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  Crossfire

Eva


The bass drops hard enough to rattle my teeth—and then gunshots rip straight through the music. 
For half a second, my brain refuses to translate the sound. It’s too sharp, too wrong for the velvet-dark club pulsing with bodies and neon. Then glass explodes to my left, people scream, and instinct slams into place.
Move.
I dive.
The bar is slick beneath my palms as I skid across polished wood, heart detonating in my chest. Bottles shatter overhead. Liquor rains down, sharp and sweet, burning my nose. Someone trips over me; another body crashes into the bar hard enough to jolt my spine. 
The room is chaos—strobe lights flashing over blood-splattered walls, the DJ booth abandoned, music still thumping like it doesn’t understand we’re all about to die.
I curl behind the bar, breathing hard, fingers already counting exits. Front doors clogged. Side hall maybe clear. Back corridor—
A hand clamps around my wrist.
I twist on reflex, driving my elbow back, but I slam into something solid instead. A chest. A wall of heat and muscle that doesn’t budge. Strong fingers tighten, hauling me in before I can blink, before I can scream.
“Easy,” a voice growls close to my ear. Low. Commanding. Annoyingly calm for someone standing in a kill zone. “Unless you want a bullet through your skull.”
I look up.
Dark eyes. Sharp jaw. A face I know too well from whispered warnings and surveillance photos.
Luca Moretti.
Of all the men in this city, it has to be him.
My pulse spikes, fury and adrenaline tangling together. “Get your hands off me,” I hiss, wrenching against his grip. “Now.”
He doesn’t.
Instead, his gaze flicks over me—quick, assessing, like I’m a threat to neutralize. “You armed?”
“Do I look like I’d answer that?”
A corner of his mouth twitches. Not a smile. Something colder. “Wrong answer.”
Another shot cracks, close enough to make my ears ring. Luca shifts, body angling in front of mine, shielding me without asking—without even looking back for permission. My brain stutters at the move. Protective. Automatic.
I shove at his chest. “I don’t need you playing hero.”
“Good,” he says, voice iron-hard. “Because I’m not. I’m trying not to trip over your corpse.”
The bar shudders as something heavy slams into it. Luca drags me lower, forcing me to crouch with him as bullets chew into wood inches above our heads.
I glare up at him, trapped, furious—and painfully aware of how close we are.
This is not how tonight was supposed to go.

      ***The shooting doesn’t stop. It fractures—bursts and lulls like a bad heartbeat—each crack snapping my nerves tighter.
Luca peeks over the bar for half a breath, then drops back down. “Two shooters. Front mezzanine. Someone sloppy on the stairs.”
I swallow my surprise. He’s calm. Focused. Reading the room like a map.
“So what?” I snap. “You narrating my death now?”
His gaze cuts to me. Close. Too close. I catch a thin scar at his temple, the faint crease between his brows when he concentrates. “I’m getting us out. You can help, or you can panic.”
“I don’t panic.”
“Good.” He shifts, hand braced on the bar near my hip. Heat bleeds through my dress where he almost touches me. “Then tell me—back corridor. Clear?”
I hesitate. Not because I don’t know. Because I shouldn’t.
I clocked the exits the second I walked in—habit drilled into my bones. The back corridor leads to a service hall, then a loading bay. Usually. Tonight, I saw movement there. Shadows that didn’t belong.
“Maybe,” I say. “Depends who’s asking.”
His jaw tightens. “Cute.”
A body slams into the bar again, closer this time. Luca swears and shifts us sideways, pinning me against the shelving. Bottles dig into my spine. His forearm cages me in, solid, unyielding.
My pulse trips.
“This is not necessary,” I mutter.
“It is if you want to keep breathing.” He leans in, voice a low warning meant only for me. “You move without telling me again, I will assume you’re hostile.”
“Assume whatever you want. You already are.”
His mouth curves, sharp. “Touché.”
Another volley erupts. Screams surge from the dance floor as bodies rush the side hall. Wrong move. Stampede. Someone falls; someone else goes down hard.
“There,” I say, tipping my chin. “That hall just turned into a choke point.”
He follows my line of sight, recalculating. “So you do see the board.”
“I told you. I don’t panic.”
Begrudging respect flickers across his face before he shutters it. “Back corridor’s compromised?”
“Yes.”
“Loading bay?”
“Maybe.” I tilt my head. 
A sharp exhale. Almost a laugh. “You’re enjoying this.”
“Absolutely not.” A lie. The danger sharpens me. So does the fact that Luca Moretti is listening.
He leans in again, breath ghosting my cheek. “We move on my count. You stick to me.”
“I don’t stick to anyone.”
His eyes darken. “Tonight, you do.”
A blast rocks the far wall—closer than before—and the lights flicker.
Luca’s grip tightens on my arm. “Now.”

