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Praise for the ASSASSINS Series

“I inhaled this sexy, gritty, thrilling new series and I can’t wait for more! I have added a new autobuy author to my list and her name is Ella Sheridan!”

–Lara Adrian, New York Times Bestselling Author

“With danger and steam and family and scheming, Assassin's Mark was pretty addictive. Ella Sheridan is onto the start of something good with this series.”

– Brittany’s Book Blog

“My heart took a beating but taking a break — stop reading?? — was never an option. I started this story and didn’t come up for air once.”

—1-Click Addict Support Group

“One of my favorite Romantic Suspense Series!”

— Audiobook Fascination

“Ella makes you feel like you are watching TV in your head. This series is a must read!”

— Engaging Secrets

∞

Don’t miss the exciting extras from the ASSASSINS series, available only through my newsletter.

Sign up here to get exclusive access!

Join Ella’s Escape Room on Facebook for daily fun, games, and first dibs on all the news!
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Eli —

Good evening, Assassin.

I’ve been an admirer of your work for some time. The problem, of course, is exposure—you don’t want it, but I have the means to make it happen. The tie between Hacr Technologies and the Assassin might be well-hidden, but for someone like me, with my connections, they are both easily uncovered and easily exposed.

Neither of us want that, I’m sure. A partnership would easily solve the issue.

Your target is Bram Sullivan, CEO of BSGA Holdings International, headquartered in Atlanta. Natural causes are imperative. Contact me within two weeks when the job is done, and the information I have will remain between the two of us.

I look forward to working with you.

X

“Son of a bitch! You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

I reread the e-mail one more time, as if the contents might change between one second and the next. I wished they would.

I wished a lot of things, but apparently they weren’t going to fucking come true.

I mean, I’m the contact for a well-known—and feared if not respected—killer. I’d received some freaky e-mails in my time. Most crazies aren’t savvy enough to find the site on the dark Web, much less brave enough to actually make contact with the boogeyman of the US criminal world. But this particular crazy, X?

He’d not only made contact; he’d threatened to expose everything we were if we didn’t work for him.

Assuming he was a “he.” He or she, the fucker had signed their own death warrant.

The bat cave was dark, the thump of old-school Metallica reverberating off the concrete walls. I shoved back from the computer, spinning as the chair moved, and pushed to my feet seconds later. Ignoring the bang of the chair as it hit the edge of the desk, I stalked toward the elevator and access to my brothers. Some things I wrote off on my own, but this required a family meeting.

The first floor was quiet as I exited. Dark. The mansion our parents had raised us in until their deaths had become a home, the walls drawing me in instead of keeping me out. Sometimes I didn’t think I deserved it. After all, I’d been nine when our uncle murdered our parents in cold blood, right upstairs. I had memories of them, sure, but as the years passed, they became more and more fuzzy. Sometimes I couldn’t remember my mother’s face.

No, I definitely didn’t deserve to be here. But these walls accepted me anyway, just like they accepted my brothers.

These days Remi was in bed early, and not only because his woman was now sharing it. Between his new day job at Hacr, preparing to take over security, and the fact that he and Leah were managing an almost seven-year-old still in school and Leah’s nursing position at Fulton County Memorial, late nights weren’t even on their radar. And a new baby in six months. All that shit had my head spinning, and I wasn’t in the middle of it. Remi had gone from stone-cold killer to slavishly devoted family man (with the stone-cold still there, just on the side) the minute the opportunity had presented itself. I couldn’t blame him, either. He and Leah belonged—there was no other word for it.

I wouldn’t wake them if I didn’t have to. Remi could declare war on the asshole targeting us tomorrow just as well as tonight.

After scanning the living room and kitchen just in case my oldest brother was skulking around, I took the front stairs two at a time up to the second floor where Levi and Abby lived. They’d talked about trading their floor for Remi’s given that he would soon have four people in his half of the third floor, but Remi had refused. Said they would probably be filling up their floor with kids soon anyway. Levi had actually turned green at the thought, a fact I gave him shit for, for a solid week.

Levi could be an ass. No matter how much I loved him, I was always looking for something to rag him about.

Tonight his floor of the house was dark too. Down the hall I saw a flicker of light coming from the living room doorway, and headed that direction. Looked like the TV was on. Bracing myself in case Levi and Abby were gettin’ freaky on the couch—not unlikely, but I’d rather not be exposed to my brother’s hairy ass—I stepped inside.

