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Cian Hunter is tasked with the
impossible: find Verity Wellington and bring her home safely. His
survival is not guaranteed.

Everyone in their business knows
Verity is perfectly capable of getting herself home, since she’s
the gut-them-first-and-ask-questions-later type of operative. She
also has the advantage of knowing where she is, which would be
helpful.

He accepts the assignment, aware two
operatives are better than one when dealing with the nebulous
factions who lurk in the shadows. Plus, the chance to get close to
Verity to see if his attraction to her is more than a fleeting
interest is too good to pass up. Provided she doesn’t gut him
first.

Cian is confident in his secret
operative abilities, despite wishing to leave them behind. However,
his relationship goals leave something to be desired. If he can
figure those out… he might stand a chance of getting them both home
alive.
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Chapter 1

 


 If his skills
hadn’t kicked in, he’d probably be dead right now.

The brush of hair on fabric gave his
attacker away. Cian Hunter twisted at the same time as he grappled
with the hand wielding the gleaming knife aimed at his throat. He
spun, then clapped the assailant against him, so his lips nearly
brushed her delicate ear.

Her clean, feminine scent enveloped
them, clouding his senses.

“Did you miss
me?”

“I thought you were dead.”
Verity Wellington’s voice didn’t carry any further than his in her
hotel room.

“Patrick Mallory is dead,
not me.” Patrick Mallory being his alias from what felt like
another life.

She sniffed. “Ah, but the great Cian
Hunter lives another day.”

Despite his years of service and
experience, it took her two-point-four seconds to break his hold.
She rotated in a cat-like gesture to face him.

Seeing her in person kicked
him in the stomach. Just like old
times. Although those instances had been
far too few and too long in between. And had equated to little more
than mere acquaintances meeting at random times.

“Still as beautiful and
enticing as ever,” he drawled.

Her sneer did not detract from her
loveliness in any way. “What do you want?”

“You.”

When her frown grew hot enough to
scorch the paint, he relented. Since he didn’t relish the idea of
being gutted. Now, or later, in his sleep.

“Your brother sent
me.”

“He’s sending dead men on
missions now?” One perfect eyebrow arched and his stomach might
have somersaulted. He didn’t dig into the nuances.

“My Patrick Mallory alias
is dead, but I don’t mind being sent out as myself.”

Her perfect chin rose as her eyes
clouded. “I report to Vlad, isn’t this a conflict of interest?” Her
voice was smooth chocolate interlaced with rich caramel, yet also
held husky notes for texture. It blended perfectly with her
platinum blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and that innate feline
quality within. A femme fatale in the flesh.

He had heard this very quality and her
breathtaking good looks were the banes of her existence. While he
hadn’t understood it then, he thought maybe he did now.

Her eyes narrowed, assessing his story
and him.

What she felt did not show on her
face. She didn’t hug him like he’d hoped. Actually, he had hoped
not to be disemboweled, if truth be told.

Still, she could have thrown him a
bone and said hello.

“Maybe. But your brother
and prince wouldn’t be too happy with you if you gut me.” He didn’t
bother to hide his smirk, because this was fun. If dangerous.
Still, it was better to forestall her natural instinct to take him
out. It might keep him alive another day. Or two.

Her snarl contained everything he had
hoped for.

“My brother personally sent
you?” Suspicion laced her question.

“General Vladimir Wolfgang
Wellington, Commander of the Rurikstan Military himself.” He didn’t
rock back on his heels because that kind of ridiculousness got a
person killed. Still, he now understood the appeal.

“I know my brother’s name
and title.” Verity’s pouty upper lip curled. If people had fangs,
one of hers would have showed. “What does he want?”

“Your general tasked me
with escorting you back to Rurikstan.”

“What? Since when does he
send an American who works for their government after a Rurikstani
citizen?” Her voice didn’t raise, but he did check that the paint
on the hotel room wall remained intact.

How to say this delicately? “There
have been some danger signs.”

“There are always danger
signs.”

“True.” He had to
acknowledge her scoff. “However, there has been some extra
suspicious activity.”

As he hoped, this tidbit snagged her
attention. She padded to a chair, the one placed so her back faced
the wall, and where she could see all the entrances and exits of
the room.

He hauled another chair beside hers
for the same reason. Then dropped into it, his eyes busy, because
otherwise, death came impolitely knocking. Or pounding. Or
sometimes shooting in a fountain of bullets.

“What activity?” She gnawed
the inside of her cheek. “If it’s got Vlad worried . .
.”

“He’s concerned enough he
sent me to make certain you return to Rurikstan in one
piece.”

“What about you returning
in one piece?” A smug little air swirled around her.

This woman is so after my
heart. “I’m supposed to do my best.” He
lifted an eyebrow.

“Right. He can’t guarantee
your safety.” Her smirk should have been cute, but in the same vein
as the rest of her, it veered into downright sexy
instead.

“Safety guarantees are
nonexistent. Everyone knows this.” He could state this with
absolute confidence to Verity Wellington. And her older brother
Vlad. As well as a few other associates. They
understood.

“Correct. So why does Vlad
believe you’re the man for escort detail?”

He hoped an innuendo hovered in there,
but based on his knowledge of Verity, he expected to be
disappointed. She didn’t wink at him, lick her lips, or send him a
sly look from the corner of her eye.

This woman stared at you straight on
and wouldn’t blink at slashing through your guts while discussing
the weather.

