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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rio de Janeiro

      

      

      Carnaval saturates the streets like a thousand tiny rivers of excess and desire. Heat and music and the ebb and flow of revelers create an undeniable pulse of excitement. It exists in the balmy ocean air, settles on my skin, and sizzles against my nerve endings. I feel like I could drown in it.

      “Do you want another drink?”

      Kolt’s American accent stands out in the cacophony of the open-air bar.

      I don’t need another drink. The alcohol from the few caipirinhas I’ve already had flows through my bloodstream, making me horny and impulsive. I meet his gaze and consider where I want the night to go.

      “We have to work tomorrow.” I’m not sure if that will discourage him, though.

      “Then maybe we shouldn’t waste all night here.”

      I smirk. “What are you trying to say?”

      “I’ve been staring at you in that dress all night. And right now, I’m willing to do just about anything to have a couple hours alone with you.”

      With his soft brown eyes, he rakes me in, betraying his desire. He’s smooth-shaven with lightly tanned skin. His short, dirty-blond hair has grown out just enough to curl naturally at the ends—as close to rugged as he’ll ever look.

      I swirl the ice in my glass. “A couple hours?”

      He rests his hand on my lower back and presses his lips to my bare shoulder. “You know I want a lot more than that.”

      I tense. I care about Kolt. Deep down, I know he cares about me too. But every time I sleep with him, I feel his grip tighten on me as if I’m becoming more his. He doesn’t understand I’m not his at all. I can’t give him more.

      But I can give him tonight. One more night.

      “Let’s go back to my place,” I say, silently promising myself I’ll indulge the physical attraction one last time.

      His eyes widen a fraction before returning to normal. He gets the attention of the bartender with his broken Portuguese and pays him quickly. He makes no effort to fit in here. Most days he looks like he should be strolling the grounds at Harvard, the very place that shaped him through undergrad and another shaky year in grad school.

      Kolt’s on vacation from his life. It’s been six months. In another six, he’ll go back to it, and I know as surely as I know my own name that he intends to bring me back with him. I tick off all the boxes. We have chemistry. If we both ignored my inability to love him, I could fit into his life nicely. He’s rich and driven, and every time he looks at me, I know what he sees. A pretty fuck. A prize to be won. A match.

      But I’m not on vacation. I’m running away. The urge to thrust myself into a future unknown was so powerful, it landed me in Rio. In the center of this chaos is exactly where I want to be—until I can find the truth. But the truth is like this overwhelming place. It’s much easier to get lost than to ever find what you’re looking for.

      “Let’s go.” Kolt slips his hand into mine, and we’re off.

      He leads the way, walking quickly through the boisterous crowd. His eagerness has my heart beating faster, momentarily overwhelming the sensations of the celebration around us.

      I’m mourning the decision to leave the festivities the second we turn onto the quieter Rua Lopes Quintas. Shadows play in my periphery as we head toward my apartment. Relief and unease curl inside me with Kolt’s possessive embrace around my midsection.

      “Thanks for walking me home,” I hedge, already anticipating his disappointment, because I don’t think I can go through with it. Not tonight.

      We’re at my door, and he turns me, squaring our bodies. He weaves his fingers into my hair, caresses over the dampness at the roots, and guides my mouth to his. I accept. Because if we’re not lovers, we’re undeniably more than friends. And even though I refuse to give him everything he wants, I still crave contact. His taste is a mirror of sugar and citrus on my tongue. He slides his other hand to the back of my thigh and inches up, pressing his groin to the center of my physical desire. But his desperation barrels over his sensuality.

      I close my eyes and reach for what I want… A memory. Silvery-blue eyes flash in my mind. Full lips mark my skin, and then the memory takes me away. In my mind, I’m pinned under hard thrusts that threaten to shatter my body and my heart. Reckless lust and love I want so hard to believe was pure.

      A rush of desire hits me. I gasp and answer Kolt’s persistent groping with an infinitesimal shift in my hips. With a hungry growl, he pushes me back against the rough stucco of my building. My eyes open to his perfectly chiseled features. I turn my head, disconnecting our mouths. Undeterred, he latches on to my neck instead.

      “Kolt…not tonight.”

      He hitches the tight fabric of my dress up like he means to take me here in the street but stops short of baring me indecently. “Why do you do this to me?” His voice is low, gritty with need.

      I wince because I really don’t want to do this to him. “If I gave you everything, you wouldn’t want it.”

      He pulls back to stare at me for a quiet moment. “That’s a goddamn lie, and you know it. I want you all the time.”

      He can’t want the person he’s never truly seen. I trace my fingers across his lips, wishing I could tell him the truth. That I’m incomplete. Still utterly broken. And he doesn’t have what it takes to put me back together. Somehow I know if I told him all that, he’d try to talk me out of it. Either way, the answer isn’t the one he wants.

      “I drank too much. It doesn’t feel right.” I offer the half lie that gives him no choice but to leave me alone.

      He may be cocky and entitled, but Kolt is still a gentleman. His shoulders soften, and his touch falls away. “At least let me walk you up.”

      I shake my head. “I’ll be fine. I promise.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He’s only being half genuine, giving me one last chance to give in. I consider it one more time. I lean in, close the small space between us, and kiss him softly on the mouth.

      “Good night, Kolt,” I whisper against his lips.

      He reacts, taking the kiss deeper, molding his hands over my ass and yanking me against him. I pressure him back gently because we’re riding a dangerous edge when it comes to self-control. I still have plenty, but I’m not sure he does.

      Finally he lets our bodies separate. His breath comes in uneven pants as he looks me over like every inch of my bare skin burns him.