The TV hanging on the wall was running some movie with Sandra Bullock on silent. Hot chick. I checked out the rest of the room, but it wasn’t until I gave up and turned to leave that I caught sight of the huddled figure in the wide recliner to one side. Levi’s recliner. I never thought my badass assassin brother would have a favorite recliner, like some creaky gramps who had to steal little blue pills just to get it up, for fuck’s sake. But damn if he hadn’t claimed that thing in a hot second. I tried not to think about what he’d said he’d do with Abby in that chair. There was a reason I was cautious when entering.

Right now it wasn’t Levi sprawled in the recliner; Abby was curled up in it, the sound of her crying reaching me as I crossed the room.

What was that line from Stephen King’s It? “Your hair is winter fire, January embers.” I thought of it every time I caught a glimpse of Abby’s auburn hair. Even now, in the dim light of the flickering TV, it shone. It wasn’t just her hair that sparked warmth, though; she wrapped anyone in her vicinity up in that shit the minute she got close. She’d made us a real family instead of a collection of dickheads who didn’t really know how to love. How to settle. We might’ve wanted it, but it was Abby who showed us the way.

She’d earned my loyalty before my brother had ever gotten his shit together and gone after her, just by loving him. Us.

My sister. Always.

Yeah, she tended to make me maudlin. It was embarrassing and I tried to hide it, but really, who gave a fuck?

“Hey.” I knelt in front of the chair, my heart contracting at the sight of her flushed face and the liquid pain in her eyes. Those eyes flared as they settled on me. “What’s going on? Where’s Levi?”

Abby’s lips twisted. “Who the hell knows anymore?”

Shit shit shit. I’d hoped she hadn’t noticed the nightly exits. I didn’t know what was up with my brother, but I knew it was something. And the only way Levi knew how to deal with worry riding his ass was to run from it. Literally. He’d stalk the night until he couldn’t go a step farther, then come home and collapse. Usually after Abby was asleep, or so I’d thought.

Guess that plan went down the toilet.

“Abby—”

“Don’t!” She put up a fragile hand, ignoring me as I plucked it from the air to warm between mine. “Don’t make excuses for the bastard.”

When Abby cussed, things were bad. Apparently things were bad.

“He’s my brother; making excuses for each other is what we do.” I ducked my head until I could meet her eyes under the curtain of her hair. Cocked the corner of my mouth up in that way I hoped would draw a smile. Apparently I’d lost my touch, because Abby closed her eyes and released more tears.

There was only one thing left to do when words didn’t work and tears wouldn’t stop: avoid all possibility of putting your foot in your mouth.

“Come here.” I clamped my mouth shut and, with a tug on her hand, led Abby to the couch, then sat beside her as she curled into the arm. She didn’t need words, and I didn’t give any, just held her hand and let her cry it out.

“I don’t get it,” she finally sniffled. “He has everything. We have everything.” Fisting the sleeve of her pajama top, she swiped it across her nose. I’d have offered her a tissue if I had a clue where one was. “Why does it feel like, with all of this”—she gestured around—“we’re going right back to where we started?”

How the hell did I know? Levi did what he did; for too many years it could’ve cost me my life to question his commands. He’d kept me safe, trained me, loved me, even if it meant knocking me around a bit to get my head on straight. We’d been on the streets, grown up hard, and that sometimes came out in Levi in ways I didn’t understand. In ways I was sure he didn’t always understand.

“He’s just trying to clear his head.”

Abby sighed hard, letting her head fall back onto the couch arm. “Of what? Of me?”

“No, of course not!”

Her head jerked up, the glare in her eyes shouting that there was no of course about it. If she could see how much things had changed since Levi had committed to her, she wouldn’t question it any more than I did.

“Tell me the truth,” she finally said. “Is it me? Really, Eli, is he doing this because of me?”

“Abby.” I laced our fingers together, tugging her until she turned in her corner to face me. “This is not about you. This is the same dumbass shit he pulled before you came into our lives. Just Levi being Levi, trying to handle some problem the way he always handles things.” I grinned. “He’s got a harder head than most. He hasn’t gotten the message that the way he always handles things doesn’t work anymore.”

“Isn’t that the truth?” she muttered under her breath.

That tight feeling in my chest eased the slightest bit. I squeezed her hand. “You’re our glue; don’t you know that? When are you going to trust it? There’s no ‘one foot out the door’ here. He’s not trying to get away from you. This probably has nothing to do with you, whatever this is.”

“Yeah”—she sucked in a deep breath—“whatever this is.”

Whatever... Well shit. My eyes went wide as I realized what she might be crying over. “You know he’s not with another woman, right?” I mean, Levi committing to Abby had been a miracle. One thing about my brother, he was loyal to a fault. He was with Abby for the long haul. Whatever was bothering him, it wasn’t another woman.