      ***He pulls me with him, low and fast, and the world snaps into motion.
We break from behind the bar in a sprint, Luca’s hand locked around my wrist like a shackle. Strobe lights fracture the room into snapshots—blood on the floor, a woman crawling, a man screaming for someone who isn’t coming. I duck instinctively as another shot cracks overhead, so close it feels like it peels skin.
“Left,” I shout, yanking him with me before he can argue.
He swears but follows, his body cutting a path through the chaos. Someone lunges out of the smoke; Luca shoves them aside without slowing, a sharp elbow to the chest—brutal, efficient. I clock the move even as my heart hammers. He doesn’t hesitate. He commits.
We hit the side hall and it’s worse—bodies packed shoulder to shoulder, panic clogging the narrow space. A gunshot rings out ahead and the crowd surges back, a living wall.
“Not this way,” I snap.
Luca plants his feet, shielding me as people crash into us. “Then talk. Now.”
I scan fast. Emergency exit sign flickering. A service door half-hidden behind a velvet curtain, cracked open. No guards. No muzzle flashes. Chance.
“There. Through the curtain. Service hall.”
He hesitates half a second—then nods. We pivot together, ducking behind the curtain as another round tears through the hallway behind us. The door slams shut, plunging us into dim industrial light and the sharp scent of oil and metal.
The service hall is empty.
Too empty.
Luca slows, eyes sweeping corners, gun finally appearing in his free hand like it’s been there all along. “You said compromised.”
“It was,” I say, pulse hammering. “Something changed.”
A clang echoes from the far end—metal on metal. Footsteps. Not panicked. Measured.
Luca glances at me. “You didn’t mention company.”
“I don’t narrate everything.”
We move again, quieter now, boots whispering over concrete. The loading bay door looms ahead, half-open, rain slicing in from outside. Freedom. Maybe.
Another step and Luca freezes, yanking me back just as a bullet sparks off the wall where my head would’ve been.
I gasp. He doesn’t let go.
“Down.”
We drop together as gunfire erupts from the shadows ahead, the sound amplified in the narrow space. Luca fires back—controlled, lethal. I press flat to the floor, mind racing, counting shots, angles, exits.
This is bad.
Then the floor trembles beneath us—deep, violent—and I know we’re out of time.

      ***The tremor becomes a roar.
The world detonates.
Heat slams into my back, stealing the air from my lungs as the floor bucks beneath us. The blast is blinding—white light, shrapnel screaming past, concrete dust filling my mouth. I taste blood. I don’t know if it’s mine.
Something heavy collapses overhead. Luca swears, raw and torn loose, and suddenly I’m airborne—hauled up, over his shoulder, my protest swallowed by chaos. My vision swims as he charges forward, boots pounding through smoke and falling debris.
“Put me down!”
“No.”
Another explosion cracks behind us, close enough that the air itself feels shredded. Luca veers hard, shoulder-checking through a buckling door that spills us into the rain-soaked loading bay. Cold air slams into my face, sharp and merciful.
Gunfire erupts again from behind us. Luca fires back without slowing, movements fluid even with my weight thrown over him. I catch flashes of the bay—stacked crates, a delivery truck idling, red taillights bleeding through the rain.
“Down!”
The driver ducks as Luca hurls me behind a concrete barrier.
I hit hard, rolling, breath tearing in and out of me. My ears ring. My hands shake as I scramble upright, fury flaring even through the shock.
“I told you to put me down!”
Luca drops into a crouch beside me, rain plastering his dark hair to his forehead, eyes bright and wild. “And get you killed? No.”
A shot sparks off the barrier inches from his head. He leans closer, bracing over me again—too close, too solid, too infuriating.
“You don’t know me.”
“I know enough. You’re fast. You see exits. You didn’t freeze.” His gaze sharpens. “That makes you either trained or trouble. Which is it?”
I don’t answer.
Sirens wail in the distance—too late to help, close enough to complicate things. Luca curses softly, scanning the bay, calculating.
“We’re leaving.”
“We?”
“Yes, we.” His hand clamps around my arm, firm and decisive. “You can fight me later.”
He drags me toward the idling truck, rain blurring the world into streaks of light and shadow.
I twist, ready to bolt. Ready to disappear like I always do.
Then I realize something worse than the gunfire. Worse than the explosion.
Luca Moretti isn’t letting go.

