
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Scattered Shards

 


The Zoey Jane Files

 


By: H.M. Barone

Published by Heather M. Barone at
Smashwords

 


Copyright 2018 Heather M. Barone

 



Prologue

 


He checked his tie in the mirror for
the third time, as his car rolled to a stop in the cemetery. With a
heavy sigh, he gave a sharp nod and climbed out.

For a minute, he stood watching the
others stride solemnly past him. Abruptly, a strong hand came to
rest on his shoulder. He startled, bringing his fist half-way
up.

“I wasn’t sure if you two were going
to be home for this,” he said softly, not meeting their gaze.
“Sorry about my reaction.”

“He was part of our team,” Briarious
answered. “Of course, we came home. We're the ones who brought
him.”

“Besides, she's in,” Jax added. “We
can’t do anything for her, for now.”

A response was forming on his lips
when someone behind them cleared his throat. The trio turned to see
who stood behind them.

“Terry,” Jax sighed and flung his arms
around his neck. “I wasn't sure if you were going to be home in
time.”

“Anything for you, love,” Terry
assured him and swept his hand in the direction of the gravesite.
“Shall we?”

With a nod, Killian took the lead. The
four men stood at the back of the crowd.

It was a short service. Several men
from his unit stood in a straight row behind his family. Killian
inclined his head slightly as he made eye contact with Garrick's
brother, the Senator.

After the service, the man hurried
over to the four.

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” he extended
his right hand. “I’m Garry's brother, Senator Christopher Jacobs.
It's an honor to meet the men who knew him best.”

Killian felt something press into his
palm as he shook hands.

“You must be Killian Murphy,” he
continued. “I've heard nothing but good things about you and your
company, on the Hill. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a
company, like that, in such high demand.”

“It's an honor, Senator,” Killian
replied and shoved his hand into his pocket. “How long will you be
in town?”

A sly smile tugged up the corners of
his mouth as he shook hands with Briarious, Jax, and Terry. “I have
a few more of my brother's affairs to see to then I'll be flying
back to DC tomorrow night.”

Killian dipped his head as the Senator
took his leave. He waited until the man was gone and held up his
hand to silence the trio.

“Not now and
certainly not here,” he
said quickly. “Now, we should give our condolences to the rest of
the family.”

With that, he led the way to the side
of Garrick's grave. He hesitated briefly, placing a light hand on
the coffin, as he passed it. He then stepped up to an older woman,
still seated.

“Madam Jacobs,” he offered gently,
“I’m Killian Murphy. I knew your son quite well. He was a good man.
I'm sorry for your loss.”

She looked up at him, blue eyes bright
with tears. “Killian Murphy . . . of Murphy Securities? Thank you.
I appreciate you being here. Have you seen my son? Garrick's older
brother, Christopher. He said he needed to speak with
you.”

He nodded. “Yes, ma'am, I have. Thank
you.”

“Good.”

“Allow me to introduce Briarious
Donovan, Terry Burton, and Jax Bandares,” Killian offered. “They
were Garrick's team.”

She inclined her head as they extended
their greetings and condolences. After another moment, the four
continued along their way.

They made their way back their
vehicles. They headed out, all following Killian.

“All right, boss,” Briarious demanded,
making it a conference call. “Spill it.”

Killian heaved a sigh. “Chris wants to
meet us tomorrow morning and hear what happened.”

“Did he say where and when this
meeting is supposed to happen?” Jax persisted.

He nodded, knowing they couldn’t see,
and relayed the information on the card. They were silent and
pensive for a moment.

“Wait,” Terry protested, “where are we
going? This isn't the way back to your office, Killian.”

“There’s someone who would like a word
with all of us before we try to return to our lives for a while,”
he explained sheepishly. “I apologize for the
misdirect.”

“Sloan,” Briarious muttered. “What
does the king spook want now?”

A stunned moment of silence
reigned.

“He’d like to debrief you two and give
you some new orders, I believe,” Killian said. “He was a bit vague,
to be honest.”

Briarious responded with an
inarticulate growl. The others remained silent. Before long, they
were pulling into parking spaces in the underground structure. At
that, Killian took the lead to the elevator.

They rode it to the lobby in silence.
Tension was thick in the air.

The petite, brown-skinned, round-faced
woman behind the desk greeted them with a warm smile. “You must be
Mr. McGlynn's appointment.”

The trio looked to Killian, who
nodded. “Yes, we are,” he replied and took his handgun from its
shoulder holster, “and I’ll need to leave this with
you.”

She smiled, took the weapon, handed
them visitor’s passes, and motioned toward the elevator. “Go on up
to the tenth floor. He's been expecting you. I’m sorry about your
friend.”

Killian nodded and strode toward it.
Briarious, Jax, and Terry followed close behind. As the doors slid
shut, Jax pressed the button for the tenth floor. They clipped the
passes on their jackets as they went.

They rode in silence once
more.

The older man waited for
them as the elevator dinged open. “Right this way,
gentlemen. I reserved a conference room for us.”

Briarious arched an eyebrow as the
others hurried to comply. After a moment of hesitation, he did the
same. His reaction didn’t go unnoticed.

“He doesn’t seem too thrilled to be
here,” Sloan murmured. “I don’t blame him.”

Killian shrugged. “We just had to bury
his best friend. None of us are in a celebratory mood. They all
have questions and concerns.”

Sloan bobbled his head. “That’s
understandable. Then I apologize for this. I’ll be as brief as
possible and as helpful as I’m able.”

He pushed open a heavy wooden door and
ushered the four men inside. Once they were seated, he closed the
door soundly and sat at the head of the table.

“I understand this is a difficult time
for you, gentlemen,” he began. “However, it is important we have
this meeting before you return to Zagreb. You should know there’s
already a court marshal and criminal charges being levelled for
Garrick’s murder.”

“I’m not sure I follow you,” Jax
ventured. “Charges for Garrick’s murder?”

“As you three are already aware: you
will no longer be assisting our operative. You are there only to
observe and, if absolutely needed, retrieve,” Sloan
explained.

“Yes, we know that,” Briarious said
flatly. “What does that have to do with Garrick’s
murder?”

“The soldiers who killed him were
ordered to stand down. They chose not to,” Sloan continued.
“Therefore, it’s a capital murder case. Terry, you’re on loan to me
for the duration of the mission. I hope you don’t mind?”

Silence reigned. It was obvious this
was not what they were expecting from the meeting.

“I understand this is a difficult
time,” Sloan repeated. “You’re grieving and in no mood to return to
the area where it happened. You are welcome to take as much time as
you need before you go back.”

A murmur rippled through the
group.

“Killian, I’m afraid you need to stay
State-side for the time being,” he said at length.

“You can’t be serious?” Killian
protested.

“I’ve never been more
serious in my life,” Sloan replied calmly. “You cannot be with them when they return
to Zagreb.”

Killian raked his fingers through his
hair and gave a heavy sigh. “Is there any specific reason you don’t
want me going?”

