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            Chapter One

         

         Killian

         Present Day

         I’ve found her.

         After four years and two months.

         I stare at the screen, my blood pumping relief and shock and fury and joy through my veins. The cocktail of emotions paralyzes me for several minutes.

         Then I force myself to analyze what I’m seeing.

         Her hair is different. Longer. Darker. Pin-straight and rigid where soft, friendly waves used to be. The curve of her jaw captured by the camera lens also shows the difference. She’s leaner. Meaner. Even from this obscure angle, I can tell any trace of gentleness has been wiped clean. Eroded by sin and tragedy and horror. The change was probably inevitable, but I still don’t want to see the evidence.

         To anyone else, the picture would seem ridiculously vague, the image nothing more than a blurred black-and-white pixelation of hair, chin, and shoulder.

         It’s the reason my algorithm spat it out almost reluctantly, a last batch of possibilities in the dregs of to-be-discarded possibilities, and then dumped it in my supercomputer’s equivalent of a spam folder, the code scrolling impatiently as it waited my command to delete, delete, delete.

         But I know it’s her. Despite the dark leather cap pulled low over her forehead. Despite the bulky jacket designed to hide her true shape. Her stealth speaks volumes. Besides, she’s in my blood, in my heartbeat. After so many years of dead ends and fruitless hoping, of agonizing disappointment and withering despair, this time I simply…know.

         It’s her. The Widow.

         My hand shakes as I hit the zoom-in key. My gut churns, and I feel a little sick as my ever-helpful brain cheerfully supplies me with all the ways she could’ve continued to elude me—if I’d turned away, for a second, to stare at one of the other three screens on my desk. If I’d trusted my supersmart computer and accepted the prompt to delete without reviewing this particular needle in my mountain of haystacks. If I hadn’t tweaked the code yet again last night to capture just such an obscure image.

         Hell, if I’d blinked at the wrong time…I torture myself with infinite possibilities as I stare at that mesmerizing angle of chin and shoulder.

         A chin I’ve trailed my treacherous fingers over many times in helpless wonder.

         A shoulder I’ve rested my guilty but secretly unrepentant head on.

         There’s so much more to her. And I treasured every single inch of her forbidden body, fucked her at every opportunity she granted me. Until she systematically erased herself from my life.

         But why New York? And why now?

         I know how good she is. Hell, she’s the best or she wouldn’t have eluded me for this long. The thought of another four years without her punches a cold fist through my gut. With it comes the certainty that I wouldn’t have survived those next four years without her. That I’ve been clinging on with the very last dregs of my endurance to make it this far.

         But here she is…

         The Widow.

         I can’t see her eyes, but I don’t fool myself into thinking they’ll hold an ounce of softness. What we did changed us forever. And not for the better.

         I lean back in my chair. Exhale slowly. Terrified of blinking in case she disappears from my screen. It doesn’t matter that I’ve copied and stored the longitude and latitude of her location in a dozen vaults on my server and memorized every single piece of data on the screen.

         New York City. East Fifty-Third Street. CCTV camera. A one-in-a-billion shot.

         Without taking my eyes off her, I reach for my phone and press the voice activation app. “Good evening, Mr. Knight.”

         “Nala, how many times do I need to tell you to call me Killian?”

         “You have yet to change my default settings, Mr. Knight.”

         My lips twitch but a smile doesn’t quite form. My eyes water with the need to blink. But I resist. “I changed them last week. You reset them again, didn’t you?”

         “I assure you, I’m quite incapable of doing that.”

         “Yeah, right. Fine. Place a call for me. Pilot. Home.”

         “Dialing pilot. Home,” the female AI obliges me.

         Nelson Whittaker, my LA-based English pilot, picks up on the second ring. It’s three a.m. but he answers as if it’s normal working hours. Which it is, to be fair. Everything is normal for me in my line of work.

         “Good morning, sir.”

         “How soon can you get to the airport?” I snap.

         “As soon as I put on my trousers and chuck a bucket of water over my son to wake him up,” he replies with a dark chuckle.

         My fingers fly over the keyboard as I save her information in a few more electronic vaults. “Give William my apologies,” I say.

         “No need. He’s been champing at the bit to take the new girl for another spin.” The new girl being the Bombardier Global 8000 I added to my collection of private jets last month.

         “In that case, I expect to see you at Van Nuys within the hour.” At this time of the morning, traffic from their Santa Monica apartment should be light enough to get them there fast.

         “We’ll be there.” He clears his throat. “I expect the paperwork regarding out-of-curfew flights—”

         “Will be taken care of. I’ll text you the details but we won’t be straying far from the usual parameters.”

         “Very good, sir. Destination?” he asks crisply.

         My gaze tracks that chin. That shoulder. The hair. Four years’ worth of turbulent emotion threatens to rip free. My chest burns with it, but I contain it. “New York.”

         “And do I need to file a return flight?” Nelson asks.

