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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      I often have characters from one series pop up in another, but this is the first true crossover book I’ve written. In terms of timeline, Secret Weapon follows on from Buried Secrets in the Baldwin’s Shore series and Chimera in the Blackwood Security series, but it’s also a little bit of a sequel to Ultraviolet.

      As a consequence, Secret Weapon contains huge spoilers for both Ultraviolet and the Baldwin’s Shore series, so if you haven’t read those yet, I’d strongly suggest doing so first in order to maximise enjoyment :)
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      I was trapped in my worst nightmare.

      No, not a poorly defended combat position with a battalion of heavily armed enemy soldiers circling—been there, done that, lived to tell the tale—but a small town in Oregon.

      A small town with a big craft store.

      And Bradley, my darling glitter-obsessed assistant, was currently in said craft store, and no doubt he was buying everything.

      I should have pulled rank. I should have insisted we evacuate to Portland earlier this morning when we had the chance, but we were staying in a five-star hotel, and I’d been seduced by the idea of a massage and a breakfast buffet. Fuck knows, I’d deserved both. The last few weeks had been brutal.

      First, I’d had to survive Bradley’s festive vision, then I’d flown to Egypt to rescue a friend of a friend of a friend from a bunch of rogue smugglers and take a swim—involuntarily—in the River Nile. After Egypt, I’d spent two days dealing with corporate bullshit, which had actually been less fun than taking on the bunch of trigger-happy lunatics, and then my husband had asked me to assist with a little side project.

      It had all started with a parrot.

      An African Grey, to be precise, and a talkative one. Pinchy had been rescued from Animal Control by one pal and adopted by two others, and now he spent his days in an upscale Richmond apartment, begging for snacks and spewing curses. I’d always thought I swore like a trooper, but that damn bird gave me a run for my money.

      He also had one particular catchphrase that intrigued us.

      Don’t shoot Mike.

      Or, as it later turned out, don’t shoot, Mike. Punctuation was important, kids.

      A normal person would have embraced the expletive-ridden tirades and stocked up on parrot treats, but not my dear husband. No, Black wanted to know who Mike was and, more importantly, who hadn’t wanted him to shoot. The bird must have copied the words from someplace, right?

      And as the head of investigations for Blackwood Security, the global security firm we owned along with two other business partners, Black had been in the best position to find out where.

      The “where” had led us from Charlottesville to Santa Clarita via Las Vegas. Initially, Black had been looking for a common or garden murder with a perpetrator named Mike, but of course, it wasn’t that straightforward. When was anything ever straightforward?

      First, he’d begun researching the habits of parrots. Turned out that when pet birds escaped, they didn’t tend to go all that far because they had no clue how to care for themselves in the wild. Once they’d tasted freedom and found it was kinda rancid, they often tried to fly back home.

      A call to Animal Control told us where Pinchy had been picked up, so Black had taped a large-scale map of Virginia to the wall of our shared office and marked the location with a big red X. Then he’d worked his way outwards, reviewing every suspicious death for the past year. We didn’t think Pinchy would have survived longer than that on his own—the bird got crabby if he had to walk six steps to fetch his own almond. Hallie, who was Pinchy’s joint owner and a junior member of Blackwood’s investigations department, had assisted with the legwork, and Ford, her new boyfriend who also happened to be a cop in the Richmond PD, provided the occasional insight. After six weeks, the three of them had got absolutely nowhere.

      No murder victim within a hundred-mile radius of Pinchy’s final landing place had owned a parrot.

      We began to wonder if Pinchy might have been stolen, if he’d once lived out of state and been dumped when his new family got sick of his potty mouth. Or if his owner had been shot but survived. Ford contacted colleagues in other police departments to ask about parrot thefts, and we widened our search to include gunshot injuries. Hallie approached local veterinarians to see if they knew Pinchy and drew a blank. Nobody recalled a foul-mouthed parrot, and trust me, once you met that bird, you didn’t forget him easily.

      The file almost made it as far as the cold-case pile, but not quite.

      Why not?

      Because Ford’s former partner was an asshole, that was why.

      Detective Duncan was as lazy as he was inept, and as Ford was about to leave the station on Christmas Eve, his new partner, a wet-behind-the-ears, freshly promoted newbie named Jayme Matassa—call me Tass—had found a pile of dusty files on her desk. Files that hadn’t been there when she went to use the bathroom five minutes before. Also missing? Detective Duncan. Ford, being the gentleman that he was, had offered to take the files to the archive room so Tass could go home to her family. And Ford, being the nosy fucker that he was, had flipped the cover on the top file to see what was in it. That Duncan was listed as the lead detective hadn’t been a surprise. The case was a suicide, now closed, a fifty-six-year-old antiques dealer named Sharona Cummings who’d downed a bottle of wine and then blown her brains out. Sadly, the situation wasn’t a surprise either—too many people hit rock bottom and saw no other option. No, the surprise had been the bird sitting on her shoulder.

      Pinchy.

      Guess how Black spent Christmas Day?

      After Christmas, one of Sharona’s former neighbours had put us in touch with Sharona’s daughter. Aubree Dobbs lived in Las Vegas with her husband and two kids, a perfect family in a McMansion on the outskirts of Henderson. Aubree worked part-time as a cosmetologist while the children were at school, and her husband was a pit boss on the Strip. Of course, we’d dropped by for a chat.

      “If I’d known Mom was feeling that way, I’d have helped her, of course I would.” Aubree accepted the tissue I offered. Yes, I’d been roped into visiting, but at least Black and I could spend a night or two in our Vegas apartment recovering from the festive season. Just the two of us. “But we’d grown apart, and…and I have the kids, you know?”

      “When did you last see your mom?” Black asked. He had a pretty good bedside manner when the mood took him.

      “L-l-last Christmas.” And she’d died in April. “We h-h-had a fight.”

      “What did you fight over?”

      “Over Mike.”

      Jackpot. But that did leave one big question…

      “Who’s Mike?”

      “Her boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend now, I guess. My pop died years ago, and Mom dated, but nothing serious until he came along.”

      “The file listed her boyfriend as Tony Spicer?”

      “Michael is his middle name, and he always preferred it over Tony.”

      “The two of you didn’t get along?”

