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Blood is that fragile scarlet tree we carry within us.

- Osbert Sitwell


























​CHAPTER 1

THE FIRST OF July. Thirty days since I left my old life, and twenty-nine days since Taylor Hancock came into the world.

But nobody lives forever, right? 

Glowing white letters spelled out the date on the plasma screen behind the reception desk as I ran a duster over the surface, then the display switched to eight clocks showing various times around the world and finally to the shield-and-halo logo of Blackwood Security, the company I worked for.

Two weeks into my new job, and my days had changed beyond all recognition. Back home in California, I kept our beachfront home spick and span, but with only two of us living there, it didn’t take much effort. And now? Now I had two floors to clean in an office that was home to hundreds of people. Somebody else did the basement and the other restricted areas.

Behind me, reflected on the screen, the glass doors of the atrium slid to the side as an employee stared into the retina scanner that provided security after office hours. Another man hovered at his shoulder, awaiting his turn. The external security system was a little over the top, but it didn’t bother me. Why? Because I’d already gotten past it. No, my problem came from the scanners to get up to the third floor, because those were causing me difficulties.

The men walked past, talking softly as they headed for the stairs. Nobody took the elevator here. Rumour said that one of the bosses made anyone caught using it do twenty push-ups so they realised the error of their ways, although that was possibly why all the employees were so fit. Coming to work was like walking into a fantasy world where Magic Mike met the Navy SEALs, but while most women might see that as a perk of the job, I only had eyes for my husband.

Other than a brief glance in my direction and the merest flash of a smile from the blond guy on the left, the newcomers didn’t acknowledge the woman doing her best to fade into the background, and that was the way I liked it. I wore Taylor’s anonymity as a cloak, a cloak that kept me safe and cocooned me from the evils in the world, like the ones lurking on the top floor. The ones trying to ruin my husband’s biggest client.

The door slid open once more and a flame-haired lady walked through, her heels clicking on the floor I’d just polished. Mackenzie Cain. I recognised her from her picture in the staff directory. With the added height those stilettos gave her, she had to be close to six feet tall. 

“Hey.” She raised a hand as she opened the door to the stairwell.

“Hi,” I mumbled, but she’d already gone.

At any other company, the amount of foot traffic at ten o’clock in the evening might have been considered unusual, but Blackwood Security worked twenty-four seven, and even at this late hour, the place gave off a quiet buzz that made me nervous. When I agreed to help Dean out with this project, I’d expected it to take a week, two at most, and I hadn’t planned on there being so many people around. He’d made it sound so simple, but every time I walked through the front door, I wanted to throw up.

“You just need to find their mainframe and upload a file onto it, that’s all,” he’d said.

“But what if there’s a password?”

“Doesn’t matter. As long as you can get the USB key into the port, the code I’ve written will do the rest.”

The idea of plotting something so underhanded didn’t sit well with me, but neither did the prospect of Blackwood destroying Dean’s career, which was what they were trying to do.

“Can’t you go?” I’d asked.

“Not and keep working. Looking after the Draupnir contract is a full-time job, and getting into Blackwood’s system will take time.”

I hadn’t managed it yet. The comms room was in the basement, secured by not only biometric security but a key as well, and constantly monitored by security cameras. And I wasn’t a spy, I was a freaking housewife.

When I’d explained the situation to Dean, he’d fallen silent for a few minutes, thinking. Then he came up with a new plan. 

“I bet there’s another way into the system. Their top IT people will have a back door because they won’t want to run down to the comms room every five minutes if there’s a problem. Mackenzie Cain, that’s who you need to find. We’ll try the USB key in her computer.”

Except she sat on the third floor, protected by yet another retina scanner, and even if I could have gotten through the door, there were always other staff around. I longed to run back to California, to our pale-blue villa with its high walls and its peaceful garden filled with bougainvillea and lilac and honeysuckle, but more than anything, I desperately wanted to get away from all these people.

“Evening.”

A voice behind made me jump, and I turned to find a blonde woman standing three feet away. Her. Emerson Black. The one who hated elevators with a passion. Where had she come from? 

“Hi.”

“Taylor, right? You’re new.”

Emerson knew my name? Or rather, the name Dean had created for me? 

“That’s right. Is something wrong?”

“No, nothing’s wrong. I just like to know the people who work here. I’m Emmy.”

She held out a hand. Long, slim fingers and nails painted a vivid red. No chips in her manicure, so apart from a penchant for making hot men do callisthenics in the hallway, I figured she spent most of her time behind a desk.

“Yes, Taylor. I’ve been here two weeks.”

“And how long have you been in Richmond? You’re from California, right?”

During the flight across the United States, I’d agonised over Taylor’s cover story—where she came from, why she moved, and her family, or rather the lack of it. Dean told me to keep interactions to a minimum, and I was only too happy to comply, but I couldn’t avoid them completely. Nor could I do much about my accent. When I first arrived, I’d practised something more southern in my tiny apartment, but I’d ended up sounding like a poor imitation of Scarlett O’Hara, probably because I’d watched Gone with the Wind more times than was healthy. No, it was far better to stick close to my real background, because at least that way I wouldn’t make so many mistakes.

“I’ve been here for a month. I just moved across from the West Coast.”

“Not for the weather, obviously.” 

Ah, a typical Brit, talking about the weather. When Dean and I visited London three years ago for a vacation, almost every conversation had opened with a comment bemoaning the lack of sun or the gale blowing outside. And Emmy was using the trait to fish for information.

“I don’t think it’s stopped raining since I arrived.”

Emmy stayed silent, watching, and the intensity of her gaze made me fill in the silence.

“I just needed a fresh start, and when I looked on the internet, Virginia seemed like a nice place to live.”

