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Sex on the beach had always been one of Saoirse’s favorites, and, lying in bed next to Natalia, she contemplated which kind she liked better. Probably the drink. The sand tended to make things uncomfortable and messy.  Then again, why choose when you could have both? 

She glanced at the slender woman with sun-kissed skin in her bed, some grains of sand still clinging to her face and long, black hair as she slept soundly. Her chest rose and fell slowly, calmly. How peaceful she looked. How defenseless. 

Saoirse leaned over to brush the sand from Natalia’s cheek before getting up. No need to bother covering up. Naked and unconcerned, she only took the gun from her bedside table. 

Downstairs, a man was waiting for her. 

She glided down the stairs to her living room, where a shadowy figure sat in her favorite armchair. The man made a choked sound when he saw her, completely exposed. 

“Thanks for waiting,” Saoirse said, smiling lightly, hand on her hip. 

He’d already been here, waiting for her when she and Natalia had stumbled in, kissing and tearing off each other’s clothes for the third time this evening. 

He could have stopped them from having such a lovely time together. 

He could have stepped out of his hiding place and pointed his gun at them, forcing them apart. 

But he hadn’t. 

Instead, he’d kept quiet, waiting patiently for Saoirse to come back down. Natalia had never even realized he was there. No wonder she could sleep so serenely. There was such innocence in her nature, despite the dark, crooked world she’d grown up in—a quality Saoirse found utterly irresistible and endearing. 

Saoirse paced across the wooden floor to the couch across from the intruder, every footfall making a soft, padding sound. There, she gracefully sat down, placing the gun in front of her on the small glass table between them and crossed her legs. Paying close attention to the little subtle movements and breathing patterns of the man sitting across from her in the darkness, she reaffirmed to herself that he was indeed the same individual who’d been here earlier. The notes of sandalwood and mint lingering in the air certainly matched. As did his build and size. 

The man cleared his throat. “You’re not going to call for help?”

Even though it was dark, the small movements of his profile made it obvious that he was torn between wanting to look at her body and forcing himself to look anywhere but. 

Saoirse smirked, more to herself than him. “If I was going to do that, I’d have done it earlier. Thanks for giving us some privacy, by the way. I appreciate it.”

A moment of silence ensued. Saoirse could almost hear the gears turning in his head. It was adorable. 

“You did notice me then,” he eventually said, a hint of disbelief coloring his tone. 

“Of course,” Saoirse replied. “But since you were considerate enough not to interfere, I figured it was worth taking the time to have a nice chat with you.”

“And if I hadn’t?”

“You’d be dead.”

Saoirse gave him a moment to let that sink in. Judging by the sound of his voice, he was young. Perhaps in his early or mid-twenties. Either way, it was painfully clear that he was new at this. The fact that he’d used aftershave was the biggest indicator for it. Still, there was something to be said for his ability to get past her security. It wasn’t an easy feat. So far, only one other person had managed without them noticing. And then she’d hired him. After all, skills like that were far too valuable to waste. 

“So why don’t we start by you telling me why it is you’re here.” Saoirse smiled at him and tapped the lamp on the table beside her. A warm glow immediately filled the room, illuminating the curves of her body as well as the intruder facing her. 

She’d been right on the money. He was young. His beard was barely more than a few fluffy plumes and sprinkled between the freckles on his face were plenty of zits desperately crying out for some skincare. Never mind that he was badly in need of a haircut and a comb. Whoever had sent a young man—though Saoirse considered calling him a boy—like this into her headquarters clearly had no issues feeding a newborn fawn to a den of lions. Now in the light, his discomfort at her nakedness became even more apparent. Briefly, Saoirse wondered if it might be his first time seeing a woman’s bare body. Poor kid. 

“Would you...” His voice cracked, and he began anew, glancing at her breasts and nether regions a few times. “Would you mind putting something on?”

Saoirse raised an amused eyebrow. 

“You break into my home and then ask me to dress? My, the audacity!” She rose to her feet and crossed over to the bathroom. “But fine.”

Even as she had her back turned to him to grab a bathrobe, she listened to every one of his movements. Lucky for him, he didn’t move from his spot.

She wrapped the silken garment around herself, returned to her seat to face him anew, and found him looking visibly relieved. 