“No.” She shook her head, and suddenly fatigue swamped her face, slumped her shoulders. “No, I know he’d never do that. I just...” A small, sad smile tugged at her lips. “I guess we all grow up with patterns, don’t we? I grew up thinking every little thing was my fault.”

And assumed this was too. “Levi grew up solving his problems on his own,” I pointed out. “On the streets, where every decision could kill you. I don’t know what’s on his mind, but he’s trying to protect you from it.”

Abby nodded, but I couldn’t tell in the dim light if she believed me.

“Want me to kick his ass?”

That got the laugh I’d been trying to get for fifteen minutes. With the sound, the muscles in my chest fully relaxed. Things might not be fine, but I’d lifted her burden a little. That was my job.

She stood, and her glance back at me was soft as she turned to leave. “I’m going to bed, but hold that thought. I might take you up on it.”

I shot her a wink. “Anytime.”

It wasn’t till Abby had left me at the stairs and headed toward her and Levi’s bedroom that I remembered my whole purpose in coming upstairs. Someone needed to know about the bastard threatening to out us. I glanced up the staircase toward Remi’s rooms, but the image of Leah this morning, dark circles under her eyes after throwing up her breakfast—of course Remi’s baby would make things difficult—decided me against going up. Save it for Levi...after he fixed his fuckup with Abby.

Instead of making my way up to my wing of the house—third floor left—I turned toward the elevator and headed back to the basement. Maybe I could dig up some dirt on this X before Levi got home. Better to present him with facts than speculations.

Looked like I had a long night carved out for me.
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Chapter Two
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Nix —

“So fucking glorious.”

I took a deep breath, sucking back the scent of deep-fried everything, and had to agree with Titus: it was so fucking glorious. McDonald’s had restaurants all over the world—and we’d been to many of them—but they didn’t taste like American McDonald’s. They didn’t smell like this, somehow. It might be because it was what I’d grown up with and not an actual difference, but McDonald’s in the US was just...different. Better.

Glorious.

Not that I’d say it out loud. Titus Webster used words like glorious; I didn’t. Titus could get away with it. The thirty-six-year-old former soldier got away with a lot, with his long golden-brown hair, tattooed body, and laid-back surfer vibe. A thirty-eight-year-old woman with gray in her long black hair and worn army fatigues on her compact body just got odd looks when she said fancy shit like that.

Or maybe it was just my team that gave me odd looks when I said fancy shit. Not like I spent much time with anyone else.

The area in front of the cash registers held several lines. I joined one right behind a guy about my height who gave me a once-over and a wink before facing forward. I rolled my eyes and tried to ignore Titus’s snicker beside me.

“I think he’s available,” Titus whispered in my ear, ignoring me ignoring him. “What do you think?”

I glanced from the shiny pink bald spot on the crown of the guy’s head to the end of his left arm hanging at his side. “I think he’s not as available as he wants to let on.” A thick gold ring circled his ring finger. Pretty dinged up. Married awhile, then. Guess he was in the market to shake things up a bit.

The thought made me wish I was carrying right about now. Not that I needed a gun to make someone rethink their decisions.

“I think traveling all day has made you cranky.”

I tipped my head up to raise an eyebrow at Titus. “Doesn’t it always?”

“Yep.” He grinned, showing off perfectly straight, gleaming white teeth. How could we have crawled off a fifteen-hour flight into evening rush-hour traffic, spent several hours getting our team supplied and settled, and he still looked fresh as a daisy? His long hair was even neatly curling around his shoulders.

I threw my thick braid back over my own shoulder as we moved forward in line. I felt grungy, grumpy, and desperate to hole up somewhere and sleep for twenty-four hours. But not before we got our McDonald’s fix. “Feed me and I won’t bite your head off.”

He shot me a cocky salute. “That’s the plan, ma’am.”

Titus was the only person I allowed to call me ma’am, maybe because, like every other person on the planet, I was willing to forgo a lot of irritation when his vibe hit me. Relaxed me. Being in his proximity was like getting a contact high. Maybe that was why we paired well together—I was the uptight one, and he leveled me out in a way none of the others could.

The sound of a suddenly raised voice in front of us definitely wasn’t helping. I tensed as the guy two steps ahead of me in line, Mr. Wedding Ring Winker, planted his fists on the counter and leaned forward, right into the server’s face. “Look. I just want to get my food and go. If you can’t make that happen, find someone who can.”