“A fresh start.” Emmy nodded, seemingly satisfied with that answer, then glanced at her watch. “I guess I can understand that. Well, I’d better not keep you.”

Her footsteps echoed through the hallway as she headed into the depths of the building, and I sprayed lemon-scented polish onto the desk, rubbing the cloth in circles until the wood shone. At least I could do that part of my job. When I’d called Dean to suggest I just come home, he’d insisted I stay, never mind that carrying out his wishes seemed a near-impossible feat. And worse than that, he’d sounded nervous.

“You’ve got to get that software installed. Draupnir got hit by another cyberattack this week, and even though the hacker masked their IP address this time, it’s got the same signature. I don’t need to remind you that if my client goes under, we go under with it.”

No, he didn’t need to remind me. Dean had bought the house before the property market plummeted, and it was mortgaged up to the hilt. Then soon after we got married, he’d fallen out with his former business partner, and our income had taken a dive too. Months passed before he found another job that paid anywhere near the same amount, and we’d been on the brink of bankruptcy when he finally landed the contract with the Draupnir Foundation, based near Richmond, Virginia.

“I still don’t understand why Blackwood is doing this.”

“Draupnir’s one of their competitors.”

Another security company? Okay, that made sense. Dean rarely discussed his work, and every time I showed any interest, he glossed over my enquiries with comments about it being top secret. And he’d once mentioned signing a confidentiality agreement. At least he showed his ethical side by not speaking about classified information—I had to admire that.

“But surely Blackwood resorting to sabotage is illegal?”

“Only if they get caught, and someone in that organisation is good at what they do. Apart from that one mistake, every move has been flawless. They’re bad people.”

Bad people, but everyone had been nice to me so far. “What if you’re wrong?”

Dean’s harrumph of annoyance told me he didn’t like being questioned, but his voice quickly lightened and once more, he became the man I loved.

“The other possibility is that Blackwood has a rogue employee. Someone working against them from the inside. If that’s the case, we can help them to find their mole.”

That didn’t sound so bad. Besides, I’d never seen Dean so stressed as in the month before I left California, which meant when he’d asked me to do this thing, this one little thing for him, of course I said yes. No matter how much it scared me. 

Because I owed him. After the way he saved me six years ago, I owed him, and now it was time to repay his kindness.


























​CHAPTER 2

CADE DUCHAMP TOOK the long way home from Oakley. A trip out into the countryside, looping around—he got halfway to Virginia Beach before he felt sure he hadn’t been followed and turned back again. Ten miles outside Richmond, he stopped at a safe house, a nondescript property on a quiet street where the lots were small and the lawns neatly trimmed. A couple of heads turned as his Harley rumbled past—a mom loading her daughter into an ageing minivan and an old man watering his lawn while committing the gravest of crimes against fashion: pairing socks with sandals. Damn hog. It was ugly as hell and drew too much attention. Cade avoided revving the engine as he pulled into the garage at the side of the beige duplex and parked next to a scarlet Ducati with all the extras. Now, that was his kind of bike.

The house stood empty, unused since the last snitch to stay there gave his testimony and returned to wherever he came from. Cade stared into the retina scanner by the back door and waved to the hidden camera as the bolts shot back.

“Honey, I’m home,” he muttered into the silence. 

A thin layer of dust covered the furniture, but Cade ignored it as he jogged upstairs to the back bedroom. Fuck, he needed a wash. His biker brothers weren’t too hot on cleanliness, so he’d had to let his hygiene slip along with his monthly haircuts and his daily shave. He caught a glimpse of his face in the mirror on the far wall. Bad skin, lank brown hair. Damn. Yeah, he’d cross the street to avoid himself.

At least he could grab a shower and a day or two of respite in civvies while he pretended to visit his grandma in the Hickory Falls assisted living complex just outside Hanover. And Blackwood Security, his employer, didn’t do anything by halves. There really was an eighty-one-year-old lady living in room forty-seven, and despite her failing eyesight, she was as sharp as a tack. If anyone called, Beryl would assure them that her grandson had just popped out to the store to feed her candied fruit habit.

Meanwhile, Cade could head to the office for an update, then sleep in his own bed for a night. He wrinkled his nose as he peeled off his dirty jeans and slung his leather jacket onto the bare mattress. As a prospect for The Darkness Motorcycle Club, Cade didn’t yet wear the sleeveless cut of a full patch-holder—a biker who’d earned the right to wear the three patches on his back, proudly proclaiming himself to be a member of The Darkness MC out of Richmond, Virginia. No, Cade still had to prove himself worthy, which meant doing all the dirty work around the clubhouse while trying not to blow his cover. Wearing a digital recorder in his underwear was getting really old.

He began folding the jeans out of habit, then shook his head. What was the point? He tossed them into the bottom of the closet and pulled out his own clothes—clean black jeans, a white T-shirt, and a pair of sneakers instead of the heavy boots that made his feet sweat. Fifteen minutes in the shower scrubbing the grime away, and he felt almost human again. Almost. After some of the shit he’d seen over the past couple of weeks, he’d begun to think he was one of the animals he hung out with. 

Before he left the house, he shrugged into his favourite leather jacket. Red and white, it matched his bike and would have looked more at home on the racetrack than in The Darkness’s dingy clubhouse. A quick check of the security system showed nothing untoward, and he was soon speeding back towards Richmond on his beloved Ducati.

[image: Image]

“Nice beard.” Emmy, Cade’s temporary boss and the woman who ran Blackwood Security’s Special Projects team, greeted him with her usual snark. “You could make pigtails out of it.”

“Maybe a braid,” Dan piped up from behind. 

“Pack it in, would you?”

The beard was just one more thing that made this job hell. It itched, food got stuck in it, and if he didn’t trim the moustache every couple of days, it dipped in his beer. Facial hair might suit some guys, but it made Cade look more ape than Adonis.

