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WHISKEY

 

Mercenary.

 

Navy SEAL.

 

Unconventional Operative.

 

I didn’t join the Teams. I was recruited. They called me the Specialist. They said I had a unique skill set. I knew who I was.

 

For years, the Navy tried to rein me in with their tactics, techniques and procedures. They told me to adapt and overcome. I didn’t adapt. I did my job.

 

Now I worked for Alpha Elite Security. If you called me the Specialist, I’d eliminate you before you took your next breath. If you recognized me, it was already too late. I lived by my instincts and used the resources around me. No target was out of my scope… until my boss unknowingly handed me an assignment that was.

 

The one woman I couldn’t kill.

 

Code name: Whiskey.

Mission: Eliminate.
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For my only child, my beloved son, Oliver.

You were my greatest gift. The world was a better place with you in it.

Everything in my life was better because of you.

Thank you for teaching me unconditional love, perseverance, and compassion.

You are and will always be my entire world.

I love you, Sweet Boy, and I miss you beyond measure.

 

Oliver Shane Bartel 2004–2020
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For my readers, thank you for all of your love and support.

Gratefully yours, XOXO
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Whiskey

 

Tossing back the rest of my scotch, I heard him before I saw him.

Adam “Alpha” Trefor, my boss and owner of Alpha Elite Security, took the seat next to me. “Not like you to drink in a bar.”

I winked at the bartender and tipped my chin.

The blonde walked over with a shy smile. “Another round?”

Switching from my usual Macallan neat, I ordered Alpha’s preferred drink of choice. “Make it two Maker’s Marks on the rocks.”

“Of course, sir.” Blushing, she barely looked at Alpha before turning to grab our drinks.

I glanced across the bar to the outdoor lanai. “You scare them, you know.”

Alpha’s ever-present intense gaze followed mine. “Who, bartenders?”

“Women.”

“Good.” He took in the same view of the lanai that I’d been looking at for the past half hour. “Now I know why you’re here.”

“Yes, and hypothetical. If a firefight broke out in the next two minutes, we’d both draw, and bodies would stack up. But if something went south before we could exfil and the cops showed, do you know who the first person the bartender would point a finger at once she was questioned?” I pulled out my wallet as the bartender came back.

“Here you go.” Setting our drinks down, she avoided looking at Alpha again. “Can I get you anything else?”

Sliding three twenties toward her, I smiled. “We’re all set. Keep the change.”

Blushing harder, she took the money. “Thank you, sir.” Her voice dipped. “Let me know if you need anything else.”

“Will do.” I held my practiced smile until she walked away, then I glanced at Alpha as I picked up my drink. “It’s human nature. A frightened woman will always remember who scared her.” I nodded toward the table on the lanai. “Don’t take the new client.”

Alpha grabbed his bourbon. “Four points of egress behind us, beach in front of us, crowded bar—the second shooting started, witnesses would hit the ground, take cover or scatter. How long have you been here?”

“Half an hour. My point still stands.” I took a swallow of the bourbon.

“Understood. Thirty minutes of recon, and you’re sure about the potential client?”

“Affirmative.” The South American produce importer that Alpha had asked me to scout after he’d approached AES for security was neither importing produce nor South American.

Not questioning my assessment, Alpha drank.

Wondering why the hell he was here, I took another swallow. “But I’m guessing you already know Mr. Produce speaks Arabic, and his casual outdoor meetings aren’t so casual.”

Alpha scanned the bar. “November’s had eyes on him.”

Nathan “November” Rhys was AES’s resident hacker and arguably better suited for recon than I was. “Then why am I here?”

“Like you indirectly said, you blend. November doesn’t. You also speak Arabic. Security camera footage we got of him yesterday didn’t capture audio, and I wanted confirmation before I decided what I was going to do.”

“You shouldn’t do anything except hand that guy over to DHS, and I never said I speak Arabic.”

“You didn’t have to. I ran your background before I hired you. You speak at least three foreign languages, and advisement noted.”

Alpha hadn’t run shit. Nothing in my background said anything about languages. I would know, I’d created it myself. “You asked around.”

“Yes, I did, but that isn’t where I got my intel. All I found out was where you’d been. Syria, Iraq, Palestine, Bahrain, Kuwait, then Russia, and of course, Afghanistan. It wasn’t hard to deduce from there. The way they sent you in solo, you couldn’t have operated in those theaters without speaking Arabic, Russian and Dari, but that’s not why I’m here.” Alpha set his drink down and looked at me. “I got a text.”

My defenses already up, I went SEAL still. Expression locked, not reacting, my tone was casual. “I’m sure you get a lot of texts.”

