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      A soft click shattered the silence.

      Gina punched off the tiny penlight, plunging the room into darkness. She froze, crouching before the floor safe inside the closet and praying her ears were playing tricks on her. Instinct told her those prayers were about to go unanswered.

      The crush of shoes on carpet. Breathing, not just hers. Then, a click.

      “Don’t move a muscle.” The deep, masculine voice sliced through the early morning stillness, eliminating any doubts Gina may have had about what she’d heard—a gun’s hammer being drawn back. It was like no other sound in the world. One she’d never forgotten…

      And never would.

      “Do exactly as I say,” the voice growled, “or this will be the last safe you ever lay hands on.”

      Her heart raced, the beat pounding in her ears. Somehow, the intel on Rocco Lambrusco’s whereabouts was wrong. Dead wrong, and now the mobster had caught her inside his apartment, breaking into his safe.

      I am dead meat.

      “Get off the floor.” The way he spat out the words told her he was pissed. Really pissed. “Now!”

      And she was in deep, deep shit.

      The metal ridges of the old safe’s combination dial bit into her fingertips as she gripped it tighter.

      “Are you deaf or just stupid?” Unbridled fury didn’t begin to describe the undertone of Rocco’s question. “If you don’t get moving, I’ll ram my boot straight up your ass.”

      “Okay, okay.” Her throat was so tight she could barely choke out the words. Her voice had sounded raspy, more like a man’s than a woman’s.

      In a heartbeat, she ran down the list of possible weapons on her utility belt.

      Lockpick set.

      Screwdriver.

      Pepper spray.

      Better yet, the stiletto strapped around her ankle. With luck, she could slide the knife out, bury it in Rocco’s gut, and be out the door with the cash before he knew what hit him.

      Quietly, she clipped the penlight to her belt. Her arm brushed the strap of the empty black duffel bag slung across her chest. She slid her hand down the inside of her thigh to her calf until her fingers grazed the stiletto’s ebony handle. One more second and she’d have it. Then drive it into Rocco’s beefy belly.

      “Quit stalling and get off the floor.”

      Her gut clenched tighter than she thought possible. Any wrong move and he’d kill her. Two bullets to the back of the head—the same way Franco Falzone murdered her father.

      “Keep your back to me, and don’t even think of going for that blade on your ankle.”

      She dropped her hand from the knife. How could he see anything? The bastard must have the eyesight of a panther.

      So much for Plan A.

      A bead of sweat trickled down her temple. Her breaths quickened, along with the crazy pounding in her chest. As she got to her feet, she eased her hand toward her utility belt until her fingers contacted the hard plastic handle of the screwdriver. Another inch and she’d jam that into Rocco’s belly.

      “Stop,” he bit out. “Make another play for one of the toys on your belt and your life ends here.”

      With a sinking feeling, she let her hand fall from the screwdriver.

      There goes Plan B.

      She hadn’t heard Rocco move, not even a rustle of clothing, but his voice had come from a different direction this time. He was circling her as if she were prey about to be mauled to death. Why didn’t he clip her and be done with it? Maybe he didn’t want to bloody his plush pile carpeting.

      No way was she giving up. Not only was she so not ready to die, but there were too many desperate women counting on the money in that safe. Still facing the open closet, she fisted her hands, then froze as the muzzle of a gun pressed against the back of her head. The tip of the metal barrel bit straight through the thin fabric of her hood.

      Taking a deep breath, she lashed out, knocking the barrel of the gun away from her head. Rocco cursed. Gina jabbed first, one fist, then the other, hitting nothing but air. She struck out with a right cross. One of her knuckles grazed his jaw.

      Left jab. A miss but close. Her right hook finally connected with something solid—his wrist. She peppered him with blow after blow. Jab, cross, hook, uppercut. Each time, he parried, blocking her shots with expert precision. The man had skills. If she didn’t take him down soon, she’d tire and he’d overpower her.

      Backing off, she whipped her leg up and around, executing a flawless roundhouse kick. The duffel hindered her movement, but her foot still made contact.

      He grunted. “Sonofa—” A large hand spun her, shoving her against the wall.

      She flung her hands in front of her. Too late. Her forehead smacked into the drywall, sending pain splintering through her head.

      “Next time, do what I tell you when I tell you.” He loomed over her, keeping his hand rammed between her shoulder blades, pinning her to the wall.

      She squirmed beneath his hand, but he only mashed her face tighter against the wall. If he’d wanted to pump her full of lead, or at least activate her dental plan, he would have done it by now. Teeth-bashing had always been a mob favorite.

      Through the haze of pain jabbing her forehead, it occurred to her that Rocco really was looming over her. But he shouldn’t be.

      At five foot four, the plump little mobster was an inch shorter than she was. Gina knew that from surveilling him steadily off and on for the last four weeks. She’d never heard the man speak, but it had to be him. This was his apartment, after all. Who else would it be?

      Yet the man towering over her had to be a good foot taller than she was. Come to think of it, his voice didn’t have that unmistakable accent all New Jersey mobsters were known for. This voice was deep and rich, reminding her of a country music singer. A very pissed-off country music singer.

      Of all the things to take notice of with a gun jammed against your thick, stupid skull.

      “I’m not in a good mood tonight, and your bullshit isn’t helping.” His hand dropped from her back. “Turn around. Slowly.”

      Gina obeyed his order and turned. Click. A bright light blinded her, and she squinted. Figures he had one of those fancy cop flashlights. Tiny white stars danced in her vision. She couldn’t see a thing other than the guy was huge with broad shoulders and a chest as wide as a gorilla.

      Something touched the back of her head. The hood of her skintight catsuit was yanked off and fell onto her back.

      “Ouch.” She flinched and massaged her stinging scalp where he’d pulled out several strands of her hair.