      “Good night, Isabel. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Tension lines every plane of his face as he turns and takes brisk strides down the street. He disappears into the shadows I have learned never to trust. I reach for my key, quickly turn it in the lock, and bolt the door behind me.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      Sweat beads down my back. My heart beats slowly, like the pendulum on an old clock. Adrenaline rushes don’t come easily for me. As I circle to the rear of the building, memorized details project onto the bright-white screen of my mind.

      
        
        Isabel Foster. American. English teacher. Aged twenty-five.

      

      

      Marked for death, she’ll be extinguished within the hour. I register the faintest measure of relief that her lover—or the man who desperately wanted to be—is now out of the picture. Collateral damage isn’t uncommon, but I prefer to avoid it if I can. God knows I have enough blood on my hands.

      I scale the metal stairs in the darkness, mentally mapping my journey from a brief assessment of her living arrangements days ago. The week of Carnaval is already loud and dangerous. Her death will be one of dozens of others reported by the morning.

      I peer into her apartment through the glass doors that open from her second-floor balcony. Nearly every light is on. I withdraw my gun from the holster hidden under my shirt. With practiced deftness, I spin the silencer onto the end until it’s secure.

      Opening the door from her balcony, I pause when a low sound comes from the bedroom. After a beat, I slip inside, leaving the door open a crack for my inevitable departure. I glance around the living room that leads into a small kitchen. My brain captures snapshots that my photographic memory will store forever, whether I want it to or not. A thriving bromeliad on the window sill. A framed photo of her with her parents. An old purple crocheted blanket strewn over the back of the couch. None of it matters. Tonight will be the last night she draws air.

      With that final thought, I move toward her nearly closed bedroom door. The gap reveals my target, but instead of taking action, I halt my advance. Where I didn’t care about the sounds of my approach seconds before, now I still my breathing and freeze my motions to become totally silent.

      She’s on the bed. Her chestnut hair fans out on her lavender pillow, and the sheets are tangled around her ankles. With one hand, she’s massaging her breast through the sheer black fabric that clings tightly to it. The other hand is hidden under her panties. Her position reveals details I couldn’t have appreciated when I watched her from afar—graceful, toned legs, a line of unreadable text inked along her rib cage, and a smooth, firm stomach decorated with a tiny silver ring pierced through her navel. The pinched look on her face is one I haven’t seen before. Not even with her boyfriend. A fascinating mix of anguish and rapture.

      With her eyes closed and her position on the bed, she can’t know I’m here watching her pleasure herself. The pendulum of my heart swings a little faster at my predicament.

      Her beauty doesn’t give me pause. A nagging instinct that I know her from somewhere else doesn’t give me pause either, though perhaps it should. My weapon hangs heavily at my side now as I entertain both a slow burn of arousal and a rare moment of empathy that I’m about to end her life in the midst of her ecstasy.

      I trace my fingertip over the cool metal trigger and attempt to rationalize my hesitation. Then I swiftly resolve to correct it. But not before Isabel’s body arches. She wraps her fingers around the edge of the mattress, taking a handful of sheet with her. Her movements quicken, and she sucks in a breath. I’m growing hard, cursing myself with every passing second for my inaction.

      Fuck this.

      I grit my teeth and lift the gun, lining the barrel up precisely to ensure a quick, painless end.

      Her body undulates unevenly as the orgasm rolls through her. She trembles and moans, and my groin betrays the pleasure it’s giving me too.

      Her lips part with a loud groan and then…

      “Tristan…”

      My name leaves her lips and fills the room like a gunshot.

      I freeze, and the pendulum stops.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
          
            
              
        JAY: Please report on the status of Isabel Foster.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chew on a thin red stir straw, rest back into the office chair that sits behind my desk, and stare at the text cursor on my screen. I’m still in disbelief. I’ve never hesitated like that. I sure as hell have never had a change of heart. I simply have no heart to change.

      This was curiosity, pure and simple.

      I mash the straw between my molars and quickly type a reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        RED: In progress. Need a little more time.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jay’s response comes quickly. I sense her displeasure before the words appear on the computer screen. We’ve spoken in person only once in three years, and the details are still foggy. She provided only the information that she felt I needed to go into my new life. There was a time when this unnerved me, but now I take solace in it. The less I know, the better. Everyone, including me, is likely safer that way. Except for my marks, of course.

      
        
          
            
              
        JAY: The client is eager. Is there a complication?

      

      

      

      

      

      I hover my fingertips over the keys, weighing my reply. Complications are rare and historically have never required her intervention. Still, I remain irrationally protective of my error, and I want to ensure enough time to fully investigate the source of it.

      
        
          
            
              
        RED: She has a boyfriend. Waiting to get her alone so I can keep it clean.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        JAY: When will it be done?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        RED: Within the week.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hesitate and follow the answer she doesn’t want to hear, trying to allude to inevitable closure on the subject of my living, breathing mark.

      
        
          
            
              
        RED: Where to next?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        JAY: Take care of this and I’ll let you know.

      

      

      

      

      

      Jay knows I prefer to disappear for a while after a local hit. Rio is vast and crime is rampant, but corruption is being confronted more vigorously, and at least some of the many homicides will receive the thorough investigation they deserve. In addition to being American, Isabel Foster is the daughter of a Pentagon official. Chances are extremely slim, but not impossible, that her death could be linked to my face, my untraceable fingerprints, my unregistered and unmarked car, or my apartment. All in all, incarceration would be easier to avoid if I were nowhere to be found.

      After wrestling with my total fuck up all day, I turned my focus to research and compiled a more thorough profile of the girl—an exercise that offered no enlightenment. As far as I can tell, our lives haven’t intersected in the past three years. The Tristan on her lips could easily be someone else.

