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      One and a half years ago…

      Kara sipped at her coffee, her neon green headphones blocking the noise of the café around her. The coffee was amazing, so rich and flavorful. She grinned widely as she tried to hold back a groan.

      But, really, what café in Paris didn’t have good coffee?

      The morning light filled the window. People moved about their day, going to work—or whatever it was regular people did. Her eyes were stuck on the video playing on her laptop before her.

      “Lord Ramos Ortiz was arrested today after an anonymous source provided the authorities with evidence of Lord Ortiz’s help in smuggling illegal contraband into the country of Argos. Authorities have yet to provide a full statement on what information was brought forward. High Prince Rafael has stated that a conference will be forthcoming in the coming days. Until then–”

      Soldiers were on either side of the furious lord as he was dragged into the back of a vehicle, his hands cuffed behind his back.

      More than likely, they were still trying to piece together how someone could have found all of it without stepping foot in the country. Argos’s borders were practically impenetrable.

      And yet, she had gotten everything she needed to put the bastard behind bars when no one else could. She could have patted herself on the back for a job well done, but it was only one of a million more villains that needed to be taken down. Her work was never done, but that was how she liked it. She had something to focus on. Something to keep her from thinking about…

      She shook her head as her hand gripped her right arm tightly. She didn’t need to go there.

      Not now. Not ever.

      The chair next to her was scooted out, and a large figure sat out of the corner of her eye. Out of an entire café, he had to sit right there? Did no one get personal space? Ugh, she should have stayed in her hotel room, but the coffee here was so good.

      She turned to speak, and her eyes widened.

      “Keep that mouth open like that, and you’ll have bugs flying in.” The man’s voice was nothing more than a humorous deep rumble.

      She closed her mouth, her cheeks blushing red, as she glared at the man. He leaned forward and intertwined his fingers together as he watched her with sharp hazel eyes.

      This wasn’t good.

      She looked at the front door to the café. Could she make it? Would he come after her? She was fast, but that was all she had going for her. She was a hacker, not a damn ninja.

      A man moved to stand by the door and smirked at her.

      Damn it.

      Another man sat on her other side. He drank his coffee, his piercing gaze focused on the street and the outside world.

      Her heart pounded as she tried to think of an escape.

      “We’re not here to hurt you,” the first man spoke softly. “Just have some questions, Eclipse.”

      Her stomach dropped.

      “How did you know?” She whispered. “How did you find me?”

      She fiddled with the edge of her sweater, her hands getting sweaty as her nerves got to her. Give her a time-sensitive hack any day over this.

      “It was hard,” he said with a grin. “It took ten of our best to find you. You really are good at what you do. That’s for sure.”

      “Ten?” She raised an eyebrow. “Then your best sucks. Now, what do you want?”

      It was his turn to raise an eyebrow. The other man grunted, still not looking at her, but she could have sworn she saw his lip twitch slightly.

      “Unfortunately, not everyone can be as good as you,” he chuckled. “We would like to ask you about how it was you obtained the information on Lord Ortiz. Considering you never stepped foot into Argos.”

      “That you know of.” She grinned wickedly.

      It was probably not a good idea to play with fire here. She had three behemoth men towering over her who could easily kill her, but she wanted to see what they would do if she riled them up.

      The other man finally turned to look at her, his face cold.

      “If that’s the case, we need to know about that, too,” the first man spoke as his gaze grew hard.

      Yeah, she just had to open her stupid mouth. Alright, play it cool; maybe she could get through this alive.

      “And you need to know this why?” She leaned back and crossed her arms.

      “We are head of security for the country and the royal family.” He smirked. “If there is a hole in the system, we need to know about it.”

      That made sense. But why should she help them? It wasn’t her country. She didn’t have a home. She didn’t belong anywhere. She was a ghost in both the real and cyber worlds.

      “Still doesn’t explain why I should help you. I already gave you Ortiz on a silver platter. Don’t see why I should be doing your job for you, too.”

      “Fair enough.” He nodded.

      She wanted out. She needed to get out of there.

      If they found her, there was no telling if someone else had as well. Had she gotten careless? She would need to fortify her security and wipe her tracks better from now on.

      Idiot.

      The man sighed heavily and watched her closely. “Look… Lord Ortiz would still be bringing in skin to sell if it weren’t for you. He was someone that we had been trying to look into for a while now. Thank you.”

      “Welcome. Now leave me alone,” she muttered.

      He pursed his lips. “That’s not all.”

      She gritted her teeth. Seriously?

      “What would you say to working with us?”

      Her eyes widened. There was no way that he was serious.
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      Present Day

      Come on… Just a little more…

      Her tongue hung out of her mouth in concentration as she leaned closer and closer to her computer screen, her eyes never wavering from her task at hand. Her fingers assaulted the keyboard like there was no tomorrow.

      Come on…

      She growled at the code. This wasn’t what she needed right now. She needed to get this down. There wasn’t time for screw-ups.

      Her avatar danced in the corner of the screen, encouraging her on her mission. an angelic four-winged angel avatar. Her eyes were bandaged with only a small cream-colored body suit with purple and blue feathers covering her breasts, sides, and crotch. The entire avatar was colored in light purple and cream colored feathers. Its long wavy black hair was entangled around flowery horns on top of its head. A symbol sat in the middle of her exposed forehead, a small eclipse.

      Kara’s heart was ready to beat out of her chest as her blood roared in her ears. Her eyes strained against the screen to the point she knew she would have a headache later.

      But she was running out of time. This was a life-or-death situation, and there was no going back now. The enemy was going to be closing in any minute.

      A low growl whispered into her ear, “What the hell are you doing?”

      Kara screeched as she flew back in her seat. She knocked her headphones off her head, making them fly across her office and slam into the far wall. She almost fell on her bottom when strong hands grabbed her and stood her up. Her eyes were scrunched closed as she stood there, breathing heavily.

      The voice attached to the arms chuckled, “You going to open your eyes at some point?”

      Kara whipped her head around and glared at him. “Jet, you ass, what the hell? You can’t sneak up on me like that.”

      Jet arched an eyebrow as he crossed his arms over his broad chest. The man was built like the rest of his team. Big. His hair reminded her of a Viking, the sides shaved and the top, most of the time, braided. His beard was full and always well-trimmed, with a bit of silver starting to peek through.

      “If you would pay attention to your surroundings like I taught you, I wouldn’t have.” He leaned against the side of her desk and glanced at her screen. “What were you concentrating so hard on, anyway?”

      She squeaked as she scurried to cover her screen. Crap. Double crap. “Nope. Nothing. Nothing at all. I wasn’t doing anything.”

      “Kara?” Jet drawled out, his voice a deep, rumbling warning.

      Damn.

      She could only grin at the ex-marine in front of her, his eyes locked on her. He stood straighter, his six-foot-five build towering over her like the grumpy marine giant that he was. It wasn’t fair; she was barely five-foot-three. Why did he need to take all the height for himself? The jerk.

      She looked at the time. Shoot. She wasn’t going to make it out of here in time.

      Jet stepped closer to her. “What were you doing?”

      She held up her hand. “Scouts honor, I wasn’t doing anything.”

      Jet pinched the bridge of his nose. “That isn’t even the right gesture. That’s the hand sign from that damn Star Trek show you forced us to watch.”

      She furrowed her brows as she looked down at her hand. “Ooh… so it is. Still, it should count for something.”

      “Kar–”

      “What the hell!”

      Kara jumped at the voice booming from the other room. Well, that wasn’t good. Not one bit. She nibbled at her lip as she moved to stand behind Jet at the sound of the stomping boots heading straight for them.

      “Ian,” Jet sighed.

      “Kara, he isn’t going to protect you this time,” Ian growled.

      She peeked around Jet to grin at him, her smile wider than she meant to. She was supposed to be looking innocent; after all, it wasn’t her who set his desktop to a photoshopped picture of him on a donkey’s body… And it definitely wasn’t her who also set everyone else’s desktops to it in the security office. That would just be mean… but oh so funny.

      “See.” Ian pointed at her, his face set in a scowl. “She isn’t even denying it. She’s grinning like a mad woman.”

      Kara tried to force a frown as she looked up at Jet. “I don’t know what he’s talking about. I’ve been in my office working this entire time. You came in and saw it for yourself.”

      “Exactly. Computer access. You put my face on a jackass and then put it around the office.” Ian threw his hands in the air.

      Jet took a deep breath as he looked down at her, his gray eyes piercing. “You went easy on him this time.”

      Kara snorted. “Hey, he’s the one that started this when he put shaving cream inside my headphones. I had to buy myself a new pair. As it is, I’m pretty sure you broke my new ones when you gave me a heart attack. These were cute, too, with the cat ears. And they moved.”

      She walked over to pick up her headphones, checking them over. They looked okay. But that just meant that Jet was next. Wonder what she should do to him.

      “You get that look off your face; otherwise, you’re not going to like the consequences,” Jet growled at her, his eyes hard.

      Kara smiled innocently. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Shit. She’s so going to get you back for that.” Ian smirked. “But hey, at least the heat will be off me for a bit. Kara. Change. It. Back.”

      Ian walked out as he ran his hands through his messy, reddish-blond hair.

      Jet shook his head. “Leave it for a day and then change it back.”

      “Deal.” She nodded as she sat back in her seat.

      She ran a hand through her hair, looking down at the bright pink and green streaks on her left side that stood out against her black strands. She would need to touch them up soon.

      She yawned loudly, rubbing her eyes gently to not smear her dark eyeliner.

      Jet leaned back against the desk. “How long has it been since you’ve slept or eaten?”

      Kara nibbled at her lip. That was a good question. When was the last time?