      “You’ve gotta be kidding.” He let loose with a string of colorful words, some of which she’d never heard before. “A woman.”

      “Last time I checked.” The words had flown from her mouth before she could stop them.

      “Listen, wiseass.” His hand clamped around her arm, and he hauled her upward, forcing her to stand on her toes. The flashlight was so near her face, the light so harsh, she had to squeeze her eyes shut before her retinas fried. “You weren’t invited to this party, so you’re damn sure gonna tell me who you are.”

      “Dream on, caveman.” His viselike grip on her upper arm tightened. Strong fingers bit into her flesh. She gasped, and he eased his hold, as if he hadn’t realized he’d been hurting her.

      “Once more,” he said, pulling her closer but surprisingly more gently this time, “tell me who you’re working for.”

      “You first,” she snapped with more volume than intended, considering he was the one holding the gun.

      She gulped hard, and the microphone Velcroed around her neck bobbed up and down. That microphone was a dead giveaway she had communication with someone else. Revealing her name wasn’t an option, and she’d die before giving up her accomplices. If anyone discovered she and her friends were stealing from the Falzone Crime Family, they’d either be whacked or get tossed in jail, where the long arm of Franco Falzone would eventually reach out and knife them in the back. Literally. And the helpless women Gina and her friends had been donating money to for the last two years would also be imprisoned. A different sort of prison, one filled with savage beatings and emotional hell for the rest of their lives.

      “Lady, you have no idea what you’ve walked into or how much you’ve royally screwed things.”

      “I screwed things?” She tried opening her eyes to glimpse his face, but the light from the flashlight was too intense. “Forgive me if I don’t apologize, but your presence here doesn’t exactly help me out either.”

      He snorted. “Helping you isn’t at the top of my list. Now for the last time, who⁠—”

      The sound of the apartment’s front door opening filtered into the bedroom.

      “Shit,” he whispered, then released her arm so abruptly she nearly collapsed on the floor.

      It had to be Rocco. The real Rocco.

      The flashlight clicked off. She still couldn’t see anything but flashes and pops of white and yellow. She was as helpless as a bat in daylight.

      A long, powerful arm shot around her chest and shoulders, dragging her backward into the closet. She closed her fingers around her captor’s forearm and began struggling. “Let. Me. Go.”

      “Knock it off, or we’re both dead.” He leaned forward and pulled the closet door closed, barely making a sound. “And keep that big mouth of yours shut.”

      Whoever this guy was, he didn’t want to get caught any more than she did. Again, begging the question… Who was he? Was he also trying to rob Rocco and was ticked she’d gotten there first?

      She blinked several times. The fireworks dancing before her eyes had finally disappeared. A shaft of light shot through the crack between the bottom of the closet door and the carpet.

      Rocco was in the bedroom.

      She tried putting more distance between the tips of her boots and the door. As she moved, the duffel bag’s strap caught on the corner of a box, throwing her off balance until she nearly stumbled over the same safe she’d been attempting to break into.

      Her captor adjusted his arm around her upper body to steady her before she could fall, catching her with his hand over her breast.

      She fought the urge to yank his hand away, but the tiny closet was packed to the gills with swag—stolen merchandise she’d noticed earlier. Stacks of boxes on either side of them jabbed into her arms. The way they were crammed between all the boxes, the slightest movement could have Rocco firing a round through the closet door.

      Warmth from his hand permeated the suit to her breast. From head to toe, she was pressed against a towering body that seemed to be comprised of only two things: muscle and steel. Not one inch of him was soft or flabby. To make matters worse, every breath she took shoved her breast more firmly into his hand.

      The guy’s jaw flexed against the side of her head. He exhaled through his nose, cutting off the soft growl she heard, as much as felt, emanating from deep within his chest. Without meaning to, she gripped his muscled forearm. Even through the thick material it was obvious he was in amazing shape.

      Warm breath blew across the top of her head, riffling her hair and sending goose bumps prickling along her neck and shoulders. She inhaled a wisp of mint along with leather from his jacket and something else she hadn’t noticed before. His clean, fresh scent, as if he’d just stepped out of the shower five minutes ago. Well, if she had to hide for her life in a closet, practically skin to skin with a mysterious stranger, at least the guy smelled great and practiced good oral hygiene.

      Water from the shower pounded against the adjacent bathroom wall. The shaft of light inches from her feet flickered, casting shadows on the floor as Rocco walked in front of the closet again. She tensed and leaned back, pressing into the man’s chest.

      He stiffened, and his hand tightened even more over her breast. As if realizing what he’d done, he eased his hold on her. That wasn’t the only involuntary action going on inside the closet, as her nipple hardened beneath his touch. This could not be happening.

      I’m getting turned on by a really buff guy while hiding in a closet from a mobster who won’t hesitate to shoot us both. Sadly, it was the hottest sexual encounter she’d had in a very long time.

      She heard the shower curtain being drawn open, then closed. Followed by singing. Bad singing, totally off key. Puccini? Some kind of Italian opera. Figures. She hated Italian opera.

      Warm lips pressed against her ear. “Get ready to haul ass. Front door when I give the command.”

      “Ya think?” she whispered in a sarcastic tone. “For the record, I don’t take orders from a low-life mobster, and I don’t need you to state the obvious.”

      “What you need is irrelevant. You’re nothing but a thief.” Gone was the deep country music bass. In its place was a deadly warning.

      “And you’re what?”

      “Your worst nightmare.” His breath fanned her cheek. “Wait for my signal or I’ll strangle you and hang your body on a hook in Rocco’s closet.”

