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        Frustrated, sexually inexperienced FBI Special Agent Carolyn Moss is chasing some of the hottest criminals in America. But these bad boys will never see the inside of a cell. The only way to catch them is by the heart—and five lonely, desperate women will be the ones to do it. But will Carolyn be one of them?
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        I woke up in a cute tiny cabin with a splitting headache and no memories.

        The sweet, isolated artist who discovered me doesn’t know a thing either.

        But getting mended by a curvy guardian angel named Eve is a big help.

        Especially when I learn about her crush on me.

        Still, it’s not all roses.

        I have a bullet-crease in my skull and skills I can’t explain.

        When the nightmares start, maybe I’d be better off without those memories?

        But the past won’t leave me alone.

        Whatever happens...I’ll make sure they never lay a hand on my petite Eve.
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      Date: January 20, 2018

      Location: Boston, Massachusetts

      Subject: Michael Di Lorenzo

      Criminal Record: Italian national until the age of nineteen; no juvenile records forwarded from Barri PD. Alleged enforcer for the Sixth Family in Montreal, Canada. Suspected in a total of twelve murders of mob members, petty criminals, and as of three weeks ago, Don Gianni Lucca, Don of New York. Three of these murders have occurred on American soil, and Di Lorenzo is currently in the United States.

      Suspect was most recently sighted in Boston on January 17 meeting with an unknown individual expected to be a member of the Boston Family. He has not been seen since. It is possible that he is presently targeting Gianni Lucca’s eldest son, Carlo, who is currently being held for transfer to New York on racketeering charges.

      Given the high probability that an assassination attempt will be made by Di Lorenzo prior to the transfer, the jail facility where he is being held should be staked out with assistance from Boston branch FBI agents and Boston PD.

      I open the photo of Michael Di Lorenzo and shudder slightly. He’s good looking, but I loathe him. The order to kill Gianni Lucca came down from on high, of course, but it was Di Lorenzo who pulled the trigger.

      And in doing so, he ruined my chance of landing a truly high-profile criminal—the Don of freaking New York, no less! That would have been a career-making capture, and my disappointment and anger are still fresh.

      If I can catch him now, before he takes out Lucca’s son, it will be a big step upward even if his mobster boss is out of reach. I’m tired of profiling and chasing perverts and identity thieves. I want to bring in a killer—and Di Lorenzo is undeniably a killer.

      Still, I have to admit, he’s a dish. Dark and intense, hair and eyes as black as the coffee in my mug and a lean, solemn face like a Roman patrician’s. Tall—a weakness of mine—and gorgeously well-muscled, another weakness.

      Holy crap! I definitely need to get laid if my suspects seem sexy!

      Di Lorenzo is coincidentally the second one on the list of five never-been-caught suspects that my boss, Derek Daniels, wants me to apprehend within the next four months. It’s just that now, there is a personal reason to hunt him down too.

      The only problem is that Di Lorenzo is a fucking ghost, and has been since he camouflaged himself as a border guard and gunned down Lucca on his way back to the States. Fake identities, disguises, no prints on file and no news or rumors about him on- or offline. All I can do is watch his target and hope for the best.

      I look above my laptop at the window my desk faces. Across the street, the jailhouse looms brutally; a massive concrete gravestone, the surface broken by slit windows. A dozen extra cops and four FBI agents are beefing up security over there, while I sit tight listening to their radio exchanges, and meanwhile shake down every local and internet source I have.

      My cellphone buzzes: Daniels again. I hesitate before picking up; he’s far better at flinging sarcastic barbs than giving useful instructions or information. “Hello?”

      “Catch you napping, Special Agent?” Daniels’ voice is already malicious. He’s always held a grudge because I won’t sleep with him, and silenced him with threats of a formal complaint when he kept whining about it.

      “Hardly. Working on my report. No news yet locally.” Why is he calling me? He bugs me at least four times a day even if I’m just stuck in a hotel room running searches. It’s like he doesn’t trust me to do the most basic tasks on my own.

      Or maybe he wants to constantly remind me he’s watching me? In that case, he can get in line, because ostensibly he’s not the only one.

      “So, I’ve gone over your notes from your last case. Looks like you’re o for one on the Chase pursuit.” His tone is mocking. “He’s either still in Montreal or dead.”

      Alan Chase, car thief turned unlikely hero, is neither, but I don’t correct him. Daniels would never understand why the first man on my never-been-caught list was released. But a deal’s a deal, and Chase helped me drive the Don back across the American border from Montreal, where we planned to grab him.