The server, a young blonde with her hair in a ponytail, looking closer to twelve than the sixteen she probably was, blanched. From the wild look in her eyes, she definitely wished she could ask someone to take her place too.

Asshole.

“Sir,” she stammered, easing back from his blatant attempt to intimidate her, “you asked for six fries and four quarter-pounders. Four coffees. That’s what you were charged for.”

“What idiot would order more fries than burgers? They don’t match! You need to clean out your ears so you can actually hear what customers are ordering, then call your manager over here so we can make your incompetence clear. And fix your mistake!”

“I’ll issue a refund for—”

“Is that what I asked for?” he shouted, making the poor girl jump. The overhead lights gleamed off his bald spot, and I wondered suddenly if his slowly dwindling testosterone was responsible for making him a dickhead. It was one thing to be an asshole at home, but to take it out in public and flash it around like an exhibitionist flashing his naked penis at unsuspecting bystanders?

It was two fries, for fuck’s sake.

I dug into my pants pocket, looking for a bill to hand over and put us all out of our misery.

As I peered over Winker’s shoulder, I saw a tear trickle from the server’s eye and track down her pale cheek. “I—”

“Manager!” the asshole yelled. “Now, bitch!”

I didn’t stop to think. My palm landed on Winker’s shoulder before the last word left his mouth. Thumb and finger dug into the nerves where his neck and shoulder met. The asshole winced, lurching sideways with a strained grunt, allowing me to step up beside him and give the server a sympathetic look. “How about I help this gentleman move on while you take care of that refund?”

The girl sagged with relief. “Of course.”

“We’ll wait right over here for that order and a new receipt, m’kay?” I jerked my head to the left, shot her a genuine smile, then shoved my new dickhead friend to the side. His protests were lost as I gripped his arm just above his elbow, digging into the pressure point in the underside of his biceps, and his uncooperative legs buckled unexpectedly.

A smattering of applause registered vaguely as I led Winker—forcibly—to an out-of-the-way corner.

“What the hell—”

I squeezed down on the pressure point again, satisfaction pulsing through me as the asshole’s knees did a jig that forced him to grab hold of the wall next to him. “I’d suggest you be quiet,” I told him, allowing all emotion to leach out of my words. That dead tone, the emptiness in my voice, had started more than one enemy pissing in his pants. Score points for the guy in front of me—his eyes bugged out and he started to tremble, but no acrid smell hit my nostrils, thank God. It was so embarrassing when they did that.

“Now let me tell you what’s going to happen.” I leaned close, nose not quite touching his, and narrowed my eyes. “You’re going to take your food and walk out of here. Quietly. Courteously. Do you understand?”

“Who the hell are you? Let go of me!”

I squeezed again, adding a sharp twist, and Winker whimpered as the pain shot through his body. “Maybe you don’t understand then.” I allowed a small, grim smile to curve my lips. “You’re going to take your food and leave, or I’m going to follow you to your car and make sure you’ve been circumcised the Woody Allen’s Robin Hood way, if you get my drift?” One raised eyebrow and the flick of my knife opening between us made my point. The way the guy’s thighs squeezed together made my smile genuine.

“You’re... I... What...”

“Did you have something to say?” I asked.

He shook his head, his gaze trailing over my shoulder. Whatever he saw had him cringing back away from me. Titus, no doubt. The guy was mellow, but when he put on his soldier face, he was even better at getting guys to piss their pants than I was.

And there was that scent hitting my nostrils, damn it.

Titus shoved a bag of food at the guy. “Looks like you’re all set,” he said, menace somehow dripping from the words. A drink carrier came next.

Winker stuttered and shook, but took the items Titus handed him. One embarrassed glance down at his now wet pants and he shot for the door.

Titus chuckled in my ear. “I can’t take you anywhere.”

“Sure you can.” I shrugged. “Saves you wear-and-tear on your chill.”

He laughed louder. “True.”

A number being called registered in my ears, and Titus turned toward the counter. One big fist caught up the five bags waiting there, while the other grabbed the drink holder. “Ready?”

“I was ready ten minutes ago,” I said, but my step was lighter as we headed for the door. In fact I was pretty sure I smiled the whole way back to the hotel suite we planned to temporarily occupy. Being out of the States for several years meant finding a new hidey-hole, a task we hadn’t had time to accomplish yet.

