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			Chapter 1 
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			The warehouse was an abandoned shell. Empty so long that parts of the roof had caved in, most of the windows were gone, and nature had started to reclaim the concrete and cement, with bits of green taking root in the building’s cracks. Proof of the resilience of life, even in the worst of circumstances.

			Most of Beckett Murda’s life was proof of that.

			The whistling early morning wind and the distant sounds of Baltimore car traffic and ships’ horns were the only noises that made their way into this corner of what was left of the fourth floor, and that was just fine by Beckett. Because the height and the quiet and the seclusion made it the perfect place from which to protect what he cared about most.

			His friends.

			His brothers.

			His chance at redemption.

			Crouching beside a busted window gave Beckett the perfect view of Hard Ink Tattoo, his temporary home the past two and a half weeks. Or, at least, it was the perfect place to see what was left of it. The red-­brick, L-­shaped building sat on the opposite corner of the intersection. Just a few days before, the center of the long side of the L had been reduced to rubble courtesy of his enemies. The predawn attack had claimed the lives of three good men. Three too damn many.

			With Wednesday morning daylight just breaking, Beckett scanned a one-­eighty from left to right, his gaze sequentially moving from the empty roads that led to Hard Ink’s intersection, to Hard Ink itself, to the surrounding buildings—­all empty just as this one was except for Hard Ink. Luckily, the side on which their group lived hadn’t suffered any loss of integrity during the attack, so they hadn’t had to relocate their base of operations.

			Beckett repeated the survey using a pair of high-­power binoculars, useful for picking up details he might otherwise miss, given the loss of acuity he’d experienced in his right eye from a grenade explosion just over a year ago. His lefty was 20/20 all the way, but shrapnel had reduced his righty to 20/160. His visual impairment in that eye was damn close to legally blind, and it made seeing at a distance a bitch.

			That explosion marked the beginning of the whole clusterfuck that led to him sitting in this hellhole all night. Beckett’s Army Special Forces team had been ambushed at a checkpoint in Afghanistan, killing their commander and six other members of the team. In addition to himself, the four survivors—­his best friend, Derek “Marz” DiMarzio, second-­in-­command Nick Rixey, Shane McCallan, and Edward “Easy” Cantrell—­had fought tooth and nail to make it out alive, only to be blamed for their teammates’ deaths, accused of dereliction of duty, and sent packing from the Army courtesy of other-­than-­honorable discharges and nondisclosure agreements ensuring they could never say anything to try to clear their names.

			Now they were doing it anyway. This was their one and only shot.

			Movement along the far side of Hard Ink.

			Beckett focused in to see Katherine Rixey pause at the corner before running across the road to the shadows of the opposite building. From there, Nick’s younger sister skirted tight along the wall, darted across the road again, and then disappeared from view as she entered the warehouse where he hid. Within a minute the rapid thump of footsteps echoed up the stairwell.

			Nearly 6:00 A.M., which meant his shift in the sniper’s roost was done. Kat was his relief.

			Except that was maybe the only way Kat Rixey relieved him. Otherwise, she had an impressive knack for getting way far under his skin and pushing all his buttons. And every one of his teammates had witnessed it firsthand. Among elite operatives, lives and missions depended on being able to recognize and mitigate your weaknesses. And that meant Beckett had to admit that something about Kat distracted him, irritated him, made him . . . feel.

			Not something he had much experience with. Not for years.

			Her footsteps neared, their sound louder in the stairwell, and Beckett’s heart might’ve kicked up in time with her jogging pace. Something about her threw him off kilter. And that fucking pissed him off. Because this woman was the younger sister of one of his best friends. And no part of what he was doing here involved—­

			“Hey, Trigger. You’re free to go,” she said as she stepped into the large room behind him.

			Fucking Trigger. She’d been at him with her cute little nicknames since the day they met. Like it was his fault he’d caught her roaming Hard Ink unannounced and pulled his gun on her. Times being what they were, she was lucky that was all he’d done. He kept his eyes trained out the window so she couldn’t see the irritation likely filling his expression.

			“Helloooo?” she said, standing right behind him.

			Taking his good old time, he put the binoculars down and slowly turned toward her. And had to work hard to keep from reacting to how fucking hot she was.

			Katherine Rixey was an angel-­faced beauty with a foul mouth, sharp green eyes, and curves that would not quit. His hands nearly ached to bury themselves in her thick, wavy brown hair every time he saw her, and the sight of her confidently and competently handling a gun made him rock hard. The fact that she was apparently a shark of a prosecutor was just icing on her five-­foot-­two-­inch cake. Brains, body, beauty. Kat had it all. Too bad she drove him bat-­shit crazy.

			She waved a hand in front of his face, and he tore his gaze away. “You fall asleep there, Quick-­Draw? Shoulda texted me. I would’ve come sooner.”

			Whatever you do, do not think about her coming.

			Jesus.

			Beckett secured his weapon in a holster at his lower back, hauled himself off the floor, and swallowed the innuendo-­filled retorts flitting through his mind. “Had it covered just fine.”

			“Good to know,” she said, crossing her arms and smirking.

			Beckett felt his eyebrow arch in question before he’d thought to school his expression. “Problem?” he asked, stepping right up in front of her. She was so short, he towered over her, forcing her to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. And damn if she didn’t smell good, like warm, sweet vanilla. It made his mouth water, his groin tighten, and his temper flare. Sonofabitch.

			“Dude. I am so not the one with the problem.” Amusement filled her bright green eyes.

			As he nailed her with a stare, Beckett tried not to admire the way her crossed arms lifted the mounds of her breasts under the clingy black long-­sleeved tee. This woman was a Rixey, which meant sarcasm was coded into her DNA. Beckett had almost a decade of experience with her oldest brother to know that was true. No way he was giving her the satisfaction of a reply. He shook his head and stepped around her.

			“Always a pleasure,” she said.

			He peered over his shoulder to find her lowering into a crouch by the window. She grabbed a gun from one of the cases on the floor and checked the weapon’s ammo. Her quick motions revealed her confidence and experience—­always sexy qualities to Beckett’s mind.

