, I can’t argue with that. I give a farewell fist bump to Dozer, positive I’ll see him again before I leave, then Cruce and I head up to the fourth floor.

In his apartment, I look around at the small feminine touches Barrett has added over the last month since she moved in with him. Curtains on the windows and flowers on the small kitchen table.

Speaking of which, I have to ask, “Where’s Barrett?”

“Off in San Francisco, overseeing some testing on the fusion reactors they’re going to use to test her formula.”

I shake my head, still astounded Cruce’s fiancée is a scientist who figured out how to create free energy. Well, the theory anyway. Testing still has to occur, of course.

“How are things going in Paris?” Cruce asks as he pulls two bottles of beer out of the fridge.

I take one, twist the cap off, and set it on the counter. Moving into his living room, I plop down on one end of his couch. “It’s a total mess.”

I proceed to tell him everything, and I mean everything, starting with running into Sin that first day, which necessitated me explaining our history together.

“Aha,” Cruce says as if a light bulb went off. “She’s the reason you were so averse to relationships when I tried to ask you for advice about Barrett.”

“Well, wouldn’t you be if you had a woman you loved send you to prison?” I reply sarcastically.

“But… she didn’t mean it,” Cruce says pointedly as he takes the spot on the other end of the couch.

“Didn’t know that at the time,” I grumble.

“But you do now,” he replies smoothly. “Does it mean all is forgiven?”

I hesitate before answering, but not because I don’t want to. The beer tastes good, so I take a fortifying pull from the bottle to gather my thoughts. After swallowing, I say, “Yeah… that’s forgiven. Don’t like she did it, but I do understand.”

I continue with the rest of the story, including Neal almost botching our nightclub heist and Mercier killing Neal without blinking an eye.

Cruce leans forward, eyes now hard and worried. “Whoa… this shit is getting a little dicey, don’t you think?”

I nod, my stomach roiling. “This Mercier is bad news. I don’t trust him at all. Whatever this big heist is going to be, I’m pretty confident he doesn’t intend to leave any witnesses behind once he gets his hands on the loot.”

“What’s your play?” Cruce asks, because he knows to cut through all the bullshit. How do I go about preventing my own death here?

“I’m still working that out in my head,” I say candidly. “But there is something I could use your help on. Does Kynan have you doing anything?”

“Nope,” Cruce replies. “Just tell me what you need and I’m yours.”

“I don’t think Kynan is going to like this,” I warn.

“What he doesn’t know won’t kill him,” Cruce replies with a smirk. “Besides… he’s not my boss.”

“He kind of is,” I point out.

“Not while I’m in between jobs,” he argues. “The way I see it, if I need to fly over to Paris to cover your ass, then that’s what I’m going to do.”

I sigh in relief knowing Cruce is on board. Because once this idea took root in my head, I couldn’t get rid of it. I think it’s the only way I can assure Sin’s safety.

She’s going to hate me for it, but she’ll get over it. I can attest to that.


CHAPTER 20


Sin

I unlock the door to my dad’s flat, pushing my way in while juggling the bags from my trip to the supermarket. It’s been a relaxing three days, more so than I can remember in some time, and that’s because I’ve resolved myself to quit worrying about things I cannot control.

I can’t make Saint feel a certain way or want to be with me after this is over.

I can only control how I choose to feel about those things, and I’ve decided what will be will be.

So Dad and I have been hanging out—taking walks in the park, trying new recipes, and having awkward conversations about him wanting to return to work.

“Look what I found,” my dad says from where he sits at the kitchen table. He has the newspaper spread out before him, along with a full cup of tea beside him I’m betting has gone cold. “There’s a new antique shop that opened a few blocks away. Bet they’ve got a pretty spot of collectibles begging to be stolen.”

The fact my dad is doing his research from a print newspaper is all the proof needed that it’s time for him to retire, regardless of his medical condition.

I don’t say anything, merely start to unpack the bags.

He’s not thwarted. “They’ve got a picture of the shop here in the paper. Not even a security gate to protect all those valuables at night. It would be like taking candy from a child.”

Freezing in place with a carton of milk in my hand, I close my eyes and inhale. I suddenly realize it’s time for me to have a heart-to-heart with him.

After I deposit the milk in the fridge, I move over to the table. It’s only big enough for two chairs so I take the unoccupied one.

He looks up, a silly grin on his face. It’s a handsome face—very Dick Van Dyke-ish—and I hate I’m getting ready to put hurt there.

Taking in my expression, his smiles slides. “What’s wrong, love?”

“Dad,” I begin, but falter slightly. I give a slight cough, consider not going where I need to go, then tell myself to suck it up. “Dad… you can’t go back to stealing.”

He frowns, lips pursed in confusion. “Why ever not?”

“Because… you’re not physically able because of the stroke,” I say.

“I’m in excellent health,” he replies, completely offended. He sits up straight. “You can’t even tell—”

“Yes,” I cut in on him firmly. “I can tell. You don’t have your full balance. You often reach out to a wall or counter to support yourself, and I don’t even think you realize you’re doing it. You’re not as agile, and that’s both the stroke and your age. And Dad… you process things a bit slower.”

My heart shreds as he studies me, absorbing what I’m saying. I can tell it’s a complete shock.

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I continue. “But I don’t think it’s possible anymore. Honestly, I’d worry too much about you if you did. I’m afraid you could have another stroke and die. I’m afraid you’d get caught because things are a little off with you. And you always taught me to never go into any situation unless I was at peak performance in all aspects. Remember that one time I had a bad head cold and I was going to rob that big house over in Knightsbridge… and you told me not to do it because—”

“All right,” my dad snaps, holding up a hand to stop my rant. “I get it.”

“I’m sorry—”

“I get it,” he says again, this time in a low, dejected tone.

I reach across the table to take his hand in mine. He doesn’t pull away, only squeezes mine back as his gaze drops to stare blankly at the paper.

“If it helps,” I say slowly, waiting for him to look up. “After this last job with Mercier, I’m getting out of the business, too.”

My dad’s eyes flare with surprise. “Why?”

“Because I’m tired of it,” I say honestly. “I want a different type of life.”

I’d expected that to hurt him, because he raised me to be like him. I willingly followed in his footsteps, and I wouldn’t trade my experiences for anything. But I have always suspected he wants me to love this life the way he does, and I don’t anymore.

Instead, I see a tiny spark of light deep within his gaze. The corners of his mouth tip upward. “Now that is good news to hear.”

It’s my turn to be shocked. “What?”

“Sin, it was never my greatest hope you’d lead the same type of life I did,” he says. “I mean, I didn’t hate it when you did, because it kept us close… but I always knew you had so much more in you. You’re still young, with your whole life in front of you. You should go out and do remarkable things that don’t involve this type of risk.”

“I don’t even believe what I’m hearing,” I say with mock offense, but he knows I’m teasing. “Who are you and what have you done with my father?”

My dad laughs, squeezing my hand hard before releasing it. He pops up from the table, then grabs his cold cup of tea. “Want a cup?” he asks.

“Sure,” I reply and lean back in my chair, trying to process what he’d said.

In the kitchen, my dad lights the stove for the kettle. “Maybe you’ll think about settling down. You and Saint would make some beautiful grandbabies for me.”

“Dad,” I exclaim, stunned he’d even go there. I sit up straight in my chair. “Saint and I aren’t—”

“You love him, he loves you… why are you even acting like this is a huge shock for me to make that leap?”

“He doesn’t love me,” I mutter, slouching down again.

“Bollocks,” he replies, moving around the short counter to the table. He takes his seat while we wait on the water to boil, looking me dead in the eye. “Mark my words… you two are going to have a long and happy life together.”

“I kind of doubt we are,” I say.

“But he forgave you,” my dad points out.

“I know.” Uttering a sigh, I smile pensively. “But sometimes, that’s not enough.”

“Where did my daughter go?” he asks, cocking his head at an angle to study me thoughtfully.

“Right here,” I reply, my eyebrows knitting in confusion.

“No… the daughter who always goes after what she wants and doesn’t sit around with a woe-is-me, attitude waiting to see what happens.”

I blink, surprised he’d call me out like that. And then I realize I have been sounding a bit mopey about the whole thing.

“Actually,” I say, brightening a bit. “I did tell Saint how I felt. I mean, sort of. I told him if he asked me to go somewhere with him after this Mercier job, I would go.”

“That’s good,” he praises with a tiny slap of his hand on the table. The kettle starts whistling, but I jump up and beat him to it.

I head into the kitchen as my dad asks, “What did Saint say to that?”

“Nothing really,” I answer with a shrug. “He’s worried about this last job—can’t see past it.”

“And you of all people should understand how important it is to put all of your energy and brainpower into a job,” he chastises.

“I know,” I reply, preparing our tea and grabbing a can of biscuits—cookies, according to Saint—I’d bought. I lay the items out on a tray before carrying it to the table. “And this Mercier job—whatever it might be—is supposed to be huge. Like nothing we’ve ever worked before.”

“I have faith in you two,” he replies firmly, reaching for his cup.

“Actually,” I say with a sly smile. “Maybe we can run some stuff by you, bounce some ideas off you once we find out what the job is.”

My dad’s face lights up with pure joy. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” I say with a laugh as I take my seat. “You can be a strategy consultant.”

I open the biscuits, then hand a few over to my dad. I’ve always loved talking to him, knowing he’d never judge me. He’s been the best sounding board I could ever hope for.

“Let me ask you a hypothetical question,” I drawl, tapping my biscuit on the edge of my teacup. “If I had the ability to move to anywhere in the world and start over, would you want to come with me and where would you want to go?”

My dad ponders a moment, nibbling on his biscuit. “I can’t think of anywhere in particular. I mean… London is my home. I’d want to be close by if you had kids, of course, so I suppose if you moved somewhere and you didn’t mind me coming along, I’d go wherever you went. Why do you ask?”

I shrug, hating I’m even considering Saint’s offer to help me disappear. To move my dad and me safely out of Mercier’s reach.

“Sindaria,” my dad says. I can tell I’ve worried him by his scrunched brow. “Why did you ask that? And don’t think about lying to me.”

I’m at a crossroads. I’ve withheld information from my dad so he wouldn’t worry about me, which I felt was protecting him. But I’ve had about as honest and transparent of a conversation with him where I had to crush his dreams of returning to his life as a thief, and he took it way better than I expected.

Maybe I need to quit thinking I have to protect him. Instead, he’d drawn on his strength I’d thought he’d lost. Despite his stroke and failing capabilities, he’s still my strong-shouldered father.

Taking a deep breath, I decide to let Dad in on the secret I’d been harboring. “You’re going to be angry with me when I tell you this,” I start, but he cuts me off.

“Of course, I won’t,” he scoffs.

Okay. Whatever. “When you had your stroke and it messed up that job with Mercier, he told me that I had to work jobs for him until your debt was paid off. I’ve been doing that—”

My dad explodes, shooting out of his chair. His voice booms, sounding like thunder. “Jesus Christ, what the bloody hell have you agreed to do for that arsehole?”

“You said you wouldn’t get mad,” I accuse, pointing at the chair. “Now sit before you give yourself a heart attack, and I’ll explain.”

Reluctantly, because my dad is a stubborn man, he plops his frame back in the chair and glares at me. I ignore that, because I’ve decided to come clean in case something bad happens in this last job with Mercier.

“He threatened to kill you if I didn’t—”

My dad starts cursing again. This time, he jumps out of the chair and paces the length of the small apartment, threatening to fly to Paris right this moment and cut off Mercier’s balls with a butter knife. I wait it out, sipping at my tea and nibbling a biscuit until he calms down.

Finally, he returns to his chair and sits with a huff.

“Are you done?” I ask sarcastically, fighting off a smile.

“For now,” he clips out.

“Okay… so I agreed to help Mercier out on some jobs until the price you cost him was paid.”

“And how long was that going to take?” my dad demands.

“No clue,” I say honestly, owning up to getting myself in a pickle. “But that’s moot right now because this job with Mercier is going to be the last.”

My dad frowns. “I’m not following.”

I go out on a limb, hoping Saint doesn’t get mad I’m letting my dad in on this secret. “Because Saint is working undercover for an insurance consortium who got wind that something big was being planned. He’s going to take Mercier down with whatever this big heist is he’s planning.”

My dad’s jaw drops, mouth hanging open. He considers something, closes his mouth, opens it to perhaps ask a question, then snaps it shut again. I can see I’ve shocked him, so I continue to fill him in.

“I’ve agreed to help Saint. Once this job is done, I’m out of the business.”

“If Mercier finds out about this, you and Saint are dead,” my dad says flatly, his eyes hard and unyielding. I can hear the silent demand within, forbidding me from doing this.

“I know,” I murmur. “Saint wants me to disappear now. Said he can get you and me to safety, give us new identifies.”

“Let’s do it,” my dad exclaims. “Let’s go right now.”

“No,” I say firmly. “I don’t want to be on the run. I want to stay and help Saint finish this, not only because it lets me keep control of my own destiny, but also because I’d like to see this asshole taken down after what he did to us, so don’t try to talk me out of it.”

My dad growls, muttering something under his breath.

I try for additional reassurance. “I trust Saint to keep me safe. And I trust in my skills that we’ll be able to pull this job off, whatever it might be. I want you to trust me, too.”

Wilting like a flower, my dad sighs and pins me with big puppy-dog eyes. “I do trust you, kiddo. It’s Mercier I don’t. I worry about you. And you telling me not to worry is ludicrous. I’m your dad, and that’s apparently the only job I’m cut out for right now.”

I snort over his backhanded slap for shutting down any future illegal activities on his part. Reaching out, I take his hand and promise, “I’ll be careful, and we’ll come out of this on top. I swear it. I’ll be fine.”

Squeezing my hand back, he gives me a tremulous smile. “I’m proud of you, Sindaria. I couldn’t have asked for a better daughter.”

Biting the inside of my cheek so I don’t cry, I smile. “I love you, Dad.”

“Love you, too.”

My phone starts ringing from inside my purse, and I rise from my chair to nab it. It’s Saint, and I answer hesitantly. We haven’t talked since we parted ways at the airport earlier this week.

“Hello,” I say as if I don’t know who’s calling, even though I clearly do.

“Missing me?” he asks in that low, rumbly tone that makes my legs go weak. I wasn’t expecting that from him, and it has an immediate effect on me.

“Maybe,” I whisper, moving into the living room for a bit of privacy.

“I’m definitely missing you,” he murmurs, and I have to drop to the couch because yeah… legs a bit wobbly.

“Okay…” I drag the word out as if answering is a hardship. “I might miss you, too.”

“I’m flying into Paris tomorrow evening. Will you be back?”

“Yes,” I reply breathlessly.

“Then I’ll come to your apartment. If you do care about me the way you say you do, you’ll be naked and waiting for me at nine.”

“I do care about you,” I confirm, still whispering into the phone.

“Ditto,” he rumbles, and now it’s my heart that’s feeling a bit weak.

And then I jolt, popping up from the couch. “Saint… listen… I… um… I told my dad about what’s going on with Mercier. How he was holding me hostage and how you’re undercover. I’m sorry… I needed him to know what I was embroiled in and—”

“It’s fine, Sin,” he cuts in. “I trust your dad. I’m glad you told him.”