Sloan placed a firm, reassuring hand
on the younger man’s shoulder. “For right now, we need you to stick
close to home. Focus on your business. The orders come from on
high.”

With another heavy sigh, the younger
man threw his hands in the air. “Fine. But, at the first sign of
real trouble I’ll be there. You won’t be able to stop me,
then.”

The older man dipped his
head. “I wouldn’t dream
of stopping you if she is in real
danger.”

“Thank you,” Killian muttered, stood,
and strode out the door.

He slammed his fist against the
elevator call button with another frustrated growl. The others
scrambled to their feet and hurried after him. Killian flopped back
against the wall and stared at the ceiling as he waited for the
elevator to arrive. He struggled to maintain his
composure.

Jax waited until the other had gone
before setting a messenger bag on the table.

“This was hers,” he explained. “We
recovered it after she joined them. I'm sure it will be useful
since she had it hidden so well.”

Sloan nodded. “Thank you. I’ll have my
techies look at it.”

At that, Jax turned and hurried to
join the others.

“Looks like we’re not the only ones
upset with him now,” Briarious murmured. “Are you ready to listen
to me, yet, when I say he’s going to get us all killed.”

“No, he won’t,” Jax said softly. “But
he won’t always be able to keep us safe. We all knew that going
in.”

“All right,” Terry interjected, “let’s
let this discussion drop for now. We have some free time. We need
to get our heads on straight before we go back. Let’s take some
time, after breakfast tomorrow, to collect ourselves. We can
discuss this business in a week, or so.”

The doors to the
elevator dinged
open. With that, the four stepped in and rode the elevator in heavy
silence.

*

For a minute, the senator could only
stare in open-mouthed astonishment. He seemed to be struggling to
process everything Killian just revealed.

“You are absolutely
certain of all this information?” he asked at length.

Killian nodded. “It’s been
vetted by the best intelligence analysts in the country. People
have died to
verify it. Good people.”

“More than just Garry died because of
him?” Chris managed.

“I’m afraid so, Senator,”
Jax answered quietly. “Two others, that we know of, for certain.
Killian and Sloan were incarcerated for nearly a week because of
it. And one of the best operatives in the country is currently
under cover in the organization.”

Chris’ brow furrowed with concern and
confusion.

There was a long silence as the five
men finished their meal. At last, the senator set his napkin on his
plate and leaned back in his chair. He heaved a sigh.

“I understand you will be returning to
Zagreb in the next twenty-four hours,” Chris said. “If there is
ever a time you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me. I’ll do
everything I can to help.”

Briarious and Jax nodded
slowly.

“Thank you, sir,” Jax managed, “but
we’re actually taking a few weeks before we return, at
least.”

“That goes for you and Killian as
well, Terry. I believe you will be joining Jax and Briarious? Or am
I mistaken?”

Terry shook his head. “Your
information is accurate, sir.”

With that, the senator stood. The
others followed his lead. Chris extended his hand to Killian
first.

“It’s been a pleasure to meet you
gentlemen,” he offered. “I’m just sorry it had to be under these
circumstances.”

“Likewise, Senator,” Killian
replied.

“Keep me in the loop,” he requested as
he shook hands with the others.

“Yes, sir,” they replied in unison.
“We’ll do our best.”

At that he turned and was gone.
Killian looked to his companions, then set money on the table to
cover their bill.

“Why don’t we plan on
meeting in my office in one month’s
time?” he suggested. “Hopefully I’ll be able to
equip you with some new tech my R&D department has come up
with, by then. And you can live your lives away from all
this.”

A murmur of agreement rippled around
the table. With that, the four men parted ways.

*

“How fares our white queen?” he
asked.

“The black king has accepted her,” was
the response.

He nodded his head slowly. “What of
our new players?”

His assistant handed him a dossier.
For several minutes he sat, silently reviewing the
information.

“A few pawns,” he murmured. “But this
one,” he tapped a finger on the paper, “this little bishop could
cause problems if both our white bishops get together.”

“How would you like us to handle this,
then, sir?”

He returned the dossier. “Continue to
observe and report. I want to know what all of them are doing.
Especially that white knight. He could make things difficult if he
continues to interfere in our affairs. They both could.”

“Yes, sir.”

At that, the others in the room stood
and left. He was alone, staring out the window, contemplating what
was to come.


Chapter One

 


She wore a pair of black lounge pants
and a black tank top. Casually, she kicked her soft-soled black
shoes off in the corner of the room. She strode confidently to the
center where Krzysrek awaited her in his blue jeans, gray tee
shirt, and combat boots.

“Remember to be gentle with her,
Krzysrek. She might break,” someone behind her chuckled.

“She might break a
nail!”

She inclined her head slightly as she
took up her fighting stance. Her left shoulder faced him. Her feet
were turned slightly forward, with her left hand in a fist. Her
right hand was ridged and parallel to her diaphragm, a few inches
from her chest.

A silence fell over the room. Everyone
hurried over, gathering in a circle around the pair. Murmurs and
hushed wagers were quickly made.

“What are your terms of victory?” she
questioned, bouncing on the balls of her feet.

Krzysrek took up his own fighting
stance. His right shoulder faced her with his feet turned slightly
forward both fists up, in front of his face.

“Knockout or tap-out,” he said evenly,
a sly smile played over his lips.

For several minutes, the two stood
still. They sized one another up, gauging defenses and skills. At
last, Petra darted forward. She threw a straight punch, a ridge
hand, and followed them with a spinning round kick. The kick caught
his chin. A murmur of surprise rippled through the group as he
shook it off bouncing on the balls of his feet.

He nodded and retaliated with a rapid
series of straight and reverse punches followed by a side kick to
her abdomen. The murmur increased in volume. She had blocked each
blow and caught his kick.

With a vicious twist, she sent him
spinning to the floor. She held her stance and waited for him to
get up. A look of elation spread over her face.

He charged her again. She
grabbed his wrist as he swung at her. With little effort, she had
him on the floor and dislocated his shoulder with a vicious twist.
The pop echoed
off the walls. A chorus of ohs
followed after. Several of the onlookers winced
reflexively.

Ignoring the pain, he stood up, Petra
still holding his arm, and slammed her against the floor. After the
second time, she let go and scrambled to her feet in a defensive
stance. He took the time she afforded him, to shove his shoulder
back in place, biting back a cry of pain. In the next moment, he
attacked again.

As he threw a punch, she caught his
wrist with one hand and elbow with the other and thrust her hip
into his. Using the momentum, she threw him to the floor,
again.

Her fist slammed into the cold stone
of the floor as he barely rolled away.

She rushed forward but he was already
on his feet. His arms were already in motion, whipping around with
masterful precision. Petra felt the devastating force of his
outstretched palm as it crushed into her solar plexus. She flew
backward, landing hard on her back and shoulders, winded and
gasping for breath. A moment later, his boot connected with the
side of her head. Bright lights danced in her vision, then
blackness swallowed her.

