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        Get lost in the fog.

         

        Hawes Madigan earned his reputation as the Prince of Killers.

        Heir to criminal and corporate empires.

        An assassin for hire in CEO’s clothing.

        Every day, he hates the moniker and his fate a little more.

         

        Until sexy mysterious private investigator Dante Perry swaggers through his door.

         

        Dante tells him what he suspects—there’s a target on his back.

        And makes him feel the unexpected, wild and free.

        Like maybe he can change his fate. Like maybe he can be more.

         

        But such a shift will require Hawes to root out the traitors in his organization.

        And eliminate the one he unwittingly invited into his life.

        Assuming his heart and crown can survive the betrayals.

        Not to mention the bullets flying at his head.

         

        There’s no shortage of twists and turns in this first book of Hawes and Dante’s M/M romantic suspense trilogy. Fair warning: buckle up, cliffhangers ahead!
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      Hawes clocked him the second he walked through the restaurant door. At first glance, and he was getting plenty of those, the striking man with long dark hair and leather bracelets could easily be mistaken for a rock star. Not uncommon for Restaurant Gary Danko, the local watering hole of San Francisco’s elite. In the fog-shrouded hills of Fisherman’s Wharf, the Michelin-starred restaurant with its elegant yet laid-back vibe attracted athletes, entertainers, tech kings, and financial wizards, as well as the city’s political players and old-money families. Mr. Double Denim Rock God, with his long legs, windswept hair, and studded leather belt fit right in.

      He carried himself like a rock star too, all loose-limbed and casually confident. All that was missing was the instrument, but a guitar slung over his back would be awfully inconvenient if Mr. Not A Rock God had to draw his real instrument of choice—the pistol tucked at the small of his back. Underneath a black tank and denim jacket, its impression was hardly noticeable, unless you were looking.

      Hawes was always looking.

      As was the chief of police sitting at the corner of the bar closest to the door. Braxton Kane moved quickly and discreetly, rotating on his stool and placing a hand on the stranger’s right forearm, playing the odds that the man was right-handed. His bet was correct. The man instinctively jerked back with his dominant hand, but then he settled just as fast, his casual air returning in a blink. He exchanged a few words with Kane and withdrew a small leather case from his jacket pocket. He pulled out what looked like a business card—from Hawes’s distance across the dining room—and handed it to Kane. The chief glanced at the card, and the wiry muscles of his army-honed body relaxed. He nodded toward Hawes’s table, apparently giving the stranger the go-ahead.

      Cop.

      Hawes dismissed the thought as quickly as it had come. That gorgeous hair was the antithesis of regulation, his carriage was all wrong, and Kane hadn’t recognized him. Neither had Hawes, and he made it a habit to regularly review the rosters of the local law enforcement agencies, SFPD and FBI included. The last thing he wanted to do was kill a LEO and upset the balance he’d spent the past five years rebuilding.

      Merc was Hawes’s next best guess, the same conclusion reached by the man and woman on either side of him, judging by the flash of metal barrels under the table.

      “Safeties on,” Hawes ordered, voice low. There was a crowded dining room full of innocents between the door and their corner booth. And Kane wouldn’t have sent Canadian Tuxedo in his direction if he’d thought a shoot-out would ensue.

      The man’s long limbs remained loose as he approached; his core, however, did not, the gun against his spine a steadying rod. Or were his abs just that tight? Hawes could see their defined ridges through the fitted tank as the stranger drew near. He stopped on the other side of the table and braced his hands on top of the lone chair there. The lighter ends of his hair draped over his shoulders, and Hawes wanted to run his fingers through the strands. Wanted to curl them around his fist and see if all the shades of brown in his hair matched the many shades of rain-soaked earth in his eyes.

      Hawes wanted a lot of things he didn’t often get.

      A name and explanation, though, he demanded. “Who are you?” No sense mincing words or introducing himself. The man obviously knew who Hawes was and had come here looking for him.

      “Dante Perry.” No Canadian accent to go with the double denim. Fucking shame. Though the rest of it made sense. Dark hair and eyes, long face, olive skin, and a pronounced Roman nose. Italian descent to go with the Italian name, and judging by his lack of accent, local. Or if he’d had an accent at one time, he’d since lost it or otherwise trained it out.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Perry?”

      Dante pulled out the chair but paused before sitting, his keen eyes darting between the table and Hawes’s companions, as if he could see what their hands held beneath the white linen and lacquered wood. He shifted his gaze back to Hawes. “I don’t plan to draw mine.”