I let out a huge breath of a relief. “I thought you’d say that, but I wasn’t sure.”

“It’s fine,” he repeats. “See you tomorrow evening. And don’t plan on getting any sleep, okay?”

“Challenge accepted,” I reply tartly before ending the call. I’ve always loved having the last word with him.

I tap my phone against my chin pensively, warmed by Saint’s sweet words and his open admission he misses and cares for me.

Feeling eyes on me, I shift toward my dad, who was apparently listening the entire time. He smirks. “Can’t wait for my grandbabies.”

I roll my eyes, but if that’s where my future lies, well… I can’t wait for that either.


CHAPTER 21


Saint

Mercier’s estate is as impressive as I expected. A massive chateau in the Seine-et-Marne area, about twenty miles from the city center of Paris, it’s on over three-hundred acres of rural flatlands and woods. It boasts eleven bedrooms, five bathrooms, and has an equestrian center on the property. An interesting fact about Mercier—he was an Olympic equestrian in his youth who medaled several times.

My research into the man informed me he doesn’t spend a lot of time here, preferring his apartment inside the Paris city limits, but the massive number of invites sent out for tonight’s gala superseded the room available at his other place.

Sin looks like she belongs here. While I can certainly put on the trappings of an expensive gray suit with a subtle checked pattern and drive a rented Maserati out to Mercier’s estate, I still stand out like a sore thumb. But Sin has that regal bearing in the way she walks that screams, “I belong here.”

It’s certainly not her background as she grew up lower class just as I had, but years of being someone she’s not that allows her to become a chameleon to fit it… and she does it to perfection.

I wholeheartedly approve of the dress she settled on. Fits her body like a glove and is elegant in its sapphire-blue simplicity. Nothing else is needed when confronted with the perfection of her face and that wild halo of hair that speaks not only as a nod to her culture, but also to the fact she’s confident in who she is.

After we leave the car with a valet, she loosely tucks her hand inside the crook of my elbow as we walk up to the massive stone front porch. There are many others arriving as fashionably late as we are. The front door is open and a uniformed butler is there to greet us, directing us up a grand staircase where we hear soft strains of music floating from the ballroom upstairs.

“Nothing on overt display,” Sin murmurs from the side of her mouth as we stroll up the stairs.

She’s talking about stolen items such as art or antiques. Mercier’s not bold enough to have something displayed for someone else who might be sophisticated enough to spot a hot piece, but this isn’t a surprise. He’s not stupid or reckless. I suspect like anyone who steals anything exceedingly priceless, Mercier uses the items for private enjoyment only.

We finally reach the ballroom, which easily holds over two hundred people. There’s an orchestra on one end, dancers in the middle, and tables set up on the other. A wide pass through into another large room looks to contain tables set with elegant silver trays of food. Waiters circulate with champagne, and there’s an open bar along one wall.

We spend an hour mingling and tasting fancy hors d’oeuvres.

We sip our drinks slowly so we can maintain clear heads, because as much as Mercier assured Sin and I this is nothing but a relaxing evening meant to reward us for our hard work, we’re still on the clock—our clock.

Our goal is to learn everything we can about Mercier while here, with the hope we’ll hear something about the big heist he has planned.

As of yet, we haven’t even laid eyes on our host. For all we know, he’s not even at his own party, which wouldn’t surprise me. The man is an eccentric who plays by his own rules.

“Want to try to scout the place?” I ask Sin.

She nods, placing her half-empty glass of prosecco on an empty tray. I deposit my tumbler of vodka beside it.

So far, we’ve made the security cameras in each room, as well as the exterior of the chateau. Pretty typical given the size of the house and its contents. While we haven’t spotted any stolen art, there are still plenty of expensive pieces throughout.

I snicker, imagining the Renoir we stole hanging over Mercier’s bidet, so only he can enjoy it.

“What’s so amusing?” Sin drawls as she once again grips the inside of my elbow.

“Oh, just imagining the Renoir in Mercier’s bathroom so he can stare at it every time he has to take a shit,” I say.

Snorting, she squeezes my arm as we elegantly descend the staircase. We smile and nod at people as if we know them. Polite, upper-crust gestures, and barely a soul here has a clue we’re common criminals.

On the first floor, still more people come in and out of the party. There’s a massive library and a formal music room where others mingle. All protected by motion-activated security cameras.

It doesn’t mean anything from our standpoint since we aren’t casing this place. But anything we can glean from the way he lives could help us figure out how to come out of this without ending up dead or busted by the cops.

It’s easy to discern he lives lavishly, spends his money on ridiculously expensive and pretty things, and he’s security conscious.

Oh, and the fact he’s the one who shot Neal rather than William says Mercier is vicious. He doesn’t mind doing his own dirty work if he feels someone’s actions warrant it.

We attempt to go through a door that appears to lead to the basement, but we’re immediately stopped by a security guard who seems to materialize out of nowhere.

“I’m sorry, Monsieur. Mademoiselle.” He gives us a gracious bow. “But that area is off-limits to guests.”

“No worries,” I say with a careless shrug. “Just thought Monsieur Mercier must have a hell of a wine cellar down there.”

A frosty smile is all we get in return, and I lead Sin away.

“So the Renoir isn’t in his loo, but rather his basement,” she murmurs with a slight giggle. “Good to know.”

Chuckling, I guide her up the stairs once more. When we reenter the ballroom, I immediately pull her onto the dance floor for a waltz. I could pull off a passable tango if they played one, but not sure I could handle such a sexy dance with Sin.

Regardless, she fits perfectly in my arms. This isn’t the first posh event we’ve been to together. Sin and I have staked out many fine establishments posing as well-to-do guests.

“If I haven’t said so yet,” I murmur in her ear as we slide into each step together, our motions radiating grace and sophistication, “you are the most beautiful woman here tonight.”

Sin rolls her eyes, and I tug her in closer. “Actually, the most beautiful woman in the world. Did I tell you that?”

Her eyes cloud slightly, but I get a faint smile. “It’s been a while since you’ve told me that.”

She’s right. Since before she sent me off to prison, at least.

“Well, you are.” I dip my head, brushing my lips against hers as we glide to the music. “The most beautiful, sexy, warm, and intelligent woman I know. You’re a one of a kind, Sin Westin.”

Her smile widens as she moves closer, pressing her cheek to mine. “You’re not so bad yourself, Bellinger.”

We dance in silence for a bit. With reluctance, I dare to bring up something that could kill the moment. “If I could get you out of this without you needing to run and look over your shoulder, would you exit gracefully and let me handle it from here on out?”

She jerks away to search my face, eyes flicking back and forth as if trying to discern if I’m serious. “How?”

I shrug. “Simple. I have a heart-to-heart with Mercier. Tell him the truth—that we’ve reconnected and the old feelings are still there. Play up the proprietary boyfriend who wants his little woman at home to have his dinner cooked and waiting for him. Slyly tell him I want to make an honest woman of you—keep you barefoot and pregnant. Take your pick of options, but I’d paint the picture I’d like to caveman you into being a stay-at-home girlfriend or wife.”

“He’d never let me out of my debt to him,” she scoffs. She tries to snuggle back into me, the entire idea dismissed.

I hold her at arm’s length, make her look into my eyes to see I’m dead serious about this. “I’ll tell him I’ll take on your debt. Pay it off or work it off—whatever he prefers.”

“You’d do that for me?” she quizzically asks.

“Well, technically, if he accepts my offer to work it off, that would be moot if we’re successful in taking him down, but if he’s willing to let me pay off your debt, then yes. I’d do it for you.”

Frowning, Sin shakes her head. “You’re a confounding man, you know that?”

“Why?” I ask with a slight grin.

“Because I sometimes think I have you back… the old Saint who was in love with me. Yet, at other times, I’m not so sure.”

“You drop that word casually,” I point out.

“What? Love?” Her laugh bubbles up from deep in her chest. Almost seeming embarrassed, she glances around to see if the noise caught anyone’s attention before bringing her gaze back to me. “I don’t throw it around casually, but I’m not going to hide from it. This might be a surprise to you, Saint, but my feelings for you never changed. They’ve stayed true and strong throughout the years. I get yours have changed—I wronged you. But mine… I never stopped loving you… not for one single second.”

I’m not prepared to handle the emotions her words cause within me. I hadn’t thought we’d talk about something so deep, yet I’m the one who opened that fucking door.

On one hand, I feel an almost cataclysmic sense of joy to know she still cares for me so deeply. On the other, mild panic begins to well inside me. Not because I’m afraid of commitment or love, but because we are embroiled in something so deeply dangerous that I’m afraid to acknowledge any reciprocal feelings. I’m afraid it could alter my course or make me careless in some way.

But I owe her some kind of answer, so she’ll at least know I’m in deep with her as well. “Sin… when this is over, I’m ready to explore everything with you. I promise. I’m sorry I can’t give you more right this moment, but—”

Her fingers cover my mouth, halting my words. When she shakes her head, it causes a ripple through that beautiful crown of hair. “I trust you, Saint. I believe in you enough to wait until you feel the time is right. And that’s all I need right now.”

Yeah… I’m probably still fucking in love with this woman. Since we’ve reconnected, she’s proven to me over and over again why I should be. Sin gets me better than anyone ever has.

“But…” she murmurs, taking my chin between her fingers to make me look at her. “I won’t step back from this no matter how many times you ask, Saint, so don’t do it again. I’m with you until the end of this caper, so suck it up, okay?”

I’d hoped for a different answer. I had fucking prayed she’d entertain the idea of letting me get Mercier off her back so I could concentrate solely on bringing him down instead of needing to worry about her. I had wanted to remove her as a distraction.

But I should have known better. My sweet, beautiful, and brave Sin isn’t going to let fear over what we might face control her. She’s going to insist on standing by my side until the very end.

I hate hearing her confirm that, because now I’ll need Cruce’s help to make sure she stays safe.

So be it.

All I can do is act like I accept her proclamation. When I capitulate with a, “Fine. Partners ’til the end,” I don’t even feel bad over the bald-faced lie.

Her return smile is beautiful, and I memorize it. “Partners in crime.”

“Always,” I murmur, drawing her closer. If we come out of this, my life of crime is over. I hope Sin feels the same.

There’s a slight tap on my shoulder. “Excusez-moi.”

My head turns to see Julian Mercier is the one who interrupted us. Insides briefly icing over—had he heard anything he shouldn’t have?—I halt our dance, tugging Sin to my side.

Julian gives me a polite nod. “So glad you could make it tonight.”

Without waiting for a reply, he gives Sin an appraising once-over.

“Ma petite, tu fais de l’ombre à tout le monde.” At her blank look, he flashes her a grin and laughs. “Ah… Sin, may I have this dance with you?”

No fucking clue what he said first, but I know it wasn’t that because dance sounds practically the same in both languages. I also hadn’t liked the seductive timbre in his tone. Nor do I appreciate the way his eyes seem to burn into Sin’s.

Suddenly, all thoughts of playing nice evaporate. All I can think about is beating him to a pulp right here on his expensive, parqueted ballroom floor. I’d gladly break a few knuckles to slaughter him, right here, right now.

But then Sin’s voice breaks through the haze. With a flirty laugh, she lets him down gently. “While I’d love to, Julian, I was just telling Saint how badly my feet hurt in these new shoes. Women’s fashion is for the birds.” With a cheeky wink, she continues, “But tell me—what did that first phrase you said mean?”

To my relief, Julian appears disappointed instead of offended as he chuckles. Dropping his voice to a silky murmur, he answers. “Ma petite, tu fais de l’ombre à tout le monde—My dear, your beauty puts everyone else in the shade.”

Sin giggles, covering her mouth. Mercier looks pleased with her reaction while I have to fight off my murderous feelings again.

But then I get excited when he glances between us and says, “If I can’t tempt Sin into a dance, then perhaps you two would like to accompany me down to the lower level? We have some private matters to discuss.”

A thrill runs through me. I don’t dare look at Sin, afraid my expression will give me away.

But this is it.

He’s going to let us in on the big plan. We can finally start the real work of taking him down and ending this whole thing.

So I can get on with my life.

With Sin.


CHAPTER 22


Sin

Saint and I follow Mercier to the door the guard turned us away from earlier. The same guard is there, holding the door open for us.

There’s an ornate wooden staircase that descends to the basement level of the château. It’s cavernous, seeming even bigger than the upper levels, yet it feels plush at the same time because of the thick carpeting and silk wallpaper.

It feels as if we entered into an art museum from all the gorgeous paintings in ornate frames on the wall. Professional up-lighting provides the right ambience to fully appreciate the art. There are several marble pedestals topped with busts and sculptures. Glass cases hold ornate jewelry—some of it looking incredibly old, maybe even from royal lineage—displayed in a line down the middle of the floor. Antique furniture dots the perimeters along the walls and in corners.

Even with my well-trained thief’s eye, I cannot tell what is legit or what might be stolen. My gut says it’s legit because it would be too risky to leave it out in the open like this, even with a guard manning the door above. Besides, people who are sociopathic enough to steal risky high-end items do it because they are addicted to possessing such rare items. The goods are usually so revered they are hidden away and only taken out to relish in private. I’m betting he has a hidden room or vault somewhere to protect his illegal collectibles.

Mercier moves through the area slowly, his gaze traveling over several of the pieces he has on display. It’s clear he has a genuine love—probably more like a sick obsession—with all of this stuff. However, I’m just as sure part of his love is not only for the beauty, but also for merely owning something most cannot.

Mercier moves to a pair of double wooden doors with ornate carvings, then opens them. Inside is a huge office with dark paneled walls, heavy masculine furniture, and heavy velvet drapes that cover the windows.

William sits in a guest chair, and he stands as we enter. He’s not dressed in formal attire like the rest of us, which says he wasn’t invited to the party upstairs. Then again, I’m thinking we’re not here for the party either, but for an important meeting to find out our next quest.

Mercier motions us into chairs as he settles behind his desk. Once we’re all sitting, he leans forward and clasps his hands on the desktop. His gaze flicks between us before he gives a cordial smile.

“I’m ready to discuss the next job I have for you two,” he says, and my heart sinks a little. If he’s planning one of the greatest heists of all time, it’s going to take more than just Saint and me to pull it off. I don’t want to do another “job”. I’m ready to take this arsehole down so I can get on with my life.

Apparently, Saint is thinking along the same lines because he says, “No offense, Julian… but I’m tired of working ‘jobs’ for you. I wanted on your team because I thought you had the capability to pull off something big.”

I’m slightly shocked by Saint calling Mercier out like that, especially since we’d watched him kill Neal in cold blood. But admittedly, it’s smart. We need some indication of when this might be over, and this is Saint’s way of digging for information.

Mercier guffaws at his brashness. “Mr. Bellinger, I think you will find the job I’m getting ready to propose will more than satisfy your requirements of ‘bigger and more exciting’.”

I can’t help but sit up a little straighter at this proclamation. Could this be what we’ve been waiting for? Is this what the insurance consortium got wind of and hopes to take Mercier down with?

Silence hangs in the air, increasing the dramatic effect of what Mercier is about to reveal. He clears his throat before saying, “The job I have for you two, if successful, will most likely go down as the greatest and most lucrative heist of all time.”