“Well?” Cocking her head to one side, Saoirse took note of the young man’s ruffled clothing. Black jeans with a black turtleneck. The most Hollywood of outfits for an intruder. She inwardly shook her head at all the mistakes he’d made. Colors that wouldn’t blend in, basically announcing exactly what he was with his outfit, not striking when he had the chance, his cologne... The list went on. 

And yet. He’d made it this far. 

Despite all the obvious flaws, he’d made it here, without triggering any alarms or catching the notice of any of her people. That was certainly something that deserved her respect. Any of the other things could be drilled into him with decent mentorship and experience, but natural talent for this sort of thing was rare. 

“I was sent with an offer,” he said. “Well, a request.”

“By whom?”

“Does it matter?” He seemed genuinely bemused by her reaction. 

Saoirse shrugged. “Of course. After all, what if it’s from someone I don’t want to work with? Besides, I want to know who to thank for demonstrating gaps in my security to me.”

He hesitated for a moment, his gaze wandering through the room as if he were weighing up his options. For just a moment, it lingered on the gun still sitting on the table, untouched, before returning to Saoirse. 

“His name is Timothy Carlton, but I doubt you’ll have heard of him,” he said. 

Saoirse was careful to guard her expression. Not even a muscle twitched. “What makes you say that?”

“He’s the kind of man who likes to stay hidden. And, as I understand, he only recently began pulling at threads.”

A snort almost escaped Saoirse. A man in power who liked to stay hidden? What a joke. That only meant that he was biding his time, perhaps that he was the kind of person who wanted to appear mysterious, but have his name known in the right circles. Either way, vanity was still at the core. 

She took a few deep breaths to collect herself before smiling at the intruder once more. “And what’s your name?”

“Jean.”

“Is that a code name or your real name?”

Jean hesitated, his eyes narrowing as he undoubtedly tried to understand why she was asking him about his own name instead of his purpose here.

“It’s a code name,” he eventually settled. 

He might have been telling the truth. He might have planned out a whole backstory for the character he portrayed. His real name might have been Richard, or Marvin, or anything else. But Saoirse had a feeling that based on Jean’s other level of preparation, the chances of having thought up a code name before she asked for his name were slim. 

“Smart. If you want to protect anything or anyone, you should always keep your name a secret in this world,” she said. 

“Does that mean Saoirse Kennedy is a code name?”

Her lips quirked into a smirk. “No. What I’m protecting is no secret. It never has been.”

“And what’s that?”

If he was trying to get a read on her, he was doing a terrible job. She sighed. “Goodness gracious, do your research. Has your boss taught you anything before sending you into the field?”

Her instincts had been correct. He was a newbie. Which either made his skills all the more impressive, or her security that lacking. She’d have to give her men a good talking to when this was over and make some adjustments. She couldn’t have people barging into her suite unannounced all the time. Once in a while was fine—it made things interesting—but too often would spoil all her fun.

Jean’s lips hardened at her words, and a defiant look entered his eyes as he jutted his chin forward like a bratty child. 

“My employer’s request,” he said firmly, “is for you to arrange the elimination of a certain individual that poses a threat to his interests.”

Now it was Saoirse’s turn to narrow her eyes at him. “I need a little more information than that before I make my choice.”

Jean nodded, as though he had expected this, and pulled a flash drive from his pocket which he set on the glass table with a firm clang. “You’ll find all the info on the target on here. Now then.”

He stood up, but he barely made it two steps before Saoirse stopped him. 

“This is not the information I was asking for,” she said, coolly. 

He turned back to her. “It’s all the information you need.”

She had to give it to him... for all his youthful inexperience, the kid had guts. Not many foot soldiers in the underworld dared to talk to her like that. Though, to be fair, there weren’t many in the underworld who knew as little about her as he seemed to, which was not exactly inspiring a lot of confidence in his employer in Saoirse.

“As far as the actual hit is concerned, maybe,” she admitted. “But not so much for my decision whether I’ll accept your Mr. Carlton’s request.”

“Well, what else do you need?”

Saoirse contemplated him for a moment. How long had he been working for his employer? And more importantly, why?

“What I need,” she said, getting to her feet and strolled past him to her personal bar, “is for you to have a drink with me.”

He trailed behind her, watching as she opened the fridge and pulled out two beers. With ease, he caught the one she tossed him. 

“You are legal, aren’t you?”

“Yes!”

His response had come just an instant faster and more vehement than it ought to have. He fished a penknife from his pocket and opened the bottle, while Saoirse did the same with a regular bottle opener. 

