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      This book is dedicated

      to everyone who’s ever

      tried to fuck with me.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          TRISTAN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Bare trees thrash in the wind, but otherwise the streets are quiet. I speed through the greenway, ignoring the biting chill against my skin, the beginnings of a freak spring storm that seems to have shown up precisely as we did.

      My lungs burn from the cold. As my rapid footfalls on the sidewalk mark the seconds, the pendulum of my heart is a constant reminder that I have someone else’s heartbeat to worry about now. Isabel Foster’s. She’s become my reason for breathing, even if she’s trying to hide things from me. I tighten my fists and run faster, causing my heart rate to hammer from the added effort.

      I follow the map in my head, turning down a narrow street that leads me toward the wharf and our home base for the time being. I slow my stride in front of a long stretch of brick building and gaze up at the carved stone archway that’s collecting snow along its edges. I stall there, catching my breath and regretting the run wasn’t longer to give me more time to think. But night will fall fast under the storm, and no matter the weather, I have plans I can’t cancel.

      I punch the code onto the door’s keypad, climb the stairs to the third floor, and enter the apartment. Isabel is perched by the window seat, a blanket wrapped around her. Her chestnut hair kisses her shoulders, framing the face I’ve come to love. Her stormy eyes are darkened, almost sullen. The light has left them a little more each day since I set our course for Boston for reasons I won’t explain to her.

      “It looks like it’s getting bad out there,” she says.

      I pull my shirt over my head and walk to the kitchen for water without saying a word. Shutting her out is so easy sometimes, but it rips me apart to do it as well as I do. It’s like volunteering to have a vital organ extracted while I watch in determined silence, knowing once it’s gone I’ll die. Without her, I would. That fire to survive and kill and protect would taper off until someone had a gun to my head, and I’d find myself wishing for it to all go black so I didn’t have to think a second more about losing her.

      I guzzle down a glass of water and half of another, my back to her all the while, even if I can feel the heaviness of her stare. The emotions she whips up in me are more than I can handle sometimes, so I shove them down, run them off, or hide them among the sins of my recent memories, tucked away with a version of me who wasn’t as vulnerable.

      Then she’s behind me, a brush of chenille throw and her cheek warm on my back. She curls her arms low around my waist, which activates the one part of me that I’m willing to share with her lately. Long into the night, I feed the demon in me with her willing body, her whispers and cries filled with all the things we don’t say. All the things we feel.

      “You’re freezing.” She roams her hot palms over my chilled skin, methodically trying to warm me up. The gesture is sweet and selfless and makes me hate myself.

      I grasp her hands and gently untangle her from my body. “I have to shower. Then I’m heading out for a while.”

      To kill your ex-boyfriend.

      When I turn, her eyes are shadowed with hurt as if she somehow heard my quiet desire. If Kolt Mirchoff gives me a good excuse to rid our lives of him forever, I won’t hesitate to act on it. It probably won’t come to that, but if it does, Isabel may never forgive me.

      “You shouldn’t go out in this weather.” Some of the warmth has left her voice. “The city is probably going to shut down once the snow really starts coming down.”

      “This is Boston, not DC. I doubt everything is going to come to a standstill over a little winter weather.”

      She folds her arms across her chest, still covered by her blanket. “Where are you going? What’s so important?”

      When I don’t answer, her countenance relaxes under a strange calm. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me.”

      I don’t believe her, but she leaves, resuming her seat by the window before I can make up some bullshit excuses for why I need to leave our cozy apartment in the middle of a blizzard. Excuses she’s apparently not interested in hearing. I should be relieved, but suddenly I’m questioning all my red rage over Kolt’s communications with her and wondering if I should have confronted her about it and thrown all of it into the light instead.

      Not really my style. Pressing the muzzle of a gun to his temple and threatening his life for everything he knows about his murdering family is more what I had in mind. The fleeting vision of a scenario like that spurs me toward the bedroom, where I shower and change, discreetly stowing my Sig Sauer in my jacket along with anything else I’ll need to make my point.

      When I return, the window seat is empty. Her blanket hangs off the edge. My heart thuds heavily in my chest because I can feel that she’s gone. A scrap of paper is pinned to the mullion of the door.

      I walk over and yank it free.

      
        
        Went out for coffee. See you later.

      

      

      I glance at my watch. It’s almost five o’clock. I never confirmed an exact time Kolt could expect to meet with Isabel when I hijacked her email account, which gives me an undetermined window to scope out the area, watch, and wait for his arrival. I don’t have time to track Isabel’s coffee run or psychoanalyze her reasons for leaving, though as I start the short walk toward my destination, I imagine it’s her way of telling me to fuck off for leaving her behind and keeping her in the dark.

      I accept this, push Isabel out of my thoughts, and make my way toward Faneuil Hall. The snow falls heavier once I arrive at the pedestrian-friendly promenade. Tourists slip and laugh as they maneuver the cobblestone streets, arms heavy with shopping bags.

