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IF THE PLAN DOESN’T work, change the plan but never the goal.

Owen King is a hitman with a conscious. 

He only takes jobs that eliminate the worst of the worst of the human population. When he gets a request to take out a gorgeous young woman from a notorious drug dealer with ties to the cartel, something doesn’t feel right. 

The dealer claims Steph Baker is a spy with knowledge of Owen’s business aren’t adding up. Owen digs into her background and gets to know her better. 

Rule of the game: never fall for the woman you’re supposed to kill. 

Owen knows time is running out and if he doesn’t finish the job, someone else will. 
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“ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR fucking mind?” I hissed into the phone. My eyes darted around my small office like someone was going to pop through the door at any second and demand I put my hands in the air. 

“I don’t discuss business over the phone,” I snapped. “My clients need to make appointments with my assistant. Period.” 

I tossed the phone down on my desk, running a hand down my face. What a moron. What a complete, total fucking idiot. It was a miracle some people could walk and chew gum at the same time. This dude was a dipshit. I shook my head and pushed the conversation to the side before getting up and going into the reception area. 

Jackson Hall, my right-hand man, was sitting at a desk with his feet propped up on the edge. He was leaning back in his chair, his baseball hat pulled low over his face. Clearly, he was enjoying a siesta. 

“You suck as an assistant,” I told him. 

“I’m not your assistant.”

“You’re supposed to act like you are,” I snapped. 

He pushed his hat up with the tip of his finger. His dark green eyes stared at me. “Do we have a case?”

“No. I don’t do business over the phone. I don’t know why he thought that was okay. The dude is dangerous.”

Jackson, unbothered by my bitching, pulled the hat back down. “Then go away. I was up most of the night surveilling. I’m only here to look like I work here. I’m leaving in an hour.”

“If you were actually my employee, I would fire your ass.”

He smirked. “If I was actually your employee, I would tell you to fuck off and go find a better paying job.”

“You get paid very well.”

He shrugged. “But I should always aim higher, right? Isn’t that what our old sergeant used to say?”

“Are we pretending we’re listening to him now?” I joked as I poured myself a cup of coffee from the machine we kept in the corner. 

“Was it Mason?” he asked without bothering to answer my question. 

That was the benefit of knowing someone as well as Jackson and I knew each other. We first met in boot camp at the ripe old age of eighteen. Two fresh-faced punk kids from the wrong side of the tracks looking for a way out of working in the factories like our fathers. We joined the Marines and thought we’d found our ticket to freedom. Little did we know the Marines were the very opposite of freedom. We managed to stick together throughout our entire careers until we both got out at twenty-eight. 

Apparently, joining the military and serving your country didn’t give you a free ticket to anything. We got out and had nothing but a lot of bitterness. That’s how we ended up here,at a private investigation company that only worked for a select clientele. 

“It was,” I said and sat down in the other chair. 

We didn’t exactly get customers that came into the business. It was more of a front. Yes, a front. I didn’t investigate cheating spouses or hunt down missing dogs. My business was extremely private with clients only being accepted by referral only and even then, I was careful. 

“Got a job?” he asked. 

“I don’t know. He was erratic. Saying stuff he shouldn’t have been saying over the phone.”

He snorted. “The guy’s an idiot. How is he not in prison?”

“I don’t know.”

“What was he going on about?” he asked without lifting his hat. 

“Mentioned we needed to watch our backs,” I answered. 

He snorted. “Yeah, cuz that’s a problem.”

“Said someone knew too much and was going to the feds.”

That got his attention. He pushed his hat up and dropped his feet from the desk. “What?”

I nodded as I sipped. “Yep.”

“What the hell, Owen?” he growled. 

“I told him not on the phone,” I said casually. “I’m sure we can expect him here in about five minutes. He was pretty worked up.”

Jackson rolled his eyes. “He’s always worked up,” he said as he got up to get his own cup of coffee. 

“I know, which is why I’m going to ignore it. We’re covered.”

“Unless he runs his mouth,” he said. “If he does, you know what we have to do.” 

“And I wouldn’t be the least bit sad to do it,” I told him.

