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      For Jonathan

      I could easily dedicate every book to you.

      But this one, for sure, would not exist without you.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York City

      

      

      Millions of lights pay homage to the night. Lamps lit for those who live in the dark. Together, the silent pinpricks across the sky create a subtle glow in the one-room apartment. I’m sitting in the living room of Mateus da Silva’s East Village pied-à-terre, content with the view but not the solitude.

      Tristan’s been gone an hour. I’ve counted every minute. He insisted he had to take a meeting alone with a man named Crow—a man like him, who takes lives without hesitation.

      I still don’t know what Tristan plans to do…about us or Company Eleven or the leash they’re planning to put on him again. I doubt he’ll tell me. He’s been his usual cold self since we made the journey from New Orleans in an exhausting two-day jag. But when he’s cold, he’s working. I’ve learned that. He’s calculating and planning, too focused in his mind to show me the softer side I’ve successfully coaxed out a time or two. Doesn’t make the temperature drop much easier to accept, but acceptance is the only way through this.

      Jay’s invited him back into the Company to resume his role as a trained killer—the best of them. I’ve accepted this, at least to the degree that I would follow him in that direction if it kept us together. He could have left me at Halo with Martine and the others. For his part, he seems to have resigned himself to the fact that I won’t give up on us. At least not without a fight.

      Yet I find myself missing the mansion on St. Charles now. I miss Martine’s air of quiet confidence, like a mother’s watchful eye over the house and everyone in it. Skye’s unexpected friendship. Even Noam’s merciless training, because it came from his heart. My time with the people attached to Halo wasn’t exactly a fairy tale, but I enjoyed a moment of stability there. Or at least a taste of it.

      I pick up my phone and chance a late-night call to Skye, hoping I don’t wake her.

      “About time you called.” Her voice is scratchy with sleep when she picks up.

      I smile against a strong pang of emotion. We didn’t have much time for goodbyes before Tristan and I took off for New York. As I packed my bags quickly, she was tearful and apologetic for leaving the hotel with Zeda so swiftly. Martine, watching the scene play out remotely, had pulled them out as soon as Tristan blasted onto the scene, gun in hand, ready to use it on the man who’d viciously beaten me. Vince Boswell had a twisted idea about foreplay, but it was enough to collect what we needed to have him call off the hit on my life. At least that’s what we hoped.

      “Where are you?” she asks.

      “New York. We got here a couple days ago. We’re staying at a friend’s apartment in the city while Tristan does whatever he has to do.”

      “And what’s that?”

      I trust Skye, but I can’t share Tristan’s business with anyone. Not when he’s in the business of killing people, or at least tied to it for the foreseeable future. She knows what he does, but that’s about it.

      “Meeting with an old associate,” I finally say.

      She chuckles softly. “So you’re in knots.”

      “Basically.”

      “You can always come back, you know.”

      “He needs me, whether he chooses to admit it or not.”

      She doesn’t need to say anything. Her inherent distrust of most men extends to Tristan, and her skeptical snort on the other side of the phone confirms it.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but I’m his only reason to stop doing what he’s been doing. If I’m out of the picture, I’m afraid he’ll go back to it, and I’ll never see him again.”

      “You sure you’re not just prolonging the inevitable?”

      I wince. I don’t like the sound of that. I refuse to accept Tristan returning to a life of killing people for money. Will I fight as hard as I can to keep him from going there again, at the risk of my own safety?

      “I’m not losing him again,” I say with finality.

      I’m not spending another six years wondering where he is or what he’s doing, my heart never healing, just breaking a little more with every passing day. No. I’d face death and danger over the almost carefree life I left to run away with Tristan. I’d make the same choice all over again if I had to. A thousand times over.

      She sighs on the other end. “All right then. You know we’ll always be here for you.”

      “Thank you. And thanks for picking up. I needed to hear a friendly voice.”

      “Anytime, hon. Come back soon, okay?”

      “I’ll try.”

      I hang up and feel the loss of her daily companionship even more acutely. Living in limbo, not knowing our next stop, is excruciating at times. New York decidedly isn’t a place to hide away without purpose. The soul of the city seems powered by an unending rush to handle matters at hand. And if I stay idle in this apartment much longer just to wait for Tristan to find a way out of his commitment with Company Eleven, I’ll soon be climbing the walls.

      I stare at my phone and think about texting him. He won’t answer anyway, so I go to the bedroom instead. In the corner beside my emptied suitcases is a black bag. A little ripple of worry goes through me that Tristan will find me going through his things. But he’s gone and not likely to come back for a while. So I take a seat on the floor, unzip the bag, and begin to unpack it, one item at a time. Rolled-up T-shirts and clothes. Weapons that don’t scare me as much as they used to. Guns and knives and extra magazines. An entire pack of zip ties. I let those drop to the floor without care, because him using them to tie me to the bed the night we reunited is not yet a distant memory. Of course, if he used them now, I probably wouldn’t mind so much.