      ***The truck lurches forward.
I barely register the moment Luca shoves me into the passenger seat, metal biting into my thigh as I stumble. The door slams before I can launch myself back out. Rain drums against the windshield, turning the city into streaks of light and shadow.
“Seatbelt.”
“I’m not—”
The driver guns it, tires shrieking as we fishtail out of the loading bay and onto the street. I’m thrown back against the seat, breath knocked loose, fingers clawing for balance as sirens wail closer behind us.
Luca slides into the driver’s seat, one hand steady on the wheel, the other slamming the door shut. The engine roars. We surge forward, city lights streaking past, rain slicing sideways.
“Stop the truck.”
“No.”
Of course.
I twist toward him, pulse racing. “You have no idea who you just grabbed.”
His jaw tightens, eyes fixed on the road. “I know exactly who I grabbed. A trained woman in the wrong club at the wrong time.”
“Let me out.”
“Not happening.” He cuts the wheel hard, ducking down an alley as police lights flash at the end of the block. “You disappear the second I turn my back.”
My fingers brush my pocket on instinct.
Empty.
Cold dread slides down my spine.
The necklace.
I lost it in the chaos—felt the clasp snap when he dragged me behind the bar. If he found it—
“Relax,” he says, too casually. “You’re safe. For now.”
Safe is a lie. A story people tell themselves before everything goes wrong.
I scan the cab, cataloging exits, timing, angles. The window. The door handle. The speed. My muscles coil, ready.
Luca glances at me, something sharp and assessing in his gaze. “You thinking about jumping?”
“Should I?”
A humorless huff. “You’d break your neck.”
“Tempting.”
He shakes his head once, almost amused, then sobers. “You picked a bad night to play games.”
I meet his gaze. “You picked the wrong woman.”
Silence stretches between us, thick with rain and unasked questions. Sirens fade behind us. The city opens up, darker streets swallowing the noise.
Luca turns onto a side road and accelerates.
I don’t relax. I don’t breathe easier.
Because whatever he thinks he’s rescued—asset, enemy, problem—he’s wrong.
And if I don’t get out soon, this night is going to cost both of us far more than blood.






  
  Marked

Luca


The rain smears the windshield into silver as I push the engine harder than I should. 
Sirens fade behind us, but I don’t ease up. Not yet. This city doesn’t forgive hesitation, and tonight is already bleeding mistakes.
She’s silent in the passenger seat.
That bothers me more than the gunfire.
Most people shake. Cry. Talk too much once the adrenaline burns off. This woman sits rigid, eyes tracking reflections in the glass, hands loose but ready—like she’s cataloging ways to kill me with whatever’s within reach.
I know that look.
I’ve worn it.
“Don’t,” I say, without looking at her.
“Don’t what?” Her voice is steady. Controlled. Too controlled for someone who just crawled out of an explosion.
“Jump. Grab the wheel. Reach for something you shouldn’t.” I take a hard turn, tires hissing over wet pavement. “I’ll win.”
A pause. Then, dry as a blade sliding free, “You sound very sure of yourself.”
I am.
And that’s the problem.
I glance at her despite myself. Rain-lit streetlamps catch in her eyes—sharp, calculating, unreadable. No mascara streaks. No hysteria. Not even shock. She looks like someone who walked into that club knowing exactly what might happen.
Which means one thing.
She wasn’t a bystander.
“You moved like you’ve been shot at before,” I say. “You read exits faster than my men. You didn’t freeze.”
She lifts one shoulder. “Lucky night.”
I snort. “Bullshit.”
Another turn. Quieter streets now. Industrial. Fewer cameras. I file the routes away automatically, already building contingencies if this goes sideways.
Because it will.
It always does when something unexpected lands in my lap.
“You Callahan?” I ask, casual on the surface, razor-edged underneath.
Her head turns a fraction. Not enough to be obvious.
Enough.
Interesting.
“That’s a dangerous question,” she says.
“So is being in my car.”
Silence stretches, heavy and watchful. She doesn’t deny it. Doesn’t confirm it either. Just studies me like she’s deciding whether I’m worth the truth.
I tighten my grip on the wheel.
Whoever she is—asset, enemy, problem—she’s already changed the night.
And I don’t yet know if I dragged her out of that club…
Or pulled the pin on something far worse.