Emmy reached for the carafe of coffee in the middle of the conference room table and raised an eyebrow. Cade nodded. Yes, he desperately needed caffeine.

“Any problems getting here?” she asked.

“Nope. If somebody followed me, they were damn near invisible.”

Cade felt slightly more human after a night in his own house and a morning catching up with regular chores. The place still felt foreign to him, seeing as he’d signed the lease only a month before he went to play biker, but despite its sterility, his home was infinitely more comfortable than the grubby room he rented near the bar The Darkness had claimed as its own. He’d be back in the pit tonight, but the occasional breaks helped to preserve his sanity.

“Ready to start?” Emmy asked.

“Yeah. Did you get all the audio?”

“Mack spent most of yesterday sifting through it. Those assholes don’t half talk a lot of shit.”

“Tell me about it.”

More people filed in, and as well as Emmy and Dan, who was number two in the investigations team, he recognised Mack, the red-haired computer geek, and Logan, who often helped out on projects like this one. The only unfamiliar face was the blonde chick sitting next to Mack. Those thick-rimmed glasses she wore with pigtails should have been a turn-off, but the whole effect was kind of cute.

At least, it would have been if Cade hadn’t sworn off women. 

After all, it had been a woman who got him into this situation. His… Well, she wasn’t even an ex, because it had never got that far. Five months ago, Cade had made a play for Tia, a friend of Emmy’s, and got knocked back in favour of a washed-up pop star. That had hurt. Fuck, it had hurt. Right after the incident, Cade had considered quitting, then running back home to Minnesota to lick his wounds and let his heart recover. But dammit, he’d worked hard for this job. Four years in the army and one more slogging away in Blackwood’s New York office, to be precise. So instead, he’d thrown himself into work and finally been rewarded with the coveted transfer to the Richmond office he’d wanted since he started at the company. A job in the investigations department he’d hoped would lead to a spot in Emmy’s Special Projects team if he played his cards right.

Except he’d barely got his feet under the table in his new role when he visited Emmy’s estate, Riverley, for a party and accidentally walked in on Tia having a moment with her new beau. He might have sworn before he slammed the door. Three days later, he found himself assigned to a long-term undercover job that Emmy dressed up as an opportunity, a secondment to the Special Projects team, but Cade wasn’t stupid. He’d been sidelined so he didn’t cause another scene. 

“It’s a joint project with the ATF,” Emmy had told him. “Somebody’s distributing unlicensed hand grenades, and there’ve been rumours a biker gang’s involved. The ATF doesn’t have enough resources to look at all of them, so they’ve asked us to help out.”

“Hand grenades?”

“Yup. And in the last two months, the cops have recorded three instances of them being used in robberies in Virginia alone. In the last one, a man died, and the Bureau’s taking flak for it.”

“So what do you want me to do?”

“Research The Darkness MC and hang out where they hang out. Infiltrate the gang. They’re getting money from somewhere, and we want to know whether any of their income streams contribute to innocent people getting blown up.”

“What’s the timescale?”

“As long as it takes.” Emmy must have noticed Cade’s total lack of enthusiasm. “Three children have to grow up without a father now. I wouldn’t ask you to do this unless it was important.”

She’d done that on purpose. Emmy knew Cade had also grown up without a father, and now she used that knowledge as a weapon against him. But in all honesty, he’d have expected nothing less from her. Not only could she shoot someone between the eyes without hesitation, she’d always been a manipulative bitch, and even though she was smiling now, there was a hardness to her eyes no expression could hide.

And he really did want to get a permanent spot on her Special Projects team. Professionally, there was no bigger challenge, no bigger rush than being part of that elite group.

“Sure, I’ll do it.” 

He’d hang out with The Darkness, even if it meant wearing grimy leather for a few months and watching his colleagues have fun without him.

Today at Blackwood, he’d been called into a meeting, one that seemed more serious than the regular updates he’d been attending, purely due to the number of people sitting around the table. He’d hoped that today Emmy would recall him back to Blackwood to work the big case he knew was going on, but that didn’t seem too likely right now.

Emmy blew steam off her coffee and took a sip before speaking. “Shall we start?”

Murmurs of assent came and Mack fired up her laptop, displaying a mugshot of Wolf, the club’s president, on the screen. By the looks of it, the photo dated back to his stint in jail for drug possession a decade ago. 

Emmy looked at Miss Pigtails. “Let’s have a quick recap for Agatha’s benefit, shall we?”

Agatha? That was her name? She didn’t look like an Agatha, more of a Sammi or a Lexi. Something cute but a little nerdy.

“Cade, we stole Agatha from the FBI to give Mack a hand.”

Agatha gave him a tentative smile, and he grinned back. Her front teeth weren’t quite straight, but rather than detracting from her appearance, the flaw added to the intrigue.

“Nice to meet you.” Agatha’s accent said she had southern roots, much like Mack herself.

“Likewise.” 

Damn this beard. She didn’t look particularly impressed by it. 

Cade counted up the number of months since he’d been with a woman, grateful that the beard at least hid his grimace. Ten months. Ten fucking months, or rather, ten not-fucking months. Any longer and he’d develop carpal tunnel syndrome.

Mack cleared her throat, interrupting his thoughts. “Dave Hauser, also known as Wolf. Fifty-seven years old. As well as running the most secretive outlaw motorcycle club in the state, he’s done two stints in prison plus one in hospital after he got on the wrong side of a Hells Angel.” 

Agatha tapped away on her tablet with slim fingers, making notes as Mack carried on talking. Pink nail varnish, the colour of bubblegum. Cade looked down at his own nails, and despite his shower, there was still dirt trapped underneath the edges. He slipped his hands out of sight below the table.

