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            CHAPTER 1

         
         Emery’s mind kept wandering no matter how hard she tried to concentrate on her skim vanilla latte. She tapped the coffee stirrer
            against the side of her cup and stared out the large window to the busy Washington, DC, street outside. The sun beat down
            as the late August humidity trapped passersby in a frizzy-hair, clothing-sticking haze of discomfort.
         

         
         She enjoyed the air-conditioning of The Beanery. An unfortunate name for the perfect spot. The shop sat right on the edge
            of Foggy Bottom. Businessmen and students filed in and out, past the wall of bags filled with exotic beans and decorated mugs.
            The proximity to her house just down the street made the place a convenient stop for quick visits before heading into the
            office.
         

         
         At ten o’clock on a Monday she usually sat at her desk. Today she needed room, space to think about the best way to track
            down the one man she needed to see and couldn’t find. Endless computer searches had failed. She’d looked through property
            records and tried different search engines. Next she’d call in every favor and ask a work contact to check driver’s license
            records. She was that desperate.
         

         
         She didn’t hear footsteps or see a shadow until the legs of the chair on the other side of the café table screeched against
            the tile floor and a man sat down across from her. Strike that, not just a man. Not part of the usual striped-tie, navy-suit
            business crowd she waded through each day. This one had a lethal look to him. Dark hair with an even darker sense of danger
            wrapping around him.
         

         
         He didn’t smile or frown while his gaze searched her face. Broad shoulders filled out every inch of the jacket of his expensive
            black suit. Those bright green eyes matched his tie and provided a shock of color to the whole Tall, Dark and Deadly look
            he had going on.
         

         
         He managed to telegraph power without saying a word as a hum of energy pulsed around him. She fought off a shiver and reached
            for her spoon. Hardly a weapon, but something about this guy made her insides bounce and the blood leave her head, and she
            had no idea why.
         

         
         “Excuse me?” She used a tone that let him know just sitting down without asking was not okay. Some women might like the commanding,
            takeover type of guy who assumed his presence was welcome everywhere. Not her.
         

         
         “We need to come to an understanding.”

         
         The voice, deep and husky with an edge of gravelly heat, skidded across her senses. She felt it as much as she heard it. The
            tone struck her, held her mesmerized, before the meaning behind the words hit her. “Uh-huh, well, maybe we should understand that seat is already taken,” she said.
         

         
         “By?”

         
         “Literally anyone else who wants it.” She looked down, making a show of taking the lid off her cup and stirring the few inches
            of coffee left inside. That struck her as the universal not-interested signal.
         

         
         She waited for him to grumble or call her a name and scamper off. She had issued a dismissal after all. But his presence loomed
            and she glanced up again.
         

         
         “Emery Finn.” Her name rolled off his tongue.

         
         That shiver moving through her turned into a full body shake. “Wait, do we know each other?”

         
         “You’ve been making inquiries.”

         
         It was the way he said it as much as what he said. How he sat there without moving. Perfect posture and laser-like focus that
            stayed on her face, never wavering even as a pretty woman openly gawked at him as she passed by.
         

         
         The surreal scene had Emery grabbing on to her cup with both hands. “It sounds like you’re reading from a really bad screenplay.”

         
         “This isn’t fiction.”

         
         “Uh-huh. You know what it also isn’t? Interesting.” She waved him off. “Go away.”

         
         “You need to stop searching for information.” He finally blinked. “No more questions. No more inquiries through back channels
            at government agencies.”
         

         
         In her line of work she sometimes angered people. Never on purpose, because ticked-off people tended not to open up and share.
            “I research for a living. If I’ve somehow upset you or—”
         

         
         “This is personal, not business.”

         
         That sounded . . . not good. Like, time-to-call-the-police not good. “Who are you?”

         
         He continued to stare. He didn’t move or threaten her, not directly, but his presence filled the space in front of her. The
            noise of the café faded into the background. A loud male voice a few tables away flattened to a mumble and the people shuffling
            by blurred.
         

         
         “Someone who is trying to help you.”

         
         That sounded like something a serial killer might say right before he lured some poor woman into his white van. Yeah, no thanks.

         
         She curled her fingers around the spoon just in case. “Maybe you’re unclear about the meaning of ‘go away,’ but I can start
            screaming and I’m sure someone will explain it to you. Maybe a police officer.”
         

         
         “You’re skeptical. Good.” He nodded, seemingly not even slightly concerned that she was six seconds from reaching for pepper
            spray. “But you need to understand the ramifications of all these questions.”
         

         
         She’d heard phrases like that every day in her work life as a researcher for the Jane Doe Network. She searched for the right
            piece of information to match missing persons to unidentified victims. To bring closure to cold cases and family pain. “I’ve
            found that people who say that sort of thing to me have no intention of actually helping me.”
         

         
         “I’m the exception.” The corner of his mouth twitched in what seemed to be his version of a smile. “You’re being careful right
            now. That’s smart. My only point is that you should continue to do so and heed my advice.”
         

         
         Every word sounded as if it were chosen for maximum impact. No wasted syllables, not even an extra breath. He sat there, stiff
            and sure with a brooding affect that acted like a warning shot even as something about him reeled her in, had her leaning
            forward, waiting to hear what he’d say next.
         

         
         She forced her body to stay still. No fidgeting or spinning her cup. “Tell me what you think I’ve done that’s wrong or dangerous.”

         
         “You have been asking questions and taking photographs.”

         
         She’d taken exactly two photographs lately. Not for work, for her side project. The one that had haunted her for years and
            begged for closure. “Both activities, which, if they happened, are legal.”
         

         
         “Wren.” He said the word and stopped talking.

         
         Not that he needed to spell it out. The name echoed in her head. It was all she could do not to launch across the table and
            shake this guy. “Are you him?”
         