      I try to reassure myself that she could be important, even if I don’t understand why yet. Then I remind myself that Isabel Foster is a beautiful woman who shouted my name as she brought herself to orgasm, and there is not a single iota of importance to that odd coincidence. I am being idiotic, male, and uncharacteristically human. Yet I stare at the photograph before me, and all of my instincts—all the ones that have kept me alive through God knows how many situations that certainly should have left me dead—tell me unequivocally that my hesitation has merit.

      I blink a few times and type into the protected chat that allows both Jay and me anonymity, never knowing each other’s exact whereabouts. We deal in death wishes and wire transfers, with not a shred of trust between us.

      
        
          
            
              
        RED: A hint?

      

      

      

      

      

      I try for humor, knowing Jay has none. Still, having something to look forward to would be welcome. Rio is becoming intolerable. Sensory overload. Easy to blend in, impossible to tune out. I’ve had the strong urge to move on for months. Perhaps now is the time. Now, when I’ve faltered so irrationally, risking everything.

      Yes, I’d move on after this. I’d take Jay’s next assignment, scout my next stop, and say goodbye to Brazil for a while.

      
        
          
            
              
        JAY: How is your Russian?

      

      

      

      

      

      I smirk. Jay’s reply is both humor and insult. She knows my language skills are shit and I hate the cold. I’ve never said no, though.

      
        
          
            
              
        RED: Flawless as always. I’ll be in touch.

      

      

      

      

      

      I close out the chat and pace the largely empty living room. Nearly every square foot of my apartment is dedicated to my work. The space contains an old teacher’s desk covered with connected monitors. A leather chair sits in the corner. The walls are cluttered with notes, all currently dedicated to the inauspicious woman who is hijacking my thoughts at the moment.

      I have no need for couches or formal dining areas. Or friends, family, or lovers. I’ve never had a guest, and I suspect I never will.

      I’m going to find out why Isabel Foster’s face feels like it’s been tattooed onto my brain. I’m going to eliminate her. And then I’m going to leave this country without a trace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to the store. Can I get you anything?”

      I overenunciate each word and take in the wide-eyed stares from my classroom of students. They attend the Horizonte Centre to learn English, and I have the unfair advantage of being fluent in their native language as well as my own.

      Ramona, a teenager from a nearby secondary school, raises her hand. “Can you get for me a loaf of bread?”

      I smile because she’s progressed quickly in my class but also because I recognize my drive in her. That drive to excel, paired with an affinity for language, had in some ways saved me. Language had healed me. Ultimately, it had given me a ticket to run away.

      “Of course. Anything else?”

      I glance around the room for other participants. I sense someone’s eyes on me and turn my head. Kolt is standing in the doorway. He looks fresh wearing his expensive blue jeans, a pale-blue collared shirt, and a cocky grin, as if I didn’t blatantly shoot him down just hours ago.

      “Bom dia, amigos.” He flits his gaze around the classroom and then nods to me, his smirk deepening. “Senhorita Foster.”

      I want to be mad, but he makes it difficult. I can only muster mild annoyance. “English only in my classroom, Mr. Mirchoff.”

      “Lunch?”

      I want to admonish him for clearly flirting with me in front of my students. They smile and share knowing looks. I think they enjoy this pretend romance that most of the school and its staff believe we have. I think they also enjoy when I play hard to get.

      “We have ten more minutes of class. I suggest you get back to work. Tchau.”

      I flip my hand in his direction and move to the whiteboard to highlight some new vocabulary.

      “Now, who brought their recipe homework today?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Twenty minutes later, I’m sitting across from Kolt at the outdoor café. I’m devouring my sandwich while he picks at a pastry beside an emptied cup of coffee.

      “How are you feeling?”

      I look up, wide-eyed. “I’m fine, why?”

      He follows the curve of the cup with his finger. “Well, after all those caipirinhas last night, I thought it might be a rough morning for you.”

      I pretend like I don’t hear him. We both know the truth anyway.

      “Can I take you out tonight? Dinner maybe?”

      I shake my head. “The city is too crazy right now. Maybe next week sometime after things calm down.”

      That would also buy me time to figure out what to do with him. Because a real relationship isn’t in the cards for me right now.

      He works his jaw and stares at me intently. I’m worried he can read my thoughts. I’ve never been great at schooling my features.

      “Isabel, what’s going on with us? We work together. We’re friends, and we messed around a few times. Now I don’t know what we are.”

      I swallow hard and avoid his gaze. “I don’t like labels.”

      “Fuck buddies?”

      I glare at him. “Stop.”

      He shrugs his shoulders. “Sorry. I’m not trying to be an asshole, but I can’t stop thinking about what I want this to be.” He gestures between us, his expression softening.

      “Kolt…” I sigh because it’s safer than forming words. I like our easy friendship. I enjoy the low hum of our attraction. But I can’t get entangled with him.

      “Is there someone else back home?” Concern shadows his eyes.

      I shake my head. “He’s gone.”

      His lips tighten. “Who is he?”

      “Nobody. An old flame. It was a long time ago, but he’s not the problem. I’m the problem.”

      “You’re perfect.” Affection and determination wrap around his words, tugging at my heart.

      At this moment I hate Kolt for being sweet and charming. I hate myself for not being able to embrace it, because if I could, that means I could be normal. I could fall in love, make love, and carve out a normal future with a man like him. But I’m not healed all the way, and I’m not certain I ever will be.

      “I’m so far from perfect, you have no idea.”

      I distract myself by watching the people on the street. Every walk of life. Every wild and passionate inclination fueled by this week’s celebrations. I belong to this city more than I’ll ever belong to Kolt. Even though it challenges me and scares the shit out of me sometimes.