A loud murmur rippled through the
onlookers. She lay there for a minute. He waited for her to regain
consciousness. At last, she pushed herself to her feet. The group
began to disperse. Krzysrek strode over to her and gave a slight
nod.

“Not bad,” he murmured. “You lasted
longer than anyone I’ve ever tested. You’ve got quite an
interesting style, too. Shall we move along to
swordplay?”

She inclined her head slightly. “Yes,
do let’s.”

He led her to the far
corner of the room. There were half a dozen free-standing weapon
racks. Silently, carefully, she perused them in search of the right
blades. At last, she came across a wakizashi and a tanto. With a slight smile, she
picked them up and tested their weight. Both blades were
well-balanced. She nodded to herself and turned to face Krzysrek
once again.

She noted that he wielded a long
sword, with a short sword in his off hand. A hint of amusement
flickered across his face.

Petra held the longer blade in her off
hand, her left. She held the shorter blade backward, along her
right forearm.

There was a shout of excitement as the
onlookers hurried over once again. This time, they gave the pair
more space. No one wanted to be stabbed accidentally.

“What are the rules of engagement?”
Petra asked softly.

“Defeat is yielding or serious
injury,” he answered.

A wry smile turned up the corners of
her mouth as she inclined her head slightly. “As you
will.”

Her stance was incredible, he noted.
She was perfectly guarded.

Again, the pair sized one another up.
They studied each other, gauging their advantages.

This time, Krzysrek struck
first, moving in with a simple thrust. Petra took half a step back,
batting the blade aside with the tip of her wakizashi. At that, wagers began to
fly around the room.

She darted forward, using
the wakizashi as
a shield, and brought the tanto
up across his chest from left hip to right
shoulder. The blow opened a shallow gash in his chest. A murmur of
amazement rippled through the group as he brought down the hilt of
his short sword across her left temple, with a growl.

She stumbled back several steps,
crossing her blades in front of her as he attacked again. Petra
threw a straight kick, pushing him back and untangling their
weapons. Blood poured down her face, into her left eye.

Again, she darted in. This
time she used a different style. Her left shoulder faced him as she
brought the wakizashi down. She spun, drawing the tanto in a downward arc. Petra
whirled like a dervish, her blades singing in glittering arcs. On
her third rotation, she brought both blades down across his short
sword. It clattered free of his grasp, skittering away out of
reach.

Krzysrek inclined his head slightly
and adjusted his grip to hold the long sword with two hands. He
swung it with speed and power, knocking her back several
steps.

She adjusted her blades and darted in.
Both swords came up, crossing to trap his downward strike. As they
did, she kicked at the back of his knees. He recovered quickly. He
swept her feet from under her. Gently, he rested the tip of the
blade at her throat. Holding his gaze, she leaned forward and
lightly kissed the weapon in a formal surrender.

He shuddered slightly, nodded.
satisfied, then reached down and offered her a hand up. Graciously,
she took it and rose gracefully to her feet.

“I must admit,” Krzysrek remarked as
he retrieved his short sword, “I’ve never seen anyone with such a
wide range of martial skills. And yet, you manage to blend them
into a surprisingly efficient style.”

Petra gave a slight shrug as she
returned her weapons to the rack. “I am a firm believer in being
prepared for any eventuality. Shall we continue to the firing
range?”

He motioned for her to follow him.
“This way, tigress.”

Their audience followed them outside.
The wagers had already begun as Krzysrek indicated the table of
firearms.

After a few minutes to study her
options, she carefully chose a pair of .357 Magnums. She also slung
an AR15 over her shoulder. At that, she approached Krzysrek. He
inclined his head slightly, impressed by her selection.

“The course is clearly marked,” he
explained. “You will be judged on speed and accuracy. Ring the bell
at the end of the course and I’ll go through and check your
marksmanship.”

Petra dipped her head and readied
herself. On his mark, she darted off through the course.

As she jogged back to the table to
return the weapons, she found Milan waiting. Krzysrek was nowhere
to be seen and Milan was clearly agitated.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he
demanded.

“Trouncing their record,” she replied
evenly. “What’s wrong?”

“You are still bleeding,”
he snapped. “Go see Sasha, now.”

After a moment of hesitation, she
inclined her head slightly. “Is there someone who can take me? I
don’t know my way around, just yet.”

He heaved a sigh and turned to head
back inside. Petra hurried after him. Silently, they made their way
up to Sasha’s infirmary. As they entered, Krzysrek stood and
adjusted his tattered shirt.

“How many stitches?” Milan
asked.

“I lost track,” Sasha replied.
“Apologies. They seem to have done a number on each other. Come
over here, tigress. Let me take a look at that head
wound.”

After a moment of hesitation and a
glance in Milan’s direction, she did as he requested. With a
satisfied nod, Milan turned and left with Krzysrek close
behind.

Petra dropped onto the stool opposite
Sasha. “Well, it seems he wasn’t impressed with our performance. I
suppose I’ll have to dial it back some next time.”

Sasha arched an amused eyebrow. “That
was some extraordinary work you did on Krzysrek. I haven’t seen him
injured like that in a long time.”

She did her best to sit still as he
cleaned out the gash in her head. “Well, it doesn’t look that deep.
I’m not going to have to give you stitches. I’ll put a little glue
on it to make sure it doesn’t keep bleeding.”

“If that’s what will make him happy,”
she replied.

He nodded. “I’m sure he’d be happier
if the two of you hadn’t mangled each other the way you did. But
this will have to do.”

Petra heaved a sigh. “I did my best to
hold back.”

Sasha snorted.
“That was
restraint?”

She arched an eyebrow. “You saw the
wound yourself. He may have needed a lot of stitches, but it could
have been a fatal blow, could it not?”

With a frown, Sasha nodded. “I suppose
you’re right. You could have killed him. So then, what did you
accomplish with that attack?”

She stood and winked at him. “What
indeed?”

Not waiting for an answer, she turned
and headed out of the infirmary. Krzysrek met her in the hallway
near her room.

She inclined her head slightly. “How
are you faring?”

“The Master was impressed with your
work on the target range,” he answered. “I’m on my way to see him
now.”

She swept him a bow. “Am I to
accompany you?”

He shook his head. “Not this
time.”

At that, she stepped out of his way.
“I am at his service.”

Krzysrek brushed past her and
continued along to Milan’s office.

“How is our lovely new recruit
fairing, thus far, my old friend?” he asked as Krzysrek plunked
into a chair.

Krzysrek shrugged. “She dislocated my
arm and slashed my favorite shirt . . .”

Milan arched his eyebrow, clearly
impressed. “You needed stitches as well. Don’t forget
that.”

“But I defeated her in the end,” he
said flatly. “She’s one of the most skilled marksmen we have. Her
martial skills, as you said, are impressive.”

Milan inclined his head slightly.
“Where do you recommend, we use her, then?”

He leaned back in his chair and
thoughtfully stroked his chin. “Honestly, aside from the kitchen,
for her work assignment? I suggest using her as an enforcer. They
won't expect a petite woman like her to do much.”