      ***She breaks the silence first.
“Slow down.”
Not fear. Not a plea. A command—clipped and precise, like she’s used to being obeyed.
I don’t.
The road curves ahead, slick with rain, and I take it fast on purpose. The engine growls, tires gripping just enough. Control. Always control.
“I don’t take orders.”
She huffs a quiet laugh, more breath than sound. “Then at least take physics seriously. That turn coming up? Oil slick. Truck jackknifed there last winter.”
My eyes flick to the road before I can stop myself.
She’s right.
I ease off the gas a fraction—barely noticeable—but she notices anyway. Her mouth curves, sharp and satisfied.
I don’t like that she can read me.
“Where’d you learn that?”
She shrugs, infuriatingly calm. “Same place I learned not to scream when men start shooting.”
That lands harder than it should.
I study her in my peripheral vision—the angle of her shoulders, the way her knees stay turned toward the door. Ready to move. She’s still damp from the rain, hair clinging to her neck, dress torn at the hem.
Vulnerable, if you don’t know what to look for.
I do.
“You’re not just trained,” I say. “You’re disciplined.”
Silence. Not denial. Not agreement.
Interesting.
I turn down another side street and finally slow, pulling beneath an overpass where city noise dulls to a distant hum. The truck idles. Rain ticks against metal. My men will be sweeping the club by now. Reports stacking up. Questions I don’t have answers for yet.
I cut the engine.
She stiffens instantly.
“Relax,” I say. “If I wanted you dead, we wouldn’t be talking.”
Her gaze slides to me, sharp as glass. “You don’t get points for not killing people.”
A corner of my mouth lifts despite myself. “In my line of work, I do.”
I reach into my jacket, slow and deliberate. She tenses—but doesn’t move. Doesn’t bolt. Doesn’t attack.
I pull out the necklace.
Gold chain. Distinctive engraving. Old. The kind of thing you don’t wear unless it means something.
Her breath catches.
I watch her eyes, not the rest of her. There’s the tell. Fast. Buried.
Too late.
“You dropped this.”
The rain seems louder in the pause that follows.
“That symbol,” I add quietly. “Only inner-circle Callahans wear it.”
I turn to face her fully.
“So I’ll ask again.”
Her gaze locks onto mine—defiant, calculating, very dangerous.
“Who are you?”

      ***She doesn’t answer.
Not right away.
Instead, she studies the necklace like it’s a loaded weapon—like if she looks too hard, it might go off. Rain drums against the roof, steady and relentless, filling the silence she lets stretch.
Then she lifts her chin.
“You make a lot of assumptions for a man who just caused a multi-block incident.”
I bark a short laugh. “You don’t wear that symbol unless you’re protected. Or stupid.”
“Or neither.” Too light. Too smooth.
Her gaze flicks to the rearview mirror. Then the side mirror. Then the street beyond my shoulder.
She’s timing something.
I feel it before I see it—the shift in her posture, the way her muscles coil beneath torn silk. “Sit back.”
She moves anyway.
Fast.
Her hand slaps the door handle, jerking it once, twice. I curse and lunge, catching her wrist just as the door cracks open and rain explodes into the cab.
“You’re not getting out.”
“Watch me.”
She twists, using my grip against me, heel slamming down on my foot. Pain flares. I hiss—and that half-second is all she needs.
She shoves the door wide and throws herself out.
The truck screeches to a halt as I slam the brakes, tires screaming. By the time I’m out and moving, gun already in my hand, she’s running—barefoot now, dress hitched high, red hair a dark streak against wet concrete.
“Stop!”
She doesn’t.
She cuts left into the alley, vaults a low barrier like she’s done it a hundred times, and disappears into shadow just as headlights flood the street.
My men.
Marco skids to a stop beside me. “Boss?”
I stare down the alley, chest tight, pulse roaring. “She’s gone.”
“Should we—”
“No.” Final.
I straighten slowly, rain soaking into my jacket, anger and something far more dangerous burning low in my gut.
She ran like someone who knew exactly where she was going.
And she left something behind.
I glance down at the necklace clenched in my fist, the Callahan sigil slick with rain.
Whoever she is…
This isn’t over.