Again—a woman after his own
heart.

“I’m available. And I’m not
afraid of you.” He winked at her. “Much.”

“Ah, availability.” She
swept him up and down. “I could have sworn I heard you met a bomb
who won.”

“Patrick Mallory met that
bomb. Cian Hunter dragged his sorry carcass to safety and his team
found him.”

Her forehead pleated. “What kind of
bomb nearly killed you?”

“One that blew up before it
was supposed to.”

“Ah. Michael Lamont kicked
it the same way.” Michael Lamont had been Greg Gilmore’s favorite
alias as a secret operative.

“He did.”

“You’re better with bombs
than he was.”

“Yeah. Not sure what
happened.” He winced. Memories from that night remained fuzzy at
best.

She studied him as though she found
him a very interesting specimen under a microscope. Not that Verity
resembled a scientist in any way.

Especially not with her restless eyes
and deadly skill set.

If he had to choose someone to watch
his back, and he had several colleagues he trusted, this woman
ranked near the pinnacle. That is if she ever decided to trust
him.

I need to work on
this.

“So these rumors and
warning signs?”

“Yeah, about those. You
remember Clay Morrison?”

“The Army
Ranger?”

“He’s a retired Army
Ranger.” Cian appreciated her wince. “Yeah, he’s not happy about
it, but he escorted his girlfriend to Rurikstan because there were
some bad guys after her. Actually not her, but her namesake, who
happens to be a bioweapons engineer.”

Verity grimaced.

“Exactly. This ditzy genius
didn’t have any idea about all the bad guys who are interested in
what she knows.”

Gaping should not be so gorgeous on
anyone. Yet she even did that in a breathtaking manner. He should
know, since he had to breathe through his mouth to obtain enough
oxygen to live another minute.

“She didn’t realize bad
guys like people who know the ins and outs of
bioweaponry?”

“Not a clue.”

The noise she made was funny. At least
to him. “At any rate, these guys were interested in Clay’s
girlfriend because she has the same name. The girlfriend had a
couple of stalkers. The one is dead, I think. But the other party
keeps leading us to dead ends.”

Verity sat up straighter as her eyes
narrowed. “So terrorists.”

“That’s what the bigwigs
are concluding.”

“Hence, you got sent to
babysit me.” She didn’t pout or protest, but did look
resigned.

“I don’t know any woman
less likely to need babysitting.” He sent her a censorious
look.

“Would my brother send me
to escort you to your home country if something nasty lurked in the
shadows?”

“No.” He didn’t even think
about his answer.

Her spine stiffened.
“Exactly.”

“Because I’m a man,” he
agreed. Although it pained him to do so. But the problem wasn’t
with her skill set, which rivaled his own, and her brother’s. Her
uterus-bearing status caused this furor.

Not because she couldn’t get herself
safely home. Especially if she called her prince and demanded his
private jet, which she had done in the past. Prince Aleksi usually
sent a plane for her, no questions asked. And not only because they
were cousins.

“As a female, you’re in
much higher demand to terrorists. Especially based on your personal
assets.”

“Meaning if any of these
slimeballs can force me to be his wife . . .”

“He’s got more bargaining
power than any other faction in the world.”

Her gusty sigh revealed definite notes
of annoyance.

“Hey, look at it this way,
they’d just kill me.”

“Right. The idea of being
forced to marry someone you loathe is so much better than outright
death.”

“Oh please.” He rolled his
eyes. “If you didn’t manage to kill your new husband before the
marriage was ever consummated, your brother would personally gut
him and force him to eat his own entrails.”

“I’d enjoy making the pervert do that.” She nibbled her bottom lip
in such a way his thoughts scattered. It took long moments before
he steered them back onto the conversational track.

“Right. I forgot how blood
thirsty you Wellingtons are.” He appreciated being among his own
kind again.

“You and Greg always did
fit in well.” She sent him a little smile and the gesture lit him
up far more than it should have.

Far more.

He dialed down his reaction and reset
his breathing. And yanked on years of experience and sheer
willpower to force the issue.

“Anyway, we know there is
someone, probably terrorists, out there, who have some of our
people in their sights.”

“Right. I’ve heard rumors,
but nothing else.” She kept watch on a shadow in the
corner.

“Ah, so you were expecting
me.”

She didn’t shrug, but he caught the
impression of one. “I knew my brother would send a minion. That’s
why I didn’t put much effort into slicing your head
off.”

He grinned. “You should be thankful he
sent me. What if he sent Decker?”

“See, I’d rather Decker
than most.”

“Did you date
Decker?”

“Not that I’m aware.” She
pursed her lips. “We were assigned a mission together and posed as
a couple then. But he’s enthralled with his wife.”

“Decker got married?” He
blinked.

“About four months ago.
He’s so happy he bursts into song randomly.”

“He’s retired
then?”

“Yeah. Had to take a desk
job. Blew out his knee.”

“Was that on the mission
with you?” Why had he not heard any of this?

“No, the one directly
after.”

Ah, that’s probably why he hadn’t
heard.

Not that he was stalking Verity. He
just kept an eye on her. On a regular basis.

Yeah, time to change the subject in
his head.

“Glad life is working out
for them.”

“He seems happy and so does
his wife.”

He grunted. “Does she work in the
business?”

“Do you remember Salma
Rodriguez?”