      “If you have to think about it, it’s been too long. Go home. Eat. Sleep. I don’t want you back here till tomorrow. Got it?” Jet moved to the door.

      “But we have the mission in a few days. I need to make sure that we are ready for it. I can’t⁠—”

      “As you said, it’s in a few days.” He stood straight, resting his hand on her shoulder. “You’ve got this. You’ve already double- and triple-checked everything. We trust you, Kara.”

      Her eyes widened as she looked up at him. He leaned down and kissed her softly on the forehead before turning to leave again.

      “Get some rest, Kara,” he told her sternly. “And that doesn’t mean going home and doing Eclipse work.”

      She scoffed, “Yeah, yeah. I get it. Eat. Crash. That’s it.”

      “Good.”

      With that, he was gone.

      Jet, Ian, and Banner were like brothers to her. They’ve looked after her since they brought her in. They were her family.

      She sighed and looked around her office. The large monitors were seated on her desk in the middle of the room, curving in an arch. Her walls were covered in collectible figurines from Marvel to DC comics to the badass Lady Death and posters. Just your everyday nerd’s paradise, really. But it was home. When they had brought her in, they let her do with the space what she wanted to make her more comfortable.

      Kara grabbed her bag and started to pack her stuff up. Her eyes moved to her arm, the grayscale skull and flower tattoos covering her arms. Her gaze shifted to the arm guard on her right forearm. Today, she wore her black one with a large skull worked into the leather; it went well with the baggy skull tee she wore over her cargo pants.

      She was exhausted, now that Jet had drawn her attention to it. Besides the prank on Ian, she was triple-checking everything was ready for the upcoming assignment. Jet’s team, Alpha, was going to risk their lives, and she had to ensure that things would go perfectly on her end. She couldn’t make a mistake.

      Walking through the office, she could hear the other analysts and staff snickering and laughing at their new desktops. She grinned widely.

      “Hey Kara, you leaving?” Tommy yelled.

      “Yeah. Jet’s kicking me out till tomorrow.” She shrugged.

      Justin patted her shoulder as he passed. “You’ve been here for two days straight; it’s about time someone knocked some sense into you.”

      She rolled her eyes. They were just as protective as Jet was of her. But she was the only woman there, and when you lived in Argos, all the women were looked after and cared for. She was no exception.

      Kara flinched back from the bright morning sun as she exited the building.

      Argos was a small well-off country in Europe, tucked in next to Spain on the coast. It was secretive and flourished on its own. Special permission had to be given to even enter the country. She was surprised that the royal family even let Jet bring her in, but they did. Letting her join Jet in the royal family’s security without blinking an eye. She helped the team intercept terrorist threats against the country once or twice and even helped stop a few drug deals.

      In return for being their superhero, they gave her a new home, a fresh start, and let her continue to be Eclipse. Her hacker persona was known worldwide as the hacker taking down any bad guy she could, from corrupt politicians to human trafficking rings and cartels. It didn’t matter who it was; if she could take them down and stop them from hurting anyone else, she was going to give it one hell of a shot.

      It was actually how she met Jet and the others. She found evidence against a nobleman who had been illegally importing flesh and anything else the man could get his hands on. After doing some background checks on him, Kara found what she needed and sent it to Jet and the team. They took the bastard down while she watched the whole thing on CCTV. They had tracked her down after, to her shock, and asked her to join them. It was hard to believe it had only been a year and a half now.

      Kara had to admit it was nice not having to keep on the move all the time. She had a cabin on the palace grounds that she lived in by herself and a makeshift family when it came to Jet’s team.

      Yawning again, Kara started to walk towards home. Her eyes were heavy, the morning's warmth doing nothing to keep her awake. She grumbled out a protest. Her cabin was a distance from the office, and she was ready to crash right then and there.

      She decided to cut through the gardens to save time. The fragrant smell of the flowers was strong as she got closer; the colorful array of petals and leaves made the place look magical. She gripped her bag as she moved and took everything in.

      It didn’t matter how often she walked through here; it would never get old. Everything about the castle was straight out of a fantasy book. The mixture of Spanish and Greek culture was astounding to see, from the columns to the palace structures. The sand-colored stone exterior with the engraved columns guarded every entrance into the palace.

      Kara let her hand trail through the flowers, the soft petals caressing her fingers. It was a little after eight in the morning. Everyone was already bustling around doing their jobs. A few gardeners were already tending to the plants before the heat got too bad for the day.

      She stretched her arms over her head and arched her back as she groaned loudly.

      “Well, if that isn’t a beautiful sight, Little Genius.”

      Kara stiffened before turning around.
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      Kara sucked in a breath as she took in Carver and Adrian.

      Carver was leaning carefree against one of the flowerbeds, his dark hair falling in front of his face. His piercing blue eyes devoured her in their warmth. Both were in their black guard uniform.

      “You need rest.” Adrian crossed his arms over his chest as his eyes roamed over her.

      She arched an eyebrow before turning back around. “Geez, thanks for the compliment.”

      She stumbled forward a few steps, trying to ignore the sound of them walking up behind her.

      “Kara, he didn’t mean it like that.” Carver took her hand gently, turning her to look at him.

      Kara tried to hide the shiver that ran through her at his touch. His eyes were sincere as he watched her.

      “You look tired.” Carver ran his thumb under her eye. “You shouldn’t be working yourself so hard.”

      “It’s my job to protect you and your cousins, remember?” She raised an eyebrow. “I would kind of get fired and banished from the country if I let you get shot in the ass.”

      The thought of something happening to them both left her feeling sick. As it was, she didn’t like that they were members of the royal guard working alongside Jet and the other security teams. Carver and Adrian could handle themselves but still had to occasionally bring security with them, because they were still part of the royal family. It eased her mind. But it always scared her when they would join Jet and the others on assignments. She didn’t like that any of them had to do it. She didn’t want any of them getting hurt.

      Carver smiled. “Well then, thanks for watching our asses.”

      Kara gaped at him as her eyes widened.

      Her face burned from the blush forming. “That is not what I meant.”

      “I know.” Carver chuckled, his thumb still stroking her.

      “Where are you going?” Adrian asked.

      “Home. Jet kicked me out.” She shrugged as she stepped back.

      Carver dropped his hand; a flash of hurt crossed his face before it was gone. Her stomach churned as she averted her gaze.

      “Good. Eat something healthy.” Adrian nodded.

      “And here I was going to gobble down some cake and then nap,” she said dryly.

      “No.”

      “What Adri means is that wouldn’t be good for you.” Carver nudged his brother.

      “Look. I’m tired. I’ll talk to you guys later.” She pivoted around to leave.

      If she stayed any longer, there was no telling what would come out of her mouth… or theirs.

      “Kara.” Carver stopped her again.

      She groaned internally as she turned back around. Here it went.

      “Go out with us. Please.” Carver’s voice was gentle, like he was coaxing out a small animal.

      She looked around. What? No theatrics this time. Usually, by now, there was some big show or flowers every time they asked her out. And each time she turned them down, they would only try again. She wasn’t sure why they would keep going. They were princes. Cousins to the high princes of the country. They didn’t need to waste their time with some computer nerd commoner. Her online persona of Eclipse was viewed as a criminal in some countries just because she went after corrupt politicians. Sure, some evidence had to be gathered in… not so legal ways. She may have had to hack into government systems a time or two.

      She looked down at the hand that Carver held. His grip was so light and gentle. But the leather arm guard on her arm had that warm feeling in her vanish. Her mouth ran dry.

      “I’m sorry, Carver.” She slipped her hand out of his and shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

      She hugged herself as she walked away, her head bowed. She didn’t want to see the hurt on their faces again. Every time she rejected their offer, and every time, they would come back. They needed to understand that it wouldn’t work. That she couldn’t be what they wanted.
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      Carver pursed his lips as he watched Kara hurry away from them. Adrian breathed out slowly next to him. He wasn’t happy about it either.

      They had tried time and time again to ask her out. To court her. Every time, she would turn them down and run away. But they weren’t giving up. Since the first moment they set eyes on her, they knew she was the one girl for both of them. She was smart and courageous. She was funny and brilliant. Her light hazel eyes were mesmerizing. They could see in the way her breath hitched and her body always seemed to lean into them that she wanted them too.

      They nearly had heart attacks when they found out she was Eclipse. They didn’t like the thought of her putting herself in danger like that against so many evil men in the world. They were just glad that she did it behind a computer screen.

      “What do we do now?” Adrian asked, looking over at him.

      Carver ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. I’m not giving up on her.”

      Adrian grunted as he watched Kara grow smaller in the distance.

      There was such a mystery to Kara Granger. So much about her was hidden from everyone. It hurt that in the year and a half that she had been in Argos, she hadn’t confided in anyone, let alone them, about her past. It made anger surge through him at what could have happened to her that would have made her hide everything about herself. There was nothing traceable on a Kara Granger until two years ago. Did she completely erase her past? What happened?

      “She said sorry,” Adrian spoke, breaking him from his thoughts.

      “What?”

      “She didn’t say no.” Adrian turned to look at him. “She said ‘I’m sorry.’ Twice.”

      Carver’s jaw went slack as he looked at his brother. He was right. She didn’t say no this time. They had tried everything to get her to go out with them both. It wouldn’t have been unheard of in Argos. Alternative lifestyles were common. Harems, menages, all of it was acceptable. Women were cherished by their husbands.

      Their people were happy.

      In all the times they had asked her out, Kara never showed any sign of not wanting both of them. It gave them hope.

      “You’re right,” Carver sighed. “I just don’t get why she pulls away.”

      Adrian crossed his arms over his chest. “We could spank it out of her. Get her to open up to us.”