      I continue unpacking until there’s nothing left. I check the smaller interior pockets and find his passports and a few bricks of cash. American dollars. Money that no doubt was obtained carrying out the work of a mercenary. Then the red leather notebook that holds the record of his wrongdoings. Names of the unfortunate. I unwind the leather strap and go through it, somberly, like the pages of a program at a funeral. Most of the names are masculine, some feminine. Round numbers are beside them. Fees earned.

      Each one is a bloody story. A story that started with a wish or a grudge or a vow that was made maybe years ago. Maybe decades ago. One thing is certain. Each name holds its own secrets. I run my finger over the faint indentations on the paper made in Tristan’s messy script.

      I want to shut the notebook and tie up everything this book represents. Burn it. Toss it into the river to live with the sludge at the bottom and be forgotten. But that won’t make what Tristan did go away. And this ledger has value to him. He calls it insurance, and I wonder now if this could be the insurance we need to get him away from the Company.

      Surely they have their own ledger. But what if we unraveled enough to scare them into leaving us alone, once and for all? Because I lived, we could track down the people who wanted me dead. The dead don’t have a voice, but their families do. Their friends do. What if we uncovered enough to buy back Tristan’s freedom?

      Keeping the notebook out, I begin returning his things to the bag, when a sliver of white catches my eye. It’s barely noticeable, sticking out behind the rectangular piece of plastic that lines the bottom of the bag. I peel back the barrier to reveal a thick file folder, and as I pull it out and open it, several glossy photos slip out among the papers. The first one paralyzes me.

      The pale, wounded body of a man with dozens of sutures across his torso. I touch the photo, leaving my fingerprints on the surface. Tristan. My beautiful Tristan. Marred with the wounds of war. I press my hand to my mouth. Then, slowly, I go to the next photo and the next. His legs. His profile. Shots taken from every angle, like a crime scene. One that, miraculously, he lived through.

      Fighting nausea, I push the photos away and sift through the other paperwork in the file. High school transcripts, military forms, and briefings filled with terms I don’t fully comprehend. I pause on a letter with the CIA insignia centered on the page.

      I scan the letter quickly and land on one sentence that I read again and again until my eyes blur.

      
        
        Please accept my highest recommendation of Tristan Stone for placement in the Striker Special Forces training program.

      

      

      Then the illegible scrawl of my father, signing off on Tristan’s future.

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      “I’m here to see Crow.”

      The tall, brawny bouncer gives me a cursory glance, lifts the velvet rope between the entrance to Topaz 31 and me, and murmurs into the microphone hidden in his sleeve cuff as I head for the front door of the club—an upscale gentlemen’s lounge in Midtown. I half expected Crow to lure me into a seedy bar in South Jersey where he and his mob family hail from. To talk to me or kill me, who knows.

      Inviting me here instead may have been his way of putting me at ease, but I’m as on guard as ever. I nearly killed him last time I saw him, a circumstance I’m sure he’s not forgotten.

      Once inside, the main area seduces the senses with blue lights, clinks of glass from the bar, and several rows of leather crescent chairs swiveling as patrons casually follow the leggy blonde crossing the stage. She pivots near the edge where a man in a suit peers up at her bared assets.

      “Can I get you a drink?”

      A topless waitress approaches me from behind. She’s petite, short even in her stilettos. Pretty enough with brown eyes and tawny skin. I’m not interested in this woman’s tits, but for about a half a second, they’re hard to ignore. Unnaturally full but attractive. Just not the set I’m into right now.

      She pushes her chest out proudly but wilts a little when I ignore her preening and look around the club for Crow.

      “No, I’m here to meet someone.”

      “Are you Red?” she asks, drawing my attention back.

      “That’s me.”

      “Crow’s in one of the suites in the back. He’s expecting you. This way.”

      I follow her around the side of the stage, taking in details as I go. The thin Thursday night crowd. A dozen or so men and one couple whose gazes are fixed on the show. A handful of servers offering massages and bottle service. Nothing obviously suspicious.

      The waitress leads me deeper into the club, stops in front of an unmarked door, and opens it without knocking. Dimly lit like the one we came from, the room is small but not claustrophobic. Crow lounges casually with his feet up on a black leather couch that wraps around the base of a narrow runway-like stage. Another beautiful girl is on it, gyrating around a pole in the middle and shooting furtive glances at her only client.

      Crow. The big, cocky guy I shot up a few weeks ago. He doesn’t look too sore about it when he notices my arrival. He waves me closer with a hand wound in a flesh-toned bandage.

      I take a seat on the opposite side of the couch.

      “We meet again.” He pops some peanuts into his mouth and smirks.

      “We’re just a couple of world travelers, aren’t we?”

      He laughs loudly. “Yeah. It’s good to be home though.”

      I glance at the stage briefly and back to him. “I thought Jersey was home.”

      He shakes his head a little. “I could be a king there, you know? I want to be a king here.”