         “Not yet. I anticipate being there for a while.” Until I find her. Until she’s back in my arms. She won’t come willingly, but that’s another problem for another day.

         “Got it.”

         I disconnect the call and stare at the picture for another minute before I blink and turn to the next screen. It takes less than five minutes to hack the aviation database I need and input the relevant information.

         Russell, my driver, is waiting when I sprint downstairs. One advantage of owning homes around the world is the ability to pick up and go at a moment’s notice without the need to pack a suitcase. All I need are the clothes on my back, my computer, and other clandestine electronics.

         “All set to go, sir?”

         I nod and hand over the extra computer bag but don’t answer as I slide into the backseat. I’m already itching to power up my computer again to make sure her picture is still on my home screen. When it flares to life, and I see her again, I breathe easier. I note that the shock is wearing off, and anticipation is filling its place. As is the growing bewilderment. But also…I’m angry. It’s one thing to have your insides ripped out when a relationship, or whatever the fuck we had, ends. It’s another to be eviscerated without explanation and left bleeding and half-dead.

         It’s what she’s done to me. As much I want her back in my arms, I have a lot of volatile emotions to resolve. My body immediately supplies me with one avenue of resolution, and my cock jerks to life in my pants. Like an eager bloodhound straining at the leash, it flexes with very little heed to my gritted jaw or angry intake of breath. It wants what it wants. And I can’t really blame it. This has been a very long time coming. And I haven’t even truly gotten her back yet.

         I breathe through my angst and resist the urge to stroke off to her image. I’ve done enough of that since she’s been gone.

         The next time I come, it’ll be with her in front of me, on her knees or on her back…or whichever way the fuck I please, I silently promise my raging dick.

         There’s very little traffic at this time of night, but I stare at the screen for the short drive to the airport. The photo has got me whipped. I can’t look away from it. Just like I couldn’t look away from her the first time I saw her.

         God, was that only five years ago when I almost didn’t make it to her fateful birthday party? When I dragged my darkness through the side gate of a house in the middle of Xanaxville under completely false pretenses and felt the earth shift beneath my feet?

         I feel like I’ve desired her and lost her through several lifetimes. She wishes she’d never met me in even one of them, I know. But that matters very little now.

         It happened. We happened. And this time…I don’t plan to lose her again. My fists clench as I debate the lengths I’m prepared to go to make it that way. She’ll fight me. That’s her nature. I might even lose this particular fight. But there’s a reason the term or die trying is more than mere words to me. To us.

         “Another medical emergency, Mr. Knight?”

         I look up from the screen and frown. I have no recollection of leaving the car and entering the VIP terminal building reserved for private flights.

         “Unfortunately, yes,” I respond, my gaze already sliding away from the uniformed officials gathered around, and back to the screen.

         “Damn, you must have the worst luck in the world, huh?” The customs guy is standing next to the immigration guy. They’re both staring at me. Because what? They think I’m going to fuck up and confess that I hacked into their system to input the information that is allowing me to fly outside the aviation curfew? Right.

         “I go where I’m needed. These things can’t be helped,” I reply insincerely.

         He laughs, and we both shrug. He follows me across the carpeted reception area, and I slip him a couple of hundred-dollar bills although he’s getting paid triple time for the half an hour’s work it’ll take for my flight to be cleared for takeoff.

         We part ways, each feeling marginally satisfied but a little screwed over and a little dirty. The money means less than nothing to me, and although very little would make me feel bad about faking an excuse to fly outside curfew hours tonight of all nights, I detest the extraneous lies I have to tell to achieve what I want.

         Which is beyond laughable considering what my chosen profession is.

         I hurry toward my plane, the grip of anticipation getting tighter with each step. Nelson, trim and tall and much younger looking than the sixty-three years he is, emerges from the plane first, followed by Will. The father-and-son piloting team have been in my employ for three years. Between them, they have forty years of aviation experience, which gives me one less thing to worry about in the grand, fucked-up landscape of my life.

         “We’re ready to hit the skies as soon as you are,” Nelson says as he signs the requisite preflight papers and hands the clipboard back to the official. “I’ve been informed your doctor will be on standby at Teterboro,” he adds, tongue firmly in cheek.

         “That’s excellent news, Nelson. I’m assuming my doctor is also capable of doubling as my driver?” I ask as I follow him up the steps into the plane.

         “He’s willing to be whatever you need him to be, sir. He has a helicopter license if you want him to be your chopper pilot. He’s very versatile that way.”

         “Remind me to add a little extra to your Christmas bonus this year, Nelson.”

         “Don’t worry, sir, my reminder email will be right on time.”

         I allow myself a little smile, but it’s soon eaten away by razor-sharp memories, acid guilt, and churning anticipation. I wave the flight attendant away as she arrives beside me with my usual preflight shot of Hine cognac.

         She quietly retreats, and when I’m finally alone, I dare to glide my finger over the screen, across her cheek. One artificial touch and my insides go into free fall.