      He gaped at his brother. He couldn’t be serious.

      “Adri, you can’t just force her to talk by spanking her,” he groaned as he rubbed his face.

      Adrian furrowed his brows. “Why not?”

      Was he serious? It was hard to tell with Adrian sometimes. He was always so serious, so stiff. He didn’t smile often. And it was always so hard to tell when he was joking or being dead serious, like now.

      “Because, brother.” Carver squeezed Adrian’s shoulder. “Whatever happened in her past that she is trying to hide was bad enough that she erased her entire existence up to two and a half years ago.” He grimaced at the thought. “We can’t force her to talk to us about it. It will only make her hate us.”

      Adrian’s eyes swirled with darkness. “No one is hurting her.”

      “I know,” Carver growled. “I’m not giving up on courting her.”

      “Good,” Adrian grunted, turning to walk back to the palace.

      “Where are you going?” Carver started after him.

      “Ian wanted another match.” He shrugged, looking over his shoulder at him.

      Carver shook his head as he watched his brother. Ian and Adrian were constantly sparring with each other, always trying to outdo the other. They were pretty evenly matched.

      Carver heaved out a breath and turned to look in the direction Kara disappeared to one last time.

      Soon, they were going to get her to say yes.
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      Kara stepped inside her cabin, taking in the silence with a sense of sadness. She barely refrained from snarking a ‘Honey, I’m home.’

      Placing her keys in the key bowl, she removed her shoes and moved into the kitchen. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to try and eat first or just go to her room and crash.

      Her mind was just mush. Either from exhaustion or from the run-in with the boys. Why couldn’t they leave her alone? Didn’t they know that nothing good would come from them dating her? She wasn’t good enough for them. She couldn’t give them what they needed.

      “You’re going to be sorely disappointed,” she mumbled, looking in the fridge.

      She grimaced as she closed the door. There wasn’t anything in there except some milk that had expired a few days ago. Nap it was, and then she would figure out the food situation. She mentally thanked whatever hacking goddess was out there for Jet letting her go home alone. If he had seen her fridge, he’d be lecturing her into a coma over not keeping food in the house. But hey, at least she would be sleeping. She wouldn’t have to listen to him anymore. So that would have been a plus.

      Kara moved through the cabin and rubbed her eyes.

      Her home was a one-story, simple cabin. Her living room was filled with every gaming system she could get her hands on. Her bedroom was down the hall on the right, with her home office across the hall.

      She spent most of her time in her office, than in any other room in the house. Her office was her own little hacker cave with dark purple walls covered in gaming and female superhero posters and figurines. Her desk had an underglow with more rope lights lining the walls. It was beautiful. The top-of-the-line tech was enough to make her drool. She even had a corner set up for repairs and other such equipment she needed to work on.

      She placed her bag in her gaming chair as she looked at the mess of files. She sighed and promised herself that she would clean it up later. She had some work she needed to do in here, anyway.

      Kara grabbed one of the top files and flipped through it as she leaned back against her desk. Her lip pursed as she looked down at the names that filled the paper. So many names and so many people she hadn’t found yet.

      It had been months since Eclipse took the case to help find Jared Mason and stop him. He was wanted by the FBI and had been trafficking people. His girlfriend had found his code and managed to get it down due to her photographic memory, and she had found the code’s meaning. Kara had tried everything. Running it through every algorithm she could think of. But it was the girlfriend that solved it; after all, it was her driver’s license number that was among the code.

      Now, months later, she was no closer to tracking down everyone on the list. Several were already dead; some were beaten to death, and others overdosed on the drugs their so-called masters got them hooked on.

      It pissed her off that she hadn’t been able to do more.

      As it was, there were so many more strings attached to the case that even she was having issues making heads or tails of it. The whole thing was set up to make Jared look like the leader; everything was in his name, everything connected to him. They made him the fall guy. Unfortunately, Jared was dead. He was killed after he tried to smuggle his girlfriend out of the country to sell her to the highest bidder.

      Kara hadn’t counted on Jared’s connection with Lord Ramos Ortiz in her investigation.

      “Makes sense for a monster to know another monster.”

      She groaned as she rubbed her free hand roughly over her face. There was no doubt about how exhausted she was. She was talking to herself. That was never good.

      It was official. She had completely lost it. Put her in a straitjacket and haul her away. Goodbye, cruel world; hello, cushioned walls and round rooms.

      But this was all so frustrating. She’d been working Jared and Ortiz on her off time, which hadn’t been much lately. Jet would no doubt help her with this, but there was just something nagging at her about it that she was hoping to figure out before bringing it to him.

      Jared and Ortiz seemed high up in the food chain of the criminal world, but her gut told her that they weren’t the big kahuna of the lot. There had to be a ring leader or a silent partner on Ortiz’s end.

      Ortiz had access to the dock. He could bring Jared and the goods into the country and smuggle them back out on the same boats, but he wasn’t so good on land. There had to have been someone else that was working the on-shore side of the handoffs. She just needed to figure out who that was, if only her hacking would pull up anything. The bastard was a damn ghost.

      A headache was forming, feeling like a knife was twisting into the side of her head.

      The case was going to have to wait. She needed a shower and then sleep. Any longer, and she was going to be a living zombie and try to bite a chunk out of anyone who tried to get close to her.

      She just could never tell Jet that he was right about the rest. She would never live it down.
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      “Jet!”

      “Sweet Jesus, it’s too early for this,” he mumbled from his office.

      Kara turned the corner to see him rubbing his face as he leaned his elbows on his desk. Kara couldn’t help but grin as she dropped into a seat across from him, letting her bag rest on the floor.

      He glared at her, his lips pursed together. “Thought I told you to rest.”

      “Yes,” she said slowly. “You also said not to come back till tomorrow. Today is tomorrow.”

      “And yet it doesn’t look like you rested at all.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      Oops.

      She tried to keep her face blank. She did take a nap, but then the silent partner was nagging at her something awful. Kara ended up spending the rest of the day and into the night trying to figure it all out, not to mention seeing if she could find any more victims from the list. Still nothing.

      “I did…” She shrunk back from his stare. “Yesterday morning… for maybe an hour or two.”

      “Kara,” he sighed as he came around the desk and sat next to her.

      He leaned forward, his elbows resting on his thighs as he stared at the ground. Crap. Her stomach churned as bile rose. Jet was the last person that she wanted to disappoint.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled as she curled into herself.

      He lifted her chin and turned her to look at him.

      Jet’s eyes were gentle, warm. Safe. “We worry about you. I get what it’s like to lose track of time when you are working. I know that you also have Eclipse jobs on the side—not that I like them very much. But you still have to take care of yourself. You can’t help anyone if you are in a bed, sick, or dying because you didn’t rest or eat properly.”

      “I know,” she sighed. “There has just been something bothering me for a while now.”

      “We’ve noticed. Want to talk about it?” Worry filled his eyes. “You were pretty depressed a few months ago after doing that job as Eclipse. You tried taking Banner’s head off a few times.”

      She leaned back in the chair and curled her knees into her chest.

      “Well… This actually has to do with that.” She scratched the side of her head and made sure not to mess up her cute space buns.

      Jet furrowed his brows. “Alright.”

      Kara leaned down and grabbed the files from her bag. “I got contacted by someone a few months ago, needing Eclipse’s help to find an ex-boyfriend of a girl in FBI custody. She had no idea that her boyfriend was being investigated for human trafficking. She hid after the goons found out where she was being stashed. Tried to kill her.”

      “I hate that you deal with these bastards,” Jet growled as he looked over the paperwork.

      She snorted. “Not like I’m in the same room as them. Anyway, the boyfriend had a mole inside the FBI. I was asked to look into finding the boyfriend and get background on the two FBI agents assigned to her safety.”

      “I’m guessing they were the moles?”

      “One was. The other was almost killed by his partner. And then the boyfriend killed the mole after he brought the girl to the boyfriend to sell.”

      “Shit,” Jet growled as he closed his eyes.

      “She had friends who saved her. They had their own nerd squad-of-one and were able to find her in time.”

      “So if the case was closed, what does it have to do with now?”

      “The girlfriend was able to remember seven pages of code that the boyfriend was using. It was a list of trafficking victims. She was actually the one who broke the code. The poor girl was a part of it. It was a list of license numbers.”

      She could see his body shake as she spoke.

      “I’ve been helping to find the victims, or at least as many as possible. Several…” She closed her eyes. “Several are already dead. But I was able to help a few out so far. Found a couple in South America and Russia. A few in Germany and a couple of other countries. But it’s not even a dent.”

      “Why the hell didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” Jet grunted, still looking at the list of names.

      Kara shrugged. She wasn’t sure what to say, honestly. She should have told him sooner. But this one… this one was personal in ways that she couldn’t tell him. Not anyone.

      “There is something else.” She cringed, bypassing his question.

      “Fuck.” Jet let his head drop.

      “I found connections with the boyfriend and Lord Ramos Ortiz, and I think there might be a third that I missed a year ago.” She gritted her teeth.

      “The boyfriend’s name?”

      “Jared Mason.”

      Jet clenched his jaw. “I’ve heard the name. He’s been around. What makes you think there is a third?”

      Kara took a breath. “Jared supplies the… people. Ortiz has access to the ports and clearance. His job was to help get the goods through the ports and customs, whether drugs, people, or weapons. But I found nothing that shows him having much influence over anything else a year ago.”

      “He was just the point of entry.” Jet scratched at his beard.

      “Yeah.” She nibbled at her lip. “Jared runs the auctions; he wouldn’t have any say or influence in Argos’s criminal underworld. There would be no way. Leaves only one logical conclusion that there was a hidden partner. I’m just pissed I was too stupid to figure it out till now.”