“And you want just Saint and me to do it?” I have to ask. “Because if we’re doing something big, I envisioned a large crew.”

“In my opinion,” Mercier drawls with a flourish of his hand. “Involving too many people is dangerous. Chances of leaks or getting caught increase. Besides, I believe you two—along with the strategy William has devised—have all the skills necessary to pull this off.”

Again, Mercier goes silent, as if he’s building up major expectations. Saint and I wait him out, refusing to play that game.

Looking over to William, Mercier gives a slight nod.

Rising, William picks up a remote control and aims it at the wall to our right. A soft whirring noise emits from the ceiling, then a screen starts to slowly lower. Another tap of the remote lights up the screen to reveal the picture of a building.

I recognize it immediately. “You want us to rob the Diamond Warehouse?”

I’m not sure how much Saint knows about Paris’ jewelry district, but the Diamond Warehouse is famed for the diamonds and other jewels it contains. It’s never once crossed my radar as an attainable goal because with that much wealth congregated in such a small area, the security has to be unbreachable. In my opinion, at least.

“I believe it is doable,” Mercier says.

I study the picture on the screen. The warehouse holds a massive walk-in vault for people to store their valuables. While it isn’t limited to diamonds or other jewels, my understanding is probably ninety percent of the contents are such. There are also offices within the building for diamond resellers and wholesalers, as well as private jewelers. It’s like a “bank” for jewels with office space.

William points the remote at the screen as he walks toward it. The front of the warehouse disappears, replaced with schematics of the building.

“The warehouse is simply laid out,” William explains. “Two floors. The bottom floor is completely open. It houses the vault and a handful of management offices. On the second floor, there is rental space for buyers, wholesalers, and jewelers along the perimeter. There are armed guards on the interior as well as an individual guard in front of the vault. Motion sensors are spaced out in intervals along the interior. Cameras, too. There is no effective way in and out of the building via the doors or windows as they’re all equipped with glass-break sensors, tripwires, and motion detectors.”

“What does roof access look like?” Saint asks.

William’s smile is greedy. “That’s exactly where you’ll go in.”

He clicks again, bringing up several photographs of the roof. “Access to the air vents is easily attainable. You can reach the roof from the building next to it with an easy jump.”

“Thank God,” Saint mutters. “Thought you might have us parachuting in or something.”

It breaks the tension a bit. We all laugh, but yeah… glad we’re not doing that.

Mercier rises from the leather chair behind his desk. He moves to stand by William, crossing his arms as he stares at the screen. “Getting you in the building should be easy. Saint… it’s your job to deal with the interior sensors and cameras.”

“Not a problem,” he replies, and it won’t be. He has access to a tech genius at Jameson who can create any type of gadget required. Plus, Jameson has big-time government sources. He can get whatever we need.

Mercier nods at the screen, and William clicks the remote again. A picture of the vault comes up—taken at a distance from within the warehouse—and it’s massive. At least two-thousand square feet if I had to estimate, constructed from thick steel.

“How do you have so much intel?” I ask Mercier, because this is not information found on Google. “If we’re going to rob this place, we need to know what we’re being shown is trustworthy.”

Mercier’s appreciation of such a blunt request is clear. “I’ve had an inside man renting space and posing as a jeweler for the past year. He’s been in the vault several times because he rents a lockbox. This is accurate and up-to-date information.”

Accepting his explanation with a nod, I study the vault, noting it has a series of three combo dials. Not impossible but certainly not something I’m going to be able to crack quickly. William pulls up a different picture, this time taken from inside the vault. “Once you take care of the guards and Sin cracks the multiple combos, each interior lockbox can be popped with a lock-pick gun.”

This doesn’t surprise me. People often focus on the safe or vault as the primary means of security. They’re so confident the outer shell is unbreachable that they don’t bother with anything more than simple locks on the boxes, believing no one could make it that far.

But then I notice something else.

Hurrying to the screen, I point to the interior hinge on the vault door. “This is a magnet-plate alarm. When the door closes, the magnets connect, which activates the alarm. The door opens, the magnets break connection, and the alarm sounds. They’re usually set in conjunction with business hours. For example, a bank would have them engaged during non-business hours as an added layer of protection against nighttime thieves.”

“Even if you crack the combo, the vault door is designed to stay closed during non-business hours?” William asks.

“We’d have to rob it during the day?” Saint warily asks.

“That’s impossible,” I state with a shake of my head. “No, we’ll have to do it at night. But I’ll have to drill… right here. Scope it and remove the entire magnet plate. See how it’s screwed in? If I can remove the whole plate without the magnets breaking contact, the alarm won’t be tripped. It would be an incredibly delicate procedure. Risky, but it’s the only possibility I see.”

Mercier chuckles as he squints at the magnet. “I knew you would be invaluable to this team, Sin.”

I ignore the compliment. This job, which had already seemed impossible, just became exponentially more stressful.

Saint rises from his chair to get a closer look. After he examines what I’d indicated, he asks about the guards.

“Shoot them for all I care,” Mercier says with a nonchalant shrug.

“Yeah,” Saint drawls, crossing his arms. “Thought we had already established that we don’t murder people during our robberies. Too risky.”

“But this isn’t just any robbery,” Mercier counters. “This is the heist of all heists. There aren’t any more after this. You’ll be so rich you’ll be able to buy your own private island and never have another worry in your life. Hell, you’ll have enough money to buy a new conscience.”

“We are not killing anyone,” Saint maintains, his eyes steely and his jaw stubbornly set.

He and Mercier engage in a staring contest, but then Mercier finally shrugs. “I don’t care what you do. Not my job to plan it anyway—only to provide the backing. Just tell me what you’ll need.”

“A fast-acting injectable drug,” I say. “Will need to knock them out for several hours as it will take me a while to crack the combos.”

William nods. “Done.”

Mercier turns his back on us, returning to his desk. He sits and leans back, steepling his hands before his face in contemplation as he stares at the screen again.

Finally, he says, “The vault is still our biggest concern. A conservative estimate says there is over four-million euros worth of jewels inside it. I’m willing to invest money into making sure we can pull this off. If I were to get you access to the same make and model of vault, could you practice on removing that plate?”

I smile, not sure whether to be impressed or repulsed by the lengths he’s willing to go to pull this off. “You don’t need to buy the whole vault. With the specs and the right tools, we can construct something to practice on. It would be a lot more efficient.”

Efficiency is a must. While we’ll need to carefully plan this, I don’t want to waste time. What I want is for this to be over.

Saint goes back to his chair, and I do the same. Casually taking his seat, he crosses one leg over the other before asking the most obvious and important question. “You said it’s worth over four million… so what’s our cut?”

“Ten percent of anything you’re able to haul out. And let me be clear… I expect you to get most of it.”

“Fifty,” Saint counters, eyebrow raised in affront. “We’re taking all the risk.”

“Twenty,” Mercier replies smoothly.

“Thirty-five.” Saint’s smile is in no way pleasant when he softly adds, “And that’s our final offer. Take it or leave it.”

“Deal,” Mercier replies, flashing his teeth in what could be considered a grin. But I see something in his bared teeth and deep within his eyes that spells our certain deaths. He has no intention of giving us even one percent.


CHAPTER 23


Saint

We hold our final strategy session at Sin’s apartment. It’s been two weeks since our meeting at Mercier’s estate, and we’ve been working nonstop to get ready.

William’s been heavily involved, of course. His focus has been gaining entry into the building. Despite the fact he doesn’t actively work jobs anymore, he did a dry run of the building jump late one night to test the ease by which we could access the vent system. I was actually impressed at his initiative. At least it saved me a trip there.

Sin has been relentlessly practicing how to remove the magnet plate quickly but correctly from a small setup we constructed. We’d used a thick metal frame with two pieces of steel hinged on the outside to simulate the door opening where the magnet plate is located.

Mercier spared no expense in outfitting us for this heist. He got the most expensive, top-of-the-line scope. It’s operated by two handheld triggers from outside the vault, and it’s equipped with a screw bit and metal pincher for Sin to use to take off the plate. The skill needed to accomplish this task is immense, and she’s been practicing day and night. She has to unscrew four mounts while making sure they don’t come out all the way, so she can then exchange the bit for the pincher to pry the plate away without letting the magnets separate. Watching as she does this is amazing. She focuses with such keen concentration she seems to be in a different universe sometimes.

I’m actually proud of her dedication to this, because she knows our chance at being a normal couple going forward depends on the successfulness of this heist and taking down Mercier. Here we are getting ready to steal a fortune of the likes no one has ever before attempted, yet that’s not our driving force.

What is? How much we want to be together and what we have to get through in order to make it so we can be.

While William and Sin both had their areas to focus on, I worked on how to keep us invisible once we were inside while still ensuring we wouldn’t be seen once we left. Bebe came through with a shipment full of out-of-this-world gear, some of which I shared with William. The rest I kept secret in case we ended up needing it to save ourselves—heist be damned.

William marveled over the rubberized spray Dozer had created—although I hadn’t named the maker, of course, merely stating I never reveal my sources. The spray effectively renders motion sensors useless. There are jammers to take out the security cameras, along with a scanner that will locate any type of GPS chips some of the larger items might have embedded for tracking purposes.

William spent a lot of time drilling Julian’s expectations into us. We were to sweep the loot for chips right there in the vault as we loaded it into bags. The last thing Mercier wants is a GPS device to lead the police directly to him.

Now, while I’ve played along with William on this part and had Bebe send me the top-of-the-line scanner, I have no intention of removing all the GPS chips. I’m going to leave at least a couple in place so there is a clear trail for the police to follow—right from the stolen loot to Mercier. It’s the only way to take him down and complete my mission. He has to be found with the jewels in hand.

One of the items Bebe sent that I kept secret from William is a reverse jammer, or, as Bebe calls it, a bubble protector. Just as much as I don’t trust Mercier, I’m sure he’s going to feel the same way and not just take my word that I’ve given him only clean jewels. He’s going to have some type of jamming equipment at his estate meant to block GPS signals until he’s able to thoroughly go through each piece to make sure it’s clean. That will take a few days, and he needs some type of protection in the interim.

Hence, he’ll have a jammer.

However, I’ll have the reverse with Bebe’s bubble protector. It will lock onto any GPS-emitted signal and lock a bubble around it so it can still transmit. Where Bebe is deviously genius is that the device will also fool Mercier’s jammer into believing it’s doing its job, so he’ll be none the wiser.

So, in theory, all we have to do is show up, break in, hand the jewels over, trust in Bebe’s gadgets to leave the GPS signal intact, and slip away without Mercier killing us before the police arrive.

Simple, right? Sure…

“Let’s go over everything one more time,” William says from his perch on the couch. He’s been here since breakfast, insisting we walk through everything in detail several more times. Most people would be annoyed by the dull repetition, but Sin and I both know preparedness is the key to a successful heist. As such, we’ve gladly gone through the plan over and over again.

Where William has been invaluable is in throwing out potential kinks that could screw up our plans, then having us brainstorm quick ways around the issues. We’ve role-played until it seems like we’re stuck in a time loop, but at the end of the day, it ensures we’ll be ready to handle any hiccups.

“We’ll hit the roof around one,” I say, having recited this at least twenty times already just today. It’s right after one of the two night guards will have finished his half-hour break.

I drone on, meticulously going through every step we’ve planned out. Sin sits at the kitchen table, her steel-framed practice set before her. She operates the hand controls, peering at the attached four-inch-by-four-inch monitor that feeds a signal from a small high-def camera perched at the end of the scope above the drill bit. It lets her see everything she’s doing in real-time.

“What are you going to do if a guard hears you before you can sneak up and inject him?” William throws out. It’s a lame scenario that we’ve already talked through.

“I’m going to flash my tits at him,” Sin says as she continues to operate the scope.

“I’m going to drop him with a hand taser,” I reply, shooting her a grin. She doesn’t even spare me a glance, staying glued to the screen. The soft whir of the drill bit starts up. “Then move in to inject.”

“But then the other guard hears the commotion and comes to investigate,” William says.

“I’ll flash my tits at him, too,” Sin says with a chuckle.

“We’ve got it covered,” I assure William. “With as much experience as Sin and I have at sneaking around, neither guard will hear us coming.”

William nods, accepting that. We all know nobody can control every situation, and that’s where Mercier has to hope he’s hired the best.

Rising from the couch, William says, “Okay… I think you are as prepared as possible. I’m going to head out.”

I get out of my chair, intent on showing him to the door. Idly, I wonder if William knows he’s a dead man. Should I talk to him about it—give him fair warning to watch his back around Mercier?

Unfortunately for William and my conscience, I have to decide against it. His loyalty to Mercier might be bigger than his sense of self-preservation. I can’t afford to let him in on my concerns only to have him run to Mercier over it, which would cause the plug to be pulled and most assuredly put Sin and I in his crosshairs.

No… William will have to fend for himself. And I hate that. I have nothing against the man, and I respect him for his abilities. Hell, I even kind of like him. But I can’t risk mine and Sin’s lives just to give him a warning he probably wouldn’t heed anyway.

When I open the door, William gives me one final reminder. “Remember… come straight to Julian’s estate. Don’t call ahead. Just come straight there.”

I nod to show I understand. Unsurprisingly, Mercier had insisted we bring the loot directly to him rather than do the usual hand-off to a third party. If my suspicions that he intends to remove his little worker bees from the equation are correct, then he’s going to want to do it somewhere private and easy to clean up. Can’t get any more remote than his chateau in the countryside of Seine-et-Marne. Gunshots most certainly won’t be heard out there.

“Aha,” Sin exclaims, straightening from the small computer screen with the magnetized plate in her hand. “Forty-nine seconds.”

Incredulously, I gape at her fastest time yet. Before this, she hadn’t managed to crack it in under a minute. “That’s amazing.”

“Wonderful job, Sin,” William praises.

“Remind me to never play that game Operation with you,” I say with a grin.

She cocks her head, eyebrows knitting. “Play what?”

Laughing, I shake my head. “Never mind. But we’ll play it together someday so I can show you.”

Sin’s eyes warm at the barest hint we might have a future together. Smiling, she returns to her metal frame, putting the magnet back on so she can practice again.

William and I shake hands, and he wishes us good luck. When he’s out the door, I pull my phone from my pocket, realizing Sin’s father has tried to call me several times today.

It’s not anything unusual. We’ve been in frequent contact with him. Even took a short trip to London for a visit last week. We’ve been using George as a sounding board for the heist, fully bringing him in on the plan. We’re not doing it to humor him or appease his needs. Sin and I both recognize that despite his limitations, George is still a wealth of information and cunning. He has given us several good ideas. For example, he came up with the mini-plan to distract and divert the guards so we can get them safely injected.

Assuming George wants to brainstorm a new idea, I consider calling him back later, but then I notice there’s also a text from him. Call me. Away from Sin. Private.

That’s not good. Scared something bad has happened to George—perhaps medically—I decide to call immediately.

“I’m going to head down to the cafe on the corner to grab an iced coffee. Want anything?”

Sin wrinkles her nose. Besides that small gesture, she ignores me, so I take that as a no. She’s busy working the magnet again, her tongue sticking out in concentration.

“When I get back,” I say with a warning tone that causes her to lift her head, “you’re done practicing for the day. We’re going out to do something fun and relaxing.”