Finally, Mack got to the end of her spiel. “Cade, do you have any insights to add?”

“So far, I haven’t seen or heard anything about grenades or any similar destructive device being sold through the club. Other dodgy shit, sure, but nothing that requires a licence from the ATF.”

“What kind of dodgy shit?” Emmy asked.

“Drugs, handguns, knives. And a fuck of a lot of stuff tends to fall off trucks when they’re around. Yoga accessories last week.”

Dan spluttered out a laugh. “Yoga accessories?”

“There’s big money in sportswear. They’ve been selling it all online. I’ve lost count of the number of trips I’ve made to the post office on that fuckin’ bike.”

Cade got stuck with the jobs nobody else wanted to do, and if he hoped to become a full member of the club, he had to suck it up and get on with everything from cleaning to cooking. If the fridge ever ran out of beer, he’d be packing his bags. In addition to taking on the menial tasks, he’d also had to pledge his Harley to the club, and if he didn’t make it to patch-holder, they’d keep the bike as a forfeit. As far as Cade was concerned, they were welcome to the damn thing. Emmy had dredged it up from someone who owed her a favour, and Cade spent more time fixing it than riding it. 

Agatha giggled, and Emmy rolled her eyes. 

“What next? Herbalife? Pampered Chef? Will they start holding Amway parties?”

“More like AK-47 parties if what came through the warehouse last week is any indication. Now that I’m hanging out in the clubhouse, I can get a better handle on the inner workings, and as far as I can ascertain, the bulk of their money comes from dealing crystal meth. But if an opportunity to make a few bucks comes up, like the online auction shit, they’ll take it. And I reckon the auto repair place they own doubles up as a chop shop.”

“Interesting… As long as The Darkness isn’t selling weapons to known terrorists, the ATF won’t move on them at the moment.”

Cade sensed a “but” coming, and he was right.

“But now we’ve got another issue. As most of us already know, three years ago, a wealthy businessman named Keith Welbey was eating dinner with his wife and kids when an armed gang broke in. At least three men, maybe more. Mrs. Welbey was a little hazy on the details, which is understandable seeing as one of the intruders cut her husband’s throat and another held her down as he bled to death.”

Agatha’s colour dropped a shade. “And the kids?”

“Locked in a wardrobe—it seems the gang weren’t completely heartless. But that was only the start. Thirty-four months, seven home invasions, and seven men dead. They never touch the kids, and they always make the wives go into a different room. Even so, the last widow suffered a breakdown and she’s still in the hospital.”

Mack flashed details up on the screen. Jacqueline Price. Thirty-six years old, and in a picture taken a week before her husband’s murder, she’d looked twenty-five. In a more recent photo beside it, she’d aged two decades. Finding a man’s brain leaking all over the sofa would do that to a woman. While Cade and the others watched, sipping coffee in the comfort of their sterile conference room, Mack scrolled through each case. Descriptions, pictures, videos. At the end, she ran from the room, looking green.

“How did Blackwood get involved?” Agatha asked.

“Widow number five hired us to find the men who killed her husband, Randall Granger,” Dan said. “He and Tracey had been married for eleven years, and now their six-year-old twin boys will grow up fatherless.” Her knuckles went white as she gripped the edge of her tablet. “Which is why we need to stop these people.”

Dan’s eyes cut sideways to Cade, and he knew she’d read his file too. Okay, he’d bite.

“What’s that got to do with me?”


























​CHAPTER 3

“WE’LL GET TO the details of your involvement in a minute,” Emmy told Cade. “Dan, can you carry on?”

With Mack presumably puking, Dan took over. “Whoever’s committing these crimes, they’re phantoms. They come in, bam, and they get away clean. So far, they’ve stolen money, jewellery, electronic goods, and a painting, but that’s where they got sloppy. They chose to take a cheap watercolour by a local artist when there was a genuine Modigliani hanging on the wall in the next room.”

“Maybe they couldn’t sell the Modigliani?” Agatha suggested.

“Maybe. But in home two, they took all the costume jewellery off the wife’s dressing table and left a box full of gold in the closet. Plus Tracey Granger was wearing two-carat diamond earrings and they didn’t touch them.”

“Probably thought they were fake,” Emmy said.

“So, we’ve got a gang who can hit a house with precision, murder without blinking, and make a near-perfect getaway, yet they don’t do enough homework to know what’s worth stealing? This whole case is strange.”

“What’s the value of the goods they’ve taken so far?” Agatha asked.

“Half a million dollars, give or take. They got thirty thousand in cash from the Prices alone.”

Agatha let out a low whistle, and Cade’s privates stirred. Too long. It had been too damn long.

“Crime pays, then. How did we get from the home invasions to Wade being embedded with a motorcycle gang?”

“Cade.” He couldn’t help correcting her.

Her cheeks turned a pale pink. “Cade. Yes, of course.”

“After Mrs. Granger hired us, we canvassed the area as well as going through all the old case files. In three of them, neighbours mentioned hearing bikes nearby in the week leading up to the invasion, and two days before incident number four, a security camera half a mile away caught one of the riders on camera. Mack enhanced the video and we traced the bike to Tank.”

Mack came back, wiping her mouth, but nobody said anything about her sudden departure. Did that happen often? She put a photo up on screen—a man astride his Harley holding his middle finger up to the camera. It didn’t take a genius to work out where Tank’s nickname had come from. He dwarfed the bike.

“That’s the only evidence?” Agatha asked. “It’s tenuous.”

“Not quite. After Granger’s death, the clerk in a gas station on the way out of town recognised Rev.” Mack gestured to the screen, where Tank had faded away, replaced by a man in his late twenties looking into the distance as he stood by his bike. The picture had been taken covertly, but the lens was powerful enough to capture the thin scar bisecting his left eyebrow. “Pure, dumb luck. All the way over in Blacksburg, and she went to the same school as him here in Richmond.”