      “Excuse me?” Jet reeled around on her.

      She yelped as she shrunk into the seat as he stood and loomed over her. Her eyes widened.

      “I better not have heard you right.” He placed his hand on the back of her chair and the armrest, completely boxing her in. “You were not stupid then, and you are not stupid now, Little Girl. And I won’t have you talking about yourself that way. Am I clear?”

      She nodded hastily. “Crystal. Completely. Obnoxiously clear.”

      A bored voice said from the door. “What did you do this time?”

      Kara had to tilt her head back to even turn to see who spoke; Jet was that close to her. Banner stood, leaning in the doorway, his eyes taking them in. He was taller than Jet, with black hair and practically golden eyes. He was tapping a folder against his leg.

      “He’s mommying me.” She pointed at Jet.

      Jet huffed. “No. It’s called caring.”

      “It’s mommying.” Banner shrugged.

      Jet grumbled as he moved back behind his desk.

      “Prince Rafael wanted me to drop this off for you. It’s about the annual ball.” Banner walked in and dropped the file onto the desk before sitting next to Kara and glancing at her as he leaned his head in his hand. “What did you do?”

      She rolled her eyes. “What makes you think I did anything?”

      “Ian’s donkey ass is still on everyone’s desktops, for starters.” Banner raised an eyebrow.

      “First of all.” She held up a finger as she leaned in closer to Banner. “Jet kicked me out yesterday.” She raised another finger. “Second, Jet said to leave it for the day. I was following orders.”

      “For once,” Jet grunted.

      She stuck her tongue out at him before turning back to Banner, about to say something.

      “She called herself stupid.” Jet didn’t even look up from the file.

      “What?” Banner roared.

      Kara reeled back, almost flipping over the other side of the chair.

      “Don’t do that again,” Banner growled darkly.

      Kara gulped and nodded her head. She even added a salute for good measure. She had to win brownie points somehow.

      “Kara. Let me take a look at the file. Anything else you have, send it my way. Don’t care how insignificant,” Jet sighed.

      “After the assignment in a few days, I want permission to work on it during office hours. See what I can find. It’s been months since we found the names. I don’t want to put this on the backburner anymore.” Kara tried to put as much conviction in her voice as possible.

      Jet watched her for a moment, the room quiet. “Alright. But—I hate to say this—you have to remember that you can’t save everyone. There may be people on that list we may never be able to find. I know you’re good at what you do. But I don’t want this to consume you. Got it?”

      She clenched her hands into fists. “I know.”

      And she did. This wasn’t her first human trafficking case. And however much she wished for it, she knew that this wouldn’t be her last. She could take down every single one of them tomorrow, but as history has proven, more would rise to take the fallen’s places. History will always be doomed to repeat itself.

      “I want to bring the others into this. Including the princes.” Jet nodded.

      “Sure.” She rubbed at her tired eyes.

      Jet’s eyes narrowed on her.

      “Oh, for crying out loud. I’m not going home. I’m already here, and you said that I had to rest yesterday and I could come back today. No take backs.”

      “But you didn’t rest, now, did you?” Jet raised an eyebrow. “You were working on this.”

      He waved the file in the air.

      She cringed as she looked away. Okay, he had a point. At least he didn’t know about the food.

      Her stomach growled loudly. The traitor. It was supposed to be on her side.

      “Kara,” Banner growled.

      “What? That wasn’t me,” she said, staring off into the corner of the room where the two weren’t.

      “Oh, really? Then whose was it?” Jet said dryly.

      “It could have been you for all I know. I keep telling you not to have beans for breakfast”

      “Kara,” Jet snapped.

      “Fine. So, I need to do a little shopping. I’m fine,” she groaned as she leaned her head back against the chair.

      “Damn it.” Jet slammed his hand down on his desk, sending some files flying.

      She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Yeah, today wasn’t going to be her day. Not if this was how the morning was going to start.

      “I’ll make a grocery order for you.” He pointed at her. “You need to start telling me when you are running low. Or I will make a key for your cabin and do it for you.”

      “That is a total invasion of privacy.” She jumped to her feet. “That is my hacker cave. No grumpy old men allowed.”

      “Don’t. Care,” Jet growled. “Not when it comes to your safety and health.”

      Her anger faltered slightly. He just had to go and show how much he cared about her.

      “Fine,” she huffed as she leaned down and grabbed her bag. “But just so you know…”

      Jet and Banner turned to look at her.

      She grinned. “Girls don’t like stalkers. So, cool your jets, Jet.”

      Kara cackled as she moved out of the room, nearly missing the pen Jet threw. She peeked around the corner to see him glaring at her.

      “We’ll see you tonight. No excuses,” Jet said.

      “You know it.” She nodded. “Have to teach Ian a thing or two.”

      She headed for her office, feeling better. Jet and the others would have her back on the missing people; there was never a doubt. The princes would too.

      She sat at her desk, looking at her reflection on the computer screen. There was no way to save all of them; she knew that. But still… it hurt that there was a possibility there would still be people stuck out there in their own personal hell, and she couldn’t do a thing to help them.

      It’s your fault. You did this… Your fault.

      Kara sucked in a breath and shook her head as she booted up her computer. Those thoughts weren’t going to help anyone. She also had to prepare for the coming assignment. Kara pushed the voices deep into the back of her mind and rubbed at the black sleeve she was wearing on her right forearm. The design made her look like a robot.

      “Okay, time to get to work,” she mumbled.

      Groaning, she dropped her head onto the desk. Damnit, she was still talking to herself.
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      Adrian walked down the hall, his steps echoing off the walls. The palace was gaudy, but it was home. Painted portraits and relics of generations past filled the halls and made it look more like a museum than a living space.

      He thought he would be used to it by now; he and his brother had lived there since he was eleven after their parents died sixteen years ago. They were taken in by the kings and queen, their uncles and aunt. Their cousins were more like brothers. They would do anything for them. But the palace was over the top.

      “Adri.”

      Adrian turned at his name being called as a mass slammed into him.

      “Fabian,” he grunted.

      “Ah, come on.” Fabian grinned, his dark hair a mess. “I just wanted to see if you and Carver wanted to go to the club tonight with us. Raf is being boring again and won’t go. Elias keeps saying clubs aren’t his scene, even though he’s never tried one. That leaves Zephyr and me as the only ones with a life. Come on, brother, help a guy out.”

      He mulled it over. Carver would likely want to go, but he couldn’t make the decision for his older brother. But did Fabian and Zephyr really need to go to the club? They were the most energetic and chaotic out of their cousins. There was no doubt about that. They liked mischief and making headaches for Rafael to clean up.

      “I’ll ask Carver,” he sighed, looking at his watch. “Kara will be busy tonight at Alpha team’s place for dinner. Don’t have any plans.”

      Fabian raised an eyebrow as they started to walk again, his deep auburn eyes taking Adrian in. “So you guys haven’t given up on courting her?”

      Adrian narrowed his eyes.

      “Not knocking it. It’s clear that you guys like her with a vengeance.” Fabian held his hands up. “She’s good people. I just wonder why she keeps rejecting you. Everyone can see she feels something for you guys… unless it’s gas.”

      Adrian reached out to smack him, only for Fabian to dodge out of the way.

      “Hey, it was just a guess,” Fabian laughed. “I was joking.”

      Adrian grumbled under his breath. They could see how she reacted to them, so it didn’t make sense why she wouldn’t try one date with them, at least. There was just so much about her that didn’t make sense. Like the arm guards she always wore on her arm.

      Fabian sighed.

      “I like Kara.” Fabian said. He added quickly, “As a friend. I also don’t want you guys getting hurt if things don’t work out with her.”

      Adrian nodded. “Thanks, Brother. But we won’t give up. She’s the one for us. Just need to get her to open up.”

      “If we can help, let us know.” Fabian squeezed his shoulder. “Let me know what Carver says about the club. It will be nice to relax for a night.”

      He only nodded. He didn’t see loud clubs as relaxing. His idea of relaxing was the gym; he could zone out and do what he needed to do. Didn’t have to think; just let his body go through the motions of lifting weights or running on the treadmill. He didn’t have to worry about a damn thing.

      He stopped walking and ran a hand over his face as he looked out the window towards the Alpha’s cabin.

      He just hoped that at least Kara would have fun tonight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Oh, yeah. Take that, Sucka,” Kara howled.

      “That’s not fair,” Ian yelped. “When the hell did that become a thing? That’s not a thing. Why didn’t I know about the thing?”

      Kara grinned as she danced in her seat, swinging around the game system’s controller. It wasn’t her fault that he didn’t know about the thing. It was warfare. You had to be vigilant. You had to be cunning. You had to be smarter than the game and learn how to double jump.

      Ian buried his face in his hands. Poor guy. He was good in real-world combat, but when it came to video games, the man couldn’t do much.

      Banner walked into the room and sat next to Ian. He raised an eyebrow at the TV as he draped his arms over the back of the couch.

      Kara giggled as she placed the controller on the coffee table and curled into the seat.

      “You should know by now that you can’t beat her,” Banner mumbled as he looked at Ian.

      Ian jumped to his feet and pointed his finger at her. “One. Of. These. Days. I will beat you, Brat.”

      “Big words coming from someone that can’t even land a hit,” she scoffed as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      Ian grinned, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “Can’t land a hit, huh?”

      Her grin dropped as he rushed her. She screamed out a laugh as he started to tickle her side.

      “Wait… Wait…” She squealed and flailed in the chair. “I can’t… I’m going…”

      “Ian, let the girl breathe,” Jet called from the kitchen doorway, across the hall.

