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      Hughes Martinez tugged at his navy-blue suit and glanced up at the man about to give the welcome address for the Innovator’s Guest Forum when a lady marched inside, leaned over, pressed a note into his hand, and then walked out without saying a word.

      He peeled the note open just as the man in front began speaking.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to this premier conference. I am excited about all we’re about to share—cutting-edge developments in fighting crime.” Tall and lanky, with witty eyes, he let his glance sweep the room. “I can hardly wait for us to get started. Please settle in, and we should be commencing shortly.”

      Hughes read the note, and his head spun.

      He blinked hard. This couldn’t be.

      He glanced around the room.

      A phone rang. One man two seats from him at the table took a call, and alarm shot through his eyes before he rose.

      Another, at the end of the table, read something and took his phone and rose.

      Hughes studied the note again.

      He vacillated between choices.

      But the note had been clear.

      He either obeyed it or disobeyed it.

      The other two men who’d read or heard…something…were already heading toward the exit.

      His heart pounded loudly. His chest rose and fell.

      She’d never been wrong.

      She’d never lied to him.

      He trusted her once.

      He could trust her again.

      Hughes stood, leaving his things when the elevator opened and both men entered. “Please, hold it!” They did.

      He rushed forward, but he hadn’t seen a waitress who was angling to set coffee beside him. He hit her elbow with his arm, and the cup’s warm contents splashed on his suit. “I’m so sorry.” He apologized and walked briskly to the elevator.

      As soon as he entered, a text buzzed on his phone. “Hey. How’s it going?” His sister, Angel, knew how much this conference meant to him. She’d be mad to hear he left it for a note. But if he told her who the message was from, would she mind?

      The elevator door slid closed as the waitress stooped to use a bunch of napkins to mop the spill.

      The elevator jerked to its descent, and for a moment, he wondered why both men flanking him looked unbothered. He’d certainly seen hesitation on one and a frown from the other when they’d gotten those notifications. He spun to the man on his right wearing a black suit and a striped tie. “Hi—”

      An explosion rocked the elevator as it settled on the ground floor. “Jesus!” He screamed, bracing his hands against the inside railing. Another explosion rocked the complex. And a third trailed it as the elevator doors jerked open and dust cascaded from the upper floor. He ducked his head as did the other two men. Security agents on the conference center’s ground floor spoke into their radios and raced toward the elevator, guiding them out.

      What was happening?

      He allowed himself to be led out of the building, covering his head with his hand—like it could shield him at all. He had to do something as his heart pounded loudly. God, please keep us safe.

      A security guard rushed past him, and he grabbed the man’s hand. “What’s going on?”

      The man paused long enough to answer. “Three bombs exploded on the fifth floor. Everyone is feared dead.”

      Their conference was on the fifth floor.

      Hughes released the man, rotated, and moved away from the complex while he stumbled forward, breathless. Oh God, oh God, oh God. Thank You for saving my life.

      His knees weakening, he leaned against the bike ride-share lock-boxes. Then, grateful to be alive, he blinked at the sun, rising lazily over the skyscrapers. And grateful for SSPD Officer Ladi Zoe—his secret crush—who’d just saved his life for the second time.
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      Every muscle tense and hurting, undercover SSPD Officer Ladi Zoe exhaled long and settled her back against the seat she’d occupied for the last three hours.

      She tapped an impatient foot, scarcely able to sit there when the need to do something coursed through her. Instead, she’d waited, delayed, bought time, and prayed to spot Hughes emerge.

      She wiggled in her chair, the hard folding seat pressing against her. She couldn’t save everyone. But she prayed she’d saved Hughes. Leaning on the confidence of her only trusted friend here had been risky. But she’d had no choice. She’d instructed the lady to cross the street, enter the building, crash the conference, and give Hughes the note. Then exit the building and return to the Premium Security Systems facility without asking questions—no matter what she saw or heard—for her own safety. And she’d done it. But she hadn’t been sure Hughes would follow through.

      Since the completion of their trainings, their work assignments had split them up. And Ladi, due to her excelling in the security aspects of Premium’s operations, had been moved quickly up the chain to work with their special tasks team—a team that did extraordinary duties. Most of which she’d now discovered were outside a typical security company’s regular functions and beyond the perimeters of their legal boundaries. They basically operated an army under the cover of running security operations.

      Upon this discovery, she was furious—but she now worked two angles—one for the Pete Zendel attack and one for the SSPD to uncover the extent of this operation.

      Sadly, the only way to uncover the beast was to enter its underbelly—and now that she was in, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could endure the stench.

      But her job for now was to keep her eyes on that building for physical confirmation of who exited—and if anyone escaped from that conference on the fifth floor, to report it. She angled the binoculars through the clipped glass opening at the bottom of the window’s curtain and peered again for the umpteenth time.

