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​Prologue
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Her heart pounded as she gripped the hand next to her. She stumbled and then looked up into eyes as dark as hers, such a deep blue, and hair that hung in tangles down her back, as black as her own.

Dirty faces, torn dresses, no shoes on their small feet.

“Keep walking,” Sister mumbled. “Can’t stop. They’ll find us.” Sister was ten, she was four.

She scrunched closer to Sister when flashes of the scenes they left behind raced across her mind.

Screams, blood, hiding in the closet huddled close together.

Shots fired, the sound deafening. Splintered wood from the closet door, one nicked her cheek. She tried not to cry, but the tears came anyway. Sister gasped, then grunted.

Whispered, frantic words of their mother. “Run, hide, don’t look back. Never look back.”

They’d crawled out the window, grabbed hands. They were at the big tree when the explosion rocked the ground beneath their feet. They hid behind the gnarled trunk, but peered around the side. Fire shot toward the sky like a beacon in the night. The warmth from the burning house crept around the trunk toward them, wrapping around them, tempting them to come nearer.

She took a step toward the burning house but was pulled back.

A bird, black as night, screeched angrily above their heads.

She pointed up.

“Raven,” Sister said, words flat, barely discernable. “Bad omen. With it comes death.”

“Raven,” she whispered.

Sister took a small key from around her neck, hands shaking, and pressed it into her hand. “Never lose it,” she said, words ragged as she slid down the trunk of the tree and closed her eyes.

She put the chain around her neck, then curled next to her, but Sister never said another word. Her dress grew wet from the blood spreading across the front, her body cold, but still, she clung to her.

The fire trucks and police came.

She didn’t say a word. They didn’t look behind the tree.

Then everything was quiet again.

Light came, followed by darkness.

Someone, a man, began to shout.

Then he stood in front of her and Sister. Tears slowly rolled down his face.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I came as soon as Frank called, but I was too late.” He knelt down, brushing the hair from Sister’s eyes. “So damned sorry, little one.”

She huddled against Sister as close as she could, but he picked her up, taking her away.

“Sister!” she cried.

Tears in his voice, he said, “She’s gone, but I’ll take care of you. I’m Ralph, a friend of your dad. I’ll keep you safe. What’s your name, little one?”

A bird flew overhead, screeching angrily.

She looked up.

“Raven,” she whispered.

With it comes death.
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​Chapter One
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Ten years later

Raven stomped outside.

Barb looked up, brushing loose, dyed-brown hair away from her face. It was a pixie cut and framed her features, giving her a softer look than the ravages of time had bestowed upon her. Ralph’s mother was sixty-three. She’d had a hard life and had told Raven on more than one occasion she’d earned every wrinkle, but she wasn’t about to let her hair go gray.

"What's bothering you, kiddo?" She took a long drag off her cigarette. It was almost down to the filter, so she crushed the stub in the ashtray as she exhaled. "You’re fourteen today. I thought you'd be excited. You'll be a woman before too long, all grown up." She frowned. "Not that being a woman ever made my life any easier. Harder, in fact. Tell me what's bothering you."

Raven could never be mad around Ralph's mother for some strange reason. She always told her like it was, never pulling any punches. They'd only disagreed on one thing, which was the reason Raven was angry at Ralph right now. Was it so wrong that she wanted to know more about her biological family?

Barb slowly nodded as she studied her. "You don't have to say it. I know what you're thinking. You asked him about your family again, didn't you?”

"I'm old enough to know why they murdered them." She reached up and touched the small scar on her right cheek, near the corner of her eye. For a moment, her eyes closed, and a flash of memory exploded inside her mind. The sound of gunfire, the splintering of wood, and the sliver that caught her on the face. Sister had made a funny noise, like a grunt. She realized now that Sister had been shot, but still, she’d gotten them to safety.

In a heartbeat, the memory was gone, lost once again. As hard as Raven tried to remember, there wasn't much there. Nothing that she could piece together. She only had vague memories of a mother who hugged and a father who used to bounce her on his knee.