      ***The alley stays empty.
Rain pools where she vanished, washing away footprints before I can mark them. Steam curls off the pavement, ghosting the space she occupied seconds ago. The city closes ranks like it always does—silent, complicit.
Marco follows my stare. “She’s fast.”
“She’s trained.”
He glances at the necklace. Doesn’t ask. Smart man. “Callahan?”
“Maybe.” I close my fist around the chain, metal biting into my palm. “Maybe something worse.”
Marco waits. He always does when I’m thinking.
“She didn’t run scared,” I continue. “She ran calculated. Knew the alley. Knew the timing.” I scan the space one last time, cataloging angles, exits. “She wanted me distracted.”
“And it worked?”
A muscle jumps in my jaw. “Enough.”
Sirens creep closer again, echoing off brick. I slide the necklace into my jacket pocket, deep enough that it rests against my ribs. A reminder. A promise.
“We’re done here. Sweep the perimeter, then pull back. Quiet.”
Marco nods, already signaling the men. “You want Callahan movements flagged?”
“Yes.” I head for the truck, rain plastering my shirt to my skin. “And anyone who suddenly looks nervous.”
He falls into step beside me. “You think she’ll resurface?”
I don’t answer right away.
Because I can still feel her grip breaking free. Still see the way she looked at me—not desperate, not afraid. Assessing. Like I was the variable she hadn’t planned for.
“She will,” I say finally. “People like her don’t disappear. They reposition.”
I climb into the truck and slam the door, shutting out the noise. For a moment, I just sit there, breathing, pulse still running too hot.
I pull the necklace back out.
Callahan. Inner circle. Protected.
Or hiding.
My phone buzzes—missed calls stacking up. My father. Reports. Demands. Questions.
I ignore it.
Instead, I close my fist around the chain and decide.
Whoever she is, I’m finding her.
And next time…
She won’t get away.






  
  Trust No One

Eva


Cold rain slaps my bare feet as I run. 
The alley spits me out onto a side street I know better than my own heartbeat. I cut left, then right, then vault a chain-link fence without slowing, lungs burning, dress clutched in one fist. Pain registers distantly—scrapes, bruises, the raw sting of skin meeting concrete—but I don’t let it slow me.
I don’t slow for anything.
Headlights sweep past the mouth of the alley I just abandoned. Voices follow. Men. Controlled, not panicked. Moretti men.
Good.
That means Luca didn’t chase me himself.
Yet.
I duck into a recessed doorway, pressing my spine to brick slick with rain. I count breaths. Five in. Five out. Heart rate dropping, mind sharpening. The city hums around me, unaware of how close it came to swallowing me whole tonight.
That was too close.
I flex my fingers, replaying the escape in ruthless detail. The timing. The handle. The half-second where Luca hesitated because he thought he had me contained.
That mistake is on him.
But the necklace—
My throat tightens.
I shouldn’t have worn it. Habit. Sentiment. Arrogance.
Stupid.
I push off the wall and move again, keeping to shadowed sidewalks, angling toward the safe route Maddie and I drilled a hundred times. No phones. No cameras. No predictable turns. I strip off the ruined heels and toss them into a storm drain without breaking stride.
Luca Moretti saw the symbol.
Not just saw it.
Recognized it.
That changes the board.
I slip through a narrow service passage and emerge onto a quieter street, finally slowing to a walk. My reflection stares back at me from a darkened storefront window—hair wild, mascara smudged, blood drying at my temple.
Alive.
Exposed.
I exhale slowly, letting the adrenaline bleed off just enough to think.
I got out.
But I didn’t get away.
Because men like Luca Moretti don’t let unanswered questions rest.
And tonight, I gave him one he won’t be able to ignore.

