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CHAPTER 1
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Victoria

Los Angeles, California

I WAS DROWSY ON THE soft surface: my bed.

I sighed, curling deeper into the warm sheets. Then my eyes flew open in panic, and I shot out of bed, hurling the pillows to the floor.

“Shit, shit, shit!” I muttered, rushing into the bathroom and shedding my clothes along the way.

I was late, and John was going to kill me. He’d told me there was a meeting with every agent in the criminal analysis division, and he insisted on my presence. I didn’t know what his plans were for me inside the federal department. But I hoped they were good ones. That they’d benefit me.

I grabbed the fluffy white towel and wrapped myself in it, hunting through my chaotic closet like a madwoman for my clothes. Made a mental note to organize it as soon as possible.

My cat appeared in the bedroom, purring and rubbing against my legs.

“Not now, Flin! I’m late.” I sat on the bed, drying my feet, searching for my shoes.

Where the hell had they gone now?

I bent down and looked under the bed. Not there. I glanced at the clock on the nightstand.

“Eight-thirty!” I exclaimed in disbelief, unable to process how fast the hours had flown.

I huffed, stormed into the walk-in closet, and found the damn shoes.

I cut through the kitchen, filled Flin’s bowl with his cat food, grabbed my bag and keys, and slammed the door as I sprinted toward the elevator just as it was closing.

I parked the car in my spot, took off my sunglasses, and headed up to John Romanov’s office: my boss, who was going to skin me alive.

I opened the door and faced everyone in the room, all just waiting for... me. John stared at me with clear irritation and pointed to the empty chair, next to a tall guy with copper hair and the most cocky smirk I’d ever seen.

I shot him an apologetic look, then settled at the table, waiting for John to speak.

“Good. We can finally start.” He said, eyes on me. I blushed, no question. “As you all know, there’s a case slipping out of our control. And that’s not good!” He warned, pacing the room and typing a name onto his laptop screen.

“The White clan has been giving us a lot of trouble.” He pointed to the name and turned the screen toward us. “They’re clever and slippery. They always slip through our systems. And when you’re facing an opponent this... intelligent... why not put the case in the hands of the most competent—and equally intelligent—people in our department?” He looked at me.

“What do you say, Agent Carter? Good case, isn’t it?” He sat down, waiting for my response.

I was buzzing with happiness. I couldn’t believe he was handing this case over to me. I’d been developing theories and attack plans against this mafia for ages. This was everything I needed.

“Yeah, of course! It’s a great case.” I grinned, excited. He nodded, grabbed some papers, and handed a few to the guy next to me.

“Then it’s settled. Agent Carter, the case is yours.” I smiled, taking the papers he handed me. “And Agent Blake will be your partner on this one.” My smile vanished as I watched this so-called Agent Blake flash me a smug, sleazy grin.

I couldn’t believe John had done this to me. I worked better alone. God damn it!

“Uh... John. I mean, Chief Romanov, I’m not sure that’s a good idea...” I started, trying to explain why I should handle this case alone, but he cut me off.

“I said ‘it’s settled,’ Agent Carter.” He said firmly, locking eyes with me.

I swallowed hard and nodded reluctantly. There was no arguing with John. Once he’d made up his mind, no one could change it.

“Now meet your partner and bring me a solved case. Understood?” We nodded, and he gestured toward Agent Blake in front of me.

I extended my hand to him. He just stared at it for what felt like hours. I would’ve slapped it away if John hadn’t been watching. I saw that infuriating smirk creep onto the corner of his lips, and he looked at me with sharp, green eyes that held something mysterious behind his cocky facade.

“Nathan Blake.” He finally said, returning my handshake.

“Victoria Carter.” I said through clenched teeth.

Something told me this partnership was going to be a disaster.

[image: ]

JOHN TOLD US TO SPEED up the attack plans. And I was trying, I swear I was. But my new “partner” wasn’t cooperating.

What the hell was his problem?

If he was like this on the first day, I couldn’t imagine the days ahead.

I slammed the papers down on the table and stared at his face. His furrowed brow as he analyzed the documents on the Whites‘ illegal operations.

“I don’t think we should intercept them at this exact point.” He said, pointing to a spot on the map where the next shipment of contraband was supposed to be unloaded.

I let out an exasperated huff and a long, tired sigh. I ran my hands through my hair, trying to stay calm, when all I wanted to do was shove his face into those papers.

This was the third time he’d disagreed with something I suggested. If he wasn’t doing it just to piss me off, I couldn’t tell, but he was succeeding.

“If you paid attention, Agent Carter, you’d see I’m right about this.” He muttered without looking at me, and my jaw dropped.

“Are you calling me incompetent?!” I snapped, stepping closer to him. He didn’t move. Didn’t even change his posture. Completely ignored me.

“Incompetent isn’t quite the word.” He said calmly.

Son of a bitch!

“Listen here, Agent Blake...” I said his name with contempt, just as John walked in and cut me off.

“So? How’s it going?” He smiled, glancing at Nathan, then noticed my furious expression. “Problem, Agent Carter?”

“No, Chief. None.” I muttered, crossing my arms and trying to breathe normally.

I watched Nathan explain his theories to John, challenging, ignoring, and dismissing every single one of mine.

A massive wave of rage swelled inside me.