			Still, despite her obvious competence with a weapon—­Nick had done a damn fine job making sure his petite little sister could take care of herself—­her being alone up here for a day-­long shift didn’t sit well in Beckett’s gut. Ever since the attack on Hard Ink, everyone who had any experience with weapons had been taking shifts in one of the two lookouts they’d set up, and Katherine had more than earned the right to help with the task. More than that, they needed all hands on deck right now—­including Katherine. But the team’s enemies were expertly trained, highly lethal mercenaries who had no qualms about covering their asses, no matter what it took—­or who they took down. And where Katherine was concerned, that made Beckett . . . worry.

			After all, she was Nick’s sister. And just like the rest of the team, Nick had lost enough.

			And that’s all it was. Right.

			Sonofabitch.

			“Watch yourself,” Beckett said, voice gruff.

			Katherine peered over her shoulder at him and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, that’s kinda the point of this whole thing,” she said, gesturing to the guns, ammo, communication devices, army-green sleeping bags, and stack of bottled water and snacks piled around the corner by the window. When Beckett didn’t reply, she shook her head and looked outside again. “You question Nick and the guys this way when you hand off your shift?”

			No, he didn’t. And saying so would either make him look like a chauvinist asshole or possibly reveal too damn much about the shit she stirred up inside him. So he disappeared into the stairwell and made his way down.

			Given the strength and resources of their enemies, sparring with Katherine Rixey was the last thing he needed to waste energy doing.

			“THAT’S WHAT I thought,” Kat said. Looking back toward the stairs again, she realized she was alone. As big as Beckett freaking Murda was, how the hell did she not hear him leave?

			Damn Special Forces guys. Her brother Nick had the same ability. Scared her half to death sometimes. Thank God for their middle brother, Jeremy. Most of the time, Jer gave off a happy vibe you could feel coming from a mile away.

			Kat smiled at the thought, settled into a comfortable position and turned her attention back to the view outside the window. The streets were eerily quiet, which wasn’t an accident. Though her brothers had bought a building in the city’s derelict and partly abandoned old industrial district, the real explanation behind the ghost town she was looking down on was a series of roadblocks a police ally of Nick’s had somehow orchestrated. Kat had tried to stay out of the specifics, because she hadn’t wanted to know the details if they veered into the illegal.

			Which was damn near a certainty. Kat had come to visit her brothers at Hard Ink five days before, and pretty much the whole time she’d been here she’d walked a fine line between wanting to help them with this crazy situation and freaking out about the illegal nature of what they were doing. Not that the guys weren’t justified in defending themselves and doing whatever it took to clear their names, but Kat had become a lawyer for a reason. Growing up, Nick was the risk-­taker, the guy who ditched college weeks into his senior year to join the Army. Jeremy was the artistic rule-­breaker. And Kat had been the rule-­follower.

			Almost like checking a series of boxes, she’d gotten straight A’s all through school, served as the president of all her clubs, got into the best colleges and busted her ass to become managing editor of her law review. Even as early as high school, she’d known she wanted to go into the law. Because law represented justice and order and righ­teous­ness. Those ideals had spoken to her, drawn her to a career fighting what she thought was the good fight.

			Four years into working at the Department of Justice, she still believed that was what she and the good ­people she worked with tried to do. Problem was, sometimes a big gulf existed between what they tried to do and what the law allowed them to achieve. And she’d never realized just how all-­consuming the career would be. Twelve-­hour days at her desk were her norm.

			Kat surveyed the run-­down neighborhood outside the window. Baltimore might’ve only been about thirty miles from D.C., but right now she felt about a million miles away from that desk.

			Down below, the street beside Hard Ink was literally blocked—­by the pile of rubble that had slid down into the road when part of the building collapsed early Sunday morning. Just looking at the pile of bricks and cement and twisted beams and broken glass made Kat’s heart race, because she’d been on top of that building when it went down. Her, her brothers, and several others, too. In her mind’s eye, she saw the rooftop fall away from under Jeremy’s feet. He and two other guys started to fall, and she’d screamed. And then Nick was there, grabbing Jeremy’s hand and hauling him up from the breach.

			Kat’s breath caught and she blinked away the sting suddenly filling her eyes. The image of Jer falling and the thought of him being gone had haunted her dreams every night since. Because she could’ve lost Jeremy.

			Which made her glad her oldest brother had spent years in SpecOps and knew what the hell to do, because she couldn’t lose her brothers. And given the impossibly crazy situations she’d encountered since arriving at Hard Ink, she was well aware that losing them was a possibility. Because Nick and Jeremy were in the very gravest danger.

			It all stemmed from Nick’s team’s fight to restore their honor against powerful and not fully known enemies. A fight that apparently had so much at stake that her brothers’ building had been attacked by armed soldiers who had a rocket launcher. A freaking rocket launcher!

			And, if that wasn’t enough, the men they were likely fighting against—­and probably the very ones who had attacked—­were the subject of a series of investigations her office had been working on for the past nine months.

			It was something she’d only become certain of over the last twenty-­four hours, as Nick’s team’s investigation into a cache of documents from their now-­deceased Army commander had begun to shed light upon exactly what—­and who—­they were up against. Kat was glad for the alone time today, because her brain was a conflicted mess. Should she maintain her professional ethics and protect her security clearances by keeping her mouth shut? Or tell Nick and his team exactly what her office was doing and share what information she had that could help them?

			She’d promised herself to decide today while she had some time to think.

			And she had thought that coming to see her big bros would be the relaxing getaway it normally was, one that would distract her from her own problems—­namely Cole, the ex-­boyfriend who couldn’t seem to get it through his thick skull that she was really done with him.

			Down below, she saw Beckett dart across the street between the buildings. With his muscles, square jaw, and fathomless blue eyes, the guy was pure, raw masculinity personified. Her body couldn’t be near his without reacting on some fundamentally hormonal level. Her heart raced. Her nipples peaked. Her stomach went for a loop-­the-­loop.

			Before he disappeared around the corner of the Hard Ink building, he glanced over his shoulder and looked up. Kat was a hundred percent sure his eyes landed on her, even though she sat mostly shielded behind the brick of this old warehouse. Because her body jangled with a sudden awareness.

			And then he was gone.

			Kat rolled her eyes. Freaking ridiculous to get so worked up over a man whose favorite form of communication was the grunt. And who made a habit of ignoring her when she spoke to him. And who’d pulled a gun on her without even bothering to ask her name. Couldn’t forget that.

