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      “You tell me what I want to know…or she’s dead.”

      The breath accompanying those words exuded an aroma of red onion, spicy brown mustard and pastrami on rye, which somewhat diminished their menace.

      Still, Ruslan thought the Glock 45 pressed against his lapel looked serviceable enough.  And the woman whose image was reflected on the laptop across from him—a woman who’d been tied to a wooden chair with coarse, cheap rope—also had a 9mm SIG Sauer pointed at her head, so the threat, while rather pungent, was quite real.

      “You hear me?”

      The short, stocky bald man whose Glock was creasing Ruslan’s suit stood less than three inches away, so Ruslan assumed the answer was obvious.  He was not, after all, deaf, something he also presumed the man would know.

      Should know.  If he was competent.

      But competence was a rare and vanishing skill.  The ability and willingness to pull a trigger had somehow eclipsed intelligence, ingenuity and dedicated expertise.  No one took pride anymore.

      “I mean it, man.  Dead!”

      A gloved hand shot out and backhanded the woman on the screen; her head snapped back, and the chair she sat on slid across the floor.  Ruslan watched dispassionately, noting the blood that trickled from the corner of her mouth, the swelling that had begun to bloat the line of her cheekbone.

      The murder that glinted in her eye.

      Competence.  Theirs was about to be tested.

      “You tell me where the kid is,” the bald man snarled, “and we’ll let your girl go.”

      An empty promise.  In addition to the bald man, there were two others, men with faces of stone and weapons beneath their coats.  Any talk of walking away was fantasy.    But no matter.  There would be no “telling.”  No letting anyone go.  The Firm had been hired to protect “the kid,” and that’s what Ruslan would do.

      No matter the threat.  Or the cost.

      “You tell me.”

      “You’re a frickin’ moron!” Butch heckled from where he sat beside Ruslan, his body slumped against the plastic ties that secured him to a metal chair.  The scent of day-old vodka oozed from his pores.  “Ash ain’t nobody’s girl!”

      “Shut it,” ordered the bald man.  “Worthless piece of drunk shit.”

      Butch only chortled.  He was not, Ruslan suspected, as drunk as he appeared.   But in the few weeks he’d known Butch Masters, the man had been inebriated at least sixty percent of the time, so it was difficult to be certain.   That Butch was part of this at all only highlighted the fact that the men they faced hadn’t done their homework.

      “You need more incentive?”  The bald man glared at Ruslan; Ruslan stared impassively back.  “We can do that.”

      A fist slammed into the woman’s face; this time the front legs of the chair lifted into the air before slamming back down.  She shook her head; blood poured from her nose.  She turned and spat at someone Ruslan couldn’t see.

      “How many of those you think she can take?”  The Glock dug into Ruslan’s suit.  “Should we find out?”

      The bald man was looking for a visceral response, but Ruslan was unable to oblige him.  He rarely felt fear or anger; he rarely felt anything at all.  And he never responded to threats.  That he sat tied to a chair, watching his current employer get the hell beat out of her did not change that unalterable fact.

      You are broken.  He knew; he’d been told. The emotion that contaminated the world around him left him wholly untouched.  A slab of stone without fault; no pores, no cracks, no crevices.  There had been nothing in his life to fracture the stone—not torture, not death, not even the gore and devastation of war.  And so this—while unexpected and tiresome—had little chance of doing anything more than throwing a monkey wrench into his day.

      Incompetent idiots.

      They had chosen Butch, who wasn’t trusted.  And they’d chosen him, who was capable of anything.

      They deserved what they were going to get.

      “You’re a cold bastard,” the bald man muttered, eyeing him with the same dawning frustration people inevitably fell into when they realized he wasn’t human.  At least, not human like they were.  “You don’t give a shit about her, do you?”

      Another ignorant assumption, that because he didn’t feel, he didn’t care.  Most days, Ruslan was glad he wasn’t like the rest of them.

      “You’re just gonna sit there and watch them beat her to death, aren’t you?”

      Butch was side-eyeing him, as if wondering the same thing, but Ruslan only arched a brow.  “What makes you think I know where the child is?”

      The bald man shot a look at Butch, who shifted in his seat, his cheeks filling with color.

      “Ah,” Ruslan said.  “I see.”

      When he’d swum to consciousness and found himself tied to a chair in a vacant warehouse, his head throbbing, he wondered how he’d been so easily retrieved.  He was a very careful man.

      Apparently Butch wasn’t as ineffectual as he appeared.  At least, not when it came to saving his own skin.

      “You know exactly where she is,” the bald man insisted.  “And you’re gonna tell us—or your girl can die one blow at a time.”

      An ugly death, and one Ruslan didn’t care to witness.  Contrary to the ignorance of the man before him—and the one beside him—he did happen to care whether Ashling Kyndal lived or died.  Very much.

      First, she was the niece of a man who’d once done him a life-altering kindness, the kind of favor one couldn’t possibly repay; a man Ruslan had crossed three continents to help, only to arrive too late.  That regrettable fact only served to make walking away from her—and his unpaid debt—an impossibility.  Which meant that Ashling was, for the present time, Ruslan’s responsibility.  And Ruslan took his responsibilities very seriously.

      Second, quite inexplicably, he’d grown to like her. She was…unique.  Not like he was unique, but her differences intrigued him.  Which was rare enough, and extraordinary enough, that he would do whatever necessary to protect it.

      To protect her.

      So he flexed his hands, which were banded together behind his back with thick plastic ties, and dislocated both of his thumbs.

      “Fuck you!”  Butch made a sad show of struggling against his restraints.  “Asshole!”

      “I can make them stop,” the bald man offered in a reasonable tone.  “All you gotta do is tell me where the kid is.  Simple.  Otherwise...”

      “I do not know where the girl is being kept,” Ruslan told him. “But I can convince Ashling to disclose the child’s location.”

      His hands were almost free, and anticipation licked through him, a finite thread of adrenaline that wove through his nerve endings like the finest of live wires.  A small thing; one of the few he ever felt.

      Hungry.  For blood, for violence.  And only partially because a woman he’d come to know and appreciate was battered and bleeding and beyond his immediate reach.  The darkness that lived within him needed little to whet its appetite.  It was a feral, self-serving and pitiless thing.  Always yearning for more.

      Keeping it leashed took constant vigilance.  But sometimes, Ruslan set it free.  Sometimes he let it feed.

      Today would be such a day.

      It was fortunate that the large, empty warehouse they sat in appeared to be abandoned.  Graffiti covered the walls; broken pallets lay scattered atop a badly crackled and crumbling concrete floor.  The windows were cloudy.  Most were broken, revealing slender beams of sunlight that speared higher as the sun began to sink into the western sky.  Occasionally the sound of sirens serenaded them.

      Somewhere that was nowhere, and death would go unnoticed.