We talked a few more minutes before we heard the door buzzer. We exchanged a look. “Are you expecting anyone?” he asked. 

I shook my head. “Nope.”

He turned in his chair and hit a button on the keyboard of his laptop. He smirked. “It’s him.”

I rolled my eyes. “Color me shocked. I guess I better let him in. Is there anyone with him?”

He flipped a few buttons, using our security system, which would make the Pentagon proud. He shook his head. “Nope. All alone.”

“I’ll let him in,” I said. “Be ready.”

He pulled open his desk drawer and loaded a clip in his semi-auto handgun. He put in on the desk. “Ready.”

I left the office and headed down the hall to unlock the steel door. I opened it and nodded at him. When he opened his mouth to say something, I gave him a hard look and shook my head. I didn’t want him to say a word until we were in my office, safe from prying eyes and ears. I used the code to open the door from the hall into our office. We took no chances. If someone got through the first door, we needed a head start. 

Jackson gave Mason a hard look. “Have a seat,” I said. 

“We’re talking here?” Mason asked with surprise.

“Whatever you’re here to tell me affects him as well,” I said. “It’ll save me the trouble of repeating it.”

“I’ve got an issue, which in turn means you have a problem,” he said. 

I raised an eyebrow. “No, that does not mean I have a problem.”

“It does!” he snapped. 

“What’s the problem?” Jackson asked. 

“You know that girlfriend I had for a while,” Mason started. 

I shrugged. “Not really. Was there only one?”

The guy actually smiled. “As far as she knows, yes.”

“Get on with it,” I said. 

“She is threatening to out me and you,” Mason said. 

Jackson and I exchanged a look. “How would she know about me?” I asked him. 

Mason waved a hand like it didn’t matter. “She lived with me. She was at my side for years. Women hear and see things. I never imagined she would try and leave me.”

“Why are you worried she’s going to say something?” Jackson asked. 

Mason looked uncomfortable. “I might have gotten a little pissed,” he said. 

I didn’t have to guess what that mean. Mason had a reputation as being quick to anger and even quicker to become violent. He always left the heaviest lifting to myself and my partner. When there was someone who pissed him off in the worst way, but he wasn’t allowed to take them out because of unspoken rules, he called me. 

“And now she’s using your drug running business as a weapon against you,” I said.

“She’s said she will go to the feds if I try and go after her,” he said. “She is working for the feds. I know it. She stayed with me to get information on my business. She was spying on me.”

“Did she get anything?” I asked. 

He looked away, a sign he was about to lie to me. “I don’t know what she got, but I imagine there’s enough to cause me some problems. She could put me away for a long time. Every time I try to reason with her, she gets more pissed. She makes threats that she’ll go to the feds with the evidence she stole if I don’t leave her alone.”

“So leave her alone,” Jackson reasoned. 

“It’s not that easy,” he said with a scowl. 

“Sure, it is,” Jackson replied. “Leave her alone.”

“She knows too much,” he insisted. “She needs to be eliminated as a problem. Not just for my sake, but yours. She knows about a couple of the hits I ordered. She knows where to find you. She can direct the feds right to your door.”

“You’re a fucking idiot,” I snapped. “I told you from day one. Never talk on the phone. Never tell anyone. Never talk about what we discuss. And never, ever, fucking tell the woman you’re banging!”

“She was my girlfriend,” Mason snapped. “You’ve met her.”

“I never introduced myself as a hired gun,” I growled. 

“Give us the information,” Jackson said. “We’ll handle it.”

I gave him a look. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but I knew he was right. Mason pulled an envelope from his suit jacket. The guy acted like he was a mob boss. He wore expensive suits and ridiculously expensive shoes. The guy was supposed to be an insurance salesman. That was his front. That’s how he laundered the money he made through his drug business. The cartel had elevated his position, which I never thought was a good idea. I never liked the guy. I thought he was reckless. Him sitting across from me now proved my point. 

While Jackson took the envelope and verified there was the standard fifty-grand down payment, I studied Mason. I liked to know who I was working with. I had done work for him before, but he was acting different. 

“How do I know you aren’t setting me up right now?” I asked him. 