“And she had a crush on him,” Dan said. “Throughout the interview, she kept saying how misunderstood he was, and when I showed her a photo, she licked her damn lips.”

“Did he recognise her?” Agatha asked.

“Not likely. I pulled her old yearbook photo before I visited, and between high school and now, she ate all the Twinkies. She must have put on two hundred pounds.”

“It’s still not much.”

“No, it’s not, and that’s exactly what the cops said. But in the absence of other leads and with a pretty much unlimited budget from Mrs. Granger, we thought it was worth briefing Cade.” Dan grinned at him. “Are you having fun undercover? Ladies love bikers, right?”

“Not the right kind of ladies.” Yes, he got scantily clad groupies throwing themselves at him in the bar every night, but the thought of tapping those made his balls shrivel. He’d rather not catch herpes, thanks. “And I’m not there to get my dick wet.”

“Have you heard any talk about home invasions by The Darkness?” Emmy asked. “Or any rumours of rival gangs being involved?”

“I haven’t heard a thing. Do we have any other leads?”

Dan shook her head, not looking particularly happy. “Nope. But based on the pattern of the previous home invasions, we expect another strike within a few weeks.”

A few weeks. With Cade growing ever closer to The Darkness, the next step would be his initiation. If the rumours were true, that could involve anything from being pissed on by his drunken clubmates to eating raw bull testicles or even committing a crime, all to prove his loyalty to the men he now supposedly considered to be his family.

Family. Yeah, right. Cade might not have had much of one himself, but a gang of bikers made a poor substitute. While he wasn’t bound to Blackwood by blood, that was where his allegiances lay.

Much as he’d have liked to return to his life, the crime scene photos from the seven home invasions were something he’d never erase from his mind. If he could help to bring the killers to justice, he would, even if that meant dealing with a little discomfort in the meantime.

“I’m staying in?”

Emmy nodded, her decision made. “For now, yes. We’ve done too much work to throw it all away if The Darkness is involved in the home invasions. And even if they aren’t, we’ll be gathering intel to trade for favours, and better still, we’ll be doing it on somebody else’s dollar.”

“Then I’d better head back to Oakley. The assholes are expecting me at the bar tonight.” Cade pushed his chair back and stood up, checking his watch. Leaving now would give him enough time for a leisurely trip to the safe house to swap bikes.

“Beryl says hi. Oh, before you head off, Nate’s got a new voice recorder for you. Better battery life, apparently, and it…” She tried to keep a straight face. Failed. “It shouldn’t chafe your balls so much.”

Cade rolled his eyes, then glanced at Agatha. Was it him, or did her gaze drop to his crotch when Emmy said that? He should have worn tighter jeans. After all, he had nothing to be ashamed of in that department. If only he didn’t have to go back to the clubhouse, he might be tempted to break his self-imposed vow of celibacy and ask her out for dinner. Something fancy—maybe Claude’s or even Rhodium if he didn’t order the expensive wine. He’d just have to remember to protect his heart better this time.

A knock at the door interrupted his thoughts, and Emmy’s office assistant, Sloane, poked her head into the conference room.

“Eugene on the gate called. There’s a visitor here for you, Cade. I wasn’t sure whether you’d left yet.”

“For me?”

“That’s what she said.”

“She? Who?” 

The only women who knew he worked here were his mother, who never left their hometown, and the Blackwood girls, who wouldn’t have to buzz and wait.

Sloane shrugged. “She said it was a surprise. Do you want to go? Or shall I say you’re not here?”

“No, I’ll go.” Cade had to admit he was kind of curious.

Emmy’s grin came back. “I’ll wander down with you.”

“Do you ever stop being nosy?”

“Nope.”

“Fine. But we’ll have to hurry because I need to help with dinner back at the clubhouse.”

“Biker’s bitch,” Dan muttered under her breath.

“I heard that.”


























​CHAPTER 4

CADE FIGURED THAT since his visitor had turned up unannounced, she wouldn’t mind waiting for a few minutes until he’d collected the new voice recorder from Nate. That way, he could make a quick getaway afterwards rather than having to come back inside.

“It’s sweat-proof and shock-proof, and the battery’ll last seventy-two hours before it needs a recharge.”

“Do I download the audio like before?”

“Exactly the same way. It’s got a micro USB port on the side, and you can use the clip to attach it to your waistband or jacket…or elsewhere.”

Emmy stifled a giggle. At a previous catch-up meeting, Cade had explained about the older Darkness members’ habit of stumbling in for breakfast in their boxers, and as the newbie, he could hardly break with tradition. He’d had to clip the damn recorder onto his short-and-curlies. It was either that or duct tape.

“Thanks.”

Even Nate smirked. “No problem.”

Agatha was nowhere to be seen as they headed outside, and Cade tried to block her from his mind as they walked up the driveway. There was no point in even contemplating a date until this job was over.

“Any idea who the girl is?” Emmy asked.

“No, I don’t.” Cade spoke through clenched teeth.

“No girlfriend?”

“You already know the answer to that.”

“Look, I’m sorry about what happened with Tia. I don’t suppose it’s much consolation, but she was cut up over that whole episode too.”

“I’m just glad she got through it.”

Eugene, the daytime security guard, stepped out of the guardhouse as they got closer. Why did he look worried? Eugene never looked worried. His expression varied between bored and downright unwelcoming, which fitted quite well with his role as a human guard dog.

“What’s up?” Emmy asked.

“Uh, I’m not sure. The lady stepped away to make a phone call, then she got in her car and took off.”

“Oh, so she’s gone?”

Emmy had already turned halfway around when Eugene shook his head. 