The image of a dark haired, dark eyed
woman, with plenty of curves to even out the underlying muscle, all
wrapped up in a sweet smile popped into his head. “Sure. Hard to
miss her.”

Verity nodded.

She didn’t say anything.

“You introduced
them?”

Her cheeks took on a pinkish
glow.

“Verity Wellington, a
matchmaker.”

Her snarl made him grin, and make a
note to add extra protection around himself before he slept
tonight.

“Every time I interacted
with them, I kept thinking they would be good together.” She
sniffed, but it didn’t ring true. “So I made a point to introduce
them. That’s all I did.”

“I can totally see them
working.” He had to give her credit.

“They started dating soon
after and got engaged six months later.”

“How long ago was
that?”

“They’ve been together a
little over a year. Married a few months now.”

“A fast wedding
then.”

“Yes.”

He wondered what that little note in
her voice meant? Did the unshakable Verity Wellington actually have
human needs and desires?

His heart skipped a beat.



Chapter 2

 


 Leave it to her
clueless brother to send the one
man . . .

Verity took a deep breath,
surreptitiously, so as not to arouse anything within the man seated
beside her. His dark good looks kept snagging her
attention.

Patrick Mallory, with all his playboy
spy charm, she had no trouble resisting. Cian Hunter, the real,
street tough man behind the charismatic swagger, was another
prospect all together.

As enthralling as a clean, sharp
blade, and every bit as deadly, Cian, with his dark hair, blue
eyes, square jaw, and wide shoulders could grace a romance cover.
Pretty, yes. But what lurked inside is what caught her every
time.

His sense of humor,
Patrick’s or Cian’s, enticed her far too much. His skill set
rivaled hers, since, hello, he was still alive. Very few
would have successfully thwarted her attack upon meeting. Although
she hadn’t tried very hard.

He hadn’t even broken out in a sweat.
His prowess proved he was probably the right man to deliver her to
Rurikstan.

That her brother had sent him made her
spine stiffen. If he had arrived because he missed her, well, that
was an entirely different story. So what if they barely knew each
other.

However, right now she was
a job to
him.

Her hand itched to slice him
up.

Why couldn’t men ever see past her
shell? Were they incapable of looking at her as an actual human
being? With needs, desires, and wants?

She had toyed with the idea of plastic
surgery, but her mother, who she inherited these obnoxious traits
from, had talked her out of it.

Mostly because her mother,
with the same weary resignation, had explained their lure emanated
from within. Much
like a cat’s sinuosity, a fluid grace that flowed internally, not
externally. A flaw (at least in Verity’s mind) they’d been born
with, and no amount of plastic surgery could change.

Verity wasn’t entirely convinced, but
this obnoxious internal trait was fast ruining her field career.
She couldn’t go undercover, because men noticed and remembered her.
Even in a wig and contacts. Men responded, often in a creepy
manner, to something innate within her.

The bad guys rarely took her
seriously. Not until she drew copious amounts of blood and doing so
typically defied orders.

So
frustrating.

Now here came the one
man she’d never
forgotten—and he viewed her as a mission. The next job.

Her knife hand itched. Not that she
had only one, because she wielded weapons equally with both hands,
but she preferred her left. Not only her dominant hand, but it also
offered up an advantage. Although, again, the very best in her
profession were ambidextrous.

“This is a nice hotel.”
Cian’s eyes swept her hotel room with knowledgeable
eyes.

“I’m between jobs right
now.” She didn’t expound since he understood.

“Yeah, I like to splurge
when I’m off duty, too. Some of the places we end up in…” His
grimace told it all.

“I’m a professional, so
I’ll live wherever, but I prefer comfort when I have the option.”
Her eyes narrowed. “How did you find me?”

He tapped the area between his
shoulder and neck.

“Ah, my chip.”

“Your brother gave me your
coordinates. It’s the quickest and safest way to locate
you.”

An ugly thought surged to the
forefront.

He forestalled her with a palm out
hand. “No, the terrorists haven’t hacked into any of our
coordinates. Mostly because they don’t have that technology, but
your prince and my government have us so encrypted and protected
not even one of us could discover the whereabouts of each
other.”

Her tight shoulders eased. “That’s
something then.”

“Your brother felt I could
be trusted with yours, so he gave them to me.”

“But not without dire
warnings and threats.” She couldn’t help grinning.

Cian appeared disgruntled.
“Like I want two bloodthirsty Wellingtons after me.”

She made an executive decision, since
she doubted her ability to keep this info from him during the
length of this mission. And her deep sense of integrity reared up.
“I know your coordinates.”

“What?” He sat up so fast
his chair creaked.

“Who do you think sent your
team to you after that bomb blew up in your face?”
Oops, she hadn’t meant
to divulge that.

His eyes narrowed to mere slits. “You
knew that bomb hit me?”

Her nod was stiff.

“How?”

“Your admiral had a bad
feeling. I was having dinner with him and some of his crew, and he
suddenly thrust your numbers at me and told me to check out the
situation.”

She picked at a thread on her black
trousers. “I got there in time to realize things were about to
explode in your face, literally, so I sent in your
team.”

“You didn’t stick around?”
His voice lowered, popping goosebumps along her skin.

“Aleksi sent me an order at
the same time. I waited as long as I could, but he, as my then
boss, got priority. I wasn’t present when the bomb actually went
off.” A huge regret to this day.

“Right. Did you catch the
guys I was after?”