      I almost laugh at his lofty dreams. Being the king of Manhattan would require wealth beyond anything we could ever make knocking off important people. Even a king’s ransom wouldn’t be enough to be the king here. But I’m relying on Crow’s delusions of grandeur to get me closer to Soloman, so I let him dream.

      The waitress returns with two bottles. A bottle of scotch and an eighteen-year-old Dom Pérignon chilling in a bucket of ice.

      “Are we celebrating?”

      “It’s not for you, asshole.” Crow nods toward the bottle of scotch. “You can help yourself to the Macallan, though.”

      “I’m good.”

      “Suit yourself.” He takes the neat pour from the waitress before slipping her a twenty and sending her on her way. “I’m in pain every day, thanks to you, but I refuse to take the shit my doctor’s pushing.”

      “Sorry about that,” I lie.

      He grimaces over his next swallow. “Thanks, Red. Means a lot.”

      “You said you wanted to meet. Here I am. What do you want to talk about?”

      “How’s it going with Jay?” Something glimmers in his eyes.

      “Why do you ask?”

      He smirks. “I don’t know. She’s offering a nice bounty to bring you in. Pretty fucked up since you didn’t kill the bitch when you had the chance, huh?”

      Something tightens in my gut. An unexpected blow of resentment that I left Jay alive only to have her turn again so quickly. I don’t know why I’d expect anything else. Maybe my ego or pride in my job superseded the obvious.

      “Interesting,” I say thinly.

      “Yeah, she said you agreed to come back in, but she’s not sure you’ll follow through. Said if I got to you first, to hold you and she’d make it worth my while. One more job to fatten up my retirement account.”

      “So you’re allowed to bow out of the Company, but I’m not?”

      “I didn’t botch a job.”

      “You couldn’t manage to kill me. Fucked that up pretty good, didn’t you?”

      He frowns a little, downing the last of his drink and setting it on the table. “That’s different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re you. That wasn’t an easy job.”

      “Even with all your backup? I’m flattered.”

      He blows out a breath. “Listen, Red. I didn’t ask you to come here to see who could piss the farthest. And even though part of me wants to, I’m not going to kill you.”

      Good luck trying, you clumsy fuck.

      “That’s really sweet of you. What do you want?”

      “I want to work with you.”

      “I’m not interested in a partner,” I say quickly.

      “You’ve got Isabel now.”

      I don’t answer. Isabel is none of his business. I don’t even like the sound of her name passing through his lips.

      He seems to know this because he grins. “Relax, Red. If I’m not coming for you, I’m not coming for your girl.”

      I clench my fist and unfurl it a few times, silently calming myself. “If you have a proposal, I’d suggest you lay it out now.”

      “How many hits do you have under your belt?”

      “Plenty.” I know the number, of course, but like he said, this isn’t a pissing contest.

      “Me too. And what’s an average hit? Like, twenty to fifty K, right? The really important ones are more, of course, but⁠—”

      “Get to the point.”

      He smiles again. That same smug, glittering smile that could almost be endearing if it came with a good plan to take Jay and her operation down. I really wish he had one, but he’s probably just wasting my time.

      “If someone can afford fifty thousand dollars to kill someone else, what’s their life worth?”

      I pause and wait for him to continue. Because if he’s proposing what I think he’s proposing…

      “I know you’ve got a list, Red. So do I.”

      “And you want to turn the tables and come after the people who did the hiring.”

      He nods. “You know the kind of clients who hire Soloman. Heads of state. CEOs. Princes. The top of the food chain.”

      “Maybe so. But if you do this, Company Eleven will bring an army after you, and whoever you fuck over is going to bring their army too. Good luck with that.”

      “I’ve got my own army.”

      I barely refrain from rolling my eyes. “I bet they’re a real loyal bunch too. The kind of clients you’re talking about would turn anyone close to you for short dollars. You’d have a bullet in your back in no time.”

      He swings his legs down and straightens into a sitting position, wincing slightly. “You’re wrong.”

      “Because they’re your family?”

      “Fuck no. Because once we pull off one big job, we can buy loyalty. And when we’ve pulled off enough of them, they won’t be able to touch us. We’ll be hands-off—the way Soloman is now. Tug a few strings here and there, get things done, and trigger the payments after. And the best part?”

      I’m not sure I even want to hear the best part.

      “Company Eleven implodes. We won’t even have to dismantle them. They’ll dismantle themselves. Credibility ruined. They’ll never get another job again. Hell, they’ll be lucky to get out of this business alive.”

      I rake my hands through my hair and blow out a breath. Crow’s plan is terrible. Fraught with potential pitfalls. Dangerous ones that would leave both of us dead. Still, I’m strangely interested in talking it through.

      “Okay, let’s ignore for the moment that your plan is basically impossible on a large scale. We’d be on everyone’s most-wanted list before we could even think about reaping the rewards. For argument’s sake, though, let’s say we could target one job strategically. One client. How would you collect the intel you needed?”

      “The hard way or the easy way. The hard way? We do our homework. Research connections and sniff out whatever shit triggered the hit.”

      “And the easy way?”

