
  
  
      
        
          Lucrative

          
		      
          L.L. Ronin

        

        
          [image: ]

          Black Lantern Press, an imprint of DA Brands, LLC.

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2016 by L.L. Ronin 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        LUCRATIVE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Keep Exploring
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  1
LUCRATIVE


“If you don’t get that done in the next 60 seconds, do you know what’ll happen to us?” 
She didn’t reply.  There was no need.  To begin with, she would be done way before their minute was up.  And, of course, her partner would tell her.
“They’ll torture us, Ember, and that’s the best case scenario.”
“I know, Jean-Paul,” Ember Manchester said through gritted teeth.  She had never met a security system she couldn’t hack through – but this one was giving her more trouble than she had anticipated.  You really have to hand it to Iran, she thought.  They sure know their stuff.
But I know more.
She stared intently down at the laptop balanced precariously on her knees.  Ember was kneeling on the floor in the server room of the Joint Staff of Iran’s Army complex.  Her partner, Jean-Paul Bonnet, had gotten her in.  Now, it was her job to get the clearance codes and plant a surveillance code – and then it was his job to get them back out.
“Ember,” he muttered under his breath, tapping his foot.  Ember drowned him out.  He wasn’t helping.  She didn’t blame him, though.  He was a lifelong military man.  He’d been on more classified missions than she could count.  Not that he had told her, of course.  She’d had to do a little digging to get that information.  But she knew he was good at what he did, and cautious.  He didn’t take unnecessary risks.  And he absolutely hated it when he wasn’t in control, just like right now.
“Got it,” she said, watching the numbers scroll across her laptop.  In a few short seconds, they’d have the necessary security codes downloaded and sent out to their contact.  Then they’d just have to wait a few more seconds to plant the surveillance code for the United States, and they would be ready to leave.  She stood up, holding the laptop on one forearm.  “Are you ready?”
“Been ready, Ember,” he said, flashing her a devilish smile she’d grown used to.  “One of my life goals has always been avoiding capture and torture.  And you’ve brought me closer than I’ve ever been.”
“Nervous?” she asked, smiling back at him.
“A little bit,” he conceded.  His accent just rolled off his tongue, drawing her in.  “Can we go now?”  She could tell he was nervous and ready to be done, and honestly, she was, too.
“Done,” she stated.  Ember closed the laptop smartly, slid it into a bag at her hip, and followed Jean-Paul to the door.  He cracked it open, his keen eyes scanning the hallway outside.  She watched him from behind.  Even in his uniform, she could see his muscles rippling underneath the fabric.  He took good care of himself.  He turned back to her and nodded an all-clear.  She took one look at him: square jaw, deep blue eyes, and closely cropped, short brown hair, and knew why she was falling for him.
“Stay close,” he told her.  She had no intention of disobeying.  Everything they’d worked on for almost three months hinged on today, and she wasn’t about to blow it.  She’d never worked a job like this before, and if she had a choice, she would never work one like it again.
As the sirens started blaring, she promised herself she would never work one like it again.
“Shit,” Jean-Paul muttered under his breath.  His steps faltered for a moment, as if he was considering what they should do.  Then, deciding their cover had been compromised, he took her hand and they started running.
In case of a scenario where he was captured, Ember had memorized the escape route out of the Joint Staff building.  She didn’t need him to lead her through it – but she enjoyed it just the same.
They were fast, out the building and into the parking lot in a matter of seconds.  Jean-Paul glanced left and right, making sure the coast was clear, and sprinted to their car.  Ember was right behind him, crawling into the passenger seat at the same time he climbed into his.
“Too close for comfort,” he muttered, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel as they pulled out of the parking spot.
“Relax, will you?  We’re fine,” she chastised him, feeling a pang of guilt.  His caution, his little nervous ticks, were probably what kept him human.  Kept him going through all of his missions, kept him alive.
“Yeah,” he muttered, looking ahead.  “About that.”
Ember looked forward.  The guard house at the entrance of the parking lot was lowering its gate.  The security guard was outside of it, a pistol raised.
“Jean-Paul?” Ember asked.  “What are you doing?”
In response, he just pushed his foot to the floor.  His eyes turned hard, his nervousness gone, the slight impatience earlier now absolutely evaporated.  He was in his element, now.
And Ember screamed as the guard opened fire with his pistol.  The bullets bounced harmlessly off the bullet proof glass and they roared through the gate.  It flew to the side with a loud bang and they were out in the road, tires screeching loudly as Jean-Paul cranked the wheel hard to the right.
From the left came two screaming police cars.  Their sirens blared, but Jean-Paul didn’t even hesitate.  He cranked the wheel left, foot barely touching the brakes, just long enough to fly down an alley.  Both police cars tried to enter at once, then they both slammed on their brakes, and Jean-Paul increased the distance between them.
Ember turned around in her seat, seeing them reverse and then begin to catch back up.  But then they were out of the alley, turning down a busy street and darting into oncoming traffic.  She screamed, clutching the dashboard, as they missed an oncoming truck by inches.
Ember glanced at Jean-Paul, barely able to peel her eyes away from the road, and she saw something she hadn’t expected to see: the slightest hint of a smile.  She knew what it meant: this was what he loved.  This was where he was in his element.
Meanwhile, she on the other hand, knew exactly how he had felt inside of the Joint Staff building.  Their situation had been out of his control, and that had made him nervous.  Now, she was feeling the same exact way.  Her fate rested in his hands, and she found she didn’t like it.