         
         “I’m someone who knows you’re searching for Wren.”

         
         Because that wasn’t an odd answer or anything. If Wren sent someone to find her, stop her, this had turned very personal. She’d been hunting in relative secret. She basically
            knew the name Wren from a scribble on a piece of paper.
         

         
         So much for thinking she’d been discreet. She’d called in favors and asked friends to dig quietly. She’d made it clear no
            one should leave a trail or take unnecessary risks. Either someone had messed up or . . . she didn’t even want to think about
            the “or” part.
         

         
         She forced her brain to focus. Pushed out the fear and confusion as her mind clicked into gear. This guy had information about
            Tiffany’s disappearance. Emery didn’t know what, but something.
         

         
         The chair creaked as the man sat back. “The point is, you need to stop.”

         
         “Yeah, you said a version of that already.” Not that she could forget that voice.

         
         His head tilted to the side as if he were examining her and for a second that harsh façade slipped. “What do you hope to accomplish
            here?”
         

         
         She held up her cup and shook it. “I’m drinking coffee.”

         
         “When you search for a recluse who may or may not exist—”

         
         “He does.”

         
         The guy nodded. “Possibly.”

         
         “Okay, fine. We can play that game.” But she knew the truth. People in power shook their heads and whispered the name Wren.
            She’d seen it when she talked with the senator who once promised a favor for matching her friend’s missing child to a John
            Doe case four states away. Even the senator backed away at the mention of the guy.
         

         
         “Do you think if you ask the right question someone is going to hand over Wren’s home address?” His hands stayed folded on
            his lap as he asked the question.
         

         
         As much as the conversation had her nerves zapping, she needed to keep him talking. Get him to slip up or at least touch the
            table or something so she could get her resources to check for fingerprints. A desperate hope, but then she dealt daily with
            desperate hope. “Do you have it? If so, give it to me. This conversation will go a lot faster and you can get back to doing
            whatever it is you do, which I somehow doubt is legal or particularly nice.”
         

         
         His mouth twitched for the second time. “Why do you want to see Wren?”

         
         Apparently they’d entered the never-ending-questions portion of the conversation. As the minutes passed, she became less interested
            in participating in his game and more in playing her own. “Tell me your name.”
         

         
         “I’d rather you listen to me.” He leaned forward. “You are wading into danger here. There are some people who prefer anonymity.
            Denying them that brings trouble.”
         

         
         The words shot into her, had her back slamming into her chair. “Are you threatening me?”

         
         “I’m trying to keep you from being hurt.” He cleared his throat. “You might awaken a beast you cannot possibly control.”

         
         The conversation, this meeting, it all spun in her head. “What does that even mean?”

         
         “I think you know.” Without warning, the guy stood up.

         
         “You drop that kind of overly dramatic comment, don’t bother telling me who you are or how you know Wren and then storm out?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         She sputtered, trying to think of something brilliant to say after that, but only babble filled her brain.

         
         “And for the record.” He actually smiled this time. “I do not storm.”

         
         “My word choice offended you?” This guy sure had the whole mysterious thing down. The suit, the stubble . . . that face. But
            this was a good place to talk. In public with plenty of people right there in case she needed to hit him with a chair. “At least get a coffee and sit back down so we can discuss this.”
         

         
         “I already have one.” In a few steps he went to the counter and grabbed a to-go cup with the name Brian on it that had been sitting there since she picked up her drink more than a half hour ago. Then he was back by her side at
            the table. “Think about what I said.”
         

         
         She doubted she’d be able to think about anything else. “I don’t take orders well.”

         
         “Take this one.” With a nod he headed for the door.

         
         She scrambled to her feet, grabbing for her purse and swearing when it caught around the back of the chair. She hit the sidewalk
            a few seconds later, looking up and down, past the groups of people walking and talking. Frustration screamed in her brain
            as a siren wailed in the distance. Still, nothing. No sign of black-suit guy. He’d disappeared.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            CHAPTER 2

         
         “You’re back.” Garrett McGrath handed out that verbal assessment as he walked into the plush office in the nondescript beige
            building near Capitol Hill. He carried a file and wore his usual ready-for-anything expression. “You didn’t have a meeting
            on your calendar. Where were you?”
         

         
         From anyone else Wren would ignore the question. Garrett enjoyed the rare ability to say almost anything because in addition
            to being Wren’s second-in-command, they were friends. But that didn’t mean Wren felt like providing a long-winded explanation.
            He nodded in the direction of the empty cup in the middle of his oversized desk. “Getting coffee.”
         

         
         Garrett halted in midstep. “Since when?”

         
         “I drink beverages like normal humans.” But seeing the former counterintelligence officer knocked speechless made Wren’s unexpected
            trip outside the office and miles away worth it.
         

         
         Garrett winced. “You’re not really what I’d call normal.”

         
         “Meaning?” Wren leaned back in his chair, not sure what he’d hear next.

         
         “I think the comment was pretty self-explanatory.”

         
         “Ah.” Wren decided not to poke around in that conversation any longer. “Well, it’s always nice to have the respect of one’s
            employees.”
         

         
         Garrett once analyzed patterns and devised strategies for the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency. He could map and plan,
            command a room while explaining complex ideas in coherent terms. Now he worked for Wren, and Wren found perverse pleasure
            in watching Garrett lose some of his admirable control.
         

         
         But Wren had to admit his friend had a point. He usually traveled from home to work, almost always in darkness and never with
            any fanfare. He lived his life in the shadows, doing the type of work that demanded confidentiality and precision. But after
            hearing reports about Emery’s digging and studying the file he assembled on her, something compelled him to meet her. He couldn’t
            explain it and didn’t try.
         