      He smiles broadly. “We snatch Jay and squeeze her for all the details. Talk or else. Plenty of basements in Jersey. Then we pop whoever we need to on the way. Easy.”

      “Jesus Christ, you’re a bull in a china shop.” And suddenly I feel like his level-headed life coach trying to turn the pieces of his insane plan into something that could work.

      He slaps his hands together and rubs them greedily. “But you’re still here. So I’ve piqued your interest.”

      “Which raises the question, why do you need me with this so-called army of yours?”

      “Because you’re Jay’s pet project. Poor little grunt who lost his memory. Maybe she wants you dead, but she’s got a soft spot for you. You’re probably the only one who can lure her out. Plus you’re smart as fuck, and I can use you. I think we’d make a good team on this.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. He’s a maniac—more than I ever gave him credit for. Then again, what kind of idiot leaves a crime family to kill people for a living? An ambitious one, I suppose. I can’t tell him this, of course. Saying no closes the door to whatever he learns about Soloman’s operation along the way. And Crow’s being friendly now. All that could change in an instant. If I give him a good enough reason, he’s greedy enough to try to snag me in return for whatever Jay’s offering. Not that I’d ever let him.

      “What do you know about Soloman?”

      “I know how to find him. That’s about it.” He points his finger at me. “Correction. I know how to get a meeting with him.”

      “How?”

      “It’s a one-shot thing. We’d need someone with enough legitimate bank to be taken seriously. He doesn’t mess with people who are small-time. Find that person, and I know who can set it up.”

      I run through scenarios, but there’s not enough to work with. I know nothing about Soloman or what motivates him. Unfortunately, I don’t think Jay knows much either. If she did, she would have told me more when I was ready to crush her windpipe. She knows what I’m capable of.

      “I have people who could get a meeting, but it’d be a huge ask,” Crow continues. “If we don’t get what we want out of it, game over.”

      “I have someone too, but you’re right. It’s not worth pulling favors until we know more.”

      Mateus would do it in a heartbeat, and he’s got enough money to fund a thousand hits. Doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t put him in that position unless I could put a definitive end to Soloman and Company Eleven and give Isabel the freedom she deserves.

      “I’ll think about it,” I finally say.

      Crow’s distracted when the music changes. A new girl takes the platform. She’s got raven hair down to her waist. Her face is heavily made up, but her patented seductive pout relaxes into something more genuine when she sees Crow.

      He looks to me, suddenly serious. “You know where to find me.”

      I take the hint and get up just as the girl begins her dance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      I jolt awake at the sound of the door shutting. Then Tristan’s footsteps drawing closer. I blink and glance around quickly. The tableside lamp illuminates the contents of Tristan’s bag scattered across the bedroom floor. The clock reads three a.m.

      Tristan halts when he sees me. Looks around at the evidence.

      The silence between us is heavy. My heart speeds up, and I brace myself. His belongings are few, but going through them is an invasion of privacy he doesn’t seem to be taking lightly.

      His jaw tightens. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      I cycle through any excuse that would justify my behavior. Then I see the letter that I’d read at least a dozen times before dozing off. Tristan follows my gaze. He picks up the piece of paper and lets it float back to the bed a moment later.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about it?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter,” he says, his tone clipped.

      “It matters. You wouldn’t be this way if it weren’t for what he did. I’ll never forgive him.”

      The letter was penned so professionally, so convincingly, like my father was trying to get Tristan into his top choice of colleges. No. My father was nominating Tristan for the front lines, where he could have died and likely should have.

      Tristan doesn’t seem to be dwelling on it. He shoves the paper back into its folder, tucks it into the bottom of the bag, and starts packing the rest of his belongings on top of it. He grabs the notebook last.

      “Wait,” I say.

      “What?” He looks down at it, then back up to me. “Were you looking for this?”

      I nod.

      “Why?”

      I don’t answer, because he already seems to be in a mood. Perhaps not the best time for me to start pitching new ideas on how to get him out of the assassin business. That and he’s historically not a huge fan of my plans.

      He tosses the notebook into the bag without another word, zips it up securely, and disappears around the corner into the kitchen. I follow and find him bent toward the refrigerator, pulling out day-old pizza.

      “Where were you?”

      “At a strip club,” he mutters.

      My jaw falls. “Seriously?”

      He slams the refrigerator door shut and takes a bite of the slice that probably tasted a lot better when we bought it off the street vendor yesterday. “Does that piss you off?”

      I grind my teeth at his challenge, instantly plagued with visions of beautiful, busty women crawling all over him. “What do you think?”

      “You going through my stuff pisses me off. Don’t do it again.”

      I take a deep breath and attempt to calm my nerves. “Did you at least get a lap dance?”

      “No.” He chews in silence a second. “Just a half-cocked plan to take down Company Eleven.”

      I still. “What’s the plan?”

      “There is no plan.”

      I roll my eyes. “Okay, what did you talk about?”

      “Supposedly Jay made him an offer to bring me in if he got to me before she did.”