      “Plans,” Hawes said, skeptically. “All I’ve got is your name, Mr. Perry. I don’t know that I trust you and your plans.” He trusted Kane more, but better safe than sorry.

      And he also demanded the show of respect. Commanded it.

      Dante obliged. Hands on the table, where everyone could see them, he lowered himself into the chair. “I’m trusting you.”

      Hawes’s gut clenched.

      He ignored it and spread his arms over the back of the booth. A display of ease and confidence for their visitor, Kane, and anyone else watching. A signal for his associates to stand down, for the time being. Leverage, if Hawes needed to lift a leg and kick the table over, which would be another fucking shame. He hoped he wouldn’t have to mess up Dante’s handsome face. “All right, Mr. Perry, state your business.”

      Dante leaned forward, forearms resting on the table, and lowered his voice. “Someone in your organization wants to kill you.”

      Is that all?

      Hawes laughed out loud, drawing curious looks from the nearby tables. Dante’s eyes flashed with frustration, his scruff-covered jaw tightening to match.

      “Not my organization,” Hawes said, even as he mentally heard his sister chide, Trap! Their family hadn’t survived at the top of the food chain for three generations by disclosing the full scope of their operations. Madigan Cold Storage was a legit business. They sold and shipped refrigeration units and frozen goods for more Bay Area restaurants, businesses, and fisheries than Hawes could count. It was also a legit euphemism.

      “Not yet,” Dante said. “How is Papa Cal?”

      Hawes dropped his arms, and the safeties-off snick was unmistakable.

      Dante raised his hands. “Don’t shoot me for reading the news.”

      Fair point. Hawes’s grandfather’s declining health had first made news five years ago, when Callum Madigan’s Alzheimer’s had advanced enough to force him to step down as CEO of the family company, as well as from the various charities and local boards he sat on. Hawes had stepped into his shoes at twenty-eight, two years before he could even access the trust fund his deceased parents had left him. Reporters had come back around last month, when news had leaked that Pacific Heights’s much beloved—and to a different segment of San Francisco, much feared—Papa Cal had been moved into a local hospice house for end-of-life care.

      A leak, the origin of which Hawes’s brother still couldn’t hack.

      “You know my family’s business?”

      Dante’s eyes flicked again to the table and back up. Evidently so.

      “Given the nature of our work,” Hawes said, “I expect a disgruntled employee from time to time.”

      Translation: Running an organization of assassins, Hawes expected murder to cross the minds of his associates. That’s what they were paid well for with respect to their contracted targets. With respect to Hawes, thinking about or wanting to kill him, their boss, was a natural hyperbolic gripe of any employee. Actually trying to kill him was a very different matter. There’d been no whiff of discontent arising to that level.

      But the leak, of a fact known only among the top levels of the organization at the time, still rankled.

      Dante drummed his fingers on the table. “I wonder if one of those disgruntled employees knows what really happened to Isabelle Costa.”

      Hawes’s blood ran cold. “Leave us,” he ordered his associates. He braced a foot on the stand beneath the tabletop, flip ready.

      “No, don’t.” Dante stood, slowly, no sudden movements, and reached into his jacket pocket. He withdrew the card case Hawes had seen him handle earlier.

      This close, Hawes could read Dante pressed into the leather on one side, and a time stamp—23:01—pressed into the other. The precise time was familiar, but Hawes couldn’t place it, not when his attention was focused on the two business cards Dante placed on the table. He slid the first one to Hawes, thumb and index finger pressing firmly on the corners. Dante Perry, Private Investigator, the plain ecru card read, with a local post office box, phone number, and email address.

      “Run my prints, check me out, then call me when you’re ready to talk human resources.” He pushed the second card across the table. “Call her if you need more than your brother’s exhaustive background checks. She’ll vouch for me.”

      Hawes forced himself not to react. This card had no doubt been the one Dante had given Kane. It was a card Hawes carried in his own wallet.

      “I’ll look for your call.” Confident, Dante turned and swaggered toward the exit like a rock star, as if he didn’t know two pistols were aimed at him. But the private investigator did know, and he didn’t care. He knew Hawes would call.

      And he was right. No matter the background checks or references, Hawes would make contact. Because Dante Perry had walked into this restaurant tonight, into Hawes’s life, and resurrected his worst nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      Hawes kept his foot braced on the pole beneath the table until Dante cleared the door.