         
         Garrett’s eyes narrowed as he studied the cup. “You don’t make coffee runs.”

         
         “I needed fresh air.” That seemed like something a normal person might do. At least, Wren guessed that might be true. Rather
            than belabor the point he stared at the file in Garrett’s hands. “What do you have for me?”
         

         
         “You’re not going to like it.”

         
         “You just described my reaction to most of the work we do here.” Owari Enterprises. His baby. The company with nothing more
            than a name on the door. No advertising, no marketing. He’d opened the doors right after his thirtieth birthday. Now, five
            years later, it thrived.
         

         
         His firm’s reputation, its ability to get the dirty operations done, spread by word of mouth. The work was demanding, and
            usually top secret. He knew how to keep his mouth shut and so did the few people who worked in his office and the trusted
            band of individuals he depended on to do work in the field.
         

         
         He was a fixer. More to the point, he was the fixer. The man powerful people, entire governments, turned to in order to pull off the impossible.
         

         
         “Ms. Finn is at it again.” Garrett walked the rest of the way to the L-shaped desk in the middle of the room and dropped the
            thick stack of papers on the edge. “She keeps calling Senator Dayton. We need to stop her before someone gets sick of her
            sneaking around and loses their shit.”
         

         
         “Eloquent, as always.”

         
         “How should I have said it? She’s on the verge of making a fucking mess.” Garrett’s smile didn’t falter. “Is that better?”

         
         Wren couldn’t exactly deny Garrett’s claims. Letting Emery go this long on her journey of discovery about his identity may
            have been a miscalculation. Wren shot down rumors for a living. He evened the playing field. If a pharmaceutical company stumbled
            onto the formula for a deadly toxin, he made the material disappear with no way to recreate it. If someone in power sold secrets
            that promised to bring down the government, he extracted those secrets and removed the threat.
         

         
         He had great leeway to handle cases as he saw fit, but all of that depended on him remaining under the radar. Nothing stopped
            him. No one intimidated him. The one time he’d let a woman get close enough to blur his judgment, he learned a harsh lesson
            and never repeated it.
         

         
         But there was something about Emery that had his usual common sense misfiring. He’d known about her investigation of him from
            day one. Been intrigued by the woman staring back at him in the file he collected on her. The shoulder-length brown hair and
            girl-next-door fresh face, pretty without make-up and sunny as if she’d somehow been lit from within. And those eyes. Big
            and brown and brimming with life. She was everything he wasn’t and he couldn’t help but stare.
         

         
         None of that explained why he’d broken office protocol. He never just ventured out. Rarely engaged in normal everyday activities.
            His life required privacy and he took his personal protection very seriously.
         

         
         He also didn’t want Emery caught in the crossfire or put in danger. “I’ll take care of her. I’ve already started.”

         
         “Just now?”

         
         Wren sensed a verbal trap looming, but walked into it anyway. “This morning, yes.”

         
         “Did you threaten her?”

         
         That wasn’t his style and Garrett knew that. Never mind Emery had asked the same sort of question. “No.”

         
         Garrett’s eyebrow lifted. “Were you creepy?”

         
         The conversation had officially crossed over into annoyance. Wren forced his body to relax back into his leather chair. “What
            kind of question is that?”
         

         
         “So . . . yes?”

         
         “I’m capable of talking to women, you know.” Admittedly, his dating skills had gotten a bit rusty. That’s what happened when
            a guy decided it was easier not to date than to try to come up with fake information about his job, his existence and basically
            everything about himself.
         

         
         “If you say so.”

         
         For a second Wren wished he were as dangerous as everyone assumed. “I talked with her. It was all very civilized.”

         
         Though he had to admit he’d questioned his word choices after he left her. Maybe he came off a bit heavy-handed. Not that
            she seemed even a little afraid of him. At one point he’d gotten the distinct impression she toyed with the idea of punching
            him, which he found incredibly hot. Her face, her quick responses, the way she didn’t seem even a little intimidated by him . . .
            so fucking hot.
         

         
         But since she all but kicked the chair out from under him, maybe his women skills were even rustier than he wanted to believe.

         
         Garrett kept staring. The judgy kind of staring. “Did you use your real name?”

         
         “Do I ever?” He kept up his perfectly crafted image intact, like always. The image where all but a select few thought he was
            the assistant to some mysterious businessman named Wren. Never mind that he actually was Wren. He slept just fine letting people call him Brian Jacobs and view him as someone who answered to the boss. Being
            able to move around and stoke the whispers only added to his credibility and ability to demand top dollar, so he didn’t fight
            it.
         

         
         “Well, you screwed up something, my friend.” Garrett looked like he was trying to swallow his smile and failing brilliantly
            at it. “Which I admit is a surprise.”
         

         
         Friend or not, Garrett was enjoying this too much. That made one of them. “Get to your point.”

         
         “She made another call to the senator ten minutes ago.” Garrett coughed into his hand in what had to be the worst fake cough
            ever performed. “Probably right after you got coffee this morning.”
         

         
         Wren’s temper spiked. The woman refused to listen. He wasn’t sure whether to be furious or impressed. People did not ignore
            his warnings. He’d done her a favor and she’d pushed it aside, as if trying to put him on the defensive.
         

         
         The hotness thing hit him again. With that attitude, she spiked right off the scale. Pulled his attention in different directions.
            Off work. On her.
         

         
         Wren didn’t care for the sensation one bit . . . well, maybe a little. “Isn’t she enterprising?”

         
         “Maybe her coffee date didn’t go well.” Garrett cleared his throat. “It appears a creepy man sat down and tried to scare her.”

         
         That was just fucking great. “You followed me?”
         