      I pull my cap down my forehead a little farther and move quickly toward the green-faced pub on the corner, scanning the cross streets on my way. Nothing’s tripping my radar. I decide to head right inside, too eager to see if he’s beaten me here.

      A blast of warm air and traditional Irish music greet me when I step inside. I don’t have to wait long. My mouth is nearly watering when I see Kolt appear at nearly the same moment. He’s across the restaurant, hovering at the end of the bar. He brushes the snow off his jacket and runs his hands through his dark-blond hair. He doesn’t notice me. The fool can’t feel me watching him like he’s prey. Something else holds his attention.

      I follow his gaze to the opposite end of the bar. And that’s when I see her. Her sullen eyes are suddenly brave, brimming with determination as she slices a look my way that stops me dead in my tracks.

      
        
        ISABEL

      

      

      We’ve been fighting this war for days. Something snapped back in Miami. I felt him change, transforming back into the cold, calculating Tristan bent on a mission. Next thing I knew, he was making plans for Boston. That’s when I figured he had set his sights on Kolt.

      I found the email messages he thought I’d never find—the emails he trashed after confirming a meeting only he was supposed to know about. In retrospect, maybe I should have never answered Kolt’s plea to begin with. But while the guilt of the evasion ate at me, so did the unspoken murder in Tristan’s eyes whenever I opened doors for him to tell me the truth. He never did.

      Now there’s nothing to say. The bar is busy with patrons. While Tristan seems pinned in place at the opposite doorway, Kolt takes long strides toward me. I tense, bracing myself for danger. But the second I meet his eyes, I know he’s not here for that.

      His snow-damp hair is overgrown, the tips curling against the collar of his black peacoat. He still looks rich in his designer jeans and expensive boots. He reaches out to embrace me when he’s arm’s length away, but I hold up my hand, stopping him before he can.

      He doesn’t get to touch me that way anymore. Judging by the stung look in his eyes, I think he understands this. I’ve been harboring my anger for weeks. Seeing him in the flesh borders on overwhelming because it’s with new eyes, knowing everything I do.

      “It’s good to see you.” His voice is quiet, almost apologetic as he slips onto the stool beside me. “Is everything okay?”

      I swirl a spoon through my coffee a few times. A couple of months ago, I would have had a very different answer to that question. The hole Tristan left in my heart is nothing compared to the death-defying journey we’ve endured since he came back into my life. Worse, the blank innocence in Kolt’s expression dashes any hope I’ve been clinging to that he may actually be able to help me.

      “Why did you want to meet so badly?”

      He looks past me like he’s steeling himself for something, but he doesn’t speak.

      “I don’t have a lot of time, Kolt. If you have something to tell me, I need to know now.”

      He licks his lips and tentatively looks me over. “Are you safe?” He studies me that way for a long time, his whole body tense, like he’s trying to find something that’s different. I may seem the same on the outside, but on the inside everything’s been rearranged for survival.

      I peer over my shoulder and scan the restaurant. I can’t see Tristan now, but I know he’s here somewhere—watching, waiting, and definitely fuming over this shift in plans. I’m not sure I want to know what his actual plan was. Any latent affection I had for Kolt incinerated the second I found out he was sent to Rio by his family to get close to me, but I still don’t want him dead.

      I turn back to Kolt. “I’m not like you anymore. I can’t stay in one place for too long. It’s never safe for me.”

      “I want to help you.” I can barely hear his offer over the murmur of patrons and restaurant music. “I’m just in a tough situation.”

      “You are? I lost my whole life over this. And all this time, you knew I was in danger and you never warned me, never tried to help me. Why should I believe you want to help now?” I curl my fist on my thigh, renewed anger flooding me at his betrayal—deceit that led me into his bed too many nights, creating memories that make me cringe with regret now.

      “Just—” He closes his eyes a moment and exhales a deep breath. “You don’t have to believe me, but I hope that you do. I didn’t go there to hurt you. I didn’t go for any other reason than to get the hell away from my life here. I was failing at school, cracking under the pressure, and I was ready to jump at any chance to get away and have some fun. My uncle said I could help him with a work issue in Rio. All I knew was that your family was in a dispute with the company. He wanted me to keep an eye on you and see if you knew anything about it that might help. Honestly, I didn’t care about any of that. I asked you a couple of questions about your family when I met you, and I knew right away that you had no part in whatever was happening. Then it was over. I had nothing to report back, so I was just living my life in Rio and getting to know you.” He reaches across, grazing his fingertips along the outside of my fist as if willing me to unfurl it. “As much as you’d let me.”

      I swivel toward the bar, torn over whether to believe him. He sounds genuine, but he fooled me before too.

      “So you never thought getting close to me might cause problems?”

      “I figured it was a lawsuit or something that would blow over. And once it did, who cares if our families had issues? You love who you love.”

      “That’s obviously not how it works in your family.”

      “No kidding. I was way off base. I’m lucky I’m alive.” His next words are hushed, like he doesn’t want to risk anyone hearing him. “I want to help you in any way I can, but if I turn on my family, they might come after me next.”