      Aubree shook her head. “Oh, he was smooth, but too smooth, if you know what I mean? Like it was all an act? The time or two I was on my own with him, he bordered on rude, and it was obvious why he was with my mom.”

      We both waited expectantly, although I could predict where this was going.

      “Money. Mom had money from Pop’s life insurance, and from her business, and Mike didn’t even have a job, not a proper one. Oh, sure, he had ideas. He convinced Mom to invest in a wind power plant, and a real estate development, and a Christmas tree farm in freaking Arizona. Every time I asked her about Mike’s ‘portfolio,’ about where the money was, she just said these things took time to turn a profit.”

      “Did you give this information to the police?”

      “Of course I did! But the detective told me it was a clear-cut case of suicide. She even left a note.”

      And a neighbour had found Sharona dead, not Tony or Mike or whatever his name was. He’d shown up on the scene later, playing the part of devastated soulmate while the folks from the funeral home removed the body from the house. The note had been brief, just a couple of lines apologising for ending things that way, and if I recalled correctly, he’d been the person to identify the handwriting as hers.

      “Detective Duncan, right?”

      “You know him?”

      “Only by reputation. What did he say about the money?”

      “That if she’d given it willingly, then there was nothing they could do. Mike bled her dry, and the cops didn’t think that contributed to her death? I’ll never forgive him. Never.” Aubree choked out a sob. “He lied about Captain too.” Yes, Pinchy had once been named Captain, which explained his love of pirate language. “Mike said he rehomed him to a neighbour, but I’ll bet he just opened the window and let him fly out.”

      “You didn’t try to take him?”

      “My son’s allergic to parrot dander. Every time we visited Mom, he’d start sneezing. I mean, I did offer to find him a new home—Captain, not my son—but Mike said he’d already handled it.” Another sob. “I’m s-s-so glad he landed on his feet in the end. Do you think his new owners might send me pictures?”

      “I’m sure they will. But I’m curious—who taught Captain to swear? Your mom?”

      An incredulous laugh burst from Aubree’s throat. “No, oh gosh, no. Captain belonged to my little brother, but when he started working on a cruise ship, Mom took care of him. Mom hated Cody’s job, hated it—she wanted him to become a doctor—but he always loved boats. That’s where Captain got his name.”

      “Your brother’s still working in the cruise industry?”

      Aubree nodded. “He’s a third officer now, sailing around the Mediterranean. He’ll be thrilled to hear about Captain too.”

      “I’ll make sure you get updates.”

      “And if you ever see Mike, tell him I hope he rots in hell.”

      Oh, we most certainly would.

      Our quest to find Anthony Michael Spicer, also known as Michael Christopher Barclay, also known as Elwood John Michaelson, took us on a digital journey from Richmond, over to New York, and back to the West Coast. Now known as Mick Baker, Mike was shacked up with a wealthy widow in Santa Clarita, living off her investments and no doubt scamming her out of every cent possible. Sharona Cummings hadn’t been his first victim, and if we didn’t do something about the problem born as Michael Elwood, she wouldn’t be his last, either. In the weeks before we touched down in California, we’d found six more women he’d taken advantage of. Three were dead—one “accident” and two “suicides”—and the other three rued the day they’d ever met the asshole.

      The sun was setting as we rolled into Santa Clarita—me, Black, and my half-sister, Ana. Ana’s boyfriend had taken their daughter to visit his parents, and since Ana did better in combat situations than social ones, she’d opted to join us for the fun instead. Vance Webber, a senior investigator from Blackwood’s LA office, had done most of the legwork, so we knew Mike’s current mark was celebrating a friend’s birthday with a visit to a local spa. Mike was “working,” otherwise known as binge-watching TV in his pyjamas while eating a family-sized bag of pretzels.

      He wasn’t amused when Black and I appeared in his living room. One could even say he was furious. But the anger soon turned to fear when Black shoved him back into his recliner and stood in front of him, arms folded. Black was a big guy—six feet seven with the muscles to match—and Mike stood a foot shorter. I pocketed his phone and took a wander around the house as Black educated him on the error of his ways. Mike’s latest victim had done well for herself. She owned a small chain of upscale shoe stores, and judging by the contents of her walk-in closet, she tested out most of the merchandise. I found a handgun in a drawer on Mike’s side of the closet and removed the ammo. Ditto for the pearl-handled revolver tucked away in his lady friend’s bedside table. I mooched through the three bedrooms, the four bathrooms, the generous kitchen/diner, and the small study. According to Vance, the woman had remortgaged recently to release equity, and the proceeds of the loan had been transferred to Hillside Wind Energy, Inc., which had a flashy website but no tangible assets that we could find.

      By the time I finished my look-see, Black was wearing a faint smile.

      “We’re going to give Mr. Elwood a ride to the police station. He’d like to confess a few things.”

      “I need to change my clothes first,” he whined. “You said I could change my clothes.”

      Black waved in the direction of the bedroom. “Be my guest.”

      We followed him along the hallway and waited outside the door while he got dressed. I had no desire to see his frank and beans. A moment later, Ana spoke through my earpiece.

      “You called it. He tried to go through the window, but he’s back inside now. Heading for the closet.”

      The door opened, and Mike stood before us, mouth set in a hard line as he aimed his semi-automatic at Black’s chest. Oh, he tried to look tough, but his shaking hands gave the game away.

      “Get out of my house.”

      Black merely sighed. “We’ve just established that this isn’t your house.”

      “You broke in!”

      “We didn’t break a thing.”

      Both Black and I were proficient at picking locks. He’d done the honours this time.

      “Ever heard of the castle doctrine?”

      “Of course.”

      “So you know that I can use deadly force to defend my home.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “Then you’ll understand this.”

      Mike pulled the trigger, and the gun clicked. Click-click-click. Yup, called it again. Sweat popped out on his brow as he stared at the useless weapon, unable to fathom why it wasn’t working. Hadn’t he noticed the change in weight when he picked it up? Clearly not. Dumbass.

      Black picked him up and threw him back into the bedroom.

      “You have five minutes.”

      Five minutes later, Black and I stared down at the mess in the bathroom. Blood leaked from Mike’s wrists into the tub and trickled down the plughole. He was alive, but barely.

      “Oh dear.” By my estimation, he had a minute or two to live. “What a terrible shame.”