      It’s not Chase’s fault that Di Lorenzo ruined things. “Yes sir, I’m quite aware of that. Is there anything else?”

      He sounds incredibly amused. “Yes. Lucca’s youngest brother Tony made bail and is going to the Berkshires for a ski vacation. Are you guarding the right brother? Because if the Sixth Family’s sent Di Lorenzo after all of Lucca’s kids—”

      I sit back and squeeze my eyes shut. Shit.

      Of course Di Lorenzo will go for the unguarded brother. Tons of accidents can happen on a ski slope. “How long have you known?” I demand before stopping myself.

      “Half an hour. I’ve booked you at the same ski resort. A courier should be there in half an hour with everything you need.” He’s all business now. Assistant Director Daniels is always skirting the edge of things I could formally complain about—but he ducks back into safe territory the moment I actually accuse him of anything. Of course.

      Damn it, I could have had a Walter Skinner or a Gordon Cole, or even a Jack Crawford. Instead I ended up with this dick. “Understood, sir. I’ll get ready.”

      “Don’t lose this one too, Carolyn.” He uses my first name disdainfully and then hangs up.

      Back teeth hurting from his disrespect, I pocket my phone and get ready. Not difficult; I never really unpack in a hotel room. Daniels sends me off somewhere else with a moment’s notice.

      I double check the bathroom for toiletries and jewelry, and get everything together by the door except my coat and laptop case. Then I sit down to send a very important e-mail. Daniels’s information and bribery cash may be arriving by courier, but my other big resource is strictly on-line.

      I developed an unusual contact while working on the Chase case. He’s a hacker of some kind, who keeps e-mailing me. At first he was doing it from temporary phone numbers or e-mails that blocked me when the conversation was done. Now, I have an e-mail address he’s been willing to hang onto for more than an hour or so.

      He calls himself Prometheus. I have suspicions about who he might be, and they’re enough to keep me curious—and invested to keep him talking. He’s also been an excellent source a few times.

      I address an encrypted e-mail to him and hesitate. His e-mails are always to-the-point. He will probably appreciate it if I communicate the same way.

      I need to know everything you know about Michael Di Lorenzo.

      The answer comes in under five minutes, while looking up the file on young skiing enthusiast Tony Lucca.

      Three things you need to know about Michael Di Lorenzo, Special Agent.

      The first is that he started planning to leave the Sixth Family instantly after the assassination of Gianni Lucca. The second is that his employers are now aware of this fact, and have not responded positively. The third is that a second group of Sixth Family hitters have followed him to the Berkshires and will likely reach him before he reaches Tony Lucca.

      “Oh shit.” Always complications. The information is reliable; I wouldn’t keep going back to Prometheus if it wasn’t. But that doesn’t make it easy to read.

      I respond at once. It won’t be long until the courier shows up with He’s in some serious trouble. Think he’ll make a deal to get out of it? If I can find him before the assassins do, this may work out better for me.

      The answer, however, is less than reassuring, and contributes to how fast I hurry down to the rental car once the skinny bike courier comes and the goods are in my hands. Prometheus sends just three words—but three words that mean I could be o for two in my list of five before the day’s over.

      If he survives.
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      There's a snowstorm coming this weekend. I'm alone and need to be ready. Several casualties already, making its way across the Midwest, and even though we're only expecting a couple of feet and some ice, better to suppose I won’t be making it off the mountain for a few days.

      I reassure myself that I can handle this. I have food stores for a month, a high-capacity generator and enough fuel. There’s stored water in case the line freezes. Even a snowmobile in case of emergencies, though it will only take me as far as Great Barrington, some fifteen minutes away.

      It took me a lot of time, scrimping and saving and selling prints and bags and t-shirts with my art online, and buying things piece by piece so that I never have to face another winter blackout unprepared.

      When winter gets treacherous, seclusion can make it worse—and I’m isolated. Nobody in the world knows I'm up here except for a few friends, my single neighbor a quarter mile away, and some shopkeepers and delivery guys. Going for help would be challenging; getting to me if I called for help would be problematic, especially once the snow piles up.

      Most of the time, the solitude is worth the risk. The damn anxiety is healing now that I'm giving myself more of a break from people. I can go into town and deal with my fellow humans for hours, even the whole day, because a safe, completely private place awaits me once I'm done.

