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        The employees of Bad Boy Inc. are gathered for a celebration. The bride sported the latest in bulletproof corsets. The groom wore a gun. The guests came armed for action. But the cake blew up before they could eat it. As for the honeymoon, it’s going to be a mad dash to Russia for a final showdown.

        

      

      Once upon a time, Darren fell for a woman while in the world’s most romantic city. In full view of the Eiffel Tower, he had his heart torn from his chest and stomped on.

      Time for revenge. Francesca played Darren for a fool, but he won’t let it happen again. Now that he’s found her, she’ll pay for her actions. Problem is, she’s getting under his skin—rubbing against it. Making him remember those Paris days and hotter nights.

      Before he can decide if he’s crazy enough to fall in love with her again, everything explodes after the wedding.
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      Someone had killed Stefanov. While not a nice man, or a close friend, her temporary partner didn’t deserve to lie in a pool of cooling blood. More disturbing, Francesca would likely be killed next, unless she escaped. Options for said escape, however, were quite limited.

      The room she found herself in didn’t have many egresses. The patio doors led to a balcony overhanging a seaside cliff, currently whipped by a tropical storm. While agile and fit, she wasn’t about to climb the slick, rocky face. A locked door leading out to the main area of the house taunted, but she didn’t take the bait. It wasn’t any safer out there.

      There’s a killer on the island. Someone with an unknown agenda.

      With her two main exits crossed out, it left only one option, a poor one at that. She took the spiral stairs in the far corner of the room. They coiled upwards to a rooftop deck where safety was but an illusion as the storm buffeted the island situated off the Florida Keys. Wind whipped her skin and pelted her with raindrops. It soaked and chilled to the bone, but she didn’t let the poor conditions distract her. When the woman chasing her emerged from below, she was ready.

      “Keep away.” Francesca snarled the warning, her gun aimed at Kacy’s face.

      The petite Latina with a cool composure probably inherited from a cat, didn’t look daunted at all to be facing down the barrel of a gun. “I’m not here to kill you. Just making sure you aren’t planning to shoot Darren.” Darren being Kacy’s boss. And Francesca’s ex-lover.

      “I should. It would make things easier.” So much so if all Francesca needed was to shoot him. “He wasn’t supposed to be here. He ruined everything.” Ruined it with his angry glares—and reminders of a time when those lips used to purse in pleasure, not disdain.

      “What’s wrong? Did your new boyfriend not like the one you dumped showing up?” The wind snatched the words from Kacy’s mouth, but the woman stood close enough for Francesca to hear them.

      “You don’t understand. No one does. There’s more at stake than you know.”

      “Then perhaps you should explain.”

      How to make clear that she had no choice? “I was trying, but then Stefanov arrived. He didn’t take kindly to Darren’s treatment of me.” A well-deserved harangue, given what she’d done to him. Some men had a hard time letting go.

      “Was that the plan all along? To have Stefanov lure Darren to this island so he could kill him?”

      “What? Of course not.” If Francesca wanted Darren dead, she’d do it herself. “You shouldn’t speculate on things you know nothing about.”

      “I know that someone is trying to kill Darren, and right about now, you and Stefanov seem like the most likely suspects.”

      Stefanov might have had his own agenda, but her? “I’m not trying to kill him.” She might be the only one other than Kacy who wasn’t.

      “Weren’t you the one claiming the killer was on this island? How else would you know unless it’s you or your new boyfriend?”

      The conversation was going nowhere, and Francesca recognized it for what it was. A stalling tactic. She kept her gun steady even when startled by the arrival of a new player.

      “Francesca isn’t the one behind the murder attempts.” Darren’s voice cut through the storm—cold, angry.

      She didn’t even think about it, simply angled the gun away from Kacy and pointed it at Darren.

      Not one of her brightest moves.

      The petite Kacy wasn’t one to waste an opportunity. She lunged forward, thrusting out and punching Francesca in the tit. It shocked more than it hurt and drew a gasp from Francesca. Her fingers loosened enough that Kacy knocked the gun from her hand.

      But Francesca didn’t retaliate. Didn’t wipe the smug smirk off Kacy’s face, mostly because she knew that fighting wouldn’t win her this battle.

      His face a stony mask, Darren moved until he stood between them. “I’ll take over from here.”

      “Go ahead. Toss her over the side.” Kacy waited for Darren to act, and Francesca wondered if his anger was great enough to do it. To actually murder her in cold blood.