This was the kind of case I’d dreamed of solving my entire life. And Nathan Blake was destroying it.

I decided to play his game and see how far he’d take it. I leaned back against the table and listened to his words. John approved his ideas. I tried pushing back, too. Maybe it would work.

“Chief, I don’t agree that this is the safest route.” I said calmly. Both of them looked up at me. “I mean, if they somehow know where the blind spots are, why would they specifically pass through this one?” I placed my finger on the red-marked spot on the map.

John seemed to consider my opinion. Nathan, on the other hand, laughed, as if my assumptions were absurd.

“No. No chance, Agent Carter.” He dismissed me again. “That’s exactly why they’ll go through there. Because they think it won’t be monitored.” He let out a cocky laugh. “But we’re already handling that. You should pay more attention.” He taunted, turning back to the papers.

“Agent Blake is right, Agent Carter. It’s a solid plan.”

I stared at John in disbelief. How could he just brush me off like that?!

I stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind me. I grabbed my hair, standing still in the hallway. I inhaled and exhaled, over and over.

“Calm down, Victoria... calm down.” I whispered to myself.

I wouldn’t be able to solve anything if Nathan wouldn’t let me work. I had to stand my ground. I couldn’t stay quiet and just follow all his orders. This case was mine. Only mine.

John walked past me, giving me a harsh look. He patted my shoulder and said, “Get a grip.” I rolled my eyes as he walked away. Easy for him to say when he didn’t have to deal with that cocky, moody, extremely insufferable bastard. Well, maybe not entirely insufferable... He was kind of cute, actually. But he suffered from a severe case of chronic assholeness.

Either way, I’d have to put up with him until we closed this case. And I really hoped it wouldn’t take too long.
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CHAPTER 2
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Victoria

I GOT TO THE FBI EXTREMELY early. Even John hadn’t arrived yet. And certainly not that pain in the ass Blake.

I dropped my bag on the desk and slid into my chair, turning on the computer as I went.

Since Agent Blake wants to do everything himself, I’ll follow his example. I’m going to start mapping out my own plans.

My fingers raced across the keys, turning my ideas into digital letters. My theories, my attack plans, everything. I would create files and find a way to put them into action. Let’s see who’s better at this, Nathan Blake.

I didn’t get here by accident.

I was so focused I didn’t notice him approaching.

“Well, well. Someone woke up feeling like working today,” he jabbed.

I kept staring at the screen in front of me and ignored his attempt to get under my skin first thing in the morning.

I saw his movements out of the corner of my eye. He walked to his desk, turned on his laptop, and took off his brown jacket, hanging it over the back of his chair. He grabbed some papers from the drawer and walked over, tossing them onto my desk, the dull thud filling the silent room.

I lifted my gaze to him. And picked up the papers, examining them.

“What’s this?”

“Can’t you read?” he growled. I glared at him.

“Are you always like this, or is it just me?” I asked, irritated.

He rolled his eyes.

“It’s definitely you,” he said, staring at me seriously.

I ignored his words. Truth was, if I didn’t want to become a murderer, I’d have to ignore him completely.

“These are the attack plans we’re going to follow, Agent Carter.”

“What?!” I looked at him, shocked. “No! No way! I haven’t even presented my—” he cut me off.

“John already signed off, as you can see. It’s official.”

I flipped to the last pages and read John’s signature, complete with a flourish on the J and the R of his last name.

I felt my blood heat up and a massive rage seep through my pores at being left behind. Literally.

“This case is mine, Blake,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Nobody’s saying otherwise. I’m just offering my help, as requested.” He shrugged.

“You’re not helping! Don’t you realize the only thing you’ve done is impose yourself on everything and everyone? You don’t know how to work as a team!” I shouted.

“And you do, Carter?” he mocked, holding my blazing stare.

“I’m not the one forcing my will on everyone,” I shot back, and he smiled.

Ugh! How I hate that stupid little laugh.

“Someone has to do the work around here, don’t you think?”

“I honestly can’t anymore...” I muttered, exhausted. “I’m going to ask John to remove me from this case. Excuse me.” I pushed my chair back, dropping the papers on the desk, and left.

I felt his grip on my arm. I turned to face him.

“You give up that easily?” he asked, his green eyes fixed on me.

“I don’t waste myself on things I can avoid,” I muttered, pulling my arm from his grasp and slamming the door behind me.

[image: ]

TALKING TO JOHN WAS useless. He ignored me and refused to take me off the case. And he even asked me not to cause problems with “Agent Blake.”

I was lost in this madness.

This wasn’t what I imagined when I dreamed of making my mark in the federal department.

I let out a tired sigh and Megan looked at me.

She was the computer genius around here. And she analyzed profiles like nobody else. There wasn’t anything she couldn’t find out about someone’s life. She dug up everything. Even the kindergarten the person attended. We had a lot in common in that regard. She analyzed profiles. I analyzed people. She searched from the outside, I looked into the soul. In the end, both approaches were connected.

“What’s with the face? Aren’t you happy to have a Greek god like that as a partner?” she said mischievously.

“That ‘Greek god’ is a monster!” I vented, and she laughed.

“I’d take a monster like that,” she sighed, staring into space. I snorted, leaving her there alone with her silly daydreams.

I ran into him in the hallway, talking to the guys from the information division. John’s son was among them. He was a special agent, wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps.