“Are you seriously telling me you want
spend the next month, or more, working with her?”

Krzysrek shrugged. “She is more
tolerable than Arek or Lovro.”

Milan chuckled softly. “That’s not
saying much.”

He shrugged, stood, and headed for the
door.

“Why don’t you have Lukas go retrieve
her motorcycle from her apartment,” Milan called after him. “We’ll
keep it in storage until she earns it.”

“As you will, Master,” Krzysrek
answered.

*

“Kitchen duty?” she repeated, gave a
heavy sigh, and dipped her head. “If that is what he has ordered, I
will comply.”

“Come with me,” Krzysrek directed,
turned on his heels, and made his way toward the kitchen. “I’ll
introduce you to the ladies you’ll be working with.”

Wordlessly, she did as she was
directed. The two made their way through the corridors to the
kitchen.

Silence fell as the pair entered. The
young women stopped their work and turned their undivided attention
to Krzysrek.

“Ladies, this is Petra,” Krzysrek
announced. “When she isn’t training, she’ll be in here working for
you. Petra, this is Danica and her right-hand Natasha. Ladies, this
is Petra.”

The auburn-haired woman gave a slight
curtsy. “I am at your service.”

Danica arched a questioning eyebrow,
shrugged then returned to her work with a nod to
Natasha.

The younger woman approached Petra.
“How are you with a knife?”

Petra arched an amused eyebrow as
Krzysrek chuckled and walked away.

“I'm passing fair,” she
answered.

Natasha nodded and motioned for Petra
to follow. “I’ll put you in charge of vegetable prep, then. You'll
need to be here an hour and a half before each meal to help. I'll
show you where everything is. Then you can get started.
“

Petra dipped her head and followed
Natasha's lead.

*

She slid into her seat beside Sasha.
He nodded a greeting, his gaze darting reflexively to her forehead.
Petra replied with a slight, fatigued smile.

“It would appear they kept you busy
today,” he remarked, as the food was passed around.

Petra nodded. “Between Krzysrek
testing my skills and taskmaster Danica running me all over the
kitchen, I’m quite worn out, yes,” she admitted. “It’s been some
time since I’ve worked like this. Longer than I care to
admit.”

He gave her a sly smile. “If the
rumors about you are to be believed, you'll be fine. It'll take you
a day or two but once you get used to it, they won’t know what hit
them. Especially since I’ve heard that not even the gates of hell
can prevail against you.”

She regarded him carefully. He
responded with a knowing smile. After a brief minute, she gave a
soft laugh. The smile lingered on her lips.

“You seem surprised that I
would know your reputation,” he remarked. “Should I assume that
means you are aware of mine?”

Petra nodded slowly. “Especially after
our earlier encounter. It’s a safe bet.”

“And yet you don’t mind sitting beside
me during meals?” he pressed.

She shrugged. “I have no cause to fear
you. You seem like a pleasant conversationalist and an intelligent
man. I see no reason why we can’t be amicable.”

He chuckled quietly. “You are an
impressive woman. I understand, now, why Milan recruited
you.”

The surprise was evident on her face.
“You don’t . . .”

Sasha shook his head. “No, I don’t.
The others do, and you’ve clearly noticed. Though you don’t
either.”

“Why is that?”

“Why’s what? Why don’t I call him
“Master” like the others?” he replied and shrugged.

At that, she turned her attention to
the food in front of her. Sasha did likewise.

*

Nearly everyone in the citadel had
gone into the city for the night, including the kitchen women. She
was still on Milan’s probation and therefore confined to the
citadel and its grounds.

All her work in the kitchen was done.
She even completed her prep for the next morning. Now she was free
to do as she wished. For several minutes, she debated taking a
relaxing hot bath or training alone in peace.

In the end, the training
won out. She started out drilling against the heavy bag. Gradually
she made her way into the center of the expansive training room.
The world around her seemed to vanish as she worked through
every kata she
knew. Then she worked through the gymnastics floor routines from
her childhood. At last, thoroughly exhausted but satisfied with her
own performance, she headed for the door. She stopped and turned
back, her gaze falling on a figure near the weapons racks, half in
shadows.

Petra inclined her head slightly. “Not
many can do that.”

“You were lost in your own world of
combat,” he shrugged. “It wasn’t difficult.”

“Please, don’t tell him,” she implored softly. “Please.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That you’ve
been holding back during your training time with Krzysrek? I didn’t
need to see you fight to know your skills exceeded his. That first
day you tested against him was enough for me.”

Her verdant gaze was earnest.
“Please.” Her voice barely a whisper.

With a soft sigh, he nodded. “Your
secret is safe with me. I’ll not be the one to upset either of
them. And I’d rather not see more harm come to you.”

She dipped her head. “Thank you.”
Without another word, she turned and left. She hurried to the
kitchen and grabbed two bags of ice from the chest freezer.
Silently, she returned to her room and ran a cold bath. She dumped
the bags of ice into the tub then stripped and climbed in. With a
sigh, she leaned back and submerged herself. When she came up, she
pushed her hair back from her face. Finally, she climbed out,
toweled dry, and collapsed into her bed, replete.

*

“I'm sorry,” she replied evenly, “but
he's simply going to have to learn to deal with it. As long as he
insists upon putting me in the kitchen, this is how things will
work with me.”

Stunned silence reigned. A pan
clattered to the floor. Krzysrek folded his arms over his chest and
studied her carefully. When he realized, she wouldn’t back down he
threw his hands in the air, turned, and left with a grumbled
curse.

Still silence remained. Petra shrugged
and turned her attention back to her work.

“Have you lost your
mind?” Sophia hissed as
she came to stand beside Petra. “The Master is going to be
furious with
you.”

Again, Petra shrugged. “Let him be
furious. It’s his right as the leader. Just as this is my right as
a chef.”

The younger woman stared in
astonishment. “Do you fear anything?”

She shook her head. “Why should I?
What can man do to me?”

With a frustrated sigh, she too turned
and walked away. A slight smile tugged at the corners of Petra’s
mouth as she returned to her work.

Gradually, the noise of kitchen
resumed its usual quiet din. Petra set herself to the work she had
been assigned.

Once the meal was ready, she took her
place at the table. Sasha slipped into the seat beside her with a
nod.

“I hear you caused quite a ruckus in
the kitchen,” he murmured.

She shrugged. “They can’t put me
someplace and not expect me to excel,” she said flatly.

He stared at her in
astonishment.

“Besides,” she continued, “Danica’s
just upset because she’s no longer the best cook in the
citadel.”

He chuckled softly. “Fair enough. Just
know that you’re spoiling them.”

She gave a playful wink. “Haven’t you
ever heard: the surest way to a man’s heart is through his
stomach.”

“Funny,” Sasha replied, “I always
thought it was between the fourth and fifth ribs.”

Petra laughed heartily, drawing the
attention of everyone at the table. “That’s only if you want him
dead. And I’m only trying to assuage the egos of the men ruffled by
my presence in the organization.”