      “He told you that?”

      “Yeah, but Crow’s got his eyes on a bigger prize. He wants to track down more people who hired the Company. Blackmail them like we did Boswell. I don’t know. His logic is if they can afford to knock someone off, they can afford to protect their reputation. Or their lives.”

      I bite my lip.

      He stares at me. “What?”

      “I think that’s a good plan.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I mean, I’m sure it’s a lot more complicated, but the idea has legs, right? If Jay wants you out of the picture, it’s probably because the things you know are a liability.”

      “And if I go unraveling every job, we’ll all be dead long before we can collect and disappear. Not that we could ever run far or fast enough from the people we piss off.”

      I exhale a sigh and pace to the wall of windows. I can see the faintest reflection of myself. I’m not the person I was a month ago. So much has changed.

      “Now that you’ve met with Crow, there’s no reason we can’t go back to New Orleans, right?”

      “It’s easier to hide here.”

      I turn. “I want to go back.”

      He works his jaw. “Like you wanted to go to Brienne’s?”

      A cold stillness comes over me. I walk past him toward the bedroom, but he’s on my heels.

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “Isabel.”

      He catches my arm, halting my retreat. I let him because I have nowhere to go anyway. Not at this hour. Not in this little sliver of living space. I wrestle free from his embrace though.

      “I was hiding at Brienne’s. I was alone, and I was scared. You sent me off on my own at a time when I couldn’t have been more vulnerable.” My voice cracks as the last words spill free. Words I repeat in my head every time I battle with my guilt over my friend’s gruesome death. If I’d never come back into her life, she’d be alive. If I’d chosen to stay somewhere else, maybe someone else would have died. Or maybe the Company would have hit their mark and I’d be gone.

      I close my eyes and try to ignore the same thoughts running the same track. Around and around they go. Never giving me any solace. Never granting me the forgiveness I probably don’t deserve anyway.

      “I know,” Tristan says quietly, coaxing me into his arms. “I don’t know why I said that. I’m sorry.”

      I lean against him, fighting the relief that inevitably comes when I’m this close to him. I inhale, expecting to smell perfume or the scent of another woman. But it’s just Tristan. I soften into his soothing caresses down my back, realizing he’s barely touched me since we got here. We’ve been close. Sharing the same bed and the same space but emotionally adrift.

      “Why haven’t you touched me?”

      I look up and search his eyes, noticing the flecks of gray among the pale blue. His unshaven jaw. The tired lines.

      “Because it makes me want you, and wanting you is torture.”

      Something sparks in me when I remember how I affect him. I slide my hands under his shirt and graze the warm, muscled flesh beneath.

      “Then why don’t you just take what you want?”

      His eyes darken before they close. I glide one palm higher so it rests over his heart. Its silent beats thrum under my fingertips, steady at first, then faster. My own heart races as energy hums between us. Belonging… Me, to this one man and all his broken pieces. Him, to all of mine.

      He opens his eyes, his features a mix of fight and surrender. “It’s not that simple and you know it.”

      I shake my head because I can hear his doubts as if he’s said them aloud. He’s hardened against the world and still finding his heart, but we’re tied together in this way whether we like it or not. Through our passion. Our past.

      “We’ll never be perfect, Tristan. Not even close. We can only be who we are.”

      If he doesn’t believe me, I intend to sway him. So I lift on my toes and press my lips to his. I twine my arms around him. Melt into him until we both surrender to a moment that feels like forgiveness…acceptance. Soft and slow like we’re holding each other’s hurt and imperfections too. The whole ugly, beautiful life that’s ours to chart.

      I swallow over the knot in my throat, overwhelmed by how much space Tristan’s always held in my heart. If only life hadn’t erased the space I held in his, maybe all of this would be easier somehow.

      “I wish you could remember me.”

      He’s quiet a moment, gliding his fingers through my hair. “I do sometimes.”

      “You do?” I look up, hopeful.

      “When I’m touching you. Or kissing you. When we’re together. Sometimes it’ll trigger little flashes of memory.”

      “Like what?”

      He shrugs a little, touches my cheek. “It’s mostly…intimate. It’s how I know we were real though.”

      My cheeks heat a little. I miss his touches and kisses. I miss the way we move together when there’s nothing between us.

      But just as I start to follow more of those thoughts, he pulls away.

      “Come on. It’s late. Let’s get some sleep.”

      
        
        TRISTAN

      

      

      The French doors are slightly ajar. Through them, I can see Morgan working at his desk. The house is quiet. We’re alone here. And even though everything about this house highlights the inadequacy of my own, I find myself crawling into Isabel’s window as often as I can to spend more time here. In her bed, tangled up in her sweet-smelling sheets, making the most of every minute we can steal.

      But when Morgan looks up, barely masking his disdain, I remember that I’m hardly welcome here.

      “Tristan. Come on in.”

      I enter without a greeting, closing the door behind me. I know why I’m here, and it’s not to exchange pleasantries. I take the seat across from his desk, and he gives me a short nod of approval.