      Ian backed up, grinning widely as she panted, trying to catch her breath. The smile was back as she sat up and fixed her hair. She loved these nights. She would kick Ian’s butt on whichever videogame he chose. Most of the time, they were player vs. player, him against her. They would sit down to a meal Jet would cook and talk. It was the closest to a family dinner she’d had in a long time. She looked forward to them every week.

      Their home felt safe. It was warm.

      The layout was similar to hers, but theirs was a two-story cabin. Their living room was like hers, with several gaming consoles. Besides the TV and coffee table, most of the room was filled with a large couch and two seats on either side.

      “Dinner’s ready?” Ian asked. “I’m starving. Trying to kick Kara’s butt is exhausting.”

      “Don’t see how. You barely get any playtime. Most of the time, it’s you waiting to respawn after Kara takes your ass out.” Banner didn’t bother looking up from his phone as he spoke.

      “I could beat her if I want to,” Ian huffed as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m just being a gentleman.”

      Kara rolled her eyes. Sure, they could go with that. It wasn’t anywhere near the truth, but she had already kicked his butt tonight; there wasn’t any more reason to rub it in… She would do it later.

      “Yes. Dinner is ready.” Jet nodded his head towards the dining room.

      Ian picked her up in his arms and made her yelp.

      “I can walk, you know,” she grumbled.

      “Yes, but I have longer legs than you, meaning I carry you and get to eat faster.” He grinned. “You know the rules.”

      She ate first. It was a stupid rule. They should be allowed to get their plates before or after she did. But they just had to be nice guys and look out for her. Just the way they worked.

      Her mouth watered as Ian set her down by the table. Fresh dinner rolls, salad, parmesan chicken, and green bean casserole were laid on the table. Jet’s cooking was the best. She could have sat there all day and ate it.

      The dining room was bare of anything but the table that could hold up to eight people. Sometimes Carver and Adrian joined the dinners. Sometimes one of the other princes would join, and she would whoop their butts at the games too.

      She got her plate and sat down, waiting for the boys to get their own. It took everything in her to stop the moan from escaping with the first bite. The salad was crisp, and the chicken was beyond moist. Was there such a thing as a food orgasm?

      “I had your entire kitchen restocked.” Jet finally spoke, his eyes moving to her.

      She groaned. “You didn’t have to do that, Jet. I was going to go to the market.”

      “You had expired milk and nothing else, Kara.” Jet leaned his elbows against the table.

      “Shit,” Ian hissed. “You can’t do that. You need to make sure that you have food.”

      “You need to eat healthy,” Banner grunted as he forked up a bite of chicken. “Skipping meals isn’t good for you.”

      Kara sucked in a breath as her eyes roamed between them. It still caught her by surprise how much they cared about her. They only knew her for a year and a half. Was that enough of a time frame for their protectiveness? They were like brothers to her. Overly protective, thick-headed, pain in the ass brothers.

      She nodded, looking down at her plate and poking at her food. She didn’t deserve them.

      “Not trying to hurt you,” Jet said gently.

      “I know.” She smiled up at him.

      And she did. It was just hard sometimes to grasp the concept. Her own family never treated her even a fraction of how these guys did.

      They sat and joked as they ate. Laughing and messing around. She had even thrown a roll at Ian, only for him to catch it before it could make contact. The jerk.

      She helped Jet clear the table and wash the dishes.

      “You good with the assignment?” He asked as he dried his hands on the towel.

      “I am.” She nodded confidently. “I’ve triple-checked all the information. I have the schematics and files on the security systems. I won’t let you guys down.”

      He gripped her shoulder. “Never doubted you for a second.”

      She placed the plate she was drying on the table and hugged him. He wrapped his arms around her and held her for a moment.

      “After we get back, we will have a talk with Rafael and the others about the secret partner,” Jet said as he stood back and leaned against the counter. “We’ll do what we can on our end to help them.”

      She nodded. That was all that she could hope for.

      “I’ll get some searches going on the partner. And I’ll check on the searches for the victims as well.” She rubbed her eyes.

      She really needed some sleep. But that could wait; she wanted another shot at Ian before she went home.

      “Tomorrow. You can check on them tomorrow,” Jet growled sternly. “You need actual rest tonight. Not just a couple of hours and then you’re wide awake the rest of the night on your computers.” He leaned in. “I will take every electronic out of your cabin if I have to.”

      She gasped as horror filled her. Every… electronic?

      There was no way he was touching her babies, not a chance in hell.

      “You listen here, Buddy,” she growled. “You touch my babies, and you lose a hand.”

      She placed her hands on her hips as she glared at him. It took everything in her to stop herself from stomping her food.

      “You sleep through the night, and I won’t have to.” He grinned.

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. But heed the warning.”

      “I will heed the warning only if you heed mine.”

      Damn. He had her there.

      But she was sure she would crash the second her head hit her pillow. She was going to need sleep anyway to be at the top of her game when it came to the assignment. She wasn’t going to let them go in with her half asleep behind the computer. It was going to get someone hurt if she was even a second too slow.

      It wasn’t going to happen.

      “Come on. I want to see you destroy Ian before I walk you home.” Jet pulled her to his side and walked her back into the living room.

      “Ready for one more smackdown?” Kara asked as she raised an eyebrow.

      “You are on, Brat,” Ian howled, grinning widely.
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      Why?

      Why did it have to be so hot out today? Couldn’t it have waited till after her jog to heat up?

      Kara panted as she tried to keep her pace, her heart ready to beat out of her chest. She wasn’t even halfway through her normal route around the palace grounds. This was insane. Sweat coated her body, sticking under her arm sleeve. Her sports bra and leggings did nothing to keep her cool.

      Just a little more, then she would turn around and shower before work. Her ponytail was already sticking to her back.

      She was on one of the back paths that cut through a small forest on the palace grounds. The path was paved and smooth to try and keep anyone from hurting themselves from possible roots sticking out or loose rocks jutting out. She liked it because it was so peaceful.

      She was still exhausted, trying to catch up on the last few months’ lack of sleep. Last night, after Jet walked her home, she had conked out as soon as her head hit her pillow. She didn’t even get a chance to change into pajamas.

      The silent partner was weighing on her mind, and it wasn’t letting go. Plus, the victims needed to be found. She needed to help as many of them as possible.

      “Come on,” she gritted out as she pushed herself further.

      Her legs burned, but she ignored them. She needed to get rid of some of the stress that was building up about the coming assignment. Jet, Ian, Banner, and Adrian were all going to be raiding a drug deal. So many things could go wrong. So many people could get hurt. She didn’t necessarily care about the dealers, but she still didn’t want to think about anyone dead.

      She shivered at the thought. Bile rose in her throat at the unwanted images surfacing in her mind. Her boys were on the ground and weren’t moving. Their eyes vacant. No one was breathing.

      Her throat was closing as she tried to keep her pace. She tried desperately to get the images to go away. Her eyes burned with unshed tears.

      “Kara!”

      She sucked in a breath, jolting, as she pivoted around, nearly losing her footing. Warm hands moved to her waist and kept her upright.

      “You okay?” Carver looked down at her, his brows furrowed.

      “Ye-yeah. Fine,” she panted, gulping in air.

      “We called out to you a couple of times, didn’t seem like you could hear us,” he said, his thumb running against her bare skin.

      Crap. This wasn’t the time to be reacting to their touch. Her entire body was greedily soaking in his simple touch. Her heart started to flutter from more than just jogging.

      “Just… Just lost in thought,” Kara mumbled as she ran a hand through her ponytail and peeled it off her back.

      “Seemed more than that,” Adrian grunted, crossing his arms over his chest.

      She turned her gaze to him, freezing, as her eyes widened. How hadn’t she noticed they were shirtless till now? Their chests glistened with sweat rolling down their abs’ sharp edges. Oh, she was in trouble. She could feel her body stir, her folds growing slick at just the sight of them.

      “I think we should go shirtless more often, brother,” Carver chuckled in her ear. “Seems our Little Genius likes what she sees.”

      She gulped. Her blush burned her cheeks as she tore her gaze away from Adrian, his hungry eyes ready to envelop her. Slipping from Carver’s grip, she quickly walked down the path away from them.

      “Shit. Kara.” Carver grabbed her hand. “I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t look at him. He lifted her chin.

      “I was just joking around.” He smiled softly.

      She nodded and nibbled at her lip.

      Carver held his hands out to his side. “I swear I will make Adrian wear a shirt from now on. He won’t be able to leave his room without one.”

      Adrian rolled his eyes with a growl and glared at his brother. Kara couldn’t stop the grin from forming on her face.

      “We can even throw a bag over his face, too.” Carver leaned in to whisper.

      She giggled, watching Adrian practically get ready to throw daggers at his older brother.

      “At least I was the one she was checking out,” Adrian grumbled.

      “He has a point.” Kara pointed at him.

      Carver raised an eyebrow. “So, you were checking him out?”

      Her grin dropped, along with her finger. She was like a gaping fish, her mouth opening and closing as she tried to form words that were just on the tip of her tongue. She just had to open her mouth, didn’t she?

      “I was… that’s not…” Kara cringed. “Damn it.”

      She flung her hands up in the air and tried to run away.

      “Kara,” Carver laughed and pulled her by the waist into him.

      “I do bite,” she snapped as she turned to glare at him.

      It was either snap at him or melt into him. It shouldn’t have felt this good to touch him.

      “Good to know.” Adrian’s voice was dark as he stepped closer to her.

      They surrounded her, towering over her. Yet… she wasn’t scared of them. What scared her was how good it felt. How safe.

      “We have a little wager.” Carver held her tighter.

      “A wager?” Kara asked slowly, craning her neck to look up at him.