Once, she'd stolen a pack of gum at the store. Not intentionally, she'd just reached up and gotten it off the shelf and put it in her pocket. Her father had watched her do it. She couldn't have been more than four. It was right around the time they’d fled their home, and everything changed.

Her father made her put it back and later told her that even if she never had much in life, the one thing she would always have was her honor.

Raven was afraid she didn’t have much honor, but she was okay with that. She wasn’t okay with the disconnect she had with her biological family. Sometimes, she’d wake up in the middle of the night and reach toward something that wasn’t there. Shadows, that’s all they were now. She wanted to feel something besides this incredible sense of loss.

Ralph constantly warned her not to go digging for the truth. It would put her life in danger. But she’d be careful. She was older, smarter. It was time she knew more.

Barb used to work the carney circuit in her younger day and could cheat at cards and lift your wallet at the same time, all with a smile on her face. She'd taught Raven everything she knew, much to Ralph's annoyance. She had some pretty badass skills now. So, yeah, maybe honor wasn't on the top of her list because she was pretty good at stealing. She needed to know more. The bits and pieces of memory she had just weren't enough.

A shadowy image of a smiling, dark-haired woman and the aroma of apple pie cooking in the oven would sometimes flit across her mind. Every time she smelled an apple pie, she thought of her mother. There were hugs, but everything else was foggy.

She couldn't even remember her sister's name. Only that she’d called her Sister, and she’d been protective of Raven. Raven knew that she’d been shot or injured in some way and died a short time later from those injuries, but still, she’d gotten Raven to safety.

She raised her chin. "Why can't I know about my family?"

Barb reached inside her pocket, cellophane crackling as she brought out an almost empty pack of generic cigarettes. She pulled one out and stuck it in her mouth, then struck a match, lighting the end. When the end of the cigarette glowed, she drew in a long drag before exhaling. Smoke swirled around her face and rose above her as she leaned back in the chipped, faded green, metal rocking chair.

"Have you ever thought about the people who murdered your family?" she finally asked, raising her gaze to Raven's.

Frustrated, her arms circled her waist. "Of course. I think about them every day. I want to kill them like they killed my family. Do you blame me?" Her gaze narrowed as she fought to control the building fury inside her.

Barb slowly shook her head. "Nope, I don't blame you a bit. I’d want to do the same thing, but you're only fourteen. I suspect these were powerful people behind their murders. If you start poking around, they're going to realize they left one alive. No witnesses. That's what people like that always say."

She plunked herself into the chair next to Barb. "I don't even know where they're buried," she said as some of the fight inside her drained. "I don't know much at all about them—only little pieces of memory. Sometimes I feel as if I've fallen into a deep hole, and I keep tumbling over and over. I try to grab something to hold onto, but what little memories I have quickly slip away. I just end up feeling more frustrated."

Barb hesitated, picking absently at the gray pants she wore.

Raven watched her a moment. "What are you not telling me?"

She sighed heavily. "You gotta stop letting this weigh you down, girl."

Raven sat forward in her chair. "You know something. What? Barb, we’ve always told each other everything. Please, I need to know."

The heat of the afternoon washed over Raven in waves. It would be cooler inside, but Barb knew something, and Raven wanted to know what it was.

Barb looked off into the distance, as if she didn’t see the rundown houses behind them or hear the humming of the air conditioning units in neighboring windows that struggled to beat the heat on this hot summer day. They didn’t live in the best neighborhood, but if you ever needed anything, someone was always there to help you out.

Barb cleared her throat, as if coming to a decision. "There wasn't enough to bury,” she said, the words stumbling out. “What they could find after the explosion, they put in one box and buried them all together. It was the right thing to do."

Goosebumps popped up on her arms as a sudden chill swept over her. She ran her hands up and down her arms. "My sister. She wasn't in the explosion,” she quietly said, sensing there was a lot more to the story. “We got away. Where is she buried?"

Ralph opened the screen door, the hinges squeaking loudly in protest as he stepped to the covered patio. Raven raised her gaze. For the first time, she noticed Ralph was looking older. He was starting to get a little gray in his hair. His last birthday, he’d turned forty-four. Right now, he looked tired and more than a little irritated.