      “How did the meeting with the recruiter go?”

      “Fine,” I say in a clipped tone.

      He nods again. “Do you have any questions? Any hesitations I could help clear up for you?”

      “Your intentions are very clear, Mr. Foster.”

      His grim stare matches mine. “I don’t think it serves anyone for me to be vague. We all want what’s best for Isabel, right?”

      If only I were stupid enough to be able to convince myself that I am what’s best for her. I’m clearly not. I know I can make her happy, but I also know she’s giving up dreams for me. That, and I’m not who I was when I met her. Something broke when my mother died, and I don’t know how to fix it. Even the girl I’m desperately in love with can’t seem to make me whole again.

      “When will you tell Isabel, then?”

      I clench my jaw hard at the veiled hopefulness in his voice. “I guess I’ll tell her when I make a decision.”

      “When will that be?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure I want to spend the next four years being a glorified grunt on the front lines. I know you think I’m worthless, but I actually value my life.”

      “I don’t think you’re worthless. I know you’re highly intelligent, and you would bring valuable skills to the program I’ve nominated you for.” He pauses, softening his tone slightly. “I just want Isabel to have a chance to follow through on the dreams she had before she met you. In four years, you can both reevaluate where you want to be, and whatever you choose at that point, you’ll have my blessing.”

      I don’t buy any of it. He’s never supported our relationship. Four years won’t change that. Doesn’t matter what degree she’s holding in her hand.

      “The signing bonus was significant, wasn’t it?”

      I hold back a glare. The five-digit financial incentive the army recruiter offered isn’t a deciding factor, but the money won’t hurt. My mother’s funeral expenses wiped out what little savings we had. I have no idea how I’ll manage a move to California with Isabel when I barely have enough to make rent on the shitty house I can’t seem to give up because it’s the last link I have to my dead mother.

      Morgan’s quiet offer to get me onto an elite Special Forces team if I agree to enlist is something I should shove back in his face with a resounding “fuck you” before I drive off into the sunset with his daughter. But as much as his disapproval burns me, the enlistment opportunity is a path that makes sense. It’s an occupation. Stability when I have none. Without it, I’m just a broke, emotionally wrecked orphan who’s somehow managed to win an incredible woman’s heart. One day she’ll figure it out, and I’ll have to live with the resentment that I held her back. I don’t deserve Isabel, but I can try to change that. I can start by letting her have the dream her parents want for her—an Ivy League education and four years of a normal college life that I would have stolen by following through on our UCLA plan.

      The truth is I’d likely end up dropping out to support myself anyway. Then she’d have a degree and a job worthy of it, and God knows what I’d be doing trying to catch up.

      “What do I have to do to convince you?” Morgan presses.

      “It’s not up to you,” I say, enjoying the anxiety my indecision is giving him.

      He clears his throat, pausing a moment. “I’ll match the bonus if that would help. You couldn’t tell Isabel about it, of course.”

      I shake my head with a disgusted grimace. “I don’t want your fucking money. I want her. She’s the one I’m doing this for, not you.”

      His lips form a thin line. “So you’ll do it then.”

      Something roils deep inside me. An agonizing sound that has no place to go, so I bury it. I shove it down with the rest of my pain. The rest of the blows I’ve had to take in this unfortunate life. Walking away from Isabel is just another one I’ll have to learn to accept.

      “I’ll do it.”

      I jolt awake. My breaths come rapidly. I swallow hard, because I haven’t had a flashback like that since we were back in Brazil. Except this one was completely new and vivid. Rich. Almost as if Isabel asked for it when I held her last night and my brain delivered.

      Faintly ill, I replay the moment I’d decided to let her go, surrendering our dreams to Morgan, the overprotective father who sealed my fate with an offer I couldn’t refuse. I wasn’t surprised when I read the letter among the other documents in the file after I’d retrieved them from Jay’s apartment. Morgan had the most incentive to get me out of Isabel’s life. And why wouldn’t he want to get me away from her?

      My groggy thoughts drift to the dingy house in Baltimore. The dark room where we’d spent who knows how many hours hiding away from the world, planning our life together. All our planning, and I still couldn’t go through with it, knowing I didn’t deserve her.

      Not much has changed. She’s still in love with me, is too eager to run away together, and now all I have to offer her is a bank account full of blood money. I exhale a heavy sigh as my heartbeat slows to a normal rhythm. Late-morning light seeps in past the edges of the blackout shades covering the bedroom windows. It’s enough to highlight the lines of Isabel’s body under the sheets. The shadows of her messy hair framing her face as she sleeps. The hues of the fading bruises on her cheek and jaw.

      I push up onto my elbow to see her better and feather the faintest caress over the discolored skin. She doesn’t stir. Seeing the bruises eats away at me daily. Every time, I relive the moment where I was forced to watch Vince Boswell land those few vicious strikes before she decided to fight back.

      I still don’t deserve her or her love, but every time I think I can turn away from her, something turns me back.