Sasha inclined his head slightly.
“Clever idea. But it won’t earn you true loyalty.”

She shrugged. “I don’t need true
loyalty. I’m not their leader. I just need them to be inclined
toward me.”

“Fair enough,” he murmured and let the
subject drop.

*

“We really need to stop meeting like
this, tigress,” Sasha commented. “People will start to
talk.”

She watched him with a calm gaze, as
he stitched up the gash in her arm. “I’m not sure I understand what
you mean.”

For a moment, he stared at her in
stunned silence. She hadn’t flinched when the needle pierced her
flesh.

“It seems like you’re down here
getting patched up for some new wound every few days,” he
explained. “The men are beginning to think you’re getting hurt just
so you can come down and see me. Frankly, I’m inclined to agree
with them. And I must say, if that’s the case, I’m
flattered.”

Realization swept in and
she felt color rise in her cheeks. “You’ve seen me fight. You
should know by now, I take more risks than I probably
should. That’s what lands me here. Not your pretty face.”

He leaned back in his chair and
studied her carefully, halting his work for a moment. There seemed
to be nothing disingenuous about her.

“So, who did Krzysrek have you fight
this time?” he asked, abruptly changing the subject and returning
to his work.

Petra shook her head. “It’s only ever
him. Evidently, he’s afraid one of the others might not show
restraint and seriously injure me.”

Sasha nodded at her arm. “Like
that.”

“No,” she answered. “You
know how the others act toward me. Despite the fact I make their
favored foods. You’ve seen them at meal times. I think it’s safe to
assume it would be far worse than just the nicks and scrapes I’ve
been getting from Krzysrek. Then I’d be forced to stop showing
restraint. You can see where that would lead.”

He bobbled his head. “I suppose you’re
right. So, your two months is close to complete. Has Milan deigned
it necessary to let you know what you’ll be doing for him
yet.”

Something in his tone drew her gaze.
She studied him as carefully as he had studied her a few minutes
prior. “No. I’m sure he wants to make certain I’m capable of
handling myself before he delegates me to a new
assignment.”

With a soft sigh, he set his tools on
the tray. He stood, walked to the sink, peeled off his bloody
gloves and washed his hands.

“Please,” he requested,
“if it’s at all possible. Do try to make your next visit more than
three days? Let’s aim for three weeks, shall we?”

She arched an amused eyebrow as she
placed a bandage over the wound and stood. “I make no promises. I
am who I am. There’s no helping it. Thank you, though. You always
do impeccable work. You would have done well as a
surgeon.”

Slowly, she made a full circuit of the
infirmary. Her verdant gaze took in everything.

She came to a hault in front of a work
bench and small tank filled with a strange viscose liquid. Computer
leads ran from the tank to a laptop.

“Curious,” Petra mused. “What is all
this?”

Sasha ran a hand through his hair and
gave a lopsided grin. “It’s a bit of a side project.”

Petra looked from him, to the station,
and back again. “Do you mind if I ask what manner of side
project?”

Absently, he rubbed his arm. “Spyder
and I have been working on our own nano-tech.”

She said nothing, only nodded and
waited for him to continue.

After several minutes of careful
consideration, Sasha heaved a sigh. He was clearly conflicted as to
how to respond.

At last, Petra held up her hands and
turned to leave. “It’s not my business. I’ve intruded. I apologize.
It wasn’t my intention.”

He held out his arm to stop her. “It’s
difficult to explain.”

Her brow furrowed as she studied him
carefully. “Is this project . . . sanctioned?”

Sasha chuckled softly and nodded.
“Yes, Milan is aware of it. He encouraged it and is looking forward
to the results.”

“Then I’m confused,” she mused. “What
is difficult to explain? I’m assuming the solution in the tank is
the nano-bots in a conductive liquid. You are hoping to program
them to do what? Heal? Or harm?”

He stared in astonishment.

Petra patted his arm and strode toward
the door. “Just because I don’t have much high-tech gear in my
posession doesn’t mean I don’t know what things are or how they
work. In my line of work, low-tech means less that could go wrong,”
she chided.

All he could do was stare aftter her
in stunned silence.

“She certainly took you to school, my
old friend,” Milan chuckled, as he entered the room. “And she’s not
wrong either. As a thief, low-tech is usually safer.”

Sasha folded his arms over his chest.
“What can I do for you today?”

He gestured to someone in the hallway.
“It’s time to test your side project, my friend. Boyko had some
problems on his last mission.”

Krzysrek carried his companion into
the infirmary and guided him onto the nearest cot. Petra watched
from just outside the door. When he caught sight of her, he glared
and gestured her away. After another minute, she dipped her head,
turned, and headed off down the hall.

*

Petra looked up in time to press up
against the wall as two men passed her in the corridor. A soft sigh
escaped her as they muttered a curse in her direction. Behind her,
two men chuckled quietly. She looked to them and they
shrugged.

“You can’t expect to change people,”
the one on the left stated. “It is not in a man’s nature to accept
a strong woman. They either despise or fear her.”

She ran a hand over her braids and
heaved a sigh.

“The Master is only focused on the
mission,” his companion added, as though reading her thoughts. “He
expects everyone to fall in and get along for the sake of the
cause. Unfortunately, that doesn’t always happen.”

“You’re a talented fighter and
impressive marksman,” he continued. “Sometimes, though, that’s just
not enough. Not even with your remarkable culinary
skills.”

“I’ve been dealing with this all my
life,” she murmured. “It’s nothing new to me. I guess I was just
hoping most of the venom had gone out of them by now.”

The one on the right chuckled again.
“Weak men will always fear strong women. There’s nothing for
it.”

“Most of us, though,
appreciate another strong soldier for the cause,” he gave her a
playful wink, “and your cooking does help some.”

At that, they turned and left. Petra
continued along her way to her room.

*

“It's been nearly two months,” Milan
commented. “How is our tigress doing?”

Krzysrek shrugged. “Her skills in
combat are most impressive. She is as gifted a marksman as she is a
fighter.”

Milan arched an eyebrow. “What are you
telling me, my friend? Besides the things I already
know.”

Again, he shrugged.

He studied the other man carefully.
“Does this hesitation and caution have something to do with that
nonsense about Danica being unhappy with her in the
kitchen?”

With a heavy sigh, he gave
a slow nod. “I'm aware of the intimacy between you and Danica. If
either of you are unhappy with the tigress' performance on
any level, I will gladly
dispose of her for you, Master. Say the word and they’ll never find
her body.”

Milan chuckled softly and groaned. “I
did not spend all that time and effort following her across half of
Europe to dispose of her because of some jealous scullery maid. The
tigress is a valuable asset to our cause. She stays. Now, you were
saying . . .”

Krzysrek inclined his head. “If that
is the case, I stand by my initial assignment. We use her as an
enforcer, here in Zagreb. We still have a few minor problems
floating around.”