“No, and that’s why I
started to pay attention to the rumors.”

“Ah, and why you’re going
to accept my escort back to Rurikstan.”

“Yes. Those men shouldn’t
have slid through either of our grasps.” Her hand itched again, but
for entirely different reasons.

“You’ve spent all your free
time looking into them.”

She snorted. “So have you.”

“I’ve only just started
having free time again.”

“I heard you were committed
to a year’s worth of extensive physical therapy. That meant it was
up to me. But I, despite all my resources, and several of yours,
couldn’t track those men.”

“Same here.”

Verity squinted at the changing
shadows in the far corner. “You didn’t track anything either?” This
couldn’t be good.

“I left for a month to tie
up those ends, but I couldn’t even find them, much less tie them
up.”

“All I discovered were
rumors.” She pursed her lips. “None of which I could follow back to
the source.”

His mouth thinned. “Yeah, same for
me.”

They exchanged black looks.

He turned Patrick Mallory cheerful.
“So until we figure out what’s going on, you and I are
buddies.”

She rolled her eyes.
“Lovely.”

“Again, it could be worse.”
His cheerfulness rubbed along her nerve endings. Whether in a good
or bad way, she had yet to discern.

“Right. When is Aleksi
sending a plane?”

“He said whenever we want
it.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “You aren’t
planning to bundle me off to Rurikstan in the next hour?” Thank
goodness. She needed food and a good night’s sleep.

“We’re going to spend the
night here and then I think return to Hershey, because I want to
check out a new lead.”

“What is that?”

“When Morrison was
protecting his girlfriend, someone broke into Max Morrison’s
storage unit.”

“They actually broke in?”
She had seen that facility. While not as tight as the Pentagon, it
came close. Minus the secret service agents.

“Yes, the jerk got into the
facility with a key. They also entered the top level, also with the
proper keycard, but failed to hammer into the specific unit they
wanted access to.”

“That’s disturbing.” She
chewed on the inside of her bottom lip, running the
ramifications.

“Right, and that’s why
we’re going to go quiz Max.”

“So we’re heading to
Hershey?”

“We are. Clay and his
girlfriend were in Rurikstan when I started out to find you, but I
expect they’re either home, or soon will be.”

“It would be a good idea to
talk to them.” She ruminated on the various nuances of someone
breaking into Max’s storage facility and quizzing Clay and his
girlfriend.

“I’m hoping Clay can also
tell us what they learned from those men who attacked the
palace.”

She stilled. “Someone attacked the
palace?”

His eyebrows soared. “You didn’t hear
about the guys who tried to take Morrison’s girlfriend?”

“No, I didn’t.” This
emitted with a pithy bite. Her brother probably failed to mention
this because she had needed to finish her mission.

“Well, they tried for her,
twice. Clay was extra alert, and of course Vlad, Aleksi, Beau, and
I were as well. The girlfriend is fine.”

“Does this girlfriend have
a name?”

“Yeah.” He actually had to
stop and think.

“Nice that you take notice
of women.” She leaned heavy on the sarcasm.

“It’s not polite to check
out your friend’s woman.”

“Ah, I was unaware of
that.”

After a brief pause, he looked
triumphant. “Her name is Sara Newton.”

“Clay Morrison’s girlfriend
is Sara?”

“That’s what I just
said.”

“Excellent.” Now she had a
name to go with the woman’s face if they met up. It would be really
helpful to talk to this couple.

“Have you ever met
Clay?”

“I probably have.” She
frowned. “Although I’ve not worked much with Army
Rangers.”

“You’ve definitely heard of
him though.”

“I’m sure I’ve worked with
him indirectly, but doubt I’ve actually met him.”

He winced.

“What’s wrong?”

“I forgot that you tend to
avoid meeting men if you can.”

“It can be hazardous for
them.” She tucked strands of her glow-in-the-dark hair behind an
ear.

“You’re definitely
distracting.”

“I’m aware of this.” Years
of training made her easily quell the sudden urge to
fidget.

“You have accomplished
missions no man could ever do.”

“Yes, it’s
fabulous to seduce fat
old men with power who intend to add you to their harem—without
their vicious wives’ knowledge. It takes less than five minutes
before the men spill their guts.” Not one man had lasted
longer.

He grimaced. “Sorry. It’s a waste of
your skills.”

And that, unfortunately, summed up her
entire career.

 


 “You’re not going to gut me in my sleep, right?”

The look she sent him scorched, but
probably in a manner different than she intended. “I haven’t gutted
anyone in months.”

He perked up. “So you’ve grown out of
this tendency?”

“I only harm the bad
guys.”

“So I’m a good
guy?”

“I haven’t determined that
yet.” But her lips twitched and those blue eyes gleamed. He liked
that in a woman.

Or maybe he just liked it in this one.
Goodness only knew why he was interested in this one. Ever since
meeting her a few years ago, no other woman had captured his
attention like Verity.

She had made him forget other women
existed. The least she could do was not eviscerate him.

Of course, he’d have to tell her all
this, and that would offer far too much information.

People like them didn’t share any more
info than absolutely necessary. Some played games by not offering
up even the most vital data.

Most of that variety were dead now,
but still. You didn’t just blurt out stuff in this
business.

His phone pinged so he took a moment
to read the text.

“So we’re heading to
Hershey?” Verity’s question stole his attention from the
message.

“Yes.”

“Are we taking a commercial
flight?”