      On the other side of the street, a man dressed in black is leaning against the building. In black jeans, black T-shirt, and a faded green jacket, he seems to be the only one not in motion. I can’t look away. Something about his face commands my attention. The longer I look, the faster my heart beats. So fast and so loud that I can’t hear Kolt speaking above it.

      I’m riveted. I’m in disbelief.

      “Isabel?”

      I tear my gaze away to meet Kolt’s. “What?” I snap at him, because I can’t help how annoyed I suddenly feel by this conversation and his untimely distractions.

      He leans in and reaches for my hand. “All I’m asking for is a chance to talk this through over dinner.”

      “Fine, dinner.” I pull my hand away and look back to the man in the street. Fear seizes my heart. He’s gone.

      No, no, no.

      How could I have lost him? Seconds have gone by. Only seconds. I grab my purse and throw some bills on the table.

      Kolt frowns. “Where are you going?”

      “I’m sorry. I just have to go.” I push up from the table and walk away. I scan up and down the street. My breath hitches when I catch a glimpse of the man’s green jacket disappearing behind a group of partiers several feet away.

      I don’t think. I move as quickly as the crush of the street traffic allows.

      “Tristan!” I yell, garnering a few looks from passersby.

      He doesn’t look back. My heart falls.

      It has to be him. It has to be. Otherwise I’m crazy.

      My thoughts whirl and stutter. Maybe I have lost my mind. Maybe that’s how badly he’s broken me. That’s how desperately I want him back. I’ve dreamed him up so many nights, he’s going to haunt my goddamn days now too.

      The seconds seems to grow longer as that last thought passes through my mind. He’s disappeared again. No matter how hard I look or fast I move, he’s nowhere to be found.

      My gut is telling me he’s close. My whole body is telling me I need to find him again. Except I feel like I’m running out of time.

      I pass salons and stores and run-down nothingness. I scan faces and peer down alleys. I don’t know how far I’ve gone or how much time has passed, but as hope dwindles, a familiar pain stabs at my heart.

      Loss. Regret. Utter loneliness.

      I should turn back. I should go back to my life and forget the dream…banish the memory…heal my heart.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      I’m rioting inside. She knows me. She screamed my name down the street, for fuck’s sake.

      Determined to prove my gut was all wrong about Isabel Foster, I decided to see her up close. Resolve once and for all that there was nothing special about her so I could kill her and move on with my plan to get out of Rio and on to my next assignment. I had no idea I’d be tempting fate.

      I’ve been traveling the globe for three years. Working, blending in, and then getting out of sight. No one’s ever given me a second glance. No one’s ever known my name. I’m a ghost, and with one look, this woman has pulled me from a life of anonymity. I don’t know how to wrap my head around this new reality. It’s both terrifying and too tempting to deny.

      If she knows me…

      God, the possibilities are endless. My life is a book ripped in half. The first few hundred pages forever lost. But what if they aren’t?

      I can see her clearly from inside the restaurant I ducked into moments ago. She’s stopped in the middle of the busy street, only a few feet away, wringing her hands and looking everywhere. Looking for me.

      She turns her back to me. Her shoulders hunch. I can almost feel her ready to give up. I should let her. I should finish this, but there’s no way I can now. In the space of a few seconds, she’s graduated from a mark to the most fascinating person I’ve ever known.

      I step out of the shadows of the restaurant and onto the sidewalk. She spins as if she senses me there. Our gazes lock. She says my name again, and another explosion of panic detonates. I can hardly fucking breathe.

      I pivot quickly, continue up the street, and turn into a narrow alley. Darkness closes in on me the farther I walk. The alley is empty, quieter than the busy street. I can hear her footsteps behind me. Then her voice.

      “Tristan!”

      I turn back, and she halts a couple feet away. I’ve been watching her from afar for days. Being this close to someone I’m supposed to take out typically means they’re about to say their last words. This is different. So very different.

      “Oh my God. I never thought I’d see you again.” Her eyes are glassy, and her voice trembles. “It’s me… Isabel.”

      She reaches for me, and I’m ready to jump out of my skin. I cover her mouth with my hand and press her to the alley wall. She puffs rapidly into my hand, confusion washing her beautiful features. Her stormy hazel eyes are red-rimmed, but she doesn’t struggle against me.

      “Who knows about me?”

      I drop my hand so she can speak. Her rose-colored lips part, but she remains silent. Is she in shock? Why do I want to kiss her? Why does seeing her cry twist something inside me?

      Not knowing fills me with renewed frustration. The muscles in my jaw tense, and I grit out the next words. “Tell me. Who knows I’m here?”

      She shakes her head quickly. “No one.”

      I exhale in relief. “No one can know.”

      As I say it, I realize I can’t trust her to stay quiet now that she’s seen me.

      “Are you in trouble, Tristan? Is everything okay?”

      A shockwave jolts through me every time she says my name. It’s making me edgy. This woman’s presence had me unsettled from day one. If I don’t find out why, she’ll haunt me forever. I need to find out what she knows about me. I need more time. Except every day she’s breathing is a day we’re both at risk.

      I’ve given her more time than she deserves. She’s supposed to be dead. I’m not about to let her get me killed too.

      Back on the street, pedestrians stream by unaware and unconcerned with us. I have to make a decision. Kill her now or satisfy curiosity about my past that’s never burned this fiercely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Tristan’s voice is like cold velvet—rich with texture, void of feeling. I’m a trembling mess, but his eyes are calm.

      He’s bigger than I remember. His clothes hint at the solid muscular frame beneath. He’s changed, but I’d know him anywhere. Those piercing eyes, opalescent blue orbs that I could stare into for the rest of my life. His hair is the same dark brown, short and unstyled. Stubble lines his jaw, making the ridges of his full lips stand out. Worry lines crease his forehead and the edges of his eyes.