He was still six feet of powerful muscle. He grew up in Hell's Kitchen, learning how to fight dirty just to survive. He even admitted to being in a gang at one time, but he said that was bad news. Then he joined the Army.

He'd known her father. He’d been visiting a cousin and they’d thought it would be exciting to slip across the tracks, maybe buy some booze since they were underage. She hadn’t known what 'across the tracks' meant at the time, so he'd explained her father didn’t know about the dark side of life and what it meant to grow up poor. He was a good man, though. Ralph insisted she know that about him. Then he’d clam up and not say another word.

When she came to live with him, they moved to Oklahoma. Him, Barb, and Raven. He said it was a slower pace. Not as much crime.

His deep sigh was audible. "You're always pushing for answers, but you might not want to know the truth," he finally said as he walked to the edge of the patio.

Raven didn't say anything, only waited.

"Your sister was so damned small. Her hair was dark like yours. The same as your mother's. I met your mother once, but it was a long time ago, before you kids came along." He glanced over his shoulder. "You look a lot like her. If you ever want to know what she looked like, just look in the mirror."

"My sister didn't die in the explosion," she whispered.

He grimaced, facing away from her again, as though it was easier than looking directly at her. "I had to work fast. The explosion happened near a small town with limited resources, but they had yellow tape around the scene. I knew they would start digging through what was left of that house. I laid her next to what I was pretty sure was your mom. I was planning on mowing the next day and had a can of gasoline in the car. I’m sorry.” His lips thinned. “I did what I had to do to protect you. I made it look as though she’d perished in the fire."

Raven's eyes welled with tears. She clamped her lips together, holding in her emotions. She kept telling herself that Ralph only did what he thought was necessary.

"I knew what I had to do, and I did it. That doesn't mean I was happy about it. When they started digging through everything, they would think she died in the explosion. I hoped they would think you had perished, too."

He didn't have to tell her anything else. She knew what he did and why he did it.

"Mom was right,” he continued. “They put their remains in one casket, what few there were, and buried them together. They thought all of you had died in the fire. I knew it was the only way to keep you safe."

"Who murdered them?" she asked.

"I don't know." He turned to look at her. "That's the God's honest truth. I hadn't spoken to Frank in a long time. All I knew was that he went into law enforcement after I joined the Army."

"Someone would know what he was investigating," she said.

He quickly straightened. "No! You can't start digging around. Whoever killed them will kill you, too. I won't let that happen. Did you ever think about the danger you would put all of us in if you start poking around stuff you know nothing about? The people who killed your family won't think twice about killing all of us. Let it go."

She jumped to her feet. "And they just get away with murder! Is that what you're telling me?"

"Yeah, that's what I'm telling you. Now promise me that you’ll let it be."

Ralph had always been there for her. He’d saved her life. If anyone else had found her, she would probably be dead like the rest of her family.

"Fine. I won't do anything—right now."

He shook his head. "Your stubbornness is going to get you into big trouble someday."

“You would want answers, too.” She practically dared him to tell her differently.

“Okay.” He slowly nodded his head. “You think you can find their killers and clean up all the loose ends?”

She defiantly raised her chin. “You’ve taught me a lot. I can take care of myself.”

“Come at me,” he goaded.

She frowned.

“Pretend I’m the man who killed your family. Come at me.”

Did he think she wouldn't? She quickly came to her feet and charged him, but at the last minute, he sidestepped, and she was reaching for air. She landed on her face in the grass. When she rolled onto her back and looked up, he was pointing a finger, thumb raised, as if he held a gun.

“Bang, you’re dead. You don’t know nearly as much as you think you do.”

Fury rose inside her as she glared at him. “Then teach me.”

He reached a hand toward her, expelling an aggravated sigh. “I love you like a daughter, but I won’t be easy on you.”

She took the hand he offered and met his gaze head-on. “I don’t want you to be.”

And he wasn’t.

For the next ten years, she listened, and she learned. She'd make them pay, and she wouldn't stop until she did.
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Ty set his equipment down on the ground next to him, then scanned the area. The eleven-story building set off to itself on a grassy knoll surrounded by large oak trees on the outskirts of Dallas, Texas. The Prestige building. He was only interested in the top two floors where Lancaster Chemicals had their offices.

