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      What the ever-loving hell had just happened?

      Shock, fear, and disbelief rolled around in turmoil in Special Agent Pepper James’ gut, souring everything in her system.

      The SUV met little traffic as it sped down the dark Ohio road.

      Of course, this time of night that was typical. Not to mention the old abandoned boathouse they were fleeing from was so far off the main drag, so secluded behind the small patch of woods that concealed it from the road. There shouldn’t have been any other traffic out that way.

      And yet… they had been ambushed.

      Pepper sat in the passenger seat of Agent Tony Fisk’s vehicle as they raced away from the boathouse. Her mind was buzzing like a super computer, trying to digest all the rapid input of information. To make sense of what had just happened.

      What the ever-loving hell had just happened?

      The thought repeated in her brain. This was the culmination of months of investigating, stepping on the toes of another three-letter agency’s deep-cover op, not to mention the crazy insane plan that had seen Pepper abducted, drugged, and sold to the highest bidder in a human trafficking op that had the city and all the surrounding areas in its grip.

      She was only lucky that billionaire Maddox Wade loved her enough to insert himself into the trafficking sale in order to purchase her to keep her safe.

      Then they had come up with a plan.

      Simple.

      Easily executed.

      They would fly back to Cleveland under the radar. Tony Fisk would pick them up and together they would apprehend a high-ranking member of the Evil Breed biker gang that was part of the trafficking organization, and lean on him for information.

      It should have worked.

      It should have been easy.

      It should have been foolproof.

      How it had all gone so horribly wrong this time, Pepper had no clue.

      She hated being in this position, wondering who she could trust and if she had chosen the wrong person.

      But Fisk was still so new, so green. There was no way he could be anything other than exactly what he seemed — a rookie agent only on the job less than a year. He could not be compromised. It simply wasn’t possible.

      Was it?

      “Where are we going?”

      Maddox’s deep voice from the backseat was riddled with tension, and it dragged Pepper’s thoughts back from the edge. It was a great question, and she knew that she needed to stop spinning, spinning, spinning and focus on answering it.

      But that was no small feat after what had just happened back at that boathouse with Eight Ball the biker implying that the man in charge of the human trafficking operation was someone who had been watching Pepper’s career very closely.

      Hell, he didn’t even imply it.

      Those had been his exact words.

      Creepy as fuck.

      Eight Ball said that person was aware of every move Pepper had made on this case. And along with the intel Agent Fisk had given her the day before about their boss, Donald Carpenter, having a family tie to the Evil Breed motorcycle gang, it wasn’t difficult to suspect that person was him.

      And now she had to worry about whether or not Fisk was working with him.

      If it was true… if Carpenter was the guy behind all of this, that meant he was in deep, and the family connection to the Evil Breed biker gang that Fisk had discovered was just the tip of the proverbial iceberg.

      Pepper shook her head and wondered how her boss, a man she had known most of her life — a man she had called Uncle Donald as a child — could be involved in something so vile. And she wondered if he only approved of her crazy plan to get herself abducted by the gang in order to get rid of her.

      “Good question,” Fisk responded when she didn’t.

      Again, Pepper was jarred out of her troubling thoughts.

      Fisk’s voice was just as tight as Maddox’s had been, and Pepper knew that she had to snap out of it and focus.

      “Should I head to your place, Boss?” Fisk asked.

      “No!” Of that, Pepper was certain, and her immediate response reflected that. “No, don’t go to my place. Should anyone come looking, I don’t want Carpenter to know yet that I’m back on the canvas. Not until we know more about where he stands.”

      “I think where he stands is pretty obvious,” Fisk said.

      “We need to know for certain,” Pepper insisted.

      “Well we can’t go to the penthouse,” Maddox said of the apartment he kept at the top of the building he owned downtown. “The Middle Man already blew up my home. I don’t want to tempt him into blowing up the Wade Building too.”

      “Wait. The Middle Man blew up your house?” Fisk asked sounding shocked. “I saw that on the news, but they said they had no leads.”

      His probing gaze landed on Pepper.

      She looked at him and sighed. “I’ll explain later.”

      “Well, we can’t drive around indefinitely,” Ray, Maddox’s best friend and bodyguard spoke up from the backseat.

      “No, we can’t,” Pepper agreed. “But we need to find someplace safe since Maddox is technically in hiding.”

      “In hiding from the Middle Man?” Fisk asked, sliding another questioning glance Pepper’s way.

      Pepper gave him a look.