      My life used to follow a straight line—an arrow pointed at someone who needed to die. My interests always aligned with the job that had to be done and the people who paid me to do it. Now everything is a vicious tangle of lies and secrets and splintered memories.

      I lean down, inhaling her scent. Vanilla, hints of cocoa, and something else—something so deeply familiar that it releases a shockwave of faceless memories every time I taste her. I slide my lips over her smooth skin…giving in…knowing the moments we shared once upon a time live beyond the barrier of my broken brain. If I could unleash them, would the path forward become more clear? Would it mean I could never turn away from her again?

      I’m too tired to hold back. So I taste her. A flicker of tongue against her collarbone, then her neck. She moans softly against me, her hot hand dragging lazily down the front of my chest. I should stop now while I’m only a sensation in her dreams. Let her breathing take on its sleepy rhythm again. Keep her at a safe distance the way I have been.

      But I can’t. Not when the memory of us is still pulsing like adrenaline through my veins. So real…

      Her body undulates faintly as I glide my hand up her inner thigh. All silk and warmth. Her eyelids flutter open with a sigh. I nip and roam as she slowly wakes, answering my touches with more of her own.

      “I need you,” I murmur against her ear.

      “You’re burning hot.” She lifts her shadowed gaze to mine and rounds her hands over my shoulders. “Did you have a dream?”

      Something knots in my stomach. Vulnerability I’m not used to. I silence her questioning with a deep kiss and more eager slides of my palms across skin I’m in a hurry to possess. I knead her through her panties until I can feel her arousal seep through.

      Her needy whimpers signal my last shred of willpower disintegrating. I strip her quickly, settle between her legs, and claim her mouth again. She drags her hands down my torso, urging me tighter, closer. Then deeper as I roll my hips and join us. Her awe-filled gasp echoes between us, rushes into all the empty places inside me like a storm rolling in. When she opens her eyes, they hold that drugged kind of haziness I recognize when I’m inside her.

      She brings her hands to my face, raking her blunt fingernails along my unshaven jaw. “Tristan,” she whispers. “Tell me.”

      This isn’t the time to talk about it. But I can’t escape her or the feelings. I’m overwhelmed by her. By how much I need her. How much I worry I’ll always need her. My lips part. I don’t know what to say, though. How to explain how the dream ripped me open a little more but how lost I still feel in the fog of my memories. How she’s the one clear thing. Her and this love between us that barely makes sense but can’t be denied.

      I hush her with a kiss. Hold her tightly. Rock into her slowly. Take. Feel. Revel in her. Mold against her as she wraps around me. Consumes me. Accepts all of me.

      My heart twists as my body climbs, tight and fevered. Words clamor and lodge in my throat until she glides her fingers into my hair. Soothes my burning skin with her healing touches. And for a fleeting moment, the darkness becomes a safe shroud around the truth. The union of our bodies opens the door I keep closed, beckons for the words that finally leave my lips as I lower my forehead to hers.

      “I want what they took away from us. I want it back.”

      Our gazes lock in the darkness. Her eyes glimmer. A mirror of hurt and loss.

      “Me too.” She brushes her fingertips over my lips. “We’ll make it right. I promise.”

      I don’t know how we ever can, but her words make a vow for both of us. And I believe her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          ISABEL

        

      

    

    
      Midafternoon light floods the apartment as I get dressed. Through the sliding-glass doors, Tristan leans over the brick-lined terrace with his coffee. The wind ruffles his hair and T-shirt. The horizon is thick with buildings that pierce the hazy layer of sky between the city and the wispy spring clouds. Tristan barely moves, as if he’s deep in conversation with the world beyond.

      Or maybe with his demons… The ones who crept into his dreams this morning. He won’t talk to me about them, but I can’t fight the inexplicable desire to wrap my arms around his pain. His words earlier might haunt me forever. Recognizing all we’ve lost. Acknowledging that he feels that emptiness too…

      I’m angry for him and everything we’ve endured. When he shows me his heart, something changes. I want to fight for him the way he fights for me. There’s so much wrong to right, but I’m nowhere close to giving up trying.

      I go to the kitchen for coffee. I hear the door slide open and closed again, and Tristan joins me a moment later. I pour myself a cup, and he comes behind me, wrapping his arm around my middle as he tops up his own.

      “Hi,” he says, kissing me on the cheek.

      I smile, warmed by the affection he’s so adept at holding back when he wants to.

      When he goes to the living room, I follow. We sit across from each other on opposite couches. The apartment is silent except for the distant sounds of the street below.

      “Did you have a nightmare last night?”

      He purses his lips. “More like a vivid dream. A memory.”

      I straighten, instantly curious, but also concerned because he seemed troubled despite the way he woke me up, with his hands everywhere, his need palpable.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.”

      I exhale through my nose, trying not to appear as frustrated as I am. “It might help, you know. Talking it through might trigger something new.”