      For an instant, she believed he might actually do it, then he reached in front of her and cracked the door. His stubbled jaw grazed her cheek, and she got another whiff of his minty fresh breath. Gradually, he pushed the door open and propelled her from the closet with a solid shove. “Go. Now.”

      Not needing any more direction from Mr. Tall, Dark, and Bastard, she took off. Steamy, shampoo-scented air swirled from the half-open bathroom door along with Rocco’s horrible singing.

      Gina raced into the hallway, running lightly on the balls of her rubber-soled boots. If she didn’t get away from her closet buddy pronto, who knew what he might do. She was a witness, maybe someone he couldn’t allow to live.

      She glanced at the security system box on the wall by the front door. Two steady green lights. She silently thanked Rocco’s carelessness in not resetting the alarm. It would have taken her precious time to disarm it the way she had when she’d picked the lock and broken in.

      Soft footsteps indicated her hard-nosed companion was close behind. She eased open the door and sprinted for the stairwell exit at the end of the long hallway. The empty black duffel smacked against her hip, an irritating reminder of her failure. She and her friends had stolen thousands of life-saving dollars over the last two years, but tonight… Zilch.

      At the end of the hallway, she threw her weight against the gray metal door to the stairwell and shoved it open. Dank, musty air surrounded her as she raced down the two flights to the first floor.

      Every one of her footfalls echoed like thunder in the narrow stairwell. It was nothing compared to the reverberations of the much heavier footsteps following in her wake or the thumping of her heart hammering against her ribs.

      This guy meant trouble. Whoever he was, evading him was just as vital to her mission as escaping from Rocco. It meant the difference between life and death. Hers.

      The footsteps behind her grew louder, closer. A brief glance over her shoulder was all it took to see the large shadow half a flight above and bearing down fast.

      Her feet hit the concrete landing of the ground floor, and she threw her weight against the heavy exit door. A blast of cold, late-November air slammed into her face and bit through her suit.

      She leaped onto the front lawn and raced across the grass. The door she’d just flown out of hadn’t slammed shut behind her. That could mean only one thing.

      He was gaining on her.

      Gina pumped her legs until her calf and thigh muscles burned. At the corner of the complex, she hooked another left and bolted along the side of the building, heading down a dirt path.

      She raced for the back alley that paralleled the complex. Mullet Street. Gina knew the preplanned escape route by heart. She’d run surveillance the week before and practiced an emergency extraction in her head a hundred times. This was the first time a job had gone bad and she’d actually had to put one of those plans into action.

      At 3:00 a.m., the street was deserted. With no streetlights, she could barely see what was in front of her. It didn’t matter. She knew what was behind her.

      He was.

      With every stride and every breath, freezing air burned her lungs. She touched the microphone on her throat. “Kinsey,” she gasped. “I’m heading south on Mullet.” She veered right, practically plowing headfirst into a dumpster. “Trouble. Someone was inside. He’s on my six. I need emex.”

      The tiny receiver crackled in her ear. “On my way.”

      Heavy footsteps pounded behind her. For such a big man, he was faster than expected.

      Headlights illuminated the empty road ahead. Behind her, the rented Dodge Charger roared. She couldn’t resist the urge to look over her shoulder. A dark figure loomed not ten feet away. She cut sharply across the alley to be closer to the passenger door when Kinsey picked her up. Her momentum was so great she crashed into the chain-link fence on the other side of the street.

      The Charger tore down the alley, tires screeching as Kinsey braked next to where Gina clung to the fence. The back end of the car careened, and the acrid smell of burning rubber drifted to her nose.

      She heard a muffled thump, then a resounding whack—the horrible sounds a car makes when it hits something. A body slid off the hood of the Charger and slumped to the ground.

      Oh, crap.

      Gina hunched over and planted her hands on her thighs. Sweat dripped down her forehead, and white puffy breaths billowed in front of her face.

      The Charger’s doors flew open. Kinsey and Annabelle jumped out and bolted to the front of the car.

      Margo rushed over to where Gina stood. Her teardrop-shaped eyes widened. “Are you all right?” Wisps of cropped hair stuck out from her hood, outlining her face in a blond halo.

      “Fine,” she huffed, still hunched over and gasping. Every inhalation of chilly air made her throat feel as if it had a bad case of freezer burn.

      Annabelle’s curly red locks bobbed in the light breeze. “I think you killed him,” she said in a quiet, worried voice. “I told you to slow down.”

      Kinsey knelt beside the man who lay on his side, one arm outstretched on the pavement, the other tucked beneath him. She pulled off her glove and touched her fingers to either side of his neck, checking for a pulse and seemingly not finding one. In the glow of the headlights, Kinsey’s fuchsia pink nail polish contrasted against his pale flesh.

      Gina’s stomach muscles clenched again and again as she fought the urge to throw up. Please don’t be dead. Manslaughter hadn’t been in the ops plan.

      Her hands trembled as she dragged herself to the front of the car. As much as she wanted to scream, the last thing they needed was more noise and chaos to muddy things worse than they were already. Who was she kidding? They’d far surpassed chaos and were well on their way to FUBAR. Fucked up beyond all repair.

      “Well?” Annabelle prompted, a mixture of anger and outright fear on her cherubic face.

      “Don’t yell at me.” Kinsey swept her long box braids over her shoulder. “We don’t want to wake the neighborhood.”

      “Wake the neighborhood?” Annabelle’s voice rose, a sure sign she was about to go ballistic. “You’re our getaway driver. You’re supposed to be as good as Dale Earnhardt, Jr., and you just ran over a guy.”

      “It was an accident.” Gina clenched her hands to stop them from shaking. “Besides, it was either that or he’d have caught me.” She swiped the icy sweat from her brow with the palm of her hand. “Did you find a pulse?”

      “He’s dead.” Annabelle waved her hand toward the slumped body. “We’re all dead.”