“No, we’re catching
transport with the military.” He inserted this only to see her
reaction.

Her groan improved his
mood.

“Do we have to?”

“You don’t enjoy stuff
sliding into you and sweaty guys?”

“It’s the sweaty guys I
object to.” Her look was very speaking. She didn’t even need to
gesture toward herself.

He winced. “Oh yeah, I keep forgetting
you’re a man magnet.”

Her sigh tore from the very depths of
her being. “I’ve tried disguising myself as a man, but it doesn’t
work.”

“They were still
attracted?”

“Yeah. I think I confused a
lot of them.”

Cian laughed. “Okay, that’s
funny.”

“It was
unsettling.”

“At least you know it’s not
your looks so much as your very being that attracts
men.”

“Have you met my
mother?”

“I’ve never had the
pleasure.”

“What about my
sister?”

“I’ve seen Molly, but never
met her.”

“Meaning you’ve protected
her without her knowledge.”

He didn’t even incline his head. She
knew. Protecting others was part of their business. You did what
you were told, and stuck to the shadows. Cian didn’t mind. He liked
the shadows. They had proved their friendship over the years. They
understood each other.

Some had escaped them to live in the
light, but he didn’t see the appeal. At least not right now. He
used to enjoy his work, and now with having started a new security
firm with two of his best friends, saw no reason to escape the
darkness.

Then his eyes slid to the woman in
front of him. In all of her gloriousness. If she dragged him out of
the shadows into the sun, he’d unquestioningly follow her to his
death. Or skin cancer.

A sad state. He’d have totally been
one of those poor guys suddenly confused by his sexuality if he
encountered her in disguise.

“I don’t think you’d make a
very good man. And we’re driving to Hershey.”

She didn’t snarl at him, but it was
the next best thing. “Thank you.” Not one drop of thankfulness
laced her words.

“You’re welcome.” This
woman never ceased to turn his outlook brighter. Perhaps that’s why
he was willing to follow her into the sun.

Note to
self—do
not mention the amount
of power she wields over me.



Chapter 3

 



If Verity’s heart didn’t stop pounding like this,
she’d need medical attention. Or something. Medical knowledge
wasn’t her specialty, but this couldn’t be healthy, for
sure.

“So what are our
plans?”

“We’re going to spend the
night here and then we’ll head to Hershey tomorrow morning.” He
indicated his phone. “Just heard for certain that Morrison is
back.”

“Sounds like a fast trip
for them.” She studiously avoided asking where her new bodyguard
intended to sleep. Her room only had one bed.

“People jumped them and his
girlfriend went crazy on them.”

His masculine amusement made her peer
at him. “Define crazy.”

“Have you met Janine
Morris?”

She nodded. Everyone in their business
knew her name. Verity had met her only once, but she’d never forget
the serene, powerful woman. Janine Morris was who she strived to
emulate. Only Janine’s power was a lot different than
Verity’s.

“Janine and her husband
showed Sara some self-defense moves.”

“And she chose to use
them?”

“All of them, and from what
I could discern, she even made up a few. She took out the first
attacker. And was ready to pound the others into the dirt, but
Morrison prevented her.”

“Where was my brother
during all this?”

“Trying to keep his
amusement to himself. We were
present.” Cian didn’t quite manage
pious.

“How did she manage to take
down trained professionals?”

“The first wave weren’t
professionals. Certainly not trained.”

“Ah. My brother helped with
the real attack then. That must have come later?”

“Correct. The second wave
hit the next day, if I’m remembering right. Could have been the
same day. Not certain about that now.”

“Once you all quelled the
professionals, there was no need to stay in Rurikstan.” She worried
her lip. But when Cian noticed, released the abused
flesh.

She rued her attractive force. Not for
the first time. Or the last.

His gaze shifted to the window, for
which she was grateful. The man was potent all on his own. She
didn’t need an unwelcome attraction to him to cloud their
purpose.

“After Hershey, and our
meetings, where do we go?”

“We’ll make our leisurely
way to Rurikstan.”

“Ah, so we have a few
errands to run?”

“My admiral, who somehow
heard Vlad had enlisted my services, want us to check out a few
things.”

“So it’s not vital we reach
home immediately?” How was she supposed to maintain an air of
professionalism with this man in her orbit? For an unspecified
amount of time?

“Not from what I gathered.
I’m keeping in touch with O’Riley.”

“I need to call Vlad a
little later. But I’ll need to use your phone.”

“Yours got compromised?” He
looked intense.

She dug it out of her pocket. Or at
least what was left of it.

His low whistle went against all their
training, but it did send a dart of satisfaction through
her.

“What happened?”

“I needed to dissuade an
admirer.” She wished just once she could say she had used it in the
line of duty, heroically, but so far, only offered the same old
story.

“Your brother buys those in
bulk for you.” Additional amusement doused his
non-question.

“He’s threatened to dock my
pay.”

“But you convinced him
otherwise?”

“After a succinct
explanation, he caught on.”

A small smile twisted his lips. “Then
he showed you a few additional self-defense moves?”

“Yes.” She couldn’t prevent
disgust from creeping into her answer.

To his credit, Cian didn’t laugh.
“I’ll show you a few as well.”

“Why didn’t anyone show
them to me during my actual training?”

“These are things you learn
in the field. They degenerate into the ‘playing dirty’
category.”

She encompassed herself. “Do I look
like I mind?’