Maris opened the door at our knock. My kid sister was ten years younger than me and light where I was dark. Her honey-colored hair was twisted into a messy bun at the back of her head, leaving the displeasure on her face in full view. I glanced toward the corner as I entered, noting that Rhys’s expression matched Maris’s. The man rarely spoke and even more rarely smiled, but I could usually count on him to be on an even keel—unless Maris was around. Something about the two of them in the same room seemed to push all his buttons. We’d been confined for hours, traveling, and now...

I frowned at him, a warning to back off. He gave me a minute nod.

Titus’s long legs brought him to the table across the room before I got there. He dumped the food on the surface and began ripping into bags. “Heaven is here.”

“Thanks for pointing out the obvious,” Monty said. Our fifth team member sat up and peered over the back of the couch at us, his hazel eyes sleepy. “Just tell me you got enough Big Macs this time and I won’t kill you.”

“And two whole bags of fries,” Titus crowed.

I stood back to let everyone grab their fill, pulling out my phone and clicking over to e-mail to see if any of the real estate “brokers” had gotten back to me with leads on a location for us. A couple of replies waited, and I read through them before coming to an e-mail from an unknown contact. The subject line, Welcome Back, had my heartbeat ticking up a notch. No one knew we were here in the States. No one.

I clicked on the e-mail.

Good evening, Ms. Nixon.

I’ve been an admirer of your team’s success for some time. The problem, of course, is exposure—you don’t want it, but I have the means to make it happen. The tie between your team members and the unfortunate events surrounding Jay Nixon’s suicide might seem deeply buried, but it would, in fact, be easy for me to expose to the very people you don’t want informed.

Neither of us want that, I’m sure. A partnership would easily solve the issue.

Your target is Bram Sullivan, CEO of BSGA Holdings International, headquartered in Atlanta. Natural causes are imperative. Contact me within two weeks when the job is done, and the information I have will remain between the two of us.

I look forward to working with you.

X

Fucking A. “Guys?”

Raucous laughter and good-natured scuffling registered in my shock-numbed ears. I glanced up, my heart in my throat. “Guys!”

Three pairs of male eyes jerked to meet mine. Maris peeked from around Monty to look at me.

I swallowed hard.

“I think we have a problem.”
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Nix —

The room erupted as the last word of the e-mail left my lips. Maris paused, quarter-pounder halfway to her mouth, with a confused, “What the hell?” Monty hit the table hard, curses tripping off his lips that were almost as colorful as Titus’s inventive contributions to the chaos. Rhys was the only one who remained quiet, his lips going tight as his eyes narrowed on mine.

This was bad. Very bad.

“Who sent it?” Monty finally asked.

I glanced from him to my phone and back again. “Anonymous1234_5@yahoo.com.”

Titus snorted. “Figures. Fuckin’ Yahoo users.”

I barely held back a smile despite the circumstances. As if the server they used mattered. “The account will be gone by now anyway.”

Monty had already headed for the computer he and Maris had set up on the flimsy hotel room desk. “We’ll check just to be sure.”

Maris raised concerned green eyes, identical to my own. “They want you to take a contract in order to keep your identities safe?”

“Not ‘your,’ sweetheart,” Titus assured her, reaching over to snatch a handful of fries from her plate—as if he didn’t have two larges already on his. I shook my head. The man had an iron stomach; nothing upset him enough for him to quit eating, even a firefight. “‘You’ are not the ones who did anything wrong.”

Except we had. Maris and I had taken the men in when the military had threatened to lock them in a bottomless pit somewhere and throw away the key. We’d grown up with them. No way had they done what they’d been accused of, what they’d been court-martialed for.

What they could still be punished for if they came to the attention of the US Army or the SOC now, despite the intervening five years.

“They’re accessories, Titus,” Rhys pointed out, echoing my thoughts like he so often did. “The military might not prosecute directly, but civilians would.”

“Always pointing out reality.” Titus shot his teammate double middle fingers. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

“Rhys is right,” I said, as much as I didn’t want to. Reality was all we had to work with. Ignoring it would just get our asses in a sling, as my father used to say.

“No sign of the account or any record of its deletion,” Monty confirmed, returning to the table.

“That’s not hard,” Maris said, grabbing a napkin for herself before beginning to pass the rest out. “Even I can erase an e-mail account without a trace.”

Despite being younger, Maris had been raised exactly like me, with a military father who had no clue what to do with two daughters on his own except drag them along as he trained himself and his men. But she’d always had a softer heart. She was the caretaker. But she’d also been teaching herself some basic hacker skills under Monty’s tutelage, wanting to be useful to the group for more than making meals and washing clothes. She had no clue that her most important role was as my anchor in the fucked-up world we’d landed in after our father’s murder.