“She’s gone, but she left the kid behind.”

Emmy paused mid-stride as Cade asked, “Kid? What kid?”

Eugene pointed to the open guardhouse door. “In there.”

“What kid?” Emmy mouthed at Cade, and he shrugged as they both hurried to look inside. 

A little girl sat on Eugene’s chair, feet dangling a couple of inches from the ground as she clutched her pink backpack tightly against her chest. She reminded him of… No, he didn’t want to think about that. Not after he’d spent so many years blocking out the pain.

Emmy raised an eyebrow, and Cade gave his head a barely perceptible shake. No, he’d never seen this child before in his life. How old was she? Five? Six?

“What’s your name, sweetie?” Emmy asked.

“Scarlet.”

Emmy crouched down, putting her just below Scarlet’s eye level. “Can you tell me your last name too?”

“Bonner.”

“Do you know where your mommy went?”

A shrug.

“Do you know her phone number?”

Nothing.

“Your address? Do you know where you live?”

“Huntswood.”

Cade’s heart stuttered. Huntswood? That was his hometown. Should he know this girl? How long since he’d last been back? Six, no, seven months. A flying visit to wish his mother a happy birthday and put flowers on his sister’s grave. Apart from waving to the neighbours, he’d barely seen another soul.

From Emmy’s sideways glance, she’d made the connection too. 

“I don’t know her,” Cade said.

“Eugene, did the woman say anything else? I mean, who abandons a child with a bunch of strangers?”

“She just asked for Cade, and when I said he wasn’t available she burst into tears, so I figured I’d call Sloane to see if he could spare a few minutes.”

“Tears? Oldest trick in the book. You shouldn’t have fallen for that one.”

The big man stared at his feet.

“I didn’t know she was gonna do a runner. She said she needed to make a call and she couldn’t get a good signal. Next thing I know, her car’s speeding down the road.”

“Did you get the licence number?”

“Sorry.”

“Never mind. I’ll get Mack to check the cameras. Or Agatha. She should learn how to do these things.”

“What do we do with the little girl in the meantime?” Eugene asked.

Emmy looked down at her, brows knitted together. “Uh, do you know anything about kids?”

“Never had any.”

“Okay. Someone around here must have one. I’ll…”

She trailed off as the little girl sniffed then rummaged in her bag with shaky hands. “Mommy said I have to give this to Cade.”

He and Emmy stared at each other, then Emmy took the envelope and handed it to him.

“Go on, open it. This is gonna be good. I can tell.”

Cade didn’t know whether to be worried or angry as he peeled open the flap. What he did know was that he needed to read the damn letter quickly so he could ride back across Richmond to The Darkness’s clubhouse and check the fridge was fully stocked with Bud.

Eugene backed off a few steps as Emmy leaned over Cade’s shoulder to read.




Cade,

Sorry to drop this on you, but I don’t know what else to do. I’m not sure if you remember that night in the back seat of your car after prom, but I sure do, because six weeks later I found out I was pregnant. Maybe I should have told you, but I kind of had a thing going with Reed Bonner at the same time, so I figured it was more likely to be his as I only went with you that once.

Anyhow, me and Reed split, and he wanted a paternity test, and it seems I got it wrong. Scarlet must be yours.

But I’ve got no money and Reed kicked us out, so I’m moving someplace else. My new man don’t like kids much, and your mom told me where to find you, so I figured you could take a turn for a while. Till I get settled, sort of thing. She’s not much trouble, honest. Mostly she watches TV. She don’t like pizza.

I’ll call when I get a chance.

Cindy




No. No, no, no. This could not be happening. Cindy… Cindy… Cade remembered the night of the prom all right—a hasty, drunken fumble in the dark where he’d embarrassed himself by coming after about six thrusts—but he couldn’t even recall Cindy’s surname at first. Barker? Baker? Something like that. And she’d ended up pregnant? This had to be some kind of joke, right? 

He looked at Emmy. She wasn’t laughing. In fact, she looked a little nervous.

“Uh…” What did a man even say in this situation?

“Shit.” Emmy summed up the position perfectly.

Eugene wagged a finger at her. “I might not know much about children, but I don’t think you should use words like that in front of them.”

“Boll— Oops.” She scrunched her mouth to one side. “Okay. We need a plan. Cade, you’ve got a job to do, and kid or no kid, we can’t afford to screw it up with the time ticking down to the next home invasion. You’re sure this Cindy never mentioned being pregnant?”

“Reckon I’d fu— flipping remember.”

“You didn’t see her around?”

“I left town and joined the army two weeks after I graduated. Only things I’ve been back for are birthdays and Christmas.”

“Fine. Fine, okay, we need to track her down. She can’t have got that much of a head start. I’ll put a team on it while you go back to Oakley. We can sort this out. Don’t worry.”

Cade wandered towards the door, dazed. How could he have a kid? Allowing for nine months of pregnancy, the little girl must be almost six now, and she clearly knew as little about him as he did about her. What if Cindy was lying? She’d been doing the dirty with two men, so why not a third? What was the margin of error in a DNA test?

He and Emmy got halfway out the door before Eugene coughed behind them. “The little girl?”

Emmy stopped mid-stride. “Fu-dge.” She closed her eyes for a brief second. “Right, we can deal with this. I’ll call Ana. Or Carmen, or Georgia. They’ve got kids. One of them’ll know what to do.” She crouched down to the kid’s eye level again. “How about you come with us? I’ll find you juice and crayons or something.”

Scarlet stood silently, a tear trickling down her cheek. “When’s Mommy coming back?”

“Soon. We’ll find her for you.”

“Where did she go?”

“She needed to visit a friend.”

“What about my daddy?”