      Think I was upset? Think again. Why else would I have left the straight razor on the vanity?

      Black was similarly distraught. “Overall, it’s a good outcome for taxpayers. Ready to go?”

      “Do you want Italian or Chinese for dinner?”

      “Is that even a question?”

      Italian. Black always picked Italian. With gloved hands, I reloaded the weapons in the bedroom, and we faded into the night.

      Our plan had gone swimmingly up until that point, so we were about due for a hiccup. And the hiccup came the next morning when the subject of an investigation got spooked and ran, so Black headed down to LA with Vance to assist in locating him. Ana and I were preparing to travel back to Virginia on our own when Hallie called. Was anyone available to help with a teensy issue in Oregon?

      Originally, Dan—Hallie’s boss and a close friend of mine—had planned to go with her, but Dan’s son had just been sent home from school with suspected tonsillitis. Since the Oregon case involved a kid, and kids puzzled Hallie and scared the crap out of me, Ana—who was a mom and therefore qualified to advise on parental issues—agreed to provide support. And we’d wrapped up the case in a pretty little bow. The end.

      Or so I’d hoped.

      Now we were in the tiny little town of Baldwin’s Shore, although not for much longer. Hallie’s case was closed, and we were finally ready to fly home. Or at least, we’d be ready as soon as we removed Bradley from the fucking craft store. My life was full of challenges, and this promised to be one of the toughest yet.
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      Baldwin’s Shore was a town of two halves.

      Half the people who lived there were running away from something, and the other half wanted to run but couldn’t.

      I was no different.

      Living a lie, always looking over my shoulder to see if he had caught up with me yet.

      My former boss.

      My mentor.

      My nemesis.

      He was a patient man. A planner. A devil in human form who ruled his cold world with a leaden fist. A psychopath who never forgave or forgot.

      Of course, he didn’t get his own hands dirty, not anymore, although perhaps he’d make a special exception for me. After what I’d done. But he’d send his foot soldiers first. Then his son. His beloved daughter. From time to time, I wondered what had become of them. Whether Vik had grown to be as ruthless as his father, whether Nastya had been elevated to queen yet.

      We’d been friends once, Nastya and I. Roommates for three years. But then our paths had diverged, and I’d ended up here. Burrowed into a life that wasn’t mine. The rest of my team dead while I lived on borrowed time.

      Bored.

      Bitter.

      Disciplined.

      Ready.

      Waiting.

      Tomorrow was Sunday, which meant a predawn run, followed by a drive north to the forest in Douglas County for some target practice before work. The hardest part of this new life was training alone. Once, I’d craved solitude, but now I found that the most broken part of me missed those impromptu discussions about weapons over lunch, missed the sparring, missed the rivalry that had pushed me to improve every single day.

      My team had been my anchor.

      And now instead of being free, I was adrift.

      Every day, I wore a mask, a mask that had become a second skin, but there were times when it felt as if my body were rejecting the organ.

      Like today.

      Paulo, one of the two retail assistants I employed, had bounced into the store at a quarter to nine, and he hadn’t stopped talking since. Brooke was on duty too—all three of us worked Saturdays—and she’d shielded me from some of the cheerfulness, but I’d still developed a headache by ten a.m.

      Then things got worse.

      At ten thirty, the bell above the door jangled, and suddenly there were two of them. Two excitable men with outrageous hair getting excited over Swarovski cabochons and giant yarn. Personally, when it came to practicality, I preferred paracord. It had superior tensile strength, and it was far easier to knot.

      I raised my gaze to the ceiling. Lord, grant me the serenity not to shoot anyone today. The blonde who’d followed Paulo’s twin inside made a beeline for the gift section on the other side of the store, as far away as she could get, and who could blame her? She probably had a headache too.

      “Does this yarn come in any other shades of pink?” the twin asked, holding up a two-foot-wide ball in bubblegum.

      I forced a smile. “Sure does, hun. It comes in flamingo and fuchsia, but those are both special order.”

      “How long does it take to arrive?”

      “They say two weeks, but it’s usually a little faster.”

      He made a face. “Too bad. We’re meant to leave today, and there’s no way I can stretch it out any longer than tomorrow.”

      “You’re staying at the Peninsula?”

      “No, I was visiting a friend in Eugene, but I checked out the spa at the Peninsula this morning. The hot-stone aromatherapy massage is fandabidozi.”

      Figured. The Peninsula was the town’s fancy new resort, and it catered to the type of person who could afford the outfit this guy was wearing. Designer jeans, designer shoes, designer sweater. I’d learned to size people up quickly in my former career, and this guy was a hummingbird. Colourful, harmless, and irritating when he fluttered around in the wrong place.

      But he was a hummingbird with money, and money was a necessary evil. If he spent enough of it, I might finally be able to afford that new rifle I’d been coveting for so long. Those things didn’t come cheap, especially on the black market.

      The craft store wouldn’t make me a millionaire, but it did turn a small profit, a reasonable achievement considering I’d started the place from scratch. Hell, four years ago, I hadn’t known my Delicas from my drop beads, but I was a quick study. I had to be. And when I’d arrived in Baldwin’s Shore with nothing—no plan, no cash, and no idea how I was going to heal my shredded soul—I’d needed weapons. A pair of good, thick knitting needles were handy in a fight, and after I’d taken the first available job—as a live-in nurse to Easton Baldwin Senior—they’d fit right in with my new life. It was entirely possible to kill a man with a knitting needle. Nastya had done it once. Plunged one of those suckers right through his eyeball. Anyhow, I’d learned to knit as a cover story, and I always had been good with my hands. Turned out that cross-stitch and beadwork and modelling with polymer clay weren’t all that different from, say, assembling an IED. You just needed an eye for detail, steady fingers, and the ability to understand which parts went where. Of course, there was no boom if things went wrong with handicrafts, but I rarely got things wrong anyway.

      Measure twice and cut once, as my mentor had been fond of saying.

      Most of the time, he’d been talking about sliding a knife between a man’s fourth and fifth ribs, but the same principle still applied to craftwork.

      The bell jangled again, and I glanced at my watch to see if it was time for another painkiller. Sadly not.