Ethan, a member of the team, had already checked out the security system, and it wasn't much. Not what he'd expected, anyway. Hell, a good hacker could shut it down with just a few clicks on the computer.

For Ethan, a piece of cake.  Only one problem, either someone else had hacked in and shut it down, or whoever ran the security for the building had fallen asleep on the job.

His forehead creased. Except Ethan never worried, and this had worried him. That made Ty a little uneasy. Why would a company involved in illegal ventures not have better security measures in place? Of course, Lancaster Chemicals didn't own the building. It belonged to the Prestige group, but Daniel Lancaster sat on the board.

There was another answer they hadn't considered. Daniel Lancaster could be legit in his business dealings. They had no proof he was involved in any illegal activities. This was more of a hunt and find mission. That's why he and Ethan were the only two team members working on the case at the moment. The others wouldn't come in unless they were needed.

Ty looked around. Only one guard patrolled at night, and he’d just made a round. The guard would go inside and have a cup of coffee, trying to stay awake, but it was the wee hours of the morning, so he wouldn’t have much luck keeping his eyes open. Yeah, he’d studied his routine.

He put on his night-vision goggles and looked up the side of the building that he was about to scale. The building was older, with sides that resembled old stone rather than sleek, modern construction. It was trimmed out with narrow ledges about every twelve feet with a broader shelf along each story, barely enough for someone to stand on.

His eyes narrowed as he stared at the small, dark figure climbing up, already reaching the fifth floor. If he wasn't mistaken, it was a female. Either that or a young boy. He doubted it was the latter.

What the hell?

He studied the figure a little more. Black bodysuit. Long dark hair pulled back into a low band. Great ass. Definitely a female, but what the hell was she doing? Had another agency sent someone to investigate? That happened sometimes. DEA would cross into the CIA's lane, and then all hell would break loose. They didn’t always play well together.

It wouldn’t be the first time it happened to their team, even though they were neither CIA nor DEA. Most of the time, their missions were covert. Which meant, if they were caught, the government didn’t know them, but this mission had come directly from higher up.

His frown darkened. If she screwed this up, it could blow their cover. He'd been working undercover on this case too long for that to happen. They’d been chasing leads, connecting the dots, until it all led back to Lancaster Chemicals. He wasn't about to let it all go down the drain now.

He started forward about the same time her foot slipped. He froze, holding his breath as she regained her balance. She stood on one of the narrow ledges. After only a moment, she steadied herself, and continued her ascent.

Damn, she didn't even have on any safety gear. What the hell was she thinking? She was either damned careless or else trying to get herself killed.

Nope, not going to happen. Finding a dead body on the property would definitely raise their radars.

He quickly put on the harness. He wore a black turtleneck and black pants made for climbing, so he was ready in less than a minute. He stowed the bag behind some bushes, then pointing the grappling hook gun toward the top of the building, he pulled the trigger. There was an almost silent whish as the hook flew upward, then a slight clink as it landed. The hook only weighed a few pounds, but it was made of the strongest alloy imaginable. One of the bennies of working for the government—the team got to play with all the latest toys.

Ty waited as she looked around, but there was barely any light to see. Only a sliver of a moon tonight, and she wasn't wearing night-vision goggles.

After a moment, she began her ascent once more. He moved fast, testing the hook to ensure it was secure by pulling on the cable. He started the climb. She'd slowed down a little since her misstep. Apparently, she'd decided being more cautious might be a good idea. Fool, she should've come back down. Whatever she was attempting wasn’t worth risking her life over.

The closer he got to her, the better her ass looked. Crap, what the hell was he thinking? If he weren't careful, he'd be the one blowing his cover. He was usually more focused than this.

He’d get her off the side of the building and find out who she worked for. Breaking into Lancaster Chemicals would have to happen another night. As soon as he was nearly even with her, he removed his goggles and hooked them on his utility belt, then went the rest of the way up. She was facing away from him when he quietly moved beside her.

"Nice night for a climb, isn't it?" he spoke softly.