Fuck. She must have meant Reed Bonner. After all, that was whose surname she’d been given. The man had dumped a five-year-old child as well as ditching her mother, and that made an old, familiar anger resurface like an inmate done serving its time.

It pulsed hot in Cade’s veins as he dropped to his knees next to Scarlet, studying her features as he did so. Her eyes were the same colour as his—a shiny brown his mother always said reminded her of buckeyes in the fall. And the same eye colour that Christie had once had.

“Can you walk to the other building with us?” Cade asked.

“My feet hurt.” More tears fell, and Scarlet wiped her face with her sleeve.

“Do you want me to carry you?”

She paused for a few seconds and then nodded, although she kept sniffling. Cade passed her little pink bag to Emmy, who looked at it suspiciously then held it at arm’s length. Emmy might have been a brilliant soldier, but she sucked at being a mom.

Cade lifted Scarlet onto one hip, and she clung to his neck as they set off up the drive, leaving a relieved-looking Eugene behind. The child weighed almost nothing. Was she getting enough to eat? Had Christie been heavier when she was the same age? Cade thought so, but it could just have been that he wasn’t so strong back then. After all, he’d only been seven years older than her.

The receptionist gave them a curious look as they strode past into the stairwell and up to Emmy’s office on the third floor. Eyes followed them the whole way. How was Cade supposed to explain this situation to his colleagues when he could barely comprehend it himself?

He had to peel Scarlet’s fingers away from his jacket to sit her in Emmy’s leather chair, which dwarfed her tiny frame and left her looking more vulnerable than ever. Whether or not she was really his daughter, his heart ached for a young girl who’d been abandoned by everyone she knew.

“You okay?” Emmy asked.

No, he was far from okay, but admitting that to a boss whose nickname was Diamond because she was so fucking hard wasn’t something he wanted to do.

“Yeah.”

“What about Oakley?”

“I have to go, don’t I? It’s not as if someone else can take my place.”

“We’ll be in scheisse if you don’t. Hard evidence or not, my gut says those bikers are mixed up in the home invasions.”

So did Cade’s, although it didn’t have the same track record as Emmy’s for being right. “What about Scarlet?”

“I’ll look after her.” Emmy crinkled her nose. “Well, I’ll make sure she gets looked after. I promise. And I’ll get a paternity test done. We’ve got your DNA on file.”

If Emmy promised Scarlet would be safe, she’d be safe, Cade was certain of that much. And hopefully they’d find her mother soon. Although when Cindy did turn up, Cade would be having words, that was for sure. How dare the bitch keep her pregnancy hidden from him if she had so much as a hint that the kid might have been his? 

Tempting though it was to stay in Richmond and get to the bottom of the mess, Cade couldn’t live with the idea that another child might end up fatherless if he didn’t go back undercover. Another man dead, another family broken. Who would be next?

With no other clues, he needed to get back on his bike and leave.


























​CHAPTER 5

SHITTING HELL. 

EMMY looked at the kid, and the kid looked at her. Then Scarlet started to cry. As one quarter of the team who owned Blackwood Security, Emmy could look down the barrel of a machine gun without flinching, but tears? Nothing in her sixteen years of training had prepared her for this.

“Okay, uh, what’s up?”

Dammit, stupid question. Emmy already knew what was up. Some bitch called Cindy had abandoned her five-year-old daughter while she went swanning off to fuck-knows-where with her boyfriend. The anger Emmy felt at her own mother simmered dangerously close to the surface, and she fought to maintain an expression that didn’t suggest she wanted to kill someone.

Tissues. Tears needed tissues. Emmy grabbed a handful from the box on the credenza by the window, blue ones covered in tiny silver stars that could only have been left there by Bradley, her assistant.

“Here you go.”

Scarlet wiped her eyes while Emmy patted her awkwardly on the back. A few of Emmy’s friends had children now, but so far she’d managed to avoid any involvement that went beyond the superficial—buying gifts, attending the occasional birthday party, pretending to gush over photos. 

Except now there was a small child needing assistance, and no responsible adult around to supervise.

Okay. Deep breaths. Emmy could do this. All she had to do was find somebody who did understand children and call them for pointers, or better still, convince them to come and help.

But who? Emmy ran through a mental list.

Carmen was in Mexico with her son, visiting her family, so she couldn’t offer practical help. How about Georgia? Her daughter may only have been seven months old, but the fact that she had a child must count for something, right? Emmy was scrolling through the G’s on her phone when she recalled her husband’s comment yesterday morning—Georgia had gone down with gastroenteritis and was confined to barracks. Ana? Ana wasn’t in the country either, but surely she’d have some ideas…

“Da?” Ana answered almost immediately, letting her Russian accent come to the fore.

“I need help. What do I do with a child?” 

Emmy left Scarlet sitting in the big leather chair behind her desk and stepped out into the main office, which was almost deserted since there was a raid going on in town as well as a brainstorming meeting in the big conference room. Only Logan sat in the Special Projects department, his head bobbing in time to the music playing from his headphones as he concentrated on the laptop in front of him. Emmy began pacing. Yes, the pacing was a bad habit, born out of stress, but if any situation called for her to wear a hole in the carpet, it was this one.

“You’re pregnant?”

“No! Hell, no. She belongs to Cade.”

“Cade? Since when?”

“Since some woman dumped her off at the office with a note.”

A bark of laughter escaped. “Eto pizdets.”

Yes, thanks, Emmy had already realised the whole affair was fucked up. “And Cade’s gone back to work on that undercover thing.”

Ana only laughed harder. “So you got left with the kid? Was there literally nobody else in the entire building?”

“It’s not bloody funny.”

“Yes, it is. When Tabby wanted a piggyback the other day, you went four shades paler.” 

Tabby was Ana’s daughter. Three years old, and she’d already perfected a stare that could intimidate most grown men, just like her mother.