      “I know, I know. You’ll explain later,” Fisk said, his voice dripping with frustration.

      “I’ll take care of it,” Maddox said, pulling a phone from his pocket. “I have a favor I can call in.”

      “Wait,” Pepper said, turning in her seat to look back at him. “You sure you want to use that? Turning it on will only give the Middle Man a beacon to find you with.”

      “This is not my personal cellphone. It’s a burner I brought with me, just in case I needed it.”

      “It’s that military special ops training in action,” Ray said with a slightly amused smirk. “Always prepared. Like a boy scout.”

      “It comes in handy,” Maddox smugly admitted as he dialed. He was clearly proud of his status as a former Navy SEAL. And honestly, why shouldn’t he be? It was quite an achievement.

      “Why don’t we just call someone we know we can trust at the field office?” Fisk said.

      Pepper’s head jerked his way, her gaze locked onto him. “And who would that be exactly?”

      Fisk glanced at her, surprise written all over his face. “Are you telling me there’s no one there that you trust completely?”

      “Yeah, I trusted Donald Carpenter. Now he’s suspect. So, no… I trust no one at this point.” She wanted to add, “Not even you,” but thought better of it.

      “Drew, it’s Maddox,” Maddox said in response to whomever answered his call, and Pepper’s curiosity was piqued.

      “Yeah, listen man… I and a few friends are in a tight spot that’s bringing some heat. We need an extraction to someplace safe for a few days. Someplace local.”

      There was a long pause as Maddox listened, and Pepper could feel the tension and anticipation mount in the vehicle.

      “Got it. Thanks, man.” Maddox ended the call and put the burner phone back into his pocket.

      “Who is Drew?” Pepper asked.

      “Drew Yang,” Maddox answered, his tone matter-of-fact, like it was no big deal.

      But Pepper was stunned. Surely he didn’t mean…

      “Newly elected Senator Andrew Yang?” she asked, unable to keep the surprise out of her voice.

      “Yes,” Maddox replied. “We served together in Afghanistan. Saved each other’s lives a time or two. I trust him completely.”

      Pepper looked him in the eyes and Maddox winked at her. She turned back around in her seat, totally astonished by his contacts and his reach. Maddox really was something of an international man of mystery. A decorated sailor turned billionaire with a heart of gold. A heart she was growing extremely fond of.

      “Head to the Wade Building,” Maddox told Fisk.

      “But you said we couldn’t go there,” Fisk pointed out.

      “We’re not staying. That’s the extraction point.”

      They sped into the city then and when Fisk finally pulled into the parking garage of the Wade Building, Maddox directed him to the guard post on the left.

      Ray rolled down the rear driver’s side window and Maddox leaned over to address the guard in the post.

      “It’s me, Brody.”

      “Oh, good evening, Boss.”

      Pepper could hear the light curiosity in the guard’s voice, but to his credit he asked no questions. She supposed that was his job — do as Maddox instructed and don’t ask questions.

      “I’m expecting a para-military unit to follow me in within the hour. Let them through.”

      “You got it, Boss.”

      Maddox tapped Fisk’s shoulder and gestured for him to drive forward as the mechanical swing arm lifted.

      “Park anywhere.”

      What Maddox should have said, Pepper noted, was park anywhere there is a free space. This private level of the garage only had about a dozen parking spaces to begin with, but she saw that all along the back wall the spaces were taken with all six of Maddox’s high-dollar rides. His prized possessions.

      “Nice collection,” Fisk said, and Pepper could hear the car-envy-drooling in his tone.

      “Thanks,” Maddox replied.

      “Had them all moved here after the firebombing of your place?” Pepper asked.

      “Yes. And I’m grateful that the home garage didn’t suffer too much damage. But I felt better having them all moved here.”

      Once Fisk parked the SUV, they all filed out into the private section of the garage. It felt strange for Pepper being back here given how angry she had been with Maddox the last time she left this place. Back before she had executed her big crazy plan to get herself abducted by the bikers in order to gain intel. Maddox had tried so hard that night to get her to listen to reason.

      She should have listened to him.

      “If anyone needs to go up and use the facilities, or get some water, grab a bite they can carry, now is the time,” Maddox said.

      “I’m heading up,” Ray said glancing at the others. “Can I bring anyone anything? Water? Energy bars?”

      Fisk shook his head. “Nothing for me.”

      “No thanks,” Pepper said.

      “No, but you can throw some tactical clothing into a bag for me,” Maddox instructed. “Maybe a few days worth. Toiletries too. And you might as well do the same for yourself.”