“You can do much more than that,” Monty said, his dark tone warning her not to piss him off by minimizing her skills. It was an ongoing thing between them. He accepted a napkin as Maris passed it to him, but held on to it long enough for her to meet his eyes. My heart ached every time Montgomery Wolfe went out of his way to boost Maris’s confidence. Lord knows I’d had very little success through the years, and being thrown into a situation where physical strength and prowess were valued higher than emotional skills had taken a toll on her the past few years.

Rhys cleared his throat, breaking the moment. Maris glanced his way, her gaze staying just low enough not to meet his eyes, but I was certain she could see the rise of his eyebrow in her periphery. I knew because she flushed before handing the giant redhead a napkin too. He was turning away to find a place to sit when my steel-toed boot landed against his shin.

Rhys swallowed an angry curse when he met my eyes.

Stop fucking with my sister, dickhead.

Something flickered in those navy-blue depths. His nod recognized my silent command without promising anything, but he and I both knew if he didn’t cool it, my steel-toed boot would end up somewhere a lot more vulnerable than his leg.

The guys discussed options while I finally fixed a plate. When I was seated, greasy food piled high—thank God for fast metabolisms—and an ice-cold Coke sweating in my hand, I reread the e-mail aloud. “Any thoughts?”

“It’s a single point of contact,” Titus said around a mouthful of food. “There’s not much we can do with the limited data we have.”

“There’s nothing in the e-mail that hints at how he knows about us aside from the reference to ‘connections.’ That could mean anything.”

Monty slurped on his straw, then wiped his mouth with his wadded-up napkin. My guys were nothing if not mannerly. “So we’re all thinking military, right?”

Murmurs of agreement came from all sides.

“Why would the military want you to do a hit?” Maris asked. I tightened my lips around my straw to keep from correcting her you to us. “They have plenty of people who can do that for them; they don’t need someone outside...”

Monty was nodding as she trailed off. “Officially they don’t. But if they’re looking for an off-the-records hit...”

“Then we’re officially fucked,” Titus pointed out.

“Or,” Rhys added, “we’re looking at someone who has access to military information but is using it for a private agenda.”

Which was even worse. Shit.

I fingered up a few fries and stuffed them into my mouth, chewing thoughtfully. “Okay,” I said after I swallowed, “we can’t track the e-mail. What else can we look at to lead us back to our friendly neighborhood Mr. X?”

“We can look at the target,” Maris suggested.

My eyes widened even as a satisfied smile curved my lips. See? We’re a team. “It’s the only solid piece of intel we have: a name and location. There has to be some connection between the hit and the man—”

“Or woman,” Titus interrupted, pointing a fry in my direction.

“Or woman,” I acceded, “that is targeting us.”

Half an hour later, lunch was over and everyone but Rhys was hunched around a computer, Maris and Monty at the desk in one corner of hotel room, Titus and me on the bed staring at a laptop. Our resident grouch had gone to scout locations for our next hidey-hole after pointing out the convenience of us already being in Atlanta, right where the target was. The rest of us scoured the Internet for everything we could find on Mr. Bram Sullivan of BSGA Holdings International. Maris and Monty were hacking what they could of Sullivan’s personal accounts, anything they could easily access. Titus and I gathered what public intel we could find.

“This guy sounds like a grade-A prick,” Titus muttered under his breath.

“Because he has money?” I asked, eyeing the suit Sullivan wore in a photo taken on a red-carpet premiere last month. The designer evening wear had to have cost the man a fortune. But then, he was president of a bank; he could afford it.

One hoped, at least. If not, maybe stealing from the bank was the crime someone was hoping to execute him for.

“Because his name is Bram and yes, he has money.” Titus clicked through the pages of the bank’s website, eyes scanning faster than I ever could. The man had a photographic memory and an ability to drill to the heart of intel so fast he left me in awe. Of course, he wasn’t without his prejudices.

I grinned. “What’s wrong with the name Bram?” It was good enough for the author of Dracula, right?

“I keep checking the man’s press photos for fangs,” Maris admitted. A snort escaped me as I superimposed vampire teeth on the red-carpet image I was staring at.

“He just sounds...arrogant,” Titus said.

“Sometimes arrogance is a good thing,” Monty pointed out.

Titus humphed. “Listen to this.”

I watched as he clicked over to Sullivan’s bio page on the bank website.