      “Why would you do that?” the bald man wanted to know, clearly skeptical.

      “I value my life,” Ruslan replied flatly. “It is worth more to me than a child I do not know.”

      Butch made a sound of protest, but the bald man narrowed his gaze in consideration.  “What makes you think she’ll listen?”

      “She trusts me.”

      Which was not entirely true.  But the man he faced didn’t know that.  Butch, however, eyed him again.  Dubiously.

      “You’re making this harder than it has to be.”  The Glock tapped his shoulder.  “Just give up the kid, and this all ends.”

      Ruslan only waited.  People, as a rule, lacked patience; he, however, had an infinite supply.  It took approximately seven seconds for the bald man to swear, pull a smart phone from his pocket, and dial.

      “It’s me,” he snarled into the expensive technology.  He engaged the speakerphone and thrust it toward Ruslan.  “Put her on.”

      The laptop reflected a gloved hand shoving a matching smart phone beneath Ash’s nose.  She bared her teeth and looked into the camera of the laptop, meeting Ruslan’s gaze.

      “You are being difficult,” he said before she could speak.

      “It’s a special skill,” she retorted.  “What about you?”

      “Indeed,” he confirmed.

      “Good.” Her gaze touched Butch, who squirmed and blushed and fought his plastic ties.  “And him?”

      “I didn’t tell them shit!” he yelled.

      Ruslan only arched a brow.

      “Do you have this?” Ash asked him.

      Her tone was calm, but where her hands were tied to the chair, they gripped the seat with knuckles pressed white against her skin.  She wore only a thin black tank top and boy shorts; her white-blond hair hung in choppy waves just past her chin and was streaked crimson with blood.  She wasn’t in the warehouse that he and Butch occupied.  A white couch sat behind her, a small wooden end table and lamp on one end, a tall, blooming begonia on the other.  Behind her, a large framed print hung against a pale blue wall, and in its reflection Ruslan could see three distinct shapes.

      Men.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You’re sure?” she pressed, and he watched as she tensed, which delineated the long, slender rope of muscle that lined her shoulders and arms.  Her feet were planted against the floor, her thighs sleek and still.  She was strong, he suddenly realized.  Physically.  Mentally.  More so than he’d understood.

      And she was preparing to act.

      Another lash of adrenaline whipped through him.  Her eyes were a startling, brilliant shade of bright blue-green, reminiscent of the Caribbean Sea; they held his, unwavering and hard.

      “Yes,” he repeated.  “You?”

      “What the hell is this?” the bald man interjected furiously.  “You said⁠—”

      “I’m fucking furious,” she replied.

      “You’re gonna tell us where that goddamn kid is right now!” the bald man gritted.  “Or we’re gonna⁠—”

      He didn’t get the chance to finish.

      Ash leapt straight up, flipped sideways, and slammed into the floor, smashing the chair she’d been tied to into pieces.

      She rolled, swept out her legs, and a large form crashed to the floor next to her.  Then she jack-knifed to her feet and kicked the man squarely in the solar plexus; the sound of bone cracking over the speakerphone was like a bat knocking one out of the park.

      Another dark shape swarmed toward her, and she slid out of reach, the movement so fluid, she almost blurred. Her heel shot out and connected with the side of his knee.  He screamed and fell.  A third man closed in, gun in hand.

      Instead of running, she grinned, a gruesome, bloody slash, and rushed toward him.  Ruslan absorbed her ferocity, impressed.  And oddly aroused.

      “Bitch!” the man swore, but before he could fire his weapon, she leapt nimbly up his leg and smashed her forehead into his face.  He stumbled back and hit the table that held the laptop, which tumbled sideways to the floor.  Ruslan craned his head, but he couldn’t see, and there was another shout and then—boom!—the gun firing—and then⁠—

      Darkness.

      He stared at the screen; adrenaline fountained in his veins.

      “Shit,” Butch cried.  “Shit!”

      “Goddamn it,” hissed the bald man.

      And Ruslan erupted from his seat.
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        * * *

      

      Boom!

      The sound was like a cannon shot.

      Having been raised by one of the world’s foremost sharpshooters—and having grown up firing weapons and having them fired at her—had never seemed a particular boon to Ash Kyndal.

      Until today.  Today, it was going to save her ass.

      Because guns were Ash’s friend.  There had been a time—a long time—when they’d been her only friend.  And the sound of them firing was almost comforting.

      Like coming home.

      So there was no panic.  No startling, no crying out, no losing of her shit.  There was only reaction: grabbing the large, gloved hand that held the sleek black 9mm and slamming it into the floor, once, twice, three times.

      It was unfortunate that the murderous bastard who held the weapon wouldn’t let go. He rolled over on top of her, and the air in her lungs wheezed out.  His knee thrust between her legs, and his other hand found her throat and squeezed.  Hard.

      “Bitch,” he growled again.

      “I hate that goddamn word,” she hissed and shoved her thumbs into his eye sockets.

      He squealed and reared up, releasing her; she tore the gun from his grip, and before he could react, turned it on him and fired twice: one bullet for each shoulder. He jerked beneath the impact and fell back to the hard wooden floor.  Blood bloomed beneath him in a thick, dark pool.

      Ash wiggled out from beneath him and scrambled to her feet, gun in hand.  Her face throbbed.  Blood filled her mouth and dripped from her nose; her entire right side ached from its impact with the floor.  But she was standing.

      And the three men who’d broken into her home, tied her to a chair and threatened to beat the hell out of her were down.  A cracked sternum, a dislocated knee, a broken nose, and two non-fatal gunshot wounds.

      You’re welcome, dicks.

      Because she wanted carnage.

      She turned and looked at the laptop.  It lay on its side, the screen shattered, and she wondered if Ruslan and Butch were still alive.  Because Butch was half in the bag—Butch was always half in the bag—and she didn’t know Ruslan from a hole in the ground.

      The Russian with one name; like a cheesy spy novel, the sum total of his known parts.  And although he was hard as granite and cold as ice, Ash had never seen him in action. Which made her worry.  Even though there was nothing soft or the least bit untried about the man, nothing that anyone would ever mistake as benign.

      Ash knew an apex predator when she saw one. Ruslan watched everything and everyone; he observed and absorbed, as motionless and still as any wild creature.  Her primal hindbrain—primitive, visceral, exquisitely attuned to potential threats due to a childhood spent with a sociopathic father—screeched like an air horn whenever he was near.

      Ruuuuuuun!  Something she’d moved instinctively to do, more than once.

      No, Ruslan would be fine…

      Wouldn’t he?

      “Shit,” she said.

      Because she didn’t know.  The man had appeared out of nowhere in the wake of her Uncle Charlie’s sudden death, like an apparition solidifying from mist.  A friend of Charlie’s, he’d said.  I owe him, he’d said, and planted himself in her life like a tree.