      ***I don’t go home.
Home is predictable, and tonight predictability is a liability.
I circle twice, doubling back through routes that look wrong on paper but feel right under my feet. I duck through a closed bodega’s alley, cut across a parking structure, and finally slip through a narrow service entrance that smells like bleach and old secrets.
Maddie’s place.
I knock once. Pause. Twice more.
The door yanks open and Maddie Fisher stares at me like she’s seeing a ghost.
“Eva—Jesus—” She drags me inside before I can answer, slamming the door and throwing the deadbolt. Her hands are already on me, checking for holes, blood, breaks. “What happened? You were supposed to be in and out.”
“I was,” I say. “Then it exploded.”
Her face drains of color. “Exploded exploded?”
“Yes.”
She swears, fierce and breathless, then pulls me into a hard hug that I return for exactly three seconds before pulling away. Comfort can wait.
“There’s a leak,” I say. “Not speculation. Confirmation.”
Maddie stiffens. “Callahan?”
“Or someone feeding them.” I strip off the ruined dress, tossing it into her sink, and grab one of her oversized hoodies. “Moretti men were already moving like they knew the layout.”
She swallows. “Luca Moretti?”
“Yes.”
Her eyes widen. “You ran into him?”
“He ran into me,” I correct. “Then he dragged me out of a burning club like he owned me.”
Maddie’s mouth opens. Closes. “And you’re alive.”
“For now.” I rake my fingers through my hair, adrenaline finally cracking enough to let anger through. “He saw the necklace.”
Silence.
“Oh no,” she whispers. “Eva—”
“He recognized it.” My jaw tightens. “Which means he knows I’m not a nobody.”
Maddie exhales slowly, already thinking. Good. That’s why she’s still alive. “We adjust,” she says. “We pull you off visible ops. We find the leak. We lock down communications.”
“Yes.” I nod. “And I disappear for forty-eight hours.”
She hesitates. “Your uncle—”
“Will be furious.” I shrug. “He already is.”
As if summoned, my phone buzzes.
Unknown number.
A rose emoji blooms on the screen.
Then a message.
Meet me at midnight. Trust no one.
Maddie looks over my shoulder. “That’s not good.”
“No,” I say, pulse ticking back up. “It’s worse.”
Because whoever sent it knows I survived.
And they know how to find me.

      ***I don’t show Maddie my hands shaking.
I tuck the phone facedown on the counter and force my breathing even. Control first. Panic later—if at all. Maddie watches me like she knows exactly how close I am to cracking, which means I’m not hiding it as well as I think.
“Say it,” she says quietly.
“There’s a chance the message is bait,” I say. “There’s a bigger chance it’s someone inside the family.”
Her jaw tightens. “Your uncle.”
“Or someone who wants me scared enough to make a mistake.” I meet her gaze. “Either way, I don’t ignore it.”
She opens her mouth, then closes it again. Smart. She knows arguing with me when I’ve already decided is a waste of oxygen.
“What’s the play?” she asks instead.
I pace once, twice, mapping angles in my head. Midnight gives me time—enough to prepare, not enough to relax. “I go alone,” I say. “I don’t take my usual car. I don’t bring a phone. I watch who follows.”
Maddie swears under her breath. “Eva—”
“This is how we find the leak.”
“This is how you get killed.”
I stop in front of her. “Not if I control the variables.”
She studies my face, then nods once, sharp and resigned. “Then I’ll be the contingency.”
“Always,” I say.
I move to the bathroom sink and scrub dried blood from my temple. The water runs pink, then clear. My reflection looks back at me, eyes bright with something dangerously close to excitement.
That’s the problem.
Part of me wants to know who’s bold enough to summon me like this.
Part of me wonders—briefly, unhelpfully—if Luca Moretti had anything to do with it.
I shove the thought away. He’s a complication, not a conspirator. Not yet.
I dry my hands and pick up the phone one last time, memorizing the message before deleting it.
Midnight.
Trust no one.
I already don’t.
And whatever waits for me tonight…
It’s not going to find me unprepared.

      ***Midnight comes faster than it should.
I leave Maddie’s apartment dressed to disappear—dark jeans, boots, a jacket that hides lines and weapons alike. No jewelry. No identifiers. I tuck my hair up and step into the stairwell instead of taking the elevator, counting floors, listening for echoes that don’t belong to me.
The city greets me like it always does: indifferent, humming, alive with secrets.
I don’t head straight for the meeting point. I loop wide, doubling back twice, checking reflections in storefront glass and puddles. A man leaning too casually against a bus stop. A car idling too long at a red light. Nothing definitive. Nothing clean.
Which makes it worse.
The location from the message resolves in my mind as I move—an old rooftop garden overlooking the river, abandoned after the zoning fights years ago. High ground. Open sightlines. Symbolic.
Someone wants to be seen.
I climb the fire stairs two at a time, breath steady, pulse locked down. The door at the top groans as I push it open, the sound loud in the quiet night.
The rooftop is empty.
Wind tugs at my jacket. City lights glitter below like a trap dressed up as something beautiful. I step forward anyway, boots crunching softly on gravel.
“Right on time,” a voice says from the shadows.
I stop.
Every muscle goes taut.
I don’t turn yet. I catalog distance. Angles. The echo of the voice—male, controlled, close enough to be a threat.
A single red rose arcs through the air and lands at my feet.
Fresh.
Unbroken.
“Trust no one,” I say calmly. “Including you.”
A low chuckle. “Smart girl.”
I finally turn.
And whoever’s been pulling strings from the dark steps just far enough into the light that I can see the smile—confident, knowing, and absolutely sure I came alone.
I don’t smile back.
Because whatever game this is…
I’m already inside it.