      I don’t think he will. Not the Darren she knew. That man was a lover, not a killer.

      Darren shook his head. “I’m not killing her yet. I need to speak with Fran. Alone, please.”

      Kacy sputtered. “The girl just had a gun pointed at you. You can’t seriously expect me to go.”

      “I do.”

      “What about her boyfriend?”

      Stefanov wouldn’t be coming to her aid. Darren already knew that.

      “Marcus took care of him. So you can leave us alone. I assure you, I can handle Fran by myself.”

      Yes, he certainly could. He had a knack for making her melt and do whatever he wanted—in the bedroom. But she doubted he was here to seduce her into giving him a second chance.

      When Darren and Kacy turned to look at her, she made sure to look weak. Shaking in the pouring rain, hunched in on herself. She even managed to bat her damp lashes and let her lower lip tremble.

      The fine act didn’t fool Kacy for a second. “She’s fucking with you.”

      Smart girl.

      Darren didn’t budge. “Leave, Kacy. That’s an order.”

      The urge to stick out her tongue was strong, but Francesca kept her lips clamped as Kacy walked away muttering, “If she kills you, expect me to say I told you so.”

      Except Francesca wasn’t planning to kill Darren, no matter what outside forces wanted. The bigger question was, what would Darren do with her?

      “I’m scared,” she stated, trying to be the person he expected. Weak and afraid, a woman who needed a man to take care of her.

      For a moment, his expression softened, just a flicker before he shuttered it. “Bullshit. I don’t think you’re scared at all.”

      “Stefanov is dead. Murdered.”

      “Did you do it?”

      The very question had her mouth rounding and an indignant “No!” spitting from her lips. “You said your man did it. Killed him in cold blood.”

      “Actually, I don’t know who killed your boyfriend.” Said with a sneer.

      “He’s not my boyfriend.” For some reason, it seemed important to clarify that.

      “I really don’t fucking care.”

      Words that shouldn’t have hurt. “What do you want with me?”

      “What do you think I want, Fran?”

      For a moment, he let the anger shine through, so much resentment, and well deserved, too.

      As Francesca stood on the rooftop, storm wind whipping at her hair, face-to-face with the man she used to sleep with, a guy she’d coldly rejected, her gun lying uselessly on the ground, she had to wonder how she’d gotten here.

      Her boss, Sergei, being a bit of a smartass, would say, “You took the stairs.” The truth, however, was much more complicated.

      The reason Francesca was here had to do with a mysterious invitation. Normal people didn’t turn down a chance at a tropical vacation. Even deadly ones.

      Since they were alone, she could at least speak freely. “You need to leave the island,” she declared. “It’s not safe.”

      He lifted his face to the sky overhead. “It’s just a little tropical storm.” Fat, wet drops soaked them while lightning lit up the sky.

      “I’m not talking about the storm. I’m talking about the fact that this island is a trap.”

      “You don’t say,” Darren said flatly, his granite-like countenance rigid.

      He was angry. Rightly so. She’d done something pretty cruel to him. Low even for her.

      I made him love me. Then she’d left him.

      “No matter your feelings for me, you have to listen.”

      “Why would I listen to you? You are obviously not who you said you were.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I mean that you’re not a real model. Whom do you work for?”

      She tried her best to appear innocent. “I don’t know what you’re implying.”

      “Yeah, you fucking do. Who the fuck are you? Other than a lying cunt.” He cursed at her, and she flinched from the harsh words then jumped again as lightning sizzled, followed by an immediate crack of thunder.

      “I don’t have to listen to this.” When she moved, he grabbed her arm, painfully tight.

      “Yeah, you do. Because I think you’re involved with whatever is happening here. Did you kill Stefanov and the others?” By others, he meant the other guests on the luxury island.

      “I’ve killed no one.” Not today at least, and not since her arrival. But the day wasn’t over yet.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      With good reason. “That is your choice. Don’t say I didn’t warn you that the island is a trap. I’m leaving.” Before something regrettable happened. She yanked free and didn’t look at her gun lying on the deck as she whirled, but she knew where it was as she started for the stairs.

      “I can’t let you leave, Fran.”

      “Then you’ll have to stop me.” She expected him to act. To attack her. What she’d not braced herself for was the soft query.

      “Why, Fran? Why’d you do it? I thought we had something special.”

      They did, but falling for Darren hadn’t been part of the plan. “Work called.”

      “And you couldn’t stick around to explain or say goodbye?”