I pretended not to see them and walked quickly toward my office. His voice stopped me mid-step.

“Victoria!” I turned to find him standing a few yards away, coming toward me.

“Hi, Alec,” I greeted awkwardly.

He laughed.

“Where are you rushing off to?”

“I... I have things to take care of. Lots of things.” I think I confused him with my disjointed words.

“Don’t you want to grab a coffee with me first?” He smiled sideways, and I saw Nathan watching us from where he stood.

I agreed.

“Yeah, let’s go,” I said, seeing his eyes light up as he hooked my arm through his while we walked to the cafeteria.

He waved smiling at the guys, who winked mischievously. Except Nathan. He stared at me seriously and didn’t find the situation funny. I smiled inwardly at being able to annoy him.

Two minutes later he showed up at the cafeteria, announcing the system had flagged an invasion by the mafia and we needed to go there immediately. I had no choice but to go. And in the end, I didn’t get my coffee. Alec seemed disappointed, but we agreed to have dinner another day. And there wasn’t time to set a place because Nathan seemed too rushed to solve the problem, and he dragged me, literally, by the arm.

When we got to the location, there was nothing. Absolutely nothing. Not even tire tracks, not a cat rummaging through the trash.

I stared at Nathan, who was calm.

“Are you sure it was here?” I scanned the area with my eyes.

“If I weren’t sure, we wouldn’t be here,” he answered sharply.

“Why don’t you just admit you were wrong, huh, Blake?”

“Because I wasn’t wrong, Carter!” he exclaimed, annoyed. “If you hadn’t wasted time at that cafeteria with the boss’s son, we would’ve gotten here in time.”

I stared at him in disbelief.

“You’re blaming me?”

“I don’t see anyone else to blame here.” He turned his back on me and walked back to the car.

I got in, slamming the door as hard as I could, and felt the car rock. He stared at me, irritated.

“Do you always take your anger out on objects like that?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Only when I can’t take it out on the person.” I looked at him, making it clear he was the target. He shook his head and put the car in gear.

Alec kept pushing for the rest of the day to get my phone number. And I was tempted to be very rude and tell him to go fuck himself. Whatever patience I had left, Nathan had made me lose. But I swallowed some of my irritation and asked him to look it up in the system. I was swamped with papers to analyze; he understood, leaving me alone for the rest of the day.

Every now and then I’d catch him staring at me. But he’d look away whenever it happened.

Crazy.

I took longer than necessary, hoping he’d leave. But he was taking his time finishing his work too.

He was definitely meeting someone here and was stalling, waiting for everyone to go home.

I finished putting away the rest of my things and turned off the computer. He stared at me when I stood up and grabbed my bag.

“Leaving already?” he asked, surprised.

“I’m done for today. See you tomorrow.” I opened the door, and he stopped me.

“I’ll walk you out,” he said, closing his laptop and grabbing his jacket.

“You don’t have to. Thanks.”

“Why? Are you waiting for someone?” I rolled my eyes, and he waited for my response.

“Of course not.”

“So? Let’s go?” He held the door for me. I passed him, clutching my bag. He followed me.

I guess he wasn’t meeting anyone after all.

I got into his car, watching him glide carefully through the chaotic end-of-day traffic in Los Angeles.

I felt more comfortable than I wanted to admit inside this car, here with grumpy him beside me. But that didn’t last long.

“You should forget your little flings and focus on this case. You know what John expects of you.” I looked at his concentrated profile as he waited for the light to change.

“That’s my business, don’t you think?” I didn’t care if I sounded rude. He stared at me for two seconds and smirked.

“I think it’s going to be a real problem.”

“And that has nothing to do with you!” I snapped, trying to keep control.

“The moment it compromises your performance at work, it does have something to do with me. Because I’m involved too.” I snorted, looking at the cars stopped beside us.

“That’s NOT what’s compromising my work, Blake!” Sarcasm dripped from my words. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, and the light turned green.

“You want to know what I think? I think you’re not as competent as you think you are. And John is very mistaken to leave a case as complex as this in your hands.” He said all of this without looking at me.

I felt my chest rise and fall with my accelerated breathing. I let out a nervous little laugh and went back to watching the street without answering.

A few minutes later, he spoke again.

“You’re not even going to defend yourself?”

“What for? So you can attack me again? No thanks. The only smart thing I can do is keep quiet and prove what I’m capable of down the line.” I spoke very slowly, making him glance at me sideways.

I noticed we were near the restaurant close to my building. Just one more block, and I’d be in the safety of my home. I decided to walk. I was suffocating in here with this insufferable man.

“You can stop here. I’ll walk,” I said, slinging my bag over my shoulder, and he looked at me.

“I said I’d take you home, not to the corner. Are you some kind of prostitute or something?”

My mouth dropped open in shock at his words, and I think I didn’t manage to hide it. I opened the car door while still moving and would have jumped if he hadn’t grabbed my jacket with his fingers, pulling me back.

“Have you lost your mind?!” he shouted, startled, pulling the door shut.

I was trembling. Rage, adrenaline, I couldn’t tell. I just wanted to get away from him.

I crossed my arms, and he was still looking at me, shocked by my reaction.

“All that because I used the word ‘prostitute’ as an example? I didn’t mean to call you a—” I cut him off.

“Do me a favor?” He stopped, paying attention. “Shut your mouth!” I spat, full of rage.