      “Follow him,” he ordered Jodie. “But be back in ten. We’re on the clock.”

      She nodded, slipped out of the booth, and glided across the dining room on silver stilettos, a flash of violet lamé hustling the same direction Dante had departed.

      “Can I put a soufflé in the oven for you, Mr. Madigan?”

      Hawes’s attention snapped to the waiter approaching his table and to Kane passing behind him. Catching Hawes’s eye, Kane tilted his head toward the restrooms and continued walking in that direction.

      “Not tonight, thank you,” Hawes answered the waiter. He hoped his smile didn’t look as forced as it felt. Everyone here was always so good to him, but his mind was now a million miles away from the dinner he’d enjoyed. And he was expected elsewhere. Yet courtesy was still owed, as his grandmother had drilled into him. “Cheese course did me in,” he added with a pat to his belly. A compliment for all involved. “I think the check is all I have room for.”

      The waiter smiled, pleased. “Right away, sir.”

      Hawes tossed his napkin onto the table and fished out his wallet. “Pay the check and bring the car around,” he said to Ray, his other associate, as he shoved a stack of bills into his hand.

      Ray cut his eyes to the restroom hallway, reading Hawes’s intent. “It’s not wise.”

      “I didn’t ask you.”

      “At least let me go with you. It’s my job.”

      “Your job is to be my backup on the contract we’re executing tonight. You are not here for my protection, which in any event, is unnecessary where Kane is concerned.” Hawes pocketed his wallet, pulled out his phone, and carefully tucked the two cards Dante had left behind into the card compartment on the back. “Text me when the car is out front. I don’t want to be late.”

      He slid out of the booth before Ray could object further. Hawes was confident in his hand-to-hand abilities against Kane, and he was equally confident it would never come to that with the chief.

      Kane was waiting for him inside the otherwise empty men’s room. Wise choice; no cameras or recording devices in here. Being seen dining at the same establishment or exchanging pleasantries at a charity or veterans’ event was one thing; secret meetings were another. Potentially damning, for both their reputations.

      “You didn’t know him?” Hawes asked without preamble.

      “I didn’t.” Kane flashed the same card Hawes now had in his pocket. “But he checks out with Cruz.”

      Saved Hawes the call, but he’d still have Holt run the background checks and Dante’s prints. He’d dropped too big a bomb to ignore. “Have you heard of him at all?”

      Kane shook his head. “He wasn’t on my radar.” He dug a caramel candy out of his pocket, peeled off the golden wrapper, and popped it into his mouth. “You gonna tell me what he wanted?”

      “He told me someone wanted to kill me.”

      Kane laughed, same as Hawes had. “Is it a day that ends in y?”

      “Exactly.”

      “But that only explains your bark of laughter.” Kane leaned back against the vanity, hands braced on either side of his narrow hips, fingers curled around the sink’s porcelain lip. “Perry said something else that made you and your fire team go on alert. You gonna tell me what that was?”

      Of course the top cop had picked up on the abrupt change in mood.

      “No,” Hawes answered. Not until he knew more about Dante’s motives and his connection to Isabelle. No sense unleashing that ghost on anyone else if it turned out to be just that—a ghost, whose haunting was limited to Hawes. A specter that had reared its head periodically over the past three years but never gained form enough to torture anyone but him.

      “Didn’t figure you would.” Kane hung his head, and Hawes wondered how much one Madigan or another had contributed to the chief’s thinning hairline. His high and tight buzz cut disguised it from most, but Hawes had seen pictures of the before and the reality of the after.

      “Safer for you, Brax.”

      The chief lifted a hand, then his hazel eyes. “I know the drill. Just give me a warning if things are about to go tits-up.”

      Hawes cringed. “You know I hate that saying, right?”

      “You know I spent two decades in the military, right?”

      The heavy mood eased with their laughter. Kane’s sense of humor, his sass, and his loyalty when it mattered most—a promise he’d never wavered from—were the underpinnings of this unlikely alliance. That and his willingness to look the other way as long as Hawes kept his promises too. “Yes, Chief Kane, I will let you know if the shit is about to hit the fan.”

      Kane rolled his eyes. “Because that phrase is so much better.” He pushed off the sink and started for the door. “Keep me posted, and stay safe.” Hand on the knob, he paused and glanced back. All trace of humor was gone from his eyes. “All of you.”
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      Hawes didn’t have time to linger on Kane’s words, as his phone vibrated with a text from Ray. At the curb.

      On my way, he texted back.