      A glance over her shoulder showed him walking slowly toward her, the look on his face vulnerable. Soft. She turned away, unable to face him as she lied. “I didn’t want to deal with the whining.” A callous slap of words.

      He sucked in a breath. “Nice to see what you really think of me.”

      Why did he sound so close?

      She opened her eyes to see him right in front of her. She only had a second to register it before the needle entered her arm.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I told you, I want answers.”

      “You can’t do this. I’m not here for you.”

      “Why are you here? Who sent you?”

      Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t reply. The world in front of her got blurry, her tongue thick as the lethargy took hold almost instantly. Her knees buckled. She slumped to the ground, yet didn’t smash her face on it. She could have sworn arms cradled her, familiar and warm.

      She turned into that heat and mumbled, “I’ve missed you.”

      To which he replied, “Liar.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Liar, liar, pants on fire. For some reason, that song kept playing over and over in Darren’s head. Ever since he’d captured Francesca.

      More like kidnapped. This time, she wasn’t running away.

      You’re not going anywhere until I get some answers.

      Darren took his time tying Francesca to the chair. He wanted this moment to be just right. After all, he’d waited months for a chance to get his revenge. No point in rushing something that should be    savored.

      Fuck what anyone says. It does taste sweet.

      As luck would have it, the yacht carried just the right tools. The wooden chair made for sunning on the deck that he’d pulled from a storage locker was a special surprise. Lots to admire in its sturdy teak construction, wide frame, and—best of all—perfectly placed slats. Plenty of places to loop rope to keep someone from moving.

      I wouldn’t want her to escape. We have so much to discuss.

      Such as why she’d lied all those months ago.

      The anger still burned hotly, as did the hotter shame that he hadn’t caught on. Never realized as he sank into her willing flesh, her nails raking down his back, that she was planning to play him for a fool.

      Now, who’s the fool? He’d found her again, and she would answer for her actions.

      In repose, her head leaned forward, her eyes still shut and her breathing even. The sedative he’d administered kept her asleep, stopped her from impeding his progress as he took her from the mansion—and in the nick of time before it exploded. When a home relied on propane for much of its utilities, it was easier than expected to blow it up.

      Francesca slept through it. The sedation kept her from asking questions as he navigated the dark trails on the island, ignoring the sound of gunshots occasionally cracking behind them.

      The quiet respite wouldn’t last much longer, though. Darren pushed silken, damp, chestnut strands from her face, layering them over her shoulder so he could wrap the rope firmly around her upper body. Her clothes still bore the dampness of the storm they’d fled. The tempest that still raged outside—and within.

      What a wet and wild run his escape to the yacht had proven to be. A few times, he’d questioned his sanity—especially as the lightning crashed, illuminating the darkness and giving it a nightmarish feel—but vengeance kept him going. The hot burn of his anger gave him strength to carry Fran, to cast off, and set them rocking in turbulent seas.

      She slept the entire time, but she’d wake soon. He had to be ready.

      He wound more rope around her upper body. The slide and tug of the nylon over her blouse brought a frisson to her skin. It affected him, as well.

      Revenge could be so exciting. Almost sexual. Not that he would ever touch her in that way again—even if he still remembered the sweetness of her mouth.

      Her lying lips.

      She’d pay for what she did.

      Pay for making a fool out of me.

      It seemed as if Darren had waited forever for this chance. An eternity to discover what went wrong.  Why did she do it? How could she drop him so callously? Not that he cared. Not anymore.

      Now, he had another reason to hate—yet he still found himself stirred by the sweet curve of her cheek. Another reason, other than revenge, to question her.

      She stirred, her long lashes fluttering against her pale skin, her body undulating as she tried to stretch her limbs and found them caught.

      It brought to mind another time, another place. Her body, clad in only the thinnest of lingerie, spread and bound to four posts with silken scarves. Undulating with pleasure. Lips parted on the most musical of moans.

      Now, those same lips pulled tautly in displeasure as Francesca realized she was a prisoner. Things had changed since those naked days in France. For one, Darren hated her. She was now but a tool in an ongoing mission. If only his body would listen. But no, he couldn’t stem his arousal as he remembered how it felt to sink balls-deep into her.

      Her brilliant blue eyes opened wide in shock. “Darren. What’s happening?”

      “Hello, Fran. Have a nice nap?”

      She pulled, and her gaze narrowed. “Untie me at once.”

      He would.

      Eventually.

      But first, he held up a knife. “We need to talk.”

      “Are you seriously threatening me?”