         
         “Her.” Garrett held up his hands. “Hey, you’re the one who told me to watch her ‘just in case’ and all that. It’s not my fault
            that you walked into the middle of my perfect surveillance.”
         

         
         Wren balanced his elbows on the edge of his desk and rubbed his forehead. He tried to close his eyes and think this through,
            figure out a way to handle the woman without compromising himself. Appealing to her logical side hadn’t worked. No question
            about that.
         

         
         He looked up at Garrett again. “I thought I could talk some sense into her.”

         
         Garrett rested his hands on the back of the chair in front of him. “And how did that go exactly?”

         
         “Clearly not well.” That would teach him to try to reason problems through rather than just make a plan and implement it from
            a distance.
         

         
         Not in the mood for Garrett’s joking, Wren picked up the file and opened the cover. Paged through the newest round of photos
            of Emery. She looked confident and in control. That was nothing compared to the real-life version. The version that seemed
            to be kicking his ass.
         

         
         “Did you tell her where you work or use your usual alias? In other words, did you lose your mind and give her enough information
            to trace you back here?” Garrett asked.
         

         
         Wren decided to ignore the amusement in Garrett’s voice. As if this was his first day in covert operations. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

         
         “Right. I’m the one acting strange today.” Garrett’s smile faded and a serious thread tinged his tone. “She really is trouble.”

         
         No way could Wren deny that. “No kidding.”

         
         “Not someone you should be rushing off to meet for coffee.”

         
         “Agreed.” And that wasn’t what happened, but Wren didn’t feel as if he had the moral high ground to fight that battle right
            now. Not when all he could think about was going back and finding her.
         

         
         “Should I try to talk with her?”

         
         “I’ll handle her.” He created this mess by letting who she was, with her do-good job and quiet life, get to him. By not shutting
            down her digging right at the start. For the way her face floated through his mind when he closed his eyes and sometimes when
            they were open.
         

         
         Garrett frowned. “When you say handle . . . ?”

         
         “I’m not sure yet.” That wasn’t a lie. No subterfuge there. Wren had tried the easy way and she’d barely waited until he left
            her side before calling on her political contacts again. She was the not-easy-to-back-down type, which he feared he was just
            figuring out might be his type.
         

         
         Garrett hummed. “This is a first.”

         
         “She’s innocent.” Wren continued to page through the new information in the file, which consisted mostly of her movements
            and more photos. Both interested him far too much. “We need to tread carefully.”
         

         
         “Okay.”

         
         Wren’s head popped up and he pinned Garrett with a glare. “Don’t.”

         
         Garrett held out his arms. “I’m just standing here.”

         
         “Some people are smart enough to be afraid of me.” The people who knew his name, which constituted a small circle. Most people
            had never heard of him, which was exactly how he wanted it. That way he could strike without warning then retreat into the
            shadows.
         

         
         “Not me.” Garrett shrugged. “Sorry.”

         
         “When did that happen? I just want to know so I don’t repeat the mistake with the person I pick to replace you.”

         
         Garrett laughed. “You didn’t hire me to be a ‘yes’ man and you’re not going to fire me if we disagree. You told me that when
            you gave me the job.”
         

         
         “A decision I regret at the moment.” Which was not the case at all. Wren relied on Garrett far more than he ever intended
            to, but he’d gotten used to having someone to discuss strategy with and had liked Garrett from the moment they met. That was
            a big statement since he didn’t take the time to like many people.
         

         
         “You’ll remember from my reports on her that Ms. Finn goes to that coffee shop almost every weekday.” Garrett stood up straight
            again as he pointed out lines in the report. “Though it might be better if you ignore that fact.”
         

         
         Wren almost hated to ask. “Why?”

         
         “Because if you get any creepier she’ll never sleep with you.”

         
         “That’s not going to happen.” Wren wasn’t completely sure which part he was responding to.

         
         “Right.” Garrett shot him a nice-try grin. “When you meet her for coffee tomorrow will you bring back one for me?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            CHAPTER 3

         
         This guy needed to be taught a lesson.

         
         As if she couldn’t see him sitting out there in his fancy car, right across the street. Whatever Wren paid this enforcer or
            minion, or whatever he was, it was too much. He seemed to suck at subterfuge. Really, she spotted him out there without pulling
            back her curtain or getting binoculars.
         

         
         The guy from the coffee shop. The runner. He dropped his mysterious, nonsense comments then took off. And now it looked like
            he’d followed her home, or worse, he’d figured out where she lived without her help and stationed himself in front of her
            apartment building.
         

         
         The jackass.

         
         Emery debated calling the police or a male friend—someone who could go out there with her while she yelled at him. She knew
            better to go out alone . . . mostly. But for some reason when she thought of this guy she didn’t get hit with a punch of fear.
            She lived in the city. She knew that sensation. The itchiness at the base of her neck that made her pick up her pace while
            walking home from the metro on dark nights.
         

         
         She’d long ago developed the skill of looking forward while scanning her surroundings and not moving her head. Positioning
            her keys just right for a strike in her hand, if needed. Ignoring the catcalls. Planning her schedule so that she minimized
            risk. She hated that she had to take precautions, but life had taught her a harsh lesson about how easy it is for a young
            woman to disappear. The faces staring back at her in the missing-persons databases she searched all day long just highlighted
            that horror.
         

         
         But she refused to be a victim. If Wren wanted to talk to her then he could crawl out from whatever rock he hid under. Sending
            his sidekick to bully her, or whatever that was supposed to be back in the coffeehouse, was not the answer. Not him. Sure,
            this guy threw her off. Made her restless and urged her to fight back, but he didn’t scare her. She should find him creepy,
            because it sure seemed like that was the impression he was aiming for, but there was something else. So, she wanted him gone.
         