      He looks over his shoulder through the window and then back to me. “I don’t get to pick and choose what memories are going to hit me. I want to remember, but then no matter what it is, I’m never really ready for it. It’s a setback. It’s jarring when I have other shit I need to think about and focus on. Like us. Figuring out our next move.”

      My frustration fades, replaced with empathy. I can’t imagine how uncomfortable it must be for Tristan to process everything he does. To parse true memory from whatever his imagination serves up beside it. To not completely lose his shit every time he gets a particularly troubling dose of truth about his old life and everything we lost.

      I’m ready to go to him when he leans forward, dropping his notebook onto the center of the coffee table between us. I glance between it and him, because the ledger’s mere presence is a taunt. Bait that ultimately I can’t resist.

      “What are you going to do with that?” I finally ask.

      “You mean, what are we going to do with it?”

      I don’t answer, but he has to know my silence is agreement. We’re in this together, and if his little red notebook is the key, I’m all in.

      “You’ve gone through it,” he continues.

      I nod. “A little.”

      “Crow’s plan won’t work. He’s in it for the money, and it’s going to get us killed. I don’t care about money. I just want to get us out of this mess.”

      “So how do we do that?”

      He drums his fingertips on his knee, looking pensive. “We do it carefully. Strategically. Like a good hit, it should be well planned, quick, and fatal.”

      I swallow, because this is definitely his area of expertise, not mine. “What’s your plan?”

      “We reverse engineer a hit. Once we figure out who did the hiring, we target them. Blackmail if necessary. But whatever we do, however uncomfortable we make them, the intent will be to make Company Eleven the culpable party. Then we hope it’s enough of a blow to either take them out of the game or—at the very least—send a clear message that if they don’t leave us alone, I’ll keep going down the list, making their operation a living hell one name at a time.”

      I set down my coffee and consider Tristan’s plan. I pick up the notebook. Its contents will probably haunt me the rest of my life, but if one of these names could free Tristan from this life…then the red ledger could mean something more. Give us a path to follow.

      “Where do we start? Who do we pick?”

      “We could look at the high-profile hits. Those would have the highest risk of scandal if exposed. Or someone rich. All the Company’s clients are flush, but more money means more power, and that power could be a valuable weapon to punish the Company’s fuck up. Or we pick someone dangerous. Someone who played without rules and whose friends won’t hesitate to mete out their own kind of justice.”

      My thoughts jump around the possibilities—all of them thrilling but scary at once.

      “That’s a lot to consider. You know these people better than I do.” I go to open the book.

      “Don’t.”

      I lift my gaze.

      “I’ve got them all memorized, Isabel. Every name. Every detail. It’s all in my head. I don’t want you going through the list and researching every one on your own.”

      I frown. “Why?”

      He pins me with a pained look. “A lot of these people weren’t good. I know that. But some were like you. Innocent.” He hesitates. A hint of remorse shadows his eyes. “I can’t undo what I’ve done.”

      I set the book down and slide it to the center of the table once more. His words settle between us, taking up space I wish didn’t exist. The reality of what he’s done and the life he lived before won’t ever be something that doesn’t cause me pain. It’s like grief. Heavy and relentless. An invisible but ever-present burden. Maybe with time it won’t hurt quite as much.

      Either way, I know I have to find it in my heart to forgive him no matter what I discover along the way. There’s no undoing the past, and neither of us can waste more time wishing for the impossible. We can only do our best with the time we have. Be better and do better.

      I shake my head because what I’m thinking now seems foolish to say out loud. Quixotic even.

      “What?” he presses.

      “There’s no erasing these names…but what if we tried to make it right somehow?”

      His brows knit. “How? Take out the Company and then put a bullet in my head?”

      I flinch. “No. Don’t say that.”

      “Well, that would look a lot like justice. I don’t know what else you have in mind.”

      “Forget it. I don’t know what I’m trying to say.”

      I rest back on the couch and release a frustrated sigh. I roll the conversation around in my head, trying to find the path we were on before we derailed. High profile, rich, or dangerous. Every possibility is a Pandora’s box and scary as hell when I really start to think about it.

      “What about a live target?”

      He lifts an eyebrow and takes a sip of his coffee. “Explain.”

      “Ask Jay for a job. If she gives you one, it’d be easier to trace something back with a live subject.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      I can’t mask my smile. “That’s possibly the only time you’ve ever said that to me.”

      He grins. “Well, the catch of course is that I don’t know her end game. I can’t trust any information she gives me.”

      “Never hurts to ask.”

      He shrugs. “Suppose not.”

      He reaches for his laptop and opens it. I get up and take the seat beside him, leaning in so close our sides touch.

      He types in the password to the computer faster than I can guess the keys he’s hitting. It’s a long one.

      “What’s your password?”

      He shakes his head slightly. “No way.”

      “What if it’s an emergency and I need to get into it?”

      “Like you got into my bag yesterday? Was that an emergency too?”

      “No, I was curious. If we’re in this together, we shouldn’t really be keeping secrets, should we?”

      He pulls up a simple chat terminal with an unfamiliar gray and black screen that looks
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