A sly smile turned up the corners of
his mouth. “Wonderful. Now, why don’t you start making the usual
arrangements for when a new member completes their training? I
believe we are past due for a proper celebration.”

Slowly, Krzysrek stood and nodded. “As
you wish.”

“After that, we’ll allow her to go
into the city, under Natasha’s supervision, to do the shopping a
few times before we send her out with someone on a mission,” Milan
stated.

“What of her motorcycle?” he asked.
“It’s still in the stables.”

Milan dismissed the comment with a
wave of his hand. “She doesn’t need that much freedom just yet.
We’ll continue to keep it stored here. Send her to me. I’ll tell
her the news.”

With a nod and a sweeping bow,
Krzysrek left. It was late, past dinner. Any other day, he would be
sparring with Petra and talking about their ideology, and basic
plans for bringing order to the city and the world. When she wasn’t
in the training hall or on the firing range, he went searching and
found her in the expansive gardens.

As he approached, she turned to watch
him. Her verdant gaze followed his every move.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, rising
from the stone bench. “When you didn’t show, I decided to take a
walk. Then, the view from here was just so breath-taking I had to
sit and admire it.”

He shrugged and dismissed it with a
wave of his hand. “The Master would like to see you.”

She inclined her head slightly and
followed him back inside. He headed off in the opposite direction.
After a moment of hesitation and confusion, she continued to
Milan’s office alone.

Gently, she knocked on the door and
entered when directed. With soundless grace, she made her way over
to the desk where he waited patiently.

“You sent for me?” she asked with a
curtsy.

He motioned to the chair. “Sit,
please.”

Petra did as she was told.
She opened her mouth to speak when he silenced her with a single
gesture. Her jaw clamped shut with a quiet click. She watched him
warily.

“Krzysrek says you have fared
admirably in your training,” he began, after another minute of
studying her. “It’s been nearly two months, so it’s time for a
welcome celebration. After that, you will be allowed into the
village and city under Natasha’s supervision. And, when he returns
in a few days, you will be working with Caulder as my enforcer in
Zagreb.”

Silently, she continued to wait. She
was processing what he told her.

After another moment of silence, she
inclined her head. “As you will.”

A slight smile played at his lips. He
knew why she hesitated but drew no attention to it.

“I’ll make the announcement at the
morning meal,” he stated. “You may go.”

She stood, curtsied, turned and left.
At that, she headed for her room.

*

As Petra entered the dining hall, she
couldn’t help but notice the behemoth of a man sitting near the
head of the table. He towered over the others and filled two seats
with his broad shoulders. His platinum hair was pulled into a neat
man-bun while his long beard was braided and ended with a steel
ball. Stunning iceberg blue eyes took in everything that went on
around him. His carefully tailored dark suit only added to his
intimidating appearance.

She inclined her head to him as she
took her seat.

“That’s . . .”

“Caulder?” she concluded for
Sasha.

“Yes,” he answered. “They call him the
gentle giant. He’s just shy of seven feet tall. Claims to be
descended from the Vikings of old.”

“I can believe that,” she murmured.
“He’s the one I’m to be partnered with.”

“What does he have you doing with
Caulder?” Sasha inquired, clearly curious.

Petra shrugged. “He said I was to be
his enforcer in Zagreb.”

Before he could respond,
Milan stood and called for silence. “Gentlemen, another soldier has
completed their training and joined our ranks. I want you to
welcome Petra to the Nex
Addo.”

A murmur rippled through the men.
After a moment, Sasha began to applaud. The others took their
queues from him and a loud cheer arose. It was silenced on Milan’s
order.

“She and Caulder will be enforcing my
will in Zagreb for the foreseeable future,” he continued. “We will
be having the traditional celebration tomorrow night.”

This announcement needed no
motivation. A raucous cheer and cat-calls went up. It slowly died
off. Milan sat, and the meal began.

“Congratulations,” Sasha murmured. “I
hope this means you’ll be spending less time in my
infirmary.”

“As do I,” she replied and turned her
attention to breaking her fast. “But then, it’s a whole new playing
field so who can say?”

He studied her carefully for a minute.
“I’m not sure I understand.”

Petra ran a hand over her braids and
gave a rueful smile. “You do remember who you’re talking
to?”

Sasha nodded slowly.

“He expects me to handle problems,”
she explained. “I won’t be able to show the same restraint I did
with Krzysrek. They won’t show restraint either. From here on in,
it’s for keeps.”

He inclined his head. “I’d advise
caution, but I’ll make certain my supplies remain fully
stocked.”

She cracked a smile. “That’s probably
your best course of action.”

The others finished their meals and
left the table. When Caulder stood and made for the
door.

Petra rose and hurried after him.
“Caulder?”

He stopped, in the hallway, just
outside the door. Patiently, he waited and studied her as she
approached. He towered over her.

As she drew close, she extended her
right hand. “It’s an honor to work with you.”

A slight smile turned up the corners
of his mouth. As he shook her hand, he reached out and patted her
head.

“You too, little sister,” he replied,
then turned and walked away.

Petra stared after him in
astonishment.


Chapter Two

 


The sand was warm beneath their feet
as they walked along the beach. A gentle evening breeze played with
their garments as they gazed at the stars overhead.

All the tourists had gone for the day.
They had the place to themselves.

Jax tangled his fingers with Terry’s
and leaned against his shoulder. A heavy sigh slipped from his
lips.

“What’s wrong, my love?” Terry asked
gently.

“I wish we could stay like this all
the time,” he answered. “Just the two of us.”

“We could,” Terry offered.
“We don’t have to
go back and finish this. We could disappear and start our own lives
somewhere.”

Jax looked up at him and placed a
gentle hand on his cheek. “Yes, we do.”

“I know,” Terry sighed, “but I can
hope.”

Jax kissed him lightly. “It’s not just
out of a sense of loyalty to Z.”

“Oh?” Terry mused.

“We are on
their radar, now,” Jax
said. “If they wanted to, they could force us to finish the job. It’s
better this way. Once we’re done, we’ll be free and clear. Never
have to deal with them again.”

Terry tangled his fingers in Jax’s
hair and pulled him hard against him. He kissed him, long and deep.
Their tongues wrestled for dominance.

“Move in with me,” Terry breathed, as
they parted.

Jax leaned back and studied him
carefully. “What?”

“You heard me,” he murmured and kissed
him again, breathless. “Move in with me. My loft has more than
enough space for your servers, all your stuff and, most
importantly, you.”

For a moment, Jax could only stare in
stunned silence. At last, with a joyful cry, he flung his arms
around Terry’s neck and kissed him ardently.

“I’d love to,” he said. “Now, let’s go
back to your place and celebrate. We can work out the details in
the morning.”

Terry gave him a wolfish grin. “I like
that idea.”

At that, they headed back to Terry’s
jeep. Neither remembered how they got back to Jax’s apartment. They
were barely through the door before clothing was flying in every
direction. The two stumbled, tripped, and laughed their way to the
bedroom.

Terry tumbled Jax down among the
blankets and pillows of his bed. They were lost in the throes of
passion.