      But that didn’t change the fact that he was a stranger.  That his motives were murky as hell, and she didn’t trust him any further than she could throw him. He was taciturn and intractable and even more socially inept than she was; she’d never met anyone like him.  And Ash had met a lot of people.  The only thing she knew for sure about Ruslan was that he was Russian, dangerous, and…other.

      Other.  Like her.

      She’d grown up on the periphery of society; carnival midways and circus tents and endless miles of pavement.  Her existence had only occasionally crossed paths with the “civilized” world, and faking her way through its twisted realities and conforming to its rigid definitions did not come naturally or easily.  The necessity of bending made her angry, and as some part of her always seemed to be angry—courtesy of that aforementioned sociopathic father—she knew and understood how inherently difficult it was to be a part of the world.

      So she didn’t hold Ruslan’s otherness against him.  But that commonality didn’t connect them.  Nor did his purported connection to Charlie.  No, Ruslan was an unknown.  Unpredictable and untested.  A wild card, at best.  And one she wasn’t certain could be counted upon.

      Goddamn it.

      Just another massive pain in the ass to go along with inheriting Charlie’s PI business, the Firm.  A business she didn’t want and didn’t need and didn’t know what the hell to do with.  Goddamn it!

      “They’re fine,” she told herself.  “Ruslan’s a survivor.”

      Something else she recognized.  Takes one to know one.

      But these men…they were heavily armed.  They’d come in numbers, with unflinching violence.  And Butch wouldn’t have been any help at all.

      “Shit on a stick,” she muttered.

      They have to be okay.

      Because Charlie would roll over in his grave if she managed to kill the one person he’d left behind who didn’t need saving.  Not to mention⁠—

      Boom!
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        * * *

      

      “Get me outta this chair!”

      Ruslan’s fingers tightened around the neck of the man he held; muscle shivered and veins compressed beneath his grip.  The man struggled like a hooked fish; his hands clawed at Ruslan’s arm.  But resistance was futile.

      Ruslan was everything his prey was not: disciplined, experienced, and very, very strong.

      “Who hired you?” he asked.

      The man shook his head and gasped.  He kicked and bucked and struggled desperately for freedom; Ruslan merely lifted him higher into the air.

      “Tell me,” Ruslan told him patiently, “and you won’t end up like your colleague.”

      The man looked down at his counterpart, who lay at Ruslan’s feet, arms and legs broken, his face bloated and bleeding.  A rib stuck out from his chest like an errant tree branch.

      “Ruslan!”  Butch snarled, still fighting the ties that held him to the metal chair.  “Goddamn it!”

      Ruslan ignored him and shook the man, a sharp jerk that nearly snapped the fragile bones in hand.  “Decide.”

      “I hope they fuck her before they kill her,” the man hissed.

      Ruslan’s hand tightened involuntarily; the dark, hungry entity that lived within him licked its lips.  Feed.

      But killing this man was not an option.  They needed answers.

      There are two more.  Feed.

      “You would die for this?” he asked, ignoring that feral voice.

      “Gladly,” the man choked.  He bared his teeth and snapped them together.  A heartbeat later, convulsions shook him.  His eyes rolled back into his head.  White foam bubbled from his lips and slid down his chin.

      Movement ceased, and he died there, hanging from Ruslan’s hand.

      Wasted.

      The darkness snarled.

      Ruslan dropped the man and turned to look at the figure lying at his feet.  Before he could move, seizures gripped the man; a scream escaped him as his broken limbs shook.  White foam burst from his mouth, and he went still.

      Eyes open, mouth gaping.

      Cyanide.

      Ruslan stared down at him, disturbed.

      “Jesus Christ, they’re going Kamikaze,” Butch cried, “get me the hell out of here!”

      Ruslan looked over at the bald man.  He lay slumped and dazed against the concrete wall where Ruslan had kicked him, blood an ugly river down the side of his face.  Ruslan turned and strode toward him.

      “Ruslan!” Butch again.  “Fuck!”

      “In a moment,” Ruslan told him.

      “Son of a bitch!”

      Perhaps.  Ruslan didn’t know.  He’d never met his mother.

      The bald man was trying to stand, but something had broken when he hit the wall.  He groaned and rolled onto his back as Ruslan halted above him.

      “Will you die for your cause today as well?”  Ruslan lifted his foot and placed it on the man’s chest.

      “Bastard,” the man choked out.  “More will come for her.  We’re just the beginning.”

      Ruslan pressed his foot down and something crunched.  “Why?”

      A harsh gurgle escaped the man.  He moaned. Ruslan leaned down and gripped his jaw hard.  Squeezed.  Tears welled in the man’s eyes.  He whimpered.

      “Not today,” Ruslan said.

      Not without answers.

      He reached into his suit pocket and pulled out the small, all-in-one tool he carried.  He flipped it open, and the man whimpered again.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Butch demanded.

      Ruslan didn’t bother to explain.  He merely thrust his tool into the bald man’s mouth and began to remove teeth.  The molars would likely be the location of any cyanide capsule, so he started with those.  It wasn’t hard; he’d done it before.  But he had to be careful not to break the cyanide capsule, which would be embedded within⁠—

      “Good God, man.  That’s…you’re…”  Butch fell abruptly silent.

      The bald man wept openly.  Blood and spittle streamed down his chin.  His fingers dug into Ruslan’s forearm; he clawed and pulled and punched.  Desperate sounds escaped him.

      “It did not have to come to this,” Ruslan told him.

      “Christ,” Butch muttered.

      The bald man shrieked, a loud, piercing, agonized cry, like a rabbit caught in a trap.  Before Ruslan could stop him, he lifted his head and slammed it back into the concrete, hard. Hard enough to crack his skull like an egg, which Ruslan felt a moment before a flood of blood washed across the concrete. Death followed instantly.

      He pushed to his feet and stared down at the man.

      “Kamikaze,” Butch said again.  “Shit.”

      Indeed.

      “Ashling,” Ruslan murmured, and the darkness swelled within him.

      “Is tougher than she looks,” Butch retorted.  “Now get me the hell out of this chair so we can save her.”
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      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      The asshole whose knee she’d shattered was shooting at her.

      Ash dropped to a crouch, turned and fired.  Blood sprayed like a cloud burst as she shot the gun from his hand.

      Boom!

      Another bullet plowed past her and shattered the lamp; she dove behind the small bar that separated her kitchen and living room.

      Boom!  Boom! Boom!

      Bullets thunked into the plywood; one passed straight through and shattered her oven door.  She shimmied to the edge of the bar, pulled open the cabinet door underneath and grabbed the lid to her biggest stew pot—nice, shiny stainless steel—and held it carefully out, using the reflective surface to try and get a lock on her next target.

      There you are, you ungrateful dick.