			Whatever. He probably just got to her because he was so unlike the men with whom she normally spent time. Whereas her colleagues at Justice tended to be serious, buttoned-­up, and lower-­key, Beckett radiated an intensity she didn’t quite understand. It certainly didn’t have anything to do with how he spoke or acted, because he talked little and showed emotion even less. Maybe it was all that leashed strength, because she had no doubt that he could do some serious damage with his bare hands.

			Which, given the way her biceps looked right now, maybe wasn’t the most pleasant thought, was it? Because Friday morning, when she’d gone down to her building’s garage to head out to work, Cole had been waiting for her . . . somewhere. One minute, she’d been juggling her belongings and sliding her key into the door lock, and the next, someone grabbed her arms from behind and shoved her against the cold cinder-­block wall near the hood of her car. It caught her so off guard that she hadn’t even managed a scream before her body was trapped between the wall and her assailant, who ground his hard-­on into her rear.

			God, I missed you, baby.

			The memory of his raspy voice whispering in her ear made her shudder. The fact that he’d gotten the jump on her without her having the chance to fight back had Kat so mad at herself she could barely stand it. And his knowledge that she’d planned to drive was seriously creepy, because she usually took the metro.

			When she’d finally talked him into letting go of her and agreed to meet him after work for a drink and a talk, he left. And she’d hightailed it up to her apartment to pack a bag, made a stop at the Superior Court to file for a protective order, and left D.C. for Baltimore and the safety of her brothers’ place.

			Ha.

			So much for that.

			But at least she knew Cole wasn’t going to be a problem here. She’d received a message yesterday that the judge had granted the order, and once the authorities served Cole with the papers putting the order into effect, he’d keep his distance. He was too damn smart and appearance-­conscious not to. And, as an attorney, he’d obviously realize that getting caught violating a protective order would create problems with the bar in addition to problems with the police.

			Kat couldn’t wait for the order to be served. Not only would it give her peace of mind that he’d stay away, but the no-­contact provision should also cut off the stream of demanding and accusatory texts and voice mails she’d received since she pulled a no-­show for their talk Friday night. Couldn’t happen soon enough.

			Given everything that was going on with her brothers, the knowledge that the order would diffuse the Cole situation allowed Kat to breathe a sigh of relief. Because they really couldn’t handle even one more complication.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2 
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			The Hard Ink building was in total pandemonium.

			At least, that’s how it seemed to Beckett as he stepped into the second floor’s cavernous gym, which had been serving as their war room and communications hub in the mission to clear their names. Despite the early hour, the bass beat of a rock song filled the air. Beckett paused inside the door and took in the scene. Groups of ­people sat and stood here and there. One group was chowing down an early breakfast around the big twelve-­seater table. Guys were working out with the free weights, and others were spotting a big guy who appeared to be bench pressing at least two hundred pounds. Marz sat alone at his computer desk, working away. Didn’t seem like the guy ever slept anymore.

			As if there hadn’t already been enough of them, between the team and their women living in Hard Ink’s second-­ and third-­floor apartments, now there were a dozen members of the Raven Riders Motorcycle Club racking out wherever they could. Some of their sleeping bags and packs still covered the floor in the back corner. All of the activity made a room that big seem small and overcrowded. Or maybe that was because Beckett preferred his solitude. Always had.

			The Ravens had initially gotten involved when the team paid for their assistance several weeks ago. But when a rocket launcher caved in part of the building on Sunday morning, two of their guys had died in the collapse. Now they were pissed, armed, and fully on board of their own free will.

			And, really, thank fuck for that. Because between their muscle and the number of boots they could put on the ground, the Ravens helped Beckett and his four SF buddies even the playing field against their enemies. By a lot.

			Beckett started across the gym toward Marz and came to an abrupt halt when an orange-­striped cat with white paws came curling out from behind a piece of equipment, planted itself in his path, and stared at him with its one good eye. Which was how he’d earned the name Cy. Short for Cyclops.

			Beckett stared back. “What?” he finally asked the animal, peering around to see if anyone was watching.

			The cat blinked its right eye in silent answer.

			Nick’s brother Jeremy, who ran the tattoo shop on the first floor, had saved the stray from the wreckage of the other half of the building, where it’d apparently been living. The cat wasn’t mean, but he wasn’t friendly either, and seemed to avoid everyone except for his savior . . . and Beckett.

			Sighing, Beckett slowly crouched down and held out one hand.

			Cy bolted, ultimately finding a hiding place behind a metal shelving unit against the wall.

			No surprise. Beckett was big and intimidating, Or so he’d been told. Hardly the warm, nurturing type. The real surprise was that the cat gave him the time of day at all.

			You think being big makes you such hot shit, but you’re every bit as dumb and ugly . . .

			The memory of his father’s voice—­from the night his high school football team had won the game that would send them to the state championships—­came so far out of the deep, distant past that Beckett nearly stumbled as he rose to his full height. What the fuck was that? Since when did he let anything slip around the ancient barriers he’d erected against all the bullshit his old man had thrown at him?

			“You okay, man?”

			Beckett blinked to find Marz standing right in front of him. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

			Marz shrugged, his eyes narrowing on Beckett’s face. “No reason. You got a minute? Or would you rather catch some sleep first?”

			“Got nothing but time,” Beckett said, glad for something else to think about. Something besides figuring out why his father’s voice was echoing inside his head. He followed Marz across the room. The number of computer terminals had expanded in recent days, as Marz had made it possible for more of the team to help comb through the huge number of files they’d discovered on a microchip from their deceased commander. The commander they all believed had betrayed them, sold them out.

			The commander who’d actually died in a deniable undercover operation—­meaning he hadn’t been able to say word one to them.

			The fact that they’d all believed Frank Merritt had been dirty felt a lot like having a few badly cracked ribs. It hurt with every breath, but there wasn’t a damn thing you could do to make it better. Beckett would know. He’d had more than a few broken ribs in his time.

			Except, there was something they could do. They could bring Frank’s killers to justice and clear their own names. Beckett glanced to the big white board on the wall by Marz’s desk where they kept a running list of what they knew and questions they’d yet to answer. In Nick’s scrawling handwriting, the crux of their mission was spelled out in red marker:

			Bad guys:
Church Gang
“WCE”/“GW”
Seneka Worldwide Security?
But what/who are WCE/GW?
And are they related to Seneka? If so, how?