      “Yup.” Carver grinned, looking at his brother for a moment before looking back at her. “A race. If we win, you go out on a date with us. Just asking for one. If you win, we stop asking.”

      That seemed fair. But it was two against one.

      She grinned. She could still take them. Her legs were pretty fast when she needed them to be. She’s made sure of that over the last two years.

      “Alright.” Kara nodded confidently. “Where is the finish line?”

      “End of the trees.” Adrian nudged his head towards the target.

      She looked past Carver. That was doable. Carver let her go. She bit her tongue to hold back a whimper. It was scorching hot outside, but she missed the heat from his touch.

      “You ready?” Carver grinned widely.

      Kara scoffed, “Always.”

      “Go,” Adrian grunted.

      And they were off.

      She broke into a full-blown sprint, needing to get ahead of them. It wasn’t fair how much shorter her legs were than theirs. She needed all the advantages she could get if she had any hope of defeating them.

      She faltered. Did she want to win? Would it be that bad for them to go on one date? They would be able to see that she wasn’t good for them. That they weren’t a good fit, and then they could leave her alone… right? She couldn’t be what they wanted. She knew that.

      Her heart hammered in her chest. Her legs pounded hard against the pavement as she tried to keep the lead she had going for her. She could hear them behind her, gaining on her.

      “Come on, Kara, that all you got?” Carver grinned as he sprinted past her.

      Crap. What the hell? Damn him and his long legs. She moved faster and tried to catch up with him. Besides, she needed to kick his ass for taunting her. Give her a video game, and she would wipe the floor with him.

      Her leg cramped and made her hiss as it gave way. Kara gasped as she started to fall, the ground rushing towards her. This was going to hurt. She scrunched her eyes closed.

      Arms wrapped around her before she felt herself being pulled into a chest and rolled. A grunt filled her ear as they hit the ground, her knee burning on impact.

      “Shit. Kara.” Carver’s voice was frantic.

      She opened her eyes, looking around. Adrian was underneath her, looking at her with concern.

      “Are you hurt?” Adrian asked, sitting her up in his lap.

      “What?” She asked, trying to calm her breathing.

      Adrian cupped her face. “Did you hurt yourself when you fell?”

      Her knee was starting to bug her, but it was fine. “Just a leg cramp. Sorry. What about you?”

      He merely grunted. Carver was kneeling in front of them.

      “Don’t care. You’re more important.” Adrian’s eyes moved over her body.

      She sucked in a breath. She was more important? When had anyone ever said that to her?

      Carver turned her to look at him. “Are you really not hurt? You guys hit hard.”

      “Which is why I’m asking if he’s okay!” She yelled, pointing at Adrian. “He took the brunt of the fall.” She turned to Adrian. “Now answer.”

      Adrian raised an eyebrow. “I’m fine.”

      She grimaced, her eyes moving over his body. Her eyes widened as she saw the blood running from his elbow to his hand. She shifted herself around, ignoring the sting of her knee. Grabbing his arm, she turned it gently to inspect it.

      Shit.

      He had a large scrape along his forearm. She could also see a larger one on the back of his shoulder. She sucked in a breath.

      It’s your fault. You did this.

      “W-we need to get you cleaned up,” she stammered. “You’re hurt. Crap. You’re bleeding.”

      “Hey, he’s going to be okay. It’s just a few scratches,” Carver said gently.

      He sounded so far away, her focus solely on Adrian’s injuries.

      What should she do? She needed to stop the bleeding and then clean and dress it, right?

      This was her fault. It was her fault, again.
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        * * *

      

      Carver pursed his lips as he watched Kara. Her face had grown pale as she looked at Adrian’s arm. He didn’t like the frantic look in her eyes.

      “Kara, Sweetheart.” He placed his hand on her shoulder.

      She jolted at his touch.

      Adrian was stiff, his eyes flicking from him to Kara. He had never seen his little brother look so uncertain. But this wasn’t like the Kara they knew.

      “Need you to calm your breathing, okay?” He kept his hand on her shoulder and felt her tremble underneath him, her eyes moving back to Adrian. “Kara, eyes on me, now.” Her eyes moved immediately back to him. “Good girl. They’re not life-threatening. He’s going to be okay. Just needs a bandage or two.”

      Kara looked back at Adrian, nodding slowly. “My place is closer. We-we can clean them there.”

      “Alright.”

      Carver stood, helping her up first, holding her for a moment to make sure she was steady. He didn’t like the almost vacant look in her eyes. It was worrying him.

      When he saw her fall, his heart stopped. He was glad that Adrian had grabbed her in time to prevent her from getting hurt. Not that he wanted his brother hurt. He would rather neither of them had any injuries.

      He reached down to help Adrian up. The scrapes weren’t deep, but they were bleeding a bit.

      Kara’s hand shook as she reached out and grabbed Adrian’s hand. “Come on. Need to get those cleaned.” Her voice lowered as she rambled under her breath, pulling Adrian behind her.

      Carver and he shared a look but kept quiet. It was just supposed to be a race. Just a fun little competition. This was the last thing that they wanted to happen.

      Kara didn’t even slow down when they got to her cabin. She slammed through the door and practically shoved Adrian into the kitchen.

      “I’ll get the first aid kit.” She ran out of the room, not even waiting for a response.

      Carver pursed his lip.

      “It’s really not that bad,” Adrian grunted.

      “I know,” he sighed, moving to inspect Adrian’s shoulder and arm. “You hit hard, but it’s not like we need to amputate.”

      Adrian grunted as he looked down. “Shit. Bleeding all over the floor.”

      “I’ll clean it up.” Carver moved to grab some supplies from under the counter. “Something tells me she will be fussing over you for a bit. Take it.”

      Kara came back into the kitchen carrying a large first aid kit. What the hell did Jet think she was getting up to? She rummaged through the different packs, pulling out a few now and then.

      She looked at her growing pile of gauze and bandages and back at Adrian.

      “Why don’t I help you?” Carver said gently as he moved up behind her.

      She nodded. Her hands shook as she grabbed one of the antiseptic wipes. His hand cupped hers as she fumbled to open it. Damn. This wasn’t the confident Kara they knew. He didn’t know who this was; this was a new side of her they had never seen before.

      “There.” Carver kept his voice soft.

      Kara moved over to Adrian as he raised his arm for her; she stopped inches from him, looking up at him. “This might sting a bit.”

      He nodded. “I can handle it, Babe.”

      Kara’s movements were gentle as she cleaned his forearm. Carver grabbed another wipe and started on his brother’s shoulder. Kara’s eyes would flick up to Adrian now and then. Carver was almost jealous of his brother.

      They applied the ointment and large bandages; Kara focused on Adrian the entire time.

      “How’s that?” She asked.

      Carver was almost disappointed that the bandages were just the plain bland ones. It would have been funny to see Adrian walking around with little princess bandages all over.

      “Good. Better,” Adrian grunted, cupping her face. “Thank you.”

      She blushed and looked down. “It was my fault anyway.”

      Carver furrowed his brows. “Kara, it was an accident. It was no one’s fault. No one died.”

      Her eyes hollowed as a shiver ran through her.

      “Kara, eyes now,” Adrian growled.

      Her eyes moved to him, her breathing coming out in a shudder. Adrian stroked her cheek gently, just keeping eye contact with her. Did something happen to her? Did someone hurt her? Anger was building in Carver’s chest as he stepped closer and wrapped his arms around her waist.

      “I’m fine,” Adrian said. “Not. Your. Fault. I would do it again in a heartbeat if it meant you were unscathed.”

      Her eyes widened, and her breathing practically stopped.

      She cleared her throat. “Right… Um, cool?”

      Carver grinned as he saw her cringe, her blush coming back harder. She was adorable.

      Kara started to ramble. “Not cool, as in, I’m glad you got hurt instead of me. That was not what I meant. I don’t want you getting hurt. Hurt is bad. Bleeding is bad. Bleeding can lead to much more serious proble–”

      Adrian leaned in and smashed his lips against hers, quieting her mumblings. She stiffened before relaxing into the kiss.

      Damn, that was hot. Carver let Adrian pull her closer to him.

      Adrian intertwined his fingers into her ponytail, his other hand wrapping around her thin waist and pulling her flush to him. He pulled her ponytail, tilting her head more, earning them the sweetest moan Carver had ever heard.

      Carver tried to adjust himself, his cock tenting his shorts. Fuck, he was ready to cum just from her moans alone. He hadn’t had a taste yet, and he was already craving more.

      Adrian pulled away, breathing heavily. Kara’s eyes were dazed as she looked up at him, her lips swollen as she caught her breath.

      Carver tilted her chin, making her look at him. “Thank you for taking care of my brother, Little Genius.”

      He took her lips more gently than Adrian did. She was so soft against him, so right. Kara didn’t fight but let him explore with his tongue, ending it with a little nip to her bottom lip. Yeah, she was going to be addicting.

      “We’ll let you get ready for work. We’ll be at the meeting later. Drink plenty of water, and we’ll let you know when we’re going on that date,” Carver whispered with a grin.

      That did it.

      Kara shook herself out of the daze she was in. “What? There is no date? We didn’t finish the race.”

      “Carver was ahead.” Adrian crossed his arms. “Would have won.”

      “Hey, I could have passed him,” she snapped at him and placed her hands on her hips. “You never know.”

      Adrian’s lip twitched. “Sure, Babe.”

      Kara gasped, smacking him in the chest. She yelped as she shook her hand out.

      “Hey, no hurting yourself,” Carver growled, taking her hand.

      “Tell that to abs of steel,” she grumbled as she glared at Adrian before she froze. “Shit. You’re injured; I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “They’re barely scratches. I’m fine. You didn’t hurt me.” Adrian rolled his eyes. “How’s the hand?”