      But first, he tipped Dante’s business card out of his phone case and into his other palm. Handling it carefully, he snapped a couple of quick photos and shot them off to Holt with a message to commence digging.

      Copy that, his twin replied.

      Hawes tucked the card back into the case, pocketed his phone, and headed for the exit. Outside, Jodie was standing next to the idling Benz.

      Shit. She’d lost Dante.

      “Sorry, boss,” she said as Hawes slid into the back seat. “He made a loop around the block and hopped on the fucking cable car.”

      No way would she have made it back in the ten minutes Hawes had allowed if she’d followed Dante onto one of those. Also, “fucking cable car” was right.

      “It’s fine,” Hawes said. “Holt’s on him.”

      That would have to satisfy, including Hawes’s mind, if he was going to be sharp for the job ahead. Granted, all he had to do was press a button, but he could never be too careful, especially when explosives were involved. There was only one other method of assassination Hawes hated more, but while he was confident foregoing a pistol, he wouldn’t ask that of his operatives. “Are we set?” he asked.

      Jodie nodded. “Lucas texted. All wired up.”

      Tension rippled through Hawes, tightening his insides. He didn’t let it show. “The area is clear?”

      “Pier’s deserted except for the warehouse.” The derelict pier was set to be demolished later that month. They were doing the city a favor, taking down the largest of the remaining structures on it, but they had to be sure no one was in it.

      “You’re certain the women are out?”

      “All of them.” Ray shifted in his seat and passed a tablet to Hawes, two windows open on-screen. “The left one is the security loop Holt hijacked.” Everything looked normal in that window. Two guards sat at a card table eating soup out of sourdough bread bowls. “The right window is the real footage from an hour ago.” The guards’ faces were planted in their food. “Avery got the women out and onto the boat while Lucas wired the place.”

      “Reno will be by for his nightly check-in at ten,” Jodie said, “and find his precious ‘merchandise’ gone.” She sneered at the term the cartel transporter used time and again to refer to the trafficking victims he regularly traded in. The warehouse was a layover stop. The only one Reno had left after Jodie and Ray had taken out a winemaker who was letting Reno use his cellars to hide women awaiting transport.

      Hawes scrolled through the live surveillance feeds. No sign of activity inside or outside the warehouse. “Only two guards?” Hawes expected more firepower after the winery incident last week.

      “Reno thinks he’s flying under the radar with this one,” Ray said. “Doesn’t want to draw attention to it.”

      Clearly, neither Reno nor his guards knew Holt had tapped into their webcam. Served them right for broadcasting the “fun” they had with their victims. Not that the trafficking alone hadn’t earned them vetted status. These were the kind of contracts Hawes wanted for the organization. Gray areas and despicable human beings the law couldn’t reach or catch—the Madigans could.

      Jodie turned the car down the road to the pier. The street was almost pitch-black toward the end, the city no longer maintaining the doomed stretch. It was a perfect, under the radar hideout for the cartel’s trafficking operation, until they’d been put on Hawes’s radar. The tablet vibrated in his hands, indicating they were within range for the remote detonation app. Jodie wheeled the car around and backed it into a narrow alley between two smaller, boarded-up structures, out of sight for when Reno drove past.

      “We should be good to go,” Jodie said.

      Hawes’s insides went from tight to knotted as his mind flashed back to another dark night three years ago. To the unintended death precipitated by the weapon of destruction he wielded tonight. He had to be sure.

      He cycled through the surveillance feeds one more time. All clear. He moved the monitoring window to the side of the tablet and brought the detonation app to the front. Thumb over the Activate trigger, he’d hit it as soon as Reno was inside. Far enough in to guarantee his death, but before he realized something was amiss.

      Motion in the other window caught Hawes’s eye.

      “Shit!” He dragged that window back to the center and zoomed in. There, on the edge of view, a man crouched and peered into one of the compartments where Reno had hidden the women. “There’s still someone inside. Looks like he’s checking for the women.”

      He flashed the tablet at Ray, who likewise muttered a curse.

      “He’s probably one of Reno’s men.”

      “Probably isn’t good enough,” Hawes said, even if the man did have a gun holstered on his hip. Hawes had been wrong before; he wouldn’t risk it again. Those were the rules now—his rules. He dialed Holt from the tablet.

      It rang once through the car’s speakers before Holt picked up. “I see him too. Facial recognition is running.”

      “Call Lucas,” Hawes told Ray. “Have him walk you through exactly what he did to clear the building.”