      He arched a brow. “Who’s threatening? I haven’t said a thing. I just want to chat. We’ve spent a few days on the island now”—an island he’d been brought to by devious means—“more or less avoiding each other.” When she saw him coming, she turned the other way. “I thought…you know what, this is silly. Surely, as reasonable adults, we can discuss what happened.”

      “Reasonable?” She gave an intentional tug at her tethers as she glared. “Untie me.”

      “That’s not what you said the last time.” The last time he’d bound her, spread eagle on a bed, she’d moaned and screamed as he pleasured every inch of her body. That was months ago now. A mere blip in his past. He’d spent days on the island wondering if she now played the wanton prisoner for Stefanov.

      Did she scream for him like she screamed for me?

      “You have no idea what you’re doing.”

      “Don’t I?” He arched a brow. “I took hog tying as one of my electives.”

      Part of her control slipped, and she yelled. Eyes flashed. She snarled. “Release me at once.”

      She’d never looked sexier or angrier. Fascinating, because during their short time together, not once had he seen her lose her temper. She always had a ready smile or a boisterous laugh.

      She wasn’t laughing now. He’d finally given her a reason to be miffed. He had the upper hand. She was under his control. “I’m not letting you go.” A lie. He would. Eventually. For now, she stayed because Darren needed answers, starting with a basic one. “What’s your real name?” he asked, taking a spot across from her on the edge of the bed.

      We rarely made it to a bed. The counter, floor, wall, couch, even in the backseat of a cab. The insane fever he used to have for her overcame any common sense.

      “You know my name.” She pulled at the rope, hands twisting, testing his knot. “What kind of sick game are you playing? Is this because you’re still mad I left?”

      She had disappeared. Without warning. Not one fucking word of goodbye.

      “What makes you think I’m angry? You did me a favor. You proved what Marcus was saying all along. You played me.” Made him look like a fool.

      “How? I was interested. We dated. We fucked. I got bored. I left.”

      The words were thrown with nonchalance. If Darren didn’t know better, he might have believed her. She was that fucking good. But his eyes were open to the truth now.

      “Is that how you’re going to play it?” he asked.

      “Play what? It’s the truth. I didn’t take you for a guy who couldn’t handle a girl dumping his ass.” Her eyes, rimmed in thick, dark lashes, didn’t look away from him. Where was the smiling, sweet girl he’d known? This woman was a hardass.

      A roll of his shoulders proved he could be just as insouciant as she. “Nothing to handle. We had a good time. It ended.”

      “If that’s how you feel, then why this?” She gave a wiggle, enough to make the chair creak.

      “Because you and I have things to discuss. Such as, whom do you work for?”

      “I’m a model. I freelance.”

      “As a cover. You can drop the act. I know all about you. Marina Francesca Sokolov.” Now, at any rate. Before, he’d been a clueless moron who believed every word and every act.

      “I see your stalking skills are en pointe.”

      “It’s not stalking to find out more about the woman I was sleeping with.”

      “It is if you do it after she dumps you.”

      He managed not to flinch or react. She did it on purpose to goad him, and damn her, it was working. “Is it, or is it not, your real fucking name?”

      “It’s my birth name. I use Francesca Parron for work because my modeling agency recommended it. Now untie me. This is kidnapping and forcible confinement.”

      “Don’t talk to me about laws. I know you break them.”

      “Says the man who murdered Stefanov.” She sniffed and tossed her head.

      “I didn’t kill him.”

      “Someone save me. He’s crazy,” she yelled, struggling against the ropes.

      “Drop the act. No one can hear you. And no one will believe those crocodile tears. I know what you really are. What you’re capable of.”

      A cold expression dropped over her features. “Exactly what is it that you think you know?”

      “That you’re a killer for hire. Go ahead, try and deny it.” He knew better. Not as much as he’d like to know, but enough to realize how hard he’d been played.

      “Deny what? You’ve obviously done your homework.”

      “So you admit to being an assassin?” He’d not wanted to believe it when he heard. Hoped she’d deny it.

      She shrugged. “You forgot to mention spy and bodyguard. You could say I’m multi-talented.”

      Fran was talented, all right. She should have mentioned actress. “You’re a killer.”

      Her head tilted, and her lips quirked. “You Americans and your sanctimonious judgment. What I do is no worse than most.”

      “You kill people.”

      “Sometimes, for the right sum. I am, after all, a professional. Not some cheap thug hired off the street.”