      “Knock it off.” Kinsey stood to her full five foot ten and glared down at the petite woman. “You always were a terrible backseat driver. And for the record, it’s not my fault he didn’t stop. He had to have seen my headlights, and this car doesn’t exactly purr like a kitten. It roars.”

      “This isn’t the time or the place to argue over what happened.” Margo, ever the voice of reason, inserted herself between the two women. She nodded to Annabelle. “Go over there and keep an eye out.”

      With an audible huff, Annabelle stalked to the end of the alley where it intersected one of the secondary roads.

      Margo crouched near the body. “There’s blood on his forehead.”

      “My first hit-and-run.” Kinsey finally sounded appropriately worried. “At least he’s a no-good, thieving mobster.”

      Gina knelt next to Margo and swallowed the lump in her throat. No matter what he’d wanted, she never meant for anyone to get hurt. Then again, he might have been planning to beat her to a pulp.

      Daring to hope Kinsey didn’t know where to find a carotid artery, Gina rested two fingers on the man’s neck. Nothing. A renewed shiver of fear crept up her spine, lifting the hair at her nape.

      The skin beneath her fingertips was warm and stubbled. She shifted to the other side of his neck and pressed her fingers into the hollow beneath his jawbone. Still nothing. She adjusted her fingers a fraction and was rewarded with the faint thumping of a pulse. “Thank God.” She let out the biggest sigh of relief she’d felt in her entire life. “He’s alive.” But a thin, steady rivulet of blood trickled from his hairline.

      “That bump on his head might not be his only injury,” Margo said.

      “I know, but we can’t risk moving him. We have to call for help.” Gina ran her hand down his arm, hip, and leg. “If he does have broken bones or internal injuries, jostling him might cause more damage.”

      “Wow, he’s huge.” Kinsey crouched beside them. “No wonder it felt like I creamed a water buffalo.” She pointed to his outstretched arm. “I think his wrist is broken. See where it’s turning colors and all puffy?”

      Gina’s heart squeezed. This is all my fault.

      “Uh, guys?” Margo interrupted. “It’s great that he’s alive, and I’m sorry his wrist may be broken, but Annabelle’s right. We can’t stay here any longer. We have to clear out before someone sees us.”

      “We can’t abandon him.” Gina’s voice cracked, and she felt more and more guilty about what they’d done. She was the team leader. Whatever happened was ultimately her responsibility. “What if he really does have a serious injury, like a broken back or a skull fracture or a ruptured spleen?”

      “You’ve been watching too many medical shows,” Kinsey said.

      “No, she’s right.” Margo massaged her chin. “We can’t leave him like this, but we can’t hang around here either. We’ll hit the road and immediately call 911.” She tucked her hand around Gina’s upper arm. “Let’s go.”

      “Wait a minute.” She swatted her friend’s hand away. “It’s freezing out here. He could go into shock. Check for a blanket or a spare jacket in the car, anything we can cover him up with.”

      “All right,” Margo relented. “But we need to be fast.”

      While Margo and Kinsey searched the Charger, a twinge of suspicion niggled away in her brain. Could be the guy was just another mobster, maybe from a rival family. Something still bugged her about who he was and why he’d been chasing her instead of making his own getaway.

      “This was the closest thing to a blanket I could find.” A scraggly cloth tarp dangled from Margo’s hands.

      “It’ll do.” She grabbed the cloth but stopped before draping it over him. “I want to search his pockets, try to find some ID.”

      “Who cares who he is?” Kinsey asked. Patience had never been her strong suit. “Let’s get out of here before someone catches us.”

      Gina pulled open the man’s jacket, looking for an inside pocket. A wicked-looking gun stuck out from a black leather holster on his belt. Odd that he carried his gun in a holster and not stuffed in his pocket or waistband the way criminals did.

      She shook it off and continued her search. “Don’t just stand there, help me. But be careful. I don’t want to hurt him.”

      “Little late to worry about that, dontcha think?” Kinsey began patting down his chest. “He’s got great pecs.” Her roving hands had hiked up his knit shirt, and she let out a low whistle. “Whoa, nice abs.”

      “This is no time for groping.” Gina lifted the back of his jacket. “Check his pants.”

      Kinsey ran her hands over his rear jeans pockets and let out another whistle. “And what a great ass.”

      “Kinsey!” Margo threw her an impatient look. “We’re not at a strip club. Hurry up!”

      “Okay, okay.” Kinsey tugged a black wallet from one of his pockets. She flipped it open and held it in front of the Charger’s headlights, illuminating the laminated ID.

      Gina’s heart skipped a beat. Then another.

      Margo gasped.

      “Holy shit,” Kinsey whispered.

      For several seconds longer, none of them said another word.

      Gina continued gaping at the man’s wallet as everything fell into place.

      His words: You have no idea what you’ve walked into.

      Why he didn’t want to get caught in Rocco’s apartment.

      Why he didn’t shoot her on the spot, and why he was chasing her down as if she were a common thief. To him, she was.

      Annabelle ran over. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Kinsey angled the wallet for Annabelle to see.

      Annabelle’s eyes went as wide as serving platters. “Oh. My. God.” She clapped a hand over her mouth.

      “He ain’t God,” Kinsey muttered.

      “He’s worse.” Margo shook her head. “Much worse.”

      “FBI.” Gina swallowed. Hard. “We are so screwed.”
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      Frustration and panic sat like balls of lead in the pit of Gina’s stomach. If it weren’t five in the morning, she would have slammed her front door shut to ease the tension stretching her muscles tighter than a bowstring, but that would have woken half the tenants in her East River high-rise.