      Ray shoved open the door. “On it.”

      Phone to his ear, he paced in front of the Benz while Hawes and Jodie waited for Holt’s update. On-screen, the man in the warehouse gave the two dead men a wide berth as he continued to check the holding cells.

      “Scout for Reno?” Jodie asked.

      “Possibly,” Hawes said. “Or for a rival cartel, or a fed. Coast Guard has both been snooping around this case too.”

      “Strike out here,” Holt said. “Facial recognition didn’t ping.”

      Ray braced a hand on the frame of the open car door. “Lucas is certain there was no one else in or around the warehouse when he and Avery cleared out with the women.”

      “Reno’s five minutes out,” Holt said, adding to their mounting complications.

      The biggest one was in that warehouse. They needed to flush him out and confirm who he worked for. “Holt, activate the comm devices. Give us Reno’s location every ninety seconds.” Hawes lowered the armrest between the back seats and opened the custom-built, foam-lined “tool case” inside. “Ray, you take the north entry. Jodie, you’ve got the south side.” He handed each operative an over-ear comm and hooked on his own. “I’ll come through the front. We herd him toward the center, then out the back.”

      “Toward the water?” Jodie said. “We’ll be cut off too if we don’t get him out before Reno gets here.”

      “There’s enough of the promenade left for you to skirt around the building,” Holt said. “Security feed shows it’s clear. As soon as you get out of the blast radius, I’ll detonate the explosives from here.”

      Assuming they booked it fast enough to do so before Reno caught on to the trap. This was risky, but risking an innocent life was unacceptable. Hawes untucked the garrote from the case’s foam and lowered the lid with a snap. “We wait for Reno and kill him if we have to. So long as the explosion goes off in the end, the evidence will be destroyed and it’ll be linked to the winery explosion, as intended.” It would look like the cartel was cleaning up their own mess.

      “Worse comes to worst,” Hawes added, “we’ll have the water.”

      “That water’s freezing,” Ray protested.

      “Better than burning alive.”

      And better than living with more innocent blood on his hands.
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      “Reno’s two blocks out.”

      Holt’s report came just as their hiccup stepped into Hawes’s reach. The man had been so busy yammering on his phone about the merchandise—a scout, then; not an innocent—that he hadn’t realized he’d been expertly redirected by Ray and Jodie, who’d been locking some doors and opening others. Or that Hawes was hiding in the shadows right behind him.

      “He’s all yours, boss,” Jodie spoke quietly from her position on the other side of the main room’s entry door. Ready to round it at any second.

      Hawes slowly separated the two ends of the garrote, minimizing the hiss of the wire as he unfurled it. No dramatics needed. He inched a wingtip out of the shadows and shifted his weight to step forward.

      The scout spoke a name, and Hawes immediately retreated.

      “Fuck!” Holt murmured, having heard the same thing. “Stay right there and keep him close. I’m tapping into his wireless signal. I’ll check it against their list.”

      “What’s going on?” Ray whispered.

      “Rival cartel,” Holt answered, since Hawes could not.

      “Acceptable collateral,” Jodie said.

      No such thing.

      And the rival cartel was not their target. This was not a war Hawes wanted to set off. Yes, war was likely inevitable if the rival cartel was willing to consider such a rip-off, but for Kane’s sake, Hawes wouldn’t be the one to start it. Didn’t mean he’d let this guy get away, or not get his actual target.

      “Confirmed,” Holt said. “Abort?”

      “No,” Hawes said, at full voice, intentionally. “Capture.”

      “What?” The scout whipped around. “Who’s there?”

      Hawes lunged out of the shadows. “Bad night to plan a rip-off.”

      The scout reached for his gun, but Hawes, moving faster, flung one end of the garrote toward the crook of the scout’s right elbow. The wire looped around, hooked, and Hawes yanked, stopping the scout short of grabbing his weapon. The man cocked back his left arm, preparing to swing. Hawes ducked, and Jodie swept in from the scout’s blindside, grabbing his raised elbow and his gun.

      “Good luck with that,” she said with a lethal smile.

      She jerked the scout’s arm the opposite direction as Hawes, who was still holding his right arm trapped in the garrote. The pop of dislocating shoulders made Hawes cringe. Add to that the thump of knees hitting concrete—Ray kicking the scout’s legs out from behind him—and even Holt groaned in sympathy over the comms.

      Victory, however, was short-lived. Holt turned serious again in an instant. “Reno’s at the gate.”