      The newcomer wasn’t one of our usual clientele. Blonde, athletic, and a couple of inches shorter than me, but she walked with a confidence that made her seem taller. She didn’t so much as glance at the shelves, just headed straight in our direction. I reached under the counter for my favourite knitting needles, a pair of size elevens that were a tiny bit sharper than normal. But the hummingbird was her target, not me.

      “C’mon, champ. Time to go. We’ve got to get to Portland.”

      “Wouldn’t you love to spend an extra day here instead?”

      “No.”

      “But Alex will be tired after his race. Don’t you think he deserves some R & R? We all know he wasn’t built for running.”

      “Firstly, it’s only a half-marathon, and secondly, he’ll probably walk it. If he wants to sit in a Jacuzzi for an hour, he can do that at home. Do you seriously need more beads? Your craft room’s bursting at the seams.”

      Who was the hummingbird to the blonde? Not a boyfriend—I’d put money on the fact that he was gay. A brother? An employee? She seemed to think she was in charge, notionally at least.

      “I need beads and feathers for Easter.”

      “Easter? But we’ve only just finished Christmas.”

      “Proper planning and preparation prevents poor performance.”

      True. So true.

      The blonde rolled her eyes. “Just hurry up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            EMMY

          

        

      

    

    
      “I love the chunky yarn.” Bradley hugged a ball of it to his chest. “But how do you knit with it? Do you need giant needles?”

      “We keep those, or you can knit using your arms,” the blonde behind the counter told him. Her name badge said Darla, her kaftan said crime against fashion. “I’m running a class at four o’clock tomorrow if you’re interested in learning?”

      Bradley turned to me, pleading with his eyes.

      “No can do, ace. We were meant to leave an hour ago.”

      “Okay, okay. Give me five more minutes to pick out colours, and I’ll have to find a tutorial on the internet.” He beamed at Darla. “Do you know how to use Zoom?”

      She gave him a horrified look, and her assistant snorted. Paulo, according to his own diamanté-embellished name badge, but I was starting to think of him as Bradley’s brother from another mother.

      “Last time Darla used Zoom, she turned on the cat filter and then she couldn’t turn it off again. I’ve been slowly dragging her into the twenty-first century ever since I started working here, but if you have to plug it in, then it’s best that she delegates the task to me. Apart from the glue gun. She’s excellent with the glue gun.”

      Darla picked up the glue gun, aimed it at the dude’s head, pulled an imaginary trigger, and giggled.

      “He’s so right. Give me a scrapbook and a pair of scissors any day.”

      “But we do have a selection of tutorials on our YouTube channel, filmed by moi. I’m sure we can find the time to make one for arm-knitting.”

      Give me strength.

      What was I doing in a craft store, you ask? Apart from trying to leave as fast as possible?

      Good question.

      Bradley, my darling assistant, had spent the past week in Eugene with Felipe, an old friend of his who’d recently opened a clothing boutique. And when the time came to leave, Bradley had decided to hitch a ride back to Virginia on my jet. Which ordinarily wouldn’t have been a problem because we could have driven straight to the airport and been somewhere over Iowa by now. But then Alex, my personal trainer, decided he wanted to fly back with us too, and since he’d lost a bet and been forced to sign up for a half-marathon in Portland, that meant hanging around in Oregon until he’d finished. And then Bradley had heard about the craft store from the masseuse earlier, and now my house was gonna be filled with giant yarn and feathers and glitter and fuck knew what else.

      At least, Bradley claimed that he’d only heard about the craft store this morning. Now that I considered matters, he’d been awfully insistent that we all stay in Baldwin’s Shore for an extra night instead of checking in to one of the many five-star hotels in Portland, and I had a sneaking suspicion that if I asked Mack to check his internet search history, the Craft Cabin would be lurking on the list.

      Come to think of it, the Portland half-marathon had been Bradley’s idea too. Originally, Alex had signed up to race in Florida last November, but that event had been called off due to a hurricane, and I might have forgotten about the whole dumb wager if Bradley hadn’t announced last week that he’d secured a last-minute entry for the Portland half.

      Had he really made Alex run thirteen miles just to engineer himself an extra shopping trip?

      Honestly, I wouldn’t have put it past him.

      Dammit all to hell.

      I should’ve stayed in the hotel spa like Bradley suggested, but somebody had to do damage control, and Hallie was too busy browsing model ships in the gift section. How had it come to this? I was a world-class assassin, I ran the special operations team at a global security firm, and today, I was losing an argument in the hick version of Aladdin’s cave.

      “Do you really need a giant blanket?”

      “No, but I want a giant blanket. Don’t worry; I’ll knit one for you as well.”

      “I definitely don’t need a giant blanket.”

      “Of course you do—you married Gulliver. And I’ll make one for Alex too because that’s only fair.” Huh? Alex might only have been an inch shorter than my husband at six feet six, but he wasn’t an arts-and-crafts kind of guy. Fairness didn’t come into it. But Bradley had already turned back to Paulo. “So what I need is enough yarn to make, say, five blankets, plus matching cushions.”

      Five? Who were the other two for?

      The bell above the door tinkled, and it was an actual bell. A tiny brass thing suspended from the ceiling on a piece of blue string. Low-tech. Darla had probably hung it up there herself. Ana slunk inside, head down as she checked her phone. Judging by the smile on her face, she’d received a message from either her boyfriend or her daughter. Tabby was four now, almost five, and texted faster than I did. Plus she’d mastered emojis and GIFs. The little psycho sent me pictures of pineapple-covered pizza every other morning, and Ana thought it was hilarious.

      But today, the smile slipped off her face, and as quickly as she’d walked into the store, she left. What the hell? I turned to see what she’d been looking at, but there was only Darla, and she was showing Bradley a hot-pink ball of yarn the size of a small child. He did realise we were flying in a Learjet and not an Airbus 380, right?

      I followed Ana outside. Bradley wouldn’t be finished in five minutes, anyway. No chance. At first, I thought she’d done a disappearing act, but when she saw me, she materialised from the shadows beneath a spreading evergreen.

      “You okay? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Maybe I did.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Ana moved off down the street, fast but not hurried, watching our reflections in windows as we passed. Nobody was following.

      “Ana?”