      “You’re their flesh and blood.”

      He shakes his head like I’m definitely wrong. “They don’t know why Tristan didn’t kill you the first chance he got. He had clearance to—” The notch in his throat moves when he swallows. “Let’s just say if I happened to be collateral damage, it wouldn’t have been a total tragedy for them.”

      I wince at the thought of his family caring so little about his life. “That can’t be true.”

      “I’m pretty sure it is. I overheard my uncle talking on the phone about it one night. He didn’t like that I’d gotten so close to you, something he wouldn’t have had to worry about if Tristan had taken care of us both that night.”

      I’m too stunned to respond. Seeming to sense this, he continues.

      “I’m their blood, but they’ll never trust me to take over the company, Isabel. I’ll just get some pointless job with a fancy title because I’m part of the family, but no power and no responsibility. And instead of living in blissful ignorance, I’ll have to spend the rest of my life knowing they never gave a shit if I lived or died.”

      My heart hurts over Kolt’s new reality, but I’m past family heartache. I have enough of my own. I’ve been trying too hard to survive to dwell on the shortcomings and well-meaning betrayals of my own parents.

      Kolt’s soft brown eyes dim a little. “You don’t want to hear about this. I get it. Honestly, I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”

      “I’ve lost count of the number of people who’ve tried to kill me. Strange thing is, I think I might be getting used to it.”

      The weight of what’s been lost and everything that’s changed adds more tension to the air between us. A part of me wishes I could spill all of it to Kolt, a man who’d once been a lover but also a friend. Someone I could talk to. I wish he could understand all the brushes with death, the unthinkable things I’ve had to do to keep myself alive, the people I’ve lost.

      “Disappear with me.” A glimmer of hope hits his eyes. “They want us gone. Why don’t we just fucking leave and never come back? I’ve got enough money in my trust to float us for a long time.”

      “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “It doesn’t? That’s what you’ve done.”

      “And they’ll keep trying to find me until I’m dead. Extinguished. A slash through my name for real, not just on paper.”

      His lips thin. “What do you want me to do?”

      I let his question linger between us a moment, almost waiting for him to draw it back right away. He doesn’t.

      “Can you get me more information from the inside? Something that will give me leverage or any kind of advantage?”

      “What if they find out I’m helping you? Then I’m fucked and you’re no better off.”

      “You’re smart. Just be careful. You know them better than most.”

      “I used to think that…until they tried to kill the girl I was falling in love with.”

      I avert my eyes to escape the pleading in his. He talks like maybe there’s a chance I’ll say it back. It’ll never happen.

      “I should probably go.”

      “Isabel. Stop. Please.” He places his hand over mine, breaching the space between us again.

      This time I don’t move. “What?”

      He hesitates like he’s trying to find the right words. “You know how I feel.”

      “Yes. I do. It doesn’t change anything.”

      “Maybe it changes what I’m willing to sacrifice.”

      Everything inside me tenses. “What is that supposed to mean? I thought you wanted to help me. Now you have conditions?”

      “Are you still with him? And I don’t just mean under his protection.”

      I keep my body perfectly still, not allowing myself to scan the room again for Tristan or give Kolt any reason to believe I’m not here alone. The less he knows, the better.

      “Are you seriously worried about whether or not I’m sleeping with Tristan when I have a bounty on my head?”

      “Yes.”

      His answer is so hasty, I’m momentarily stunned by it.

      “He was the one, wasn’t he? The one you talked about who you could never get over.”

      My silence is my answer. I don’t have time for these confessions. Kolt and I are over. We never really started. But I can tell he’s not letting it go.

      “He’s a murderer. Have you considered that? God knows what he’s capable of.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I know that I want you back. I know this isn’t over between us. No doubt these are severely messed-up circumstances, but I think once the dust settles, once you don’t need him to be your bodyguard anymore, you’ll realize he’s not actually the right person for you.”

      I pull on my jacket and stand.

      “Isabel, wait⁠—”

      “Do you love me?” I level him with my stare.

      His lips part and his eyes glitter under the bar lights. “You know I do.”

      “Then help me. Or I’ll walk away right now, and I promise you’ll never see me again.”

      Pain washes over his face. He reaches for me again but stops himself. “Don’t say that, okay? We can figure this out.”

      “Then let’s keep things simple. This isn’t Rio. This is life and death. All I can give you is my trust. Even that…” I shake my head, knowing I could never really trust him again after what he’s done.

      “You don’t trust me. I get that. All I can do is try to earn it and pray I can win you back somehow. I’ll take whatever you can give me.”

      A long moment passes. Something compels me to touch him, on my terms. I bring my fingertips to his cheek and draw them slowly along his jaw and fine stubble. He feels familiar and strange. Time and experience will do that—twist the things you used to care about to become things you can hardly stand the sight of.