“This one mentioned you.”

I scanned the fucking bar. “By name?”

“Call sign.”

“And?”

Alpha exhaled. Then he pulled his cell out from his suit jacket pocket, swiped across the screen and set the phone on the bar in front of me.

I read the text.

No caller ID: Trefor, this is LCDR Miller. While active duty, Whiskey was under my command. I need you to relay a message to him.

A line of text and symbols followed.

Quickly translating the coded message, I shoved the phone back.

Alpha pocketed his cell. “What’s the message say?”

“Did you ask November?” November wasn’t Navy. He’d been Air Force Cyber Command, stationed at the Pentagon. He could hack or decode anything.

“No.”

Calculating my next move, I took another swallow of my Maker’s Mark. “Why?”

Turning on his barstool, Alpha faced me, but he didn’t speak.

Knowing the drill, I looked at him.

“How much trouble are you in?” he asked.

I respected Alpha. Immensely. He’d commanded his Team while we were SEALs the same way he ran AES. Every man under him was family, and he’d lay his life on the line for any of us. The sentiment was reciprocated, but there was some shit I could never tell him.

“No trouble.” But someone was about to get dead.

“Why did this come through me?” Alpha demanded.

Because I would’ve ignored the text had they managed to get a hold of one of my numbers. “No clue.”

“What’s the message telling you to do?”

Taking another sip, I thought about how much I was willing to say, because I knew what Alpha would do. He’d step up, either personally or with AES resources, but this wasn’t his fight. “It’s not actually telling me to do anything.”

Alpha leveled me with a look I knew well.

Knowing he wouldn’t let it go, I mentally ran down every scenario of how he might be able to track the origin of the text, what he’d find if he did, and what actionable intel it’d net him. The answer was none.

I told him. “It’s coordinates.”

“For?”

Somewhere I didn’t want to go. “Trust me when I say you don’t want to know.”

“I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to know.”

“Can’t argue that.” Alpha ran AES from behind the scenes. If he showed up in the field, it meant something.

“Whiskey,” he warned.

“Alpha,” I stated.

Pivoting back to face the bar, he scanned our surroundings. “Are you being called up?”

“No.” Not exactly.

“You sure?”

The two initials after the coded GPS coordinates told me all I needed to know. This wasn’t about getting pulled back in. This was a single assignment. It was also a direct order. Finish the one mission I’d never been able to complete.

“I’m sure.” Tossing back the last of my bourbon, I stood. “But I will be off the grid for the next forty-eight hours.”

Leaving his drink on the bar unfinished, Alpha followed suit. “I’m coming with you.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I got it handled.”

“It wasn’t an offer.”

I’d heard his choice of phrasing. Smiling, I repeated myself. “Forty-eight hours.”

In a rare show of frustration, Alpha sighed. “Fine. You want November as overwatch?”

“Don’t need a babysitter.” That was the whole point of what I’d been recruited and trained to do. No overwatch, no backup, no team. No ID, no comms, nothing traceable. Solo infil and exfil. Get in, get out. You get hit or caught, you were dead. You miss your mark, you failed. You failed enough times, you were dead.

The irony was, you were already dead.

Will “Whiskey” Damien was nobody.

My prints weren’t in any system, foreign or domestic. I didn’t have a background beyond what I’d created. I didn’t have any identifying marks. I didn’t exist. Every document with my assigned name on it was as fake as the name itself.

“November’s not a babysitter. He’s a resource.”

I knew where Alpha was going with this. “One you could’ve used to decode that message.”

“Wasn’t my place to involve him.”

“Appreciate that. I’ll be back in two days. If I’m not, you know what to do.” As part of onboarding with AES, Alpha made everyone fill out a final requests document. Mine was simple. Distribute my assets evenly between everyone at AES.

Alpha nodded. “I do.”

“Thanks.” I turned to leave.

“Tell me why I shouldn’t track your movements.”

I glanced back. “You could try.”

With his expression locked down, Alpha studied me a beat. “But I wouldn’t get anywhere.”

No, he wouldn’t. I half smiled. “Tricks of the trade.”

“Then why did the Lieutenant Commander send the message through me?”

Palming my keys, not sure how much Alpha did or didn’t know about my time outside the Teams, I made up a plausible lie. “Chain of command.”

Alpha called me on it. “This isn’t the Teams.”

And I was never a team player. “Copy that, boss.”

“November cut the feeds before I pulled into the parking lot. If there’d been a firefight, we would’ve been the first to exfil, and neither the blonde nor the authorities would’ve been able to identify us.”