  
  Marked for the Hunt

Luca


The footage loops in silence. 
I stand alone in the security room, lights low, jacket draped over the back of a chair I haven’t sat in once. The club’s cameras caught everything except the one thing I want—the moment she decides to run. I rewind anyway, thumb pressing harder each time, like pressure might force the truth out of the screen.
There.
A blur of red hair. The tilt of her chin as she clocks the exit. The way her body shifts before the explosion—already moving, already planning.
Not a civilian.
Not a bystander.
My jaw tightens. I pause the frame and lean closer, studying the angle of her shoulders, the set of her mouth. There’s blood at her temple, a tear in the dress, but her eyes—sharp, assessing—never lose focus.
She knew.
I scrub a hand down my face and inhale. The room smells like metal and ozone and the faint ghost of smoke tracked in on my boots.
And her.
That’s the problem.
I can still smell her.
Rain-soaked fabric. Heat. Something darker underneath—clean and dangerous, like a blade just drawn from its sheath. It hits low, unexpected, and my grip tightens on the console.
I close my eyes.
The memory comes uninvited from years ago.
A different night. A different room. Neutral ground under too many chandeliers. A peace summit neither of us believed in. She’d been across the room then—hair pinned up, mouth sharp with boredom, eyes cutting through men twice her age like they were furniture.
I’d watched her too long.
She’d felt it.
When she turned, our gazes locked, something sparked—brief, violent, gone before either of us could name it. Close enough to touch. Close enough to imagine.
Too close.
My breath slows, body remembering what my mind shouldn’t linger on: the way her attention would have felt like a challenge, the way her defiance would have tasted like permission.
I open my eyes.
The footage keeps playing.
I shouldn’t be thinking about her mouth.
I shouldn’t be replaying the way she pressed against me in the chaos, how her pulse jumped under my hand when I hauled her out of the fire.
I shouldn’t—
—but I do.
The security room was a tomb of flickering screens and stale air, the hum of the monitors. 
My fingers hovered over the console, frozen mid-motion, the grainy footage of her paused on the screen—her red hair a wild halo under the dim lights of the club, her lips parted as she turned, sharp eyes scanning the crowd like a predator marking territory. 
The memory of her hit me like a bullet: the way her body had moved against mine in the chaos of the raid, the heat of her breath on my neck, the defiant tilt of her chin.
My pulse thrummed in my throat, thick and insistent. Fuck. I shouldn’t want her. Not like this. Not when she is a liability, a variable in an equation already rigged to explode. 
I had her before, I remember now. I thought she was a nobody. But the memory of her is now a live wire under my skin, burning through every rational thought until all that is left is the raw, animal need to have her again. Now.
She was leaning against the wall at the end of the corridor, one leg crossed over the other, her tailored suit hugging every curve like it was painted on. 
The red of her hair was a slash of fire in the dim light, her hazel eyes glinting with something between challenge and amusement as she watched me approach. Her arms were crossed, pushing her breasts up just enough to make my mouth water, and that fucking smirk—the one that said she knew exactly what she was doing to me.
Words were a waste of time when my body was already moving. My hand shot out, wrapping around her wrist, and I yanked her against me, her body crashing into mine with a soft oof. The impact sent a jolt through me, her heat searing through the fabric of my shirt, her breath warm and unsteady against my jaw.
Her fingers were already curling into the lapels of my jacket, her nails biting into the fabric. Her body betrayed her, arching into me, her hips rolling once, just enough to let me feel how wet she already was.
She tasted like sin—smoke and whiskey and something sweeter, something that made my head spin. My free hand slid down to her hip, my thumb digging into the soft flesh above the waistband of her skirt, and she gasped as I pulled her tighter, grinding her against the hard ridge of my cock.
Her breath hitched, her lips parting, but before she could say another word, my mouth crashed down on hers, hungry and demanding. She kissed me back just as fiercely, her teeth nipping at my lower lip, her tongue sliding against his in a dirty, wet dance that had my cock throbbing. 
Her hands slid up my chest, her nails scraping through the fabric of my shirt.
Her body trembling with the same need that was consuming me.