Eyes twinkling with mischief, she purrs, “We could stay in bed for the rest of the day. Do nothing but give each other massive amounts of orgasms. That’s both fun and relaxing.”

Laughing, I wink. “You’re not wrong about that. But we’re going out for some fresh air or something. We’ll do the whole orgasm thing afterward.”

“Got it,” she replies cheekily, then returns her attention back to her magnets.

I watch her for a minute, realizing she has completely stolen my heart again. The little thief, I think with a snicker. I’m not exactly sure when my fate became sealed yet again, but it’s a done deal for sure.

Shaking myself out of my musings, I leave her apartment. Once I hit the sidewalk outside, I call George.

“’Bout time,” he grumbles by way of greeting when he answers.

“Sorry. We were doing our last-minute planning session with William.”

“Good, that’s good,” he mumbles. “But listen… I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I don’t think it’s safe for you and Sin to turn over the jewels after the heist.”

This isn’t something I’ve discussed outright with either George or Sin. She’s already aware of the danger. If I harp over it, she’s going to get suspicious that I might try to pull one over on her.

And she’d be exactly right.

But I don’t feel the need to keep that bit of info from George. I can read the tone in his voice loud and clear. He’s terrified for his daughter right now.

“George… Sin’s going to be perfectly safe once we make it outside that building.”

“How?” he demands, not willing to accept my word.

He’s going to have to, though. “I can’t tell you the details. You’re just going to have to trust me, okay?”

“I won’t tell Sin,” he promises.

“I know. But I’ve got it covered. I swear. Just don’t tip her off or it won’t work.”

“I won’t,” he assures me quickly. “But I hope you know that anything you do to cut her out of the plan is going to royally piss her off. Be ready.”

“I know,” I murmur. It’s a tradeoff I have to be sure I’m willing to make.

Because she’s not just going to be pissed.

Sin is going to hate me for it.


CHAPTER 24


Sin

With a bit of gentle manipulation, I’m able to quietly pop the air vent from the frame. I hold still for several seconds, listening intently to make sure no one is coming before I lower it to the floor. It’s a painstakingly slow process as I don’t want the vent to bump against the wall or clatter against the wood flooring. I’m proud of myself when I complete the task in near silence.

Without a word to Saint, who waits patiently behind me in the air duct, I slither out of the vent and move to the side so he can exit behind me.

We’re dressed head-to-toe in black, including thin nylon face masks to hide our identities. While our goal is to disable all security equipment, we can’t take the chance we’ll be identified if something goes wonky. We’re traveling light, carrying only the bare essentials needed to get the job done. Most important is the equipment to disable the sensors and cameras, as well as the lightweight collapsible backpacks meant to carry the loot out. I also have the robotic scope, which is fairly lightweight and folds into a small unit that easily fits in my pack.

Our entry point into The Diamond Warehouse is the second-floor office that Mercier’s inside man has been renting for the past year. He’s long gone now that he’s completed his job, of course. I wonder what Mercier paid him… or if the man is even still alive. I’m thinking probably not.

We’ve memorized the building’s layout—each light switch and motion sensor accounted for. Hell, the man who scoped the place even listed areas where the floorboards tended to creak so we could avoid them.

We also roughly know the security guards’ routines as the inside man pulled faux “all-nighters” at the warehouse so he could observe. We know there are two at night, with one posted in front of the vault door at all times. If he needs a break to eat or take a piss, the other guard relieves him. Whoever isn’t guarding the door patrols the second floor but will often come down to talk to the other. The tricky thing is they don’t have too much of a definable pattern other than when they take their half-hour ‘lunch’ breaks around one and one-thirty AM respectively. There’s a breakroom upstairs where they eat, and one of the guards is in there now.

We decided to strike right after that, even though it’s usually when one guard will do a perimeter walk on the second floor.

Tasked with dispatching that guard, Saint will inject the man with a sleepy-time drug William provided. Because of that, he will stay up here to wait on his chance.

Silently, Saint pulls a small device that came from Bebe out of his utility belt. It’s rectangular, no more than four inches in length, and has a thin, rubberized antenna. There’s a button on the side. When Saint depresses it, a red light starts to blink, which means the security camera feeds have been frozen. Neither guard watches the feeds as they seem to prefer to walk around, so unless one changes up their routine, it shouldn’t be noticed. As of this moment, the cameras have ceased recording. Our heist will not be memorialized if all goes as it should.

More importantly, though, is its ability to jam the motion sensors as well, although we’re going to hit them with rubberized spray as an added protection measure.

Saint’s eyes catch mine, and I can clearly read his plea. Be careful.

I nod and start to turn away, but his hand on my arm stops me. I shift his way, only to find him right in my face… and then his mouth is on mine. Saint presses a hand to the back of my head, holding me in place for a fierce but short kiss, which speaks volumes. Please be careful. I don’t want to lose you.

Bringing my gloved hand to his cheek, I take a chance and mouth, “I love you.”

Saint’s eyes warm, but I don’t give him a chance to respond. Silently, I pull away and leave the office we’re in.

I’m not sure if he would have said the words back, but I can’t worry about that now. All I know is I can’t live my life with a single regret, and nothing is guaranteed. I could be killed or arrested before the night is through, and I need him to know how I feel.

The second floor is a balcony of perimeter offices that look down at the open middle space on the first floor where the massive vault resides. It’s a poor security measure, but they don’t keep the lights on. Instead, they rely on ambient wall sconces on the second floor. It lets me stick to the shadows as I make my way to the staircase at the back of the vault. Every motion sensor I come to, I hit it with the spray Dozer provided, which coats the eye with a thin layer of opaque silicone, making it impossible to see anything if the jammer stops working. I peer over the balcony railing as I creep my way along, watching the vault guard sitting in a chair reading a magazine.

He’s not alert to the danger I present, but then why would he be? The Diamond Warehouse believes its valuables are adequately protected by having someone with a gun sit directly in front of the door. As a backup, it relies heavily on the magnetized alarm if that door does somehow open. Frankly, the people in charge of security have become complacent. But that is the sole reason most heists occur.

People don’t think it will happen to them, so they let their proverbial guard down.

I make it to the staircase, then silently descend. When I reach the bottom, I hug the long side of the vault, creeping toward the guard. There are three motion sensors along the way, and I give them each a shot of spray. However Dozer engineered the cans, the spray emits without the slightest hiss. At the corner, I can see the guard’s leg sticking out from where he sits in the chair.

Quietly inhaling a deep breath, I reach for the syringe in my utility belt. Frankly, this is the scariest part—knowing I have to physically attack this man to be able to access the vault.

I wait, keeping my breaths shallow and noiseless, while Saint handles the guard on the second floor.

It only takes a couple of minutes, but it seems like a lifetime as I wait for him to come down the stairs and move along the opposite side of the vault from me. Not taking my eyes off the guard’s leg in case he decides to move, I don’t see Saint. Instead, I have to trust he’s done his part.

And then I hear it… the sound of something hitting the wooden floor on the other side of the vault.

Saint’s distraction.

“Laurent?” the guard says hesitantly, presumably calling the other man’s name.

Silence.

The guard stands and I creep forward a bit, carefully peeking around the corner. He’s looking in the direction the sound came from, which means his back is to me.

He takes a hesitant step that way, not seeming overly alarmed as he’s still holding his magazine and doesn’t even move a hand toward his gun.

When he shuffles forward once more, it’s my cue to move, silently gliding up behind him. With absolutely no hesitation, I jab the needle into the side of his neck and depress the plunger. As William promised, the guard immediately goes down. I grab him as best I can to lower him silently to the floor.

I let out an audible sigh of relief, my heart hammering so hard it feels like it’s going to jump out of my chest. As I take in a few deep breaths, Saint appears from around the other corner of the vault.

Now onto what I consider the easy stuff… cracking the combo locks and removing the magnet plate. Way more up my alley than attacking someone with a syringe.

“You okay?” he murmurs as I drop to one knee to remove my backpack.

I nod as I take out the robotic arm, setting the pieces on the floor. Saint will put it together while I work on the combo locks. “That was a little scary.”

“You did great,” he replies as he kneels beside me. He unpacks the drill—ironically, it has a diamond bit—that will cut through the steel of the vault. It can’t be completed until after I finish the combos since I can’t have the competing noise messing me up.

We don’t talk, both having important work to complete. I straighten, move to the vault, and flex my fingers. Stepping in close, I put my ear right near the first combo wheel and place my fingers on it. Sucking in a breath, I then let it out slowly. I don’t breathe back in. Instead, I start to slowly turn the knob while I listen, letting my fingers feel for the tiniest sensation of the wheel sticking.

In less than a minute, I have the first number, which I whisper to Saint. “Twenty-nine.”

“Got it,” he replies. He’s in charge of keeping up with the numbers. Three wheels, three numbers each. I can’t hold all those in my memory and keep focused.

My lips curl slightly at how good a team we make.

I move on to the next number.

♦

It takes me almost eighteen minutes to crack all three combos. Another three minutes for Saint to drill through the vault while I calibrate the robotic arm and make sure it’s a solid connection to the small TV screen I’ll be watching. I manage my best time yet at removing the magnetic plate—forty-four seconds—which I think is a testament to the fact I work best under pressure.

Even though we’ve done everything perfectly so far while operating on the best intelligence we could have hoped for by having an inside man, it’s still incredibly nerve-racking when I depress the lever to open the vault door and start to pull it open. We have no clue if there’s an added security measure inside we don’t know about, and Saint and I are prepared to flee if need be.

Instead, we’re met with a soft whoosh of air as the interior depressurizes, then we’re treated to the sight of over a hundred metal lockboxes filled with precious gems.

Pulling out our lock-pick guns, we both start the process. The boxes pop open easily. It takes me emptying the first four boxes before the brilliance of the gemstones stops dazzling me. Mostly diamonds… but there are stones in every color of the rainbow and some elaborate pieces of jewelry.

We don’t bother checking loose stones as they won’t be chipped, but Saint runs the scanner over every piece of jewelry to see if it’s been marked with a GPS unit. He pulls the chips off every necklace, bracelet, and earring he finds with the exception of a diamond-and-ruby necklace that has multiple layers. The GPS unit is sophisticated and small, and he deliberately leaves it on. It’s how the police will be able to find Mercier later. Saint makes sure it goes to the bottom of the nylon bag, so it’s not easily accessible after we hand over the loot.

It takes us about an hour to make it through the boxes, with both of us working as quickly as possible. I’m pouring sweat by the time we empty the last box into our backpacks, which are stuffed full.

Unbelievable… four hundred million euros reduced to two nylon backpacks with two wily thieves to carry them out.

Finally, Saint pulls out the bubble protector jammer thingy Bebe built, then hits the first of two buttons on the side. A chime sounds, and a steady red light illuminates on the top. That supposedly means the GPS signal is now currently jammed. Saint will remove that once we get close to the chateau.

We’ll leave the remainder of the GPS chips right where we piled them as we removed them from the jewelry. It won’t stop the cops from trying to track the loot. They’re going to hope the thieves missed one. And, of course, they’ll be delighted to find one still working. As long as Mercier doesn’t have better tech than we do, the cops should follow the trail straight to his chateau to find him in possession of it all. By then, Saint and I should be long gone—if all goes well. I try to fight off the hoard of butterflies trying to take up residence in my belly. This is not the time to let nerves get the best of me.

“You ready?” he asks, glancing up.

I am. Backpack on, belt in the front pulled tight so it doesn’t move. The trip out of the vents back to the roof will be tight.

When I nod, he smiles.

We’re in the home stretch now, but I don’t let myself feel the giddiness that comes after a completed job. Not yet. We still have to make it out of here—not to mention the hand off with Mercier…

Saint and I move swiftly across the warehouse floor to the front staircase, then back to the office that holds the air vent that is our escape route. We don’t spare a glance at the sleeping guard we left behind, and we don’t bring any of our tools. Our fingerprints have been protected by gloves. Nothing can be traced, and we don’t care if they learn our trade secrets. This is our last job, and retirement beckons us forward.

Saint has me enter the vent first, and I shimmy my way through it. When we exit onto the roof, I get that first rush of joy that we’re close to pulling this off. Even though I’m leaving this life behind, I have a moment of self-pride over what I’ve accomplished, because this will be the biggest heist of all time.

We cross the roof, jump to the safety of the one beside The Diamond Warehouse, and then head down the exterior fire escape that leads into the back alley. We stick to the shadows as we maneuver almost six blocks away to where we’d parked our car in a dark back alley beside a dumpster.

Saint hurries to the driver’s door while I go to the passenger’s side. We both shrug out of our backpacks, open the doors to get in, and take a moment to look at each other over the car roof.

I grin, the giddiness hitting me hard now.

Except… Saint doesn’t smile back.

Instead, his face is almost sorrowful.

His eyes never leave mine, not even when I sense someone directly behind me. Whatever that presence is… whoever it is… Saint doesn’t pay it any mind, and yet… I know someone is there.

For a split second, we stare at each other. I’ve already realized there’s nowhere for me to go—no room to maneuver or fight. When I feel the slight pinprick in my neck, everything becomes instantly clear. Saint doesn’t acknowledge whoever is behind me because he’d been expecting this. As I start to lose consciousness, I realize my part in this heist is over because Saint declared it so.


CHAPTER 25


Saint

Cruce pulls the needle out of Sin’s neck. It’s a dose that won’t keep her down long—just enough to get her a few hours away from Paris.

I’ll never forget Sin’s face as she looked across the car’s roof. Ecstatic joy melting into an awareness that something was wrong—that something ominous was about to happen—and then pure betrayal as she realized what I’d done to her.

As she realized I’d made the decision to take her out of the game without giving her any choice in the matter.

Some would say—well, Sin would say—I did this as a means to get even with her for doing the same to me all those years ago. I disagree. I have no need to seek revenge against the woman I love. I did it for the same reasons she did, because I want to protect what’s mine.

And besides… I tried to talk to her about it. I tried to get her to back away. I offered her multiple options to keep her safe, yet she chose to stay deep in the danger with me. Some may call me a control freak or misogynistic or a caveman, but if keeping her safe means I have to take matters into my own hands, then so be it. She’ll have to get over it.

Sin struggles to stay conscious, but it’s useless. Her eyes roll back in her head and she collapses, only for Cruce to catch her as he drops the syringe. He hoists her limp body up, then deftly deposits her right into the passenger seat. I round the front of the car as he leans in to put the seat belt on her.

When he straightens, I hand him the car keys and he fishes in his pocket for a set he drops into my palm. “Silver Peugeot parked three blocks back,” he says.

I bend, nab Sin’s diamond-filled backpack, and sling it over my shoulder. Pausing, I spare Sin a brief glance. Her head is slumped to the side, her face pinched even in unconsciousness. She’s going to be so pissed when she wakes up.

“You able to get everything I asked for?” I ask Cruce as I shut the passenger door.

“It’s all in the trunk,” he says, then gives me a worried look. “You sure about doing this? Because right now, you and Sin could disappear with four hundred million.”

I blink in surprise. “You’d want me to do that? Take the diamonds and run?”

His expression is incredulous. “How can you not consider it? That’s a lot of fucking money.”

I look down at Sin. It would give us a new life, free from having to worry ever again. Her dad could come with us, and we could have an amazing life together.