      She didn’t stop until she reached a small park nestled between a café and a dental practice. Actually, “park” was being generous. It was nothing more than a scrubby patch of grass with half a dozen picnic tables and a yellow-and-blue swing set. A flock of birds was pecking at the ground at the far end, but apart from that, it was deserted. Main Street in Baldwin’s Shore was hardly a hive of activity. Ana took a seat at the nearest table, but rather than swinging her legs over the bench, she sat sideways, in case she needed to get up in a hurry. I mirrored her pose on the opposite side. If Ana was worried, then I was worried.

      “Sis?”

      “I don’t… Where do I start?”

      “At the beginning?”

      “The beginning… I hate thinking about the beginning.” She sucked in a breath. Surreptitiously checked her gun and forced herself to relax. Her shoulders dropped, but if she clenched her jaw much harder, we’d have to pay that dental practice a visit. “In the beginning, I was twelve years old.”

      “Twelve? You’re talking about your time in Russia?”

      Ana had grown up there, first in Vladivostok and then in Siberia, the pawn of a madman who’d trained her to do his bidding. He’d stolen her childhood, part of her soul, and almost her life as well. But she’d won her freedom, and now she never spoke about that chapter of her existence.

      “Yes. Siberia. When General Zacharov chose me for his program, and I became Seven of Ten.” Ana’s voice dropped until it was barely audible. “Ten little soldiers, torn into our component parts and rebuilt in his image. Ten little drones, taught to act without question. We were all broken in our own ways. One, Two, and Eight didn’t make it through training. Two lost his head, quite literally.”

      Ana choked out a laugh, but she looked shaken.

      Ana never looked shaken.

      “I’m so sorry you had to go through that hell. But you made it out. It’s in the past.”

      “Is it? Is it? Seven of us survived. Two girls, five boys. I was the youngest.”

      “Why are you telling me this? I mean, I’ll always listen if you want to talk, but why now?”

      “Because that woman in there, the one talking to Bradley?”

      “Darla?”

      Ana doubled over, her laughter turning hysterical. “Darla? Darla? That’s what she’s calling herself?”

      “In the flowery muumuu?”

      “Darla?” Ana said again. “I guess it works. Da, in the muumuu. She’s lost her fucking mind.”

      I was beginning to think she wasn’t the only one.

      “Ana, you’re not making any sense.”

      “That’s Nine. Darla is Nine. Gavno. She’s wearing fucking flowers.”

      Had I stepped into an alternative universe? Darla wasn’t Ana Mark II. No way. She knew more about embroidery floss than Bradley did, and more importantly, she didn’t feel like an assassin. Ana and I both knew it wasn’t possible to retire, not completely. Sure, we could pretend to be a suburban mom and a billionaire’s trophy wife, but long term, keeping up the charade was exhausting. It wasn’t who we truly were. And there were always tiny tells that would give us away—a reaction that was a little too fast, a gaze that was a little too probing. Granted, I hadn’t spent much time with Darla, but she didn’t give off those vibes.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Darya Volkova is a chameleon. Call it a gift.”

      “Maybe Darla just looks similar? And it’s been, what, five years since you saw Nine?”

      “Six, but we shared a room for three years in the beginning. It’s her.”

      Ana didn’t have to add “trust me.” We both knew that was a given. And was it really so far-fetched? Ana had escaped to America, and she’d played at being a waitress and a secretary before we teamed up. Was it possible that Darla—Darya, whatever—genuinely liked crafts? That was the part of this story that I found hardest to believe. What was the point of cutting things out and sticking them into scrapbooks? I just didn’t get it.

      “Okay, let’s assume you’re right and Nine’s decided to swap her Glock for a glue gun. What are we going to do about it?”

      “Nothing. We’re going to do nothing. You need to get Bradley and I’ll get the car and then we can all get the hell out of here.”

      “You don’t want to speak to her? For old time’s sake?”

      “No!”

      “Okaaaay. Maybe she wouldn’t even recognise you.”

      “She would. Darya has a freakish memory, especially when it comes to faces. She only needs to see somebody once and she’ll never forget them. And at breakfast, Bradley said the craft shop has been open for two years. When did we take out Zacharov? Just over two years ago. If Darya’s been here in Baldwin’s Shore for any longer, she might not know he died. She’s hiding; she has to be. And if she sees me coming, she’s going to shoot first and then run. I know that because if our positions were reversed, it’s exactly what I’d do. This is a battle we don’t need to fight. She’s made her bed—let her lie in it.”

      I was hella curious, but logically, I knew Ana was right. Let sleeping dogs lie. Why wake Cerberus if we didn’t have to? And to be fair, Darla-Darya was probably pretty cosy in her bed with seventeen throw pillows and a crocheted comforter.

      “I’ll get Bradley.”

      Or not. The scream that cut through the air sent a chill up my spine that had me reaching for my gun. Ana mirrored me.

      Animal or human? If I had to put money on it, I’d say the latter, and it hadn’t been a playful scream or a hey-you-surprised-me scream. Was somebody in trouble?

      I lifted my chin towards the forest two hundred yards away, and Ana gave a weighty sigh. But then she nodded. We’d spent our whole lives training so that in situations like this one, we didn’t have to turn away.

      And once again, we headed into the unknown together.
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      My cat shot through the door of the break room like a Tsirkon missile, and a bad day suddenly got worse. Because Pickle was followed by a dog—where the fuck had that come from?—and they leapt onto a set of shelves. The free-standing unit tipped over, scattering beads and Pickle across the floor. Paulo made a grab for the canine and slipped over on a river of faux pearls, and a cacophony of yowling and barking and shrieking sent a battering ram through my already delicate head.

      Pizdets.

      Pickle scaled another set of shelves, and the dog attempted to follow, but it was flagging. Where had all the blood come from? I focused on Pickle, but she didn’t seem damaged, which meant the dog must be the donor.

      The dog…

      Brooke ran in with Romi Mendez and Shauna Weaver following close behind, and I realised it was Shauna’s unruly mutt that was currently wrecking my store. She never had been able to control it. More than once, it had bolted down Main Street in pursuit of a car with Shauna huffing and puffing along behind. Today, it was miraculously wearing a leash, so why wasn’t she holding the damn thing?

      I thought longingly of the syrette of tranquilliser I kept nestled in my bra, just in case of a little emergency. It was meant for humans, but it would probably take a dog down too. Or kill it. I sighed. Death would invite questions I couldn’t answer, so this would have to be done the old-fashioned way.