      Carver turned his attention back to her hand. “Nothing broken on those abs of steel.”

      He grinned at her as she groaned.

      “That’s it. I’m finding the next hole in the ground and never coming out.” She pulled her hand back and started to walk out of the room.

      “Kara,” he chuckled at her antics.

      She froze, looking over her shoulder at them, her lips pursed. He walked over, his brother following close behind till they were only a foot from her. She turned around, crossing her arms over her chest, and watched them warily.

      “We would miss you too much not to follow you down that hole, Little Genius.” He pecked her on the cheek before she could react. “I can’t wait for our date.”

      Adrian stroked her cheek, kissing her tenderly on the nose. “Drink some water.”

      Carver heard her huff as he walked outside. He couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. They finally got a date.
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      This was not how she thought her morning was going to go. It was just supposed to be a simple jog, go to work, home, game, Eclipse vigilante time, and then hopefully get to bed at a decent hour. Not almost murdering Adrian from blood loss. Not rambling like an idiot and not kissing them.

      She felt fried. It hadn’t helped with the images that had been flashing through her mind right before the boys stopped her and asked about the race.

      She stood under the showerhead, letting the water run down her back as she reached up and brushed her fingers over her lips. She could still feel their lips on hers, how they held her close and were so gentle with her.

      Her knee wasn’t too bad. A minor scrape that was bleeding a little. She managed to clean herself up. She couldn’t let the boys find out, or who knew what they would do. Hell, they didn’t even know about the colorful tattoos that covered her legs with different female superheroes like Wonder Woman and Black Widow. She even had Harley Quinn and Poison Ivy included in the colored ink. They were her bright secret, while the rest of the world saw the black and greys on her arms and stomach. She never wore shorts.

      Sighing, she leaned her head against the wall, closing her eyes. It didn’t matter how much she wanted it—wanted them—she couldn’t. There was absolutely no way this would work between them. Not just by the difference in class. But because…

      Kara squeezed her eyes shut, taking a breath.

      They were Daddy Doms.

      She couldn’t be their Little; hers had disappeared two and a half years ago. She hadn’t let herself feel her. She didn’t know if she could anymore.

      Opening her eyes, she looked down at her right arm and the raised scars permanently carved into her skin to write the one word she hated most. Freak. Kara traced the letters slowly, her lip trembling. Neither the boys nor Jet and the others knew about the scar. She knew they thought it was strange she wore the arm sleeves and the leather arm guards, but she always brushed it off. There was no way of telling them about what happened and how she got the scar. They wouldn’t believe her. Who would? Who would want to believe a sister, her own sister, could do that to her sibling?

      So much had happened that night that she didn’t want to get out, and she knew that if she let the boys in, they would want to know everything about what had happened. About the life she left behind, the family, the friends. All of it.

      She turned off the water, stepped out of the shower, and dried off. After getting dressed and doing her hair and makeup, she walked into her bedroom. She wasn’t feeling very creative with her outfit this time, deciding to leave her hair down, her makeup a simple black eyeliner, a pair of cargo pants, and a green shirt that said ‘choose your weapon’ with an arsenal of video game controllers underneath.

      Kara stopped beside her bed as she looked down at the floor. She still had time before she needed to head out. Dropping to her knees with a hiss, she pulled out a small black chest and placed it in front of her. She barely got into the thing, the top covered in dust. Stickers coated the top of the chest with keep out in bold letters.

      Slowly, she opened the lid, running her hand over the items inside. She picked up the giant, soft bunny stuffie first. His white fur made his red eyes stand out more. He had a white top hat with black and red stripes and a cute half-black, half-red bowtie with white stripes. He even had his own heart-shaped bag strapped around his shoulder. Kara ran her hands over his red and black embroidered heart-shaped paw pads.

      Jet had gotten Hatter for her right after she had moved here with them. Said he was a welcome to the family gift. She loved his long floppy ears and the cute little black x for his nose. She didn’t know where Jet had found Hatter, but she loved him. Every bit of her just wished she could take him out and play with him. He was a good bunny and didn’t deserve to spend his life in a chest because she was too broken to play with and love him like he should be.

      “I’m sorry, Hatter,” she whispered before leaning in and kissing him softly on the forehead.

      She laid him on the bed and looked through the other things stored inside. She took in the few other memorabilia of her time here in Argos but didn’t pick them up. Instead, she grabbed a small album, pulled it out, and placed it on her lap. The black cover was plain, giving no indication of the hurt and sadness that was inside.

      Kara hesitated before opening it, greeted with news articles from fourteen years ago.

      Benjamin Hawthorn dies after car crash.

      She traced the article’s title, not needing to read it; she knew it all by heart. Knew all of them by heart. After all, she was there when it happened, back before she was Kara Granger. Back when she was known as Abigayle Hawthorn.

      Her brother died after a teen was too busy texting and driving. Benji was taking her home after a dance recital; she was only eight. She had two left feet, but he always told her she was the best on the stage. She never believed him, but having him there cheering her on was nice. Their parents never came to any of her recitals, always busy with work or some sort of function rich people always seemed to have to do instead of being in their kids’ lives.  That day they were too busy staying home with her sister, Bella.

      She hated dance, but she guessed it was her mother’s way of trying to make her normal. She was always different from others. By the time she was in third grade, she was already being placed in advanced classes. She graduated high school early and graduated college by the time she was nineteen. Benji’s friend Erin had actually been the one that got her into hacking and coding. After Benji died, Erin was the only one who cared about her. He and Benji didn’t care if she tagged along with them; they didn’t care that she was ten years younger. They were her family. There was no question about that. Even after Benji died in the accident.

      Her parents blamed her for Benji’s death, saying he wouldn’t have been out there if it wasn’t for her, but Erin had still been there for her. She had stopped talking for a year from the verbal and mental abuse her parents threw at her. Erin had been the one to get her to finally speak again. He was the one who introduced her to her Little side and watched out for her… until she left.

      She hadn’t spoken to him since the night her sister carved into her arm. She ran, knowing he would be better off without her. That silence lasted until a few months ago when he and his team needed her help—Eclipse’s help—to stop Jared. But she couldn’t tell him that it was her. Not like that.

      He and his friends had tried to approach Eclipse to help them find Abigayle, to find herself. She had no choice but to brush them off with an ‘I’m busy.’ She couldn’t do that to them, couldn’t lead them on a wild goose chase with no answers at the end. And yet… two months ago, she lost her cool when Erin started yelling at her about how Eclipse didn’t care about the little people; she was just in it for the fame. She still couldn’t believe she told him she blamed him for her running away. She didn’t. She swore she didn’t. He was her family, just like Jet and the others. Like Carver and Adrian. So many times, she tried to find a way to apologize without him knowing it was her, and she couldn’t think of one way.

      “See, Hatter.” She turned to her bunny. “I mess up everything. I’m just waiting for it to happen here, and I’m going to have to leave my home again.”

      Hatter was silent, watching her.

      Even after two years, she was still trying to figure out how that night had gone so wrong when she had to leave Erin and the others. She missed them. She would check on them now and then, but that was it.

      Sucking in a breath, trying to hold back the tears, she placed everything back in the chest. Hugging Hatter, she placed him in there delicately and slid her past back into the bed’s underbelly, where she didn’t have to look at it.

      She just needed to get through the date with the boys, and then they would leave her alone. They could move on to someone better for them. That’s what would be better for everyone… right?
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        * * *

      

      Adrian had his hands in his pockets as he walked into the palace. His mind was on Kara. He wanted to stay, wanted to see where that kiss could have gone. But she looked… fragile. It wasn’t a word he thought he would ever associate with Kara, but her face when she saw him hurt. Fuck. He never wanted to see that look in her eyes ever again.

      “What the… What the hell happened to you?”

      Adrian turned to look at his cousin, Zephyr.

      “He caught Kara when she fell while running,” Carver said, leaning against the wall, grinning. “She nursed him back to health, and we’re going on a date.”

      “So, it’s a pity date?” Zephyr raised an eyebrow, his lip twitching.

      Zephyr was Fabian’s twin, leaving Rafael and Elias as the oldest brothers and then their baby sister, Zuri. Zuri was in college in the States, claiming she needed independence from her smothering brothers.

      Unlike Fabian’s unruly hair, Zephyr’s was shaved on the side and combed back on top, with only a few strands hanging over his face. His deep green eyes were the same as his mother’s.

      “No,” Adrian growled as he continued to walk.

      “Oh, come on,” Zephyr groaned. “I was joking.”

      “We had a wager,” Carver answered as he took up stride with him. “A race. We won, and we got one date. If she won, we would stop asking. Her leg cramped, and she fell, trying to catch up with me. Adrian caught her.”

      Zephyr furrowed his brows, his eyes scanning Adrian’s shoulder. “She’s okay, though, right?”

      “I took the hit. She’s good.” Adrian shrugged.

      “She freaked out a little that he was bleeding. Kept saying it was her fault.” Carver shook his head.

      Adrian tensed. He wanted to know why she reacted like that. It wasn’t simple concern; it was fear in her eyes. The way she dragged him to her place to make sure he was okay, it was like she thought his injuries were fatal instead of little scratches.

      “Glad you both are okay then.” Zephyr nudged him with a smirk. “I’d say go see the physician, but I think you were in good hands already. She’s cuter, at least.”

      Both he and Carver growled at Zephyr. He backed away from them, his hands up in the air.

      “Hey, she’s all yours. It would be like dating my sister,” Zephyr gagged.

      “This is a weird conversation to walk in on,” Fabian mumbled as he rounded the corner.