      One man from the fifth floor came out of the complex covered in dust, darting his gaze around him, afraid. An undercover cop from the fifth precinct, no doubt alerted by her friend whom she’d reached out to, in code.

      Then the undercover Consumer Protections officer, whom her coded message to Captain Bailey had probably warned.

      But no Hughes.

      Ladi’s heart pounded. If something happened to him, she wasn’t sure she could live it down. Several times, after that night she’d rescued him, she felt as though they’d had a connection when she rescued him, but she wasn’t too sure. If only she was no longer undercover, so they could explore their options! Right now, she didn’t have the chance. Would she ever?

      Was she doing the right thing by sticking to this assignment?

      Would someone else have uncovered the Hunter’s identity?

      Should she have escaped when she had the chance?

      Her request had been to be left in for a few weeks. But the Hunter had remotely taken notice of her skills because of her quick results and specifically asked for her to be included in their specials’ team.

      How could she leave then? She’d called through a payphone when they’d gone out for an assignment and left a firm message against extraction.

      The date for her scheduled extraction had come and gone with no one showing up. So the captain had heeded her request.

      She peered through the binoculars again and searched the scattered crowd forming outside the complex—but no Hughes. A sigh slipped through her lips.

      Now, she kept being given more confidential assignments—travel with the team to acquire secret technologies that she wasn’t sure anyone knew about yet, then to rescue someone whose identity was concealed as Person Y, followed by more of such.

      And then this assignment required all of her self-control and more not to rat them out. But by now, she knew there were more players beyond the Hunter, possibly more dangerous than him.

      She’d dug through the CFO’s records at night only to spot irregularities in their funding, suggesting that there were external funders. She was after the man who was clearly funding the Hunter. Because, going by the last financial report she’d gleaned when she’d scoured the accountant’s office, they should be bankrupt. But, suddenly, funds were available, and additional dangerous missions were being scheduled. She would be satisfied to bring down the Hunter. But first, she must identify who the funder or funders were—otherwise, he’d move his money to another willing party, continuing the criminal operation.

      She peered again, just about to give up, when someone emerged and she recognized their shape as Hughes’. “Thank God.” She gulped hard, and her shoulders fell in relief. He looked sharp in a navy blue suit, but it appeared stained and dusty like the other two escapees. Her chest rose in rapid beats—yes, she was attracted to him. She’d known it that rescue night but had been too busy. She watched him walk toward a hot dog stand, and she smiled a little and muttered, “Thank You, Jesus.”

      He was safe.

      Alive.

      He’d heeded her warning.

      She trusted that Angel and the SSPD would do the necessary to keep him “dead” until it was safe for him to walk the streets again.

      Her attention turned again to the fifth floor, and her heart twisted with the number of lives lost. Was this something the Hunter wanted? Or was it his funder’s agenda? Either way, this was part of a bigger plot, and she wasn’t leaving until she got to the bottom of it.

      “Hey. Did everything go as planned?” Her team lead bore a boyish grin as he strode into the room and adjusted a hidden camera she hadn’t known was hitched at the top of the curtain rods.

      He brought with him the smell of coffee and carried a pastry.

      “Yes.” How could he…eat now? Somehow, she resisted the urge to punch his jaw and ask how he could celebrate the death of innocent lives. Determination firmed in her own jaw. She might never succeed in escaping them. She knew too much, had seen too much, and would be considered a danger. They’d kill her. But she’d take down as many of these devils as she had the chance to.

      If she went down, she wouldn’t go down without them.

      She would shred this evil empire to bits until there was nothing left of it on her way down.
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          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      “The boss wants to see you.” Her lead’s direct statement drew Ladi from where she was watching the street below to be sure the SSPD had picked up Hughes. She hated to have to leave her strategic spot until he’d disappeared from view. But she couldn’t draw suspicion either.

      “He does? Who’s the boss?” She swallowed. “And, why?” Now was not the time for this.

      “That’s too many questions above your pay grade.” He observed her, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “I don’t know why. Be careful about asking too many questions around here.” His lips thinned out. “I’m just not sure I like how he’s taken to you. Considering you’ve recently joined the team, you should be kept at an arm’s length.” When she said nothing, he eyed her, then sighed and pointed toward the doorway behind him. “I’ll take your spot. You’ll ride with the guys driving back to the office while I monitor the cleanup to make sure no one made it out of there alive. We can’t leave any loose ends, understood?”

      His words and snaky eyes led her to shudder, but she diverted her gaze and rose. “Fine. No, I don’t know why he added me to the team. I’m doing the job, aren’t I?”

      He drew up close, and she held her breath, wondering what he planned to do. His shoulders slacked after a moment. “You are. But
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