      The one she’d kicked, staggering toward the bar⁠—

      She sent the lid flying toward him like a giant silver Frisbee and then fired twice—one for each knee.   The lid clanged as it smacked him in the forehead; the bullets tore into his knees and he did a brutal face-plant into the oak floor.

      “Fucker,” she told him and moved out from behind the bar to kick both his SIG Sauer and the mangled Glock down the hallway.

      Her heart beat like a jackhammer; blood roared in her ears as she surveyed them.  She’d never shot anyone before—well, except her father, and he hardly counted—but any regret she might have felt was drowned out by the rage licking through her like the hottest flame.

      They’d come into her home.  Threatened her.  Hurt her.

      And they were still breathing.  Lucky them.

      The man whose hand was now less a thumb and forefinger was bleeding profusely.  They all wore black suits—much like Ruslan—but these were flat black, not like his tailored and elegant apparel; narrow ties and shiny shoes.  Shaved heads and expensive weapons.  Hard faces, familiar with violence and death.

      Not your average assholes.

      Men who’d threatened torture to get answers.  Who’d grabbed Ruslan—something she was mildly astounded was even possible—and Butch, who a blindfolded bunny rabbit could have taken down.

      Had they gotten to Wylie?  What about Wanda and Eva?  Were they still safe in the Vault?

      What the hell was going on?

      She marched over and climbed on top of the man whose knees she’d blown apart and sat down hard on his chest, wedging his shoulders beneath her thighs.  Then she bared her teeth at him.

      “Let’s talk,” she told him, and shoved the 9mm into the hollow just beneath his chin.  Blood dripped from her nose and slapped his chest.  “I want to know who you are, who you work for, and what the hell you want with Eva Pierce.”

      Because none of this made any sense.   The kid who the Firm had been hired less than four hours ago to protect—Eva Pierce—was only twelve, the daughter of a man on the run from a local loan shark, and said loan shark, while dangerous and persistent, was just a little fish, and these men…these men were sharks.  This—whatever it was—went far beyond the collection of a marker.

      “You should have given her up,” the man snarled.  His gaze was wild.  “You should have let us have her.”

      Ash shifted her weight, pressing hard against his cracked sternum.  “She’s just a kid!”

      “She’s a goddamn abomination!  You have no idea what she is.  You protect her, you’ll kill us all.”

      Ash stared at him, both furious and confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      A harsh, ugly laugh rasped from him.  “You’ll see.  When it’s too late, then you’ll see.”

      “See what?”

      “The future.”

      He lifted his head and snapped at her like an angry dog; his body arched violently beneath her, and she almost fell off.  He began to shake uncontrollably; his eyes rolled back into his skull.  White foam spilled from his mouth, bubbled past his lips, and slid down the barrel of the 9mm.

      Then he went still. Fatally still.

      “Goddamn it,” she whispered, her heart beating with painful force.

      Because he couldn’t be dead.  He hadn’t lost enough blood; she knew where to shoot to inflict maximum damage without causing a bleed out.  And she hadn’t hit him hard enough in the chest to perforate an artery.  He couldn’t be dead.

      She made herself reach out and check his pulse.

      Yep.  Dead.

      She scrambled off him, turned and found the rest of his team in varying degrees of the same state.  Twitching uncontrollably, eyes rolled back, white foam trickling from the corners of their mouths.  And then⁠—

      Dead.  All of them.

      What fresh hell⁠—

      A fist slammed against her front door like a battering ram.  “Las Vegas PD!  Put your weapons down, and come out with your hands up!”
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      “Hit me.”

      Wylie Kyndal watched the blackjack dealer flip over his next card—a piece of shit five of diamonds—and ignored the insistent buzzing of his phone.

      Damn it.

      “Player bust,” the dealer murmured and swept the cards—and his chips—into her pale, graceful hands.

      He’d chosen her because she was a new dealer, but so far, she’d skunked him. Wylie didn’t take it personally.  The Golden Fan Casino used a six deck shuffling machine, which meant three-hundred and twelve cards, the odds of which sat firmly in the house’s corner, and until they’d worked their mutual way through most of those cards, in the house’s corner those odds would stay.  But the further through that pile they got—provided that what they’d already blown through didn’t get reshuffled into the whole any time soon—the kinder those odds became to Wylie.

      Blackjack was the most widely played casino banking game in the world, and it took powers of visual estimation and instant recall.  A head for math and an eidetic memory didn’t hurt. 

      Wylie had both. 

      “Again?” the dealer asked, her tone moderate, as soothing as the murmur of a cold mountain stream.  Dark brown eyes blinked at him, distant but patient.  She was utterly still, no shifting or fidgeting or extraneous movement. 

      A professional.

      “Let’s go,” Wylie told her and slid a small pile of chips across the table.  His phone buzzed again.

      Go the fuck away. 

      He didn’t care who it was; he was busy.  Fighting his own personal war, waged in minute battles every chance he got. Most people gambled for money—total self-delusion easily undone by statistics—but Wylie gambled because he wanted to win.

      Bzzzzzzzzz.

      “Goddamn it,” he muttered and pulled his phone from his pocket.  He checked the screen and scowled.

      Where r u?  Need u.  Please reply ASAP.

      And then:  Hello?  All hell breaking loose.  NEED YOU.

      Followed by:  IMPORTANT. DO NOT IGNORE.

      He didn’t recognize the return number, but he knew exactly who was on the other end, poking him.  Ash.  Technically his boss, and his last remaining family member.  Also a huge pain in his ass.

      He slid his phone back into his pocket.

      Nine of clubs, three of hearts.

      “Blackjack,” the dealer murmured.

      “Shit,” he said, annoyed.

      Bzzzzzzzzz.

      “Again?” the dealer asked.

      He nodded.  More chips were anted.

      Bzzzzzzzz.

      What the hell was the problem?  And why was she making it his problem?

      Ace of spades.

      Yes.  Finally, a goddamn face card.

      Bzzzzzzzz.

      Jesus Christ.  Since when did he matter?  The only cases Ash had put him on since Charlie died were bail jumpers, and he didn’t particularly feel like chasing some asshole across the city—even if handing out a good beat down would go a long way in working off some steam.

      No, she was going to have to call someone else.  Someone who gave a fuck.

      Eight of clubs.

      The dealer turned over her second card: king of diamonds.

      “Blackjack,” she said.

      Motherfucker.

      Bzzzzzzzz.

      Growling, Wylie ripped his phone from his pocket and glared at it.

      Dead men in my living room.

      Ruslan and Butch in trouble.

      Wanda in danger.

      Wanda?

      What the hell?  Wanda was their IT nerd; how much danger could she be in?  What, had the Windows update failed?

      The Vault.  Please go now.  Take your gun.

      Wylie stared at the screen, his heart stuttering to life.