I threw out one of my full-blown, practiced smiles. “Always thinking ahead. That’s why you were Team leader.”

“You disabled the geo tracking on your company cell. You knew where the security cameras were before you walked in here. Your face was never caught on camera, and you paid cash for the drinks. That’s why you were pulled from the Teams for Spec Ops.”

Black Ops, I silently corrected before testing him. “Then how’d you find me?”

“The company vehicle you purposely used.”

I didn’t deny it. “See you in forty-eight.”

“You know where to find me if you need anything before then.”

If I did, it’d already be too late. “Copy that.”

Alpha tipped his chin.

I walked to my company Range Rover, got behind the wheel, and grabbed one of my burners. A burner I didn’t get from AES or November.

Powering it on, I pulled up a global map app and plugged in the GPS coordinates I’d memorized.

Fuck.
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Anika

 

Buzzing with anticipation, backstage was the usual frenzy of controlled chaos that happened right before a performance.

Playing out around me with its own haphazard symphony of starts and stops and bursts of scales, musicians warmed up, hushed voices excitedly chattered, and my agent said something about my schedule beyond this performance that I didn’t listen to.

I took my violin out of its case, and picked up my bow. My superstition holding strong, I refrained from playing even a single note or tuning one string.

I’d already done that less than an hour ago in the privacy of my home practice studio where I could cleanly hear every note. Since then, my Joseph Curtin violin had carefully been in my possession.

I hadn’t jostled the case.

The drive here had been smooth.

I hadn’t done anything that would alter the meticulous tuning I’d done specifically for this performance.

All I had to do now was wait.

My violin in my left hand, my Arcus P9 bow in my right, wearing my Carolina Herrera embellished evening gown and my gold Louboutin heels, my long hair pulled back into a low chignon, I stood and I breathed.

Closing my eyes, inhaling to the count of five, I held the breath as I visualized the bowing and fingering of the first notes. I exhaled as I imagined the familiarity and muscle memory of the instrument resting on my shoulder, my skin against the chin rest, and the Arcus held perfectly in my hand. I envisioned the exact positions on the fingerboard as my left hand ebbed and flowed across the strings while my right bowed flawlessly through the sonata and into the second movement.

I breathed through an abbreviated version of all the movements in the piece.

I breathed to center myself.

I breathed to calm my nerves.

I focused entirely on becoming one with the music.

“Anika? Did you hear me?”

But I couldn’t breathe enough to fight through the melancholy.

Opening my eyes, I looked at my agent. “I’ll speak to you afterward.”

Blinking twice, acting as if she didn’t know my exact preperformance routine, she looked annoyed, then offended, then resigned, all within the span of a second. “Right, yes, sure.” Not as adept or as fast at hiding her expressions of distaste as I was at vivacissimo, she smiled insincerely. “Of course.”

“Great.” My sarcasm lost on her, I thought about how I used to dislike her as I turned toward stage left.

Not moving out of my way, words started flying out of her mouth, sautillé style. “Okay, but I really think you should consider the backstage series I suggested. I’ll take all the pictures and do the posts like I always—”

“Nancy.” My previous dislike grew into a much stronger sentiment.

She held a hand up as if in defense. “I promise you won’t have to do anything except pose for a few extra photos.”

“No.” I recognized she’d grown my following to an unprecedented size for someone in my position, but I had to draw the line somewhere, and backstage photos, let alone a series of them, was a hard pass. I nodded toward my position. “Do you mind?”

In direct contrast to her personality, her expression morphed into guilt. “Okay, I wasn’t going to tell you this yet because I know you have your whole routine. But….” Pressing her lips together, she inhaled through her nose, then spoke in an even faster rush of verbal assault. “You have three missed calls. They all came in one after the other, and I know you always have me hold your cell phone during a performance because you don’t like—”

“Give it to me right now.” Transferring my bow to my left hand, I held out my right as my heart rate jumped, and suddenly, every beat felt like a painfully plucked pizzicato. Only one person besides my agent called me, and it was never, ever multiple times in a row.

She handed me my cell. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure I should say anything. I know you prefer—”

“We’ll discuss this later.” Taking my phone and walking toward the nearest corner, I started to panic, but when I glanced at the screen, full-blown anxiety blossomed. The calls had all come from an unknown number. I couldn’t even phone him back.

Recalling the only number I had for him, one I hadn’t used in years, one that I didn’t even dare program into my contacts, I carefully tucked my violin and bow under my arm, then quickly sent a text.

Me: I’m here now. Please call back ASAP.

I hit Send and waited.

Two people called my name. The five-minute warning was given. Musicians began taking their seats onstage.

Four minutes.

Shit.