“Would you do it?” I ask without taking my eyes off her.

“I’d think about it,” he murmurs, but it’s not an answer.

“But would you?” I press. I value Cruce’s opinion, and he’d brought up something I hadn’t even considered once.

He hesitates before shaking his head. “No. I wouldn’t do it. Got too much going for me that’s worth more than money.”

He’s talking about Barrett. Probably Jameson, too. It’s a new family of sorts for us both.

And like Cruce, I have too much going for me now to consider a life on the run, no matter how wealthy I could be. I want to be legit—want to have a life with the woman I love. Kids and dogs and white picket fences.

I want it all—and no amount of diamonds could ever make up for the loss of those pleasures.

I nod down at Sin. “Take care of her. And be ready… she might come out of that drug swinging. She’s nasty in a fight. and will cheat. Protect your balls and eyes.”

Cruce snorts. “Thanks for the warning.”

I stick out my hand. When he takes it, I pull him into a half hug. “I can’t ever repay you for helping me out like this.”

“I seem to recall you helping me rescue Barrett. We’re even, brother.”

We pull apart, and Cruce smiles. “Stay safe and good luck.”

I nod and pivot on my heel, heading down the alley to where he indicated he’d parked the Peugeot. Now that Sin is safe, I’m ready to finish with Mercier.

I find the car exactly where Cruce said it would be. In the shadows of the alley, I open the trunk and grin at Cruce’s ingenuity. I put on the vest and jacket he provided before once again checking to make sure the red light still emanates from the reverse jammer.

If Mercier does as I suspect, he’s going to try to utilize a jammer of his own on the bags to disable any GPS chips left behind in case I “missed” something. Due to Bebe’s ingenuity, that will activate my reverse jammer and start the GPS signal again, as well as protect it from further jamming. There will be no way to stop the police from finding him short of him discovering the chip left on the ruby necklace and destroying it.

That’s where luck will play in. I have to assume it will take him a bit of time to check all the jewels by hand.

The drive to Seine-et-Marne seems to take forever, even though I’m not necessarily eager for this confrontation. It could end badly for me, but it has to be done. It’s my job… my mission.

While Malik went missing, and Jimmy and Sal gave their lives, in service to Jameson, I have my own contribution to make to this company by facing my own brand of danger right now.

When I make it to Mercier’s chateau, I’m surprised to find it lit up as if he’s having a huge party, yet it appears deserted at the same time. The pebbled circular driveway crunches under the Peugeot’s tires. I take a settling breath as I bring the car to a stop and cut the ignition.

The front door opens as I exit the car, and a uniformed butler awaits. I grab the nylon bags, both filled to bursting with diamonds, and stroll confidently up the massive stone steps.

“Good evening, Monsieur,” the butler says. It’s telling he doesn’t know my name. It means I am not an important guest to Mercier. “If you’ll follow me, Monsieur Mercier is waiting for you in his office.”

The same guard from the party waits by the door to the basement. He stares blankly, opening the door and motioning me down. He does not follow, and neither does the butler.

I have no clue if a bullet is waiting for me as soon as I enter Mercier’s office, but I have to think his sense of caution is going to want a rundown of how the job played out so he can make sure there are no other key witnesses he needs to worry about. Still, my hand slips into my pocket to briefly curl around the metal trigger I’d slipped in there.

Mercier’s office doors are open. I walk in to find him behind his desk, reviewing some papers. He smiles broadly when I enter, rising from his chair and spreading his arms. “Aaaahhh…. The heroes have arrived.”

But then he frowns, looking behind me expectantly. “And where is Sin?”

“On her way to London,” I answer curtly. “We’ve decided to part ways.”

“I expected she would come here with you to get her payout,” he replies, his tone icy. He’s displeased over the fact we’re not making it easy for him to take us out.

I shrug carelessly. “I assume she’ll get up with you for her cut sooner rather than later. You’re good for it, right?”

“Of course, I am,” he snaps, then motions for the bags.

I let them slide off my shoulders onto his desk. He opens the first one and paws through the sparklers, giving me a brief glance before doing the same to the second.

“And you removed all the GPS chips?” he inquires, pulling out a large diamond-and-sapphire necklace to inspect.

“As instructed,” I confirm. “Left the pile behind as you told me to.”

Mercier casts me a doubtful look before reaching into his desk drawer and pulling out a black box. As I suspected, he’s not taking any chances.

He flips a switch, waves it slowly over the bags, and watches it with the eyes of a hawk. I hold my breath, praying Bebe’s as good as everyone claims. If she did her job right, the minute Mercier employed his jammer, hers activated the GPS in a protected, secretive fashion so it’s now emitting a signal for the police to find. It’s doubtful the robbery’s been discovered yet. The guards should still be out for a few hours, and the building doesn’t open any time soon. Still, as long as Mercier feels secure, he’s probably going to do nothing more than play with all his new diamonds today since he won’t feel any need to flee.

But I do need to get out of here.

“And my payment?” I ask. His eyes snap to mine. “I’ll take cash or a handful of diamonds. Your choice.”

His smile turns cold, chilling me. I’m not surprised in the slightest when he reaches into his desk drawer and pulls out a gun, which he raises to point straight at me.

I don’t waste time. Don’t wait for him to make some lame-ass apologies for why he has to do this.

I merely peel open my jacket so he can clearly see the vest below.

Mercier’s eyes flare, then bulge in their sockets as he gapes at the C4 strapped to my chest. Smoothly pulling the trigger from my pocket, I hold it up for him to see. I have to admit, Cage did a damn fine job of creating the vest for Cruce to bring to me. I owe them both several drinks at some point.

“I anticipated you’d do something like this,” I say blandly. “Never did trust you.”

Mercier growls, but he lowers the gun.

“Smart man,” I commend. “Because if you kill me and I drop this trigger, I’m packing enough explosives to level this chateau. I figured if I’m going to die tonight, I’m taking you with me.”

He snarls, seemingly at a loss for words.

“Now… come here,” I order, waving my trigger hand.

Mercier reluctantly comes around the desk, his eyes pinned to my chest. The C4 is genuine and legitimately wired block to block. I couldn’t afford for the vest to not look authentic. It is not, however, connected to the trigger. I don’t want to inadvertently blow us up… I value my life too much.

As Mercier approaches me, I shrug out of the jacket, keeping the trigger firmly in my hand. Carefully, I hold it out to Mercier. “Put it on.”

If looks could kill, I’d be dead. The man glares, his eyes promising retribution at some point, but he takes the jacket and puts it on ever so slowly.

I have to sell this to him—my sincere desire not to kill him, but not to die myself.

“Sin and I just want to be left alone, Julian.” I move over to a bag and grab a handful of diamonds, dropping them into the side pocket of the black utility pants I’m wearing. “I’m sorry it has come to this, but I promise… once I’m out of here, we are disappearing. You have nothing to worry about from us. You stay quiet. We stay quiet. Live and let live and all that.”

He doesn’t respond. I can tell he’ll never give up searching for us simply for the fact I’ve humiliated him. I’ve gotten the drop on the supposed kingpin, and it has shamed him.

“Move,” I order, gesturing toward his office doors.

He walks gingerly, clearly afraid of the explosives that are now on his chest. When we reach the top of the stairs, he calmly orders his guard, “Stand down. Whatever you do, don’t harm him. He’s got the trigger for the explosives on me.”

The guard’s eyes widen. He takes three steps back, clearly not wanting to be anywhere near Mercier right now.

“Out the front door,” I say, waving Mercier that way.

I follow him out of his chateau. When he hesitates at the bottom of the porch, I give him a tiny push in the back toward my car. His entire body clenches up tight, clearly expecting the C4 to explode, and I have to bite my cheek to stop from laughing.

He stops near the driver’s door, and I open it. Turning to look him in the eye, I say, “You will leave Sin and me in peace. I get wind you’re coming after us, then I’ll be coming after you. You understand?”

Mercier locks his jaw tight, but he eventually nods.

“You have my word that I’ll deactivate this trigger once I’m down the road a bit.”

“How am I supposed to trust that?” he snarls.

Smiling, I shrug. “I guess you don’t. But you have no choice but to comply.”

We engage in a staring contest before I wink and drop into the driver’s seat, closing the door on him. I start the car and pull out, carefully watching him in the rearview mirror as I drive away. He stands perfectly still, fully believing he’s in mortal danger.

As the chateau recedes from my vision, I pull the burner phone out and dial the police. When the line connects, I say, “Yes… I’d like to report a robbery.”


CHAPTER 26


Saint

Leaving the outskirts of Paris, I head north to Brussels. I don’t bother calling Cruce to tell him I’m on my way. It’s always better to keep communications to a minimum, particularly when trying to fly under the radar.

I utilize my time, daring to dream of the future. I’d reported the robbery over an hour ago, so I have to assume the police are crawling all over Mercier’s estate right about now—assuming Bebe’s technology worked. I have no clue what the man will do once he’s arrested. I don’t imagine he’ll spill my name. He’ll do what all criminals do, which is demand legal counsel. It’s the same no matter what country the trouble is in. It will take a while to get him booked, processed, and for a lawyer to talk to him. Mercier’s not going to be interested in cutting a deal. He’ll use his vast wealth and legal resources to get himself out of this mess. I figure he’ll only give Sin and me up as a last resort.

Regardless, it’s best if I get the hell out of Europe. The details have already been worked out. I’ve been traveling under alias identities since I left the States, including my brief trip back to Pittsburgh. I’ll be flying out under a separate one, including some fancy facial prosthetics to fool cameras. The folks at Jameson got Sin a new identity, too.

I can’t risk bringing in her dad right now. If—for any reason—Sin and I are on law enforcement’s radar, her dad needs to stay in London and play it cool. We’ll get him over to us soon, though.

And here is where I want to dream about the future. Sin and me in Pittsburgh, where I can continue my new career at Jameson and Sin can do whatever the hell she wants. School, work, or be a stay-at-home woman. The sky’s the limit for her.

We’ll need to figure out where to live. The apartment I’d been staying in at Jameson headquarters is fine for a single man, but I’m thinking a house on the outskirts of the city. With a few acres of land for privacy.

A big house. With room to grow should we pursue the dreams we used to talk about… having a family.

When I enter the city of Brussels, I creep along the streets, searching for my turn. I’d memorized the directions, not currently having a smartphone to Google them. The burner phone I have is like an old-school flip phone and only for actual conversations. There are no fancy apps to tell me how to get where I need to go.

I’d destroyed the smartphone I’d bought when I came to Paris, which I’d registered under one of my aliases and used locally with my new heist comrades. But it’s of no use to me anymore. While most of the information on it was benign, I took pains before we left for The Diamond Warehouse to destroy any trace of my actual existence here in Europe. The burner phone will meet a quick but complete death as soon as I’m ready to board the plane out of here.

While I was in Pittsburgh, Cruce and I had made the plans to take Sin out of the equation after the heist. The dude was a good friend to do all of this for me, even spending some time trying to talk me out of it. He made a good devil’s advocate, but I was set on my course. I wasn’t going to let Sin get anywhere near Julian Mercier once we left that warehouse.

We’d even picked out the hotel where I’m set to meet them. It’s in a seedier part of Brussels, chosen purely for the fact it doesn’t have any interior or exterior security cameras. We’re doing everything we can to avoid photos of us.

I abandon the Peugeot several blocks from the hotel after having wiped it down, despite the fact I’m still wearing gloves. I tossed the few things I’d still had on me in a small river I crossed on the road… the unconnected bomb trigger, the reverse jammer, and the pocket full of diamonds. Hated to do that, but I hadn’t wanted anything connected to me. Besides, the insurance consortium shouldn’t mind the loss considering what they’d be recovering after they raided Mercier’s estate.

The sun is starting to rise as I walk to the hotel, now trying to quell my nerves over seeing Sin. She is going to be beyond pissed.

Hell, she might even attack me.

I’ll let her have her moment, though, because I’ll deserve some of it.

But then I’m going to kiss the fuck out of her and demand she get over it, because we have a life to start.

There’s no one behind the clerk’s desk when I enter, so I move quickly to the single elevator, taking it to the third floor. Cruce has been here for three days, and he’d already made the final arrangements for our transportation out of here.

My heart is slamming inside my chest by the time I reach the room door. When I sharply rap my knuckles against it, I hear movement inside, then a grim-looking Cruce opens the door.

Apprehension takes hold and I push past him, searching the room and finding it empty. There’s no sign of Sin. A quick glance into the bathroom shows she isn’t there. I spin on Cruce, demanding, “Where is she?”

“She took off as soon as we got here,” he replies tiredly.

“Jesus, Cruce,” I growl in irritation. “What is it with you and losing women?”

If I weren’t so furious right now, I would laugh. Cruce had once lost Kynan’s fiancée, Joslyn, to a madman who’d been stalking her. Granted, Joslyn had very cleverly duped Cruce. His own woman, Barrett, had then gotten kidnapped right out from underneath him. I’ll concede there were extenuating circumstances—such as the flash-bang grenades used to disable him—but still.

And now, once again, he’s managed to lose another woman? Had he just let Sin walk out?

“Dude, that’s low,” Cruce mutters.

“Where did she go?” I shout.

He shrugs. “She’s pissed, Saint. From the moment she woke up in the car, she cursed your name up one side and down another.”

“Is she coming back?” I ask, desperately hoping she’s simply walking around Brussels to cool down.

He hesitates before answering, scrubbing his hand through his hair. But then he shakes his head. “No, she’s not. Said it was unforgivable for you to take her out like that without giving her a choice in the matter.”

I can’t suppress my eye roll. “Does she understand how hypocritical it is for her to be mad at me for doing the same damn thing to her that she did to me… which she begged me to forgive her for? Surely she gets why I did it.”

“Oh, she does,” he replies, moving to the bed and sitting on the edge. “When she wasn’t cursing you, we talked about it. She takes the opposite approach on that issue, thinking that because you know how bad it hurts to have someone not trust you enough, you shouldn’t have ever even considered doing it to her.”

“Fucking women,” I mutter. It’s not fair, but I don’t know what else to say. Unsurprisingly, she has a point. I’d known Sin was not only going to be pissed, but she’d also feel betrayed on a deeper level. A lot of her anger probably stemmed from the fact she had no clue if I even came out of my meeting with Mercier alive. I hadn’t contacted Cruce or Sin, intent on keeping our footprints to a minimum. For all Sin knows, I’m dead and Mercier is gloating with millions of dollars’ worth of diamonds.

I get it.

But damn it… she could have at least hung around and told me this shit to my face. She could have yelled. Could have even hit me.

Anything other than leave me.

“Did she say where she was going?” I ask, my mind starting to spin as I try to figure out an alternate plan. “London to her dad?”

Cruce shakes his head again. “She wouldn’t tell me, even though I practically begged. Specifically said she didn’t want you coming after her. But she did take the new identification we’d had made for her, so she should be able to travel under the radar at least.”

That’s actually good news. I’m not only frustrated over possibly losing Sin, but I’m also worried about her safety. Part of the final plan was to get Sin and me out of Europe undetected. If Mercier rats us out at some point, we need plausible deniability. The best way to manage that is to have nothing traceable that’s able to prove we were even here.