      “Again?” the dealer asked.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Because his cousin was many things, but paranoid and melodramatic weren’t among them.

      Something was happening.

      “No,” he snarled and pushed away from the table.  He tossed the dealer a chip and shoved the rest into his coat pocket before turning to stride through the darkened casino.

      This had better be good.

      Because he had no fucking clue what was going on.

      Out of the loop, again.

      And while he knew he had only himself to blame for that, it still irritated the shit out of him. Charlie had been one thing—he and his pop had never seen eye to eye—but Ash should have given him a chance.  Hell, she’d inherited the business—wasn’t that enough to make her a little goddamn magnanimous?

      Seriously.

      Not that Wylie wanted anything to do with the business.  Regardless that, as Charlie’s son, the Firm should have rightfully gone to him, Wylie was no businessman, and the thought of being responsible to or for anything that convoluted—employees and clients and fucking taxes—gave him a serious case of hives.  No, he liked his simple existence, thank you very much.  Blackjack, bourbon and bail jumpers.  Worked for him.

      But not being trusted…that he had a problem with.  Not knowing what the hell was going on—especially when their people were in trouble—was completely unacceptable.

      He was part of the Firm.   He’d watched his pop build the private investigation and problem resolution business from the ground up; when he’d returned from his stint in the marines, being one of the company’s runners had been his first job. It was the one place Wylie knew he belonged, and just because Charlie had gotten his ass run over by some dickhead busy Facetiming didn’t change that.

      Goddamn it.

      He blew through the Golden Fan’s front door, unwilling to think about that day.

      The sun was fading into the horizon as he headed toward his truck, the heat finally, mercifully ebbing, and a faint breeze ruffled the palms that lined the street.  Around him, Sin City lit up and glittered like brightly colored gemstones, dazzling to the eye, but cold and hard and shaped by facets few ever came face to face with.

      Vegas, the ultimate mirage.

      But there was never any lack of work.  Between the bond jumpers and the thieves and the serial cheaters, there were more problems than resolutions, and that meant a steady flow of cases.  Charlie had built a business with a solid foundation of connections, and the unimpeachable reputation he’d worked hard to cultivate had lived beyond him.  The Firm was one of the best.

      Everyone knew it.  Ash was going to have her hands full.

      Better her than me.

      Because in no way, shape or form did Wylie envy his cousin.  He never had—even if she could shoot the head off a pin at twenty paces.  She’d paid a hell of a price for the skills she had.  Wylie knew, because he’d seen just a fraction of that price, and it was something he still couldn’t forget.

      Charlie’s younger brother, the infamous sharpshooter Blade Kyndal, was a fucking nut job, and while Wylie and his pop had had problems, they were nothing compared to what growing up with that violent, narcissistic, crazy asshole must have been like.  Uncle Blade, the Fucking Monster.

      That Ash wasn’t a mirror of her father was a goddamn miracle.

      Not that she was normal—hell, what was normal?—but she had grit and heart and there wasn’t much Wylie wouldn’t do for her.  She was family; they were all each other had left.   And while he might not want to run the train, he would help keep it on the tracks.

      Even if she had inherited Charlie’s penchant for trying to save broken birds, a trait which had bypassed Wylie, and another thing that irritated the shit out of him.

      Bzzzzzzz.

      He climbed into his truck and pulled out his phone.

      Wylie?!

      DID THEY GET YOU TOO?

      ANSWER ME!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

      “Dead men,” he muttered.

      Ruslan and Butch in trouble, which was easy to believe with Butch, but not so easy with Ruslan, who was a genuine bad ass.  Wylie knew; Wylie had worked with him.  Ruslan was not easy prey.  And Wanda in danger…

      Wanda, their tiny Indian computer expert, who was quiet and shy and so heartbreakingly beautiful that Wylie avoided her at all costs.  An even bigger mark than Butch.

      The Vault.  Please go now.  Take your gun.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Fuck,” he said and began to type into his phone.

      Alive and well.  On my way to play the hero—again.  Smell you later.

      He pulled his father’s ancient Magnum out of the glove box, checked the clip and slid it into the waistband of his jeans.  Then he started his truck and headed downtown.
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        * * *

      

      Field work.

      It was all Wanda had wanted for the last seven months.

      To operate within the shadows, nothing but the faintest of echoes as she worked to uncover vast conspiracies and thwart evil.

      All that she was suddenly, bewitchingly transformed into all that she’d never been: courageous and pitiless, resilient and strong, unflinching in the face of death.

      Her imaginings were glorious—if a little silly—sharply drawn and wildly colored, like the comic books she’d stolen from her brother when she was a child.  Stories of men with blades for fingers and women who laid waste to entire armies.

      Reality, however, was quite different.

      There were no encrypted messages, no men in dark suits, no gadget-filled pens or souped-up sports cars.  There was not even a secret handshake.  Other than the underground passageway Ash had shown her—which was, Wanda silently admitted, pretty awesome—there was nothing at all covert about this job she’d been given.

      You are a babysitter.

      Nothing more, nothing less.

      Not that Wanda wasn’t grateful.  Having Ash trust her with this, no matter how diminutive it seemed, was a step forward, and something Charlie wouldn’t have done. No, Charlie had only ever seen Wanda as one of his “broken birds” as Wylie called them, and to Charlie, she would always be damaged.

      But she had healed long ago; it was time to fly.

      Ash seemed to understand this.  She looked at Wanda as though she believed Wanda could do anything, which was unlike how anyone had ever looked at Wanda.  Even Charlie, who’d liked to parrot the idea, hadn’t looked at her as though it was truly possible.  Ash did.  More, Ash offered her the opportunity to prove it.

      Which was how Wanda had found herself ensconced in the Firm’s downtown safe house, the Vault, a small, seventies-era basement apartment with two barred windows and a thick steel door.  It was a dark, sparse place with a small living room, a tiny kitchen, and an even tinier bathroom.  Wall to wall shag carpeting the color of rust that reeked of cigarettes and must; flower-covered furniture and walls wrapped in rose print wallpaper.

      That Wanda had taken the time and energy to install two small cameras just outside the entryway—cleverly hidden in the drooping, ancient light fixture and the broken doorbell—was rather comical, as the only thing she’d seen approach the apartment was an astoundingly fat calico cat.  But that effort wouldn’t go to waste; it was a safe house, after all.  Surely at some point the cameras would come in handy.

      Until then there was an ancient TV that apparently only played Andy Griffith reruns, and a deck of cards.  Since Wanda didn’t know any card games, Andy was all she wrote.

      But the girl beside her didn’t seem to mind.

      Eva Pierce was not, Wanda suspected, an average American teenager.  Not that Wanda—having never been an American teenager—would know, but the girl seemed…unusual.