Three and a half minutes.

“Anika, you don’t usually use a cell phone before a performance.” The conductor, apparently knowing my routine better than my agent did, stopped in front of me. “Is everything all right?”

Staring at the screen, willing it to ring, I didn’t look up. “Everything’s fine.” It wasn’t. I could feel it in my bones. “I just need a moment.”

“A moment’s all we have,” he reminded me as gently as possible.

My agent stepped forward. “She’ll be ready, Maestro. Don’t worry.”

Ignoring her, the kind, older gentleman addressed me. “Anika, are you sure there isn’t a problem? Because—”

“No, no, of course not.” My agent laughed uncomfortably. “Everything’s fine. She’ll be right there.”

Three minutes. Come on, come on. Call back.

The cell phone rang.

Turning my back on them, I pressed a finger to one ear and answered. “Peter?”

“Yeah.” His voice rough, he grunted as if in pain or exhaustion. “Why didn’t you take my calls?”

“I’m about to perform. What’s wrong? You don’t sound right.” His voice strained, his tone off, he’d never asked why I hadn’t answered his calls before.

“Listen, things are… happening, and I don’t have a lot of time.”

The principal bassist and first flute rushed past me. “What do you mean you don’t have a lot of time?”

A clattering noise erupted, then echoed in the background on his end, and he paused. When he spoke again, his tone abruptly changed to forced casualness. “So, you got a performance right now?”

“I don’t care about that. Tell me what’s wrong,” I demanded.

“Where are you playing tonight? One of those fancy philharmonic orchestras?”

“Miami Symphony.” My home base and where I’d played my first performance. The performance that’d attracted my agent’s attention. But Miami was a venue she no longer wanted me to play, which was exactly why I always agreed to perform here whenever the conductor asked. Except none of that mattered right now. Peter had never told me he was out of time. He’d been saying crazier and crazier things to me over the past few years, but this was new.

He snorted. “Bet your agent had shit to say about that.”

He knew everything about my career. I knew nothing about his. “I don’t care what she says. Why are you out of time?”

His voice quieted. “I love you, sis.”

My heart dropped to my stomach. “No. What are you doing? That’s not a normal I love you. What are you saying? Tell me what’s happening, right now.” We didn’t tell each other we loved each other. We said everything but. We spoke in opposites. We teased each other.

His deep laugh was forced. “I can’t tell my favorite sister I love her?”

“I’m your only sister, but, Peter—”

“I gotta go. If anything happens to me, just know I love you. Remember what I always tell you, sis—you are who you think you are.”

“Anika,” my agent called in a panicked stage whisper. “It’s time!”

Tears welled and spilled over. “No, this isn’t how we—”

“You’re great, sis. Always were. Love you.”

Applause erupted from the audience.

I raised my voice over the din. “Peter, no. I love you, but stop this, please. You’re scaring me. I’ll call you after the performance. We’ll talk. I’ll come to you.” I’d go wherever he was.

I hadn’t seen him in years, and his calls had become more and more infrequent and much more disturbing. So much so that I no longer knew why I was doing what I did. I used to play for him. I used to strive to make him proud. Every piece I learned had been with the intent to better myself so I could be good enough. Good enough to make him stop doing what he was doing. Good enough to make him see that he didn’t need to fight this fight that was only in his head. But he was fighting it anyway, and nothing I did or said seemed to break through to him.

“You know that can’t happen, sis.”

“Peter—”

The conductor’s voice boomed through the sound system. “Ladies and gentlemen, Anika Semyon.”

The applause erupted again, this time louder.

“Now you really gotta go. Play your best for me. Love you, sis. Always.” The line went dead.

My arm dropped, and my agent was right there.

She took my phone from my hand, quickly pressed a tissue under each of my eyes, then she turned me toward the stage. “You got this. Go.”

Shaking, I walked on stage.
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Whiskey

 

“Ballsy move, taking the shot from here.”

Fucking startled, my pulse leapt and my adrenaline spiked, but I didn’t so much as blink.

“Ghost.” That stealth son of a bitch. “Didn’t know you were coming.” A former SEAL, Ghost had disappeared off the grid years ago. He’d been recruited from the Teams for an off-the-books Spec Ops unit, same as me, but neither of us were active duty anymore.

Going prone next to me, Ghost sighted his own rifle. “You didn’t hear me either. You need to watch your six better.”

“Anyone else, I would’ve heard.” Using my scope, I scanned the front of the old industrial building that was almost two klicks downwind. “Since when do you come out of retirement?”

“Who says I retired?”

I half laughed. “You’re retired.” We both were. “Who called you in on this?”