      We’ve grown. We’re not the same.

      A thousand thoughts blur together as I convince myself he’s not a dream. No longer just a memory.

      He’s Tristan Stone. The love of my life.

      He takes a step back, and the separation borders on painful.

      Instinct drives me next. My fingers become ten tiny magnets. I reach for him, drawn to his flesh, determined to prove he’s not an apparition. Before I can make contact, he takes my wrists in a firm grasp, holding them immobile in the horrible empty space between us. Those few inches are made up of years of missing him. Of not knowing if he was alive or dead.

      “You’re looking at me like you hardly know me.” I choke on the last word because every emotion is tearing its way up my throat.

      His expression never changes. He’s unreadable. “I know who you are, Isabel.”

      I let go of the fight in my muscles, feeling foolish and broken all over again. He doesn’t love me anymore. I’m so far in the past, how could he have possibly hung on to those feelings like I have?

      “We should go,” he says, releasing his hold on me.

      I drop my hands to my sides, confused and reeling from everything that’s happening between us. True enough, this alley isn’t the safest place for a reunion.

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “Your place. I’m parked nearby. I’ll drive us.”

      I swallow my doubts and follow him down the alley to the congested street. He tugs me behind him until we get to his car. He opens the passenger door and shuts it after me without ceremony.

      Seconds later, Tristan is whipping through the streets. I can’t imagine the reason for his urgency.

      “How long have you been in Rio?”

      “A while.” He glances into the rearview mirror, seeming distracted.

      I nod and try to ignore the sting of his tone. I remember a gentler Tristan. Always tuned in to my feelings and needs. The man I met in the street is frighteningly intense and completely unreadable.

      He stops at the end of my street, puts the car in park, and turns to me.

      “How do you know where I live?” My heart starts racing again at this new revelation.

      “There’s no time to talk. Not here. I need you to pack a bag for a few days away,” he says.

      “A few days? I can’t just leave with you. I have a job.” I can no longer hide the panic in my voice.

      He stares at me silently for a moment and then speaks slowly and calmly. “I know it doesn’t make sense. I have a friend outside the city. We’ll stay with him, and I can explain everything there.”

      I blink slowly, trying to process his proposal. “Then we’ll come back?”

      He nods wordlessly. I don’t completely believe him, but I’m not willing to let him disappear again so soon.

      “I need to call work.”

      He opens his palm. “Give me your phone.”

      I reach into my purse and hand it to him, expecting him to make a call with it. Instead he puts it into his coat pocket.

      “You have five minutes. You can make your calls on the road.”

      My throat tightens, and my eyes burn with fresh tears. “Tristan…you’re scaring me.”

      “Five minutes.” His voice is clipped. “Go now.”

      I reach for the car door, feeling numb but propelled forward by Tristan’s inexplicable urgency. He pulls out his phone, and I step out just as he begins to speak into it.

      “Mateus. I need a favor.”

      I hurry to my apartment. My hands are shaking as I turn the key in the lock. I rush up the stairs and pull a backpack out of my closet. I glance at the clock, and the urge to cry is almost too strong to resist.

      What the fuck am I doing? Tristan just crash-landed back into my world. After the most agonizing goodbye of my life when he joined the army all those years ago. After one last heartbreaking letter saying we were over. After years of nothing but silence and heartache.

      He’s a stranger, yet he never could be. Not after everything we went through together. And now we’re thousands of miles from a home we once knew, and I’m agreeing to leave with him. It’s only a few days, but this is insane.

      I keep moving through my doubt as I stuff clothes into the bag. A few toiletries. I kneel to the floor and open the lockbox under my bed. I empty it of my passport and some cash and put both into the backpack.

      I scan the bedroom and living room briefly. Why does dropping everything and running off seem justifiable when the love of my life is idling at the end of the street, waiting to drive us into a future unknown?
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      All my loose plans for leaving Rio just firmed up. I can’t let Isabel out of my sight, so the only option is to bring her into my world. Doesn’t matter what she ends up seeing anyway. Her days are numbered. Hell, at this rate, mine are too.

      We drive away from her neighborhood toward the condo-lined strip of Ipanema Beach. We pull into the parking lot of my building and take the elevator to the penthouse condo in silence.

      She takes one step inside and freezes. “You live here?”

      “I mostly work.” Not a lot of living happens inside these walls. I shut the door behind us and shift both deadbolts to the side. As if in a daze, she wanders toward the sliding doors that lead to the oceanfront balcony. I register faint regret that it’s probably the last time I’ll have this view. The waves crash silently on the beach below as I eye her warily. So far she’s gone along with everything, but I have a feeling the window of her compliance is closing.

      I go to my desk and start moving through my mental checklist. I remotely back up my files and wipe the machines. I pull papers and photos pinned to the wall and stuff them into a folder.

      In the bedroom, I find the lever inside the chest of drawers that rests along an accent wall. The large mirror above it angles up, and I push it open the rest of the way, revealing a hidden compartment that stores possessions I wouldn’t want anyone knowing about. I pull an array of weapons off the pegs that display them and throw them into a bag. Beside several bricks of cash in various currencies, my passports are bound with a thick rubber band to a worn red leather notebook. I collect what I need, grab clothes, and make my way back to Isabel.

      Except she’s no longer there. That, and the room feels empty without her in it somehow. The folder on my desk is open, revealing pictures of her, her boyfriend, her work schedule, and a few other documents I collected.

      The door is open. Fuck.