      The voice of reason won out, and she flicked on the crystal chandelier, holding the door open for Margo, Kinsey, and Annabelle to follow her inside. She locked the door behind them, then leaned back against it. The breath she exhaled sounded more like a rumble of thunder. Any second now and Zeus himself would blast her with a bolt of lightning for all the heinous crimes she’d committed in the last three hours.

      J. Edgar Hoover, or whoever was in charge of the FBI these days, would have her head on a platter for running down one of his G-men in the middle of the street like he was roadkill. Special Agent Roadkill.

      The idea she could joke at a time like this made her sick to her stomach. The man was their victim, and he had a name. They’d all seen it on his government credentials. Now it was permanently etched into her brain.

      Jack Gates. Special Agent Jack Gates.

      A lump as big as a grapefruit clogged her throat.

      After draping the cloth tarp over the hunky fed, they’d hauled ass from the alley and dialed 911 on a disposable, untraceable cell phone to anonymously report an unconscious man lying on the side of Mullet Street in Union, New Jersey. Then they’d returned the rental car back to the lot, picked up Gina’s personal vehicle, and raced through the Holland Tunnel back to Manhattan.

      God, she hoped he was all right. They’d made sure he hadn’t been lying in the middle of the road where someone else might run over him, but his face had been so pale, and they’d left him there. Alone. Bleeding.

      She could practically hear the judge’s gavel slamming onto the bench as he pronounced them guilty. Where did people who crushed FBI agents with rented Dodges go? She could already see her and her friends toiling on their knees, doomed to scrubbing stinky prison latrines in the federal lockup for the next twenty years. Even the normally soothing tick tock from the grandfather clock wedged in the corner of the foyer gave no sense of peace. Tonight, it reminded her of a death knell. Theirs.

      The black duffel bag slid off her shoulder, smacking the floor as it landed. Empty except for the utility belt she’d stuffed inside.

      She took a steadying breath and inhaled the scent of lemon polish her housekeeper had used. With the adrenaline overload beginning to ebb, every muscle in her body—even her bones—felt as if they were about to melt into a giant puddle on the floor. Rational thought was impossible. Not with the long list of emotions stacking up fast.

      Worry. Fear. Anger. Not to mention total disbelief. They’d just stepped into a mile-high pile of poop.

      Annabelle plopped onto the long white sofa and turned on the Tiffany lamp perched on the end table. She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Kinsey. “I can’t believe you ran over an FBI agent.”

      Gina noted Annabelle’s thick “New Yawk” accent intensified whenever she got emotional, which had been pretty much nonstop for the last hour.

      “How many times do I have to tell you it was an accident?” Kinsey plunked down on the opposite side of the sofa. “And I didn’t run him over. He ran into me.” She stabbed a finger at her chest.

      Likewise, while Kinsey’s Kenyan lilt was normally a lyrical blend of British English and Swahili, now it also took on a slight New York punch, courtesy of living in the Big Apple for the last ten years. And from Annabelle getting under her skin.

      Annabelle rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “What’s the difference?”

      “Stop it, you two.” Margo took up her usual mediating position between the two women. “This isn’t helping matters.”

      Annabelle huffed. “Fine, but we still need to talk about what happened.”

      Gina clenched her hands, fighting the urge to smash something expensive to pieces. If she hadn’t already sold every luxury knickknack in her apartment to help the woman’s shelter, she would have.

      The sounds of her best friends bickering made the stabbing pain in her forehead and temples worsen. There was only one remedy.

      She pushed from the door, kicking the black duffel aside, then stormed through the living room. Her friends’ voices followed her as she beelined for the kitchen.

      “Where’s she going?” Annabelle asked as Gina blew past.

      “Duh,” Kinsey said. “Where she always goes when she’s pissed off and needs to calm her nerves.”

      “Let her go,” Margo interjected. “She’s on a mission.”

      They’d all used the murder weapon—the Dodge—to quick-change into sneakers and warm-up suits to cover their black stealth garb. Now, Gina’s sneakers squeaked as she stepped onto the kitchen tile and flipped on the lights.

      She charged to the pantry and snapped open the folding doors with a loud whack. She grabbed one of several slim, red foil-covered boxes from a lower shelf and tore off the wrapper. The box’s cover came next, and she flung it onto the kitchen’s island. A tall copper pepper mill toppled and clattered as it smacked onto the black granite counter.

      The heavenly scent of deep, rich chocolate flooded her nose. With shaking fingers, she plucked out a chocolate-covered lychee nut from the plastic tray and shoved it into her mouth, barely chewing it before swallowing, then stuffing in three more. She squeezed her eyes shut, savoring the smooth, creamy chocolate slithering down her throat and contrasting with the juicy, sweet tartness of the lychee. After a few more seconds, the ability to think clearly returned. Marginally, that was.

      During their post-op briefings, they normally discussed how the op went and ways they could improve their tactics, and all while counting the money they’d stolen. Tonight there would be no money counting and no post-op briefing. Postmortem, maybe. On top of which, now there was that other teensy, weensy little problem crawling up their asses.

      Assaulting an FBI agent and abandoning him in a freezing cold alleyway.

      He’d probably be okay. He was breathing fine, and she could clearly feel his pulse—after she’d stopped freaking out. Still, they never should have left him there. Guilt and more worry gnawed at her insides. She’d be going straight to hell when she died. Maybe sooner.

      She snapped open her eyes and glanced longingly into the pantry, three shelves of which were fully stocked with every grade and variety of chocolate known to womankind. Within twenty-four hours, she’d have to restock at least one entire shelf. It was her cross to bear. When her life turned into a chaotic mess, she gorged on chocolate.

      Gina grabbed another box of chocolate-covered lychees, anticipating with dire certainty the need for a second fix long before the sun peeked over the horizon.