He angled his scope south of the entrance. “Maybe I called you.”

“Fair enough.” Alpha’s message had been bogus. I’d never had a CO named Miller. But the coded coordinates and initials that’d been embedded in the text were as real as it got. “How’d you find Maxim?”

“If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

Glancing at him, I smiled. “Maybe I’ll take you out first.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me.”

I looked back through my scope. “It’d save me the hassle of any more long-range shots.”

Ghost adjusted his position half an inch north. “You live for taking out HVTs.”

“You sure about that?” Checking the wind speed, I silently cursed myself, then adjusted my aim north as well.

“As far as you’re concerned, the only thing I’m sure about is that you showed up and you have no moral compass.”

I chuckled. First was true, latter wasn’t. But it served my purpose for him and everyone else to think that. The true sociopath had been my father. If he taught me nothing else, it was that perception mattered. “Maybe you’re the one who should be watching his six.”

“Always do.”

That I didn’t doubt. There was a reason they called him Ghost, but I still tested him. “Any problems getting up here?”

“No more than you when you swam ashore and infilled northeast of the retaining wall.”

Figured he’d been watching me. The fact that he was here meant he’d had eyes on the place. “You come over the north ridge or from the west?” Cold as hell and dealing with rough surf, I hadn’t seen anything or anyone on my way in.

“North ridge.”

So he’d been in country. “That’s how you knew Maxim’s position.”

“I know a lot of things.” He glanced at his watch.

Didn’t doubt that either. Unlike me, Ghost did live to take out HVTs, terrorists and anyone else on SOCOM’s most wanted list. Personally, I didn’t give a fuck what motivated him. But I did wonder why he was here.

Scanning the exterior of the building through my scope again before switching to thermal imaging, I checked the inside. Still four bodies, still all sitting.

I settled back behind my scope. “We taking out more than Maxim?”

“Not we. Me. I’ve got Maxim. You’re going to take out his number one and two, Lev and Gavriil.”

Simultaneous hits. “That leaves one standing.” My guess was, it was their tech guy, Valery. “You taking down the fourth target after Maxim?”

“No. Neither of us are. He lives.”

“You’re watching him, then.” That was the only reason they’d leave someone like that alive.

“I’m not doing anything except pulling the trigger.”

Bullshit. He was lying. “Copy that.” Another lesson I’d inadvertently learned from my father. Liars all had tells. Ghost was no different. He never explained or complained. If he said more than the absolute bare minimum, it was a diversion tactic.

Ghost glanced at his watch again. “Four minutes.”

Tilting my wrist, I double-checked the time. “You’re early. They’ve been doing security checks the top of every hour, not half past.”

“This time they will.”

“You know this how?” My exfil plan was based on their next security check in thirty-four minutes, not three and a half minutes from now. My rebreather had enough oxygen to get me through, but that didn’t mean I wanted to be five meters below the surface in the Black Sea in February for an extra fucking half hour.

“Three minutes. Focus up,” Ghost ordered. “Lev and Gavriil. Single head shots. Fourth target remains breathing.”

“And if he doesn’t?” Maybe I’d take him out for the hell of it. Then I wouldn’t have to enter the water early.

Ghost glanced at me. “Miss, and it’ll be the last shot you take.”

I smiled. “Or it’ll be yours.”

Expression deadlocked, he gave me the SEAL stare for half a beat. Then he looked back through his scope. “Sixty seconds.”

My smile holding, I focused back on my own scope. “Your tells are showing.”

“I don’t have tells. Forty-five seconds.”

“Yes, you do.” Irritation was a tell, and I was purposely testing his patience. “Your speed’s slowing. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have needed a second shooter tonight.”

“My speed and aim are fine. Twenty seconds.”

“Sure they are,” I hazed, mentally calculating the trajectory one more time, checking the wind, then making a slight adjustment.

“Ten seconds.”

“Copy that, old man.”

“Five seconds,” he warned.

“Four.” The door to the warehouse opened a half hour early, exactly as Ghost said it would.

“Three.”

All four men cleared the building, and I exhaled. “Two.”

“Execute,” he ordered, pulling the trigger.

Ghost hit Maxim.

I took out Lev, then Gavriil.

We both remained still as we watched their hacker trip over the dead bodies and scramble to get back into the building before slamming the door shut.

Then we were moving.

Breaking down our rifles, picking up our shells, we stood at the same time.

I gave Ghost a smile I knew he hated. “Like I said, slow.”

He didn’t take the bait. “Mission complete. I’ll call it in.”

“Will you?” The message didn’t contain confirmation or sweep team orders.

“Consider your duty to the Unit fulfilled.”