“I’ll head to London. She has to be there.”

“Like hell, you will,” Cruce exclaims, popping off the bed. “We’ve developed a strong alibi for you, and your ass is getting on the private jet that Kynan jumped through a lot of hoops to procure. You cannot be gallivanting all over Europe right now.”

“But—”

“But nothing,” he growls, stalking over to a roll-on suitcase he has packed in the corner. “We’re leaving now. That was the plan for when you got here… straight to the airport, then we’re out of here.”

“I can’t leave her behind,” I say, hating the vulnerability in my voice.

“You’re not,” he replies flatly. “She left you. It’s done, Saint. Now let’s go.”

Cruce tosses the suitcase on the bed, then opens it. He pulls out a smaller black bag, unzips the side, and reveals some flesh-colored pieces of silicon to change the shapes of our noses. Next, he digs out two wigs.

Our disguises will match the passports we’ll use to exit Brussels. He passes me the supplies. “Put your stuff on. We need to go.”

I take the materials, then stomp toward the bathroom.

“I gave Sin her disguise,” he says without me having to ask. “If she wants to head to Pittsburgh, she knows to use it and the passport associated with it. She’ll be fine, okay?”

“Yeah… fine,” I mutter.

But it’s not okay.

It appears my future with Sin was nothing more than a pipe dream.


CHAPTER 27


Sin

My anger at Saint is mostly what’s driving me to do this, but it’s not the only thing. There’s the minor matter of alleviating my conscience if I’m going to move forward with my life. Had Saint trusted me enough, I would have been able to walk away from everything, including what I’m getting ready to do now.

But things hadn’t worked out with Saint, had they? He took matters into his own hands, and he’d chosen to betray the trust we had started to build back up. He’d done the same exact thing to me that I had to him. What pisses me off the most is that he knows how much it hurts.

He’d known how badly I would be hurt, yet he’d done it anyway.

So yeah, I now sit crouched in the trees surrounding Julian Mercier’s estate, carefully watching the house. It’s nearing four. As far as I can tell, everything is completely deserted and has been so for a handful of hours.

It wasn’t like that when I first arrived. I left Brussels in a rental vehicle, then drove straight back to Seine-et-Marne, parking three miles away from Mercier’s chateau and hiking in as close as I could get without revealing myself.

The police were already here when I arrived.

Dozens of vehicles. Multiple French law enforcement agencies and some international ones as well.

If Saint had known I’d come back here, he would have cheerfully killed me even though he has no right to be offended at anything I do now. The risk I’m taking by hiding in the trees to watch what’s going on is immense. It would not have been unheard of for the enforcement agencies to search the entire grounds. If they’d looked, I could have easily been found, which would have raised a lot of awkward questions.

I can only deduce the reason no one has ventured my way is they quickly found Julian Mercier in his château with the four-hundred-million-euro worth of gemstones Saint and I had stolen. I’m assuming they must have figured there wasn’t much else they needed to do once they found the loot.

I’d watched as they led Mercier out in handcuffs—his guards, too. Other house staff came out as well, not secured in restraints but put into police vehicles and driven away, presumably for questioning.

Officers came out carrying large evidence bags, which, if I had to guess, held the diamonds and our nylon bags, which would have to be processed. They’d find the GPS chip on the necklace and wonder how stupid Mercier must have been not to spot it.

And yes, they’d speculate if Mercier had pulled the heist off alone and why, especially given his reputation as a legitimate businessman, but they’d also pound him hard to see if he’d give up any potential accomplices.

Bottom line, Saint and I didn’t think they’d get any solid information out of him any time soon. He’s going to clam up and hire an attorney. If he finds it beneficial to himself to name his co-conspirators, he won’t play those cards so early on in the process. We were fairly certain of that.

It took hours and hours for them to process Mercier’s house. Finally, by midnight, the last of the police cars had left and the house was dark. I continued to watch in case someone else would come back, but now I feel secure enough to make my move. There are a few hours until daybreak which should give me more than enough time to do what I need to do.

With a set of manual lock picks I always carry with me, a pair of cheaply purchased gloves and my own gumption, I enter Mercier’s house. The police were not worried about engaging his alarm system when they left, and it’s eerily quiet when I walk in.

This could end up being the easiest heist I’ve ever attempted.

I make my way down to the basement level to Mercier’s office. The police have tossed it, pulling open every cabinet and drawer. Black fingerprint dust is everywhere.

It would be so easy to alleviate Mercier of all of his legitimately purchased art he keeps down here. Millions of dollars’ worth of the stuff—all mine for the taking if I want. I’m sure he’ll be allowed to return home pending a trial, and it would give me immense satisfaction knowing he would walk into his basement to find his treasures cleaned out.

But I’m not here for that.

I’m here for one thing only.

The Renoir I’d stolen from Lord Dennison’s apartment.

I’m not sure why it’s bothering me so much. I’ve not had attacks of conscience over any other robberies I’ve pulled off. The only difference I can point to is Saint coming back into my life. Perhaps I’d already been dreaming of a new future—away from this—when I’d willingly gone into Dennison’s apartment and poisoned him.

Whatever the reason, I have an opportunity to make this right.

I’m convinced it’s here somewhere, hidden carefully for Mercier’s own personal enjoyment. He’s a true collector. He hadn’t made us take that Renoir to sell it on the black market because it would only get a pittance of a profit compared to its true worth.

He had us steal that Renoir because he found it to be beautiful… and he wanted to possess it.

I intend to find it.

I leave the office and go into the cavernous interior of the basement, moving around the perimeter. After I check for any hidden doors or seams in the wall that could indicate a secret room, I pull every legitimate painting off the walls and turn them over to see if he reverse-framed the Renoir on the back of one.

Nothing.

I find a wine cellar on the opposite end of the basement from the staircase, but it proves to be nothing but a place to store actual wine.

Frustrated, I return to Mercier’s office. I’ll have to search the rest of the house, too, but if Mercier has been hoarding stolen art and other precious works as I suspect, it makes the most sense that it would be down here.

I move around the outer edge of his office, carefully running my fingers along the wall looking for seams. A check of his cabinetry and shelving units turns up nothing.

Finally, I move over to his desk and start to rifle through his drawers, not exactly sure what I’m searching for. It’s not like I believe he keeps a map in here pointing me to stolen art.

One drawer is locked, and I pull out my lock picks to work on it. Leaning over to get a better look at it, I insert the first pick into the keyhole… and that’s when I see it.

Under the lip of the desk at the corner, there’s a tiny black button no bigger than a pea and set almost flush into the wood so it would have been hard to feel if I’d run my fingertips over the area.

Reaching out, I touch the button lightly and feel it depress. There’s a metal grinding sound. With a soft whoosh, the desk starts to slide to my left.

It keeps slowly moving away from where I’m sitting in Mercier’s rolling chair, until it almost pushes up against a bookshelf.

I’m stunned to find a rectangular opening in the floor with a staircase leading down into a sub-basement area. From what I can see, it’s already lit with wall sconces.

“Bingo,” I murmur, my heart racing over my discovery.

There’s no hesitation. I bolt from the chair and start down the secret staircase.

The first thing I notice is it’s temperature controlled. One would expect a secret area below the basement might be cold and damp, but I get the exact opposite. That says that whatever is down here is particularly important and well taken care of. Frankly, that can only mean it’s the illegal stuff.

At the bottom is a small foyer-type area bordered by stone walls on three sides and a large steel door with a lever knob. There’s no obvious locking mechanism, and I push the lever down.

The door swings open with a tiny nudge. I’m left gaping openmouthed at a tiny art museum. The room is no more than thirty-by-thirty feet with thick carpeting, paneled walls, and a padded bench covered in royal blue velvet in the center. A handful of paintings cover each wall, all professionally mounted and lit. The wall to my left houses the Renoir I’d stolen a few weeks ago, and I don’t waste any time moving to it.

Within five easy minutes, I have the painting tucked under my arm and I’ve navigated my way out of the chateau and back into the woods surrounding the property.

Another twenty minutes puts me back in my rental car and heading into the heart of Paris.

My goal is to return the painting, and I already have a plan for that. An old underground contact is going to rent a low-budget hotel room for me, one that doesn’t have security cameras and does have lazy desk clerks. I’m going to leave the painting in the room, then make a simple call to the police alerting them to its location.

I don’t care to pin the theft on Mercier. He’s got enough on his plate, and I’m sure he’s going down since the police found him in possession of the diamonds. I merely want the Renoir returned to Dennison so I can make my amends.

Pulling out the burner phone I still have on me, I make the call I’ve been putting off all day. My dad answers before the second ring.

“Sindaria?” he asks hesitantly.

“Yeah… it’s me.”

“Oh, thank God. I’ve been going bloody out of my mind with worry,” he yells. “Saint called me hours ago looking for you, and we’re both beside ourselves.”

I grit my teeth because it hurts and pisses me off that Saint got my dad all worked up. He had no right.

“I’m fine,” I reassure. “In fact, I’m going to catch a flight to London today. I’ll be home before you go to sleep tonight.”

“Are you flying under an alias?” he asks.

“Of course.” I have several, and I never travel internationally under my real name. As far as anyone knows, Sindaria Westin has been happily spending her time in London for the last few months rather than held figurative hostage by a French businessman turned criminal mastermind.

“Listen,” my dad murmurs, and I can hear the hesitation in his voice over what he’s about to say. “You need to cut Saint a break.”

I cringe. I had expected my dad to not necessarily take Saint’s side, but to be more understanding than I am over what he did. As my dad, he would have wanted me to be safe. I’m sure he thinks Saint was even being valiant by double-crossing me.

“Dad,” I say tiredly, because I’m suddenly exhausted. I’ve gone almost forty-eight hours running on pure adrenaline and with little food in my system. “Just don’t, okay? What he did was unforgivable—”

“No, that’s not true,” he admonishes, his “father knows best” tone ringing loudly. “He forgave you, so, at some point, you will forgive him. I get you’re mad and you probably need to cool down, but this is not something that should break up what you two have managed to rebuild.”

There’s a small part of me—way down deep and unwilling to voice it yet—that knows he’s right. I’m operating on emotional overload right now.

But I can’t seem to go there and feel the need to defend my feelings. “He’s broken my trust, Dad. I’m not sure we belong together anymore.”

“Well, hurry up and get home, then we’ll go down to the corner pub and discuss it,” he replies. For the first time in a long time, I smile. Hanging out with my dad while having a pint with the locals sounds like heaven to me.

And even though at this point I’m not willing to admit that having something with Saint is even a remote possibility, my curiosity does get the better of me. “Did Saint leave Brussels?”

“Yeah,” he murmurs. “He had to. But he wanted me to pass on to you that if and when you’re ready to see him again, say the word and he’ll send a ticket over with your name on it.”

Pittsburgh.

He wants me to come to Pittsburgh to be with him.

“And,” my dad says after a dramatic pause. “He said he loves you and hates he has to pass that information on through me, but that you needed to know it. He said it was important you believe it.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, the emotional words hitting me hard, even though they’d been delivered through a third party. A little bit of the anger inside of me shifts, and something warm takes its place.

Damn you, Saint.


CHAPTER 28


Saint

Trotting down the staircase to the second floor of Jameson headquarters, I glance down to the large conference room to see Kynan’s meeting is still in progress.

I call this area The Situation Room—Sitch Room for short—because this seems to be where the brainstorming about missions takes place. Sure, our offices and desks are down here, but not much happens there. That’s more of a place to rest while writing up reports or surfing the web.

Rather, the big conference room is where we all sit around to powwow critical issues. There’s a state-of-the-art media setup with big screens and high-def smartboards with satellite hookup feeds. Individual ports for our laptops and iPads, and custom-built chairs that swivel, recline, and rotate to the comfiest of positions.

Outside the conference room and past all the desks, there’s a more casual set up at the opposite end of the second floor with plush leather sofas and chairs that have flip-top tables on them for writing notes or typing. Within three paces is a huge built-in wall unit equipped with an espresso/latte machine, a soda fountain, and a mini-fridge filled with beers for after-hours plotting. We have a similar social set up on the fourth floor, which is where the personal living areas are, but there’s an unspoken rule when on the fourth floor, you don’t talk business.

I glance away from the conference room in the exact opposite way. It’s a sitting area. Bebe’s on the couch, her feet propped on the coffee table and her computer on her lap, fingers flying over the keyboard.

I head that way, stopping to grab a bottled water from the fridge. I’d like a beer—or a few shots of whiskey—as I have a meeting in about an hour with representatives from the insurance consortium that hired us to go after Mercier. They want a detailed rundown of everything that occurred. From what I understand, they are going to have risk assessment folks present to make sure there’s no criminal liability on their part for funding this mission.

Not that it matters, as Julian Mercier is now officially in the wind. Kynan’s sources have been reporting diligently to us, and we were informed Mercier is on the run. He’d been put into pre-trial detention. Unfortunately for him, there is no concept of bail in France. However, as they’d transferred him from one jail to another—to serve out his detention until his trial—a ballsy “rescue” had been initiated.

Apparently, the transport van he’d been held in was disabled after being rear-ended. Well-armed masked men had then stormed the van. There were seven in total. In broad daylight, they’d managed to break Julian Mercier out and no one has seen him since.

The most surprising bit of information? William is the suspect the police believe to be behind the plot to free Mercier, and he’s now a fugitive, too.

This part still stuns me as I figured William to be a liability to Mercier the way Sin and I had been. I’d misjudged that, though.

Despite how much I dislike Mercier—he had tried to kill me—there’s a part of me, thief to thief, that admires his audacity and foresight in carrying out such a brazen escape. But it ensures his life in France is over. He’ll never be able to return. In fact, he’ll have to start his life all over again. Probably not a hard thing for a man who has no real family and gobs of wealth at his disposal to do, so I don’t feel sorry for him in the slightest.

News of his disappearance was a welcome relief to all of us at Jameson. It means Sin and I are safe. There’s no reason for Mercier to spill the beans on us now. Even if he had for pure spite, there’s no proof even placing us in France. The police could never come after us without Mercier’s testimony, and I can guarantee he’s not coming back to France to do that.

So yeah… all is well that ends well, I guess.

Except I’m here in Pittsburgh while Sin is God knows where, pissed off and uncommunicative. I’ve talked to George twice. While he’s been pleasant and empathetic, he made it clear he’s on Sin’s side and he wasn’t going to share a goddamn thing with me.

Which I understand.

“How long have they been in there?” I ask Bebe as I take a leather chair opposite her.

When she glances up, I jerk my chin toward the conference room.

“About an hour,” she replies, focusing on her laptop again.

I watch a moment as Kynan talks to several people in the conference room. It’s Malik’s parents, his two brothers—Max and Lucas Fournier, who play hockey for the Carolina Cold Fury—and their sister, Simone. They’re here for answers to questions that have gone unanswered. I’m sure, more than anything, they want to know what’s being done to find Malik as it has been a month since the ambush.

I don’t know how much Kynan can tell them, because while it was an off-the-books mission, our government funded it, which implies there’s some secrecy involved.

Man, I feel for them, just as I do for the families of all of those who lost their lives. But the situation with Malik is hitting us all a bit harder because we don’t know what happened to him. He could be dead, or even perhaps worse—yes, worse—he could be a prisoner suffering repeated torture. It’s caused me a few nightmares thinking about it, so I can’t even imagine what his parents are going through.