      At first, Wanda had thought it was simply her beauty.  Eva was almost incandescently beautiful, her bone structure so pure and even she seemed inhuman, an exquisite statue carved by a master’s hand.  Her skin was pale, flawless ivory; her hair was a riot of curls, as black as a raven’s wing.  Eyes the color of amber, ringed in a startling circle of brilliant green; her mouth a perfect red bow.

      But after an hour in the girl’s presence, Wanda had realized it wasn’t simply the girl’s stunning looks that set her apart.  It was something else entirely.

      Something almost…otherworldly.

      Eva perched next to her like a delicate, mysterious bird, colorful and serene and inexplicably fascinating.  Wanda found herself stealing glances at the girl, and each time Eva’s beauty was like a burst of rain over parched land.  She was silent and still, and she seemed to radiate peace, as if her existence was wholly harmonious with the vast and archaic world around her.  Untroubled and content, even while in the eye of the storm.

      A trait Wanda admired—and somewhat resented—in a twelve-year-old girl.

      She hadn’t spoken since Ash left, her nose buried in The Hunger Games.  In the hour that had followed, Wanda set up the camera feed, watched two episodes of Andy Griffith and wished she had more experience in talking to teenagers.

      To anyone.

      But such was not the case, and it wasn’t until Eva set aside her book, turned to her and said, “You worship Kali,” that Wanda found herself suddenly acknowledged.

      “I do,” Wanda replied, surprised.  “How did you know?”

      “Your necklace.”  Eva peered at the pendant that hung from a slender silver chain around Wanda’s neck.  “It’s the Kali Yantra.”

      “Yes.”

      “Wearing the symbol is said to have spiritual and magical power.  Do you believe that to be true?”

      Wanda fingered the pendant and stared at the girl, uncertain if she was being mocked.  “What we believe, we make true.”

      “Kali is the Goddess of Time, Creation, Destruction and Power, isn’t she? The Divine Mother.  She is loving and fierce and terrible, as we all must be.”

      Wanda could only stare at the girl.

      “Where in India do you come from?” Eva asked.

      Alarm flared through Wanda.  Why would she want to know that?

      “I’m sorry.” Eva looked away.  “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Wanda shook her head.  “It’s alright.”

      “But you’re afraid.”

      The paranoia and terror that slept, ever-present, in the deepest recesses of Wanda’s heart bared its teeth and growled.  But Eva meant no harm, had no connection to the life Wanda had escaped.

      “Kashmir,” Wanda replied after a moment, and a pang echoed through her as she thought of her home with its vast mountains and deep, winding river, a place lost to her decades earlier.  “But my family fled long ago.”

      “Because you’re Hindu?”

      “Yes.”  Wanda turned to look at her.  “How do you know such things?”

      The girl shrugged.  “My father encouraged me to learn the world.”

      Learn the world.  As if such a thing were possible.  She is only twelve.

      “Do you live with your family?” Eva asked, shooting her an uncertain glance.

      “No,” Wanda replied softly.

      “You’re alone,” the girl said with a nod.

      A look of such sad understanding shaped her features that Wanda reached out and laid a gentle hand on Eva’s arm.  “None of us are truly alone.”

      But Eva only shook her head, and the look hardened, like wet clay turning to stone.  “That’s just a lie we choose to believe.”

      Wanda wanted to argue, but then she thought of the family who’d betrayed her and the friends who’d aided them, and part of her knew there was truth in Eva’s words.  To Wanda’s parents, she’d been nothing more than a pawn to be utilized for their own benefit, groomed to be the bride of a stranger old enough to be her father, and nothing she’d ever done or said or become had been able to change that fate.  Nothing.  Not even those she’d trusted most had stood with her.  No, only running, fleeing beneath the cover of night and endangering her life to escape had altered her destiny.

      “Do you know where Joe is?” Eva asked.  “He should be back by now.”

      Grateful for the change of subject, Wanda shook her head.  “I don’t.  I’m sorry.”

      Joe Pierce was Eva’s father.  A tall, slender man with benign features and a head of thick, coffee-brown hair, which Wanda knew because she’d watched his exchange with Ash that morning covertly from her tiny office, where the copy paper and internal server were stored.  She hadn’t meant to spy—well, maybe a little—but Joe’s intensity had caught her attention.  He didn’t look like a degenerate gambler who would borrow money from one of the local loan sharks, and in doing so, put his child’s life in danger, but Wanda knew looks were deceiving, and people were rarely what they appeared or professed to be.

      Wylie, after all, was a prime example of that.

      She scowled.  Why did she always have to think of him?  The man wouldn’t even look at her, and he was nothing like he appeared.  Tall, broad and hard with muscle—as though that strength could be leaned upon, when that was the farthest thing from the truth—his features hawkish but handsome—like his father, as if he was anything like Charlie—his smile charming and confident and reassuring—as if he did anything for anyone other than himself.

      No, looks were always deceiving, and Joseph Pierce had proven that true when he’d looked at Ash with fire in his unremarkable brown eyes and demanded she do everything in her power to keep Eva safe.  He hadn’t been asking—he’d been telling, and even though Ash hadn’t appreciated being ordered around (Wanda could relate), she’d promised they would keep Eva safe until he could get his debt paid off.

      It was, Wanda reflected, an odd case.  Usually they dealt with insurance fraud and cheating spouses and people who’d jumped their bail—even a few missing dogs—but never anything like this.  And while it was rather exciting, it was a little unsettling as well.  Because what happened if the bad guys actually came for Eva?

      Clearly, Ash didn’t think they would—or she never would have left Wanda alone with the girl.  No, unlike Wylie, Ash took care of business.  Ash was tough in a way Wanda had never witnessed in a woman.  Strong and smart and capable; Ash didn’t rely on anyone.  And she didn’t seem to fear anything.

      Something Wanda very much admired.

      “You can do anything,” Ash had told her, more than once.  “You’ve just got to want to.”

      As if it were so simple.

      “I’m worried,” Eva admitted and looked out the tiny, barred window across from them.  The sun sent a handful of dying rays slicing into the room, highlighting the gloom.  “I can’t feel him.”

      Wanda didn’t know what to say to that, so she said nothing.  On the TV, another Andy Griffith began.

      “I think he’s dead,” the girl said.

      Wanda started.  “No. We can⁠—”

      A sudden pounding on the Vault’s steel door drowned out her words, and Wanda’s gaze flew to the screen of her laptop.

      Men in dark suits.

      She blinked in disbelief.  Three of them, as slick and chilling as those she’d seen on TV, standing before the door as the fat calico watched from the sidewalk.

      Boom, boom, boom!

      Wanda jumped.  And then she froze.

      “They’re here for me,” Eva said, and Wanda turned to look at her, because there was no fear in her voice, just resignation.

      Acceptance.

      “That door is a foot thick,” Wanda told her.  “They won’t get through.”