He furrowed his brow and opened his mouth but no sound came out. His fingers tightened on the steering wheel, and I noticed the car speed up slightly. In less than a minute, he stopped in front of my building, and I pushed hard against the door. It was locked. I looked at him reluctantly. His hand pressed the button that unlocked the door, and I got out without looking back. Without thanking him. He didn’t deserve my gratitude.

Obnoxious asshole!

When I lay down in my bed, exhausted, only one person dominated my mind: Nathan.

I squeezed my eyes shut tight and tried to make sleep come faster.

Tomorrow I’d have another long, hateful day beside that... idiot.
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CHAPTER 3
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Victoria

Months Later

I STARED AT THE GRAY sky with zero desire to get out of bed.

It was considerably cold today, and my mood was matching the weather. Looking at Nathan’s face was the last thing I wanted to do.

I set my feet on the floor and touched Flin’s soft fur as he slept on the rug. He purred, and I laughed as I walked to the bathroom.

After a hot shower and bundling up to face the day outside—which promised rain, though you could never be sure; California’s weather was one of the best—I loved that I didn’t have to deal with rain every day like back home in Seattle. I only kind of missed the snow. It wasn’t common around here. Not on this side, anyway, which was more coastal, surrounded by beaches and their salty breeze. The place where a little snow did fall was in the mountains to the west. Bear Mountain was gorgeous this time of year.

I parked the car and crossed the street with quick steps, pulling my hood over my head to shield myself from the raindrops just starting to fall. I walked into the Starbucks where I usually bought my precious coffee. I was nobody without my morning coffee. It was practically a ritual.

I went back to the car balancing both cups and drove toward the FBI office.

I got out of the parking lot holding my bag and shook out my damp hair from the recent drizzle. Megan smiled at me when I left a cup on her desk, and I went straight to my office.

I set my coffee—still hot and steaming—on my desk and leaned down to turn on my laptop. I took a sip of the precious liquid, focusing on the file in my email, when Nathan walked in and startled me. I knocked the cup over, spilling the rest of my coffee all over the papers.

“Jesus! You scared?” He laughed in my face.

“Look what you did!” I whined, staring at the soaked papers.

“Me? You did it.”

“Because of you!” I pointed a finger at him.

“You can make copies later, don’t worry. Were they important?” He looked at me, unconcerned.

I think my eye twitched.

“Everything here is important,” I hissed, crumpling the papers. “Including the coffee.”

“This is all over a coffee?” He sounded incredulous. “I’ll buy you another one, don’t worry.” He sat down in his chair.

“Don’t worry,” I muttered, staring at his calm face. “In case you didn’t know, Blake, there are two words that have a huge impact on my life, and I’ve learned not to trust their surface meaning.” He turned his attention to me. “And ‘don’t worry’ is one of them!”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about how when someone tells me not to worry, it means I SHOULD worry.”

“I already said I’ll pay for your coffee. Let’s just work, that’s better.” He went back to his computer.

I kept staring at him for a few minutes until I sighed, walked to the trash can, and threw in the coffee-soaked paper ball I had in my hands. And I slammed the door as hard as I could when I left.

I was sure he was pissed now.

Good. Real good.

I heard Megan’s voice pulling me out of my homicidal thoughts.

“Mm, already going at it this early?” She laughed.

“Nobody is going at it here, Megan!” I snapped, watching her roll her eyes.

“Not yet...” she murmured.

“For your information, he’s the last person I’d ever go for.” I tried to sound convincing, and she shook her head, laughing.

“So that’s how you work, Carter?”

His voice sounded behind me, and I felt my heart race frantically from the shock. My face went hot, and I think I blushed. Megan stared at me, amused. I turned around, trying not to show that his reprimand had affected me.

“If some asshole hadn’t ruined my work, I wouldn’t be here.” He held my gaze. Serious.

He seemed annoyed by my words. He turned around and slammed the door behind him.

Megan looked at me with concern.

“I think you’ve got a problem, Vic.”

“Solving problems is my job, Megan.” I smiled at her and walked to Peter’s office. I was going to ask him to get me other copies of the papers.

What I wouldn’t give to know what Nathan was thinking... Him and his damn habit of swallowing the words he should be letting out.

One day I’ll get it out of him. I want to see him turned inside out.

Peter got my copies, and I stayed working at his desk. We were from different departments, but that didn’t get in the way of my work—on the contrary, just not having to look at Nathan’s grumpy face was enough to keep my work moving.

I asked him to grab my laptop from my office. I needed some files, and they couldn’t be opened on any computer but mine.

Two minutes later, he came back empty-handed and looked at me awkwardly.

“Blake wouldn’t let me bring it. Sorry.”

“Who does he think he is!” I shouted, and he cringed a little. “I’m sorry, Peter. You have nothing to do with this.” I muttered, sitting back down. “I’ll go over there myself.”

I gathered the papers and walked with furious steps toward that wolf’s den. My urge was to slap that cynical face of his.

He was on the phone when I walked in, and his eyes shot over to me. I yanked the laptop off the desk and bent down to grab the charger that had fallen at my feet. He watched my movements and said goodbye to the person on the phone, coming toward me. He took the laptop out of my hands and set it back on the desk, keeping his eyes on me.