The next morning, Jax awoke, only then
realizing he’d fallen asleep. He groaned softly, stretched, and
scratched. He stood and headed into the bathroom.

Thoughtfully, he brushed his teeth,
showered, and made his way back out to the bedroom. Terry was still
sound asleep. A soft smile tugged at Jax’s lips as he headed for
the kitchen to make them some breakfast.

Strong arms draped over his shoulders.
“It’s a good thing the blinds are down,” whispered a husky voice in
his ear. “I don’t think the neighbors would appreciate seeing your
sexy ass cooking in the buff.”

Jax finished plating up their food and
handed Terry one. “I don’t know. I think they might like the show.
You certainly seem to.”

Terry brushed up against him. “Keep
this up and I’ll just have to call off work and have you again and
again.”

He set his plate down and wrapped his
arms around Terry’s neck. “And again, and again.” Jax kissed him
breathless. “Call off. Or I’ll call off for you.”

Not waiting for a response, Jax
sauntered into the bedroom. He looked over his shoulder with a sly
smile.

*

The lights were off. The blinds were
closed. He sat in his armchair, staring at the wall with the neck
of a Jack Daniels bottle in his fist.

There was a persistent knock at his
door. He shook his head, dismissing it as his imagination. It
continued. He shook his head harder. His beads clattered
noisily.

A key worked in the lock. The door
swung inward. There was a muttered curse and the keys slammed on
the counter.

The lights turned on. He raised his
free hand to shield his eyes. A soft growl slipped from his lips,
followed by a muttered curse.

“Briarious Emmanuel
Donovan,” huffed a feminine voice behind him. “I have had about all
I can stand of
your sulking. I understand you lost a friend and comrade but
drinking yourself into oblivion is not going to change a thing.
It’s only going to put you
into an early grave and I won’t have
it.”

He glared at her as she kicked aside
several empty bottles. She stood in front of him with her hands on
her hips.

“Now, you are
going to get your ass up
out of that chair before it becomes part of you,” she ordered. “You
are going to take out those braids and shower because, Lord
all-mighty. You are going to let me put in new braids.
Then you are going to
take me someplace that has jazz music, dancing, and good food.
After all that, you’re going to take me back to my place and make
wild, passionate love to me. Am I clear?”

He stared at her, blinking in
astonishment.

She shifted her weight and folded her
arms over her chest. “Well?”

He slammed the bottle onto the side
table so hard it made her jump. He pushed himself to his feet and
covered the distance between them in two strides. He stared
intensely down into her golden-brown eyes as he wrapped an arm
around her waist and pulled her close.

“I should take you right now, for
talking like that to me,” he retorted, his voice thick with
desire.

She put both hands on his chest and
leaned back. She wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

“Not smelling like that, you’re not,”
she retorted. “Now, let me go and do what I said. A shave wouldn’t
hurt you either. You’re getting scruffy.”

With a heavy sigh, he nodded. He
dropped back into his chair and started taking out his
braids.

Claudia headed into the kitchen. She
gathered up the empty bottles and threw them in the trash. After
that, she put on a pot of coffee and washed the dishes piled in the
sink.

When he finally went into the
bathroom, she gathered up all the empty bottles and takeout
containers in the living room. A soft sound of sympathy slipped
from her lips when she found his Beretta M9 on the coffee table. It
was loaded, with a round in the chamber and the safety
off.

Briarious leaned against the cool tile
as the hot water beat down on him. A soft growl of frustration
slipped from his lips as his thoughts began to wander.

After a while, he washed his hair,
scrubbed his body and turned off the water. He climbed out and
toweled dry. Briefly, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.
He could only stare in astonishment at the stranger looking back at
him.

There was no fat left on his body. His
ebony skin was slightly ashy. Even his eyes were a little sunken
in.

He gave a heavy sigh and ran a hand
through his damp hair. With a slight shake of his head, he returned
his attention to getting dressed.

Deep in thought, he brushed his teeth
and shaved. After a final look in the mirror, he returned to the
dining room.

Briarious stopped in the doorway. He
stared in amazement. In the time he had taken to clean himself, she
had put his entire apartment in order.

He covered the space between them in a
few strides and swept her into a bottomless kiss. “I don’t deserve
you,” he breathed as they separated. “I’m such an ass.”

“And don’t you forget it,” she said
with a playful wink. “Now, sit down and let me do your
braids.”

With a soft sigh, he did as he was
told.

*

“I wasn’t sure if you’d be coming by
at all,” Sloan remarked as he closed the door behind the younger
man.

Killian inclined his head slightly.
“Yes, well, I’ve been busy. I haven’t been giving enough time at my
company. I figured it was high time to do what I needed. Especially
considering how fast we’ve been expanding.”

“Thank you for giving me the time,
then,” Sloan said. “I appreciate it.”

Killian dismissed the comment with a
wave of his hand. “What can I do for you, Sloan?”

The older man sank into his chair on
the opposite side of his desk. “I wanted to make sure you’re all
right. To make sure you understand why I made the decision I
did?”

A soft sigh slipped from his lips. “I
understand,” he muttered. “I just don’t like it.”

Sloan nodded. “I can respect that. All
the same, it’s what’s best for everyone.”

Killian leaned back in his
chair and studied Sloan carefully. “I gave you my word that I won’t
go to Zagreb unless things go completely sideways. However,
I do intend to do
more traveling. I’m working a few angles with my company. It
will take me
abroad.”

After a long minute of silence, Sloan
nodded. “I certainly can’t keep you from that. However, I advise
you either carry or start increasing your personal security. You
can never be too careful.”

With a soft sigh, Killian nodded. “I
already do.” He pulled back this jacket to expose an empty shoulder
holster. “I had to check it with the receptionist.”

A slight smile turned up the corners
of the older man’s lips. “That’s good to know.”

Again, he inclined his head. “I still
remember everything you’ve ever taught me. Sometimes it takes me a
while to turn it into a habit, but it happens.”

“I know it’s been a while since I’ve
been able to take you,” Sloan remarked.

Killian dismissed it with a wave of
his hand. “I usually go after I leave the office on Mondays and
Fridays. Sometimes Alonzo even goes with me, instead of waiting in
the car. It’s like a second quiet time. He’s an impressive shot
too. I’m even more glad, now, that I have hired him.”

Sloan nodded his understanding. “Well,
I’ll leave you to your routine.”

“You’re more than welcome to join me,
if you find yourself free,” Killian assured him. “I’m always
willing to get into some friendly competition to sharpen my
skills.”

The older man chuckled heartily. “I’ll
be sure to keep that in mind.”

“Was there anything else you wanted to
talk to me about?” Killian asked after another long
silence.

Slowly, Sloan shook his head. “No, I
think that’s about it. I’d appreciate a heads-up before you leave
the country. Just so I know everything’s all right.”

Killian stood and nodded. “I’m sure I
can swing that.”

Sloan stood to follow him out. “I’m
headed down to the war room. I’ll ride with you to the
lobby.”