      Paulo’s new friend had run to help him up, and the blonde who’d been browsing the gift section was puzzling over the red streaks on the tiled floor. Brooke and Romi were frozen, Shauna was crying, and didn’t any of these coddled westerners understand the concept of action?

      I shuffled toward the dog, keeping the soles of my feet in contact with the floor so I didn’t make the same mistake as Paulo. The thing launched itself at Pickle again, but half-heartedly, which suggested that in the war of blood loss versus adrenaline, whatever injury the dog had suffered was winning. When the leash whipped past me, I caught it and yanked, and the dog fell to my side with a strangled bark.

      I nearly snapped, “Hold this fucking thing,” at Shauna, but I caught myself just in time.

      “Hun, could you grab the leash while I try to catch Pickle?”

      Shauna didn’t move, but the blonde held out a hand.

      “Here, I’ll take it.”

      “I really appreciate that.”

      Back in Russia, I hadn’t been a cat person. My tormentor, the man who’d shaped me into what basically amounted to a pet assassin, had hated animals unless they served a particular purpose. Tracker dogs? Okay. Pet dogs? Not okay. In all honesty, I’d never intended to have a pet in America either, but Pickle had walked into the store one day, nothing but skin and bone, and while the old me would have put her out of her misery, new me thought “fuck it” and took her to the veterinarian. She’d grown on me now. A small creature who gave affection when she felt like it and asked for little in return.

      Apart from today. Today, there was no affection, only pissed-off hissing.

      I grabbed a square of taffeta from the fabric bin and unfolded it. Pickle was normally friendly, but her claws were sharp, and thanks to Shauna’s incompetence, she was in fight mode. People should have to take a test before they could own a pet. Question one: Can you stop the varmint from being a pain in the ass? Negative? Then no dog for you.

      Pickle readied herself to jump to a higher shelf, and I tossed the taffeta over her before she could make the leap. Then I bundled her up and deposited her in the staff bathroom to cool off while I dealt with the rest of the chaos. This was why I preferred to avoid people.

      Paulo was whining about bruises, and as I checked on the dog’s status, it collapsed onto the floor in slow motion, scarlet pooling underneath. Bleeding often looked worse than it actually was, unless you used a stiletto knife, or an ice pick, or a neat little .22, but I had to concede that there was a significant volume of blood on the floor.

      “I think he’s hurt?” The blonde stated the fucking obvious as she knelt at the dog’s side. “He’s bleeding.”

      Shauna contributed by bursting into tears, which took Brooke out of the game too because one of us had to calm Shauna down and it wasn’t going to be me.

      “Somebody help Scooby,” she wailed.

      “What happened?” I asked. “How did he get hurt?”

      Brooke answered for her. “She thinks it was a cougar.”

      A cougar? Not this near town, no way. Baldwin’s Shore had thick forest on two sides, and there was enough food out there that mountain lions didn’t need to risk coming near man.

      The blonde gently probed through Scooby’s fur. “I don’t see any bite marks, but maybe they’re on the other side?”

      “Is the blood definitely his?” Romi asked. “What if he bit the cougar?”

      Doubtful.

      I turned to Shauna. “You saw the cougar?”

      “N-n-no.”

      Give me strength. “So what did you see, hun?”

      “Scooby made this noise like…like…like a scream, so I ran along the path, and Scooby was there, and he was hurt, and I saw this blur disappearing into the trees.”

      “And what made you think the blur was a cougar?”

      “I guess… I guess it was a beige colour?”

      “I called Luca,” Brooke offered. “He’s on his way, but he’s down near Bandon.”

      Luca was her fiancé, a former Army Ranger and a current sheriff’s deputy. At one time, I’d thought his profession might cause me a problem, especially when I’d carved up a guy who abducted Brooke, but Luca had remained delightfully oblivious to my extracurricular activities. And lately, it seemed he’d actually been encouraging them. Tsk-tsk-tsk.

      Anyhow, he’d be at least half an hour, and the non-cougar would be long gone. “What about Colt?”

      Colt was the other deputy, the one who’d rescued a princess at the side of the road and somehow ended up dating her.

      “He has the day off, and he went sailing with Brie and Kiki.”

      Sailing. Which meant they’d be on Nico’s boat, and hopefully, Nico was with them. The local hotel owner was a man I avoided whenever possible. I considered it unlikely that he’d recognise me—we’d met just a handful of times prior to his arrival in Baldwin’s Shore, and under very different circumstances—but I only took risks when the potential upside outweighed the downside.

      I heard the snap of teeth, and the blonde leapt back. She’d managed to roll the dog, something the dog hadn’t appreciated in the slightest.

      “Here’s where the blood’s coming from.” She pointed at a wound on Scooby’s neck. “But it doesn’t look like a bite mark to me.”

      No, it wasn’t a bite mark. It was quite clearly a knife wound, but I couldn’t admit I knew that.

      “Maybe someone should take him to the veterinarian?” And by someone, I meant Shauna because her crying was getting on my last fucking nerve.

      Brooke spoke up, as I’d known she would. She had a kind heart, too kind at times because with that kindness came a naivety that had gotten her into trouble in the past.

      She saw the good in people.

      I saw the bad.

      “My car’s right outside,” she said. “Paulo, can you help to lift the dog? We’re gonna need a towel or a blanket to lay him on.”

      “The throw from the couch in the break room?”

      “That’s perfect.”

      Speaking of bad, who was running around in the trees with a knife? I’d admit to being curious, and perhaps a little scouting was just what I needed to blow the cobwebs off and liven up a dull day?

      Paulo reappeared with the throw, a multicoloured woollen thing I’d knitted soon after I arrived in town. I’d been broken back then. Cracked down the middle with pain and anger and sadness spilling out. The only man I’d ever cared about was gone, and I was left with two options: return home to face the music, or run. Lieutenant General Zacharov didn’t tolerate failure, so returning home would have been distinctly unpleasant, and if he ever found out that I’d sabotaged the operation, I’d have been dead anyway. What did I have to lose by running?

      My sanity, as it turned out.