Her head jerked to the side, facing him. Her dark blue eyes widened with surprise. "Who? What?" She took a step away, and even though the ledge was wider where they now stood, she lost her balance again.

Ty grabbed her close to him, crushing her body against his. Damn, she felt sweet. She had some seriously nice curves. It had been a while since he'd been with a woman. She was damned pretty, too, and she smelled nice. Like biting into a peach on a hot summer day and letting the juice run down the side of his mouth. Real nice.

"Let go of me," her words ground out.

He cocked an eyebrow. "We were just getting to know each other."

"Get the hell away from me," she said more firmly.

He shrugged. "And here I thought we had something going for us." He let go of her. She gasped and stumbled when she lost her anchor, then quickly grabbed his shoulders again.

He grinned. "I knew you couldn't resist my charm." He suddenly turned serious. "Who do you work for?"

"I don't work for anyone," she said between gritted teeth.

"Don't tell me, you were just out for a nightly stroll, and you looked up and thought to yourself: I think I'll climb that building."

"Why are you here?" she countered, defiantly raising her chin.

She was feisty. He liked that. It didn't help that every time she moved, even mere inches, her body stirred something deep inside him. When his body reacted, her eyes widened.

"Do you mind?" she asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Not a bit."

Something close to a growl came from her, and she pushed against his chest. He grabbed her around the waist as he lost his balance. She sucked in a breath, throwing her arms around his neck again. They dropped a couple of feet with her clinging to him before the safety cable stopped their fall.

"You bastard!" she whispered, eyes flashing.

Their faces were only inches apart. Her anger sent fire through his blood. Yeah, he didn't even try to resist those luscious lips. As they gently swung, he lowered his lips to hers. He figured she didn't fight because she was probably afraid the line would break. Or she might just like his kiss, but after only a moment, she was responding.

Her tongue sparred with his, then stroked, sending heat spiraling downward over his body. She was ice one moment and fire the next. Usually, he had his emotions under control, but he was quickly losing what little hold he had on them. He had to get a grip or he'd be the one screwing up everything.

He ended the kiss. For a moment, he saw confusion on her face.

"Why did you kiss me?" she asked, words soft as kitten fur.

"It seemed like the right thing to do at the moment."

Her forehead wrinkled. "Well, don't do it again. Get me the hell down from here, and we'll part ways.” She glared at him. “Get in my way again, and you'll regret it."

How cute. She thought it was going to end here.

"Hang on, sweetheart." She might be pissed as hell at him, but she tightened her hold.

He quickly worked the line, and they began their descent. When their feet touched the ground, she immediately backed away from him. He released the safety cable and grabbed her around the waist.

"Not so fast. I need to know why you’re here and about to break into the building."

She raised her chin. "I'm not going to tell you anything. Now let me go."

He sighed. "It’s going to be like that then."

She raised a haughty eyebrow. "Yeah, it's going to be like that." 

She wiggled out of his hold. He released the safety line, and it came down, twisting like an angry snake to coil on the ground as she walked away. In one swift move, he grabbed her again and threw her over his shoulder. For a moment, she didn't react. Damn, she couldn’t weigh very much—light as a feather.

She drew in a sharp breath. "Put me down!" she hissed.

"Not until I get some information."

She stilled.

He scooped up the cable and retrieved his bag as he walked by the bushes. When he was back at his car, he opened the trunk and tossed the bag inside. For a brief second, he thought about throwing her inside as well but quickly vetoed that idea since she wasn't fighting him. He figured she'd wised up and decided it would be better for her to come clean. Smart woman.

As soon as he set her on her feet, she whirled around and started to run. He shook his head and looked heavenward. Women could be a pain in the ass sometimes—at least, this one was all that and more. His long strides easily began to catch up to her, until he tripped over a root. When he raised his head, all he saw was her cute little ass before she disappeared.

He grinned, then frowned.

Yeah, he’d missed an opportunity to get inside Daniel Lancaster’s private office, but there would be another night if he didn’t get the information he needed before then. But the girl, now that had been exciting. He believed in fate. That everything happened for a reason. He had no doubt their paths would cross again.