         
         Grabbing her phone and the bat she kept near the door, she headed for the hallway. Snuck down the corridor to the emergency
            staircase at the back instead of to the apartment building’s entrance. There was no need to make this easy on him. If he wanted
            to skulk around, fine. But she refused to pretend he wasn’t out there.
         

         
         She’d give him one chance to leave. Her next move was a 9–1–1 call.

         
         Her sneakers thudded against the steps. She turned and slipped into the laundry room and kept going. Pressed her key fob against
            the security pad and opened the door at the far end. Then it was a quick walk to the emergency exit a few feet away. The not-so-obvious
            exit.
         

         
         She skipped running through the alley because no way was that happening. She insisted on using well-lit paths only. A jog
            around the building next to hers took her to the end of the block. From there she ducked as she sprinted across the street
            and slipped between two cars.
         

         
         It was all a bit covert and dramatic for her taste. She preferred a quieter, practical existence. One that didn’t include
            racing around with a bat, but she refused to hide. He needed to see her coming. She had a point to make and would use the
            weapon to do that, if needed.
         

         
         She slid along the side of his sedan. Black, of course. It had an expensive, foreboding feel, just like him. For whatever
            reason he hadn’t parked in a dark corner. Nope. He idled right there in a prime parking space, which had to be a violation
            of city parking etiquette. Taking up space just because did not go over well with her neighbors.
         

         
         Streetlights lit her path and bathed the area around her in a sharp yellow glow. Fine with her. The more light, the better.

         
         After a quick nod to the couple standing at the building entrance across from hers, some of her anxiety eased. Witnesses . . .
            perfect. With the slight twinge of worry gone, the adrenaline coursing through her ticked up. She was pretty sure she could
            lift his car if she had to right now.
         

         
         She stopped on the driver’s side and tapped the end of the bat against the window. The guy didn’t even jump. Hell, he looked
            close to smiling.
         

         
         He reached down and the door started to open. She slammed her foot against it and shoved with all her might. Did not lower
            the bat as the door clicked shut again.
         

         
         He wasn’t smiling now.

         
         “Open the window.” She shouted the order more from the energy pounding through her than any worry about being heard.

         
         Cars traveled down the street. The couple watched from twenty feet away, fully engaged now. Emery blocked it all and focused
            on her would-be stalker.
         

         
         The window lowered as his eyebrow rose. “Yes?”

         
         “I called the police.”

         
         His gaze dipped to her bat then back to her face again. “I don’t think so.”

         
         Okay, no. Still . . . “You’re awfully sure of yourself.”

         
         The cocky bastard didn’t show any surprise. Didn’t appear to wet his pants, which was a shame. She’d kind of hoped for that
            reaction when she brought the bat.
         

         
         “If you’d called, the dispatcher would have told you to wait inside and definitely not confront me.” His hands rested at the
            bottom of the steering wheel, well within view and not moving. “While I think you’re impulsive, you’re also clearly smart.”
         

         
         That’s it. He spouted off police jargon then stopped after another nonsense sentence. “This is your last warning.”

         
         He closed one eye and peeked up at her. “About what exactly?”

         
         She decided to ignore that. Opted to look up and down the side of the car instead. “I bet it’s expensive to replace the glass
            on this thing.”
         

         
         “Okay, tell me this. What law am I breaking?”

         
         She refused to babble or back down. “You’re stalking me.”

         
         She actually didn’t know what he was doing. Probably protecting his boss’s interests and checking her out for some sort of
            security file. Whatever it was, she didn’t like it. Didn’t appreciate the way it made her feel as the action robbed her of
            both control and privacy.
         

         
         One of his hands lifted before settling back on the wheel again. “I’m sitting in a car on a street in the city I live in.”

         
         So smooth. She fought the temptation to smash his side mirror. “Look, if you want to do this dance, we will.”
         

         
         This time he frowned. “Excuse me?”

         
         “You follow me. I’ll follow you.” She liked the idea as soon as it left her mouth.

         
         “You think you’re going to—”

         
         “Exactly.” She’d bet he’d hate that, which made her warm to the idea even more. “Eventually, you’ll lead me back to Wren,
            so let’s go.”
         

         
         His frown hadn’t eased. “Do you even have a car?”

         
         “Is that the point?” It kind of was a big downside to her follow-him plan.

         
         “I think you’re a little confused about what’s happening here.”

         
         “You’re watching me for him.” She felt more secure with every sentence. This guy—Brian or whatever was written on his coffee
            cup—didn’t make any move to hurt her. She could see inside his car and didn’t spot a weapon. He’d even toned down his threats.
            So far. “I get it. I asked around about Mr. Mysterious and it ticked him off.”
         

         
         “This is fascinating.”

         
         Man, some of the stuff he said made her want to punch him. “You know what?”

         
         That almost-smile came roaring back. “I’m sure you’re about to tell me.”

         
         “I don’t care if he’s pissed.” She tapped the end of the bat into her palm. Not hard enough to sting, but with enough oomph
            to make a noise. “He should stop hiding behind you and come out and talk to me.”
         

         
         “You think he’s a coward?” The guy choked on the last word.

         
         Sure, why not? “That’s right.”

         
         “If he is as dangerous as you say then—”

         
         “I called him mysterious.” Everyone else called Wren dangerous. She was desperately trying to ignore that point as well as
            the honking from the guy who pulled up next to her and clearly wanted this parking space. She finally motioned for him to
            move on. When she looked back to this Brian guy all traces of amusement had disappeared from his face.
         

         
         “Men who stay out of the spotlight do so for a reason,” he said in a deeper, more serious voice.

         
         “You have a tendency to talk in boring riddles.” She glared at him. “It’s annoying.”

         
         “Then let me try this—” His fingers tightened on the wheel. “Back off.”