			All Beckett’s team knew about WCE was that it had paid their commander twelve million dollars in dirty money during his undercover investigation into counternarcotics corruption in Afghanistan, and all they knew about GW was that their commander had noted those initials as belonging to his WCE contact, who’d had a now-­disconnected Seneka phone number. Beyond that . . . asking who WCE and GW were was a seemingly simple question. But it was proving damn hard to answer.

			“I finished piecing together the shipping research that you started yesterday,” Marz said as he dropped into a metal folding chair at his desk. Beckett followed suit. With one hand, Marz fished through a mass of papers—­an impressive example of disorganization that only made sense to him. With the other, he kneaded his right thigh.

			Beckett frowned and braced against a wave of gut-­punching guilt. His best friend in the world was hurting—­had been critically wounded, in fact—­because of him. Most of the time, Marz acted like he was totally cool with the below-­the-­knee amputation that required his use of a prosthetic limb. But for the past week or so, it was clear from the guy’s more noticeable limp that his leg was bothering him. No doubt from the round-­the-­clock schedule he’d been keeping, not to mention getting beaned with a baseball bat a few days before.

			“Ah. Here we go,” Marz said as he arranged some documents in front of him.

			“You okay?” Beckett managed.

			“What? Oh.” He pulled his hand away from his leg. “Yeah, no biggie.”

			Typical Marz. He didn’t want anyone to think him weak. Beckett totally got that. But in his resilience and his positivity and his expertise, Marz was one of the strongest of them all. That shit was just fact. Beckett shook his head as Marz dived into an explanation of his research. “Don’t do that,” Beckett said, interrupting.

			Eyebrow arched, Marz’s expression was almost comical. “Don’t do what?”

			“Don’t downplay shit with me.” He nailed the guy with a stare, wishing he could repair all the damage he’d done to their friendship. It was just hard to pretend that everything was copasetic when his best friend—­a far fucking better human being than himself—­had nearly died to save him. An act of selflessness so pure, so stunningly undeserved, that it stole Beckett’s breath every time he thought of it . . . or when Marz’s prosthetic reminded him of it. Which was every fucking day.

			Beckett raked his hand through his hair. “Just . . . be real with me. Like before. I know I haven’t always . . .” He shrugged. “But I, uh, want . . . things back.” He scrubbed his hands over his face, glad that the early hour meant the rest of the team wasn’t around to witness this embarrassing string of verbal diarrhea. “Fuck,” he said into his hands.

			“Beckett?” Marz said.

			He didn’t know why this guy put up with him. He never really had. Marz had always been lightness next to his own deep, deep dark. He lifted his head and met his friend’s gaze.

			“Fair enough,” Marz said. “But I’m not the only one who’s taken a beating through this whole thing, that’s all. Not trying to hide it. It’s just that we have more important things to worry about right now, you know?” He shrugged.

			“How’s Emilie?” Beckett asked, referring to the sister of one of their enemies. Turned out she hadn’t known a thing about her now-­deceased brother’s illegal activities, and in the process of finding that out, Marz had fallen hard. And so had she. Beckett was glad for the both of them. Really, he was.

			Her name brought an immediate spark to Marz’s eyes, though his expression remained serious. “Considering she found her brother’s body lying in a gutter with a bullet hole through his head just a few days ago, she’s doing as good as can be expected.” He shook his head. That day had been bad for every single one of them. Emilie had lost her brother, the Ravens had lost two of their members, the Hard Ink building had been partially demolished, and all of them had lost an ally when their enemies had gunned down Miguel Olivero, a P.I. who’d been helping their investigation. “His body’s gonna be released from the coroner’s office today or tomorrow, so that’s bound to stir things up for her.”

			“Yeah,” Beckett said. “You’ll help her through it, though. You’re good at . . . that kinda thing.” And he was not. Obviously.

			Marz smiled, his expression both pleased and surprised, like Beckett giving him a compliment was so damn unusual. Maybe it was. “Yeah?”

			Nodding, Beckett pointed to the papers in front of Marz. “So, what did you find on the microchip?”

			“What I was hoping we would,” Marz said, waking up the monitor. He tapped the screen. “This is a list of containers leaving Afghanistan via one of Seneka’s subsidiary transportation lines.”

			Seneka Worldwide Security. Seneka, for short. A defense contractor founded by John Seneka that operated in Afghanistan. Back in the day, the man had become something of a legend in the SpecOps community for leading a series of cross-­border covert ops against high-­value targets that the public would never know to thank him for. So when he started Seneka Worldwide Security, retired elite operatives flocked to Seneka in droves for the opportunity to work with him. Still did.

			They now suspected he had been behind the ambush back in Afghanistan that killed their friends and ended their careers, and the attack on Hard Ink last weekend. But their team needed hard proof.

			“And this printout of arriving containers at Baltimore’s pier thirteen . . .” Marz said, indicating a sheaf of paper in a beat-­up accordion folder they’d received with the assistance of Baltimore Police detective Kyler Vance—­Miguel’s godson and their new ally. “ . . . shows all the arriving Seneka containers highlighted in yellow. Matching container numbers prove that Seneka definitely shipped product out of Afghanistan to Baltimore. On almost all of them, Emilie’s brother is listed as the receiving agent.”

			“Which means they were probably full of drugs for the Church Gang,” Beckett said. Their investigation had already revealed that Seneka and Church, now largely destroyed by a series of gangland assassinations and embarrassing losses, had been in partnership with one another to trade contraband drugs stolen from Afghanistan. And the fact that the gang had kidnapped Merritt’s son Charlie—­the incident that had first reunited Beckett’s team almost three weeks ago—­and demanded information from the son about their commander’s double-­dealing in Afghanistan, was more proof that Seneka was at the bottom of all their troubles. What a fucking complicated mess. “Anything else?”

			“Not yet,” Marz said, tossing the sheets to the desktop.

			Beckett sighed. “So that’s another connection. More proof that Seneka is likely at the bottom of all of this, and therefore that they’re also whatever WCE is.”