As he limped his way back to the car, he knew something wasn’t right and felt in his back pocket. His wallet was gone. He knew it hadn’t fallen out because he’d made sure the button was secure before the climb. He laughed lightly. He’d underestimated her. She was good.

He grimaced when he stepped down wrong. Damned ankle. He'd put something on it tonight. It wasn't bothering him that much, so it should be fine by morning. As soon as he climbed into the car, his cell phone started vibrating. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at the caller ID—Ethan.

"Are you inside yet?" he asked.

"There was a snafu."

After a moment of silence, Ethan began to talk again. "Exactly what kind of snafu? Are you okay?"

"I'm fine, except for a slightly twisted ankle when I tripped over a root." He started the car and made his way to the road.

"You're usually more careful than that."

"I would've been if I wasn’t chasing a girl." 

Another silence. "You were chasing a girl? Have you been taking some of those herbs that you're always trying to convince us are healthy?"

"They're good for you."

Ethan released an exasperated breath. "Can we just get back to the girl? Who was she? What happened?"

"I got to the building, put on my gear, looked up, and there she was."

"The girl?"

Ty frowned. "Of course, the girl. That's who we've been talking about."

"Just go on."

"She was about halfway up the side of the building."

"CIA? DEA?"

"She didn't say. I went up after her and brought her down. Damned good looking, too."

"Really?"

Ty caught his sudden curiosity. Ethan was known as the ladies’ man on the team. As far as Ty knew, no woman had ever been able to resist his charms. He didn't like how much interest Ethan was showing in this girl for some strange reason.

"Yeah, she was cute. Well, except one eye was a little bigger than the other, her nose was crooked, and she had a wart on her chin with a long hair coming out of it. It kind of curled on the end."

"The wart or the hair?" Ethan asked dryly.

Maybe he’d laid it on a little thick. "She had a nice ass, though."

"So what happened after you got her down off the building?"

Ty decided not to mention that he'd kissed her. As the youngest member of the team, he got ribbed by the others enough as it was. "I threw her over my shoulder, and I was taking her back to the car, but when I set her on her feet, she took off running. I would’ve caught her, except I tripped over a root."

"So, you didn't find out why she was there."

"No."

"You think you'll ever see her again?"

Ethan wasn't a big believer in fate, so Ty didn't even try to explain. Instead, he said, "Neither one of us got what we were after, so yeah, I think our paths will cross again if she wants whatever she’s looking for bad enough. Besides, she has something I want back."

“What would that be?”

He grimaced. “My wallet. She must’ve lifted it when I threw her over my shoulder.”

Ethan whistled beneath his breath. “Damn, that’s not good.”

"Nah, everything's cool, but this woman is good. I only had generic info in the wallet. I never carry anything important when I'm undercover. I even used a fake last name on a fake driver's license."

“Smart move. What did you use?”

“Smith.”

“Wow, that was original,” his words dripped with sarcasm. "I'll nose around and see if one of the other agencies is investigating Lancaster Chemicals. It could just be a rival company looking to cash in on the drug trade."

Ty didn't want to think the girl might be dirty, but it was a distinct possibility. The thought left a sour taste in his mouth. If she was, he would take her down just like he would any other criminal. A damned shame, though, because she was sexy as hell.

She was like a strong shot of whiskey. That first taste was smooth, but when it hit the back of your throat, there was a slow burn all the way to your gut. Yeah, he hoped it was just a case of different agencies getting their wires crossed because he couldn't picture sending her to prison.

"You at the house yet?” Ty asked, turning his thoughts back to Ethan.

"Just pulling into the driveway."

Six team members usually worked together. The others would come in later if they were needed. Samson was on his honeymoon, Dylan was out of the country. Carter and Breaker were semi-retired.

He could understand why Carter, Breaker, and Samson got married. They’d found great women. That was never going to happen to him, though. He'd seen the way his parents’ marriage had gone south.

His father constantly pushed Ty's mother to do more, and more was never enough. When she'd walked away from the marriage, she’d left Ty behind, and his father turned to alcohol. Nothing Ty ever did was good enough. His father owned a martial arts studio, and Ty had to be the best.