Though he’d answered so quickly, he hesitated again now that the open drink was in his hand, glancing at Saoirse uncertainly until he saw her take a drink from her own bottle. Then, he lifted the beer to his lips. The smallest twitch in his facial muscles betrayed that he wasn’t used to the bitterness, but he had it under control almost immediately. Someone else might have missed the little sign, but not Saoirse. 

As she took a seat on one of the barstools and gestured for Jean to do the same, Saoirse brushed a curl of her strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. 

“Where’re you from, Jean?” she asked, smiling. 

“Michigan.” Once again, he’d answered without thinking about it first. “You?”

“Ireland.” She paused to observe him for another moment. What would make an inexperienced kid like this move from Michigan to this part of the country? Perhaps the direct approach would work best for now. Chances were, he wouldn’t answer either way and this would take significantly less time so she could go back to Natalia. “How do you know this Mr. Carlton?”

His nostrils visibly flared at the question and his brows furrowed. “How does that matter? It doesn’t impact your job in any way.”

As expected, he was being defensive. Saoirse almost chuckled to herself. So predictable. 

“It doesn’t,” she agreed. “I was just curious. What I do need to know are his motives, however. You said the target poses a threat to Mr. Carlton’s interests. I need to know what those interests are.”

Intensifying her gaze at Jean, she changed her pose, so the bathrobe fell to reveal more of her legs. His eyes immediately traveled.

It took him a moment longer to bring his eyes back to meet hers and respond this time. “Why?”

Someone needed to get this kid laid. If Timothy Carlton had known exactly who he was dealing with, he’d have sent someone more experienced with women. Or gay. Or asexual. But newcomers rarely did their homework properly. They all had too much bravado, too much confidence in being bigger and better than anyone else. Sooner or later, they all discovered how this city worked. Those who learned sooner tended to live longer. 

“In case his interests clash with my own.” 

“Your interests?” Jean echoed, bemused. “Is this about money?”

This time Saoirse really couldn’t hold back a chuckle. This kid really hadn’t been briefed on her at all. Which made her wonder what his employer knew about her, and who had told him about her in the first place. She made a mental note to send one of her people to find out. Paul, perhaps. He was good at that sort of thing. 

“Tell me, Jean, who do you think I am?”

“An assassin,” he responded, though he sounded significantly less confident and certain than he had earlier. “Supposedly the best in the city.”

Sighing, she rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Your information is outdated by about a decade. I’m not an assassin.”

“You don’t look like one,” he admitted. 

“Anymore.” 

She shot him a sharp glance and noticed with satisfaction the twitch in one of the veins at his neck as he tensed. 

Calmly, she continued. “What is it your employer wants? Depending on your answer, I may decide to take on the request and make the target disappear.”

“And if you don’t agree?”

She smiled pleasantly at him. “No need to worry about that just yet. Well?”

He gulped and stood up. “I don’t think I’m qualified to give you the information you’re looking for. Everything I can give you is on that hard drive.”

He was avoiding eye contact now, his searching gaze lingering on all potential escape routes—the windows, the door, even the secret panel. He might not be good with people, but getting around buildings was clearly his element. In the right hands, he could be a great asset. 

“All right.” Saoirse grabbed a sticky note and a pen from the counter, scribbling a number on it. “Give this to your boss. Have him call me.”

Jean took the note readily and glanced at it for a moment before nodding. “I’ll be leaving, then.”

“Next time, use the front door,” Saoirse advised. “And let your boss know that I don’t appreciate having people barge into my suite. The next one might not come back entirely whole.”

He gave a curt nod to show he understood, though whether he took her threat seriously or not, Saoirse couldn’t tell. Truthfully, it didn’t really matter. She had no qualms about following through. One didn’t survive in this world by holding back and being scrupulous. 

She whisked past him before he had a chance to move and peeked out the front door of her apartment. 

As expected, her guard stationed there was in his spot. Though the tall, broad-shouldered man was playing on his phone, he was nevertheless alert and perked up as soon as she opened the door. 

“Dillan,” she said to him, “I’ve got someone here who needs to be escorted out. Mind taking care of it?”

He nodded readily. “Sure thing, boss.”

“Thanks.” She smiled at him and pushed Jean out to be received by him. “This is Jean. Make sure you remember his face.” She turned to Jean, who had alarm written all across his face. No doubt he was expecting something horrendous. “Do you need taxi fare, or do you have your own transportation?” 