      “Save your prayers, Kolt. You’ll need every one of them if we go down this road together.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          TRISTAN

        

      

    

    
      By the time she walks out the door, I’m pent up with a thousand things I want to say to her. Scolding, scathing things. Warnings and detailed, harrowing scenarios of what could have happened if she hadn’t been so lucky. Thankfully Kolt’s nothing more than a desperate fool chasing after a woman he’ll never deserve. As soon as I realized he wasn’t here to hurt her, I scoped out the perimeter of the building more thoroughly, suddenly worried about Isabel’s vulnerabilities over my own.

      She took over the whole plan without telling me. She could have gotten herself killed on the way here.

      Her warm breath billows in the air, illuminated under the street light. I think she’s going to walk my way when the bar door swings open behind her. She spins and Kolt’s there, his hands fisted at his sides like he wants to touch her but knows he can’t.

      “Isabel, wait a minute.”

      She doesn’t speak. For a prolonged moment, they simply stare at one another. I can’t help but wonder how the conversation started back in the bar, but I’ll have to wait to find out.

      “I overheard some things. I don’t know if they’ll help,” he says. He looks pained by some invisible force. “Will you just promise me something first?”

      She hesitates, and I curl my hand over the rough handle of my gun, sensing her tension.

      “Whatever goes down, wherever we end up, whether or not you decide to give us another chance, I just want to know you’re safe. Will you let me know that you’re okay? That’s all I want. I realize I don’t have the right to ask for a lot more.”

      “What did you hear?” Her voice is clipped, lacking the affection he’s probably longing for, which infuses some satisfaction into my frustration with her right now.

      “Your mother and her friends were accessing deeper parts of Chalys. Killing you would have been more than a warning shot. Your death was meant to be a distraction from whatever they were digging into so they would back off. There was too much on the line to let it go further.”

      “What didn’t they want her to find?”

      He licks his lips and glances around as if someone could be listening. I keep still, hiding myself where the edge of the building meets an alleyway, shadowed in the dark.

      “Have you heard about Felix?”

      She frowns. “No.”

      “It’s short for felixedrine. It’s a new synthetic drug they’ve been working on. Right when all this shit was going on, they were trying to push it through the last stages of FDA approval.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      He taps his foot nervously. “Isabel…”

      “Kolt, just tell me. What does Felix have to do with me?”

      “When your mother’s friends started going after the accounting records, it was the last straw. They were getting too close. This Felix drug… It’s big. It’s like everything Chalys has achieved over the past decade is peanuts next to what this drug is going to do to the market. They’re branding it as the ‘opioid cure.’ The answer to the epidemic. We’re talking about billions of dollars here. And now that it’s approved, it’s setting off a bunch of other initiatives.”

      “What kind of initiatives?”

      “I guess you could call it a next-level marketing plan. A lot more than a campaign of commercials with happily medicated people vacationing on a lake. They’re talking about government contacts opening the floodgates at ports of entry for more heroin to hit major cities next month. Concentrated efforts so that a wave of overdoses across the country will be top news at the same time Felix starts shipping out.”

      Her lips part with something like shock. I feel it too, which makes it all the more difficult to stay put and not insert myself into their conversation.

      “They’re setting themselves up to cure the national crisis they’re fueling.”

      He nods. “They want to make sure they’re the one and only true answer to it. Billions, Isabel. More money than God.”

      Snow swirls silently around them and collects on their shoulders. “And you really don’t want any part of that? All that money?”

      He laughs. “I’ve got ten million dollars in my trust. I don’t need half that for a whole lifetime in Rio. I like nice things. I like my life, and I thought I loved my family. But this is too messed up. They tried to kill you. They wouldn’t have blinked an eye if I’d been killed too. And what they’re doing… A lot of people are going to die so Chalys can be the savior. That’s not forgivable white-collar crime. That’s murder.”

      “I don’t even know what to say.”

      “Promise me you’ll be careful. This is bigger than a family grudge. They’ll destroy anyone and everyone who gets in their way with this.”

      “Then you should be careful too. If they truly think you’re expendable…”

      “Trust me, I’ve considered it. My uncle’s been missing for a while. No one’s heard from him for days. They’re acting like it’s no big deal right now, like maybe he’s on a bender with some hookers in Miami or something. They don’t want to turn it into a media spectacle, but I can’t help but wonder if he got in the way of things somehow.”

      I tense, silently praying Isabel stays quiet. Thanks to me, Vince Boswell’s life ended on a yacht last week, and it’ll be a miracle if they ever find his remains tied to the end of an anchor. I have no regrets, only that Isabel had to witness it. Knowing he’s gone after all his violent promises fills me with nothing but calm that the world is rid of him. But Isabel’s a better person than I am. Face-to-face with Kolt, she may be tempted to tell him the ugly truth.

      The silence stretching between them makes me uneasy. I’m tempted to reveal myself and end their conversation when he pulls her against him, hugging her tightly. He whispers something in her ear that I can’t hear. It’s better than her telling him about his dead uncle, but it’s killing me to see them this close.