			“Likely,” Marz said. “Problem is, what we’re finding so far is all circumstantial evidence. These containers, Emilie’s brother Manny working for both Seneka and the Church Gang, the Seneka knight logo tattoo on the one attacker’s arm that we saw on the security footage, and the documents suggesting some relationship between Seneka and WCE, but not the nature of that relationship. Nothing that definitively says Seneka is WCE.”

			“Right,” Beckett said. “And we might never find something that definitive. We might just have to go with the preponderance of the evidence.”

			“Which is something for the whole team to decide,” Marz said.

			“Roger that,” Beckett said. Because no way did they want to poke a sleeping giant without a damn good reason and a whole lotta proof. They’d already lost efuckingnough.

			BY LUNCHTIME KAT knew what she had to do.

			In the contests between loyalty and duty, family and career, there was only one choice she could make.

			She had to help Nick any way she could. And that meant spilling.

			She sighed. After three years of law school, a string of prestigious clerkships, and almost four years pulling twelve-­hour days at Justice, the decision didn’t sit comfortably in her gut. Because she had a helluva lot to lose. An ethics violation—­or worse, losing her license and being disbarred—­were not things from which a lawyer bounced back.

			Then again, she’d lost her parents four years before in a car accident. So Nick and Jeremy were all the family she had left in the world. If she lost them—­

			No, she refused to even consider it, which meant she really didn’t have a choice at all.

			The minute she’d settled her mind on the matter, her shift in the sniper’s roost turned into possibly the slowest hours of her life. The clock had to be marching backward.

			And then the skies opened up, the low, heavy clouds making the mid-­afternoon look like evening. Which gave her an idea . . .

			Maybe someone could relieve her early while the downpour provided a cover. She radioed Hard Ink to see if there was someone free who could come.

			Unless they were part of the perimeter defense team guarding the roadblocks their detective ally had set up, they were supposed to keep off the streets during the daytime as much as possible, just to be on the safe side. But the storm would give her some cover. She’d never been happier for rain in her life.

			Ten minutes later someone blurred across the street down below, a dark hood and the rain obscuring their identity. Feet pounded up the stairs. Too heavy to be Beckett.

			The thought had her rolling her eyes. The fact that she was thinking about the big lug at all was annoying. Let alone the man himself.

			Finally, her replacement stepped through the doorway into the empty room behind her and shrugged out of his drenched hooded sweat jacket. “Hey,” he said, running a hand through his brown hair. A scar ran jagged from the corner of one eye into his hairline.

			“Hey. Phoenix, right?” Kat said, stowing her weapon in one of the gun cases near the window. Phoenix Creed was one of the leaders of the Ravens. Kat hadn’t had much chance to get to know these guys, but she knew they weren’t all on the up and up. The Raven Riders was an outlaw motorcycle club, which meant they lived life—­and made a living—­by their own rules. But they were putting their lives on the line for her brothers and their friends, and that was pretty much all she needed to know right now.

			The crooked grin he gave her was pure sex. “Yeah, that’s right.”

			She rose and offered her hand. “I’m Kat. Thanks for the relief. I realized I need to do something that can’t wait.”

			He shook and gave her an appraising up and down glance. “You’re Nick’s sister?”

			She drained her bottle of water, hoping she didn’t have to fend off an advance. ’Cause that wouldn’t be awkward at all. A lawyer and an outlaw. “Yep,” she said, tossing the bottle in the trash.

			He gave a single nod. “Any blood of Nick’s is a friend of mine.”

			Oh. That wasn’t what she was expecting at all. “Yeah? Thanks. And thanks for everything you and the club are doing.”

			All the humor bled out of his expression. “One of the guys who died when that building went down was my cousin. I owe it to him to be here.”

			Guilt crept into Kat’s belly for thinking he was going to hit on her when his purpose for being a part of this was every bit as honorable as Nick’s. Stupid Cole had her looking for creeps everywhere. “I didn’t realize. I’m sorry for your loss, Phoenix.”

			Nodding, he glanced around the room. “Yeah. Okay, well.” He stuffed his hands in the pockets of his faded jeans. “You’re free to fly.”

			Out in the stairwell, a cool, damp wind whipped up from below, tossing Kat’s long hair around her face. When she reached the bottom, she stood in the doorway and frowned out at the deluge. Fly, hell. Swim was more like it. But there was no help for it. “Here goes nothing,” she said.

			As she bolted diagonally across the street, she just resisted shrieking as the unexpectedly cold rain immediately soaked through her clothes and matted her hair to her face. At the curb, water puddled so deep that she sank in to mid-­calf. And then she was tearing around the Hard Ink building to the rear door, where she had to pause long enough to punch a code into a key box. The minute the door clicked, she yanked it open and nearly dove inside the cement-­and-­metal stairwell.

			“Holy shit,” she said as she stood there, water dripping off of her until a small puddle formed around her completely water-­logged sneakers. She toed them off, peeled off her sodden socks, and wrung out her hair. As a small stream fell to the floor, Kat couldn’t help but chuckle. She looked down at herself as a shiver ran over her skin. Her T-­shirt was plastered to her body. Couldn’t go see the guys like this.

			Leaving her shoes and socks to dry by the door, she padded in bare feet to the stairs. Just as she reached the second-­floor landing, the gym door opened. Beckett stepped out, his big body seeming to fill the whole stairwell. Of course, it would just have to be Beckett.

			Kat hugged herself against the cold. And to hide how her body was reacting visibly through her soaked shirt to his. No matter how much of an ass he was, he was harshly beautiful and muscular and had an angled jaw that had to have been chiseled from granite.

			His gaze scanned up her body and locked right on her face. “Why did you come back early?”

			Kat couldn’t read his tone, but the frown he wore made it feel like an accusation. “Because I need to talk to Nick.”

			His eyes narrowed. “It couldn’t wait?”

			Why was he interrogating her? She tilted her head, irritation curling into her belly. Like having this conversation with Nick wasn’t stressing her out enough.

			He shook his head. “What I mean is—­”

			“You know what? Save it. This isn’t the Army. I don’t have to report to you.” She turned on her wet heel and stepped toward the door to Nick and Jeremy’s apartment.

			A hand closed around her arm.