“Uh,” his voice cracked, “I’m good.”

“In that case, make sure to give Mr. Carlton my best. Dillan, see him out, won’t you?”

They both nodded, and she shut the door on them. Now then. Back to bed.
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“And what did he look like?” 

Lily listened to the old biddy drone on about the young man who’d mugged her. He sounded like one of hundreds of identical young men found in every city across the country. They all dressed the same, spoke the same, acted the same. This particular young man had been Caucasian, which was the case significantly more often than most men in power cared to admit. The chief of police was no exception. 

Chances were that even if she caught the guy, there would be four more to take his place, and he’d be back out in the streets within six months, continuing along his same old patterns. Still. It was her job to make sure he’d be caught, not her job to ensure he’d stay away. 

Despite her boredom with her current task, Lily took careful notes. It was her responsibility to clean up the streets, and she was going to do it as best as she could, even if it seemed like she’d gotten to do nothing significant since she’d transferred to this city. Then again, even though it had only been a little over six months, she had worked her way up. She’d started with a demotion to a beat cop who handed out parking tickets. At least she had returned to detective status now, even if she was only put on petty theft cases. 

“Thank you, that’s very helpful.” She gave the elderly woman her warmest smile as she helped her to her feet. “We’ll get in touch with you as soon as we know anything. Just make sure to verify your contact info once more with Officer McCarthy, alright?”

The biddy nodded, and Lily sighed to herself as she watched the lady shuffle away. Because of the recent increase of petty crime in the city, the captain had decided to change the processing of new cases—beat cops brought people in and, depending on availability and degree of crime, passed them to available detectives or more senior cops, after noting down contact info. In some incidences, as was the case here, the people coming in were somewhat unreliable of memory or hearing, and that data needed to be verified and double and triple checked. The whole process was, in Lily’s opinion, a big old waste of valuable police time. Never mind that it was also more prone to errors and resulted in overall chaos. 

Meanwhile, the sergeant and the more senior detectives got to work The Big Cases. The kind that Lily had joined the force to work. The kind she was good at. Or would be, once she got the chance to prove herself in this place. One of them was the whole reason she’d transferred to this city. She’d been leading a taskforce against a drug baron on the West Coast when she’d found ties to this city. She’d expected them to be from a place like L.A. or Seattle, but not... here. A city internationally so insignificant, that no one outside of the country had ever even heard its name. 

Even Lily had been surprised at the city’s size. Sure, she’d heard the name before, it even came up in the news on occasion, but she still hadn’t expected to find a place that rivaled the nation’s larger cities in size. It almost felt like the government was intentionally keeping it secret, or something of the sort. And if Lily was the sort of person to be affected by large-scale paranoia, she might have believed it. There was something weird about this city. Something that didn’t quite fit together, but so far, she hadn’t been able to put a finger on what exactly that was. It was something about the crimes that happened and, more importantly, about the crimes that didn’t happen. If only she were given access to The Big Cases, she could look into it and figure out why things felt off to her. And maybe finally get some leads that connected back to her last case before she had transferred. 

More than anything, right now she needed to find a way to prove her worth to the captain. So, she was pulling out all the stops for these small-time crimes. She hammered away at her computer to file the old lady’s case while researching where in the area she might be able to gain access to security footage, when Detective Benson walked up to her desk in long strides that, despite their speed, looked remarkably slow to the length of his legs. Lily secretly thought he resembled a giraffe—long legs and a long, elegant neck as well.

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a detective who threw himself into these little things the way you do,” he said, leaning at her desk while sipping at his cup of coffee. He pushed a second cup toward her, which she accepted gratefully. “It’s honestly impressive how much focus you have.”

Lily shot him a disapproving look. “These little things matter to people, you know. They worry about them. It’s the stuff they see in their day to day, the stuff that affects their lives directly.”

He contemplated her for a moment as she sipped at her coffee. “I know, I know, but don’t tell me this is why you became a detective. Come on, Tulip.”

“Rose,” Lily growled. The entire precinct had made the unanimous decision to call her just about any flower, except the two that were actually in her name. This was nothing new, of course. With a name like hers, it was only a matter of time before children started to make fun. But that’s what you got when your grandparents ran a flower shop and carried the surname Rose. 