      She pulls away first, taking a step back. The tension I’m holding from watching their conversation and interactions doesn’t ease up. It’s like I can’t take a breath until she’s away from him.

      “I have to go. Thank you for telling me all this,” she says.

      “I’ll reach out if I find anything else that might help.”

      She lays her palm against the lapel of his jacket. “Thank you. I mean it.”

      I exhale as she turns and walks away, leaving him to watch her go, hopefully for the last time. I wait until Kolt disappears in the other direction and she passes me. Then I fall into step several feet behind her.

      When her pace picks up, I know she can hear my footsteps following her down the street. I gain on her, hoping she feels me before she sees me. She pauses to look back just as I lasso my arm around her torso and trap her against a granite-walled building with my body. I cover her mouth with my hand to muffle her scream, lifting it away only when it dies with her recognition of me a few seconds later.

      Her pulse is thrumming at her neck. Her breathing is ragged. If her meeting with Kolt didn’t give her an adrenaline rush, I just did.

      “Scare you?”

      She narrows her eyes and tries to push me back, but I won’t budge. I’m pissed off, but I want to feel her against me too.

      “You have no idea how scary it could have been,” I speak through gritted teeth. “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “I wasn’t going to let you hurt him.” In her eyes lies the challenge that I would have done worse than hurt him.

      “I didn’t realize he meant that much to you.” I can’t help baiting her to deny it and convince me that he doesn’t own any part of her affections. After what we’ve been through together, I demand all of them.

      She turns her head. “Let’s go back. I’m not doing this with you right now.”

      I give her a little space, but we’re not through. “You should have told me when he reached out to you.”

      “The way you flipped a switch the second you found out is exactly why I didn’t.”

      I do my best to ignore the pulse of fury that runs through me as I replay that night in Miami, one that could have been memorable in so many other ways. One second we were at the club and I was deep in fantasies of taking her back to the penthouse and losing myself in her until night bled into morning. Then I saw the email and wanted to possess her for different reasons rooted firmly in my hatred for her ex-lover.

      We could play this game all day, but it’s a dangerous game.

      “So you went rogue? What if they had people waiting for you to show up? There are a hundred places people could have been hiding, waiting for a chance to get a clear shot.”

      “I was careful. I always watch my back. Plus I knew you’d show up eventually.”

      “It was sloppy. Don’t do it again.”

      Her glare is more intense this time. “I took a gamble that Kolt wanted to see me for the right reasons. I wasn’t wrong.”

      Just because Kolt wasn’t leading her to her death doesn’t mean he wanted to see her for the right reasons. But I force myself to take a full breath to keep myself from berating her about it anymore.

      “I heard everything once you were outside. What else did he have to say?”

      “Just that he overheard Vince saying they wouldn’t have been heartbroken if he’d died in Rio along with me. His world has been turned upside down. He knows they don’t care about him, so he’s more inclined to help.”

      “Especially if it comes with a chance to get you back.”

      She holds my silent stare, confirming what I assumed brought Kolt through the doors of the Black Rose to begin with—to win her over.

      “Just because he’s in love with you doesn’t mean you can trust him.”

      “I don’t. I’m even wondering if I should trust you.”

      She slides past me, and I watch her walk away, a little stunned, because she’s hit her mark.

      
        
        ISABEL

      

      

      Tristan shuts the door behind us. I strip off my coat, hoping I can avoid more lectures from him tonight. I have too much whirling through my head right now. Kolt dropped more on me than I expected, and I need time to work through it all.

      Before I can disappear into another room, Tristan takes my hand and pulls me toward him.

      “What?”

      My tone is sharp, but he’s gentle, his expression unexpectedly even. He laces our fingers together, and I can feel my anger begin to thaw.

      “What if we both said we were wrong at the same time? Would that be an easier way to end this?”

      I blink up at him, surprised but undeniably relieved. “Are you admitting that you were wrong to set up a meeting with Kolt without me?”

      “I’m suggesting that because you made a bad call by not telling me about the email, I was triggered into also making a bad call.”

      I do my best not to smirk at his indirect attempt at an apology. I try to turn away before he can catch it, but he cups the back of my neck, drawing me close. Our gazes tangle. His warm breaths tickle my chilled skin.

      “If anything happens to you, I’m never going to forgive myself, even if it is your fault. I don’t want to live without you, so you need to talk to me. About everything.”

      I try to balance the way he riles me with my overwhelming desire to end the tension that’s been gnawing at us all week. He’s right, of course. We were both wrong, even if neither of us wants to admit it.

      “Then you need to stop worrying about Kolt. He’s not a friend, but he’s not the enemy either. I think tonight proves that. If he’s right and Chalys has this whole plan in motion, we need to figure out how Simon’s involved. This has Company Eleven written all over it.”

      “How am I supposed to game-plan with you when you could be keeping secrets from me? You want to trust me, and I want to trust you. That means we need some transparency.”

      I huff out a sigh, frustrated but convinced he won’t budge until we can agree on this point.