In the far distance, she saw the flash of sirens, but Jean-Paul turned down another side road.  Within minutes, they were far from the building, away from any pursuit.
Jean-Paul grabbed his cell phone and punched in a few numbers.  He put it to his ear and waited.  Then, he said, “It was a success.  The codes were planted and the data was extracted.  We set off the alarms, but we got away clean.  En route to the safe house now.”
He hung up the phone, took off the back cover and pulled out the battery and SIM card.  He pulled over to a trash can on the side of the road and ditched them into it.  He kept the shell with him.  Smart.
“I didn’t like that,” she told him.  He looked over at her and smiled.
“And I didn’t like sitting back and waiting impatiently for you to finish whatever it was you were doing in there,” he told her, but there was no ill will in his voice.
She was falling for him.  I’ve already fallen for him.
When she’d taken this assignment – it had seemed like years ago, now – she’d never expected something like this to happen.  She’d always prided herself on her professionalism, even though her career had been short so far.
But there was a reason the government had hired her.  Put simply, she was the best.
And now, she was letting this mysterious, foreign man throw her off of her game.  It was bound to happen, she kept telling herself, trying to justify it in some way.  They were both young, attractive people, holed up in a small one bedroom house for three months.  It would be weird if nothing did happen.
Jean-Paul drove into the small one car garage at their safe-house.  From the outside, it didn’t look like much: a tiny house with peeling paint, a dead yard, and car parts littering the side of the attached garage.  But inside was a completely different story.
Her partner, the man who she had been spending her life with these months, killed the engine once they were inside of the garage.  Ember got out and followed him into the house.
The walls were reinforced.  The windows were bulletproof glass.  Where there had once been a row of kitchen cabinets was a display of nearly 20 different monitors, all showing different views of the house: from across the street, the front porch, the back yard.  All of their angles were covered.
It was less like a house, and more like a fortress.  But it was home.  At least until this job is wrapped up, anyway.  And that should be any second, now.
Ember collapsed on the couch in what could be considered their living room.  There was a tiny bedroom, an attached bathroom, the kitchen, living room, and garage.  That was it: simple and effective.
“We did well today, Ember,” Jean-Paul said, sitting down next to her.  He took a deep breath and relaxed into the couch.  She didn’t see him relax that often.  Jean-Paul was all business, which might be why they got along so well.
“Three months,” she muttered.  “All for less than six minutes of work.”  That was including their trip in and out of the building under Jean-Paul’s guise of security.  The actual hack had taken less than a minute and a half.  Not her best work, but still better than anyone else on the market.
“The operatives will be in tonight to give us our debriefing,” he told her.  Ember grabbed the remote and turned the TV on, scanning the channels for nothing in particular.
“What are you going to do?” she asked him.  It was something she had been dreading.  After the job was over, what was going to become of them?  She was set, money-wise, for a while, now.  She could take some time off.  Hacking was something she could do whenever, wherever, she wanted.
But Jean-Paul… 
He was a military man through and through.  He’d probably be called off on some super-secret mission, never to be seen again.
He rolled over on the couch, putting a hand on her thigh.  He smiled and said, “I was thinking about taking some time off.  Maybe taking this to the next level.”
Ember raised an eyebrow at him.  “I thought you had some new, big assignment coming up.”
Jean-Paul shrugged his muscled shoulders.  “It can wait.  The job isn’t going anywhere, but if I don’t act, I think you will be.”
Ember gave him a grin and swung her legs over his, straddling him on the couch.
“You look sexy in uniform,” she whispered into his ear.  She felt his arms wrap tightly around her.  Then his lips were upon her, pressing firmly against hers.  He kissed just like she knew he would – firm and in control.  She was fine with letting his lips guide hers, deciding to let herself get lost in them.  She felt his tongue slide against the outside of her lips and she opened her mouth slightly, just enough for it to slip between them.
Then he broke the kiss, pecking her cheek, biting her ear until goosebumps exploded across her body, sucking on the inside of her neck.  She let out a small moan and ran her hands through his hair.
Jean-Paul reached down and peeled off her shirt, pulling it over her head.  He set it next to them.  He started kissing her chest, her shoulders, leaving little wet trails over every uncovered inch of her body.  She shuddered in pleasure, closing her eyes and letting his lips work across her.
His fingers reached up and undid her bra with one practiced motion.  Ember grabbed her bra as it fell and tossed it away, not caring where it landed.  His lips were on her breasts immediately, kissing at the tops and moving down towards her nipples.  When he found one, he trailed his tongue slowly around one areola.  She could feel her nipple hardening, then he placed it between his mouth and sucked firmly.  She felt his hand reach up, fingers grabbing the other one and twisting softly.  She let out a moan of simultaneous pleasure and the slightest hint of pain.
Jean-Paul released his grip and Ember felt him wrap both of his hands around her ass and then lift her up.  He was strong and lifted her with ease.  He carried her slowly towards the bedroom, his lips kissing every inch of the way.  When they reached the bed, he tossed her down onto it and pulled off his shirt.
Slowly, Jean-Paul undid his pants, kicked off his shoes and socks, then stepped out of his pants.  He stood in front of her, clad only in his underwear, his muscles rippling across his body.  Ember watched him, seeing the bulge in between his legs.  She wanted to
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