“‘Mr. Bram Sullivan was founder of BSGA Holdings International in the early 2000s and has been CEO for over a decade, leading our company into a new tier of national and international commerce, including rising to become one of the world’s top ten banks in revenue, profitability, net worth, and market share of deposits. We serve more than ten million customers worldwide, including individuals and small businesses, up to some of the most successful Fortune 500 companies in the world—all thanks to Mr. Sullivan’s skills and expertise.’ There’s a bunch of stuff here about awards he’s garnered, that the bank has won, charities and foundations and...” Titus made a sound deep in his throat that at once conveyed disgust, impatience, and suspicion. “He’s also last year’s ‘most eligible bachelor in Atlanta, who loves his purebred Pharaoh hounds, Cleo and Ra.’”

Okay, so he did sound like he might have a pole up his ass. I snickered behind my hand.

“He didn’t write that himself, bro,” Monty pointed out. “Some PR expert trying to make the bank sound fancy did.”

“Maybe.”

“Besides,” I added, “being an arrogant prick doesn’t usually warrant a contract for murder.”

“It does sometimes,” Monty said absently. “Ah-ha. We’re in.”

“Where?” I asked.

“Home network.” Monty leaned forward, eyes glued to his screen. “Give up all your secrets, you arrogant prick.”

We all held our breath, but unfortunately for us, Sullivan was smart about security. Guess he had to be in his line of work, although as with the profile page on the bank website, likely he hadn’t set it all up himself. A couple of hours later we were no closer to breaking into the guy’s private financial information.

“Keep working,” I told Monty and Maris. “We’re going to meet Rhys to check out the location he’s found. We’ll be back.”

And hopefully they’d have more for us than the somewhat embarrassing images Maris had found saved to a cloud server connected to Sullivan’s computer. There had to be more. Someone seriously wanted this guy dead if they’d gone to the trouble to sniff us out to do it. There were easier, less dangerous ways to off someone than blackmailing your killer for hire into doing it.

Something they’d regret as soon as we could find the trail back to them. No one threatened my family, and this team was my family. Had been for longer than the five years we’d been on the run. Just the thought of someone targeting them made my blood boil.

The four people sharing this hotel room with me were my responsibility. Yes, Monty, Titus, and Rhys had the military experience, but they’d watched for years as my father put me through the same paces they’d had to endure. Watched him groom me to be a soldier when I was with him, leaving me to be a mother when he was away. Joining the military had been my dream, a dream I’d inherited from my father, but when Maris’s mother—my stepmother—died in childbirth, that dream took a back seat to caring for the tiny, vulnerable creature Kerry had left behind. Leaving on assignment had no longer been an option. So I’d worked with a company outside Atlanta, Georgia, Global First Security, doing backup and logistics until Maris had turned eighteen. Only then had I begun to take missions with GFS teams.

That had changed five years ago, when my father’s closest soldiers became targets of the same people who’d taken my father from me. From us. I’d vowed to keep them safe just as I’d kept Maris safe. As the oldest, I’d become the de facto head of our team.

We’d been together ever since. And no Anonymous1234_5 asshole was going to tear us apart.
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Eli —

“Bram, dude, no! Just no.” I forced myself to take screenshots of the images Sullivan had stored on his cloud, images no self-respecting man should have associated with himself. “What would your board members and shareholders think about that onesie, man?”

The cutouts were enough to make my stomach turn over.

Finished cataloging the evidence, I returned to Sullivan’s private computer, accessing file after file, Internet exchanges, online servers, everything. It was close to two a.m., and I’d been at this for almost five hours. Levi hadn’t returned home yet. Before he did, I had an errand to run; then I’d be back to begin the delicate process of worming my way into the financial records Sullivan had such tight security on.

Accessing the computer’s event log, I scanned the remote log-ins to ensure my IP didn’t appear—which was when I saw it. As I watched, the access logs changed, one line disappearing, then another. It took a moment for my brain to comprehend what I was seeing.

Someone else was accessing Sullivan’s computer.

Maybe Sullivan was online? But no—I’d turned on his webcam earlier to be certain he wasn’t at his desk. The image was grainy, dark, but I could see there was no one in front of the monitor.

That meant someone was remotely logged in. Or had been. They were gone without a trace now.

“Who are you, unlucky fucker?”

I spent a few minutes trying to hack the log, see if I could come up with the IP the intruder had used. When that proved futile, I embedded a tracker in the remote access log, erased the evidence of my own rooting around, then backed out of the system. I’d receive an alert if anyone got in again. It was the best I could do for now. If Sullivan had done something worthy of a hit—something more than the things that involved the diapers-and-crib party I’d happened upon—then it was possible I wasn’t the only one watching him.

The new arrival might also be X tracking my progress. Whoever it was, finding out if they were a danger to us was the next order of business.