      “Fine. No more secrets. But it goes both ways.” I lift my chin with a defiant flare because I’m still angry with him for trying to see Kolt and for scaring the hell out of me after I beat him to it.

      I expect something fresh to come out of his mouth, but instead he lowers his lips to mine. It’s a simple kiss. Soft and thoughtful. And when he pulls away again, it feels like we’ve sealed the deal.

      “No more secrets,” he murmurs the affirmation, walking to the window. He stands there for several minutes, hands in his pockets, staring into the quiet storm.

      I follow him. “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking about all the reasons Kolt might have to lie, but I don’t think he did. If what he said was true, the circumstances behind the hit on you make more sense. Something always felt off about it… It seemed too simple, like the punishment never fit the crime in a way.”

      “Is that why you hesitated?”

      He looks down at me, and I search for the answer in the blue of his eyes. His hesitation—whatever instinct convinced him not to pull the trigger—is the only reason I’m alive.

      “I didn’t completely understand the hit, but that never stopped me before. One second I was ready to go through with it, and then I couldn’t. Something about you felt familiar. But I didn’t give it any weight until you said my name. I don’t think there’s any way I could have convinced myself to do it after that. Not until I knew more about you.”

      His choice came down to seconds. I look out the window, trying not to think about the alternative—the end of my life, as innocent and ignorant as that life might have been.

      “The money trail is almost always the best way to the truth,” he says, interrupting my troubling thoughts. “We need to get a hold of those records if that was their breaking point. Maybe it’s time you reached out to your mother to see what they found. Lucia probably wants to know you’re okay anyway.”

      I tense and internally sidestep the guilt that comes along with all the time that’s gone by with no contact with my parents. But maybe I’ve punished them long enough for the hand they had in Tristan’s enlistment.

      “If Halo was involved, they’ll have the information banked, right?”

      “Maybe. Who knows what Martine did with everything she dug up on people or if it’s even accessible now that she’s gone.”

      “Martine and my mother never knew about Company Eleven. If Simon’s involved, other people in the Company are probably in on this too.”

      “If there are billions of dollars at stake, I can guarantee you there are plenty of fingers ready to get into that pot.”

      Every time we think the problem is one size, another layer is revealed. The only thing that has stayed the same is the Boswell family. My grandfather was convinced of their malice all those years ago, and they’ve done nothing but prove him right ever since he left their company and blew the whistle on their practices. His voice was too small to matter. My sister’s death too insignificant.

      I press my fingertips against my eyelids with a tired groan. “This is more than anyone bargained for, Tristan. What could we possibly do to keep this from happening?”

      “The bigger question is how many more people will we piss off trying to send it off track? We thought taking Simon out would send the Company into chaos and they’d disassemble. Even if a few of them are invested in this scheme, removing Simon from the equation may not even matter.”

      “Then maybe Mateus was right. Maybe he can get close enough to help us fill in the blanks.”

      “I have a feeling they’re going to want him closer than he realizes. They took an interest in him for a reason. This is a global project, and he has something they want. They’re not inviting him to the party just because he’s charming.”

      I smile a little. “He is charming, though.”

      “Let’s hope so, because they’ll kill him if they smell deceit.”
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      I wake before Tristan does. I’ve been staring at the phone in front of me for the better part of an hour. I know what I should do but wish I didn’t have to do it. Being at odds with my parents is the last thing I need when I’m running for my life, but a stubborn and wounded part of me doesn’t want to be the one to extend the olive branch.

      I finally force myself to pick up the phone and dial my mother’s number. As it rings, I hope it’ll go to voicemail so I can do this another time when I feel more ready for it.

      “Hello?”

      “Mom, it’s me.” My voice is small.

      Her breath catches. “My God, Isabel. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. Everything is fine.”

      “I’m so glad you called. After what happened to Martine, I’ve been so worried about you.”

      I close my eyes as a fresh wave of guilt hits me. Martine may have been my mother’s friend and a trusted accomplice when it came to revenge on the Boswells, but in the end, she made her own choices—dangerous choices that ended up getting her killed.

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I know you were close.”

      She sniffs quietly. “Thank you. I’m glad you at least got to know her. It still feels so surreal. Halo will never be the same without her. She touched so many people.”

      I bite my tongue because I know better. Halo may not ever be the same. It can only be better, but my mom’s heart can’t take the truth right now.

      “That’s one of the reasons I called. I’m not sure where things stand with Halo at the moment, but I really need your help with something.”

      “What is it?”

      “Right before I left Rio, Halo gained access to Chalys Pharmaceuticals’ financials. It’s what triggered the hit on me. You were getting close to something important. I need to see what you found.”

      “That was Martine’s operation. She kept whatever they found. We never had time to look at everything because you came home. That’s all I cared about.”

      “Halo’s been storing up information on people for years. Tell me you still have access to everything.”

      She doesn’t answer right away. My stomach does a dive. A lifetime’s worth of blackmail couldn’t have died with one woman. She couldn’t have been that conceited.