“You should definitely not
mind.” This he growled.

She grimaced. “If I minded I wouldn’t
be alive.”

A black look slashed his face. Such
that her insides congealed. It took every ounce of her willpower
not to shrink away from him.

“Does Vlad know this?” he
bit out.

“He does now.”

She rubbed her arms as cold emanated
from him, and she actually felt when he made an effort to reel it
in. Some of the icy waves lapped at her, then calmed.

This man was more than a little scary.
She’d run into some seriously frightening people, a few who were
downright evil. She didn’t feel one vibe of evil from Cian, but he
had her shivering in her boots.

Glancing at her sock-clad feet, she
revised that.

Still.

The man deserved his legendary status.
She could probably learn stuff from him.

“I’m capable of protecting
myself.” She kept her tone wry, because the testosterone levels in
her hotel room were plenty high, with only one male in
sight.

The sound that escaped his throat
didn’t reassure her. “Vlad would never send you out if he didn’t
believe that.”

“If I wasn’t a man magnet,
I’d be far more effective at my job.” Bitterness
encroached.

“Think of it like this, you
can accomplish what none of the male agents can.”

“That’s what Vlad told me
when he inherited me from Aleksi. But I’d prefer to be good at my
job due to my skills, rather than because of some weird trait I
inherited from my mother.”

“Of course you would. But
remember, all of us have some skills that we just had to hone, and
others we had to work really hard to possess. This is true for
everyone.”

Verity studied his face. “Right. There
are some skills I barely had to work on.”

“Like gutting
people.”

Laughter bubbled. “Like enticing a
mark so I can pump him for information or plant something on him.
Vlad always gives me those assignments.”

“And you’ve never once let
him down.”

“No. I don’t have to do
much with those. They’re boring and repetitive and I hate
them.”

“Yet, you’re the one who
always garners the information someone needs. Imagine if Decker was
sent with said task.”

They both thought about the pudgy,
often sweaty former operative with a genius IQ and then grinned,
which spun into outright laughter several seconds later. Once they
wound down, she caught sight of his grin. It sent her heart
swinging out of beat.

She didn’t gasp, but only because her
skills at hiding her feelings were among her strongest. Yet her
heart’s odd reaction was not conducive for maintaining
coherence.

So don’t look at
him, the voice in the back of her head
barked.

Excellent advice she bet she’d never
follow.

Not looking at the man was
impossible.

“Are you okay?” Concern
lined his question.

“Yes. I guess I’m mourning
that Decker is now a desk jockey. I did have fun pairing up with
him.”

Cian’s nod wasn’t reassuring. Like he
saw through her small lie.

No way on earth did she intend to
mention her racing heart. None of the ensuing scenarios after such
an admission boded well for her. At best she’d end up in front of a
cardiologist, at worst, he’d ask for a reassignment and take out a
restraining order against her.

Yeah, note to self—don’t
mention the heart thing.

Did everyone have to endure this weird
reaction or was it just her?

“How do normal people
live?”

He didn’t even blink. “They get boring
desk jobs and worry about bills and how their favorite sports teams
perform.”

She offered an operatives shudder,
much subdued, because movement draws fire. “I don’t think I’m cut
out for a boring desk job.”

“You’re more suited to
stabbing things.”

“I like stabbing
things.”

“I know.” His eyes told her
something, but she couldn’t figure out what. It looked like he
agreed, but then that could be wishful thinking.

The last time she’d given into that
deathtrap, she’d had to unload the fuzzy pink sweater on her
mother. Who was far better equipped to handle the
garment.

Verity had been interested in breaking
out of her blacks and grays rut until nearly getting raped while
wearing said sweater. Thereby she gladly gave up both wishful
thinking and the awful pink sweater that very day. She hadn’t been
able to retrieve any of the data on her phone, her only weapon at
hand, because it hadn’t been recognizable after she
finished.

Then again, neither was her attacker.
She heard he still jumped at little noises and hummed off-melody
tunes under his breath whenever women talked to him.

It had not been a hardship handing
that dratted sweater over to her mother.

Who rocked it better than any female
on the planet anyway.

“You just rolled your
eyes.”

“I was thinking about my
mother.”

“Thinking of your mother
makes you roll your eyes?”

She eyed him with suspicion. “You’ve
never met my mother, remember?”

His face blanked. Even more so than
normal. “I’m pretty sure I haven’t.”

“Trust me, you’d remember
if you had ever met her.”

One dark eyebrow rose. “You sound
sure.”

An unladylike snort escaped. “She’s
memorable. Far more than me. And she’s had more years being this.”
She encompassed herself again.

“She embraces it, rather
than hates it.” His nod was knowing.

“Yeah. And my mom gets
results.”

“I’d like to meet her
someday.”

“Only if I’m there to
protect you.”

“Your mother eats
men?”

“She set some terrorists on
fire.”

“She works with
Helena?”

“Yes. They did it
together.”

“Your vicious streak comes
from your dad and your mom then.”

“I’m not sure if it comes
from her or not. It’s certainly a Wellington trait. And a de Leos
trait.” She couldn’t help being proud of her paternal heritage.
Maybe she had been shortchanged by being born a female rather than
a male, but she did adore her family genetics. At least on her
Rurikstani side.

“I know better than to rile
up a Wellington.” His smile was smug.

“When did you plan to start
this sensible practice?”

His snigger lightened her mood. “I’m a
slow learner.”