The only good that came from long hours at the studio was his unique set of skills. He was damned good at what he did. He’d earned every bit of what he knew, and he’d learned it the hard way.

He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. It did no good remembering the past. He’d pushed those memories away a long time ago. There was no sense in dwelling on them now.

He reached over and turned on the radio. Music blared through the speakers, blocking out everything else. He was far enough away, so he pushed the button that lowered the windows and let the night breeze in.

By the time he pulled into the garage, he'd turned the music down, and he was a lot calmer, especially when he saw Ethan's motorcycle. He grinned. Ethan was a computer nerd, but you wouldn't know it from his lifestyle. He was also a good friend. No, more like a brother. The whole team was like that. If one of them needed something, the others would be right there. They’d been together for a while now.

Ethan looked up as he walked inside and followed him to the kitchen. Ty grabbed a bottle of water and twisted off the cap before taking a long drink. When he lowered the bottle, Ethan was studying him.

"What?" Ty asked.

"One eye wasn't bigger than the other, her nose wasn't crooked, and she didn't have a wart with a long hair, did she?"

He thought about lying but realized that probably wouldn't work. He decided to come clean. "She was the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. You should've seen the way she climbed up the side of the building. As if she'd been scaling buildings all her life. Except for that one little wobble, which she quickly righted, her moves were so smooth they were almost perfection."

Ethan leaned against the center island. "Only you would get excited about a woman climbing up the side of a building."

He shook his head. "No, it was more than just the way she moved up the side of the building. When she realized she wasn't alone, she’d been surprised at first, but then she got pissed." He chuckled. "She definitely has a temper."

Ethan looked confused, then understanding lit his eyes. "You're attracted to her."

"Yeah, so what? When I surprised her, she almost fell, so I grabbed her. Man, she had some seriously sexy curves."

Ethan slowly shook his head. "I don't know. She just doesn't sound like the kind of woman you’re usually attracted to. I thought you always went for the quiet ones. Meditation, yoga, and all that Zen stuff you're into."

Ty realized Ethan was right. She was the exact opposite of the women he usually dated. But there'd been something about this one. The fire in her eyes and the way she glared at him when he’d intruded on her space. And then there was the way she'd returned his kiss with such passion.

"Earth to Ty." Ethan snapped his fingers in front of Ty’s face.

He blinked, then frowned.

Ty took another drink of his water before screwing the cap back on. He shook his head and lied. "I was just thinking about my next move. Going up the side of the building isn’t going to work. I don't know what this girl was after, but I need to move faster now that we’ve finally gotten this far. I think we should go with plan B."

Ethan slowly nodded. "Then plan B it is."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Three
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Raven was furious. She'd been planning this for weeks, shutting down their security system, which hadn’t been an easy task, and studying the layout of each office. Tonight had been the perfect night. Barely a sliver of moon.

She was so damn close. Tonight would be the night she would find the evidence she needed and bring the guilty ones to justice. But had that happened?

She wanted to scream! Instead, she bounced her fist off the steering wheel and sucked back a sob of frustration. At least, it was supposed to have happened tonight. Okay, she had to calm down and get hold of herself. Think everything through and figure out what went wrong.

Why hadn’t she heard him coming up the side of the building?

Not good.

Major screw up. God, she had to be more careful. What if it had been one of Lancaster’s men who came up the side of the building? He could’ve ended it all.

But it hadn't been, or he would've killed her. Right? So, who was he?

Her body suddenly tingled with awareness. 

Why had he even kissed her? They were swinging from a cable on the side of a building at least six stories up. Was he crazy? Even she didn't take chances like that.

Raven frowned. Maybe she had, since she'd kissed him back. She nibbled her bottom lip. She could still taste him. He was cinnamon and spice, and oh God, he’d made her tremble with desire. No man had ever done that.

No, she wasn't a virgin, but her experience with sex hadn't been great. Really good, a few times, but no, never great. The stranger had made her feel alive. After only one kiss!

A shudder of need swept over her as she pulled into the parking garage and then into an open space. She sat there for a moment after she turned off the engine.