         
         Not quite what she expected, but okay. “I’m the one with the bat.”

         
         “I’m not even going to comment on how little that matters to me.”

         
         She remembered his weight and height advantage and shot a quick glance in the couple’s direction nearby. Still there. That
            renewed her confidence a bit. “You’re at my house.”
         

         
         He lifted both hands. “I’m sitting in a car.”

         
         “Say that again and I’m slamming this bat against the hood of your car.”

         
         He dropped his hands and the heel of one hit the wheel with a thud. “That would not be wise.”

         
         She stopped just before delivering an eye roll. “Talk like a normal person.”

         
         “Don’t. Do. It.”

         
         Well, that was clearer. An edge moved into his voice. Turned out he was human after all. So was she. “Don’t tempt me.”

         
         “I was just about to say the same thing to you.”

         
         The tone . . . something sounded different right then. She let the bat rest in her palm. “What?”

         
         He reached down and turned on the car. “We’ll see each other soon.”

         
         She didn’t hate that idea. She hated that she didn’t hate it. “I’m thinking you’re not listening to me.”

         
         “The feeling is mutual.” He hit the gas but the car was in park, so the engine just revved.

         
         “Is that supposed to impress me?”

         
         “I’m listening to you. Following your instructions.” He leaned closer to her. “That is the impressive part here. You just don’t know it yet.”
         

         
         “I don’t get you.”

         
         “You will.” He motioned for her to back up and then he guided the car out of the space. Closed the window as he drove away.

         
         “You go, sweetie!”

         
         At the sound of the female voice, Emery tore her gaze away from the car’s taillights and glanced at the couple who had silently
            been watching over her. They were cheering her on. She raised the bat in salute. “Damn straight.”
         

         
         She was halfway across the street before she realized the car Wren’s man drove didn’t have a license plate. That had to be
            a bad sign.
         

         
          

         Wren drove around the corner and put the car in park. He waited, half expecting Emery to run after him swinging that bat.
            When she didn’t he was almost disappointed.
         

         
         The fact she’d spotted him at all was damned impressive. Sure, he hadn’t been hiding. If he had, she never would have seen
            him. He’d been doing the hide-in-plain-sight thing for so long that he’d gotten damned good at it. Most people didn’t take
            in the details. They went home after work, closed their doors and shut out everything on the other side of the door. She hadn’t,
            and that made his evening more interesting. Potentially problematic, but very interesting.
         

         
         He took out his cell and checked the tracer. The dot appeared a second later. The car he needed was only a few feet away.
            No one had come running to his rescue, which was exactly how he wanted it. He hired people who knew when to move in and when
            to hold back.
         

         
         He turned the car off and shut the door. The lock chirped as he hit the button on his key chain. His gaze stayed on her window
            as he ventured back onto her street and stopped at the first car. Opening the back door, he slipped inside.
         

         
         “You okay, sir?” the driver asked.

         
         Wren understood his employee’s concern, but appreciated his discretion even more. He’d refused to ask Garrett for mission
            details. Him knowing about the coffee stop was bad enough, so Wren relied on the case file for the surveillance details. That’s
            where he got the tracer number and knew the stakeout information. He did own the damn business after all.
         

         
         “She didn’t actually take a swing at me.” But she’d wanted to. She made that clear. The heat. The way energy pulsed off her.

         
         Damn, he wanted her. Like strip-her-naked-and-touch-each-other-all-over wanted her. He had to believe she’d be great in bed.
            She’d tell him what she needed and how to please her. Not be shy.
         

         
         Fucking hell.

         
         The driver shifted in his seat. “How did she know you were out here?”

         
         “She’s careful. Smart.” So sexy. “Keep that in mind as you follow her. She’ll be on alert.”

         
         “Yes, sir.” Both men up front answered at the same time.

         
         “Do you have the plates?”

         
         The driver handed the license plate over the seat. “Here.”

         
         “While you’re watching, figure out how she got out of the building without using the front door. If she snuck out once, she’ll
            do it again.” She was exactly the type to make simple surveillance difficult.
         

         
         The men glanced at each other before looking at him again. “You want us to keep following her?”

         
         “Until Garrett tells you to stop.” Wren let a few minutes of quiet drag on between his words. “She is your top priority, and
            I want to know where she is at all times.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.” The driver cleared his throat. “Will you be out here again tomorrow?”

         
         He sure as hell hoped not. He had to possess more control than that. “You should assume I’m watching.”
         

         
         “Right.”

         
         Thinking he made his point, he opened the door. Then he hesitated. There was one more thing. “You can leave this episode out
            of the report.”
         

         
         The driver had the nerve to smile. “The part with the bat?”

         
         “I see that in a report and you’re both fired.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            CHAPTER 4

         
         Emery’s hand cramped from the hold she had on the strap of her shoulder bag. She’d slept all of an hour last night thanks
            to that idiot hanging around on her street.
         

         
         By the time she got back to her apartment and looked out the window after their altercation, not hiding her interest that
            time, his car was long gone. She’d half expected him to circle around the block and come back, but she didn’t see any sign
            of that. God knew she looked. Looked and kept looking. Peeked out the window every twenty minutes or so for hours. Listened
            for strange sounds and jumped at every creak and rumble of noise. Just sat there on the chair in her small family room area,
            staring and waiting.
         

         
         The guy owed her one night’s sleep.

         
         She should have used the bat when she had the chance.

         
         But today was a new day and she needed to erase his face from her mind. Put him out of her head. Forget him.

         
         For some reason that seemed easy to say, but every few minutes she’d replay their conversations and hear his voice. In between
            the threats and cryptic comments lurked something else. An easy banter. A back and forth that challenged her. The fact she
            found that sexy made her think she needed to go back to the therapist.
         