“Copy that, boss.” Saluting the prick, not waiting for a response, I turned and dropped the pretense.

Then I scanned the ridge and headed back down to the Black Sea.
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Anika

 

The wind whispered past my ears as the current rushed toward the ocean below me.

Sitting on the concrete barrier that wasn’t much cooler than the humid night, I closed my eyes against the salty breeze that brushed across my shoulders and tickled my exposed back.

Barefoot, dangling my legs over the edge, I inhaled deep, but it didn’t stop the pain of grief.

And it didn’t make the tears come.

An errant gust lifted the hem of my gold, beaded evening gown before whipping my hair around my face.

Opening my eyes, I glanced at the stars for only a brief moment before picking up my cell phone and reading the text again. The text I’d gotten hours postperformance after frantically, repeatedly calling my brother, only to get a canned voice each time, telling me the line was disconnected. The text that had come through as I’d sat in my car behind the performance hall because I couldn’t bring myself to drive home. The text that had changed everything.

Unknown number: They took down your brother. He’s gone. They’ll be coming for you next. I’ll get you out. Stand by for instructions, but be prepared to leave.

I looked at the time stamp.

Two minutes past midnight.

I glanced at the current time.

Three-thirteen a.m.

My brother had been dead for at least three hours, but it’d been over eight hours since I’d heard his voice.

I couldn’t tell if it felt like a lifetime or a lie.

Pulling up my photos, I looked at the first of two I had. Years old, merely a screenshot of a yellowed picture, it was us as children. Towering over me, his arm around my shoulders, his frame too thin, his hair unkempt, his expression happy, he was smiling with his whole face.

Half his height, clinging to his shirt, looking up at him with adoration, my smile matched his.

The picture was taken a week before our parents had abruptly sent us away to live with our aunt. It was the last time I remembered seeing my brother happy.

Bringing up the second picture, one he’d adamantly argued against me taking, but one I’d taken anyway, he still towered over me. Except his lanky frame had filled out to the muscled stature of a soldier, his expression was stern, his brow was furrowed, and he had a look in his eyes I should’ve recognized as the beginning of the end.

But I was smiling.

It was after my first performance as the headlining guest with the New York Philharmonic, and I wasn’t thinking about my brother’s extremism. I’d just been so thankful to see him, so proud that he’d gotten to see me perform.

Then he’d whisked me out of the theater while constantly looking over his shoulder and scanning the busy streets of New York as he’d hailed a cab and told the driver to take a circuitous route. Thirty minutes later, we’d pulled up to a seedy motel where you paid by the hour, and I’d had to walk up seven flights of stairs in my concert gown and heels, carrying my most prized possession while my brother openly carried a gun.

I knew then something was very wrong.

But I didn’t know how wrong until he’d locked us in the room, scanned for listening devices, then told me my life was in danger.

Closing my eyes against the picture and the memory, I tried to inhale the briny air that had always been more cleansing than stifling, but this time it didn’t help.

Nothing had been helping since the last communication I’d had with my brother before tonight.

That’d been eleven months ago.

Maybe it’d started that night in New York four years ago.

The biggest night of my life, the one I had worked my way up to. Practice after practice, year after year, tirelessly, relentlessly, obsessively drawing my bow over my strings until I got every single note absolutely perfect and earned the coveted virtuoso spot. That night had changed my life.

Floating on the applause, bowing at the standing ovation, grateful for the conductor who had taken a chance on me, and indebted to every professional musician who had played flawlessly, I was elated.

By the time I walked backstage, my manager had calls from half a dozen other symphonies and venues.

That performance had launched my career.

Then my brother had stepped from the shadows, and everything changed.

One moment, I was on top of the world. The next, my soul was broken.

The smell of mold, his voice, his paranoia, I remembered that hotel room as if it was yesterday, and the memory came unbidden.

Glancing past the tattered curtains to the grungy street below, he made a blanket statement as if it were both an order and something I understood. “You’re not continuing this.”

“Continuing what? And why are you staying here? Surely the Army pays you better than this.”

“I’m not in the Army or the Unit anymore, and you know exactly what I’m talking about. We’re Russian. You’re too exposed now.” He strode across the room and checked the lock on the door for the third time.

A pit grew in my stomach. We weren’t Russian. We hadn’t been for a very long time. We were US citizens, but something told me not to remind him of that. “What do you mean, you’re not in the military anymore? Since when?” Peter had been in the Army from the moment he’d turned eighteen.

“Since awhile.” He paced back to the window. “Does anyone know where you’re staying?”

I grabbed his arm. “Peter, stop it. What’s going on?”