      But even as she said those words, one of the men was removing a small, circular silver device and attaching it to the door.  She didn’t recognize what it was; she didn’t have to.  Their intent was clear.

      “A bomb,” Eva said calmly.

      Adrenaline rocketed through Wanda, and she leapt to her feet.  She grabbed her laptop and her backpack and snagged Eva’s hand. “Come on!”

      They ran through the tiny apartment, into the small bedroom.  The large wardrobe that was built into the wall was slightly ajar, and Wanda swung it open, revealing a thick steel door that accessed the underground passageway, a narrow tunnel that led beneath the building and exited nearly three blocks away.  A dark, lightless, shaft that smelled of dust and dirt and death.

      When Ash had shown her the tunnel, part of Wanda had been secretly thrilled.  The other part had been horrified. What could possibly necessitate such a thing?

      Nothing, she’d assured herself. Just Plan B.

      More fool you, she thought.

      Ka-boom!

      The explosion was sudden and deafening; her ears rang. She pulled Eva to the floor and covered the girl as best she could, the beat of her heart like a hollow drum in her skull.  Terror arced through her; her knees went weak. The floor beneath them shook violently.  The building groaned. Ceiling tile fell like confetti.

      Eva squirmed beneath her.  “Wanda, we have to go.”

      Go.

      Wanda pushed herself to her feet, her ears still ringing.   She shoved open the heavy steel door and stumbled through, hauling Eva behind her.  Just inside sat a collection of flashlights. She grabbed one and tossed another to Eva.  Then she pulled the wardrobe back into place, and slammed the door shut, securing it with a thick deadbolt.

      In her chest, her heart threatened to explode.

      A bomb.  A bomb!  Men in black, behind them, chasing them⁠—

      She began to pray under her breath.  Then she started down the tunnel.

      It wasn’t big, only six by six, lined by aging wooden timbers and sagging pine boards.  There was a faint breeze and a cool dampness.  The tunnel went left, then right, then left again, and she tried to not give into the temptation to run, because no matter how bright their flashlights were, they were rushing into infinite darkness, yawning and vast in spite of its tiny size, and somehow horrifying.

      But what was behind them, though…that was worse.

      “I don’t like it in here,” Eva said, far too calmly.

      “You’re not alone,” Wanda muttered.

      Left, then right.  Eva moved steadily beside her, and Wanda’s skull pounded with teeth-rattling intensity.  She felt…muted somehow, as if what was happening wasn’t really happening.  Like a fantasy or a dream…but her skin was covered in goose flesh and the taste of dirt was thick on her tongue.  She could hear her breathing, harsh and uneven.

      Although it was no more than ten minutes—fifteen at most—it felt like hours stretched by as they hurried toward daylight.  When they reached the door at the other end of the tunnel, Wanda fumbled with the slab of wood that held it shut, her hands trembling, her joints weak.

      She swung open the door, nearly blinded by the sudden light.  Spots danced like fireflies in her vision.  Eva was nearly on top of her as they set aside the flashlights and stepped out into the vacant alleyway where the tunnel led.

      A line of garbage dumpsters greeted them.  Several ravens sat on their dented lids, clucking like amused spectators.  Daylight was beginning to fade, and shadows laced the alley as they crept carefully to the end of the narrow lane and peered out into the street.

      The tunnel exited into an older part of the city, where most of the buildings were vacant or used only as storage.  Only a handful of vehicles lined the street, and there weren’t any people in sight.  For a long moment, Wanda just stared out at the emptiness, her blood roaring in her head.

      What now?

      They couldn’t return for her car; that would be asinine.  She had her laptop and her phone, but neither would be smart or particularly safe to use at the moment.  And she had only a handful of cash in addition to her debit card—which they couldn’t use, because as soon as they did, they could be tracked.

      Field work!  What had she been thinking? Idiot!

      “Where are we going?” Eva asked, and again Wanda was struck by how unperturbed she sounded.  As if she ran from men in black every day.

      But that couldn’t be true; she was just a child.  A child Wanda was now solely responsible for.

      Terror whispered through her.  She could not fail in this.  She could not⁠—

      Focus!  Because there was no time for hysteria.  They had to get somewhere safe.  That was the first priority.

      She looked around, nausea churning through her, and realized abruptly where she was.  The memory of her first night in the city returned to slap her brutally in the face, and she flinched.

      No.  Don’t want to go back.

      But there was little choice.  They needed somewhere under the radar to contact Ash.  Somewhere safe.

      “Come,” she said to Eva and stepped out into the street.

      “Where?” Eva asked, following.

      “We have a bus to catch.”
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      “Cyanide.”

      Ash stared at her neighbor in disbelief.  “Cyanide?”

      “Oh, yes.” Glory stared down at the bodies on Ash’s living room floor.  “There’s no mistaking it; the white foam is a dead giveaway.”

      Huh.

      “Well, my What The Fuck list for today is now complete.”  Ash pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Fantastic.”

      “They must have had capsules in their teeth,” Glory mused, her faded green eyes narrow on the scene.  “And once there was no escape, they utilized them.”

      Ash could only shake her head.  Somewhere along the line, she’d stumbled into a bad B movie.  One filled with wild-eyed men in black, a grim prophecy of a coming apocalypse, and, apparently, cold war poison. Oh, and death.  Lots of death.

      In my living room.  Awesome.

      Seriously.  Because the last two craptastic months hadn’t been enough.  Because burying Charlie and inheriting the Firm and having the financial livelihood of four people dumped on her like wet cement had still not squared her with the Universe.

      Surprise!

      And what of Ruslan and Butch?  Neither was answering their phone, and the laptop was junk.  Ash had no idea where they were—it’d looked like a warehouse of some sort, but she couldn’t be certain—and there wasn’t much anyone could do without a location, not even the cops.

      Which was why she hadn’t told the cops.

      Not about Ruslan or Butch or Eva Pierce.  And she didn’t plan to—not until she understood what was happening.  She was giving Ruslan and Butch another half an hour to appear, and if they hadn’t shown up by then…well, she had thirty minutes to figure out how to cross that bridge.

      Worse, Wanda wasn’t answering her cell, either, and Ash could have slapped herself—seriously—for leaving Wanda and Eva at the Firm’s safe house—the Vault—alone…but who would have expected men armed with guns and poison to come looking?

      Just who the hell was Joseph Pierce?

      Because he damn sure wasn’t who he’d claimed to be.  That was for frigging sure.

      And God help him if something had happened to Wanda and Eva.

      Fortunately, the Vault was a Vault, and Charlie had buried its ownership in the subsidiary of a subsidiary of a subsidiary, and no one should’ve been able to connect it to her or Wylie or the Firm.  If someone had, well, hopefully Wylie really was on his way there to save the day.

      With any luck, he would find Wanda and Eva Pierce in one blessedly whole, untouched piece.