“Whatever.” Benson shrugged. “Just make sure you ask for help if you need it and that you don’t run yourself dry. All work and all that. What applies to Jack goes for you, too. Speaking of which... The boys are all going for a drink after work today. Gonna join us this time?”

Benson had probably been the only one of the other detectives who had extended a hand to Lily at any point of her working here, so he could probably be considered the closest thing to a work-friend she had. He brought her coffee sometimes and offered his help, which was more than could be said about the rest of the boys’ club that was the detectives of this precinct.  

“Yeah, I’ll join. Just need to finish up a few things first. Feel free to go ahead without me if I’m not done. It’s the usual place, yeah?”

“Sure is. See you there, Daisy.”

He stalked off, and Lily had to do her utmost to stop herself from sighing while he remained within earshot. 

While Lily dreaded nothing more than having to socialize with a bunch of men who typically made lewd jokes or belittled her, intentionally or otherwise, being around was the only way she could gain their acceptance, if not respect. Additionally, it was the fastest way to get her into the sergeant’s—and therefore the captain’s—good books, which in turn meant the best chance she had at landing a spot on The Big Cases sooner, rather than later.

The other option was, of course, hoping for a dumb stroke of luck where one of her “small time” cases ended up involved with one of the larger ones. But looking at her endless list of drunk drivers and muggers, coupled with a handful of home invasions and family disputes, her chances of that were slim, if not non-existent. 

Likely she was going to chat with Benson over a single drink while he egged her on to put herself out there and ignore the other guys. She’d say something about wanting her work to speak for herself and then go home like usual, she admitted to herself with an inward sigh.

Resigned to a predetermined outcome, Lily turned her attention back to her request for security footage for the elderly lady’s robbery when seemingly out of nowhere, all phone lines appeared to ring at once and the general bustle in the bullpen increased tenfold. When Lily perked up to catch a glimpse of what was going on, she saw Benson rush toward her. 

“Come on, we gotta go. I need you to drive!” He waved in front of his eyes. 

He must’ve forgotten his contacts today, and Benson’s partner, Rutch, was out with the flu.

Lily wasn’t one to argue when things looked intense. 

She jumped up, grabbing her jacket, and ran out after him, only stopping briefly to take one of the bullet-proof vests on her way out. 

Barely twenty seconds later, Benson and she were in her car, speeding under blue lights as he directed her to their destination. Lily’s heart pounded. This was her chance to prove herself. It might have been dumb luck that she’d been dragged into this, but if this was one of Benson’s cases, it was going to be a big one. 

“Fill me in, then,” she said curtly between radioed messages he responded to. 

“It’s a raid. I’ve been dealing with a group of smugglers, who’ve been bringing in contraband cosmetics from China and Korea, and we finally got the lead we needed.” 

He sounded excited, Lily noticed, though she never took her eyes off the road. She’d expected something like drugs, or trafficking of people, based on how much chaos had broken out in the precinct so suddenly, not cosmetics, but it didn’t feel out of character for this city. It was a weird place. 
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Saoirse’s relaxed, calm, late breakfast with Natalia was interrupted by Mike, a dark-skinned man in his late thirties who’d been with her for about three years, throwing open the doors to her deck. “The Garrison Group has started an assault on one of our warehouses!”

Saoirse gently put down the slice of melon on its way to her mouth and gave Natalia a gentle kiss on the forehead. “I’ll be back in a short while, my love.”

“Be careful,” Natalia said, her warm smile a ray of sunshine in the otherwise relatively grey day. 

Saoirse smirked. “You know me.”

“Exactly.”

Without wasting another moment, Saoirse whisked inside past Mike and grabbed her favorite boots and jacket, along with the hip holster holding her usual berretta. On the way downstairs to the garage, she listened to his hurried explanation of the assault. 

“They’ve just taken out the front guards, but Johnny was able to radio it in. Harry and Dick are holding them off right now, but I have no clue how long they’ll be able to keep it up.”

“How many?” Saoirse asked. 

“About fifteen. But I’m sure they’ve got backup nearby.”

Saoirse nodded, pensively. “I’ll go ahead. Make sure to cover the perimeter with the other guys and stop anyone else from going inside. I’ll back up Harry and Dick myself. I expect that Garrison will give the cops an ‘anonymous’ tip once he realizes that his little plan failed, so get ready to move the stuff at my signal.” She slipped on her boots and strapped on her holster before swinging a leg over her bike. “See you soon.”