“Piotr,” he angrily corrected before pulling his arm out of my grasp. “Do you need whatever you have at your hotel?” He nodded at my violin case that I was still holding. “Is that the same one?”

Taken aback by his behavior, by his questioning, I glanced at the stained coverlet on the small bed and remained standing. “Look, I don’t know what you think is happening, or why you insist on using Piotr again, but I’m not doing this. Whatever this is. I’m going back to my hotel, where, yes, many people know I’m staying, and I’m going to bed. It’s been a long day.” It’d been a long life, and I’d worked too hard to get to where I was to deal with whatever paranoia he had going on. “Good night. Call me in the morning.” I turned to leave.

His hand slammed on the door, and the heat of his breath fell on the back of my neck. “Do you know how many people are watching you?”

Yes. “Twenty-seven hundred tonight.” It’d been a full house. The performance had sold out the day it was announced.

“I’m not talking about the damn symphony.”

I turned to face him. “It’s the New York Philharmonic, and do you have any idea how hard I worked to get there? Because if you did, you wouldn’t be dismissing it or me. I’m not having this conversation with you. I don’t know what you’ve gotten yourself into, but I want no part of it.” Undoing the stupid chain he’d put on and unlocking the door, I grabbed the half-rusted handle.

“Why do you think Mother and Father sent us to America?”

I yanked on the door, and it squeaked like a missed high note, but it didn’t open. “Because they had to work on the stupid restaurant remodel all summer, and they knew they’d be too busy for us. So they sent us to Aunt Kat because I was too young to help at the restaurant, and you were too busy playing stupid football to do anything else. Then the stupid fire killed them, and we never went back. I’m not talking about this.” I yanked the door again, but it only budged an inch. “Open this stupid door!”

“They weren’t remodeling the restaurant!” Seething, he slammed the door shut and leaned down to my ear. Then his next words struck me like a calculated blow. “Our parents were KGB, the fire was no accident, and Katarina was never our aunt.”

Shaking away the memory, I sent both of the pictures to myself in an email.

Then I whispered to a ghost. “Goodbye, Peter.”

I threw the phone into the water.
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Whiskey

 

A glint of light on the deserted bridge ahead caught my eye, and it was automatic.

I hit the brakes.

Driving home from a private airstrip across the state, tired but still keyed up and on high alert, I killed the headlights and pulled to the side of the road, almost not believing what I was seeing.

Female. Long dark hair. Slight.

Sitting on the fucking railing of the bridge.

Poised like she was ready to take a header into the intracoastal, she stared at the water.

My training embedded, I’d already done the distance, drop, and trajectory calculation at point of impact.

If she was lucky, she wouldn’t survive the fall.

The height of the bridge, the depth of the water, she’d hit bottom hard and fast. Snapping her neck or back would be the least of her problems. I’d seen highly trained men on the Teams become paralyzed after far shorter jumps.

She shifted.

The moonlight caught her, and I got the glint again.

Gold dress. Fancy. A fucking evening gown?

The wind kicked up her hair, and her arm reared back.

“Shit.”

Grabbing the key fob, disabling the overhead lights and throwing my door open, I was out of the Range Rover and moving as she pitched something into the water.

Rectangle, thin—fuck.

Her cell phone sailed into the abyss, and I was double-timing it.

Women who wanted to live didn’t toss their cell phones.

That was the thought going through my head as my first steps left the road and landed on the foot of the bridge. My boots, which had been virtually silent on the pavement, hit the grated surface and made an audible noise.

Cursing myself and my rookie mistake, I halted.

My gaze locked on her, waiting to see if she heard me, I gave it one second.

She didn’t look back.

She didn’t even turn her head.

Watching the water below her, staring intently, she gripped the edge with one hand and gathered her dress with the other.

Then she fucking stood on the ledge.

I sprinted.

Rushing her from behind, I grabbed her around the waist, yanked back and dropped.

With a sudden intake of breath, she let go of her dress.

Hitting the bridge ass first in a calculated move to protect, I took the weight of her on my lap as I landed and held fast as I braced my boots against the cement barrier in case she fought me. “Hey, hey, hey, I got you.”

Dark, silky hair blew in my face, and her warm, feminine, intoxicating scent broadsided me.

Not fighting me, the woman didn’t even speak.

Still as fuck, sitting on my lap, she took three even breaths, then tipped her head back and looked up.

Blunt-force trauma to my entire body would’ve been less of an impact.

Piercing gaze, haunted hazel eyes, arrestingly beautiful, she was fucking stunning.

Then she spoke. “What are you doing?” Throaty, sexy, reserved—her voice went straight to my dick.