“Did you hear about the Renoir?” Bebe asks, and I raise an eyebrow.

No need to ask what Renoir she’s talking about. “What about it?”

“The police found it,” she replies, smirking at me over the screen of her laptop. “In a room in a seedy motel after an anonymous tip was called in about it. Now it’s back with the rightful owner.”

I frown. That’s weird.

But she’s not finished with her story. “Apparently,” she drawls with a dramatic flair, “the tip coming in was so close in proximity to Mercier’s arrest, the police wondered if there was a connection. They returned to Mercier’s chateau for another look through, only to find a secret room suddenly wide open—filled with stolen artwork—under his office.”

My jaw drops.

“Further rumors report there was an empty spot on the wall, exactly the size of the Renoir. So now charges are going to be amended against Mercier to add all that stolen loot on, and the police are scrambling to figure out how the stolen Renoir was lifted from Mercier’s estate and tipped to the police. Quite the mystery, right?”

A flush of anger sweeps through me as it all clicks. “Goddamn it, Sin,” I mutter.

“Quite daring,” Bebe remarks.

Because yeah… there’s no doubt Sin somehow managed to avoid police scrutiny as they’d actively investigated Mercier for the stolen diamonds, found and opened a secret hidden room only to steal back the Renoir, and then tipped off the police—for no other purpose than to return that piece to its rightful owner.

Damn Sin and her conscience for so unnecessarily putting herself at risk like that.

I’m still thinking about the ways I can cheerfully strangle her when and if I see her again, when Bebe asks, “Why didn’t Sin come back to the States with you as planned? I worked hard to create a fake alibi for her here.”

I’m unable to come up with an answer. I mean… it’s simple, but it’s also complicated.

“Oh, come on,” she urges. Setting her laptop on the couch cushion beside her, she leans forward and wraps her arms around her legs with clear interest on her face. “What’s the story? You clearly knew her before you went there, right? And I’m thinking there’s some major history between you two, but you care for her. Otherwise, why would you have us work so hard to help make her safe with fake alibis? And then… you have Cruce go over there to kidnap her and give you a bomb jacket so you can play ‘who has the bigger dick’ with Mercier—which I still need the details on how that went down by the way—but then you come back after all is said and done and Sin isn’t even with you. That was a letdown, and now you’ve been moping around here all week and—”

“I’m not moping,” I growl.

“—I know there’s a good story behind all of this.” She finishes by taking a deep breath, letting it out, then watching me expectantly for answers.

I’ve never had close friendships before, and there’s a part of me that wants me to tell her to mind her own business.

But being here at Jameson over the last several months has taught me that these people are more than coworkers. They’re my new family, and Bebe’s like the nosy sister who needs to know about my dating life.

So I give it to her.

I start with how I first met Sin—to which Bebe sighed with a romantic look in her eyes—to how we fell in love to how she betrayed me. Bebe gasped and got outraged over that, then I told her how I saw Sin in Paris, shocked as hell she was involved in this, and, ultimately, her real story behind sending me to jail.

“And so you forgave her?” Bebe asks a hushed whisper, her hand covering her heart as if it hurts.

“Forgave her and fell in love with her again,” I admit softly.

“You fucked up,” she drawls, her eyes widening as she now reconsiders what she knows about me taking Sin out of the equation by force. “Oh, you fucked up so bad.”

“She did the same thing to me,” I snap. “And I forgave her, so I expect her to do the same for me.”

Bebe shakes her head. “You should have talked to her, Saint. You should have told her your worries. Convinced her to back away.”

“I did try that.”

She cocks her head, her tone admonishing. “But did you really?”

“I tried to get her to leave,” I say sullenly. “Offered to help her and her dad disappear until I could finish out the plan, but she wouldn’t.”

“Oh, I see.” Bebe rolls her eyes, sitting up and planting her feet on the ground. “She wouldn’t do as you asked, so you took it upon yourself to make her do it. Except, the way I see it, you kept her around for the actual heist, but not the delivery to Mercier. You used her to steal the diamonds, but then took away her satisfaction in completing the full job. You used her, Saint. If you were worried about her safety, you would have had Cruce kidnap her before the heist.”

My jaw drops as Bebe’s words slam into me. I had not considered those ramifications when I was figuring out how to protect Sin, but now that Bebe has uttered them out loud, I realize what a supreme asshole I’d been.

I had used her.

I’d let her take the risk for the heist, knowing she could be caught, arrested, and sent to prison for years.

“At least she would have stayed alive, even if caught,” I feel the need to defend myself, but even I know how weak that sounds.

“Really? You think that’s a way to live? In prison?”

“Christ,” I mutter, knowing Bebe is right because she was in prison for years, too, just as I had been. And I’m in the wrong here. Still, I hold out hope. “She’ll forgive me. Eventually.”

“Like you forgave her.” It’s not a question, but a statement… like Bebe believes it.

This gives me hope.

“Exactly,” I say with a firm nod. “If she’d just show up like I’ve invited her to…”

Bebe huffs. “Seriously? You can’t be that dumb. You have to grovel, which means you have to go after her.”

“I do?” I ask, not sure about anything anymore, including if Bebe’s advice is any good.

“Don’t you want her?” she counters.

“More than anything,” I affirm.

“Then why the hell are you even still here?” she asks, a slight tinge of disgust in her voice over having to woman-splain that to me. She picks up her laptop and starts working on it again, effectively ignoring me.

I don’t wait around. I have a little bit of time before my meeting with the insurance consortium to book a flight to London. No clue if Sin is there as George won’t tell me shit, but it’s a good place to start the search.


CHAPTER 29


Sin

“… so, then me mate says to me, ‘Robbie… you got to put yourself out there,’ and so I decided… he’s right. I have to take a risk.”

I smile at Robbie across the metal table, my hand curled around a pint glass, and nod with a forced interest. “Mmhmm.”

“It’s all about risk,” Robbie continues. “No risk, no reward. Right?”

“Truer words were never spoken,” I agree, again with another smile I hope comes off as being genuinely interested in what he’s saying.

But I’m not.

It was stupid to accept a date with this guy I’d met at a supermarket in London yesterday.

Sure… he’s gorgeous. Has that Daniel Craig vibe going on with a wounded look in his eyes. It was appealing to have someone to talk to who might be as lonely as I am without Saint.

Turns out poor Robbie’s wife had been cheating on him with his best friend… and he’s been spiraling since she moved out three months ago.

Still, I have to say listening to his awful story of betrayal and tormenting pain has kept my mind off Saint.

Somewhat.

Not really.

He’s in my thoughts constantly.

For example, since we arrived at this outdoor pub where I agreed to meet Robbie for lunch and a drink, I’ve managed to think of Saint probably no less than fifty times while Robbie yammers on about Celeste and her evil, cheating ways.

“Have you ever had your heart broken?” he asks. Surprised, I blink over the fact he’s showing interest in someone other than his ex.

I take stock of my own internal emotional injuries. The dull pain in my chest that hasn’t gone away since I woke up in Cruce’s car and realized what Saint did still thuds as a constant reminder of what I’ve lost.

Maybe I should ask Robbie to take me back to his place for some hot and sweaty sex that will make us both forget our pain for a while. If I were to fuck him, it would definitely represent a final break to Saint. If I gave my body to another man, it would prove to my soul I could get over him.

Movement to my right catches my eye as I sense someone approaching our table. Thinking it’s the waitress delivering our food, I paste another forced smile on because it’s difficult to truly smile at anyone these days.

Except it slides right off when I realize it’s Saint. He glares down at me.

His eyes shift to Robbie before snapping back to me.

“Seriously, Sin… you’re on a date?” he asks, sounding dumbstruck and pissed off.

A million smart-ass responses filter through my brain, each designed to put Saint in his place for even daring to be offended by the fact I am on a date.

Instead, all I can do is nod and mutter, “Uh-huh.”

“Sindaria,” Robbie says, pushing his chair back slightly. “If you need me to get rid of this bloke—”

Saint’s head whips toward Robbie and he growls. “I suggest you stay seated if you want to keep your teeth.”

Poor Robbie.

His battered self-esteem can’t handle Saint’s brand of jealousy and anger, so he slouches into his chair, eyes averted.

Jaw locked, Saint pins me with hard eyes. “When you’re finished with your date, Sin, I’ll be at the Rosewood. We need to talk,” he grits out.

My mouth stays shut, my vocal cords frozen. I want to rail against the bastard for what he did to me, but I’m so stunned he’s here in London I can’t seem to articulate a damn thing.

Saint whirls away, starts to stalk off, then stops. He looks over his shoulder at Robbie, a mischievous gleam in his eyes when he says, “Oh, and I’d keep hold of your wallet, buddy. She’s apt to steal it from you.”

Robbie narrows his gaze on me as Saint saunters away. I swear Robbie’s hand starts to shift toward his back pocket before he blushes red and slides it back to rest on his thigh.

But it’s clear…

This date is over.

“I’m sorry,” I say as I rise from my chair. I reach into my small crossbody bag and pull out a wad of pound notes, dropping them on the table. “But I have to go.”

Robbie’s mouth turns down, and he looks like I’ve stabbed him in the heart. “Let me guess… he’s the one who broke your heart?”

“Shattered it,” I say honestly. “But he’s here… and I have to find out why.”

“He’ll do it again,” he warns, the doom and gloom in his voice too much for me to take.

I smile at him, but this time it’s not forced. It’s sympathetic. I’m being as real as I can when I say, “People make mistakes, Robbie. We’re all human.”

“You’re going to forgive him?” he asks incredulously.

I shrug. “I’m going to hear him out.”

Robbie scoffs, slouches further into his seat, and angrily glares into his pint glass. I have a moment’s regret over ending this date in such a horrible way, but Robbie was never going to be the one to fix my hurt.

Saint is gone when I look around, the busy streets filled with the lunchtime bustle. With a sigh, I pull up the Lyft app on my phone and arrange for someone to drive me over to the Rosewood hotel.

♦

I hop out of the Lyft, my fingers flying over my phone to add a tip, then I rush into the Rosewood hotel, barely sparing the doorman a glance. Realizing I have no clue what room Saint is in, I move toward the front desk so they can ring his room.

I’m brought up short by Saint’s voice from my left. “Sin.”

He sits in a corner of the lobby with a tea service laid out on a table before him.

I raise an eyebrow as I take in the civility of the setting. Saint dressed in a custom-made suit, sitting in a Victorian-styled chair with one leg crossed elegantly over the other. His hair perfectly styled, freshly shaven, and looking like a million bucks.

Like he’s waiting to have tea with royalty.

I crinkle my nose at what I’d worn today. A pair of torn jeans, a tank top, and trainers. I hadn’t had any desire to go all out trying to impress poor Robbie.

Stuffing my hands in my pockets, I walk toward Saint, who motions for me to take the seat catty-corner to him. In complete juxtaposition to his suave facade, I pull my legs up onto the chair, sitting cross-legged, leaning to the left by resting my elbow on the armrest.

Glancing at the tea service, then around the posh hotel, I say. “This is all very… formal.”

“You know I like nice things,” he says dismissively, his eyes narrowing. “So do you, so don’t act put out. Would you like some tea? It’s not fish and chips and a pint with that oaf you were with, but still…”

“You have no right to be mad I was out on a date,” I snap.

“Did you fuck him?” he growls, moving to the edge of his chair as if he’s crowding me.

There’s something primal in his tone, something so possessive that a shiver shoots up my spine. I force myself not to enjoy it. “That’s none of your business.”

“It is,” he says quietly, leaning even further into my space. “Because if you did—or fucked anyone for that matter—I’m out of here.”

I can’t help it. I laugh, tipping my head back and letting it out before dipping my chin and sobering. “That’s rich, Saint. I betray you. You betray me. Now you’re worried about me fucking some guy, which would not be a betrayal, by the way, because we aren’t together.”

“I say we are,” he replies smoothly, now casually leaning back in his chair, crossing one leg over another again. He puts his elbow on the armrest, touching his fingertips to his chin as he appraises me. “I’ve been waiting for you to get over your snit so we could move past all this.”

“My snit,” I practically screech. “You had me drugged and kidnapped. You made plans without me. You went all caveman and treated me like someone who was not at all capable in helping you out. You—”

“I’m sorry,” he says so quietly I barely hear him. But it’s enough to stop my tirade. “I’m sorry, and I was wrong to do that.”

I blink, not sure what to say now. There’s no doubting the sincerity of his words. I can hear it clear as day. See it on his face. He’s not bullshitting me.

“I was so worried about your safety, Sin, that I took matters into my own hands and figured I’d worry about the consequences later. I can only say I wasn’t thinking straight. That my feelings for you were so strong I couldn’t see a better way past my worries. Nothing mattered to me but making sure you walked away alive. Didn’t matter if I did. Didn’t matter if I got caught. Didn’t matter if everything went to shit, as long as you walked away alive. I made those plans figuring there was a damn good chance Mercier was going to kill me. I was okay with that, as long as you got to live. Do I regret how that made you feel? Am I sorry for lessening you as a woman and as my partner? Yes to it all. I regret it. But as I’m sitting here right now, looking at you alive, healthy, and beautiful even in your fury, I still have to think I made the right decision.”

I wait for a flash of anger to hit me because while it was a beautiful apology, it had ended with him stating he doesn’t think he did anything wrong… which kind of negates the entire thing. I sigh.

“What I’m saying,” he continues, “is I’m sorry for doing that to you, but I cannot help being grateful I got the outcome I wanted.”

God, he’s so frustrating, but damn if I’m not bloody well charmed by him.

With a huff, I lean my head against the high back of the chair. “How do we even go about trusting each other again?”

“I do trust you, Sin,” he says, managing to surprise me. “Despite everything, I trust you with my life and my heart.”

Heart?

He wants me to care for his heart?

“It was important to you that I forgive you for what you did to me,” he says.

I nod. That’s true.

“I’m asking for the same thing. Let’s start with forgiveness. I’ve said I’m sorry. I went about it the wrong way. I’m asking you to let that go and forgive me. Can you at least do that?”

He’s breaking this down so nicely. It’s quid pro quo, and I’d be the biggest kind of arsehole not to give him what he gave to me. And let’s face it, he lost a lot because of what I did.

I suddenly feel small and petty when I realize that what he did to me doesn’t compare to what I’d done to him. Not that it’s a game of one-upmanship, but, clearly, Saint had been in prison and hadn’t had the chance to see his mother before she’d died.

The worst that happened to me had been a needle in my neck and missing out on a dangerous drop off that could have cost me my life.

I fold my hands in my lap, staring at my fingers. I can’t even bear to look at him as I murmur, “I forgive you.”

Those words seem so inadequate. Sure, Saint and I had both been operating from the same place of care and worry over each other. Our reasons had been—some would even argue—altruistic. However, the consequences to him were severe while I’d merely had my feelings hurt.

Gah… I’m the world’s biggest arsehole. I don’t deserve him.

It hits me… I need to flee. Get out of here. Out of the Rosewood. Let Saint move on to a life with someone who—

“And now,” he says smoothly, cutting into my thoughts. My eyes fly to his. “Can we get to the I love you part?”

I blink.