Starting forward without waiting for a response, she pressed a button on her bike that would remote-control open the gates for the garage. A moment later, she was speeding through little-used alleyways and backstreets toward the warehouse in question. 

For the moment, the city was still quiet. Nothing unusual. At least the cops weren’t on the scent yet, then. Oliver had done a great job of keeping them away for the moment. 

Zipping through the city’s streets like a rat on ecstasy, she took corners so sharp her knees almost scraped the floor. Within four minutes, she was at the warehouse in question. The outer perimeter looked normal, except that the gate was opened, and no one seemed to be manning the guard’s hut. Saoirse didn’t even slow down as she directed her bike into the compound. A single glance into the hut as she sped past showed one of her guys leaning against a wall, his shoulder bleeding. She’d have to get someone to look after him later. For now, she needed to focus her attention elsewhere. Two more guys lay dead on the ground in front of the building. Not Her People, though. 

Shots echoed through the warehouse when Saoirse raced inside, her bike’s engine roaring. A few bullets barely missed her as they impacted the boxes she passed. 

Idiots.

Pinpointing from where the shots had come, Saoirse weaved her bike through the rows and stacks of shelves and boxes, taking care to keep cover as much as she could. They’d hear her approach, of course—a motorbike’s roar wasn’t exactly the kind of sound one could hide—but it wouldn’t matter. She’d already spotted Harry’s unmistakable ginger curls along one of the railings farther up, which was a very useful vantage point in this situation, and she had a feeling about where Dick had taken cover. Drawing the fire of the intruders meant that she could reveal the enemies’ positions to her own guys. In fact, Harry was already engaging in firing back at the first enemies. 

Saoirse had counted shots from about seven different spots, so either those were the only guys left, or some were smart enough to keep their cover for the moment or had abandoned their mission altogether. Saoirse didn’t care whether they ran. If they did, good for them, they’d live another day. If they didn’t... well, that was on them. 

Leaving one hand on the bike’s handle, Saoirse pulled her gun with the other, though it meant slowing down just a little. The moment she saw the person with the rifle peek out from his hiding spot, she shot. She aimed for his hands, but at the speeds she was going, it might hit any other exposed body part. He was flung backward, out of commission, one way or another. 

The warning shots and stray bullets were concentrated on her now, accuracy ever increasing. The only reason she was still evading them was because she took active measures to not present a predictable target by weaving and making sudden turns, along with taking cover behind shelves and mounts of boxes. Even though the number of bullets were increasing, the shooters were falling away, one by one, as Harry and Dick took the leads she was serving them on a silver platter. 

It was over in less than a minute. When the shots ceased, Saoirse let her revving engine die down and got off her bike to assess the damage. 

Harry and Dick joined her just a moment later—Dick clutching his bleeding shoulder, and Harry visibly limping. It wasn’t surprising they hadn’t come away without a scratch. Two against fifteen wasn’t exactly even numbers. 

Three of the assailants were dead, a further four had made off, while two were moaning, clutching various bleeding body parts, and the remaining four were unconscious and injured, but based on a quick pulse check, not in immediate danger of passing away. Those and the two out front accounted for the fifteen Johnny had called in. 

“We’ll probably be getting some visitors soon,” Saoirse told her two men. “Bring these guys with you back to HQ and get yourselves checked out. Johnny too.”

“We can help,” Harry protested. “We can—”

“You are helping,” Saoirse interrupted with a smile. “Mike and Dillan should be arriving any moment now, so they can help me with the cargo. If you can deal with these guys, that’s more than enough.”

Dick nodded. “Got it, boss.”

“Good.” Saoirse took one more glance at the group of men who’d been sent to take over the warehouse and frowned. The Garrison Group, hm? Something to look into. 

She turned on her heel and marched back outside while pulling her phone out of her pocket, dialing Mike’s number. He picked up immediately. 

“All clear,” she said. “Let’s try to be out in fifteen. Don’t think we’ve got much more than that.”

“Roger that,” he replied and hung up. 

As Saoirse reached the little guard hut in front, Johnny had just about managed to pull himself to the door, holding himself upright by the doorframe. 

He was swaying dangerously, and most of his clothing and open skin were splattered with blood, almost covering the tattoos along his arms, but his crooked grin was the same as usual. “Hey, boss. Nice to see you.”

He coughed, the sudden movement jerking his body almost back to his knees. 