      With the two boxes of chocolates balanced in her hand, she turned to face her friends for what would surely be their most depressing post-rip-off briefing yet. At the doorway between the kitchen and shabby chic–inspired living room, she paused and looked at each of her friends’ worried faces, feeling even more like crap because this whole crazy scheme had been her idea from the beginning.

      One minute they’d been laughing and drinking martinis while watching the old Robin Hood movie with Errol Flynn, and the next they were plotting how to steal from the mob and give the money to their favorite charity. One thing had led to another, and here they were two years later with their first notch in the failure column. Add to that a vehicular hit-and-run—on a federal agent, no less—and they were batting oh-for-three tonight.

      Tears burned her eyes, and she blinked them back. She’d learned the hard way that relationships didn’t last and were a waste of time. People she loved always left. But these women had become the closest thing to family she had, and she’d really screwed things up.

      Could things possibly get any worse?

      She mentally chastised herself for even thinking such a stupid question. Things could always get worse. The FBI can make it worse. She knew that from firsthand experience. If the FBI hadn’t arrested her father, Franco wouldn’t have murdered him.

      The blinking red light on Gina’s answering machine caught her eye, and she frowned. She’d recently broken it off with Paul, a stockbroker at the Wall Street investment firm where she worked, so the message wouldn’t be from him. The only other person she’d ever given her home number to besides Margo, Kinsey, and Annabelle was Linda Hernandez of the Manhattan Women’s Crisis Center.

      She gripped the boxes of chocolate tighter. This couldn’t be good. With a sinking feeling, she pushed the button and listened as Linda’s urgent message echoed off the kitchen walls.

      Gina, this is Linda. Marilyn’s husband found the safe house and beat her up pretty badly. Her nose is broken along with two ribs. He was about to start in on the children when the police showed up and arrested him. He won’t stop until he gets Marilyn back or kills her and the kids. Please, if you were successful in getting that large donation you mentioned, call me right away. It doesn’t matter how late it is.

      She didn’t need to copy down the number Linda recited. She knew it by heart. Linda had been her contact with the Center and the grateful recipient of the anonymous cash Gina and her friends provided to abused women and their children to help them escape and make a better life. A life that cost money.

      Setting up an entire family in another city was an expensive endeavor. New ID, a place to live, a car, cash for food and other necessary supplies. Freedom from abuse wasn’t free, and it didn’t come cheap.

      The corner of one of the boxes dug into her palm where she’d crushed it with her fingers. She glanced into the living room where the other women sat in a row on the sofa. From the gloomy looks on their faces, they’d heard every word of Linda’s message.

      “That settles it.” One by one, she locked eyes with each of her friends. “I’m going back.”

      “Back?” Kinsey leaned forward. “Where? You can’t mean Rocco’s.” Her striking amber-brown eyes widened.

      “Yes. To Rocco’s. Not tonight, but soon.” She strode into the living room and perched on the rolled arm of the love seat. “You heard the message. Marilyn needs that money more than ever, and she needs it yesterday.”

      “You’re crazy.” Annabelle shook her head, making her shoulder-length, curly red hair shimmer. “Rocco might be waiting. He might even set a trap.”

      “I doubt it.” Gina popped another lychee into her mouth, then held out the box to her friends. “Want any?” She knew they didn’t. They’d never understood the chocolate-lychee fetish she took to addictive levels. Not even Kinsey, whom she’d first met at a chocolate tasting event put on by her family’s international cacao company.

      “Yuck.” Kinsey’s perfect, twenty-six-year-old’s complexion crinkled as she grimaced. “Chocolate-covered raspberries maybe, but not that weird-ass nut-fruit.”

      “Me neither.” Annabelle held up her hand. “I don’t know how you can eat at a time like this.”

      Margo likewise declined, shaking her head. “What makes you think you can successfully get into Rocco’s apartment again? He has to know you were there. Don’t you think he’ll move the cash to another location?”

      “I don’t think so.” She finished chewing and swallowed, feeling more and more certain their original plan could still work. “Even though Rocco showed up, I don’t think he has a clue anyone was inside the apartment with him. Me or that FBI agent. We hid in the closet while he was in the shower. He never got the chance to eyeball us. Plus,” she added, tossing the boxes onto the coffee table, “I never cracked the safe, so there’s no money missing. There’d be no sign we were ever there.”

      “That’s another thing.” Annabelle crossed her arms, tightening her jacket across her plump bosom. “It’s way too risky now that the FBI is on to us.”

      “What do you mean, they’re on to us?” Gina held her arms from her sides. “They have no idea who we are. That agent might have seen my face, but he doesn’t know my name, and there’s no way he could have gotten the tag off our rental car, what with it being pitch-black outside and that little matter of him being unconscious.” She prayed he wasn’t lying in a full body cast in some hospital.

      “You don’t think getting run over would be motive enough for a federal agent to track us down?” Annabelle’s accent was thickening to new levels. “He’s the FBI. They know everything.”

      “Stop whining.” Kinsey faced off against Annabelle again. “I was the one behind the wheel. If anyone’s going to get hunted down like a waterbuck it will be me.”

      “All right, calm down, both of you.” Margo angled on the sofa to focus on Gina. “I agree that under the circumstances it would be difficult for the FBI to identify us. We should consider having another crack at Rocco’s place, but first we need to analyze what went wrong and whether it could happen again.”

      Annabelle opened her mouth to object, but Gina cut her off. “I know what you’re going to say, but tonight was a fluke. Everything else went like clockwork. Rocco’s alarm system was decrepit and simple to bypass.” She reached into the pocket of her black warm-up jacket and plucked out the jumble of wires and alligator clips Margo had concocted, courtesy of having been a top-notch electrical engineer. She tossed it on the table where it landed with a thump. “And with everything Sergio taught me about lock picking, I was inside Rocco’s door within thirty seconds. I can do it again.”