“You work here. If you don’t want to be part of this division anymore, ask John for a transfer.”

“I work wherever I want, Blake. I can work on the roof of this building if I feel like it, as long as I do MY job.” We were so close I could feel his breath on my face.

I grabbed the laptop again, and his hand flew fast over mine, pinning it to the desk.

“Stop being such a brat, Carter,” he murmured. “You’re throwing this little tantrum all because of that coffee, and it’s beyond childish.” I pulled my hand away and saw his crooked, mocking smile threatening to break through.

I grabbed the papers back and walked to the door. It was locked.

“Open this fucking door, Blake!” I stared at him with insane rage. I was about to punch him.

He went to his desk and sat down again, ignoring my pissed-off face.

“Open. This. Door!” I shouted, on the verge of losing it.

“Sit down, Carter. And do your work.” He said it without looking at me and signed some papers.

He was treating me like a child. So I was going to act like one.

I lunged at him with all my rage and slapped his face—something I’d wanted to do for a long time. He took a few seconds to react and realize I actually had the nerve to do it, then grabbed my wrists hard, dodging my blows. My nail scraped his skin, and he yelped.

“Stop it! Have you lost your mind?!” He stood up, still holding me.

“You don’t want to see me crazy. Open the door!”

“I’m not opening it. Stop it.” I slapped him again, and he pinned me against his chest, holding my wrists behind my back while I struggled.

Today’s the day I kill him, Nathan Blake.

I squealed, trying to break free, but the bastard was strong.

“Let me go!” I felt him squeeze tighter. “Argh! I’m suffocating,” I complained, out of breath.

“Good. Maybe you’ll pass out and stop throwing a tantrum.” I heard him laugh.

I head-butted his chest, and my head spun. What was this man made of? Granite?

“Oh, you really want to play that game?” he asked, amused by the situation. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“But I do!” I roared, biting the curve between his shoulder and neck, making him let go as he stared at me in disbelief.

“You bit me?” He touched the spot, wincing.

“Be grateful I don’t have a gun.”

“You’re insane!”

“Yes, I’m insane. And you don’t want to be locked in here with a crazy woman, do you? Give me the key.” I held out my hand, waiting, and he stared at me with his jaw clenched. He shook his head no, and I huffed.

“If you bite me again, I swear I’ll bite back! And the place I’m thinking of biting is a thousand times worse.” He threatened with a smile.

I punched his chest, making him hit the wall. His smile vanished suddenly, and he looked at me seriously. I stopped my hand on his chest. We were too close. His head tilted toward mine, and his nose touched mine.

A click went off in my mind, and I pulled away, going to sit at my desk with my heart racing. I turned on the laptop and decided to work right there. I heard him clear his throat and go to his desk too. I didn’t look at him.

Was he about to kiss me?

Good thing it didn’t happen. Our relationship was already hard enough without adding that into the mix.

We didn’t speak for the rest of the day. He went home before me. I breathed a sigh of relief when I was alone.

I hope this awkward mood is gone by tomorrow.

I grabbed my bag, packed the papers I’d take home to analyze, and turned off the lights as I left the office.
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“FLIN?” I CALLED, TURNING on the lights and tossing the key onto the coffee table.

He meowed and appeared, rubbing against my legs. I bent down, picked him up, and stroked his gray fur.

I put out food for him and went upstairs to shower. The overcast weather from earlier had radically changed in the middle of the afternoon, and it was sunny for the rest of the day. Which made the night a little stuffy.

I came downstairs wearing only my boxers and a black tank top. I grabbed the frozen lasagna and put it in the microwave, letting it run long enough to make it edible. My mother was always on my case about my eating habits. She still hadn’t accepted that in my line of work, time was something extremely hard to come by. And I couldn’t waste whatever I managed to get.

My father was another one who still hadn’t gotten used to my choice. He was police chief in Seattle, but he literally freaked out when I got accepted into the FBI. He said it wasn’t the kind of work he imagined me doing. But despite everything, they supported me. My parents weren’t the type to force their dreams on their kid. Sure, they had imagined things for me, but they always let me make my own choices. There was only one condition: that it made me happy. I admired them for that.

The microwave beeped, snapping me out of it, and the smell of lasagna filled the whole kitchen, making it clear it was ready. I put it on a plate and sat on the couch, turning on the TV, where some Netflix show was playing. I took a steaming forkful to my mouth and felt my eyes water. My phone rang. It was my mom. She called me every day.

“Hey, Violet.” I knew it bugged her when I called her that, so I did it just to annoy her.

“Don’t call me that, young lady! I didn’t carry you for nine months and go through those horrible pains just to hear you treat me like some nobody!” she scolded, and I laughed.

“Sorry, Mom.”

“Ah, that’s better. What did you do today?”

“The usual.” I went back to eating my food before it got cold.

“Did you have dinner yet?” Worry poured out of her voice.

“I’m having dinner now,” I said with my mouth full.

“I hope you’re eating properly. Those canned things make you gain weight, sweetheart.” I laughed, remembering her obsession with greens, vegetables, and all that green stuff. My mother didn’t eat meat. I mean, she did for a while. But after my dad, Tom, hunted a rabbit and brought it home, she turned into a full-blown vegetarian.

“It’s lasagna, Mom. Don’t worry, it has corn.”

“Oh, big deal.” I knew she was rolling her eyes now. I had the same habit.