         The shaking could be from the power of the engines thrusting me and my crew into the sky. Or it could be the cataclysmic chain reaction that has only ever come from her.

         It’s a universally held belief that you can’t help who you fall in love with. There are a fuck-load of books expounding on that theory.

         I call bullshit.

         I could’ve walked away that day, got someone else to do what I went there to do. My superiors were already whining about the conflict of interest before I made that trip to Arkansas. I could’ve waited another three years to see the brother who hated my guts twice as much as I hated his.

         I should’ve walked away when the crackle and flash and roar of flames warned me the fires of hell were consuming what remained of my pathetic soul.

         I could’ve stopped myself from soiling her goodness. From falling ass over feet in love. But I carried on walking. And with each step I took, I knew we were doomed. Because with each step, I glimpsed her potential, absorbed her genius and her beauty and her flaws.

         She was everything I’d been waiting for without even knowing it.

         And somewhere between the sparkling pool and the shitty Tupperware strewn on the floral-clothed table where she stood cutting her birthday cake, I decided to just…take.

         The only problem was that Faith Carson, the woman I eventually turned into the Widow, the woman who fucking conquered the world, wasn’t mine to take.

         She belonged, legally, according to the laws of Arkansas anyway, to another man.

         Did I change course? Retreat? Accept that the conflict of interest wasn’t professional but viscerally, irrefutably personal?

         Fuck, no.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Killian

         The first step was easy.

         I’m a spy. Albeit a reluctant one. I never asked for this role, but I eventually accepted it. Also…turns out I’m fucking great at it. Or I was. Until I met Faith. She made me think recruiting her was easy. I soon discovered the truth.

         She was way better than I was.

         I wasn’t even upset when I found out how good she was on our first assignment together. Beauty and brains are an insane combination in any given scenario. With her it was lethal. When she wasn’t slaying me with her mind, all I thought of was her killer body and the new and inventive ways I could fuck it.

         That day, in the house I grew up in, even while I walked by her side and responded to introductions to people I would never willingly mingle with again, even before I finished the slice of too-dry chocolate cake I didn’t want, I knew our destinies were already aligned. And it wasn’t because my utter preoccupation with her insulated me against the quiet vitriol spilling from my older brother’s smiling lips. Before I became a spy, I often wondered how he could do that—smile so affably to everyone else while ripping me to shreds with his words every chance he got. I wondered why he bothered when anyone with a lick of sense could tell we hated each other with a vengeance.

         Two things became clear soon enough. Matthew Knight was a born politician, right down to the sleaze running through his veins. And becoming a spy opened my eyes to the existence of smiling assassins.

         But I digress.

         The Widow. She was the only recruit I actively campaigned for, gleefully ignoring the shrieking alarm bells that basic espionage training taught you to heed. I had no problem ignoring them. I was getting out. The powers that be knew I was done but greedily accepted my recommendation to recruit her. She was supposed to be my last, my reluctant victory lap before I retreated into the contented coding cave the government had dug me out of. At the ripe old age of twenty-nine, I was done serving my country or, more accurately, letting it chew me up and spit me out while leaching my talent every chance it got.

         Hell, who am I kidding? She was supposed to be the present I gave to myself.

         Until it all went wrong. Until we went too far.

         Still, we were supposed to pay whatever penance we owed together. Not apart. And not in silent darkness.

         My shaking finger drops from the screen. The deep breath I take barely hits my lungs before it ejects itself back up again. Agitation spikes through me, and I finally release my death grip on the laptop long enough to dump it on the sofa beside me. I stand and head for the cockpit.

         Father and son glance over their shoulders when I enter, a little startled by my presence. In all the time they’ve worked for me, I’ve entered their domain probably once. I should say something boss-like and reassuring.

         Fuck it.

         “How long before we land?” I snap.

         They exchange glances. “We took off forty-five minutes ago, sir.” William says.

         I raise an eyebrow.

         He clears his throat. “Not for another four and a half hours, sir.”

         Way too long. “Is there any way to shave some time off that estimate?”

         Will frowns. “Uh…”

         “Are you sure we can’t get this tin can to go a little faster?” I look down at the controls, making some quick calculations. “We’re not doing anywhere near our top speed.”

         “That’s correct, but we need permission from the aviation authorities for that.”

         “Get the permission. Bribe someone if you need to.”

         Nelson stares at me for a beat before he shakes his head. “I don’t advise doing that, sir. Not without getting our knuckles severely rapped. And frankly, I’d much rather not rekindle memories of Mrs. Butterworth and her wooden ruler.”

         Will sniggers under his breath. The look I send him dries up the sound, and he clears his throat.

         “But you are welcome to keep us company if you wish,” Nelson offers after an uncomfortable few seconds.

         I drop into the jump seat behind the copilot even though every particle in my body is straining to return to my laptop.