With a quick glance at my watch, I shut down the computer and grabbed my backpack from its spot beside the desk. August was a bitch whether we got rain in Georgia or not, though most years it was more not. I could never get through the summer months without remembering the days we spent sweltering in barely there shade, a hundred degrees heating the asphalt and brick walls until I thought for sure my fingers and feet and everything else would burn completely off my bones. All those nights on the streets when taking off enough clothes to cool down was impossible, and finding water was barely a godsend when it was hot the second you got it on your desperate tongue. Even now, cool beneath the flow of chilly air-conditioning, I could feel phantom heat creeping in, threatening to steal my strength. My body. My breath.

I shook the feeling off as I climbed into the SUV and cranked it up. My brothers and I had managed as best we could all those years, knowing a shelter would identify us and put us right back into our uncle’s greedy—and murderous—hands. There’d been no risking it, but it hadn’t been easy to keep all three of us alive.

Which made tonight’s errand all the more important to me.

Abe’s Place was closer to Atlanta city lines than the mansion was, but the bar nestled into a solidly middle-class, active neighborhood that guaranteed business would never be slow. With closing time only a half hour away, I pulled straight into a front-row parking space and made my way inside.

A blast of cool air and the scent of hops hit me with the first step through the door, and something in my gut relaxed in a way only walking into Abe’s could ever accomplish. Maybe it was the richness of the wood dominating the barroom, the dark greens and reds on the walls. Maybe it was the familiarity of the one place that had been a constant in my life for eight years. My brothers and I hadn’t had that, not until we’d moved into our family’s mansion.

I didn’t know what made me love Abe’s Place, but I did.

The walls on each side were lined with booths, the wide, open space in the center dotted with tables of various sizes, some even now occupied with customers here and there. I strode down the middle, the sound of classic rock reaching my ears as I approached the center of what made Abe’s, well, Abe’s: the long bar at the back.

Behind the solid oak slab he refused to say he was proud of but never stopped polishing, Abraham Carter dried a beer glass, the pendant lights over the bar gleaming off the dark skin covering his head. A frown and narrowed eyes greeted me as I stopped in front of him.

“You’re not going to make me dirty up another glass, are ya?”

Never mind that the bar and everything in it was half mine. I ignored the man’s gruff exterior and moved behind the counter to help myself. “Gotta have something to keep me cool.” A shiver ran the length of my spine. “It’s a godawful furnace out there.”

“Then stay home.”

I snorted. Bringing my beer up to my face, I gave Abe a look over the foam gracing the top. “And miss seeing your ugly mug? No way.”

He’d been like this forever, probably even before I met him on the streets when I was twelve. A veteran of the Vietnam War, Abe had come home without the bottom halves of both his legs and no means to pay for the extensive medical care he’d needed after his discharge from the army. Like my brothers and me, he’d done the best he could without a roof over his head.

When we’d gotten on our feet, I’d made sure Abe got on his too—figuratively and literally.

I moved back around the bar to sit directly in front of Abe. One glass went onto the shelf, and Abe picked up another. “You’re not here to see me.” He wiped the cloth lazily over the dripping mug. “When are you gonna realize some wild things were never meant to be tamed?”

“Do you need taming, darlin’?”

The soft voice was accompanied by the scent of cherries, followed by the brush of a soft body against my side. Bridget usually occupied a corner stool with her girlfriends on Friday nights. She’d flirted, and sure, I was interested—any red-blooded man worth his dick would be interested in this woman. Maybe midthirties, with a body full of lush curves and intriguing hollows, red hair and green eyes shouting her Irish ancestors like a neon sign. She drew men like flies to honey.

So why hadn’t I taken her up on her offer?

“I’ll always need taming, Bridget,” I told her, flashing a smile that had been known to drop a woman’s panties at ten paces. “That’s not gonna change.”

“He don’t know much, does he?” Abe asked.

Bridget’s laughter rang out as she eased onto a bar stool. “He’s young yet.”

Not much younger than Bridget, but I didn’t bother correcting her. It wasn’t me I was interested in taming tonight.

“Sweetheart, you know I could never handle you.”

Cherry-red lips quirked into a smile few men could resist. “Of course not. But I’d let you try.”

I laughed. I just bet she would.

“Abe, hand me that bag below the cash register, would ya.”

The knowing look in the man’s eye said this plan wasn’t going to work, but he grabbed the bag I’d kept replenished there for the past month and handed it over. Bridget wrinkled her nose, a question passing from her gaze to her lips.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ELLA SHERIDAN





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