      “I came to town for Martine’s funeral. Papa and I managed to make sense of things. So, yes, the information is safe. I can send you the financials if that’s what you need.”

      I chew the inside of my lip, wondering how I should outright ask for what I really need. All of it. My grandfather already padded my account with a hefty sum of Halo funds should I ever need them, but the real fortune is the incriminating information Martine kept on people. Right now, it could be the key to unlocking whatever Company Eleven has planned for this operation.

      “I need more. This is bigger than Kristopher Boswell, and we don’t have a lot of time to be kept in the dark on anything.”

      “What are you asking?”

      “Mom, I need all of it. I need as much as I can get my hands on if we’re going to connect the dots on this.”

      “You’re talking about thousands of files. Extremely valuable and potentially dangerous information if it gets into the wrong hands.”

      I know she’s talking about Tristan. The man who’s kept me safe. The lover who’s killed for me. The assassin who could have ended my life but somehow ended up making me fall in love with him all these years later, under the worst possible circumstances.

      “If this is about Tristan…”

      “This is about keeping you safe. If you think you’re in danger now, you have no idea how much trouble you could be bringing yourself if someone knows you have those files.”

      I clench my jaw and will myself not to groan in frustration. My mother’s persistently narrow way of thinking is at least part of the reason we’re in this mess. In the spirit of making peace with her, I don’t tell her this.

      “Mom, please, I’m begging you to trust me. Believe me when I say I’ve been through hell and all I want is to end this once and for all. If I don’t find what I need in Halo’s files, I promise I’ll destroy everything. But you’ve been trying to bring them down for years. I’m going to do more than try this time.”

      “What do you know? What’s going on?”

      There’s a mix of panic and eagerness in her voice that worries me. I love my mother, but I don’t entirely trust her instincts when it comes to this mission. No doubt I’m emotionally invested, but she’s let her thirst for vengeance blind her before. My grandfather’s seen it, and Martine twisted it to her advantage for years.

      “I don’t have the big picture yet. That’s where I need your help.”

      She sighs heavily. “Fine. But please don’t make me regret it.”

      We spend the next few minutes figuring out the logistics of giving me access to the Halo database. Focusing on the details is a welcome break from negotiating for the information itself, or worse, dwelling on the days of silence between us and the resentment I still harbor.

      “I wish your father were home right now. He’d love to hear your voice,” she says once we’ve finished.

      I’m hit with a pang of missing him, but I can’t forget he campaigned the hardest to rid my life of Tristan years ago. Reconciling with him will be a tougher bridge to cross. One day I will, but it won’t be today.

      “I’ll call again soon,” I say.

      She keeps me on the line, trying to keep me talking. She doesn’t want to let me go, but I promise her again that I won’t let so much time go by before reaching out again. Whatever I find and however Tristan and I can use it, I hope I can keep that promise to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          TRISTAN

        

      

    

    
      When I join Isabel in the living room, she barely notices.

      “Morning,” I say, drawn to the half-empty coffee pot sitting in its cradle.

      “Hi,” she mutters absently, her attention glued to my laptop screen. She’s sitting cross-legged on the floor, using the coffee table as a makeshift desk.

      “Anything new?” I drop onto the sofa behind her and peer over her shoulder.

      When she doesn’t answer, I lean in for a closer look. She’s scrolling through what looks like document scans.

      “What are those?”

      “Letters between Michael Pope’s attorneys and dozens of women.”

      “Who’s Michael Pope and why do we care?”

      She turns to face me, lifting up a piece of paper with her handwriting scribbled all over it.

      “I made a list.”

      I sit back and sip my coffee, trusting she has a lot more to tell me.

      “Back at the yacht party, Simon’s wife sat me with the other girlfriends. Ramsey Paulson’s girlfriend said there were eleven of them in this ‘club,’ but maybe more now that Mateus is about to join them. Anyway, she rattled off a few of their names. Michael Pope was one of them. I’m not sure if he was on the boat, but he was definitely on the list.”

      “And?”

      “And until his son finally went to the slammer a couple of years ago for raping and beating his ex-girlfriend, he’d been paying off a bunch of women who came out against him or threatened battery charges.”

      She seems so focused, I hesitate to interrupt her, but I have no idea where this is going. “Those are the letters?” I nod toward the screen.

      “Yes, all negotiating hush money. His son’s a vicious bastard, and Pope’s paid out hundreds of thousands to keep him out of trouble. It’s disgusting.”

      “How does this affect us? He’s in the Company, but this isn’t tying him to Chalys.”

      “All of this”—she gestures to the screen—“is too much and not enough. The accounting records are partial. The bookkeeping is limited to last quarter, and that’s what I was hoping would narrow things down. Everything else… There are at least a thousand folders and then thousands of documents on top of that. It’ll take weeks to sift through it all, and by then Felix is going to be skyrocketing to success. We don’t have that kind of time.”