      Please, Universe, make it so.

      Charlie wouldn’t have approved of keeping the cops out of the loop; nope, he would have spilled everything to the men currently working the crime scene that had become of her living room.

      But only because he’d once been one of them.

      Ash, on the other hand, didn’t have much use for or luck with badges.  They seemed to sense the gypsy inside her, the nomadic, lawless soul who lived within.  They tended to react accordingly, and then she reacted to their reaction, and off it spiraled.

      So she avoided them.

      Unfortunately, it was Detective LaVern Haggerty—one of Vegas’ leading homicide detectives and also one of Charlie’s oldest friends—who was leading the crew in blue, scouring her home and shooting her dark looks of sour contemplation.  Who was going to be a major pain in the ass.

      Goddamn it.

      “During the second World War, the secret services developed something they called the ‘L-pill’ to give to clandestine agents who were going overseas,” Glory said from beside her and nudged the elbow of one of the dead men with the pointed end of her glossy black pump.  “It was a capsule the size of a small pea filled with potassium cyanide, most often used as a false tooth.  Just crush it between your teeth and voila: instant death.”  Glory’s gaze was speculative as it rose to meet Ash’s. “Just what have you gotten yourself into, dear?”

      “More than I bargained for,” Ash told her grimly.

      Way more.  And Joe Pierce owed her some goddamn answers, because if the dead men on her floor were grunts for Vinnie “The Bird” Talooca—the local kingpin to whom Joe claimed to owe money—she’d eat her left boot.

      These boys weren’t middling thugs hired do dirty work.  These guys were professionals, the kind of men who hit what they aimed at and didn’t advertise their services on Craig’s List.  The only reason she’d gotten the jump on them was surprise and speed.  If she hadn’t been able to get out of that chair, she would be dead.

      These guys did not belong to Vinnie.  They’d offed themselves, for crying out loud.

      Who did that?

      “These are dangerous men, Ash,” Glory murmured.  “You realize this, yes?”

      “Oh, yes,” she replied darkly.

      Dangerous men.

      Anyone willing to die for their cause was dangerous.

      She didn’t feel guilty for the holes she’d put in them.  None of those holes would have killed them; dying had been their choice.  She was not responsible for that decision.

      Detective LaVern Haggerty suddenly materialized before her, a fierce scowl plastered across his face.

      “You’d better start talking fast, and it’d better be good,” he declared, his dark, coffee-bean skin shining brightly in the recessed lighting. “Because these men don’t exist.”

      She blinked.  “I’m sorry?”

      “No identification,” Haggerty replied succinctly.  “And no fingerprints.”

      The lack of ID wasn’t news, because she’d searched the men before the cops had arrived, but fingerprints?  “What do you mean no fingerprints?”

      Haggerty bared his teeth.  Dressed in his shimmering, dark blue suit and lustrous, cream-colored tie, he looked more like a model for GQ than a homicide detective for the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department.  He was a phenomenally beautiful man, something that seemed to aggravate him greatly.

      He kneeled down next to the man she and Glory stood beside and lifted one of the man’s hands with his own plastic-sheathed fingers.  He turned the man’s hand over and revealed a rough, callused palm and five perfectly smooth fingertips, the skin as unlined and immaculate as a baby’s butt.

      “No scarring, even,” Glory noted.  “Impressive.”

      Haggerty’s gaze snapped to her.  Ash watched him take in all that was Glory Von Gustaf-Wilson, retired showgirl and former MI6 agent.

      Not that one could tell about the agent part, what with the vampy stage make-up, twinkling rhinestones and dramatic, winged black brows that rose above her faded green gaze as he surveyed her.  Her hair was cherry red; she wore a narrow skirt as black as pitch, and a thin white cashmere sweater that glittered like snowfall in sunlight courtesy of the tiny rhinestones sewn all over it.  Her pumps were four inches high, her pearls were real, and she had a powerful, willful charisma that her seventy-three years didn’t touch.  She was opinionated and headstrong and easily one of the smartest people Ash had ever known.

      She also had a serious problem with authority figures.

      My sister from another mister.

      “What do you know about this?” Haggerty demanded, staring at her.

      Glory only smiled coolly.  “No more than you, Detective.”

      “But you’ve seen this before?”

      “Nothing so skillfully done,” she admitted with an elegant shrug.

      His gaze narrowed.  “Meaning?”

      Another chilly smile; Glory was clearly enjoying herself.  “In my day, Detective, the method for removing a fingerprint was far more crude.”

      “Was it now?”  He dropped the man’s hand and pushed to his feet, his eyes never leaving Glory’s face.  “Do tell.”

      “What does it mean?” Ash cut in.

      He continued to stare at Glory.  “Trouble.”

      “Yeah, I got that much,” Ash retorted.  “Being tied to a chair and smacked around was a stellar clue.”

      Haggerty transferred his gaze to her.  “You need to tell me what’s going on.”

      Like Charlie would.

      The words hovered between them, unspoken.  But Ash was not Charlie.

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” Ash told him.  Which was true.

      “Bullshit,” he growled.

      “I have no clue who those men are or what they wanted.”  With Eva Pierce.  “When you find out, I’d love to know.”

      His coal-dark eyes narrowed into slits; a muscle jumped in the hard line of his jaw.  “So these men you don’t know, whose motives you can’t guess at, just up and decided to force their way into your home, tie you to a chair, and smack you around?  For what purpose? And then—when you get out of hand—opt to kill themselves rather than face arrest?”

      Out of hand.  Ash told herself that punching him in the face was a Bad Idea.  “Apparently so.”

      His nostrils flared.  His big hands curled into fists, and he took another step, until he towered over her.  “You need to rethink this course of action.”

      She stiffened.  She’d stood in the shadow of her batshit crazy father too many times; Haggerty’s bullish intimidation just served to provoke the deep, relentless anger that lived within her.  Getting attacked in her own home, tied to a piece of furniture, threatened with torture and beaten had been enough.  She didn’t need him adding fuel to the fire that always existed within her, the leashed, incendiary rage that had been born in her childhood; her second, ugly self, one she wasn’t proud of and didn’t particularly like.

      One just like her father, a fact she despised and did her best to keep contained.  But the events of the evening had threatened to free that self, and it floated close to the surface, a big, hungry shark filled with sharp white teeth.  Haggerty’s aggression just scented the water with blood.

      She’d spent too much of her life living under threat.  She wouldn’t return to that place.  Not ever.  Not for anyone.

      “Ash is the victim here, not the perpetrator,” Glory interrupted coldly, and her hand, slender but strong, found Ash’s arm, as if she sensed the threat Haggerty was too arrogant to see.  “Perhaps you should refocus your belligerence where it belongs.”

      A flicker of something crossed his features; it might have been shame.  Ash couldn’t say, but his gaze moved over her features, lingering on
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