Saoirse was beside him in an instant, propping him up using her own body. “Let’s get you back, shall we? Maybe I’ll even come visit you while you’re recovering.”

“That’d be... mighty nice,” Johnny mumbled, his eyes almost closing as he leaned on Saoirse with more than half his weight. 

Somehow, she managed to help him walk all the way to and through the warehouse, right up to the van waiting in the back. By the time they reached it, Harry and Dick were finishing up piling the other men into the back, so once Johnny was seated, they could drive off. 

The moment she handed Johnny over to Dick, Saoirse headed back to the warehouse where Mike and his faction had arrived and were working at swapping out the boxes. The place was like an anthill in motion. Sometimes Saoirse forgot how many people she had working for her, though she never forgot the individuals. Looking around, she knew each one of them by name and personal history. She’d spoken to all of them and knew what they were like, but seeing them all in one heap, or most of them anyway, was always a sight she couldn’t get used to, not even after almost a decade of it. 

Mike paused beside her for a second as he carried out one of the boxes. “We should be done in about two minutes, but we might not have time to deal with the mess.” He nodded to the spilled blood. 

Sirens in the distance reached Saoirse’s ears. Showtime.

“Make it one and a half. And leave the blood to me.”
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Benson directed Lily to the docks, and straight to one of the large, privately owned warehouses. The kind that had their own grounds and high stone walls and porter house. If the walls were any higher, it’d look like a very small prison masquerading as a cement block. 

Other police vehicles joined them along the way, all speeding toward the warehouse. Who or whatever was in there wasn’t going to get past the police, at least not without some insane, megalomaniac superweapon from a comic book or superhero film. 

Cops were rushing to surround the building, their guns raised as Lily and Benson left the car, both with a hand on their holsters. Lily wasn’t sure what exactly was awaiting her, but this looked like a significantly bigger deal than some contraband cosmetics warranted, in her opinion. How much resistance were they expecting, exactly? 

Still, the tension was high. She doubted the beat cops knew much more about what was going on than she did, so she stuck by Benson who glared at the building, as though he were trying to convince it to spill its secret by virtue of intimidation. 

After a long minute in which no one moved, Benson broke the silence. “I’m going in.”

“What?” Lily almost shouted. That was insane. If the situation was dangerous enough to justify this much back-up, there was no way it could be safe to just barge in through the front door—even if it was open!

Benson glanced at her. “They won’t shoot if I come for a chat. S’not Kennedy’s style. Feel free to come. Might be good to have you along.”

Trying to figure out just what he meant by that, almost threw Lily into a fit of rage. It was probably lucky for them both that Benson simply started marching toward the open warehouse, so all that was left for Lily to do was to follow him, quietly brooding while trying to remember if the name Kennedy struck any chord. 

It did. 

Just as they entered the building, Lily finally remembered the connections. While she hadn’t exactly been briefed on the names, she’d overhead the sergeant talk about “The Big Five” to one of the other detectives at one point. Kennedy had been one of the names in connection to those. At the time, she’d assumed that this was simply a matter of having singled out five of the most difficult of The Big Cases, but now, looking at the entourage they’d brought with them, she was beginning to think that this Kennedy might be a bigger deal than just a single case. Just what kind of criminal was he to warrant so much security and yet leave Benson feeling safe enough to just walk inside? 

“Kennedy? I’m guessing you’re still here. This is Detective Benson. I’m coming in with my associate, Detective Rose.” He walked inside without waiting for a reply. 

Lily hesitated for only moment in favor of throwing a glance to the sides of the compound. The whole thing was surrounded. No one could be stupid enough to shoot. Right? Of course, there was still the option of going for a hostage situation, something Benson clearly wasn’t worried about. No matter what was waiting for them inside, Lily wasn’t going to let him face it alone. 

It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim fluorescent lighting inside. The air was laden with dust, and she’d barely gone two steps in before it made her sneeze which gained her a look from Benson. She shrugged by way of apology and followed him through the rows of shelves packed with boxes. It was a large warehouse. Much larger than the amount of produce warranted. The shelves were stacked haphazardly, not really keeping in mind good order or note of stock. A lot of empty slots informed Lily that either this Kennedy had been expecting more shipments to come in, or that a decent amount of it had been moved recently. She hoped it was the former. It would be easier to handle. 