      “What about the safe?” Annabelle shot her a dubious look.

      “Your lack of faith wounds me.” She pressed a hand over her heart. “That safe is so ancient I could hear the tumblers falling into place from across the room. Besides, there hasn’t been a safe I couldn’t get into in the two years we’ve been doing this.” Thanks to one of many unsavory people she’d known in her life.

      Early on, Gina had explained to her friends that she once worked for a colleague of her father’s—a professional locksmith who repaired everything from simple residential locks to complex electronic security systems and specialized in troubleshooting and repairing safes. Only after he was arrested for multiple burglaries did Gina realize Sergio Mattuci had a lucrative side hustle. Sergio always said she had a natural talent—a gift—and he’d taught her everything he knew.

      Gina grinned, her juices beginning to flow as they did whenever she talked about picking locks or safecracking. “You really are a pessimist.”

      “I’m a realist.” Annabelle huffed again and settled back against the cushions.

      “I’m getting inside Rocco’s safe if I have to give it open-heart surgery.” She laced her fingers and cracked her joints.

      “What’s to keep Rocco from showing up again unexpectedly?” Margo asked. “Your source told you he was supposed to leave yesterday afternoon for Atlantic City and be there for the entire weekend.”

      “I know.” She frowned. “I should have been updated with any changes in his itinerary.” That particular mob informant had always fed her accurate intel in the past. He was a childhood friend, and she paid him well enough for his information. “Maybe he changed his plans at the last minute or postponed until next weekend. I’ll check with my source and find out if he rebooked at the hotel. Either way, we can’t put this off. This location is our best opportunity to grab a large amount of money quickly.”

      Margo stroked her jaw again, and the sleeve of her brown jacket slid down, revealing a forearm toned from regular sessions with her personal trainer. “It’s still a risk going back there.”

      Gina balled her hands on her knees. “We don’t have a choice.”

      “Maybe there’s another way,” Kinsey piped in. “Why don’t we pool our own resources again and donate more money to the Center? I’ve got nothing better to do with my trust fund. My parents keep adding to it, hoping the bigger it gets, the less guilty they’ll feel for not having anything to do with me.”

      “I can’t let you do that.” Gina shook her head, but overwhelming affection and pride for Kinsey nearly sent her to her knees. At eight years her junior, Kinsey was the kid sister Gina never had. Kinsey’s sad family state reminded her of her own life right after she turned eighteen, completely devoid of family. “You’ve tapped into your trust fund for these women enough as it is. But thank you.”

      Next, she glanced to Margo, her dearest friend and confidant of five years now. “You have two children in Ivy League colleges, and the way your husband is pushing them, they’ll be going to grad school for their MBAs, MDs, PhDs, or something else that costs oodles of money.” To Annabelle she said, “And if your husband catches you withdrawing more cash from your accounts, you know he’ll threaten you with divorce again.”

      The three women sitting before her were amazingly big-hearted and generous to a fault, and despite their differing and unique backgrounds they’d forged a friendship she treasured above all others.

      She swept her gaze through the living room and adjacent dining area, searching for something pricy she might have missed that she could auction off or sell at a local pawn shop.

      “Don’t even think about it,” Margo interrupted. “You may be a hotshot investment banker, but you’ve already sold off far more of your stocks and personal property than you should have for the Center. No one would ever accuse you of being stingy.”

      Margo was right. She might be living in a fancy, well-furnished apartment, but she’d sold off most of her gold and diamonds and couldn’t recall the last time she’d taken a vacation to somewhere with a beach, palm trees, and pina coladas. Still, she would do whatever it took to effect the kind of change the women at the Center needed. The kind of assistance her mother hadn’t gotten in time.

      “Then that settles it.” She slapped her hands on her thighs. “I can’t let us all go bankrupt, and there’s no need. Not when there’s unreportable cash lying around that’s totally available. Rocco and his buddies probably made that money running numbers, selling stolen goods, or loan-sharking. He’ll never report it missing. And you heard Linda Hernandez. Marilyn is running out of time. So is a long list of other women.”

      Judging from their furrowed foreheads, she still wasn’t sure whether she’d convinced her friends to go along with her plan. She hoped so. Otherwise, the things that could happen to Marilyn were unthinkable. Like getting beaten to death. Exactly what had happened to Gina’s mother after her father had been killed.

      “Based on our surveillance of Rocco’s activities, there should be thousands of dollars in his safe.” Her blood pumped faster at the idea of hitting Rocco again. He was one of Franco Falzone’s biggest money earners. For her, the closer they got to stealing from Franco himself, the sweeter the payback. For her father, mother, and the life she’d been forced to live without them. “I have to go back.”

      “What do you mean, I?” Kinsey shot Gina a look of disbelief.

      “What I mean is that I understand if you don’t want to come with me, and maybe that’s for the best after what happened tonight.”

      “No way.” Kinsey came around the coffee table to tower over Gina. “You go,” she said, pointing a long, pink fingernail at her, then sweeping her arm toward the other women and adding, “we go.”

      “She’s right.” Annabelle had also come around the table and rested her hand on Kinsey’s slim shoulder. “We’re a team. Remember?”

      Annabelle’s words tugged at Gina’s heart. They were a team, a team of friends who loved each other unconditionally. She couldn’t suppress the grin forming on her lips at the vision the two women standing before her made. Annabelle would chew her ass out if she said so, but tucked in next to Kinsey, the two of them reminded her of Friar Tuck and Will Scarlett. They were as different in physical appearance and personality as night and day and fought outwardly like cats and dogs. Secretly, they adored each other.