Blink again.

Jaw dropping slightly, I ask, “Excuse me?”

“The I love you part,” he repeats, now scooting to the edge of his chair and reaching out to snag my hand in his. He leans in. “I love you, Sin. You are my soulmate—as cliché as that sounds. There isn’t another woman I could even remotely love. You’re it for me. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I want us to get married and have babies and grow old together. I want it all. The life we’re supposed to have because God knows… we’ve both been through fucking hell to get here.”

And suddenly… nothing about our past matters. Not if forgiveness has been so freely given and accepted.

What matters is right now.

And tomorrow.

And all the days to come.

I uncurl my legs, then lurch out of the chair to throw myself at Saint. He catches me easily, suavely maneuvering me sideways onto his lap. My arms around his neck locked in a death grip, I bury my face in his neck where I’m able to whisper, “I love you, too. So much. And I want a future with you. It’s the only thing I want.”

“Marriage and babies?” he asks, and I jerk up to see his face.

And God… that look.

I feel like I could get pregnant from the intensity of his gaze on me right now.

“We’d make beautiful babies,” he points out.

“We could get started right now,” I counter, looking over to the elevators. “You can take me up to your room… and we could so get started right now.”

Saint is up and out of his chair so fast I yelp, grabbing at his shoulders to hang on. Doesn’t matter. His arms are strong, and he strides through the lobby confidently carrying me.

Anyone who’s watching knows exactly where we’re going and what we’re about to do.

I smile, resting my head on his shoulder.

It’s the beginning of our new life together.


EPILOGUE


Saint

Two months later…

“It’s a perfect day for an outdoor wedding,” Sin says as we move into the second row of chairs from the front.

I couldn’t agree with her more. A mild seventy-six degrees, it’s sunny with white fluffy clouds rolling lazily by.

Joslyn and Kynan have been planning this wedding for a few months. They wanted low-key for only close friends and family. Joslyn wanted it at their house, which Kynan had bought for them upon moving to Pittsburgh permanently.

A beautiful log cabin home with a forest-green metal roof and matching shutters, it sits on the side of a hill that overlooks the city of Pittsburgh down below.

We’ve been asked to take our seats as the wedding is starting soon, but we’d done some socializing early on after arriving. Of note, the entire Jameson Force Security team is—for the first time since I started—all together. Every member from Vegas flew in, including the prior owner, Jerico Jameson, and his wife, Trista.

It’s good to see Tank and Merritt. They’d convalesced back in Vegas, which is where they’re normally based—Tank with a gunshot wound to his shoulder, and Merritt with some shrapnel wounds from explosives.

Noticeably absent are Jimmy and Sal, and, of course, Malik. There’s been absolutely no progress in finding him. Things on that front feel… hopeless.

Which is why I’m glad Kynan and Joslyn are going forward with the wedding. There’d been some talk of canceling it—making a quick trip to Vegas to do the deed—because maybe it would be a little inappropriate to celebrate happiness when there had been such tragedy this summer for our Jameson family.

But fuck that is what I’d say if someone asked me.

Bad stuff happens, and it sucks. It’s probably going to happen to one of us again. We can mourn and grieve and have respect for those we lost, but we have to move on.

Most of us feel that way.

“Hey,” Cruce says as he enters the row behind us, leading Barrett by her hand to their seats.

“Hey,” Sin and I say in unison.

Sin leans forward from my right and Barrett from Cruce’s left, so they can survey each other’s outfits.

“I love that dress,” Sin gushes as she eyeballs Barrett up and down.

“Please,” Barrett says with a dismissive wave of her hand. “You look like you walked off a runway.”

Then it starts… the chatter.

The women have bonded since Sin moved to Pittsburgh to be with me. Both Cruce and I decided to move out of the apartments at headquarters—those being better suited for single guys—and bought homes in Squirrel Hill near each other.

It’s not that we’d planned it that way.

It’s that we made the mistake of house hunting together… and the next thing I know we’re neighbors, living only a few blocks from each other.

This meant Cruce and I sometimes carpooled into work, and it obviously meant Barrett and Sin hung out frequently. Barrett’s doing contract work with the government to test her scientific formula for free energy, and she travels to the West Coast a few times a month. But in her off time, she’s been invaluable in helping Sin try to navigate her new life in the States.

“Where did you get that dress?” Barrett asks.

“I found this cool little boutique—”

“Hold up,” I interrupt, waving my hand. “Let’s rearrange.”

Without a word, Cruce and I stand, pulling our women up by their hands. With my palm at Sin’s waist, I move her in front of me, then push her down into the chair I’d vacated. Cruce does the same until Sin and Barrett are now sitting next to each other and Cruce and I are on the outside, thus sparing us from fashion talk until the wedding starts.

Luckily, soft strains of music start to play over the speakers, and everyone moves quickly into their seats.

It’s not the Wedding March but an actual love song Joslyn herself had recorded years ago. We all turn to see Kynan moving up the aisle with Joslyn by his side. Her father had died years ago. While I was introduced to her mom earlier, who sits in the row in front of us, it appears the bride and groom decided to go non-traditional and walk up the aisle together.

“Oh, wow,” Sin murmurs beside me as she takes my hand. “She’s stunning.”

And yes… Joslyn is. Her dress is long and informal, flowing in a bohemian way. She has no veil. There are flowers in her long blonde hair and her feet are bare. It’s the glow of walking next to the love of her life that has her simply radiating a beauty that’s almost indescribable.

Kynan’s also casual, or as casual as he gets if I consider his penchant for designer suits. He’s wearing a pair of dark grey tailored pants and a pale blue button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to mid-forearm. He’s also barefoot as they breeze by us with quick smiles.

There’s a minister at the front, a wooden trellis covered in white roses above him. Kynan and Joslyn come to a stop before him.

I shift my attention to Sin, who sits beside me, a dreamy smile on her face. We’ve talked a lot about marriage in the two months since I went to London to get her back. Tossed out ideas from a big fancy event to running down to the justice of the peace on a weekday when it’s not so busy.

But we aren’t in a hurry. We’re committed to each other as deeply as if we’re already married right now. People can’t go through the things we’ve been through and not come out bonded tightly. Not sure a marriage license or rings can strengthen what we already have.

Sin tilts her head, realizing my eyes are on her.

“What?” she whispers as Kynan and Joslyn start their vows.

I lean in toward her. “We should get married sooner rather than later.”

She scrunches her nose, thoughtfully digesting my words. Finally, she smiles. “I’m down with that.”

“Like… we could do something like this… or I’m fine with a church.”

“Shh,” someone says from a few rows back as Cruce shoots me a chastising look.

Sin ducks her head in embarrassment, returning her attention to Joslyn and Kynan. I merely loop my arm around her shoulder and settle into my chair, thinking of how quickly we could pull off a wedding.

♦

The reception is amazing, the backyard set up with a massive white tent, the ceiling of it covered in thousands of twinkling lights that come on as the sun goes down. There’s a band, amazing food, and free-flowing alcohol.

Sin is off talking to Joslyn. For a moment, I find myself alone while I nurse my beer until my eyes latch onto Anna Tate sitting at a table holding her baby. She gave birth a little over two months ago, and I’m not surprised she’s here. Kynan and Joslyn have kept her inside the fold of Jameson, refusing to move on from Jimmy’s death without her still in our lives.

Kynan had told me that she hung out at headquarters a lot at first, trying to understand what had gone so horribly wrong. There were no answers. Then the stress of Jimmy’s death had put her on bedrest, but Joslyn had been her constant visitor. Even though Anna has family in the Pittsburgh area, it had been a community effort to help Anna through the remainder of her pregnancy.

And then little Avery was born—a sweet baby girl I had been told Jimmy had wanted instead of a little boy as he’d felt he could spoil her a lot more than he could a son.

Barrett had told Sin and me one night at dinner that Anna had started coming around more after the birth. She’d bring Avery by to show everyone, especially because she looked so much like Jimmy.

And then she started helping out here and there while her mom watched the baby so she could get out of the house.

Next thing we know, Anna works part-time at Jameson, mostly as Kynan’s personal secretary, but also wherever else she can lend a hand.

It seems as if Anna has somehow taken Jimmy’s place at Jameson, not to do the same type of work, of course, but so his spirit remains. It’s been nice getting to know her a bit over the last few months. While she’s still a bit grief-stricken over losing her husband as well as overwhelmed with being a single mom, she’s persevered.

I glance one more time over at Sin before making my way over to Anna. She glances up as I approach, giving me a friendly smile, “Hey, Saint.”

Squatting beside her, I set my beer on the table and look at the sweet little girl in her arms. I wonder when that will happen for Sin and me? Avery’s wrapped in a lightweight pink blanket, gazing up at the twinkling lights above her.

Reaching over, I touch my fingertip to her cheek, and she smiles. “She’s the prettiest thing here today, but don’t tell Joslyn I said that.”

Anna snickers, smiling down at her daughter. “I’m a little biased as I favor her, too, so your secret is safe with me.”

“How are you?” I ask, noting the smile slipping a little.

“I’m hanging in there,” she says, her eyes resolute. “One day at a time. Between this little girl and Kynan running me ragged, I’m staying busy enough.”

“That’s good to hear,” I say as I straighten up.

“Hey… can you do me a favor?” she asks, also rising from her chair.

“Sure,” I reply easily.

Suddenly, she’s shoving Avery into my arms. “Can you hold her a minute? I have to pee like a racehorse, then I want to grab a plate of food.”

I take the baby, not sure what to do. I don’t have much experience with them at all.

Actually… I have no experience. This is like the first time I’ve ever held one.

“Um… wouldn’t you rather—”

But she’s gone.

Anna ditched me with her child.

I mean, what type of mother does that? For all she knows, I could be the world’s clumsiest dolt. I could drop the baby or—

Avery starts to make sounds of distress. I panic, alarm pulsing through every vein in my body.

“Oh, please don’t cry,” I mutter as I drop into the chair Anna vacated. “Please don’t cry. Please don’t cry.”

I gently rock Avery back and forth, all the while muttering and pleading for her not to cry.

Miraculously, she doesn’t, but watches me with interest. Getting a little bolder, I make a funny face.

Avery rewards me with a gummy grin.

“Oh, who’s a sweet little girl?” I coo, crossing my eyes and then blowing a raspberry.

When she giggles, I’m completely fucking gone.

“Wow,” I hear Sin’s voice before I see her. She moves to my side, peeking over my shoulder at the baby. “You’re a natural.”

“Not really,” I mutter, sparing her a short glance before giving my undivided attention back to Avery.

Sin pulls a chair out from the table, turns it, and sits facing me, her knees almost touching mine. We stare at the baby for a bit, dopey smiles on our faces.

“You’re a natural,” she says again, and I hear something in her voice that strikes me as a bit… odd.

Almost relieved even.

When I look up, she’s grinning.

“What?” I ask, wanting to know the secret that hides behind the mischief now in her expression.

“Well,” she drawls as she leans in a little closer to me. “I wasn’t going to say anything yet because I wanted to reveal it to you in a big way, but…”

She smiles coyly, glancing down at Avery, then back to me.

“Reveal what?” I ask blankly, wondering what the hell she’s talking about.

“You know,” she replies with a smirk. “You with a baby in your arms, seeming silly stupid in love. Clearly, you’re good daddy material, so….”

“So?”

Sin finally rolls her eyes, swatting my shoulder with her hand. “You are thick sometimes, Bellinger.”

I’m thick?

What the hell—

I freeze, her words suddenly making sense. “You’re pregnant?” I ask hesitantly.

She grins. “Took a home pregnancy test a few days ago. It was positive, but I hadn’t figured out how to tell you yet.”

“And you thought it would be a good idea to blurt it out at a wedding reception?” I ask incredulously, but, inside, something massive is welling up in my chest.

A feeling…it’s huge. Like nothing I’ve ever experienced before.

“Surprise,” she says with a pert smile and a shrug. “Are you freaked out?”

And then it comes… a face-splitting grin that touches both my ears. “Hell yes, I’m freaked out,” I exclaim with a whoop. I lean forward, slamming a hard kiss onto Sin’s mouth while taking pains not to crush Avery in between us. “But I’m also beyond happy.”

Admittedly, we haven’t talked too much about kids. Not since our reconciliation in the Rosewood hotel where we joked about getting pregnant. I mean… we dispensed with condoms and we never discussed birth control.

And let’s face it… Sin and I fuck like rabbits all the time. We can’t get enough of each other. I can’t be surprised she’s pregnant.

But I can be deliriously happy, because the one thing I’ve realized is we are ready for this. It’s like we’ve been waiting forever for something like this.

“We need to get married now,” I point out, taking the old-fashioned notion a couple has to be legally wed to have a child.

Sin snorts, not buying that. She thinks we’re too progressive to think that way.

Whatever.

“When we get home, we’re pulling out our calendar and setting a wedding date,” I say, giving a quick glance at Avery to make sure she’s okay. “And this will finally convince your dad to move to Pittsburgh.”

Sin’s eyes light up at that notion. We’ve been working hard on getting him to come here, but he’s been fighting us. We can’t figure out if he wants to succumb to his old ways or if he’s afraid to try living somewhere new.

Regardless, I know one thing about George Westin. He’s as ready to be a grandpa as we are to be parents.

I reach a hand out to Sin, lower it to her belly, and press my palm there. “Hey little Bellinger,” I murmur. “Can’t wait to officially meet you.”

Glancing up, I see Sin’s eyes are a little wet. Her hand covers mine, and she squeezes. “This is everything.”

“You’re everything,” I correct.

“We’re everything,” she says, pushing my palm a little harder against her stomach.

I like that.

A lot.

“Yes,” I assure her. “We’re everything.”

 

The suspense continues at Jameson Force Security! CLICK HERE to preorder Code Name: Hacker (Jameson Force Security, Book #4), coming March 31, 2020!

Click here to see other works by Sawyer Bennett

Don’t miss another new release by Sawyer Bennett!!! Sign up for her newsletter and keep up to date on new releases, giveaways, book reviews and so much more.

Connect with Sawyer online:

Website

Twitter

Facebook

Instagram

Book+Main Bites

Goodreads

BookBub

About the Author


[image: Author]

Since the release of her debut contemporary romance novel, Off Sides, in January 2013, Sawyer Bennett has released multiple books, many of which have appeared on the New York Times, USA Today and Wall Street Journal bestseller lists.

A reformed trial lawyer from North Carolina, Sawyer uses real life experience to create relatable, sexy stories that appeal to a wide array of readers. From new adult to erotic contemporary romance, Sawyer writes something for just about everyone.

Sawyer likes her Bloody Marys strong, her martinis dirty, and her heroes a combination of the two. When not bringing fictional romance to life, Sawyer is a chauffeur, stylist, chef, maid, and personal assistant to a very active daughter, as well as full-time servant to her adorably naughty dogs. She believes in the good of others, and that a bad day can be cured with a great work-out, cake, or even better, both.

Sawyer also writes general and women’s fiction under the pen name S. Bennett and sweet romance under the name Juliette Poe.

OEBPS/i/i1.jpg






Copyright (c) 2011-2012, Julieta Ulanovsky (julieta.ulanovsky@gmail.com), with Reserved Font Names 'Montserrat'
This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
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      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS
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