      The first couple of years in Baldwin’s Shore hadn’t been too bad. As my fractured soul healed, I’d taken pleasure in the mundanity of everyday life. Working as a live-in nurse to East Baldwin had been a piece of cake compared to my former life, even when I had to deal with his family, who ranged from milquetoast to malicious to murderous. I’d taught myself to knit, learned to bake, and wheeled East along the seashore every morning with the wind in my hair.

      When Nastya hadn’t come, when Vik hadn’t come, I’d begun to relax. For a while, I carried one knife instead of two and only packed a gun on special occasions, and I cut myself slack if I missed an early-morning run. Target practice became entertainment rather than necessity. Boredom crept up on me like a slow-rolling fog, and I couldn’t find my way out of it. Wasn’t sure it was worth the effort. What need was there for a spy-slash-assassin in sleepy little Baldwin’s Shore?

      Then Nico came to town, and everything changed.

      At first, I’d been spooked. Now, I was ninety-nine percent sure his presence was a coincidence, a big cosmic joke. But there was still that one percent of me that asked what if he knows?

      I’d started training again, hard, the way I always used to. And in the scraps of spare time I eked out, I began to have fun. To enjoy myself. They’d given me a nickname—the Bad Samaritan—but at heart, I’d always be Nine. Nine of Ten. Only seven of us had made it through the initial training. Three more died later. There were only four of us left now, or perhaps three if Ilya had let his greed get the better of him.

      “We need to get the dog onto the throw,” Paulo said, snapping me back to the present. “I don’t want to get bit.”

      “Maybe Shauna could help?” I suggested. Scooby was her dog. If anyone was going to get tetanus, it should be the girl who couldn’t tell the difference between Homo sapiens and Puma concolor. Me? I’d had my shots. Always be prepared, General Zacharov had drilled into us.

      Scooby didn’t have the energy to snap as we pulled him onto the blanket, and that wasn’t a good sign. But the veterinarian was only a two-minute drive away, and Isaac Ward seemed competent from what I’d seen of him. The dog might pull through—anything was possible.

      “Should I come too?” Paulo asked. “No, I should help to clean up the store. Someone has to rescue all of those Swarovski pearls.”

      “Oh, you go, hun. If Dr. Ward doesn’t have an assistant there, they’ll need you on one corner of the blanket again.” I turned to the blonde and the hummingbird. “And I’m afraid you’ll have to leave too. I really need to get these bloodstains wiped up.” The hummingbird opened his mouth to protest, but I’d had enough bullshit for one day. “If you want to jot down your number, we can ship whatever you’d like at no charge.”

      “But the yarn—”

      Good thing the blonde took the hint. “No shipping charge—that’s a great offer.”

      “We should help to—”

      She linked her arm through his and marched him toward the front door. “We really need to leave the lady to take care of her cat, okay?”

      “I’ll email you,” he called back over his shoulder, and I dredged up a smile.

      “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

      The instant the door closed behind them, I threw the bolt home and headed for the rear exit. If there was some asshole with a knife in the trees behind Main Street, I needed to find out who they were. Kids walked there. Okay, so I didn’t much like kids, but I liked assholes even less.

      I strolled out the door, breathing deep to settle my headache. Peace and quiet and a little fresh air worked better than any painkiller. Blood drops led across the small yard at the rear of the store, and I followed them like breadcrumbs, one hand ready to grab the gun strapped to my thigh if necessary. There was a reason I wore a muumuu most of the time, and that reason had less to do with making a fashion statement and more to do with concealment. Luck was on my side today—I’d picked out a nice subdued outfit this morning instead of nuclear orange or mustard-gas yellow.

      The path curved into the trees, and I slipped a switchblade into my hand.

      Whatever came at me, I’d be ready.

      And they’d be sorry.
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      Welcome to the “nothing is ever easy” club.

      The scream had come from the north, but undergrowth restricted visibility to a few yards in any direction. Spiky evergreen bushes grew beneath pine trees, and a carpet of leaves and needles meant few footprints and no obvious tracks. If someone had come this way recently, we weren’t able to tell.

      Ana was on a path to my left. I couldn’t see her, and I couldn’t hear her, but I could feel her.

      We’d met late in life, barely known each other existed until a chance meeting in a frozen wasteland just over two years ago. Trust didn’t come easily to either of us, but despite that, we’d clicked. We’d clicked, and now Ana was one of the two people I trusted most in the world to have my back. The other was my husband, but he was still in California.

      And Ana’s presence wasn’t the only thing I felt. A prickle at the base of my spine told me someone or something else was lurking in these woods, and the meeting wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Up ahead, our paths converged, and I glimpsed Ana through the trees, thirty feet ahead of me. What was out here? Who was out here?

      Turned out I didn’t want to know the answer.

      Because a moment later, she was there.

      Darla, Darya, Nine—whatever her name was—and now I knew that Ana had been absolutely right. Nine was still wearing the fucking muumuu, but she had a knife in her hand, and her stance said hunter.

      Ana was about to become her prey.

      They stared at each other for a heartbeat. Never had I seen Ana hesitate, not once, but today she did, which let Nine get the drop on her, and before Ana could recover, her semi-automatic was flying through the air. Ana went for Nine’s knife, but she was already one point down in this battle, and I couldn’t shoot the bitch myself in case I hit my sister.

      Ah, fuck.

      I hated knife fights. Somebody always got cut, but I began running anyway, and my own blade was already in my hand. An Emerson CQC-7B with a textured grip, so even if my hand was slick with blood, I still stood a chance of holding on to it.

      Ana leapt back as Nine slashed with the knife, then grabbed the bitch’s wrist with both hands to control the blade. But that left Nine with a free hand, and I was still ten feet away when Nine got Ana with a vicious chop to the neck. Ana fell to her knees. Was she out? Shit, she was out.

      Five feet away, four, three, and Nine lashed out backwards with a boot and caught the side of my knee. I saw stars, but I grabbed the back of her dress and yanked, hoping to tighten it around her throat. Instead, I heard the scriiiitch of Velcro giving way, and the whole thing came off in my hand. And Nine really did believe in being prepared. Under the hideous top layer, she was basically Lara Croft, complete with thigh holsters and a tactical belt that had to be custom made. And I’d just given her better access to her toys.

      Fuck my life.

      She smashed her head back, and not for the first time I felt the crunch of cartilage in my nose. My plastic surgeon needed to offer a loyalty card—after nine rhinoplasties, the tenth came free. But I was also used to pain and fighting through it—thanks, Alex—so I wasn’t about to back down.