			No! For a split second she was yanked back to Friday morning. To Cole grabbing her from behind and shoving her into the wall. She yelped and whirled, trying to free herself.

			Beckett’s hands flew up like he was surrendering. His expression was a mask of horror and fear. “What just happened?”

			Kat shook her head and cleared the knot from her throat. What a stupid overreaction! “Nothing. I just . . . nothing.”

			“You’re shaking,” he said, his brow cranked down.

			“Just cold,” she managed, her voice raspy. Get a grip, Kat. She forced a deep breath.

			“Katherine—­”

			“Leave it, Beckett. Okay?” She rubbed at her arm, the bruises from Cole’s hands still tender. No way for Beckett to have known they were there, of course. In fact, that was the whole point of the long sleeves. She didn’t want anyone to know. The fact that she’d let Cole’s stalkerish behavior go unaddressed for so long made her feel stupid enough. The last thing she wanted was for anyone to see how far it had gone.

			She and Cole had started dating after close friends of theirs performed a bit of matchmaking. With the schedule Kat kept, she’d otherwise rarely made time for non-­work-­related socializing, and her friends joked that she’d end up married to her desk if she wasn’t careful. So she’d gone on the date with Cole to humor them. Kat hadn’t regretted it. At the beginning, he’d been dashing and intense and someone who impressed her with the sharpness of his intellect, not to mention his charismatic charm. As a bonus, the fact that he worked in another division at Justice meant he understood her schedule and the demands of the job. They’d dated for almost four months. Kat still sometimes wondered exactly when his weirdness had truly begun . . .

			Beckett stepped toward the apartment door, pulling Kat from her thoughts, and punched in the code that unlocked it. Click. He pushed the door open for her and gestured for her to go first.

			Slipping past his big body, Kat made sure not to touch Beckett as she entered the loft-­style apartment. Jeremy had refinished it a few years ago, using the money their parents had left. Nick had given him most of what they’d left him, too. The space was all exposed brickwork, wide plank flooring, and high ceilings, and the kitchen and living room formed one big open space, separated by a long granite breakfast bar. Normally light and airy, it felt dark despite the kitchen lights because they’d blacked out all the windows to mask their presence in the building.

			Beckett’s gaze was hot on Kat’s back as she beelined to the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Hers was the first one on the right—­or, at least, it was the one the guys always reserved for her occasional visits. She closed herself in and immediately stripped out of her wet clothes, which fell to the floor with a plop.

			Though she’d arrived five days ago, last night had been her first sleeping in this space. Her room had been in use by Nick’s SF commander’s son, Charlie Merritt, who’d been kidnapped by a gang and rescued by Nick’s team. But yesterday, Charlie had moved into the bedroom next door—­Jeremy’s room. As in, with Jeremy.

			The thought made her smile as she grabbed some dry clothes.

			Her brother and Charlie were possibly the most adorkable ­couple ever. Despite Jeremy’s crazy outgoing playfulness and Charlie’s shyness, they just worked together in a way that made Kat’s chest all warm and fuzzy. Jeremy would flirt with pretty much anyone, but she’d never seen the younger of her two brothers so obviously enamored. Come to think of it, she was the odd-­woman-­out among her siblings—­both of whom had found someone special during the past few weeks.

			Meanwhile, she was trying and failing to get rid of her ex. The one who, two months into their relationship, had gotten jealous of a colleague she’d been spending a lot of time with working on a case, including a few working dinners. Despite the fact that the colleague was happily married. At first Cole had apologized and convinced her that he just missed her, and his charm and her friends’ endorsement of his character made her believe he was genuine. But by the third month of their relationship, his comments and his behavior had come off as unreasonable, insecure, even controlling . . .

			The memories made her shiver. Or maybe she’d just caught a chill from the rain.

			She stepped into dry panties, hooked her bra, and pulled on a soft pair of black yoga pants. Examining her arms, she confirmed she still needed the long sleeves, and tugged on a white V-­neck.

			God, how she hoped Beckett didn’t make a big issue of her freaking out. He’d just caught her off guard—­in the exact same way Cole had. And, truth be told, she was mad at herself for not reacting faster to Cole surprising her.

			More worried about Cole than you’re admitting to yourself, Kat?

			“No,” she said out loud as she tugged a brush through her hair. Sighing, she opened the door and walked right into someone. Someone who was all hard muscle. Someone who smelled like soap and spice and man.

			Beckett stood like a wall, arms crossed over his chest and a stormy expression on his face.

			Kat’s heart raced. “What are you doing?”

			“I hurt you.”

			“What? I didn’t run into you that hard.” Rubbing her nose, she retreated a step so she didn’t have to crane her neck to meet his eyes. God, they were startlingly blue, the right one surrounded by a series of crisscrossing scars.

			His eyebrows cranked down. “When I grabbed you.”

			Duh, Kat. But feeling Beckett’s body up against her own, even for that split second, had short-­circuited the wiring in her head. “Uh, oh. No. I’m fine, Beckett,” she said, hating for him to think that her yelp had been from pain. He could irritate the crap out of her, but she felt absolutely safe around him. He would never hurt her. None of Nick’s teammates would. And, unlike Cole, Beckett hadn’t squeezed or dug his fingers into her flesh. Now that she really thought about it, his grip had been rather gentle. “Really.”

			“Nick’s like a brother to me, and I’d never do anything to hurt you.”

			“Beck—­”

			“So, I didn’t mean to.” He shook his head and his eyes seemed to look somewhere between them, like he didn’t want to meet hers. Or couldn’t?

			Why wouldn’t he believe her? Why did he seem so upset? Almost . . . ashamed? The vulnerability in his demeanor was so unlike the Beckett she’d gotten to know over the past five days that it tugged at her chest. Made her want to make it better, any way she could. She stepped forward, patted his mountainous arm and gave him a wry smile. “If you’d hurt me, Trigger, do you really think I’d deny it?”

			The corner of his lip quirked, just the littlest bit, but the humor died away again just as quick. He braced his hands against the door frame on either side of her. “I’d want you to tell me,” he said in a voice so low it was almost a whisper.

			Kat was suddenly sure something else was going on here. That something else was responsible for the almost haunted look in his beautiful blue eyes. But what the hell could it be? “Beckett, I’m okay,” she said, willing him to believe her. “You didn’t do anything. Just caught me off guard and I overreacted. Okay?”