“I was worried about dropping her.”

Ana’s voice softened uncharacteristically. “For six months after she was born, I worried about everything, but it got easier. How old is the girl?”

“Scarlet. Her name’s Scarlet. Five, as best we can work out.”

“That’s not so bad. At least you can talk to her.”

“But I’ve got no idea what to say.”

“Start with the simple things—tell her that she’s staying with you while the grown-ups get their shit together.”

Ana’s boyfriend piped up in the background. “Try not to use the word ‘shit.’”

“No shit. Got it.”

“Has she eaten?”

“I’ve got no idea.”

“Okay, start by getting her dinner. Are you still in the office?”

“Yeah. And I’m supposed to be meeting with an informant in three hours then doing a little breaking and entering. When I catch up with Scarlet’s mother, it ain’t gonna be pretty.”

Emmy was already organising the search in her head. She may not have known how to care for a child, but she could plan a manhunt in her sleep. First, check the CCTV to find out the details of the woman’s vehicle. Next, run an in-depth background check and pass the details on to her ever-growing network as the information came in. Nobody could disappear completely—they always left clues. Always. And— Oh, shit.

Emmy glanced over into her glass-fronted office and saw the empty chair.

“Uh, I think I lost the kid.”

“Remind me never to ask you to babysit.”

“I don’t think there’s any danger of that. Besides, all of my time’s gonna be taken up looking for Cade’s ex so I can remove her ovaries and ensure she never has another child.”

“Emmy?”

“Yeah?”

“Stop talking and find Scarlet.”

“Okay, right.” Of course. “Talk later.”

Where the hell had the girl gone? Emmy checked under her desk, and then her husband’s opposite, but all she found was a packet of Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups she’d tossed there when her nutritionist turned up unexpectedly, extolling the benefits of organic tea that looked like shit and tasted worse. 

The private bathroom at the back of the office yielded nothing either, so Emmy ventured out into the open-plan office. 

“Logan?”

No answer. Logan was engrossed in whatever was on his screen, which knowing him, could have been a detailed plan for his next job or a video of Kate Upton. Emmy picked up a squeezy stress ball from the nearest desk and scored a bullseye. Logan plucked out his headphones, scooped up the ball, and hurled it back, but Emmy ducked behind a decorative palm Bradley had insisted on bringing in for therapeutic purposes.

“What was that for?” Logan asked.

“Have you seen a little girl walk past?”

“The one who came in with you earlier?”

“That’s her.”

“Nope, sorry. Why? She’s gone?”

“I turned my back for two seconds. Two fucking seconds, and she’s disappeared.”

“Well, she can’t have got far. If she’s not in here, she might have pushed the button to go out into the hallway, but she can’t get in anywhere else without a retina scan.”

“Can you check the stairwells while I head to the surveillance room?”

Logan was already on his feet. “What’s her name?”

“Scarlet.”

He walked off, chuckling. “Can’t believe you lost a kid.”


























​CHAPTER 6

SIX O’CLOCK IN the evening on the second of July. While the rest of the country geared up for the Independence Day celebrations in two days’ time, I was cleaning as slowly as possible in the hope that divine inspiration would strike and I’d figure out a way to get the freaking USB key into Mackenzie Cain’s computer. Thanks to Dean’s arrangement with the agency who supplied Blackwood’s cleaning staff, I’d gotten the job at the company’s head office with just a cursory interview, but only working in the non-secure areas. A security clearance would have meant deeper background checks I couldn’t pass, even with Dean’s meticulously crafted cover story. Still, I had time on my side if nothing else. As long as I didn’t put in for any overtime payments, nobody seemed to mind me staying at the office for an extra hour, and even if I didn’t succeed with my goal, I could hang out in the kitchen. The drinks machine made perfectly frothy hot chocolate. Even in summer, I couldn’t resist it.

But first, I had to finish cleaning. Toil then reward, that’s how it worked. I’d just started wiping the electronic booking screens outside each of the conference rooms when a figure scuttled around the corner and startled me into dropping the duster.

“Hey, are you okay?”

The little girl looked nervous, eyes darting from side to side as she fidgeted. 

“Where’s your mommy?”

“I don’t know.”

Oh dear. The tears came thick and fast, but luckily I had a package of tissues in my pocket. When I handed one over, the girl scrubbed at her face but kept crying just as hard. Surely she must have a parent nearby? I’d never seen a child in the office before, let alone on her own.

“How about your daddy?”

No answer, just a quiet shaking of her shoulders.

“Is your daddy here?”

“I-I-I don’t know.”

I held out a hand, and the child just stared at it. 

“Why don’t we go and look for your mommy or your daddy?”

“My feet hurt.”

“Do you have something in your shoe?”

She stayed silent, so I lifted her onto the nearest chair, and when I knelt beside her to check, it was soon clear what the problem was. What kind of parent sent a child out in shoes three sizes too small? Her toes were squashed right up against the end. I loosened the laces and took them off, rewarded with a tentative smile when she freed her feet. The rest of the girl’s clothes weren’t much better—the waistband of her jeans cut into her skin, all too obvious because under her coat, her grubby pink T-shirt was short enough that I could see her belly.

The sight made me groan, and not just out of pity for the little girl. Rather because when I did eventually track a parent down, I’d have to say something for the child’s sake, and I hated confrontation. Confrontation brought consequences.

But in the meantime, the child could stay in her socks. The floors were clean enough—after hours of washing and polishing, I’d made sure of that.

“What’s your name?”

“Scarlet.”

“Hi, Scarlet. I’m E— Taylor.” 

Darn it, I’d almost used my real name. I needed to be more careful, especially around here where Nate Wood, another of the directors, was rumoured to bug rooms for a hobby.
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