      Thing was, Darren didn’t have a problem with pros, or even killing for that matter. Sometimes, it had to be done. What he didn’t like was when someone engaged the services of a pro to play him.

      “Who hired you to seduce me?”

      “Who says you were a job?” Her lips quirked.

      For a moment, a stupid flutter hit him in the chest—could the connection be real, the fire between them forever? Then he recalled the cold reality.

      “Who hired you to spread your legs for me?” He spat it out, still offended by it. As a man who’d sent many a person on a mission, he’d never asked or expected any of his operatives to sleep with anyone.

      Francesca flinched. A momentary sign that his words had hit home. Then her lip curled. “I sleep with whomever I want. This isn’t the olden days where you can slut-shame me. I had sex with you because you were good-looking.”

      The praise stroked his ego and only made him madder. “I guess being that close to me made your mission easier.”

      “It did,” she agreed. “But no one paid me to have sex. That was just for fun.”

      The worst thing was, he knew she’d enjoyed it. He could still remember the ripple of her channel when she orgasmed.

      “Who hired you?”

      Fran snorted. “Come now, Darren. You and I both know I am not going to answer that.”

      “You will.”

      She sighed. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “There is nothing wrong with demanding answers.” He waggled the point of his knife at her.

      She still didn’t flinch. “Are you going to torture me? Is that what you do now? Torment women because your ego is bruised?”

      “The last time I tortured someone, it was with my tongue, and as I recall, you screamed for more.”

      A slight flare of her nostrils showed that she remembered what he spoke of. There was no mistaking the slight hint of pink in her cheeks. She never could hide her blushes, especially when aroused.

      She still wants me, too? Heat flashed through him followed by an instant cold bucket of don’t-fall-for-it-you-idiot. This wasn’t real.

      “You need to let me go. You don’t know what you’re doing. My surveillance of you was standard industry business. You, of all people, should understand that.”

      Yes, Darren knew all about espionage, especially that of companies and people. But who was behind it of late? Who kept laying traps and trying to kill the people trained at his academy?

      Secundus Academy was a place for those with the right temperament to learn how to be international problem-solving experts. From high-end spying to complex assassinations made to look accidental, the academy trained people who could then go work for independent intelligence agencies or even the government. Secundus prided itself on providing specialized personnel with a wide range of skills. And Darren ran that school. An institution and students someone had been targeting of late.

      He leaned forward and captured her gaze. “Since I don’t understand, why don’t you explain to me what’s going on? Why someone is so interested in my movements? Was the same person who hired you to spy on me the one who sent you to the island?” A tropical adventure that ended in tragedy.

      “The island is a trap.”

      “Understatement.” Only Darren’s staff and a few others had escaped the luxury retreat alive. Many died. Currently, Darren was considered among the dead. A necessary ploy so he could move about unnoticed and hold a woman prisoner without anyone being aware of it.

      “Where are we?” She cast a glance around.

      He didn’t bother. Looking at the luxurious interior of the yacht didn’t appeal when he could stare at her. “We’re on a boat.”

      “I can see that,” was her sarcastic reply. “Are we docked at the island? If yes, then we have to go. There’s a killer here.”

      “I’d say there’s more than one.” Both of Darren’s bodyguards were pros.

      “Would you listen to me? You are in danger so long as you stay on the island.”

      Why did she care? “Then it’s a good thing we left during the storm.” The waves at first tossed the yacht up and down, a bobbing toy at the mercy of nature. But it had blown past them, leaving behind calm waters—and churning emotions.

      “We’re on a boat?”

      “Yes. In the middle of the ocean. Which means there’s no one to hear you scream.”

      Her eyes widened. “You won’t hurt me.”

      “Just like you’re not the Fran I thought I knew, I’m not the Darren you think, either.” A bit of a tongue twister.

      “I know you enough to know that you would never cut me open because I won’t cooperate. It’s not your style.”

      No, he wouldn’t cut her. He wouldn’t cross that line. And damn her for knowing that.

      So, what could he do to make her talk? He’d do what the academy taught. Find a weakness and exploit it.

      With that mantra in mind, he leaned forward and undid the knot holding her wrists.

      He set her free.
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      He freed me.

      Marina Francesca—who adopted each persona depending on circumstance—couldn’t believe Darren did it, and at the same time, totally could. The Darren she’d known in Paris wouldn’t hurt a woman. Not even one who’d sorely wronged him.

      I hurt him. Badly. He could pretend now, but she’d heard how frantically he’d searched for her when she first went missing. He’d initially assumed foul play before he realized she’d left for other reasons.