      “Yes, Boss.” Ray nodded and headed for the elevator.

      Pepper began to pace around the open space, her mind still muddled with the case and everything they had learned that night. Everything she now suspected about her boss, about Fisk.

      She leaned against the front end of Maddox’s Mercedes and stole a glance over at Fisk as he stood stretching and checking out Maddox’s red Porsche 911.

      She didn’t want him to know the location of this supposed safe house they were going to. And there was no reason for him to go with them. He was in no danger from Carpenter, or the Middle Man, or whoever the hell they were chasing. Besides, since he didn’t exactly have her total trust at the moment, he had no business knowing where to tell Carpenter to find the man she loved.

      Maddox stepped over to her and leaned in close. “Talk to me, Pepper. Tell me what that sharp mind of yours is working over.”

      Maddox’s voice was a just-between-you-and-me whisper, and Pepper didn’t need to look at him to know that he was silently assessing the situation just like she was.

      And what a shit show of a situation it had turned into.

      Pepper shot another covert glance over at Tony Fisk before she finally looked at Maddox and shook her head.

      “I don’t know, Maddox. I don’t know what to think right now. I feel like a character in one of those big budget spy movies where the protagonist doesn’t know who she can trust anymore. And for the first time in my professional life, I don’t trust my own judgment.”

      They stared into each other’s eyes for a long moment and Pepper saw the question form before he even opened his mouth to speak again.

      “Are you seriously telling me that you suddenly don’t know anymore if this fellow agent of yours is trustworthy?”

      Pepper tilted her head in a noncommittal nod, but didn’t say anything.

      “You think he’s been compromised?” Maddox asked, his hushed tone growing more stark by the second. “Is that what you’re telling me?”

      “Unfortunately,” Pepper finally uttered.

      The word was almost painful for Pepper to get out, but it was the truth. She had no clue anymore if Fisk was a person she should be trusting or not.

      When she and Fisk had first discussed her plan, they decided together where to take Eight Ball to question him about the Middle Man’s identity. They came up with the abandoned boathouse idea together.

      But they had been ambushed by the Evil Breed bikers back at that boathouse less than an hour ago. How exactly was that possible unless someone had tipped them off?

      And who could have done that if she and Fisk were the only two people who knew where they would be?

      “You say that your Special Agent in Charge is now suspect because he has a familial connection to the Evil Breed,” Maddox said quietly.

      Pepper silently nodded. She had actually never told Maddox that directly. But he had been standing nearby in the room when she had contacted Fisk via his computer and Fisk gave her the news about Carpenter.

      “You think this Agent Fisk is working with him? He is the one who brought the connection to your attention. Maybe the two of them are working you.”

      “Working me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But to what end?” Pepper whispered.

      Maddox shrugged a shoulder. “Maybe you were getting too close to identifying the Middle Man.”

      “Yeah, but if whoever is in charge of the trafficking operation really has been watching me like Eight Ball said, then why didn’t they just kill me when they had me captive?”

      “Because they didn’t know they had you.”

      Pepper shot a questioning glance his way.

      “Think about it, baby. Back at that boathouse Eight Ball acted like they didn’t know who you were when you were being held captive,” Maddox replied. “Remember he asked you how you were able to get yourself on the inside without them knowing?”

      “Yes.” Pepper slowly nodded as the memory of that rushed back to her.

      “I think maybe they had a name. Pepper James is a hard one to forget. But maybe what the Middle Man didn’t give them was a face to put with that name.”

      “So they didn’t know it was me.”

      “Not until you told Eight Ball that you were Special Agent James back at that boathouse.”

      Pepper glanced around the private garage once more and her mind played over all the pieces of this puzzle. Then she turned back to Maddox.

      “If that’s the case, then it brings us back to the question of why the Middle Man is suddenly not sharing his secrets with the Evil Breed bikers. I mean they are his henchmen, aren’t they?”

      “Are they?” Maddox questioned. “Maybe it’s a thing where he only uses them for the sex trafficking business. But for something like sending someone to kill me and my sister, he uses someone more suited to that task.”

      “What? Like a paid assassin?”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Still doesn’t explain why he would tell them about me, but not provide them with a picture.”

      “No, it’s doesn’t. Because why tell them about you at all if he didn’t want them to deal with you? Unless…”

      Maddox’s voice trailed off and when Pepper looked up at him again she could see that his thoughts were off and running. Speeding down a new and different path.