      Times like this, though…Am I a fool for staying here alone?

      I come up from my basement, which is my storeroom and the automated center of the house. Everything is checked; everything is ready. No matter what happens, I will be able to sail through it. Just me and my menagerie.

      The cottage is almost two hundred years old, built in the Berkshires by a Dutch settler who wasn't interested in being close to a lot of people. The snowfield behind it is my garden three seasons out of the year; now I scatter corn and seeds out onto it daily to feed some creatures and draw them close.

      I've always liked the company of animals more than humans, and watching birds and squirrels flock to food in the middle of winter does my heart well. It's easy to win over animals; all you really have to do is be generous, nonviolent, and learn to listen to them. It's not so easy to win over humans.

      My family greets me as I walk in: two cats, Loki and Freya, my foul-mouthed adopted parrot Diogenes, and Berry, who is...a special case. He's hanging off the wagon-wheel chandelier as I walk into the room, and chitters at me.

      "Hi, Berry. Get off the ceiling, please." The raccoon squeaks and makes grabby-hands at me; I roll my eyes and reach up to give him a lift to the couch.

      "How do you even get up there, you fatty?" I don't do wildlife rehabbing, but Berry is unique. I found him on the highway clinging to his road-killed mother, and couldn't just leave him. Fish and Wildlife would be all over me if they knew this.

      Another good reason to live alone: I can do what I want.

      Berry wanders along the couch while I glance around, trying to figure out if I've forgotten anything. There's enough firewood for a month. The propane tank is full. The storm shutters are sealed, and all my beasts are warm and safe inside.

      But the creeping sense of worry has me check things until I realize what I'm doing and stop.

      "It's going to be fine," I tell myself firmly.

      I've lived on this highland for six years, ever since my mother died and left me enough inheritance to buy the cottage and its half-acre of property. I wouldn't have chosen the Berkshires, but I'm not rich, and a hundred thousand dollars stretches a lot further when you go someplace out of the way.

      And I wanted out of the way, even with the risks. Alone, no complications, no abuse. No dreadful mother; no terrible men.

      And all the green beauty of nature soothing my eyes and helping to heal my soul.

      "Ecce homo!" yells the bird, spreading his bare little chicken wings and bobbing his featherless head. He's in a tiny purple sweater I knitted and clings to a heated perch. Like me, he hasn't had the best life and still deals with symptoms from the stress. Unlike me, he pulls out his feathers habitually instead of compulsively checking the heater, the locks, the windows, and the stove.

      The cats are both in loaf mode next to the wood stove, which dominates one side of the room. Berry hops off the couch and ambles over to Loki, who opens one yellow eye and goes from being a chunk of darkness to a cat. Stripy gray Freya rolls on her side and bats a paw at the raccoon. The pair of them are helping to raise Berry, so they're remarkably tolerant as he burrows between them and chatters.

      I start to calm down watching them. The aching loneliness inside me is better with their presence; I'd be lonelier around most humans I have met. If anything, my sense of loneliness was worse when I lived in my mother's home, and everyone in my life was bullying me.

      It's better to be alone. It means I won't have a lover, it means I won't have a family. But it also means no more abusers, no more bullies, no more people treating me like trash and telling me that I deserve it.

      I need a distraction. Music, maybe a movie? "I'll put some tea on," and go for my kettle, filling it and then bringing it to set on top of the wood stove.

      A second later, I hear a shuffle outside, followed by a heavy thump.

      I pause, frowning. Raccoon? No, too big. There is not enough snow on the roof for it to have slid off and made that sort of noise. So what is it?

      Grabbing my fireplace poker, I move toward the door. A soft scraping sound beyond it—and then, to my surprise, a faint groan.

      "Shit." I hurry back and pull the insulated curtain that blocks Diogenes' perch from the front door drafts, then open the door and peer out. Am I about to see a drunk or lost tourist? It's twenty degrees out and whoever is out there sounds like they're in pain!

      I look out and see a trail of footprints through the snow headed to the door. A larger impression in the snow from a fall. In the moonlight dark spots are visible among the footprints. That's worrisome—but more troublesome is the person who left them.

      At my feet, an enormous man in a damaged gortex coat lies unconscious.
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      “Is this really happening?” He moves slightly, and I see blood in his dark, wavy hair. He groans again, as if in response to my voice, and I quickly try to sort out how to drag him inside.

      It’s not like I have any choice. Otherwise there will be a corpse on my porch come morning.