“Fair enough.”

*

“Mr. Murphy, I have one of your
researchers outside,” Natalie said. “She’d like a word with you on
an important subject.”

Killian stood, arching a questioning
eyebrow. “Well, send her in, then.”

Natalie nodded and stepped aside. The
young woman who strode confidently in, stood nearly as tall as him,
in her three-inch stilleto-heeled boots. Her sapphire eyes smiled
at him from behind unusual wire-framed glass. Long, brown curls
were piled neatly on her head with intricate gears and mechanisms.
The white lab coat she wore had a detailed, vintage, undersea scene
embroidered along the bottom in dark blue and silver thread.
Beneath it was a chocolate-brown swim dress with an intricate,
vintage airship scene embroidered along the bottom in black and
gold. Draped around her neck was an exquisite gold pocket watch on
a fine gold chain.

She smiled broadly as she extended her
hand to him. “Mr. Murphy, it’s an honor. I’m Charolette Frank, from
Research and Developement.”

Killian inclined his head slightly.
“Please, call me Killian.”

Her smile broadened further. “Then,
call me Charlie. Though, I’m fairly certain Anjour would call me
the biggest pain in his ass.”

With a soft chuckle, Killian motioned
for her to sit on the sofa. “What can I do for you, Charlie?
Natalie rarely advocates that adamantly for people.”

Gracefully, she sank into the seat.
“Actually, Killian, I’m hoping to be the one to help
you.”

“Oh?” he mused. “Please, continue. You
have certainly piqued my interest.”

Her eyes lit up with
delight and she folded her hands in her lap. “I know I’m relatively
new to your company, and I know you have already begun to branch
out into more than just private security. I also know to whom you are engaged
and the nature of her work.”

Instantly, Killian tensed. Quickly,
she placed a reassuring hand on his arm. Her smile was
disarming.

“I promise you I’m one of the good
guys,” she offered. “I got into your business to help people. I’ve
had my share of encounters from those in her world.”

“I hope you are getting to a point,”
he murmured, “because this conversation is one-sided and
increasingly disconcerting.”

She sighed softly and nodded. “I’d
like to help you build a satellite I’ve designed. And, if it’s
successful, I’d like to build you a fleet of them.”

For a minute, Killian could only stare
in stunned silence. “S . . . satellite? You said you want to build
my company a satellite? Why?”

She leaned back and studied him
carefully. “I’ve heard a lot about your company over the last
decade and it’s only, ever been good. Your personal choices weren’t
that great, in your early years. But then, no one’s perfect.
Anyway, I feel that a man who cares more about others, than the
bottom line, is someone I can trust with my tech.”

Killian raked a hand through his hair,
sighed, and nodded. “If that’s what you want to do, I’ll gladly
sign off on it.”

She inclined her head slightly. “I’ve
got nearly a dozen projects going, for you, right now, but this
will be my pet project.”

“Sounds good to me,” he said. “Was
there anything else you needed today, Charlie?”

Slowly, she stood and shook her head.
“Nope. We’re good.”

He extended his hand. “It’s been a
pleasure. Do keep me in the loop, please.”

She shook the hand offered to her.
“Absolutely.”

With that, she turned and left.
Killian stared after her, still stunned.

*

Claudia lounged in a chair on his
balcony sipping at a glass of red wine. Briarious lounged in the
chair beside her, nursing a glass of Jack and Coke.

“Tell me about it,” she requested
gently.

Thoughtfully, he stared into his
glass. “What do you want me to tell you about?”

She reached across the space between
them. “Tell me about everything,” she said softly. “Or nothing.
Tell me whatever you feel burdened to share. I’ll listen. No
judgement.”

Briarious stroked her hand
with his thumb. For several more minutes he was silent. “Where
should I start?” he ventured, at last. “Most of the time things
were calm. The jobs she
had us help with were easy. We helped steal a few
things. Mostly, we stayed in the shadows and were support for her.
It was only after she left each city that we picked up our own
jobs.”

She gave his hand a reassuring
squeeze, as he fell silent once again.

“It’s true what they say: there’s
nothing like Paris at Christmas. One day I’ll take you there. It’ll
steal your breath away,” he continued, at length. “And Germany
around New Year is equally stunning. Perhaps, someday, I’ll whisk
you away and we’ll travel Europe for a few months.”

Claudia could only stare in stunned
silence, for several minutes. A small sound slipped from her lips
as he raised her hand to his mouth and kissed it.

“We were in Austria when we ran into
the black ops team first.” He broke his silence once more. “They
were trying to abduct the daughter of one of Milan’s big financial
supporters. We managed, quite successfully, to thwart them.
Unfortunately, one of them shot Garrick in the shoulder. He was
lucky it wasn’t with one of the tungsten bullets.”

Her hands flew to her mouth, stopping
a small sound of surprise.

Briarious chuckled softly. “It seemed
that when Z wasn’t around, Garrick was the bullet magnet. Anyways,
we irritated them once again when we were in Prague. We rescued the
wife of another financial supporter, from them. They had ransomed
her to leverage his abandonment of Milan’s cause. They weren’t
happy with us for that, either. Though, I don’t think either of us
caught a bullet that time.”

“I’m a bit confused,” Claudia
murmured. “Where was Jax when all this was happening?”

He ran a hand over his braids. “Jax
was and is our tech support. His ability to borrow satellites and
call the shots for us, makes him more useful from behind a computer
monitor. He’s all right with a firearm, but I’d rather not ever put
him in that position. I don’t honestly know how it would end. And
terrifies me . . . a little.”

She heaved a soft sigh. “So, what’s
going to happen now?”

Briarious shurgged. “For the
foreseeable future, I’m all yours. I have no intention of making,
or having, contact with Killian, Sloan, or Jax.”

“But you’re still planning, at some
point, to go back over there to get her out?” Claudia
asked.

After a moment of hesitation, he
nodded slowly. “I’m obligated to see it through to the end, I
suppose. If I don’t do it on my own, they’ll drag me back in
anyway. But, I’ve already told them that once this is over, I’m
out. I’ve got other, more important things in my life
now.”

A small sound of admiration slipped
from her lips. She leaned over and kissed his cheek.

“I love you, Bri,” she
murmured.

He kissed her hand again, leaned back
in his chair, and stared out at the setting sun. “I love you too,
Claudia.”

*

He stared absently out the window. A
soft sigh escaped him as he actively ignored the stack of files on
the desk in front of him. His thoughts were thousands of miles
away. He had no desire to be where he was, and that annoyed him
just as much.

There was a knock at his office door.
Before he could get up, three men entered. The last one in closed
the door soundly behind him. They made their way over and plunked
down in the sofa across from his desk.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” he said.
“To what do I owe the honor of this Sunday morning
visit?”

The one in the middle
shrugged. “It's been nearly two months. We figured it was about
time we got back to work. What are you doing here on a Sunday? I
thought it was your holy day. A day of rest.”

“And you offered us access to some
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