      “We knew what we were getting into when we formed our little band of merry women.” Margo joined them and drew Gina up from the love seat into their tight circle until they stood with their arms linked. “We’re family. Whatever happens, we do it together.”

      Family.

      Guilt stabbed her deeply enough that she had to avert her eyes. Each of her friends was in this with her because someone close to them had been a victim of domestic violence. What would they think if they knew her real story? Or that twelve years ago she’d legally changed her name to keep that story permanently buried? She wasn’t about to risk them learning her original motives behind their scheme weren’t necessarily as pure as she’d led them to believe.

      People you love will always leave. That had been her ironclad mantra since she turned eighteen. Since then, she hadn’t gotten close to anyone. Except these women. If she lost them, she’d have nothing. She’d be nothing. Having their love and support, helping others who were powerless to help themselves, was all that mattered, all she needed in life to be happy. Without it…her life would be empty, meaningless.

      For a moment, none of them said a word. Kinsey began to sniffle, then Annabelle, followed a second later by Margo, and Gina couldn’t help but join in. Suddenly, they were all crying and laughing, hugging each other tightly.

      A few minutes later, Gina walked her friends to the door. “As soon as I confirm, we’ll reschedule.”

      “It’s a date.” Annabelle stood on the tips of her toes to drop a light kiss on Gina’s cheek. “Let’s just pray there’s no story in the papers tomorrow about an FBI agent killed in a hit-and-run.”

      “Don’t start that again.” Kinsey dragged Annabelle out the door and into the hallway.

      Margo was the last to leave. Her eyes held no small amount of understanding. “He’ll probably just wake up tomorrow with nothing more than a major headache, a cast on his wrist, and a foul disposition.”

      “I hope so.” Yet the pressure in her chest only worsened. “I really, really hope so.”

      An hour later, she sat cross-legged on her sofa, staring at the empty chocolate boxes on the coffee table. With a grand total of five hours sleep in the last two days, her eyelids were closing but sleep eluded her. The mother of all worries glared in her mind like a neon sign.

      That they hadn’t seen the last of FBI Special Agent Jack Gates.
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      Monday morning, three days after getting run down, Jack’s skull still pounded. Beneath the fiberglass cast, his busted wrist throbbed even worse than after the doctor had set the bone. Sixteen years as an FBI agent and no injuries. Until now.

      He fumbled with his good hand to flip the cap off a bottle of aspirin. The cap sailed end over end before splashing into the saltwater tropical fish tank on his credenza. His two clownfish—John Wayne and Annie Oakley—darted away as the cap sank to the bottom of the tank.

      “Sorry, guys.” The brightly colored orange-and-white fish were the highlight of his mornings, something beautiful to look at when his days went to shit. Like today.

      John Wayne rose slowly to nibble on a blade of algae-tipped seaweed. Over the last week, JW had become listless, swimming around the tank with sluggish swishes of his fins. A pang of remorse hit Jack in the gut. He recognized the signs. The old fish had reached the end of his lifespan.

      He let out a long exhale. Just like people, fish came and went.

      Jack flipped the lid back over the tank and shook his head in disgust. He’d be a one-armed man for the next five weeks and one sorry excuse for an FBI agent. If Smitty and the paramedics hadn’t found him knocked out cold behind Rocco’s building, he’d have frozen to death.

      As Jack’s backup, Smitty had been parked a block away. Being in hot foot pursuit, Jack hadn’t had the opportunity to reach out to him. Only the arrival of a patrol car and an ambulance had alerted Smitty something had gone down.

      Jack pinched the bridge of his nose. He had nothing to go on.

      There were no cameras in the alley where he’d been hit. Somehow, his assailant had avoided getting picked up by any other city cameras during that timeframe. He’d even checked with the emergency communications center, hoping to ID a witness from the 911 call. Turned out the anonymous call that had come in reporting a man lying on the side of the road was made from an untraceable burner phone, and no one had stuck around. Leaving him wondering if the caller had been the same person who’d run him down.

      Or the woman he’d been chasing.

      A spasm of pain shot through his injured wrist. He jerked his arm, whacking it against his coffee mug. Mud-brown droplets spattered on his white dress shirt and gray slacks.

      He gritted his teeth, though what he really wanted to do was heave the mug and its remaining contents against the wall. This wasn’t his day. Or his week.

      Truth was, the last six months had been the worst of his life. That interfering little cat burglar had only added to his frustration. Whoever she was, she’d made a serious mistake wrecking his op. If it weren’t for her, he’d have had that bug planted and been long gone before Rocco had shown up. As it was, there was no bug, and he was totally screwed.

      Stopping the Falzones before they become a major player in the modern-day world of organized crime meant everything to him, and that’s where his listening devices came in. The Mafia was more insidious than ever and spreading like a cancer. Just because they didn’t make headlines anymore didn’t mean they were gone. They were reorganizing.

      In the fifteen years he’d worked on the FBI’s Organized Crime Strike Force Team, he’d witnessed the mob growing smarter and more sophisticated. Technology was transforming every day and becoming increasingly complex. So was organized crime. Where once the Mafia’s bread and butter came from extortion, heroin trafficking, and waste management, now the almighty internet provided a virtually covert way for them to make millions off scam cyber-crime businesses. Although, when it came to modern innovation, the Falzones were running behind.

      The phone on his desk rang, interrupting his thoughts and hammering into his skull. He grabbed the receiver. “Gates,” he snapped.

      “Is this Special Agent Jack Gates?” a female voice with a heavy Italian accent asked.

      “Yes.” He narrowed his eyes. Something about the voice was familiar, but he couldn’t place it. “Who’s this?”

      Click.

      He replaced the receiver, then wolfed three aspirin and washed them down with a swig of rotgut coffee that only added to
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