         “Can I get Stacy to bring you something to eat or drink?” Will asks.

         “No, but you know what I’d like?”

         “No, sir.”

         “For you to nudge that throttle lever up a fraction. Think you can do that?”

         Father and son eye each other again and then turn resolutely to face forward without replying.

         I close my eyes, slam my head back against the wall, and grit my teeth to keep from unleashing the demons of frustration running rampant through me.

         Five hours. New York City.

         The Widow needs to be there when I land.

         Any other scenario besides her in my arms at the earliest fucking opportunity is more than I can bear right now.

         She needs to know that a small part of me never meant to drag her to hell with me. I won’t be insincere and confess a wholehearted regret I don’t feel. But maybe that small admission might achieve…fuck knows. Something. Enough for her to let me in? Enough for me to touch that goodness again, to calm the ravaging nightmares that are eating me alive?

         Or just drag her back down because hell wasn’t such a lonely place when she was right there beside me? The truth doesn’t cause me discomfort. There has to be a degree of moral bankruptcy to do what I do, achieve what I have achieved.

         And if I need to exploit it for the sake of getting her back? Well…fuck it, I’m already damned.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Black Widow

         Run.

         The word stabs through my brain and then echoes in the literal kick to my midriff and another one to the side of my head seconds later. My breath puffs out, half in surprise, half in pain, and I land with a hard bump on my ass. 

         Run. 

         I need to get up, grab that black emergency bag that’s been waiting patiently at the back of my closet for three weeks now, and get the hell out of town. The out-of-the-blue phone call was bad enough. Ignoring my instincts after coming face-to-face with the shadow that should’ve stayed in the shadows? Yeah, I need a kick upside the head.

         So why aren’t you listening to your own advice? The voice in my head mocks me as I struggle to catch my breath.

         “You ready to go again?”

         I blink away the streams of sweat sliding into my eyes but welcome the slight sting of saltiness on my membranes. Weirdly, it, more than the pain throbbing in my ribs and shoulders, tells me I’m alive. Maybe it’s even forcing me to open my damn eyes and face reality? My cover is blown—

         “Yo, B? Are you awake in there? That head kick didn’t dislodge your brain, did it?” My Muay Thai instructor stares at me with his head tilted and a smirk on his face. He’s not my usual sparring partner. Kevin, the owner of the Soho fight club and my regular trainer, is away for some MMA contest in Chicago, which is why I’m stuck with this joker.

         I roll my eyes as I straighten up from my hunched-over position. “It’ll take a hell of a lot more than your feeble-ass kicks to dislodge anything on my body.”

         I grit my teeth as his gaze slides, predictably, over me. At least he doesn’t linger. I get a quick hit of blatant male appreciation before he attempts to resume his professionalism. “You had a dazed look in your eyes that told me to go easy on you.”

         “Please. We’ve sparred twice before, Anwat. I beat your pathetic ass both times, even though you allegedly brought your A-game.” I infuse as much sneering into my voice as possible. Hopefully it’ll dissuade him from doing what he wants to do, which is to find a way to promote his own interest.

         Predictably, his eyes gleam at the direct challenge to his ego. “So you wanna put your money where your smart mouth is and go again or what?”

         I toss the idea around, and I watch him prowl back and forth on the black rubber mat as I toy with the Velcro strip on my glove. Maybe I should go another round. There’s nothing like blinding pain to wipe out thoughts of everything else, especially the thought projected in neon lights that tells me that continuing to fight when I should flee won’t end well.

         Anwat slowly approaches, eyes narrowed, and positions himself before me with intent. I want to laugh. I can break every major bone in his body and severely compromise several organs in two minutes. I haven’t used my skills in years, but once learned, that knowledge never goes away. Especially when the threat of danger is ever-present, like a second skin I’ve never been able to shed. 

         Anwat beckons me with a jerk of his chin. The urge to punch the shit out of it ripples through me. That’s certainly another avenue I can take. But that sort of action I reserve for those who deserve it, and pay for the privilege, at the Punishment Club. So I step back from the temptation. “Sorry, sunshine. Maybe one day I’ll give you the chance to impress me.”

         He slowly lowers his hands, irritation stamped on his face. “What the fuck, B? You booked me for two hours. It’s only been twenty minutes.”

         I shrug. “No need to crap your pants, Anwat. I’m not going to demand a refund. Go have a beer on me.”

         He yanks off one glove with a little more force than necessary. “I don’t drink beer.”

         I sigh, finish removing my gloves, and drop them at his feet. “Have an iced tea then. God, you always this annoying?” I say as I walk past him.

         “You always such a bitch?”

         I whip around, once again dying for a fight to displace the fear crawling through me. “What did you just call me?” I snap.

         To his credit, he immediately steps back, hands raised in apology and surrender. “S’all good, B. S’all good.”

         A tiny bit of regret for his cowardice lingers as I step out of the ring and head for the shower. For several minutes I stand beneath the hot spray, accepting what I can’t hide from anymore.