         
         There was probably a book or two or a thousand out there about women who felt a connection with the wrong men. Like, totally
            wrong. After she hunted down Senator Dayton, she’d get online and buy those books. But right now, she needed to talk with
            the senator.
         

         
         The receptionist in her office upstairs talked about her being in a committee meeting. Before that, the excuse had something
            to do with her visiting with a constituent’s business. All likely valid excuses, but to Emery they were still just excuses.
            She needed some information about this mysterious Wren and now. If the senator happened to know something about this Brian
            character then that was fine, too.
         

         
         Emery walked down the hall of the Russell Senate Office Building. Her heels clicked against the marble as she dodged Hill
            staffers rushing by and tourists huddled around maps. When she finally reached the elevator two men hovered behind her talking
            about what it would take to get a certain senator to sign on as a cosponsor to a bill.
         

         
         On any other day she’d find the talk interesting. Today she needed to concentrate. She’d prepared her arguments and had some
            documents with her. If the senator needed to be convinced to help then Emery would launch into speech. She would have done
            all of that over the phone, but it was harder to ignore someone in person, or at least she hoped that was true.
         

         
         The elevator bell chimed and the doors opened. Excitement built inside her. She was ready to negotiate and convince. But the
            churning in her stomach suggested something bigger was happening. She just wished she knew what it was.
         

         
          

         Wren congratulated himself for not getting coffee the next morning. True, he debated “just stopping in” and abandoned the
            idea. The refusal to give Garrett the satisfaction was enough to kill the idea.
         

         
         Not that he’d moved on from the Emery Finn problem. Just the opposite. Even now he stood in the middle of Senator Sheila Dayton’s
            plush blue office, waiting for her to return from a committee meeting so they could discuss Emery. Most senate office visitors
            had to wait in the welcome area outside her door. Not him. Not ever.
         

         
         Being alone in the room allowed him to wander. He glanced at the diplomas from Princeton and Howard. The family photographs
            that showed off two smiling boys who towered above her even in their early teens. Not an easy feat since Wren was six feet
            two and the senator was only a few inches shorter than he was.
         

         
         He dragged a finger along the spines of the books lined up on the bookcase. As he reached the end of the wall unit he looked
            at the window behind the senator’s desk and the flags standing on each side, one for the US and the other for Maryland, the
            state she’d represented for almost three years.
         

         
         He wasn’t much of a pomp and circumstance kind of guy. Some people hid behind big concepts like patriotism but didn’t actually
            do anything. That’s one of the reasons he’d supported Senator Dayton from the beginning. She didn’t just deliver lip service.
            She was strong, smart and practical, a winning combination in his mind.
         

         
         When a nasty faction tried to derail her career because she had the nerve to be female and black and seek power, he’d stepped
            in. She’d rewarded him both with a sizable check in payment for his services and by being the leader she’d promised the voters
            she would be. Now, for some reason, she’d been dragged into the middle of the Emery Finn controversy, and he needed to know
            why.
         

         
         Just as he rounded the front of her desk and picked up her nameplate, the door opened. The senator stood there with stacks
            of folders in her arms and a flurry of activity behind her as staffers tried to get her attention. She traded the paperwork
            for two coffee mugs then closed the door behind her, leaving the chaos outside.
         

         
         “Stop fondling my office supplies.” Amusement played in her voice as she walked through her office never breaking stride.

         
         He set the nameplate down. “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         She dropped one of the mugs on the desk in front of him and carried the other with her as she walked around to slide into
            her oversized chair. “This is always the point in the greeting when I try to figure out what name I’m supposed to use. Brian,
            Wren . . . or did you come up with a new one this week? I always saw you as a Matthew.”
         

         
         The senator knew his identity. His history . . . or the pieces he reluctantly shared. She was one of the few people who made
            it into his inner circle. Their relationship started out as business, but it turned into a tenuous friendship. She helped
            to open doors for him by recommending his company when powerful people needed discreet assistance.
         

         
         She also played another role in his life. He stumbled with human interaction. She and Garrett were the people he asked when
            he had to litmus test a problem. He was able to be more informal with them. Admittedly, his informal equaled most people’s
            starchy, but he was different with the two of them.
         

         
         As his business exploded over the last few years, she was the one who suggested the conceit about him pretending to be Wren’s
            right-hand man rather than Wren. The ruse allowed him some space to maneuver when he did need to meet directly with clients.
            It also afforded him the privacy he craved, all while preserving the idea of the mysterious Mr. Wren.
         

         
         She understood him. She talked tough and didn’t think twice about trying to push him around if she wanted him to do something.
            He admired that about her. The only thing he didn’t like was her unknown link to the Emery situation.
         

         
         “It’s probably safest to go with Brian,” he said.

         
         Her lip twitched. “Do you think the office is bugged?”

         
         “Do you honestly think it isn’t?” That amounted to a lost opportunity, as far as he was concerned.

         
         “Never change.” She settled back in her chair. “So, I hear you’ve been busy.”

         
         She was a force of nature. Not one to waste time, which he’d always appreciated. “I could say the same about you, Senator.”

         
         “Since when do you call me anything but Sheila?” She gestured for him to take the seat on the opposite side of the desk.

         
         “When I sense I’m about to get a lecture.” Which almost made him want to stay on his feet. He sat anyway. Picked up the mug
            but didn’t take a drink. Not yet. Not until he knew which one of them would take the lead in the conversation.
         

         
         She leaned forward with her elbows balanced on her desk. “How long have we known each other?”

         
         Her, then. “I have to tell you, Sheila. No good conversation ever started with those words.”
         

         
         “Very true.”

         
         Interesting. “Just how bad is this lecture going to be?”
         