      I grab the folder and my bags and say goodbye to the apartment and everything in it. In the hallway, numbers illuminate above the elevator bank. She’s on her way down. I hurry to the stairs. I won’t beat her, but she’s got nowhere to go.

      Heat and ocean air hit my lungs the second I emerge from the building. I’m parked close, and Isabel’s already at the car, struggling with the door. I come from behind.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I force myself to keep an even tone.

      She whips around. Her eyes are wide, and her pupils are dilated. “Let me have my things.”

      I open the trunk and deposit my bag. “Get in the car.”

      “I’m not going with you.”

      She’s practically screaming, so I take her firmly by the arm and lead her to the passenger side. She struggles, but I won’t let her go. A few more feet and we’ll be on our way without making a scene.

      “Why do you have all those things about me? How could you be here, this close to me all this time? I need answers, Tristan!”

      I open the door, but she fights me.

      I lean her against the car and take a handful of her hair, tilting her face up to mine. Before she can say anything more, I’m kissing her. Her hands go to my shoulders, but she’s no match for my strength. I kiss her until I feel her fight go.

      A small sound escapes her, disappearing in the melding of our lips. My eyes barely close, because I don’t trust her, or anyone. As her tongue seeks mine, her flavor floods my senses. Sweet and fresh. Soft surrender. She holds nothing back, so neither do I. I kiss her deeper to take in more of her essence. As I do, my eyes close.

      Then she’s on the bright-white screen of my mind. The visual is overexposed, like a memory. She’s under me. Her body moves with mine. We’re fucking. I can feel her everywhere. She’s overwhelming all my senses. The fantasy takes hold and arousal prickles my skin—everywhere we touch and everywhere we don’t.

      Except it all feels too real. Feels too good to be a fantasy. In seconds, my body begins to respond to the closeness of hers. Which is just fucking great.

      I can already see this will be yet another distraction I can’t afford. I was hired to kill this woman. Now I’m about to kidnap her and keep her until she can tell me things I’m not yet sure I want to know. And all I can think about is getting inside her.

      There’s no time for this.

      I break the kiss and try to mentally erase the disturbing erotic image. But Isabel replaces it in the flesh, breathless, her eyes hazy. She looks how I feel. Overwhelmed. Confused. Ready to fuck.

      The pulse at her neck beats rapidly. She might be turned on, but she’s scared too. And even if she thinks she knows me, she’s too smart to give me her trust. I only need a little of it to get us out of here.

      I brush her hair back off her face. I’m not accustomed to charming my way to a desired end, but I manage a small reassuring smile. “I need you to trust me. Okay?”

      She softens, but I keep my hold on her.

      “I want to,” she utters.

      It has to be enough. I don’t ask, and I don’t tell her again. I simply guide her into the car, shut the door, and move back to the driver’s seat.

      As I start the ignition, I’m anything but relieved.
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      Two hours go by, and already the drive is too long. Isabel’s presence dominates the small space of the car and every crevice of my mind. She chews her lower lip and wrings her fingers as the city turns into jungle and the road narrows. Her fear and uncertainty don’t affect me. The longing in her eyes does. Her confusion seems laced with an affection I can’t comprehend.

      She has questions, and so do I. I have no idea how I’ll answer hers. I wasn’t prepared for this. I grip the wheel and cycle through my options.

      Killing her would have been so much easier. I’ve built this new life on the surety of the kill. The simplicity of it. Nothing is simple now.

      I keep my eyes straight ahead. “We know each other.”

      A statement. A question.

      I could spend days coaxing the truth out of her, pretending to know about whatever connection we share. But if I have to kill her anyway—and despite my strong urge to fuck her, I will have to kill her—the truth can do no harm. I realize this in a moment of sudden clarity.

      I brave a look in her direction. She stares back in confused silence.

      “Of course we do.”

      I break the stare and focus on the road. “How?”

      I refuse to meet her gaze again. The late-afternoon sun is setting ahead of us, turning the sky orange and mauve above the trees as we pass through town after town.

      “You know…”

      I shake my head slightly. “I have gaps”—I swallow hard, pushing down the unwelcome feeling that comes with the truth—“pretty big gaps in my memory. I recognize you. I just have no idea why.”

      I can feel her gaze hot on me. The air between us is thick with emotions neither of us can fully understand. I turn, and the tears in her eyes confirm the pain I’ve inflicted with this admission.

      “We were in love,” she utters, almost too quietly to be heard.

      I curse inwardly. Another complication I don’t need.

      “When?”

      “It’s been six years since you left.”

      “Since I left?”

      “You joined the military right out of high school. I went to college, but you never came home.”

      I nod slowly. She’s an old girlfriend. From high school, for fuck’s sake. Nothing. She’s nothing. Lovesick and naïve, thanks to a narrow, privileged existence. If she were important, surely she’d have been somewhere in my memories. Somewhere in the dreams or nightmares, the smallest flashes of remembrance, the blurred darkness that is my past.

      My stomach clenches. My grip tightens around the wheel. The urge to dig through those clues and learn more is dangerous. For years, I’ve existed for no other reason than to breathe, point, and shoot. Even if Jay hasn’t all but promised it, inherently, I’ve always known that reaching beyond that basic state of being is inevitably painful and likely to end in death. Not others’ for once, but mine. Yet here I am, seeking out my past. Drawn to the irresistible beacon of Isabel Foster and the things she knows about me.

      “If you don’t remember me…how did you know where to find me?”

      I make a turn onto a dirt road and ease off the gas. Outside of Jay and the people whose light left their eyes at my hand, very few people know exactly what I do. Mateus knows enough to be an ally. I trust him because I did him a favor once, and now he owes me about a thousand in return.