      Thinking fast, I roll him over—it takes some effort, he’s really heavy—and then grab the bottom of his coat and use it to drag him inside. The tough leather creaks as I grunt and strain, too aware of the icy air flowing into my home. It takes me several seconds of stopping to rest and then heaving backward again, my shoulders cracking from the strain and the cold with every pull.

      Finally, I drag him in enough to shut the door, then get him by the pellet stove to warm up. By then my arms are numb with exhaustion. “Damn, what did your mother feed you?” I sigh as I rub my shoulders.

      The cats wander over with Berry trailing after them, tails up and ears alert as they investigate the new addition. They sniff delicately at him as I check his condition.

      He’s pale and battered, perhaps from a car accident; the blood in his hair has mostly dried. He must have seen the lights and come up the mountainside. It’s promising that he was able to walk that far; maybe he isn’t that hurt. But he’s cold and has a head wound, and either one by itself is dangerous enough.

      I get his arms out of his coat to check him over. Under the gloves his fingers are cold and his knuckles are bruised. He has some other bruises and a few scrapes. Other than that he’s in one piece: no breaks, no big gashes.

      The head wound, though, worries me. Especially since he isn’t alert yet. I remember from my first aid training that if someone is knocked out for more than a few minutes, they need to get to a hospital. An ambulance might not get up here before the storm hits.

      I gingerly touch his head and he flinches, turning it in my direction. Berry jumps back and chatters at him; the cats start grooming their baby to calm him down. Meanwhile, having made sure the blood on my visitor’s head isn’t still flowing, I’m busy staring at him.

      I’ve seen a lot of attractive men—just not in person. This one, battered, wounded, chilled through and unconscious, is still hot enough to peel the paint off my walls. So much so that I don’t know what I’ll do when he finally opens his eyes.

      Hide, maybe. My cheeks warm just thinking about it. I’ve never been good around people, and attractive men? Forget it.

      And he is gorgeous. Almost startlingly so.

      He’s got a profile like a Greek marble, a big, solid body, and rugged Mediterranean skin with just a touch of stubble. He even smells nice—sort of. There’s an odd sharpness mixed in with the aftershave and leather that stings my nostrils, and smells familiar. I just can’t quite place it right now.

      Diogenes starts squawking behind his curtain and I reach over and draw it aside again. His little bright blue eyes fix on the new guy and he bobs his head. “Knock knock!”

      “Quiet, D, this guy could be in some serious distress.” I have no idea who he is, and if I'm going to get him an ambulance, I have to be quick. I check him over carefully, then grab my First Aid kit and some antibacterial wipes to check out his head injury.

      The half-dried blood sticks to the wipes, but I manage to clean the wound more or less. It's just a scratch, and though it might scar, it's already scabbing over. Not that bad by itself, but there’s a big knot swelling under it, and I'm worried about a concussion.

      I know what to do, but I'm not relishing it. Grabbing a penlight off my desk, I crouch next to him and carefully open his eyelids to see if one pupil is larger than the other. Guess those First Aid classes at the Y were actually worth it.

      His eyes are so dark a brown that it takes me a moment to tell if one of his pupils is larger—a dangerous sign of bleeding on the brain. He grunts with discomfort each time and his pupils’ contract normally. But he doesn't awaken.

      “Okay, so you’re probably not dying. But who the hell are you?”

      I dig into the pockets of his coat hastily, hoping he doesn't think I'm rolling him if he wakes up. I find his wallet and his cellphone, and notice he's wearing a shoulder holster. It's empty, though, and I suddenly realize that smell around him is cordite. Either someone shot at him, or he was shooting back.

      What the hell is your story? I wonder looking at his strangely noble face. I want to get out my canvases and paint him, but of course, that's a stupid idea when he’s cataleptic on my floor with a bashed head. Instead, I go through the wallet.

      There's an issue with it already. One, its stuffed full of hundred dollar bills. Two, there are two ID cards with two different names. David Cahill, and Brian Castello.

      I guess immediately that neither one is actually him.

      The lack of a legal credential makes the other details more alarming. The guy has an empty holster, smells of cordite, is beaten up, may have a fractured skull from being winged in the head by a bullet, and has a wallet full of cash and fake IDs. None of that is reassuring.

      Who are you, mystery guy? Who attacked you? Why are you even on this mountain?

      I

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/cover-to-use.jpg
MICHELLE LOVE
IVY WONDER