			His eyes searched hers like he might be able to read the truth in her gaze.

			The odd tension between them changed . . . intensified . . . flashed white hot.

			Her heart suddenly thudding against her breastbone, Kat’s gaze lowered from Beckett’s eyes to his mouth to his chest. He was so freaking gorgeous she could hardly stand it. The basest parts of herself just wanted to climb him.

			Wait. What?

			She forced her eyes back to his. And those baby blues were absolutely on fire.

			“Beckett?” she said, her voice embarrassingly breathy.

			But she didn’t have time to think about that, because Beckett’s gaze dropped to her lips, and she was suddenly, totally, one-­hundred-­percent sure that he was going to kiss her.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3 
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			Time slowed and Kat’s heart raced as Beckett slowly leaned in.

			By the time her mind shoved through the haze of surprise and lust to react, his lips were brushing hers.

			Just a brush of skin on skin, amazingly soft and tentative. So surprising given his size.

			The world froze for a long moment, but then that little bit of contact set off a flash fire in Kat’s blood. And apparently Beckett’s, too.

			Because the kiss turned instantly and blisteringly devouring. On a groan, his tongue invaded her mouth, and she sucked him in deep. Their hands pulled one another closer and their bodies collided. Their height differentiation was so great that Kat had to push onto her tiptoes and Beckett had to lean way down. Kat wasn’t sure if she pulled herself up or Beckett lifted her, but the next thing she knew her legs were wrapped around his hips and his hands gripped her ass.

			They stumbled into her room and Beckett kicked the door shut behind them. Kat moaned as her back came up against the wall and his erection ground against her core.

			With his tongue in her mouth and his hands roaming her body and his hips pressing maddeningly against the center of her need, Kat was possibly more overwhelmed than she’d ever been in her life. Beckett Murda was all she felt, saw, smelled, tasted. Her mind was on a repeating track of Wait . . . wait . . . omigod . . . what’s happening? But her body had totally left the station.

			Whatever small part of her wanted to pull back or slow down gave way to the more urgent need to let go. Let go of worrying about Cole. Let go of the fear she felt for her brothers. Let go of the horrible images she carried in her mind of the Hard Ink roof collapsing and Jeremy going down with it, which was the scariest thing she’d ever seen.

			Not to mention the conversation she needed to have, the one that would force her to break confidentialities and put her job at risk.

			So she did. Kat let it all go in favor of letting Beckett pull her under the waves with him.

			She plowed her fingers into his hair, which was just long enough to grip and tug, and squeezed her legs around his hips, bringing them closer. Creating more of that delicious friction. He groaned low in his throat, and the sound reverberated into her belly, causing her to grind her hips forward against him.

			Wait . . . wait . . . wait . . . turned into want . . . want . . . want . . .

			“Jesus, want you, too,” he growled. He kissed and licked at her jaw, her ear, her neck.

			“Beckett,” she rasped as he trailed little bites down the side of her throat. She bowed off the wall, thrusting against him. And, God, he was deliciously hard and thick between her legs.

			Suddenly, she wanted to know: Just. How. Thick.

			She lowered her legs to the floor and grasped his cock in her hands through the denim. His head fell back on a throaty, “Fuck.”

			It was all the invitation she needed. Kat sank into a crouch, her back against the wall, unzipped his jeans and roughly pulled them down over his hips. The outline of his erection filled out the dark gray boxers, and he helped her push those down, too. And then his cock was spilling free of the clothing. And, holy fuck, it was freaking magnificent. Like, work of art magnificent. Thick and long and veined in ways that made her need to tongue him.

			As she took Beckett’s hard length in hand, Kat spied a series of hash marks on his left hip—­groups of five vertical lines with a diagonal line across them. In passing, she wondered what they were for, but now was not the time to ask. Instead, she peered up his body, meeting those blazing blue eyes as she licked him from root to tip. The abject need she saw staring down at her drove her on. She licked and stroked him until he was wet and throbbing hard. And then she sucked him in deep.

			And, God, was he a mouthful. So long that even when she had his head buried in the back of her throat, she could still fit her fist around the base of his cock. But never let it be said she didn’t like a challenge.

			Pulling back, she gulped for air, then sucked him in deep again. She went slowly, taking a bit more each time, until Beckett unleashed a near-­steady stream of curses and encouragements under his breath. “Yes, Kat. Fuck. Take it, take it.”

			His hands fell to her head. He stroked stray strands off her face, cupped her cheek in his big palm, and tangled his fingers into her hair to guide the pace. His hips began to move and Kat gripped onto the corded muscles of his thick thighs.

			“Look at me,” he rasped, drawing her gaze up his body.

			And holy fucking hell, he’d never looked hotter than he did just then. Arousal drew sharp lines onto his already chiseled features. His mouth hung open. His eyes were hooded and flashing.

			“Ah, fuck,” he bit out. And then he pulled free of her mouth and lifted her up with his hands under her arms like she weighed nothing at all. When she was on her feet, he shoved the soft fabric of her yoga pants and panties down to her ankles in one swift motion. Boxing her body against the wall, he slipped his fingers into the slick heat between her thighs. “Drenched for me, aren’t you?” he asked, lip curling up in the hint of a smile.

			Pretty hard to find his arrogance annoying when the proof of what he said was all over his hand. And when the smug satisfaction of his words made her core clench around the aching emptiness she knew all too well that he could fill—­that she wanted him to fill. And when the way he stroked her made her whimper and rock against his fingers.

			So she nodded, and stepped the rest of the way out of her pants.

			Beckett leaned down and kissed her, his fingers still moving against her core, circling her clit, and then moving deeper and finding her opening. He kicked her ankles apart until he could fit his whole hand between her legs and penetrate her fully with his thick middle finger. Kat moaned into the kiss and grasped at Beckett’s shoulder, her hands fisting at the cotton of his T-­shirt.

			Beckett broke the kiss to fish something out of his jeans, still hanging around his thighs. His wallet. He flipped it open, reached into the billfold and pulled out a condom. Looking her in the eye, he ripped the foil wrapper open with his teeth. And then he rolled the rubber up the thick column of his cock, glancing at her to see if she was watching.

			She was.