Her second snort set him
off.

Eventually, she brushed a few tears
away, and suppressed a couple stray chuckles. “I don’t remember the
last time I laughed this much.”

Their eyes met and her heart swelled.
Or maybe this odd sensation came from her lungs not inflating
enough. She broke their eye contact, because she didn’t know how to
quantify what was happening internally.

His mirth faded. “We probably should
do it more often.” He seemed as intent on avoiding intimacy as her.
Were all his instincts screaming at the strangeness of the
situation?

At least she thought that’s what hers
tried to convey.

The more pressing problem was
determining whether it was bad or not?



Chapter 4

 


 Never
before had Cian questioned a mission. No, that wasn’t true. He had
questioned plenty of missions. He had questioned whether he was the
proper person to get the job done. He questioned the resources
offered him. He even questioned some of his colleagues.

He had never before questioned his
emotions during a mission.

Usually he stuffed those messy
sentiments securely away in a dark, locked box he forgot about for
long stretches of time. But if his pounding heart and upped
respiration were any indication, he needed to question this
mission.

Or his involvement in it.

You knew this would happen.
It’s why you hesitated. The little voice
in the back of his head refuted his reservations.

He rose, and took a moment to stretch.
“I need a shower.”

“Where are you staying
tonight?”

He waved toward the connecting door.
“I’m right beside you.” For some reason that emitted almost
sounding like a promise.

“Okay. I’ll take time to
call Vlad.”

“When was the last time you
slept?”

Her barely raised shoulder was the
epitome of negligent. “I’ll sleep when it’s time to do so in this
time zone.”

He had offered up that same utterance
many times in the past, so he understood. Verity Wellington was a
professional. Like him. She took her skills seriously.

So many underestimated her. A shame.
He would find it wearing. So how did she react?

“I’ll be next door if you
need me.”

“I’ll be on the phone with
the general.” Affection leaked into her tone.

He liked that. What would it have been
like to grow up with his sister? She was a year older than him, but
he suspected his life would have been enriched to have grown up
with Chrissy. Like Vlad and Verity had done.

Still, he held on to his relationship
with Chrissy now. She had opened her home to him when he needed it
most with no questions asked. Offered him a little spot in her
family as though years hadn’t passed.

Cian had checked up on her through the
years, made certain she was okay. But he hadn’t wanted to draw
undue attention to her.

As Patrick Mallory he would have.
After Patrick’s demise, he finally deemed it safe to forge the
bonds of friendship and siblingship with her.

Now he couldn’t go back. He liked
being a part of Chrissy’s life. Wanted to keep their relationship
going for the rest of their lives.

If possible.

It wasn’t as though his sister wasn’t
fully capable of taking care of herself. He prided himself on his
knife skills, but his sister’s skills matched his.

She didn’t demure at using the illegal
little sheath knife she carried. With the advent of her old money,
fancy husband, Cian had wondered how he’d take the news that his
wife could double as an assassin. He hadn’t blinked an
eye.

Cian liked that in a man, at least for
Chrissy’s husband.

Chances were excellent Chrissy and
Verity would take to each other. These two dynamic women would
likely understand each other.

“When we get to Hershey,
you’ll enjoy meeting my sister.”

“I probably would.” Verity
nodded as she motioned for his phone.

He dug it out and handed the device
over. “Why don’t you carry two phones?”

“Because my stingy brother
believes that’s excessive.”

He frowned. “I’ll talk to him about
it.”

Verity muttered something. He didn’t
ask what, but suspected it was disparaging toward men, brothers in
general.

“I’ve tried.”

“I’m an impartial outsider.
He might take my observations better than yours.”

“He doesn’t take mine very
well.”

“I expect I can convince
him.”

“That would be nice.” She
didn’t sound hopeful.

He didn’t call her on it. No one could
dispute Vlad Wellington’s stubbornness. Anyone who knew the man
would list that characteristic in the first three traits they used
to describe him.

“I’m going for a
shower.”

She waved his phone. “I’m going to
call my brother.”

With a nod, he left her room to enter
his own. Since there was the potential for bad guys, he left the
door cracked, but did want to offer her a little
privacy.

Not that he couldn’t pretty well
imagine Verity and Vlad’s conversation in his head.

These two were sure to know each
other’s buttons, and he didn’t doubt that Verity excelled at
pressing all of Vlad’s. Whether big brother rose to her bait or
not, Cian couldn’t say. Now that Vlad was a general and
commander-in-chief of all of Rurikstan’s military branches, he
might prove less entertaining.

Cian made a mental note to ask Verity.
Later. It always took a while for one of their kind to undress,
because you had to place your weapons strategically around the
bathroom in case someone decided to attack while you were
naked.

Never a good idea to attack him then.
Wet nudity on his part always make him cranky and that made him
meaner.

His heart nearly stopped at the
thought of some idiot trying that method on Verity.

Then his spine relaxed. It’d be their
own dumb fault for going blind.

And then dead, since she’d use her
advantage ruthlessly.

For some strange reason, he had to
stop himself from humming as he shed clothes and weapons in
preparation for his ablutions.

 


 


“Do you have any idea what
time it is, Hunter?”

“Oh great. You’re cranky.
It’s me, not Cian.” Verity didn’t greet Vlad either.

“It’s three o’clock in the
morning.”

She glanced at the clock. “When have I
ever worried about time?”

“Never.”