         This can’t go on. 

         Fight or flight. I need to pick one and get the hell on with it. Except the fight went out of me a long time ago. In a cold, dark room in Cairo four years ago, my heart stopped beating, and it took everything else with it. No, not everything. Raw, eviscerating guilt remained. For a long time, it was the only emotion to cheerfully take root and nurture itself with absolutely no help from me at all. But slowly, other emotions invited themselves to the party. 

         Fear. Anxiety. Apathy.

         Craving. At times that was the worst of all, that dark, merciless, gouge-your-soul-out craving. For him. 

         My nightmares are filled with him. My lustful dreams too. My waking hours are spent fighting the thought of him. But he never goes away. Always lingering. Always taunting.

         The memory of him pulses through me so vividly that it’s almost as if he lives inside me. In my darkest nights, I toy with the possibility that he left something inside me on that last assignment in Cairo. It’s not outside the realm of possibility. It was why I paid a few thousand dollars to undergo a thorough body scan in a black site lab just to find out. The evidence that I wasn’t carrying a metal tagging chip that would lead him to me didn’t dispel the notion that the object of my craving still had a hold over me, even if it was all in my head.

         The piece of my wasted soul that I sacrificed on the altar of my forbidden desire will forever be its own testament to how far gone I was by the time I left him behind.

         Perhaps it’s the reason I’ve thrived as manageress at the Punishment Club. It was supposed to be a six-month gig. It’s been over four years. At first I imagined I could find salvation for my own sins within the walls of the private club. After all, it’s the place I created for other people who wanted to atone for their sins. As a moneymaking venture, it’s been obscenely successful. But I quickly accepted there would be no such salvation for me. There was no going back for the person I’d become. So I embraced my role as the punisher.

         And then I became complacent. I even attempted a friendship. 

         Until the first phone call came three weeks ago. 

         Fight or flight.

         I turn off the faucet and step out of the shower, my thoughts still turned inward. I dress in my customary black getup of yoga pants, tank top, and zip-up hoodie, stuff my damp hair under a nondescript black cap, and shrug on my backpack. I pause with my hand on the door handle, my heart hammering its urgency about what I know I should do. I take a few breaths to center myself, slow down my heartbeat. Solidify my decision.

         Flight.

         After four years of leading a near-stagnant life, acceptance that I’m about to run again is easier than I thought it would be. Maybe it’s because I know Axel Rutherford, my boss, will understand. Against all odds, he’s finding his own shaky salvation with Cleo McCarthy. I’ve learned a few things about him that tells me he could make my life difficult if he wants to, but I know he won’t prevent me from disappearing as quietly as I arrived.

         Flight. Okay.

         I leave the twenty-four-hour fitness club, stepping out after a quick, customary surveillance of the quiet streets. I picked this club purely because it was located in the most unsavory part of Soho. Some helpful soul also disabled a couple of street cameras a while back, and the city authorities didn’t replace them after the third vandalism. 

         That has worked in my favor, although I have to carefully navigate about a dozen more between here and my apartment six blocks away. I pull my hoodie over my cap for added protection and quicken my footsteps. I’m itching to add sunglasses to my disguise, but that’ll draw too much attention at this time of night, so I pull out my phone and adopt the universal fuck-with-my-phone-time-at-your-peril position.

         Three blocks from home, I feel it. I don’t recognize the tingle at first because it’s been a while since I last experienced the unmistakable sensation. Or perhaps I resist it because I don’t want this, like the phone call three weeks ago, to be true.

         The sensation spreads fast and hard and real. I’m being tailed. Shock punches through me. It’s enough to weaken my knees, almost making me stumble. Enough to drag a set of icy claws through my gut. I snatch in a breath, gauge my surroundings without looking over my shoulder, and mentally zip through escape possibilities.

         There’s no way I can go back home now without leading them right to my door. The subway is out of the question. Too many cameras. Same goes for other forms of public transportation, even at this time of night. 

         Without hesitation, I break into a sprint, heading north. Luckily, this being New York City, no one raises an eyebrow at a woman fleeing her demons at one o’clock in the morning. 

         Within five seconds, I know this ploy isn’t going to work. The distinct sound of a large engine—possibly a van or an SUV—speeding up confirms my tail has backup on four wheels. Maybe more than just one. 

         My heart leaps into my throat.

         I’m fit enough to keep running all night if I have to. But I get the feeling my pursuers have other ideas. I can’t hear the ones on foot yet, and stopping to check behind me will slow me down, but I know they’re there. And I don’t fool myself into thinking they’re not as well trained as I once was.

         Shit. I need to get off the streets. I check out the restaurants and open establishments a block away, wondering if I can slip inside and out the back of any of them. But I’ll still be on the street, possibly cornered in an alley. I rule it out and sprint across another street. I spot a familiar monument up ahead to my left.

         Washington Square Park. 