      The scout gasped and grunted as Jodie finished trussing him up. “Who the fuck are you guys?”

      Hawes knelt and got in his face, making sure the man got a good look at him. “They call me the Prince of Killers.” He hated the moniker, whispered through the foggy underbelly of San Francisco’s disreputable elite. Hated how it came to be and what it implied, but there was no denying its implication was useful in certain circumstances. Like now, as fear widened the scout’s eyes. Hawes also needed deterrence to penetrate his brain. “Remind your cartel boss who keeps the order in Fog City. Don’t fuck with it. And you remember who saved your life tonight.”

      “Saved my life?”

      “I’m not leaving you here for Reno to find, or to die. That’s a war none of us needs.” He stood and turned to Jodie and Ray. “Toss him in the Bay.”

      “I’ll drown like this,” the scout hissed.

      “Better hope you float,” Ray said as he hefted him over his shoulder.

      The scout continued to struggle as they exited via the promenade. When the inky water of the Bay was in sight, he tried bargaining. “I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

      “I’m not interested in anything you have to say.” But Hawes did know a certain Bureau AD who was investigating the cartel’s trafficking operations. A little goodwill could go a long way. “But I know someone who might be.”
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      An hour later, the waterfront was still alight, the fire from the explosion raging, and the fleet of emergency vehicles casting their bright lights on the scene. A stark contrast to the occasional car that passed by Hawes in the midtown residential neighborhood where he’d arranged the hand-off of the scout. Hawes dragged his gaze from the fiery sight, the last such explosion he ever intended to set, and hoofed it up the hill. As much as he would have liked to call it a night, he needed to return to the family fort and debrief with his brother and sister. Needed to find out what Holt, now freed from mission-comm duty, had dug up on Dante Perry.

      Ray stood at the mouth of an alley half a block up the hill, backlit by the glare of headlights, fog swirling around his legs. Jodie edged the Benz’s nose out from between the two structures on either side of the narrow street.

      “Take me to the house,” Hawes said, turning into the alley.

      Mind whirring over Dante, Hawes almost missed the car reversing direction, the taillights reflecting brighter off the house at the other end of the alley, the side-view mirror appearing on the edge of his periphery, the rear door handle moving out of his reach.

      Ray’s footsteps closed in fast and loud behind him.

      Hawes spun, expecting to see someone chasing them into the alley, only to find Ray’s pistol raised and aimed directly at him. Hawes stumbled back a step, struggling to put the pieces together. “What the fuck?”

      Ray’s eyes held his. They were not the eyes of an ally. Not those of the man who’d fought by Hawes’s side just an hour ago. They were cold, intent on death. What the hell was going on?

      Hawes patted his pocket for the garrote. Empty. His stomach sank.

      Ray grinned menacingly. “Missing something?” The garrote dangled from the fingertips of his free hand.

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Better question is, have you?” Ray tossed the garrote behind him, toward the street, then charged forward.

      Hawes didn’t have time to think. Didn’t have time to dwell on the boulder of betrayal threatening to flatten him. All he had time to do was react. He ducked, and Ray’s gun crashed into the driver’s-side window. Glass rained down onto the pavement, crunching under Hawes’s feet as he spun and rammed a shoulder into Ray’s middle.

      “So much for doing your job,” Hawes said. “You call this protection?”

      “Not my job,” Ray grunted. “Said it yourself.”

      “Neither is killing me.”

      “Except it is.” Ray brought the butt of his gun down on Hawes’s back, dead center and hard as hell, two hundred pounds of muscle behind it.

      A spike to his spine, the hit sent waves of pain radiating out to all of Hawes’s limbs. He let loose a shout, then gritted his teeth against the agony, against the urge to drop to the ground and curl into a ball. That would only lead to death. He was sure of that. Dante’s earlier prediction echoed loudly in his head. Fighting through the pain with a roar, he shoved Ray with all his strength, enough to get a foot of separation. Enough to avoid another pistol whip, hike up his elbow, and ram it under Ray’s chin. With his attacker’s head flung back, Hawes kicked a leg up between Ray’s spread ones, foot aimed directly at the traitor’s crotch.

      Ray howled, bent forward, and struggled to right himself, hands coming down to shield himself from another kick. Hawes got there first, landing a second kick to his middle. “Consider that your severance pay,” he said, as the traitor stumbled backward out of the alley. A blaring car horn warned of Ray’s impending fate if he didn’t regain his balance soon.
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