I heard a noise. Sounded like she dropped something. And then his voice in the background.

“What happened?” I asked.

“Your father just came in making a mess,” she said, annoyed, and I heard him laugh. I shook my head, smiling too. I missed them so much.

“Vic? Are you listening to me?”

“Yeah, Mom, I am.”

“Your father wants to know if you’re coming for Christmas with us?”

“I don’t know yet, Mom. I’ll call to let you know if I’m coming, okay?” I heard her sigh.

“Okay,” she murmured.

“I have to hang up because I have some work to finish. I love you. And I love Dad too.” She laughed, sniffing.

My mom was such a crybaby.

“We love you too. Take care of yourself and eat properly, you hear?”

“I promise.” She made a kissing sound, and I hung up.

I set the phone aside and left the dirty plate in the sink. I had more important things to do.

The next day when I got to the agency, there was a cappuccino from my favorite Starbucks waiting for me on my desk. I looked for Nathan, but there was no sign of him. Must have been him. I took a sip, and it was hot. So it hadn’t been there long. I found a little card next to it. He had scribbled “Have a good day!” on it. I smiled without meaning to.

Guess the day would be good after all.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 4
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Victoria

THE DAYS WITH NATHAN were brutal. He never let up.

Three attempts to take down the Whites had gone to shit because of him. Time was slipping through my fingers, and this case was going nowhere. A nagging suspicion started gnawing at me. Nathan was off, and it wasn’t in my head. I started noticing he was giving the wrong coordinates—deliberately throwing us off the real target. And I caught myself wondering if he was behind all three escapes of the White women.

But I pushed those thoughts away. After all, he was an FBI agent. One of the best. What the hell would he gain from it?

I forced myself to kill that stupid idea. I couldn’t let my anger at him fabricate shit that wasn’t there.

“Vic, get over here!” Megan called, eyes glued to her computer.

I walked over and saw the surveillance footage on the screen. A street near the docks.

It was one of the White women—I couldn’t tell which. She had two men with her. They were moving through a remote area leading to Santa Monica Pier. I checked the timestamp on the right corner of the screen. This was happening right now. She was there right now. Megan looked at me, thinking the same thing.

This was my chance.

“Where’s Blake?” I asked, jotting down the coordinates.

“No idea. Haven’t seen him in a while.”

“This is my shot, Megan!” I grinned, tucking my gun into its holster.

She gave me a worried look.

“You’re going alone?” Her voice went shrill.

“Of course. I need to check it out quietly. No alarms. I have to make them feel comfortable if I want to catch them. And I will catch them.”

“No, Vic! That’s insane. I’m calling for backup.” She started typing, and I grabbed her hands.

“Don’t screw this up, Megan,” I hissed. “I know what I’m doing.” She nodded, not thrilled.

I grabbed the keys to my Mercedes and bolted out. I slammed into Nathan at the front door and groaned. He gave me a concerned look.

“What happened? Why are you so wired?”

“Nothing. Excuse me.” I tried to push past him, but he grabbed my wrist and stopped me cold.

“You’re acting weird, and that’s not good. What are you up to, Carter?”

“I’m not up to anything!” I yanked my arm away, pissed.

“I’m coming with you,” he decided.

“What?! No!”

“We’re not arguing about this. I’m coming with you.” I huffed and walked ahead. He made me get into his car.

He tossed me the keys and let me drive. I filled him in about the White woman while I floored the gas. For a second, he looked lost, but then he snapped right back to his usual self. Annoying, arrogant, insufferable.

I parked a little way off from the spot I saw in the video and got out, pulling my hair into a ponytail. He stared at me.

“What?” I asked, adjusting my revolver.

“Nothing,” he said flatly. “I’m going this way, you go that way. I’ll meet you in a bit. Don’t do anything stupid.” He took off before I could even speak.

I slipped into the second alley ahead of me. It was dark, the only sound the waves crashing on the beach.

I moved carefully, keeping close to the cold wall. I held my gun out in front, finger on the trigger. I had to be ready. This wasn’t your average criminal. This was the White clan. A mafia run by women—brilliant, dangerous, and untouchable. No one had ever been able to get their hands on them. But I would. Or my name isn’t Victoria Carter.

I scanned the place thoroughly. My eyes locked onto two guys hauling huge cans toward a van parked in a dark alley.

Smuggling. I was sure of it.

I moved in closer to get a better look and bumped into a pile of trash bags. They tumbled over, drawing eyes right to where I was hiding.

“Shit,” I muttered, my heart hammering as I heard fast footsteps closing in.

Where the hell was that asshole Nathan?!

Ever since he became my partner, I hadn’t been able to close a single goddamn case! I backed up carefully, slipping into the dark alley behind me. The big guy stopped right where I’d been, staring at the trash bags. He scratched his chin, thoughtful, then turned around—probably thinking a stray cat had knocked them over.

I let out a breath I didn’t even know I was holding, and a hand clamped over my mouth, muffling my startled scream.

I turned slowly, facing the tall, strong man in front of me. I sighed in exasperation, pulled his hand away, and shoved him hard.

“Where the hell were you, you dumb bastard?!” I snapped, unable to control my irritation. Mostly because I’d shown weakness.

He laughed. That smug laugh I’d hated since the first time I met him.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” he hissed.