         Too many open spaces but with enough tree cover at this time of night for it to be a better bet than the street. The pedestrian crossing sign lights up, and I dare to hope it’s an omen that I’m headed the right way. 

         The sound of the revving engine smashes that hope to shit a second later. They’re no longer making an attempt at stealth. This is full-on pursuit.

         I still can’t make out footsteps behind me, but I run into the park, through the marble arch, and veer left into the nearest clutch of trees. I get a little bit of that smashed hope back when I see that the early summer foliage will provide even better cover than I’d hoped for. Enough to hug the edges of the park’s perimeter until it’s safe to return to the street.

         Halfway across the park, in the middle of the small wood, I force myself to stop behind a large beech tree. My pounding heart makes it difficult to hear, but I take shallow breaths and force myself to listen.

         Nothing. Not beyond sounds of humanity recycling itself in a never-sleeping city anyway.

         I turn my cap backward so it doesn’t give me away when I tentatively peer out from behind the tree.

         I don’t fool myself into thinking I’m safe. They’re still out there. And my position is also a prime spot for a mugging by some drug addict desperate to fund his next hit. Or worse. I double-check my surroundings to make sure I’m truly alone. Then, as silently as I can, I reach for the side pocket of my backpack. The sound of the zipper opening rips through the silence like a jet engine, and I grit my teeth as fear climbs higher.

         My hand closes over the compact Ruger I’ve been carrying since I got that unwanted phone call three weeks ago. The gun’s cold metal brings no reassurance, but I’m grateful for the false protection it provides. As much as I hate them, guns will make even the meanest bastard hesitate for a second before—

         “Are you going to shoot me with that thing, Faith?”

         My mind goes blank for a damning few seconds before it attempts to grapple with the detonation at its epicenter. 

         The voice. That voice! Oh God. 

         Icy shivers drench my body, followed immediately by a furnace-hot craving so sinful and monumental that I stagger back on my heels and sag against the tree. I’m aware my mouth is open on a wordless, stupefied gasp, but I can’t get it to close.

         He’s here.

         Killian Knight. 

         The gravity of his presence pulls mercilessly at me, as if it’s determined to yank me straight into his orbit. My free hand grips the bark of the tree. For support? Resistance against the need pounding through me? I have no idea. 

         Somehow I fooled myself into thinking he’s forgotten about me. That he pushed me into his past and moved on after Cairo. Every thought I try to form fractures. The reality that he’s here, with the sort of manpower he always commands, blocks out everything else until only his name reverberates through my head. 

         Killian.

         “Yes, it’s me, baby,” he answers, exhibiting that unnerving decoding of my thoughts that always freaked me out.

         Oh God… 

         “No,” I manage to croak.

         “Yes,” he counters. Then he steps out from behind the nearest tree. A dark shadow in a world of sinister shadows. The description is so apt that I swallow hard.

         Run.

         I can’t move. I’m frozen in place as he closes in on me. Half a dozen feet away, he stops. His gaze is hooked into me, his eyes probing me in the near darkness. 

         “Have you forgotten what I taught you?” His voice is deep. Smooth. As dark and decadent as the inner sanctum of a club he once took me to in Morocco. And hypnotic enough to make me fall off the edge of the world with him. 

         “I…what?”

         “Aim for the head, sweetheart. That is, of course, if you’re planning to shoot.” He’s shrouded in darkness, his attire as dark as my own. 

         I can’t see his face clearly enough to ascertain whether he’s undergone as much change as I have. But I don’t need to. Killian Knight represents danger in every form. But it was my raw addiction to him that I feared the most. And like every recovering addict, the terror of a relapse is never far away. In my case, it’s a mere six feet away.

         Run.

         “You think I won’t shoot?” I challenge, instead of doing what my instinct is screaming for me to do. Logically, running is no longer an option. He’ll catch me before I make it to the next tree. It’ll be a waste of time to try.

         “No, on the contrary, I think you very much want to. Which is why I’m telling you to aim for the head,” he states evenly. His advice doesn’t stop him from taking another step toward me.

         My gut clenches as I catch the first faint scent of him. I stop breathing because I don’t want his intensely intoxicating smell in my head. “What the hell do you want?” My voice is nowhere near steady, but I don’t care.

         “What I’ve wanted since that day five years ago. August twenty-fifth, wasn’t it?” There’s a hell of a lot more feeling in his voice now. 

         It evokes. It churns. It burns.

         August twenty-fifth. My birthday. Maybe karma designed it that way so I’ll never forget. But I have a feeling had we met on any other day of the year, that date too would be seared in my memory just as vividly. Just like the days that followed have been. 

         The guns trembles wildly, and I’m scared I’m going to drop it. My left hand leaves the tree so I can cup my right hand to keep the weapon steady. “Well, you can’t have it. Whatever it is. So do yourself a favor. Turn around and disappear back to wherever you came from.”