      “How much coffee have you had?” I can’t help smiling at her infectious energy. “And more importantly, where did you get all this?”

      She blinks. “Oh. I talked to my mom. I convinced her to give me access to all the Halo files.”

      My smile slips with this realization. “You’re kidding.” I reach around her and pull the computer onto my lap.

      I can hardly believe it, but she’s right. There are endless files, and probably not easily searchable, like the fuzzy scans she was looking over.

      “What else did you find? Anyone else from the list?”

      “Other than Chalys, no. A lot of their stuff is pretty dated, though. Remember, this is a twenty-year-old grudge, so there’s a mountain of things that probably aren’t helpful. But I have an idea.”

      She lifts herself to sit on the edge of the table to face me.

      “Michael Pope. I think he’s our key. He has enemies.”

      “They all do, Isabel. Comes with the territory of being a billionaire captain of industry.”

      She smirks. “Yes, but he has a really smart one.” She lifts up her paper again and points to one name written in capital letters and underlined several times.

      
        
        BLAKE LANDON

      

      

      “Who’s Blake Landon?”

      “He’s a hacker.”

      “I can hack into things too, you know.”

      “I’m sure you can, but this guy is next level. Rumor has it that he hacked into some big-time Wall Street accounts when he was thirteen and almost did time. Instead, he got scooped up by Michael Pope to develop some kind of next-generation banking software they sold for a ton of money. But they parted ways around the time Pope’s son, Max, went to jail. The ex-girlfriend’s wasn’t the only charge against him. He assaulted Landon’s wife too. Attempted rape. Trust me, he hates this guy.”

      “So what’s your plan?”

      “Okay. The best part? Landon’s right here in Boston. He runs a handful of tech companies and an angel fund with his wife. His office is a few blocks away. I say we get a meeting with him, tell him just enough to whet his appetite for a chance at payback against Pope, and see if we can get him to hack into whatever else we need.”

      I drink my coffee and consider everything she’s said. I have no idea who this Landon guy is or who his connections are. Her proposition isn’t terrible, but she’s made a lot of assumptions.

      “What if you’re wrong and he’s still affiliated with Pope in some way? If Landon was in business with him for that long, they may have meaningful ties no matter what Pope’s kid did. If you lay all this out for him, you could be bringing attention to us for no reason.”

      Her lips thin and she nods. “That could be the case, but I don’t think it is. Either way, I think I could feel him out to see where he stands before I completely tip our hand.”

      I lift a brow. “You could feel him out before you tip our hand? Were you going to invite me to this party, or are you considering another rogue mission?”

      “I would be happy to invite you, but I get the feeling this Landon guy walks the straight and narrow most of the time. A meeting at his office should be safe.” She reaches behind her and hands me my phone. “Besides, Townsend isn’t happy. I wouldn’t normally care, but I don’t think we should risk pissing him off when we could still use his help. Or Jay’s, for that matter. You should probably figure out how to talk him off the cliff.”

      I glance over the few texts he sent. Most of them threaten my life if I don’t stop stringing him along with Crow’s whereabouts. All of them are riddled with profanities. I curse under my breath.

      “Fine. I’ll deal with Townsend. Let me go call him before he blows a gasket, and we’ll figure the rest of this out.”

      Her smile is full of giddy satisfaction, probably because I haven’t totally shot her down like I have so many times before. Suddenly it’s the strangest sensation to know that she’s here, not just with me but beside me.

      I rise and step outside to call Townsend. It’s a Saturday morning, and the streets are quiet. Most of the sidewalks are still covered with last night’s snowfall. I was hoping to scope out the Boswell estate north of the city today, but the weather’s thrown a wrench in that plan until the city plows catch up.

      Townsend picks up on the second ring.

      “About fucking time, Red. Where the hell are you?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Well, I’ve spent a lot of time around a certain strip joint in New York where I was told I’d find Crow. Not having much luck.”

      “Could be worse places to be hanging around, I suppose.”

      “Where the fuck is he, Red? We had a deal. I helped you, and you were going to give me Crow. I’ve been here for days. Nothing.”

      “He didn’t answer my last couple of texts. He’s probably busy chasing down the leads Jay gave him. And if you’re prowling outside his favorite haunt, he might be suspicious and keeping his distance.”

      He cusses again, followed by the fierce sound of him sucking down a cigarette that’s probably doing nothing to ease his nerves.

      “You talk to Jay about this yet?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he snaps.

      “Is she all right?”

      “She’s fine. You worry about your business, and I’ll worry about mine.”

      As much as I’m glad not to be in charge of Jay’s safety, she still feels like my business. And Isabel’s right. We may still need her. She was the right hand of the Company for too long. She knows a lot more than she ever told us.

      “I might be getting close to something,” I say.

      “Simon? You going to let him slip by you again this time?”

      I ignore his taunt. Mateus let Simon Pelletier go, not me. If it were my call, Simon would have swallowed the aconite Townsend gave us and died on the yacht right along with Vince. Unfortunately Mateus thought it’d be a
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