Jackson looked at me and dropped the envelope on the desk. We both turned our attention to Mason. He held up his hands. “Because I have a lot more to lose. I flip and I’m dead. If the cartel doesn’t get me, you will.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Now get the hell out of here.”

“Are you going to handle it?” he asked. 

“Get the fuck out of here,” Jackson said in a low voice.

Mason heard the threat and got to his feet. “I’ll expect a call when it’s done,” he said in a parting shot. 

Neither Jackson nor I responded. I heard the door shut and waited until Jackson gave the all-clear. He picked up the envelope and pulled out a picture and a piece of paper with a name. He slid the picture across the desk to me. He immediately started typing on the keyboard, pulling up the information on the woman. 

I picked it up and stared at the woman in the photo. The picture looked to be taken on a yacht. She had long dark hair with streaks of lighter shades. In the picture, she was wearing a white bikini and flashing a perfect smile. Her eyes were an obvious blue. She was sexy as hell. I didn’t miss the ugly bruise on her upper arm. Seemed like a strange place to accidentally bump into something. 

“She doesn’t exactly look nefarious,” Jackson said. 

“What’s her story?” I asked and put the picture down. I couldn’t quit staring at the eyes. She had a bright smile, but her eyes said something different. 

“Looks like she started dating Mason about six or seven years ago,” he murmured. “Her Facebook has a bunch of pictures of them together but not a lot in the last year or two.” 

“Comments?” I asked. The comments made by her friends on her social media posts would reveal what was going on in her life. People never realized just how much they revealed to complete strangers. 

He was quiet. “Have to say, doesn’t look good.”

“What do you mean?”

“The first couple years, it seems she had a lot of friends,” he said. “The last year or two the posts are few and far between. A few comments. Looks like she withdrew from her life.”

“When was the last time she mentioned Mason?” I asked. 

He was scrolling through pages. “There isn’t much about Mason at all.”

“Hmm,” I murmured. “DMV? Court records?”

He whistled. “Looks like she has gone to the police several times.”

My stomach dropped. I hated to have to do women, but in my line of work, women and men could be equally evil. But I never did a job I wasn’t certain would make the world a better, safer place. “She’s ratting on him?” I asked. 

“Actually, I see nothing from her about his business. It’s all about him beating the shit out of her. She has a restraining order against him. There are plenty of pictures to prove the abuse.”

That irritated me. “But she’s been to the cops,” I said. “She might have spilled. There could be an investigation.”

“I’ll get my guy to dig a little deeper,” he said. “But I can’t hack into their servers without triggering an alert. I’ll see if I can find something, but it isn’t popping in the public records.”

“We’ll take the job, but we aren’t making a move until we have all the information,” I told him. “Something feels off.”

“I agree. I’ll do what I can.”

I stood, taking one last look at the picture on the desk before going back into my office. I had a bad feeling about this one.
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Steph

––––––––
[image: ]


I BURST INTO LAUGHTER when Nicole pointed to the picture of me in my cheerleader uniform and giving the goofiest smile. It was a little embarrassing to see now as a full-grown twenty-something. “I think I was sixteen there,” I said. 

“Yep, it was junior year,” Nicole said. “Remember that game? Didn’t you kiss Bruce what’s his name?”

I groaned. “I did. It was awful. Like kissing a lizard.”

She laughed before taking a drink of her wine. “I kissed David Buster that night. He turned into an octopus.”

I flipped the page and stared at the pictures of my high school classmates. It felt like forever go. Those days had been fraught with teenage drama. I used to think flunking a test or not being able to afford the cool jeans was the worst thing ever. I had no idea how hard life would get for me. 

“Thanks for hanging with me,” I said after we closed our high school yearbook. “It feels good to walk down memory lane and remember some of the good times.”

“It’s been too long,” she said. “I’m just glad I can hang out with you again. I thought I lost you for good.”

I nodded and sipped my wine. “I thought I was lost for good.”

“You look better,” she said. “You look like you’re sleeping better.”

“A little,” I said. “I know he’s out there. I know he’s waiting for his moment.”

“Don’t say
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