I huffed and walked away, but he grabbed my jacket and yanked me back.

I glared at him, fucking furious. He knew I hated that kind of contact. I pressed my gun into his stomach and held the trigger.

“If you ever touch me like that again, you’ll leave here missing a piece,” I said through gritted teeth. The bastard just laughed.

“Then we’ll be two,” he said, and I felt a hard barrel poke into my gut.

“You wouldn’t dare,” I challenged.

Something flickered in his eyes—I couldn’t place it.

“Try me,” he murmured, holding my gaze.

I stayed frozen, trying to figure out if he was serious or just messing around. His face gave nothing away. I had no idea what was going through his head.

And me—I was always so good at reading people. With him, it was almost impossible.

His grip on my waist tightened, and it pissed me off. I shoved his chest hard and pulled away. I holstered my revolver as I walked toward the black, armored Jaguar waiting for me on the next corner.

I breathed slowly, trying to calm the rage boiling inside me—and the urge to kill him right then and there. I hated his lame jokes. His cocky smile. His goddamn perfect body. I hated that I couldn’t read him.

Nathan Blake was hiding a secret. And I was going to find out what it was.

Sooner or later, he’d slip. Nobody’s so perfect they leave no trace.

He got in the car and slammed the door. He stared at me for a moment, and I pretended not to notice. I felt the engine rumble under my feet, spreading up through my legs, as the car pulled away.

I looked out the window at the dark sky. A few stars were peeking through thick, cotton-candy clouds. I closed my eyes. I wanted the peace of my bed. My home. To be as far away from that asshole as possible.

“Falling asleep?” he whispered, making me jump.

I realized the car had stopped in front of my building.

“No.” I grabbed my bag, still annoyed from our earlier fight, got out, slammed the door, and walked away without looking back.

I heard his tires screech against the asphalt as he drove off.

Asshole.
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“MORNING, MEGAN.” I kissed her cheek as she typed furiously at her computer.

“Morning, Vic.” She smiled at me. “How’d it go? Find anything?”

I huffed, remembering last night.

“Agent Blake messed everything up again,” I muttered, annoyed. “I was this close when—”

“When I saved you from taking a bullet right between the eyes.”

His voice made me jump, and I stared at him standing in the doorway, looking pissed.

Megan looked at both of us and laughed quietly.

“That’s not true!” I snapped.

“Oh, really?”

“No!” I hissed, glaring at him.

“Fine, Agent Carter. You want to play superhero? Go ahead.”

“I’m not playing anything!” My voice went up an octave.

Damn it. Why did this man get under my skin so much?

He shook his head, walked over to Megan, and handed her some papers.

“Can you take care of this for me, Agent Greene?”

“Sure, Nathan!” She smiled at him, and he ignored the fact she’d used his first name.

When he walked past me, he bumped into me on purpose, making me stumble. Megan fanned herself, pointing at his back, and licked her lips. I rolled my eyes.

He opened the door, and Camille walked in, flashing a fake smile.

“Oh, hi, Agent Blake,” she cooed, making a ridiculous pout.

“Hey, Camille.” He smiled at her and left.

Wait. “Camille”?

He called her by her first name?

And gave her a little smile?

Ridiculous. Both of them.

Megan looked at me.

“Hmm. So we know he likes blonds.” She laughed, high-fiving Camille.

I ignored their giggles and bullshit for the rest of the afternoon.

Why did I feel so irritated? For God’s sake, Victoria. It’s just asshole Nathan. Get a grip.

“Vic? Victoriaaa?” I blinked at Megan.

“Huh?”

“You wanna go out tonight? It’s our day off. Come hang with the crew. It’ll be fun.” Her voice grated on me.

“I don’t know, Megan,” I muttered, going back to typing names into my notebook.

“Oh, come on, Vic! We need to have some fun. Stop being such a grump,” she whined.

“Who’s going?” I asked, pretending not to care.

“Well, everyone from our unit. And Camille is trying to convince Nathan to come too,” she said, excited.

“I’m not going,” I said firmly, fighting the urge to yank Camille out by her hair.

“But why? Because of Nathan?”

“No. That’s not it, Megan. I just have a ton of work to do.”

She gave me a skeptical look. She didn’t buy it, but shrugged and dropped it.

Later, John called me into his office. He wanted results on the White case. Three months, and nothing. How was I supposed to tell him it was his golden boy Nathan’s fault?

“Chief, I promise I’ll get it done. Just give me a little more time to organize—”

“More? Honestly, Agent Carter, I expected more from you. When I insisted on putting this case in your hands, I trusted your responsibility and your intelligence to solve it! How can you spend three months trying and still ask me for more time?! This is absurd! Not to mention that Nathan told me you almost ruined the mission last night.”

“I’m sorry, John,” was all I said. I knew better. When John made up his mind, there was no changing it.

He shook his head, annoyed, and dismissed me with a wave. I held back tears and walked out as fast as I could.

My chest heaved from the effort of holding in the sobs threatening to rip through me.

It was the first time I’d ever felt weak enough to cry at work.

I angrily wiped away a stray tear and bumped into someone as I turned the corner.

Nathan caught me, holding me against him, his brow furrowed.

“Hey, what happened?” He pretended to care.

I pulled away, glaring at him.

“Go to hell!” I spat.