      Ahead, a pristine white stucco house is set back on a large lot protected by several feet of well-kept gardens and a wrought-iron gate. I slow at the entrance and dial Mateus’s number.

      He answers after the first ring. “Tristan?”

      “I’m here.”

      The call ends and the gates, armed by guards on either side, slowly open. I pull through and drive up the winding path to the house. Every inch closer brings an unexpected calm over my rattled nerves. A momentary reprieve is what I need, and I’ll find it here.
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      I’ve never been this far outside the city. Every instinct is shouting at me. It’s the same voice that keeps me on high alert when I’m in uncharted territory or edging outside my comfort zone. Tristan leaves the vehicle and pops the trunk, while I hold on to the door handle with a white-knuckled grip. What if this was all a terrible mistake?

      I want to trust him. I told him so, but that was two seconds after he kissed me like the Tristan I remember. The second our lips touched, an avalanche of memories rushed in. Stolen moments, heated touches, and forbidden nights. Everything precious that clung to the hurt he’d caused me, making him impossible to forget.

      In my periphery, a man descends the white stone steps that lead to the grand entrance of the home. He smiles warmly, and I hear his muffled greeting to Tristan from inside the car. I take a deep breath, gather my resolve, and step out.

      “It’s good to see you, meu amigo.” The man’s gaze shifts swiftly to me. “And who is this?” His accent is thick and brusque.

      “I’m Isabel.” I smile weakly and take his outstretched hand to shake it.

      In one fluid motion, he brings it to his lips and brushes a kiss against my skin. The warmth in his dark eyes chases away the discomfort the gesture should give me. The man has charm, and even though my entire life changed a few hours ago, somehow I’m grateful we’re here and not someplace even more frightening.

      “I’m Mateus da Silva. Muito prazer em conhecê-la. Welcome to my home.”

      “Obrigada,” I mutter.

      Tristan’s eyes darken as he hauls our bags over his shoulder. “Shall we?”

      “Of course.” Mateus hesitates a moment before easing away, nodding toward Tristan, and leading us toward the house.

      We step inside onto a well-worn Persian rug that stretches into an expansive living area. The walls are covered with dozens of paintings of varying sizes. Each is trimmed with gold leaf and light dust. Antique furniture hugs the walls and completes several small entertaining areas. The tables are decorated with ornate lamps and bronze statues.

      The guards at the gate and the heavily barred windows tell me whatever he keeps in this house is worth protecting. I’m telling myself it has to do with the wall-to-wall antiques and nothing to do with the danger that Tristan insists we’re running from.

      “Are you hungry from your travels? I can have a meal prepared.”

      “We’ll eat in the room,” Tristan answers quickly. “Where are we staying?”

      Mateus motions us to follow him down a hall. He seems unaffected by Tristan’s grim mood. A sinking feeling washes over me. If this is normal behavior for Tristan, who has he become? Is there anything left of the man I fell in love with so many years ago? I can’t think that way…

      We pause outside one of the doors, which Mateus pushes open. “The honeymoon suite,” he says with a smirk.

      Tristan frowns but doesn’t reply. He only guides me into the room that matches the rest of the house—rich textures and deep colors. The bed is draped in a red satin bedspread, its ornate metal headboard pressed to the wall like a piece of art in itself.

      “I will have Karina bring you dinner. I’ll be in the den if you need me, Tristan.”

      “Thank you,” Tristan says after dropping our bags to the floor. He meets Mateus’s gaze briefly, and I swear something passes between them. An understanding, a wordless exchange.

      “Good night, Isabel.” Mateus bows his head before retreating, leaving us alone again.

      I walk to the window. Through the bars, all I can see are trees and the winding drive up to the house. I wrap my arms around myself and turn to face Tristan.

      “Are you going to give me my phone now?”

      My first two requests were refused, which only ramped up my panic on the ride here.

      “Not yet.”

      I tense with renewed anxiety. Then I remind myself that I know Tristan. Maybe he doesn’t know me, but once upon a time, he was a man I could trust. A good man.

      “I left with you without telling anyone. I have a job and a life and friends who⁠—”

      “I’m sure your boyfriend can live without you for a few days.” He stands in the middle of the room with his arms crossed. The muscles in his jaw tighten, and the air becomes thick with tension I don’t understand.

      Then I remember the photos of Kolt and me together in his file. “Are you talking about Kolt?”

      He shrugs slightly. “The American who can’t keep his hands off you.”

      My cheeks heat like I’ve been caught doing something wrong. “Kolt isn’t my boyfriend.”

      He lifts an eyebrow but otherwise maintains an inexpressive countenance. In an instant, I want him to be jealous, because it means something still exists between us. He was so possessive once. So convinced that we were meant to be together, two halves of a whole that no amount of time or distance could keep apart.

      I drop my hands to my sides. “Would you care if he were?”

      “No,” he says flatly.

      His blunt answer lashes back at me, reward for an indulgent moment of yearning for his affection again after such an absence. “What do you want from me, Tristan?”

      He stares at me a moment before turning toward the crushed-velvet couch that lines one wall of the room. He sits down and drops his head into his hands. “I’m still trying to figure that out.”

      For the first time since he kissed me, I sense his vulnerability. I fight the urge to go to him and wrap my arms around him. My fingers itch to touch him. But what good can my touch do when he doesn’t know me? I still can’t fathom that our entire history has been erased. A part of me refuses to believe it’s true.

      I swallow over the painful tightness in my throat. “What really happened to you?”

      “I don’t know very much,” he says. “When I woke up… Everything was kind of a blur. Jay—” A deep groove cuts between his dark brows. “I had been on a tour overseas, on a special ops team. A mission went wrong…really wrong. I guess it was bad enough that my life in the military was over and my freedom would be in jeopardy if I didn’t disappear. Someone on the inside pulled strings to give me a second chance. A chance to start over as someone else.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Three years ago. Everything before that…it’s just flashes. So small that I can’t tell if it’s real or just my imagination. Kind of like a dream you can’t fully remember.”