         
         She folded her hands together. Looked every inch of the tough mother of promising lacrosse players. “You freaked out Emery
            Finn on your first meeting.”
         

         
         So that was it. “I said hello.”

         
         “Apparently you had a threatening tone.”

         
         He’d heard that his entire adult life. If talking tough scared people, so be it. “I really only have one tone.”

         
         “Then you repeated the mistake by going to her house and scaring her again.”

         
         Oh, come on. “That woman is not afraid of me.”
         

         
         Sheila frowned. “That was reckless and it’s not like you to be reckless.”

         
         “I haven’t been reckless in years.” And that was the truth. When he was younger his entire personality consisted of impulse
            and bad judgment. Not any longer.
         

         
         “Yet you told her to back off.”

         
         “Maybe she misunderstood my intent.”

         
         “We both know you can be . . .” Sheila closed one eye and looked as if she were weighing her words. “A bit dark.”

         
         He’d been called far worse. “That’s not exactly a secret.”

         
         “Intense.”

         
         He picked up the mug and cradled it in one hand. “Again, I’m not denying the description.”

         
         He’d wanted Emery to get the point. Sounded as if maybe she had. Now she could move on . . . though he had to admit the idea
            of her giving up and running away hit him wrong.
         

         
         He’d enjoyed sparring with her, which likely made him an even bigger dick than people assumed. Still, she hadn’t backed down
            or panicked like the few people who met him face-to-face tended to do. On more than one occasion he’d sent grown men—fierce
            and powerful businesspeople—scurrying. She’d fought back and he’d found that more than a little hot.
         

         
         Sheila tapped her fingertips on the side of her mug. “She said your name was Brian. I’m surprised you gave her that much.”

         
         “I can explain that.”

         
         “Uh-huh.”

         
         “She knows that first name only.” He gave in and took a long sip of the strong black coffee. “But how exactly did you know
            it was me she met with and who went to her street? I clearly didn’t tell her who I really am.”
         

         
         “She described you, but really the whole ‘listen to me and obey’ speech you gave her is classic you.”

         
         “I thought I was . . .” He debated saying “friendly” and immediately abandoned the idea. “Clear.”

         
         “Of course you did.” Sheila sighed as she leaned against the back of her chair. “You led her to believe awful things would
            happen if she didn’t stop looking for you.”
         

         
         He had to admit that might have happened. “Too much?”

         
         “Definitely.” Sheila smiled. “I got the sense you acted just this side of unhinged.”

         
         Again, probably fair. “That seems like a strong way of saying it.”

         
         Her eyebrow lifted. “But accurate?”

         
         “Garrett didn’t seem impressed with my choice to confront her either.” Wren brushed a stray string off his pants. “Everyone’s
            a critic these days.”
         

         
         “Garrett was with you when you met Emery?”

         
         Wren knew where this was going and refused to balk. He wasn’t the type. He held the eye contact, silently daring Sheila to
            go too far. “No.”
         

         
         “Ah, there’s your other mistake.” The senator nodded. “Always take him with you.”

         
         “That sounds tedious.” Not wrong, just exhausting. On the rare occasion he strayed from his usual pattern he should be able
            to do it without four armed guards and his second-in-command in tow. Should but probably couldn’t.
         

         
         “Since when do you venture out of the office during the day to tell people to leave you alone, or stalk a woman to her home?”

         
         There was that word again. “Stalk, really? That’s the word we’re using?”

         
         She nodded. “Yes, it is.”

         
         Wren took another sip, this time almost draining the small mug. “Granted, in hindsight my choices as to Emery seem like a
            miscalculation.”
         

         
         “You are the king of understatement today.”

         
         He actually thought of himself as straightforward, but why argue? “Which is one of the reasons you like me.”

         
         Some of the amusement left her face. “That and the fact you made it possible for me to be elected.”

         
         “I don’t like blackmailers.” The memories shuffled in his head. The men who tracked down those old photos didn’t care that
            she’d been a freshman in college when they were taken or that the photographer had been a vengeful asshole of a former boyfriend.
            They just wanted her out of the race and were willing to ruin and embarrass her to do it. Wren hated men who shit all over
            women. “Your opponent was also an idiot. I don’t live in Maryland, but I have a low tolerance for people who wave the Constitution
            around without actually reading it.”
         

         
         “Unfortunately, that’s not an odd occurrence on Capitol Hill.” She set down her mug. “So, to business. I know why I wanted
            to see you, but why did you insist on seeing me?”
         

         
         With the mindless chatter out of the way, Wren dove in. “Why is Emery Finn looking for me?”

         
         “Maybe it’s your sparkling personality?”

         
         Part of him actually wished an attraction to him was the answer. “Here I thought she was just nosy. Dangerously so.”

         
         “You’re using that threatening tone right now. In my office.” Sheila pointed at him. “Knock it off.”

         
         “Some people are afraid of me.”

         
         “Those people don’t know you. They’re actually afraid of some shadowy figure who hides behind a curtain.” When he just sat
            there she smiled at him. “Do you not get the movie reference?”
         

         
         “What movie reference?”

         
         “I see.” She rocked a bit in her big chair. “We—meaning you—need to deal with the Emery issue.”

         
         “I’m trying, but I need more information about her angle.”

         
         Sheila’s smile widened. “It’s convenient you came in, then.”

         
         She seemed far too amused all of a sudden. “Excuse me?”

         
         “I think we should ask her.”

         
         That sounded simple enough, but no. “I tried.”

         
         “I meant in a normal way, preferably without scaring the hell out of her. Maybe with a smart, eloquent third party present.”
            Then Sheila sat there, not moving and looking far too pleased with herself.
         

         
         Wren saw the trap. A friendly one, but still, he’d been maneuvered. Sheila seemed determined to deal
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