He looked shocked. I ran, getting out of there as fast as I could.

I kicked off my shoes in the middle of the living room, and Flin meowed, rubbing against my legs.

“Come here, baby.” I scooped him up and flopped onto the couch, settling him on my stomach. I stroked his soft fur, and he purred contentedly.

My phone rang, making him jump. I laughed.

“Hello?” I said, dead tired.

“Vic! You’re not coming, are you? We’re waiting. And Nathan didn’t show up.” She whispered the last part.

I sighed. Megan was relentless.

“Fine. I’ll be there in...” I checked my watch. “Five minutes.”

“Okay! We’ll be waiting!” She hummed and laughed before hanging up.

I was going. Straight to my bed.

I took a shower. Put on my pajamas. Turned off my phone. And fell into my soft sheets.

Megan was going to hate me tomorrow. But tonight, the drinks would keep her from noticing whether I was there or not.

Minutes later, I fell asleep, exhausted.
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CHAPTER 5
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Victoria

“AGENT CARTER! ANY NEWS on the case?” John approached, staring at me as I leaned over my desk.

“We have a new lead.” I spoke excitedly, watching his eyes sweep the room.

“And Agent Blake, where is he?”

“Haven’t seen him since early this morning.” I shrugged.

He nodded, turning his attention back to what I had to say.

“Tell me about this lead.” He dragged a chair over and sat down.

“Well, I asked Peter to trace a call that was made near the monitoring tower, close to the pier.” He nodded. “The phone was dumped right after, in a trash can. But we think this call is connected to the Whites.”

“And what do you plan to do?”

“We have a name. Tyler Wolf. We pulled his record in the system. Robbery, extortion, smuggling... Looks like his run-ins with the police were pretty extensive.”

“Is he involved?”

“I’d bet on it.” He studied me for a few seconds.

“All right, Carter. Let’s see if we can finally get this case moving.”

“I’m on it, boss.” He smiled, gave my shoulder a pat, and left.

I walked over to Megan, who was still sulking because I’d stood her up.

“Megan!” I touched her shoulder, and she ignored me. “Come on, cut it out! I already apologized. I fell asleep without meaning to and only woke up in the morning.” I lied through my teeth.

“You think I’m buying that?” She huffed.

“Fine. I didn’t want to go. Now help me out, will you?” I whined, and she sighed.

“What do you need?” I handed her the paper.

“I need you to look up this address in the system for me. But be discreet, please. Nathan can’t know.” She gave me a cautious look.

“Vic... What are you up to, huh?”

“I’m going to solve this case on my own. Nathan has just been getting in my way all these months.” I complained, watching her type the names into her computer.

“Here’s your address.” She pointed at the screen, which showed a photo of an abandoned warehouse, far outside the city.

“What are you looking for there?”

“Answers to my questions, Megan.” I murmured, jotting down the address.

It was really weird that Nathan hadn’t shown up for work today. He didn’t seem like the irresponsible type who liked to call in sick with imaginary illnesses. But he hadn’t even used that excuse. He hadn’t sent any word. Not even a smoke signal.

And that was the only way I could get my work done in peace.

I stopped by Peter’s office and asked him to print out copies of all the locations Nathan had been monitoring over the last few months.

“Vic... I can’t do that.” He whispered. “If the boss finds out, I’m out on the street! Not to mention that tampering with federal documents is a crime.”

“I’m not asking you to steal anything, Peter. I just want the copies for analysis, and then I’ll destroy them. No one will ever know you did this. Please.” I put on my best needy face. The same one I used on my dad to get chocolate before lunch when I was a kid.

He huffed and looked away. He thought for a few seconds, then huffed again. He let out a weary sigh and gave in, clicking away on his computer. I smiled and kissed his cheek.

“I’m screwing myself over, but what don’t you get with that face?” He laughed, handing me the papers discreetly.

I whispered “thank you,” winked, and went back to my office.

I spread the papers across my desk and sat down, staring at them.

What was wrong here? I read through every single one carefully, trying to find the clue that would link Nathan to this whole mess. I found nothing. Absolutely nothing.

“Shit!” I sat back, exhausted, and let my eyes drift over all those letters and numbers. Until something caught my attention. A traced route that wasn’t in the system. Nathan had submitted the wrong path to the FBI. He wanted to throw them off. He was protecting the Whites. But why? How deep was he in this?

I need to talk to John!

I stuffed the papers into my bag and walked quickly to his office.

“John, I need to—” My eyes locked onto Nathan’s green eyes. He was sitting right in front of John, who looked at me curiously, waiting for me to finish.

I couldn’t get the words out. I just stared at him for a few seconds, and the look he gave me made it seem like he already knew what I was going to say.

“Agent Carter?” John’s voice snapped me out of it, and I stared at him, a little dazed. “You need to...”

“Er... I...” I stammered, completely tripping over my words, and I felt Nathan’s eyes on me. I noticed him holding back a laugh.

He was enjoying this.

John looked at me impatiently.

“It wasn’t anything important. Sorry for interrupting.” I grabbed the doorknob, and his voice stopped me.

“Looked pretty important to me. You sure?” Nathan said mockingly. I locked eyes with him.

“Yes, I’m sure.” I spoke firmly, staring into those traitorous eyes. “And what are you doing here anyway? Why didn’t you come to work?” He laughed, raising his hands.
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