      The job was done.

      A mission she almost regretted having taken. But if she had the choice again… She wouldn’t hesitate. Marina was a pro, and the assignment had been a simple one. Get close to a specific man. Close enough that she could siphon some information from his phone, his computer, even through conversation, and then, if the right opportunity arose, kill him. Easy money for someone like Marina. Even better, it meant leaving the cold winters of Russia for the warmer climate of France.

      She rubbed her wrists and perused his crown of hair as Darren undid her ankle bindings. His hair was still thick and dark with only the occasional gray strand.

      Vulnerable as he was, she could kill him right now. He knew it, too, had to, yet he didn’t once look up at her as he freed her feet. His body didn’t tense. He’d even tucked away the knife.

      Fool.

      Damn him.

      She looked away. “It is a wonder your academy has any graduates who live once they hit the field.”

      “What academy?”

      “Now who’s playing stupid? I know all about your precious school full of misfits and bright students with potential.” Said with a sneer.

      “The academy is a chance for those with specialized skills and a specific mindset to flourish.”

      “You mean a place for killers to learn.”

      “We teach them how to do it right. How to avoid getting caught.”

      “How to make money.”

      His shoulders rolled. “I won’t lie and claim purely altruistic reasons.”

      “Your school was founded on blood and revenge. Unlike your poor background check of me, I was thorough with you. I know all about your mother’s murder. How your father couldn’t find justice, so he created his own army of mercenaries. Brilliant, really.”

      “He saw a need in the world, and he filled it.”

      “Did he ever find those responsible?” she asked. “Did he hunt them down and paint the world red with their blood? What of those who hired them? Did they suffer, too?” Marina understood revenge.

      He didn’t reply to her query, choosing to change the subject instead. “Who trained you?”

      “I thought you did your homework.”

      “I got your name and a vague description of a few assignments you might have accomplished. Whoever you work for did a good job wiping your tracks. So, I’ll ask you again, who taught you? Was it the DGSE?” The French equivalent of the American CIA.

      “Who says my skills aren’t natural talent?”

      “No one just becomes a mercenary.”

      “Why not? All you need is the right mindset and a lack of regard for laws.”

      “That’s the definition of a thug. Someone with no finesse, one who makes mistakes and gets caught. You’re a pro.”

      “Thank you.” She graciously accepted the compliment before she stood, stretching her limbs, acting casual, wondering if he stared.

      He used to love watching me walk naked across the room, his gaze smoldering, his arousal evident. Now, his gaze simmered for another reason.

      Would he attack her if she tried to go above deck? He claimed that they were at sea, but for all she knew, they were tethered to a dock with freedom within reach.

      “I can see what you’re thinking.”

      “Can you?” She let her lips curve into a teasing smile. “You thought you knew me in Paris, and we both know how wrong that assumption was.”

      Judging by the scowl on his face, the reminder didn’t please. Darren might not torture or kill her, but she’d be a fool to think he was a pushover. If she threatened, he’d protect himself. Just look at what he’d done so far. Drugged her and taken her prisoner. More than she’d expected. Hotter, too.

      “It’s not a mistake I’ll make again. And you still haven’t answered me. Who taught you to be a mercenary? Which agency do you work for?”

      “Do you really think I’m going to tell? I’m not an amateur. I would have thought your research on me would have made that clear.”

      His jaw stiffened. “Declan couldn’t get very far with your file. You’re well hidden.”

      “I know.”

      “Tell me who you are.” His frustration boiled over, as evidenced by his shout.

      It truly bothered him. So, she made it worse. “I thought we already traded life stories?”

      “You mean the fake one you fed me about going to a French boarding school? How your parents didn’t pay you any attention?”

      “It wasn’t completely false.” She smiled. “I did go to a private school. But in Russia, not France.”

      “Russian? I thought you were French.”

      Her lips tilted into a smirk. “Not even distantly. I would have thought my real name gave it away.” Marina Francesca Sokolov. Named after her dead grandmother and some actress her mother admired.

      “But your accent…” He frowned. “How come I can’t hear any Russian?”

      “Because I was taught six languages by the time I was six.”

      “Six? That’s impossible.”

      “Because Americans mollycoddle their young. In Russia, we don’t wait until children are too old to learn. At a young age, recruiters scour the villages and slums, looking for just the right kind of children for their programs.”

      “How old were you?”

      “The youngest they start to take us. Three.”

      “You were just a baby. How could your parents let
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