      “Carver and Adrian finally got a date with Kara,” Zephyr laughed, patting them both on the back.

      Adrian rolled his eyes. This wasn’t going to end well. The last thing they needed was Fabian and Zephyr making a big deal out of this and making Kara uncomfortable. They wanted it to work. They didn’t need her running because of Zephyr and Fabian and their loose mouths.

      Fabian looked between them. “Finally. Where are you guys going? Let me know, and I can hook you guys up with any club you want.”

      “No. No clubs.” Carver shook his head. “We don’t know what we’re going to be doing. We’re going to wait till after the assignment tomorrow. You know how Kara is before one of these. She worries. Not to mention she’s been stuck on something these last few months.”

      They nodded.

      Zephyr ran a hand through his hair. “You’re right. She’s been focusing on something. Jet set up a meeting later this week about something with Kara and Raf. Not sure what. But we are all going to be there.”

      Adrian furrowed his brows. Why didn’t he know about this sooner? Was she in danger? Is this because of her work as Eclipse? He didn’t like her putting herself in danger like that. Even if she was behind a computer screen and not looking down the barrel of a gun, she still risked her own life with each job she took.

      “Look…” Zephyr crossed his arms. “We’re happy for you. We might joke about it, but I think you guys and Kara look good together. I’m glad you guys could finally get a yes out of her, even if Adrian had to turn into a mummy to do it.”

      Adrian grunted. Jerks.

      “Go get cleaned up. The meeting starts in a little bit.” Fabian slapped him on his bad shoulder.

      Adrian growled at him as he bolted down the hall.

      “Idiot,” Zephyr grumbled as he moved after Fabian. “See you in a few.”

      They just had to take down a drug dealer, and then they could take their girl out. Just one more day.
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      “What do we know?”

      Kara looked over at Rafael at the head of the conference table. His broad shoulders and lean body exuded the strength he had as the oldest of the high princes. His eyes were stone cold serious on the best day. He was one person that she never wanted to piss off.

      Off with their head, anyone?

      Not that he had ever lopped off anyone’s head. Jail time, maybe. But he wasn’t an executioner.

      Jet leaned back in his chair. “Nothing has changed. Sources still say it’s a go on the drug deal tomorrow night. They haven’t figured out that we know what’s happening.”

      “I made sure they didn’t.” Kara crossed her arms over her chest. “I opened a secret backdoor in one of the target’s phones, made sure they couldn’t find it and have been able to receive a copy of their texts. Three buyers are set to show tomorrow to buy the cocaine. The price is starting at a couple mil and will likely go up from there.”

      Rafael’s auburn eyes grew darker as he ran his hand through his hair.

      The others around the conference table were quiet for a moment. The other high princes sat to the left of Rafael. Carver and Adrian were to the right. Alpha team sat on the other end of the conference table with her crammed between Jet and Banner. Clayton, Beta team’s leader, and the rest of the team, Taylor and Dameon, sat in the middle.

      Beta team was holding back this time. With Alpha team on point for this assignment, they would be in charge of the security for the princes.

      She wished that no one was going. She didn’t want them to get hurt. But this was their job. They were protecting the country. If those drugs hit the streets, there would be more drug overdoses, crimes, and injuries. It needed to happen. She just wished it didn’t have to be them.

      She wished she was stronger. That she didn’t have to hide behind a computer screen to help.

      “We have the floor plans?” Elias crossed his arms over his chest, his face even colder than Rafael’s.

      The quiet giant. He was even more intimidating than his brother. But he was also fun to pick on from time to time.

      “Kara.” Jet nodded.

      She turned to her computer and pulled up the floor plans she was able to get her virtual hands on. What could she say? She was good.

      “The floor plans are pretty straightforward with the layout for the club,” she sighed. “It's mostly open floor with a hall leading to restrooms, a couple of back offices, and unfortunately, those annoying back doors.”

      Ian’s lip twitched as he rubbed his mouth to cover it up.

      “And the security systems?” Jet asked.

      “It’s a tight system. A lot of firewalls to keep people out. Annoying.”

      “That is the point of a security system.” Fabian rolled his eyes.

      “And?” She scoffed.

      “Kara,” Jet drawled.

      “Right.” Her hand bounced, her index fingers pointing at the air. “Anywho, the annoying security is top of the line. I managed to get a crack in it though.”

      “But you haven’t made it through?” Rafael furrowed his brows.

      “No.” She shook her head. “If I tried to hack through the system, they would know. They would know that someone was up to something and just jack up the security even more. Meaning more hired guns. As it is, the amount of hired guns is unknown until tomorrow night. Once I get through the system, I can keep us under the radar, get access to the camera feeds and whatnot for about ten minutes before someone catches on, then it will be game on.”

      Rafael nodded, his eyes distant as he thought about it all.

      “Anything on the buyers?” Carver watched her.

      Her breathing hitched as she tried not to react. The kiss and the date lingered on her mind.

      She cleared her throat. “The three buyers are a wide vareity. A club owner we have been looking into for possible drug dealings. A wealthy business owner with no criminal record. The last one is a beast. He’s already had a history of drug dealings, assault, attempted murder, sexual assault, and more. Once I get into the camera feeds, I will have photographic proof you can use to take them all down.”

      “Shit.”

      “He goes by the name of Spider.” Jet’s hands were fists as he leaned on the table. “We’ve dealt with him in the past a few times. He fled the country the last time we tried to catch him. How the hell he got back in is still being investigated.”

      “I’m looking into it. Still waiting for some of my little Eclipse bots to get back to me. But none of our security upgrades were tampered with. Nothing out of the ordinary. He had to have been smuggled back in the old-school way.” She shrugged.

      As soon as Jet and the others had brought her in, she had completely overhauled the security system. They had several holes that she had actually used to get into their system when she was looking into Lord Ortiz.

      Fabian stood and paced, rubbing at his chin.

      Jet’s southern drawl was prominent as he spoke. “The drugs are being held at another location. A warehouse near the port. More than likely so they can load up the score and get it out of there fast on a boat. Less chance of a security check than sticking to land travel. We have a team that will be hitting there simultaneously with our raid of the club and the buyers. My team, Adrian, and a team comprised of handpicked members of the military and police forces will raid the club and take down the buyers and sellers. This time Spider isn’t getting away.” He turned to her. “We’ll wait for you to make the connection with their feeds and get an idea of what we have going on inside. We’ll have two teams in place. Adrian, you’re going to be with us. Brockus and a unit of his police officers will lead the second team. They will watch our six and that annoying back door Kara hates.”

      “I’m just saying it would be easier to raid if there wasn’t one,” she mumbled. “They would be trapped with nowhere to go.”

      “Remind me never to get on your bad side,” Fabian whispered.

      She rolled her eyes and tried to hide her nerves about the assignment. It was straightforward. They knew what they were doing, but it didn’t make her feel any better.

      “Alright.” Rafael nodded. “All of you, be careful. I want all of you back here in one piece.”

      “I knew you liked us.” Ian grinned.

      “More like tolerates,” Clayton boomed, his dark eyes filled with humor.

      His dreadlocks made him stand out against the others who had still kept their hair short and, for the most part, still within military regulations. His dark skin was covered in tattoos, just like the rest of them.

      Dameon’s olive skin and dark hair made him a good fit to blend into the crowds in Argos. Taylor’s blond hair and strong jawbone gave him handsome features, but the long scar on his cheek drew many people’s attention.

      Jet had a large tattoo on his back and his forearms. Even Fabian and Zephyr had a few she had seen on their arms.

      Rafael smiled slightly. “Just Kara we like to keep around.”

      She grinned wickedly at Ian as he gaped at the prince. “See, I’m adorkable.”

      Chuckles filled the room as everyone started to stand.

      “Get some rest today. We’ll be starting early on preparations tomorrow morning. Goes for you too, Kara.” Jet gave her a stern look.

      “What? Is it pick-on-Kara week?” She flung her hands in the air as she slumped into her seat.

      “We care.” Banner ruffled her hair as he moved towards the door.

      She hissed as the others moved out while she stayed where she was.

      Kara sighed as she looked at her computer. She just had to get through tomorrow night. They had this, but it didn’t stop the worry from building in her gut.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Carver rounded the corner into Kara’s office, leaning in the doorway after he opened the door. He hadn’t seen Kara since the meeting, and it was now well into the afternoon. His gaze locked on her as she sat at her desk, her eyes focused intently on the code she was typing.

      He had tried at one point to take a course to learn about coding and the stuff that she did for them, but he couldn’t grasp any of it. The numbers, the algorithms, none of it. It amazed him how smart she was, how much she was capable of.

      He furrowed his brows. Jet said he had dropped off lunch for Kara, telling her to eat. But it didn’t look like she had touched any of the sandwich on the plate.

      He pursed his lips as he walked further into the room. Her office reminded him of an arcade. Different superheroine figurines and villainesses were everywhere on shelves, with posters filling the rest of the space. Kara sure had a thing for superheroes. It was cute. But the white walls and the bland carpet that was the same throughout the office weren’t Kara. There was just something about the space that made him feel like she was holding back.

      He kneeled next to her, watching her eyes move back and forth on the screen, her mouth mumbling incoherently.

      “Kara,” he whispered.

      Nothing.

      “Kara.” He tried louder.

      He didn’t want to scare her, afraid she might hurt herself if she startled.

      “Kara!”

      She jolted in her seat before freezing. Kara slowly turned to look at him. Her eyes were blank for a moment, her breathing quick. Her face quickly turned into a glare.

      “Stop doing that!” She yelled as she sent a barrage of slaps at him. “First Jet yesterday and now you. Stop trying to give. Me. A. Heart attack!”
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