         “Oh, sweetheart. You know as well as I do that I can’t do that.” There’s a hint of pity in his voice, maybe even regret. But the remaining ninety-nine percent is all cold, steel-hard determination.

         A disturbing sensation jerks inside me. Dread? Anticipation? I reject both. “Why not?”

         He doesn’t answer. I don’t push him because I don’t really want to know.

         “How the hell did you find me?”

         He takes another step, and he’s close enough for me to catch the naked resolve gleaming in his eyes. “With great difficulty. But know this, baby. I never stopped looking.”

         “I really wish you had.”

         A hint of movement as he shakes his head. “No, you don’t. If you did, the safety would be off that gun and I’d be taking my last breath at your feet.”

         Dammit. “I’m hoping you see sense and walk away before I’m forced to use it.”

         “And I’m hoping you get rid of it so I can take you in my arms and kiss the hell out of you. You have no fucking idea how much I’ve missed tasting those lips, baby. Hell, I’ll even allow you to shoot me if you promise to kiss me first.”

         This time a gasp releases itself from my throat. “You can’t be serious—”

         “Oh, I am, sweetheart. Deadly. Fucking. Serious.” The raw edge in his tone delivers the inescapable message my brain has been refusing to accept.

         Killian Knight is here for me. And neither my gun nor my words are going to sway him from his purpose.

         So I take the only option left to me. The one I discarded a couple of minutes ago. 

         I turn and run.

         Predictably, he catches me within five seconds. Predictably, I fight with everything I have. But within one breath and the next, he disarms me, and I’m trapped, my back to his front, against him. 

         From shoulder to thigh, our bodies are imprinted against each other.

         God. His body. His smell. The feel of his steady exhalations against my nape. The electrifying reality of his body against mine is too much to bear. I’m dying.

         So I struggle harder. Arms claw. Legs tangle. All in a silent battle because my screams will attract attention I don’t want. I need to get rid of him without drawing attention to myself. 

         Once a spy, always a spy.

         “Stop. I’m much stronger than you. I don’t want to hurt you,” he breathes in my ear.

         “Then leave me the hell alone!” I hiss back.

         He sighs. “Faith—”

         “Jesus. Don’t call me that!” My reaction to the name is visceral. I can’t stand the reminder of the woman I once was. Wife, devoted churchgoer, chairperson of the Little Leaders Fundraising Club. Sundresses and blinding smiles and bouncy chestnut curls and all things nice. 

         Dying, dying, dying.

         The arm clamped around my waist binds me tighter. “I’ve come for you, Faith.”

         I can’t stop my trembling or the dangerous rush of forbidden excitement that comes with it. I simply cannot feel like this. “No.”

         “Yes.” He whips us both around and presses my body into the nearest tree. The sensation of his hard, muscle-packed body against me sends every atom of my being into fiery free fall. Memories rush to the fore of us like this—in combat training, dancing to the rhythm of a salsa beat in Mexico, and fucking…God, how I loved him taking me like this—and I want to do the unthinkable and weep. 

         Killian Knight is everything I should’ve run away from the day he walked into my life. Everything I should’ve gotten on my knees and prayed to be delivered from. His brother called him the devil long before I met him. I shouldn’t have laughed at what I thought was gross exaggeration. I should’ve crossed myself and said a few more Hail Marys. 

         Because what came after guaranteed me a front-and-center place in hell.

         “Let me go, Killian. Please.”

         I don’t know whether it’s the sound of his name on my lips that drives the shiver through him. Or the naked plea in my voice. Either way, I then feel his lips brush a kiss on the top of my head before he exhales. “No. Never.”

         Fight kicks in. I use my purchase on the tree to attempt to dislodge him. He’s an immovable mountain. He whips my cap off and slides his fingers into my hair, holding me even more immobile. His body presses harder into mine, and I feel the rigid outline of his cock in the crease of my ass.

         The sound that emerges from my throat is a cross between a growl of fury and a whimper of desire. The memory of him, hard and huge and deep inside me, rocking me to the fieriest depths of pleasure, isn’t one I want to recall. Nor do I want to recall the guttural, dirty words that tumble from Killian’s lips from the moment we get naked. But they’re blazing a path of unstoppable destruction through my head, and I want to kick my own ass ten ways to Sunday.

         “Shh, baby, it’s okay to remember,” he says soothingly, so in tune with my feelings it’s scary.

         “Fuck you. It’s not okay. I’ll never be okay.”

         “I know. But this is still happening. I’ve come for you, and I’m not leaving without you.”

         “If you think I’ve turned meek and mild since you last saw me, you’re in for a hell of a surprise.” 

         I feel the slide of his finger against my neck, brushing my hair away, exposing my nape. I can’t stop my body’s tremble at his touch, much as I’m dying to. 

         “I know you haven’t. But I need you to come with me. So I apologize in advance for this.”