      If Ana was right, Nine had gone into this battle with the assumption that she was fighting for her life, and now so was I. She wouldn’t stop until I was dead. But we had to be fairly evenly matched—she’d undergone the same training as Ana, and I’d sparred with Ana plenty of times, although, granted, we hadn’t actually been trying to kill each other. Nine had two inches on me height-wise and probably a little weight too, but she’d also been working in a craft store for a couple of years. I had the advantage of endless hours of practice during that time, with Ana, with Black, and with Alex, to name but a few.

      Nine came at me with the knife, but I ducked, grabbed an ankle, and upended her. She used her momentum to roll, and in a heartbeat, she was back on her feet, but not before I’d kicked the knife out of her hand. Another appeared in a blink of the devil’s eye, and we circled each other, assessing. A second later, she was in the air, swinging one-handed from a branch above, aiming a boot at my head as she went. I ducked but lost sight of her for a second, then felt a hand on my wrist and punched her in the shoulder as she grabbed my knife. It slid under a bush as Ana groaned softly, and there… Nine glanced to the side, only for a fraction of a second, but it was enough. I gripped her wrist and drove the point of her blade into a tree, hard enough that it stuck there. There was blood on her, not mine, I thought, but hers. I’d nicked her somewhere with my own blade, but as I tried to get an arm around her throat, she bit me, and fuck, that stung.

      “You bitch!”

      “Idi na khui.”

      Oh, we were speaking Russian now?

      “Khui tebe tozhe, suka.”

      An elbow to the stomach knocked the wind out of me, but I had her in a chokehold now, and I wasn’t letting go. She clawed at me, stomped on my instep, but I propelled her forward into a tree and then she needed her hands to save herself.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ana roll to her knees, and I aimed a silent “thank fuck” skywards. Then Nine used her legs to push off the tree and sent me stumbling backwards, cursing, and when we landed I was underneath, but she was still on her back, which didn’t give her the advantage she’d hoped for.

      She tried to twist; I hung on and wrapped my legs around her waist. My arms were getting shredded by her nails, but skin regrew, right? She tried to reach for my hand, and I bit her. Payback was a bitch, and so was I. For the thousandth time, I wondered why I did this shit. I was married to a billionaire. I could have been sunning myself on a beach somewhere, but oh no, I had to fight with a Russian assassin in the bloody woods instead.

      Then I heard it. The most glorious sound in the world. No, not the hiss of a coffee machine but the crackle of a stun gun as Ana jammed it into Nine’s armpit and held it there for three seconds, four seconds, five. Nine let out an unearthly yelp as she spasmed, then her grip loosened enough for me to heave her off.

      “Hope you had a good fucking sleep.”

      Ana bit her lip, and I’d never seen her look spooked that way either.

      “Sorry,” she whispered.

      “Just get her the hell away from me. Tie her up.”

      We carried flex-cuffs and paracord as standard, and by the time Nine opened her eyes, we had her hog-tied and disarmed. Of course, she began struggling right away, spitting curses in Russian and English and calling us all manner of uncomplimentary names.

      And now we had the problem of what to do with her.

      “So…” I started, wiping away the blood that still trickled from my nose. “Any ideas?”

      Nine had several, all of them unpleasant and some of them physical impossibilities. Safe to say she wasn’t happy with recent developments. Admittedly my Russian wasn’t fluent, but she seemed to be pissed about us stabbing a dog? Was that some kind of idiom? Ana knelt beside her and brushed her hair almost tenderly, then she shocked me for the third time in as many minutes when she leaned in close. And kissed the murderous witch. Not with tongues—our old-new friend would’ve bitten it off—but more than a chaste peck.

      What the fuck?
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      My jaw might have dropped, but Ana didn’t see it because all her attention was on Nine.

      “Dasha, we’re not here to hurt you,” she murmured. “And we don’t know anything about a dog.”

      Nine didn’t relax, but she did stop struggling quite so violently.

      “Bullshit. He sent you.”

      “He? You mean the general?”

      “Who else?”

      “Zacharov is dead. Nobody sent us.”

      “Dead?” For the first time, uncertainty crept into Nine’s eyes. “Men like Zacharov don’t die. They just take a vacation in hell and come back even stronger.”

      “We killed him.”

      “You? You?” Nine’s expression hardened again. “Now I know you’re lying.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake… “She’s not lying. We put two bullets through his head, one each.”

      “I don’t know who you are, but she wouldn’t kill her own father.”

      “Well, she did. But I’m curious as to how you found out he was her father when it wasn’t common knowledge?”

      Even Ana herself hadn’t realised, not until seconds before Zacharov’s death when he’d revealed all in an attempt to save his sorry arse. Nine didn’t answer, just gave me a hate-filled glare, and possibly there was a hint of petulance on her part too. If she didn’t want to talk, I couldn’t make her. Literally couldn’t. I’d been well-schooled in the art of torture, but a woman like Nine would merely grit her teeth and deal with it, and besides, Ana seemed fond of her, fuck only knew why.

      And right now, my nose hurt like a mother, so I wasn’t about to stand around chatting.

      I poked Dasha with my foot. “I take it you didn’t scream a few minutes ago?”

      Silence, as expected.

      “Ana, can you cope here while I check out that noise we heard?”

      “I’m okay.”

      She wasn’t, but we could have that discussion later.

      “Good. I’ll have a quick scout, then I’ll round up the others and we can get out of here.”

      I’d briefly considered whether Nine might have done something to hurt Hallie or Bradley before she stepped out for a stroll, but I’d come to the conclusion that they were fine. Her shock at seeing Ana had been genuine, and no way would she have created a scene on Main Street when she was trying to keep a low profile.

      “What about Dasha?” Ana asked. “We can’t just leave her like this.”

      “We’ll chuck a knife somewhere before we vamoose.” I nodded into the distance. “By the time she’s wriggled over to it and freed herself, we’ll be in the air. Bradley’s gonna be heartbroken when I tell him he can’t mail-order the giant pink yarn.”

      Giving Nine his address didn’t strike me as a great idea. The last thing I wanted was a Russian super-assassin appearing on his doorstep. Or climbing
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