A familiar smell hung in the air, but it was mixed with other, flowery scents, so pinpointing it took Lily until she noticed a distinctive indentation in one of the metal shelves to realize what it was: The lingering fragrance of gunfire. A quick glance around at the boxes in her vicinity confirmed that none of them had any visible bullet holes. 

Frowning, she passed Benson who had taken up stance just beyond the row of shelves, where a large, open space opened up a decent view of the whole area and headed on toward the far wall near the southern corner of the building. Were those... carpets and space heaters? 

She didn’t make it all the way over when she suddenly heard the footfalls of heels on metal above her. Whirling around, Lily caught sight of the someone—a Caucasian woman dressed in tight jeans, black, calf-high, heeled boots, and a plain, figure-hugging grey T-shirt. Her strawberry blonde curls hung loose, framing her freckled face as the woman smirked down from the metal bannisters above them. 

“Detective Benson,” she called out, her melodic voice carrying a mild lilt Lily couldn’t immediately place. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”

Benson’s shoulders tensed at the sight of the woman, and Lily noticed his hand twitching toward his gun. 

“Kennedy,” Benson growled. “We’ve got you now. You’re busted. You’re under arrest. Anything you say can and will be used—”

“Oh, Benny,” the woman pouted. “You’re no fun. Besides, what exactly are you accusing me of? And stop fidgeting with that thing... I’m unarmed and alone, what am I gonna do? Please.”

She strolled, no, sauntered to the stairs leading down under the watchful eyes of Benson and Lily. This was the person they were here for? This Kennedy person? Judging by Benson’s behavior she had to be dangerous, but, as much as Lily tried to figure out why, Kennedy seemed harmless. She appeared to be about the same age as herself, and, as she had stated, was unarmed. The woman looked like she was the kind who enjoyed her spring break in Malibu or Miami with her impeccably painted face—an eyeliner with a wing so sharp it could slice a mango in half, and lipstick so red it might as well have been blood. Her green eyes wandered from Benson to Lily, and her smirk broadened to a genuine smile as her eyes lit up. 

“And who is this? Detective Rose, I presume?” she trilled. 

Lily was left to glare at the woman as she nodded. 

“It’s a pleasure,” Kennedy chirped. “Allow me to introduce myself. Saoirse Kennedy, at your service.” She turned to Benson, an eyebrow raised. “I’m surprised you guys let a woman into that boys’ club of yours. I approve.”

Her upbeat demeanor did little except elicit a growl from Benson. Lily decided it might be time for her to play a part in this. Whatever this actually was. 

“What happened here?” she asked, gesturing at the hall at large. 

“Whatever do you mean?” Kennedy replied, innocently batting her long eyelashes. Significantly too innocently. It was like she wasn’t even trying to hide the fact she was toying with them. 

Lily narrowed her eyes at the other woman. Kennedy appeared to actually find enjoyment in the situation, and Lily could for the life of her not comprehend how or why. Unless, of course, Kennedy had already ensured that Benson would find nothing incriminating here. 

Or perhaps this wasn’t an act at all, and she really was as clueless as she pretended to be... Except no. Kennedy’s sparkling eyes and the way she thrust her hip out along with that cocky smile of hers said more than any confession could. Unfortunately, those were not indictments that would hold up in a court of law. 

The urge to point out the bullet holes, and the lack thereof in the boxes was strong, but Lily knew better than to talk about that now. This wasn’t the place to pull a confession from Kennedy. Only the place to take her in. And it seemed at least like she wasn’t going to resist arrest. She almost seemed to be looking forward to it. 

“What’s in the boxes, Kennedy?” Benson nudged his head to the nearest shelf. 

“Artisanal soaps,” Kenned responded brightly. 

A snort escaped before Lily could contain it, which earned her a glare from Benson. “Let’s take a look,” she suggested, marching over to the shelves. “Miss Kennedy, mind doing us the honors?”

Kennedy smirked and nonchalantly strolled over to her. “Call me Saoirse.”

“I’d really rather not.”

She almost looked disappointed. “Oh, very well. Which of the boxes do you want me to open?”

Lily glanced along the row of inconsistent cardboard structures and picked one at random. It looked a little older than the others, the carboard faded and the corners more crooked. Determined, she marched over, picked it off the shelf, and brought it over to Kennedy. “This one.”

Kennedy frowned at the packing tape holding the package together, then she peeked back up at Lily. From this angle, her smile looked dangerous, reminding Lily of a lioness calculating the situation before preparing to jump at her prey. 
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