      The last letter from Tristan had come to me six months after his enlistment. Long before this incident occurred. When he said goodbye and ended things between us, he had his memory. Six agonizing years compound onto my heart. The emotional pain turns physical as my chest constricts and pinpricks cut into my palms.

      He looks up at me, his eyes clear and wide. For the first time, I’m convinced of the emptiness of his memories. I push my pain away and reach for compassion. If he brought us here to fill in the gaps, I’m probably the only one who can help.

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      His lips thin and his features tighten. “It’s not safe for you in Rio. Not anymore.”

      I jump at a knock at the door. Tristan rises as a beautiful young woman arrives with a tray full of dishes in her arms. He relieves her of it, and she closes the door. He sets the tray on the table by the bed and gestures toward it.

      “Eat.” He turns away and shoves his hands into his pockets.

      “Aren’t you hungry?”

      “No.”

      I huff, cross my arms, and ignore the pang in my stomach. I powered through my lunch, but the stress of the afternoon and the hours passed have me starving. Still, bigger issues loom. I’m not ready to accept his silence and avoidance.

      “You need to talk to me, Tristan. You can’t leave me in the dark.”

      He spins back, his eyes narrowed. “In the dark? My past is pitch black, Isabel.”

      I hesitate, momentarily thrown by his anger. “I’m sorry, but⁠—”

      “You’re sorry? You have no idea who or what you’re dealing with.” His tone is low and, if I didn’t know better, threatening. “And I don’t need your goddamn pity. Eat your dinner.”

      My temper flares at his words. In an instant, I forget that Tristan is essentially a stranger off the street. I push to my feet and get so close our faces are mere inches apart.

      “You either talk to me or I’m going home. I don’t care how dangerous you say it is.”

      I expect anger, but his expression flattens into a hard calm. Somehow that’s even scarier.

      “You’re not leaving here, Isabel.”

      There’s something final about his tone, nearly knocking the wind out of me.

      I maneuver past him and go for my bag. Before I can get to it, he’s between me and the door.

      “I don’t think you heard me. You’re not leaving.”

      I place my hands on his chest to push him away, but the second I attempt it, I’m stumbling backward. He bands his arms around my torso, dragging us toward the bed. My hands are free, so I pound against his shoulders and struggle against his massive strength.

      “Let me go! Let me go, or I’ll scream!”

      I’m already yelling, but he doesn’t seem to care. My heart is racing, and hateful tears burn behind my eyes. Inside, I’m at war with my innate trust in him and the fear he inspires.

      Any possibility of escape is squashed when I realize he’s got me entirely immobile—hands around my wrists and his hard, heavy body pinning me flat to the bed, my legs kicking feebly off the edge. He repositions my wrists into one of his hands, reaches behind his back, and retrieves a sliver of plastic.

      I scream and pray that Mateus’s earlier affection might save me now.

      But he never shows, and Tristan has deftly cinched each wrist to the metal bedposts. The cable tie is thin enough to sting me when I test it but thick enough that I don’t have a chance of breaking it without really hurting myself.

      As quickly as he secured me, he lifts off me twice as fast.

      He paces once around the room.

      “Why are you doing this?” My voice is weak and watery. I can’t fight him now. I can only appeal to his humanity.

      He stops and pivots in my direction. His eyes are ice. No shred of the man I knew. A second later, he’s out the door and I’m alone. I cry and then I scream. I scream until my throat burns. Until the sky fades into a black night and sleep overwhelms me.
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      “Who is the girl?”

      Mateus shuffles barefoot toward the sideboard that holds a few bottles of his favorite liquors and a set of cut glasses. His linen clothing hangs loosely on his short and stocky frame. His calm expression and easy movements are perfectly relaxed. He’s at home, appearing so comfortable that I have no choice but to feel at home myself, as much as I ever could.
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OEBPS/images/white-square-pv.jpg
PAGE
&
VINE





OEBPS/images/crosshairssymbol.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Part 1
        
          		
            CHAPTER ONE
          


          		
            CHAPTER TWO
          


          		
            CHAPTER THREE
          


          		
            CHAPTER FOUR
          


          		
            CHAPTER FIVE
          


          		
            CHAPTER SIX
          


          		
            CHAPTER SEVEN
          


          		
            CHAPTER EIGHT
          


          		
            CHAPTER NINE
          


          		
            CHAPTER TEN
          


        


      


      		
        Part 2
        
          		
            CHAPTER ONE
          


          		
            CHAPTER TWO
          


          		
            CHAPTER THREE
          


          		
            CHAPTER FOUR
          


          		
            CHAPTER FIVE
          


          		
            CHAPTER SIX
          


          		
            CHAPTER SEVEN
          


          		
            CHAPTER EIGHT
          


          		
            CHAPTER NINE
          


          		
            CHAPTER TEN
          


          		
            CHAPTER ELEVEN
          


        


      


      		
        Part 3
        
          		
            CHAPTER ONE
          


          		
            CHAPTER TWO
          


          		
            CHAPTER THREE
          


          		
            CHAPTER FOUR
          


          		
            CHAPTER FIVE
          


          		
            CHAPTER SIX
          


          		
            CHAPTER SEVEN
          


          		
            CHAPTER EIGHT
          


          		
            CHAPTER NINE
          


        


      


      		
        Continue The Red Ledger
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Meredith Wild
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Meredith Wild


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/reborn-1800x2700.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

MEREDITH
WILD