         “I…what?” I start to turn my head. The touch of something cold and damp against my neck sends a bolt of shock through me. Ice-cold dread rolls through me even as I start to lose sensation in my extremities. “Killiarrrr…” The second part of his name thickens in a slur on my tongue as I feel another kiss against my temple.

         “You’re mine, Faith. You’ll always be mine. And I’m sorry, but this part is nonnegotiable.” 

         Those are the last words I hear before sweet oblivion sweeps me away.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Black Widow

         My head is filled with cotton wool, and my mouth feels like every grain of sand in the Gobi desert has been stuffed in it.

         Even before I’m fully awake, I know I’ve been drugged. Unfortunately, it’s not the first time I’ve had chemicals pumped into my bloodstream to keep me subdued. It’s the consequence of the life I’ve led. The life I’ve been hiding from these past four years. 

         I can’t exactly hear my heartbeat, but with the absence of any foreign tubes in my mouth, I know at least I’m breathing on my own and not with the aid of intubation like the last time. That’s a good start.

         The lights are thankfully low when I attempt to open my eyes. I’m in a room, on a sofa, in an apartment. Shit. 

         Memories of the evening’s events take precious few minutes to return, and when they do, they’re a touch sketchy. But his presence registers almost immediately. 

         For a single moment, I wish for the harsher lights of a hospital, the rushed voices of an emergency room providing a soundtrack that tells me I’m not in the deepest, darkest shit. But of course, that’s impossible. A hospital means names, records, and pushy doctors demanding to know every last thing about me. And nosy computers in black sites ready to pounce on the tiniest morsel resulting from a misstep. 

         I’ve already fucked up by not acting and running when I should have. It’s stupid to even wish for anything that’ll compound that problem. So I tackle the one immediately confronting me.

         I take a breath, and I’m surrounded by his scent. God, he smells so good. I want to close my eyes and block out the inevitable. I want to take a deeper hit even as another part of me clamors to stop breathing altogether so I don’t have to face what’s coming. I choose the former option and shut my eyes. I can’t face him again. Not yet.

         Killian.

         “You’ve been awake for five minutes. How long are you going to ignore me?” the deep, solemn voice asks.

         I’m not sure if my shiver is real or in my imagination. “You…” I stop when my tongue refuses to cooperate. I wriggle my jaw and try again. “You drugged…me.” I sound like I’ve downed a full bottle of vodka and chased it with two dozen shots of Jägermeister while high on E.

         “It was the only way I could ensure you’d come quietly.”

         The last moments in the park remain hazy, but I know enough to arrive at an accurate assessment. “You’re an…asshole.”

         “Yes.” 

         That he’s not even attempting to deny it pisses me off. “Don’t…fucking do that.”

         “Agree with you? Why not? It’s true.” 

         I grit my teeth, only it feels like I’m gnashing a row of marshmallows. Whatever he gave me is taking its sweet time to wear off. It’s keeping my physical responses slow but keeping my brain sharp. “What…did you give me?”

         “There’s no official name for it yet. We can come up with a name together when you’re better if you want.”

         I ignore that simply because my mouth is too dry to waste my time on unnecessary conversation. Besides, I don’t intend to stick around long enough to do anything Killian Knight suggests in that hypnotic voice of his. 

         I take a deep breath, curbing the urge to scream. Will I even manage to scream? “How long…have I been…out?” I ask.

         “A little under three hours. You’re probably thirsty. I’m sorry but I can’t give you any water just yet. I’ve spent too long looking for you to have you choke on me now. The drug’s effects will wear off in about ten minutes. I have a glass of water waiting right here next to me. Or I can get the champagne chilling in the kitchen if you prefer. We can celebrate however you want,” he offers magnanimously.

         You’re insane, I want to say. I want to call him a dozen different derogatory names. Challenge his state of mind. But they would all be true. I know because we have that in common. No, we had that in common. Back when the thrill of an op was a high, that came second only to the fact that I was chasing it with Killian. And every success drew us deeper into our own dark vortex of obsessional sex and guilt-fueled destruction that eventually broke us.

         The Bonnie and Clyde of the espionage world, one team member labeled us. And he wasn’t far off. The only thing is that we haven’t perished in a blaze of glory. Yet. But we stroked that edge too many times for fate not to have one eye on payback where we’re concerned. It’s already taken a giant chunk of my heart. I’m almost amused by how very little else there is to take.

         Almost. Because I know better than to issue fate that challenge.

         “Why?” I ask instead because it’s the only question that might get me some answers.

         “I told you in the park. You belong to me. Now that I’ve found you, I’m not letting you go.”

         This time I feel the shiver a little more. More snippets coalesce into solid memories. I attempt to shake my head, but it barely moves a fraction. “No. There’s…more.”

         There has to be. The Killian I knew was ruthless when he needed to be. It’s a prerequisite of the nature of being a spy. In that world, there was no black or white, only an endless, all-encompassing gray. But unless something’s gone very wrong, I know he would
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