I spun her, pressing her front against the wall, my body caging hers. Her hair spilled over her shoulder in a dark red wave, and I buried my face in it, inhaling deeply. She smelled like rain and heat and that clean, dangerous edge that was all her. 
My hands were rough as they slid down her sides, my fingers deft as I unbuttoned her suit jacket, shoving it off her shoulders. It pooled at her feet with a whisper of fabric, followed by the tear of her blouse as I yanked it open, buttons scattering like gunshot.
Her bra was next, lace and silk giving way under my impatient hands, and then she was bare before me, her pale skin flushed, her nipples hard and begging for my mouth. I groaned, my hands cupping her breasts, my thumbs circling the tight peaks before he pinched, just hard enough to make her gasp.
She twisted, her elbow catching me in the ribs, but I barely flinched, my hand snapping out to grip her throat, pressing her back against the wall. 
My hand sliding down her stomach, my fingers hooking into the waistband of her skirt. The fabric tore under my grip, the sound loud in the quiet hallway, and then her panties were next, the lace giving way with a sharp tug that made her gasp.
I dropped to my knees, my hands spreading her thighs, my breath hot against the damp heat of her. My thumbs parting her folds, exposing her glistening pussy. She was soaked, her arousal dripping down her thighs, and the sight of it made my cock ache.
I didn’t tease. I didn’t have the patience.
My tongue dragged through her slit, slow and deliberate, and she cried out, her fingers tangling in my hair, her hips bucking back against my mouth. I groaned, the vibration making her tremble, and then I was feasting on her, my lips sealing around her clit, my tongue flicking, sucking, driving her higher with every stroke.
Her body arching as I slid two fingers inside her, curling them just right. She was tight, her walls clenching around me, and I could feel her getting closer, her breath coming in ragged gasps.
I pulled back just enough to growl against her skin. “You’re going to come on my tongue, and then you’re going to take my cock like a good girl.”
She whimpered, her body trembling, and I didn’t give her a chance to respond before my mouth was on her again, my fingers pumping in and out of her, my free hand gripping her hip hard enough to bruise. Her climax hit her fast, her back bowing as she cried out, her release coating my chin, her taste sweet and salty on my tongue.
I didn’t let her catch her breath.
I stood, my cock already free from my pants, hard and heavy in my hand. 
I thrust into her in one smooth motion, her tight heat gripping me like a vice. She gasped, her nails digging into the wall, her head falling back as I began to move, slow and deep at first, then harder, faster, the slap of skin on skin echoing in the hallway.
Her second orgasm ripped through her, her body shaking as she cried out, her walls milking my cock. I followed, my release tearing through me.
I suddenly found myself back the security room, the memory of her made me crave something I now knew I shouldn't. I can't. 
I step back from the console, breath rough, control snapping back into place like a lock sliding home.
Enough.
Desire is a liability.
But obsession—
That can be useful.
I pull up shipment logs, fingers flying now, focus sharp. I leak a whisper into the right channels. A false route. A tempting window. If she’s as smart as I think she is, she’ll hear it.
And if she doesn’t…
Then she isn’t the problem I believe her to be.
My phone vibrates.
My father’s name lights the screen.
I let it ring once. Twice.
Then I answer.
“Find the woman,” he says without greeting. “Bring her in. Alive.”
I glance back at the paused frame—red hair, defiant eyes, mid-motion.
Alive.
“Yes,” I say.
And for the first time tonight, I smile.

      ***Marco knocks once and comes in without waiting.
He takes in the screens, the paused frame, my expression. Smart enough not to comment on any of it.
“You wanted eyes on the east docks?” he says.
“I want rumors,” I reply. “Carefully placed. One shipment. Wrong route.”
Marco’s brow creases. “Bait.”
“For someone specific.” I finally turn away from the screen. “No muscle. No backup chatter. Make it look sloppy.”
He studies me a moment longer than usual. “You’re sure she’ll bite?”
I think of the way she moved before the blast. The way she ran—not away from danger, but through it.
“She doesn’t ignore puzzles.”
Marco nods slowly. “And if she’s Callahan?”
“Then she’ll hear it faster than anyone.”
“And if she isn’t?”
I shrug. “Then we learn something else.”
Marco’s mouth

      ***
      ***
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