“Right. So you didn’t think
I’d start now, did you?” Even she heard her skepticism.

“I assume since you’re
bothering me that Hunter met up with you?” The sound of cloth
sliding across covers alerted her that Vlad was still in
bed.

“Yes. You’re having this
conversation while your wife is beside you?”

“She’ll roll over and go
right back to sleep.” He must have left the bedroom because he
spoke louder. “I assume since you’re calling me on Hunter’s phone
that you broke yours?”

She snorted. “Correct.”

“Is he still
alive?”

“He’s showering. I’m using
his phone, which is really nice by the way. Not the junk you make
me use.”

“You break them. One per
mission.”

“Yeah, which is why I
should be supplied with at least one backup.”

“Do you have any idea how
expensive that is?”

“Of course I do. That’s why
I’m going to Aleksi from now on.”

“He doesn’t have anything
to do with your missions these days.”

“Oh please, I know who
bankrolls them. Besides he’s the one who used to send me out. He’ll
agree that I need a backup phone.”

“You need to use the
weapons we supply you with, not your phone.”

“I don’t do it on
purpose.”

His sigh wasn’t unfamiliar.

“Yeah, try
living this.”

“No thanks. I like being
male.”

“Taking after Mom is not an
asset.”

“She makes it look
easy.”

“I totally need to figure
out how she does it. Of course, her interests are different than
mine.”

“That’s good.”

She envisioned his wince and grinned.
“I’m not obsessed with Dad, although I do like him.”

“Being obsessed with your
spouse isn’t a bad thing.” Now he sounded musing.

“You can go back to bed
soon. But first, what do I need to know?”

He ran down the facts he had, which
were skimpy at best, minimal at worst. “That’s it?”

“Hunter should have told
you all this.”

“He did. I just figured
you’d have more.”

“That’s why you two don’t
need to hurry home. The more you can discover on your journey here,
the more knowledgeable we’ll be.”

“What’s the likelihood this
is terrorists?”

Vlad didn’t hesitate.
“Eighty-five-point-three percent.”

She pursed her lips. “That’s not
good.”

“No. And while we’re pretty
sure this is terrorists, we haven’t been able to pinpoint which
ones.”

“Also bad.” She scraped
curls off her face and tucked them behind her ear.

“Right. That’s why you and
Hunter also need to be careful.”

“Yeah, we already figured
that out.” Then alarm sliced through her. “What about
Molly?”

“You’ve heard of Beau
DuBois?”

“Of course. Who
hasn’t?”

“He’s soon heading out to
meet up with her.”

“I assume she knows
him?”

“Yeah, Helena introduced
them. They hit it off.”

“What does that
mean?”

“You should probably
refrain from trying to gut the men you meet.”

“Where’s the fun in
that?”

“I agree it goes against
your style, but eviscerating people doesn’t help public relations.
Refraining might even net you a date.”

“I have no idea what to do
on a date.”

“Good point.” He sounded as
flabbergasted as her. “I’ll ask Helena.”

“How many dates has
she been on?” In all her
growing up years, Verity couldn’t remember her sister-in-law
showing interest in any other man than Vlad.

“None.”

“Yeah, that’s what I
thought. Not going to help me.” The curls snuck out from behind her
ear to attack her again. “Ask Mom. She could probably write a few
books on the subject.”

“Why don’t
you ask her?”

“I will, whenever I get
home. But you know, even though you’re married, your wife would
probably love to go on a real date.”

Silence.

“I’m not certain I’m the
type.”

“I know you’re not, but
Helena is an amazing woman. Bring her flowers. Take her out for a
meal she doesn’t have to cook. Give her a compliment.”

“We’re already
married.”

“Yes, but the romance
should only increase now.” She changed tactics. “Isn’t Helena worth
these efforts?”

Additional silence piled on top of the
previous. “Yeah.” He cleared his throat. “Yes, she is.”

“Then, make the
effort.”

“I know you didn’t call to
bug me about this.”

“No, this is a status
update.” She caressed the nice phone in her hand. “And I want a
good phone. In addition to the garbage you give me. Which might
explain why I always break them.”

“I’m saying goodnight
now.”

“You do that. And take your
wife out on a real date. Ask Mom for advice.”

He grunted then hung up. Verity
cleaned the screen, since she’d funked it up with cheek goo, still
admiring the hardware.

Cian entered the room, rubbing a towel
over his hair. It dripped, but he mopped up the moisture. “Are you
fondling my phone?”

“Oh yeah. It’s gorgeous.”
Yes, that was lust in her voice.

He stilled, holding the towel in front
of him. His hands clenched on the fabric, before he grimaced. “Nice
to know you’re human.”

She sent him a side eyed look. “What
are you talking about?”

“I don’t think I can
explain myself, so never mind.”

“Right.” She handed his
phone back with reluctance.

“There’s no reason why you
can’t purchase your own phone, you know.”

“I tried that.”

His eyebrow shot up. “And you broke
it?”

“No. I’m just never home.
And it’s risky to take your own personal phone with you on
missions.”

“You have a point.” He
finished drying his hair then tossed the towel aside. “The thing
is, if you have good enough encryption, you don’t have to worry if
your phone falls into the wrong hands.”

Her heart leapt. “You know someone
with that level of encryption skills?” Gnawing on her lower lip,
images of owning a nice phone tumbled through her brain. She could
encrypt it herself, but hated doing
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