“Pretty sure that’s my line.” I wasn’t the one standing on a bridge at oh three hundred. “Do you always put on an evening gown when you decide to throw your cell phone into the intracoastal?”

“Ocean,” she corrected. “The inlet’s behind us.”

Inlet, ocean, intracoastal—it didn’t matter. She’d almost taken a header, and I wasn’t letting go of her. “Semantics.”

Making no move to either fight my hold on her or get off my lap, she frowned. “What man says evening gown?”

“I do.” Tonight. Just now. Couldn’t say I’d used the term before. I glanced at her feet. “No shoes?”

“They’re uncomfortable after seven hours. I left them in the car.”

I fucking asked. “Were you planning on going back for them?”

“Eventually,” she answered in the same reserved tone. “They’re Louboutins.”

That meant nothing to me. “Good to know.”

Leaning back and settling in to me instead of attempting to get up, she glanced at my feet, then the railing. “Is it?”

“Since you’re making yourself at home by parking it on my lap, I figure it’s good to know your brand of choice.”

“That would be Joseph Curtin.”

That also meant nothing to me. “Noted.” Her dress held up by two thin straps that were nothing more than gold strings crossing her back, her arms were bare, smooth and thin like the rest of her, but they were defined. I didn’t think she was a model, but she could’ve been.

Looking up at the sky, she gracefully folded her left arm over her right. “What happened to him?”

Him? I looked at her pupils. Not dilated. No obvious signs of drugs, seemingly sober. I didn’t know where the hell she was going with this, and in that moment, I wasn’t sure I cared. “Is that rhetorical?” I never imagined my night ending on a bridge with a gorgeous woman on my lap, but for reasons I wasn’t going to analyze, it seemed fitting.

She exhaled like she was tired of this conversation. “All right. You don’t have to tell me.”

Tell her what? “Copy that.”

Her back stiffened, and her gaze immediately cut to mine. Then she stared at me. Really stared. “You’re military too.”

Too? “I was.” The haunted look in her eyes sank into my head.

As fast as she’d looked at me, she deflated and refocused on the cement barrier and water beyond. “Figures.”

“Glad you’ve got it all worked out.” Because I sure as hell didn’t, except whoever she was asking about was either active or former duty.

The fingers on her left hand subtly tapped a silent rhythm on her right arm. “I have nothing worked out.”

“Is that why you’re on a bridge at oh three hundred, relieving yourself of your phone?”

Her hand stilled. “Don’t be crass. I wasn’t relieving myself.”

“Good to know. Might’ve ruined your fancy dress.”

“I thought you said it was an evening gown.”

“Just switching it up, since you made fun of my previous choice of words.” I didn’t do banter. I didn’t engage in any conversation unless absolutely necessary. The more you spoke, the likelier you were to be remembered, and in my line of work, being memorable was suicide.

“I don’t make fun of people.”

“What do you do?” Besides cross my path and make me want to know every damn thing about her when I never did this.

She sighed. “Get taken hostage by former military men with big arms and heavy boots, apparently.”

I chuckled. “You’re the one sitting on my lap, sweetheart.”

“You grabbed me. Did I have a choice?”

I sobered. “You always have a choice.” Slow and steady, I unfolded my arms from around her waist and rested them on my thighs on either side of her. Technically releasing her but also effectively caging her in just in case she decided to make another move for that guardrail, I held steady.

She glanced at my arms. “Is that your way of telling me I’m free to go?”

“Anywhere but over the side of the bridge.”

As if startled, she abruptly sat up and leaned forward, only to turn and look incredulously at me. “You thought I was going to jump?”

I could stare at this woman for days. “It crossed my mind.”

“I wasn’t.”

Two words, calmly spoken, no hesitation or defensiveness, just stated as if they were fact.

“You sure about that?”

“Yes.”

The low-cut dress showing off most of her back, the moonlight hitting her dark hair, the intensity of her gaze, her wide, full mouth—she was so damn beautiful. She was also fucking with me. “Good to know.”

“You don’t believe me.”

I smiled. “Is that a question or a statement?”

“Statement, and you’re not what I expected.”

Dropping the smile, taking in the last part of what she’d said, I paused for a fraction of a second. “What were you expecting?” I was definitely missing something.

As fast as she’d sat up, she deflated. “Nothing.” Leaning back against my chest, she looked out across the ironically symbolic expanse of concrete and steel that paralleled man’s need to dominate nature like I wanted to dominate her. “I don’t expect anything from anyone.”

“Good.” Because if this woman was looking for a hero, I wasn’t it.

I took lives.

I didn’t save them.
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