      “Maddox?”

      Maddox looked her in the eyes, his intensity shooting out like laser beams.

      “Pepper… what if the Middle Man told the bikers about you because he didn’t want them to kill you?”

      Pepper stared at him as a cold chill whispered along the goosebumps on her skin, making her shiver uncomfortably. “Why would he want me spared?”

      “How well do you know this boss of yours?”

      “Very well. He’s been one of my father’s closest friends for most of my life. When I was little my father made me call him Uncle Donald.”

      “Then maybe that’s the answer to your question. Maybe he didn’t want to be responsible for killing his best friend’s kid.”

      Pepper thought about that for a moment. “It makes a certain sort of sense, I suppose. But right now, I have a more pressing issue to deal with before the extraction team gets here.”

      “What’s that?” Maddox asked.

      Pepper gestured toward Fisk with a nod. “Him. He can’t be here when the extraction team gets here. Not if we don’t fully trust him.”

      Maddox nodded.

      Pepper took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.

      “Hey, Fisk.”

      He raised up from his position of leaning over to look inside the Porsche. “Yeah?”

      “You should probably go before the transport arrives.”

      Fisk frowned and his shoulders hunched. “Can we talk first, Boss? In private?”

      Pepper glanced at Maddox and then back at Fisk. “Sure.”

      She motioned with a nod of her head to the far back wall of the private garage and met Fisk there. When she turned to face him she could see the troubled scowl settle into his brow.

      “What is it?”

      “So is any of what Eight Ball implied back at his place true?” Fisk asked, clearly agitated.

      Pepper’s head reared back and she looked him in the eyes. “What are you talking about?”

      “Are you sleeping with Maddox Wade? Is that why you insisted on bringing him and his supposed bodyguard along on this mission?”

      The level of attitude in both his tone and his demeanor sparked outrage in her belly. It flipped a certain oh-no-he-didn’t switch in her brain. Pepper stepped toward him in a menacing manner, staring him down and counting out on her fingers.

      “One. Who I sleep with is nobody’s business but my own.”

      Fisk expression immediately morphed from frustration to fear.

      “Two. Don’t you ever speak to me with that kind of attitude again. Especially not when your actions on this mission are suddenly so suspect!”

      He took a step back as she advanced. “Mine?”

      “Three. Did you tip off the Evil Breed to where we would be taking Eight Ball for our interrogation tonight?”

      Now Fisk’s expression flickered through a roster of shock, terror and disbelief. “No! I can’t believe you’re even asking me this.”

      “Well, they knew exactly where to rescue him, didn’t they?” Pepper shot back. “How did they get that information when you and I are the only ones who supposedly discussed it?”

      “Are we though?” Fisk asked, his voice raising a few octaves. “Are you sure you didn’t mention it to your new boyfriend over there?”

      “Watch it!” Pepper warned, pointing a finger at him. “We came up with that part of the plan together, Fisk. You and me. And I didn’t talk about it with anyone else but you.”

      “Boss, I swear to you that I didn’t either! I have no clue how they knew where to locate Eight Ball. Hell, I don’t even know how they knew that he had been taken.”

      Pepper stared him in the eyes, studying him. He looked genuinely hurt and scared.

      “His lovely wife, Tilly, did promise to call Biz as we were carrying Eight Ball out of the house,” she said, her tone much softer now. “For all we know, the bikers operate on a tracking system or something. Maybe they track each other’s cellphones in case someone is arrested or jumped. We should have thought to make sure he didn’t have his phone on him before we snatched him.”

      Fisk nodded at that explanation. “That’s a good thought.”

      “Yeah. It’s a good thought too late.” Pepper placed her hands on her hips and let out a tired sigh, and they stared at each other for a long moment.

      “I swear to you, Boss, I am not in league with Carpenter. I am just as in the dark about all of this as you are. I have been following your lead in all of this. I would never do anything to undermine you in this investigation. I have no reason to.”

      Pepper studied him, taking in his sincerity and his tells. Tony Fisk was just a rookie agent, barely been on the job a full year. She drew in a deep breath and decided to take him at his word.

      “All right, Fisk. I’m choosing to believe you. But if I find out that you have played me, I promise you… I will make you regret it.”

      Fisk visibly swallowed and then nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Pepper mirrored his nod.

      “Um…,” Fisk softly cleared his throat and tried again. “So before the madness of the boathouse, you promised to give me the details on Wade. On his involvement in this case. Any chance of that still happening?”
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