			Because she was so lost in her arousal for him, in this stolen moment with him, that there wasn’t a single part of her that didn’t want what she knew he could give.

			She pushed off the wall and took a step toward the bed.

			“Where you think you’re going?” Beckett growled. And then he lifted her up, her back sliding up the cool wall and her arms going round his neck, hooked his arms under her knees, and lowered her down until the head of his cock nudged her opening. Slowly, so very slowly, he penetrated her inch by goddamned thick inch.

			“Omigod, omigod,” Kat said as her body adjusted to the invasion. She gripped his neck tighter as she tried to take more of him.

			“Take it easy, Kat. I don’t wanna fucking hurt you,” he gritted out.

			She nailed him with a stare. “Don’t snap at me when you’re fucking me.” Which didn’t sound nearly as assertive with her voice being so breathy. But whatever.

			Then he was seated all the way inside her. It was a fullness unlike anything she had ever felt. Intense and overwhelming and delicious.

			“Leave it to you to get bent out of shape because I’m trying to watch out for you,” he rasped.

			“Bent out of shape?” She glanced down at herself, at how he had her pretty much bent in half between the wall and his big body. “Really?”

			Humor crinkled the corners of Beckett’s eyes, even the scarred one. “No more talking.”

			Kat inhaled to argue—­

			“We’re clearly better at fucking than talking.” He arched a brow.

			“Moderately,” she said. Though, to be honest, it was hard to affect a convincing blasé attitude while impaled on a glorious, nine-­inch cock.

			Beckett’s eyes narrowed, and the scars around his right eye made the expression even more severe. “Moderately? As in, you think this has only been moderately good?” He withdrew his hips on a long, slow stroke, and snapped back in again.

			Kat gasped at the impact, at the slick friction, at the maddening fullness that made her want to squirm and scream. It was so much better than moderately good. It was fucking phenomenal. But no way she needed to tell him that, especially not when the look in his eye told her she’d thrown a red flag in front of a bull. A stubborn-­headed bull. “Yeah,” she managed.

			“When you’re screaming my name, we’ll see about moderately,” he said, his voice a raw scrape.

			“I thought you said no talking,” she said, the words turning to a moan on another slow withdraw and hard, fast penetration. The moan made her wonder if Jeremy was in his room, and then Beckett shifted his hips again and Kat decided this felt so good she didn’t even care.

			Beckett chuckled. And the sound was equal parts evil and sexy. “That’s right.”

			And then Beckett Murda unleashed himself on her. Using his grip on her ass and the massive power of his thighs, he fucked her against the wall until she couldn’t think of anything but him and his cock and his heat and the warm spice of his skin in her nose. He French-­kissed her until she was dizzy, penetrating her in almost every way he could. And the tight, hard, fast, sweaty friction of their bodies shoved her all-­too-­fast toward an orgasm she could already tell was going to blow her mind.

			“Oh, God, Beckett,” she gasped as her release barreled down on her. And then a moan ripped up her throat as all sensation spiraled to the pinpoint where their bodies met. Beckett covered her mouth with his as her release hit and her body convulsed. His grip tightened, providing her an anchor with which to weather the rough, almost punishing waves of her orgasm, which seemed to go on and on as Beckett’s cock continued to plunge and retreat.

			“That’s it,” he rasped against her ear, his breath unleashing a wave of shivers. “Hold on to my neck now.”

			Kat shook off the haze of her orgasm and laced her hands behind Beckett’s neck. And then he pulled her off the wall so that he entirely supported her weight.

			“Lean back. Don’t worry. I have you,” he said, smugness overflowing his handsome expression.

			Ah, hell. Just how hard had she come? Just how loud had she screamed? Because that look told her he wasn’t buying the moderate thing anymore. At least, reclining away from his body broke their eye contact so she didn’t have to see the arrogance in those baby blues.

			Gripping her hips hard, Beckett lifted her off his cock. And lowered her right back on. And the angle drove the blunt tip of him against a spot inside her that nearly made her scream. For the second time.

			“Jesus, Beckett,” she gasped.

			“Hold on tight, Kat.” He fucked her so deeply, so thoroughly, that all Kat could do was let her head fall back on a moan. The position didn’t allow her to meet his thrusts. Instead, she was forced to hang there, receiving his cock in just the way he wanted to give it to her. About which she might’ve griped or complained if it hadn’t been so fucking good. And exactly what she needed. Because she couldn’t think. She couldn’t worry. She couldn’t fear.

			Somehow, in yielding this bit of control to Beckett Murda, Kat found peace in the middle of a storm.

			Not that she wasn’t fantasizing about forcing him down to the floor, straddling him, and fucking him with the same wild abandon he was using with her, but the part of her that wanted to one-­up him was muted by her complete satisfaction in every other way.

			A fact that was amplified by the growing pressure inside her core from how his cock continued to stroke and nudge that sensitive spot inside her.

			Lifting her head, her gaze dragged up his chest. She couldn’t see his skin—­they’d been in too desperate a hurry to even finish undressing—­but she could make out the way his massive muscles bunched and moved under the thin material. Her gaze moved upward, finding him intently watching her. The arrogance was still there. But so was a raw hunger, evidenced in his narrowed eyes and clenched jaw.

			“Come again for me, Kat,” he rasped.

			And something about the command and the tone of his voice and the expression he wore combined to wind her body up tight. She needed a release from the building pressure so bad she couldn’t even worry about playing any sort of power game with him.

			Instead, she concentrated on his cock filling and stroking her again and again, and came. This one wasn’t the same sudden detonation as the first. This one was like reaching the top of the highest hill on a roller coaster, and then hanging there for a long, terrifying, expectant moment before plunging back down again. The twisting anticipation of the orgasm stole Kat’s breath, and she threw her head back in a silent scream as it finally crashed into her.

			“Fuck, yes,” Beckett growled. He pulled her body flush up against his, held her so tightly she could barely breathe, and came at her with a series of fast, shallow, frenzied thrusts. He shouted his orgasm into her neck, his face buried in her damp hair, his thick cock pulsing over and over and over inside her.

			And feeling how powerfully he shook and how much pleasure he’d received gave her a whole other kind of satisfaction.

			“I’m gonna set you down,” he whispered a few moments later. Kat
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