Dammit, she'd been so close to breaking into Daniel Lancaster's office! She was pretty confident the man tonight wasn't one of Lancaster's flunkies or he would've raised an alarm at the very least. He'd asked if she was CIA or DEA, so she could probably mark them off her list of who he worked for.

She slowly pulled the tie out of her thick, black hair then ran her fingers through it. He could be rogue, like her. Her eyes narrowed. Or maybe he worked for a rival company, and they wanted a piece of the action.

She already knew Daniel Lancaster had his fingers in a lot of pots. Not only was he into manufacturing drugs, but he dabbled in human trafficking, and she was pretty sure he was selling government secrets to a foreign group, although she didn't have proof of the last one. Her mouth screwed to the side. She didn't have evidence of the other things either, but she’d get what she needed and prove he’d had her family murdered. She was almost positive he’d ordered the hit.

Before she got out of the car, she reached into the back seat and grabbed the pale blue pencil skirt that she'd worn downstairs earlier. It only took her a few seconds to wiggle it over the black tights she always wore when climbing. Paired with the black turtleneck, she looked trendy rather than about to commit a crime. One glance in the rearview mirror told her that she looked presentable, so she grabbed her purse from under the seat and got out of the car, making her way to the elevator. She rode it up to the main floor and stepped off.

Susan looked up from behind the desk as Raven walked through the lobby. Susan was probably around Ralph's age with sandy blonde hair.

"Late night," she casually commented.

"Blind date," she lied.

"Didn't work out?"

She wrinkled her nose. "It might have, except he was too aggressive for my taste. The kind of guy who swings from a rope, if you know what I mean." Or cable, in this case.

“Yep, I’ve met a few Tarzan types. They can be pretty bossy. You should let me set you up with my nephew. He's a great kid. Going to law school, you know. Not an aggressive bone in his body."

Yeah, she knew all about the nephew because Susan bragged about him all the time. Raven had only moved into the complex a few weeks ago, but Susan had taken a liking to her. It was easy to see that she was proud of her nephew.

"I think I'm just going to lay low when it comes to the dating scene. At least for now."

“If you change your mind, let me know.”

She smiled again, then headed down to the elevator and stepped in, taking it up to the eighth floor. When she was inside her two-bedroom apartment, she tossed her purse onto the sofa and went straight to the kitchen. As soon as she opened the refrigerator door, she spotted what she so desperately needed.

She took out the bottle of sparkling Moscato and brought down a wineglass. After pouring it half-full, she took a drink, closing her eyes when the bubbles bounced off her tongue. She drew in a breath and then slowly exhaled. This was better, exactly what she needed.

After putting the bottle back in the refrigerator, she took her glass and went to the living room. When her phone began to ring, she dug it out of her purse and looked at the caller. She smiled when she saw Barb's face.

"What are you doing up? It's almost one in the morning."

"Couldn't sleep. You go out tonight?"

"For a little while," she hedged.

Barb's deep sigh came across the phone. "I doubt you were out with a man since you don't date very often. You’re only twenty-four. You should date more. Instead of trying to find answers. I figured you were up to something that might get you into trouble since I haven’t heard from you in a few days."


Raven sat on the sofa, leaning against the back cushion and pulling a pillow to her lap. "Actually, I was with a man."



Silence for a moment, then, "Well, I didn't expect that. Tell me more."

Barb probably wasn't going to like what Raven was about to tell her, but they had no secrets from each other, and she wasn't going to start lying at this point. "I was climbing up the side of Lancaster Chemicals and someone decided to join me."

Worry laced her next words. "Are you okay?"

"You have so little confidence in my abilities. Of course, I'm okay."

"Who was he?"

"I don't know...yet." She reached inside her purse, where she'd dropped the wallet.

"What do you mean, you don't know yet?"

"Just what I said. I don't know yet. I lifted his wallet when he threw me over his shoulder, but I haven't looked through it."

"He did what?"

She chuckled. "He threw me over his shoulder. Caveman style. Very alpha male. I guess he underestimated me. That’s when I lifted his wallet. As soon as he set me on my feet, I took off running. He almost caught me, but something tripped him up because when I glanced over my shoulder, he was flat on his face." She opened the wallet and looked inside.

"Well, if he was going to act like a pirate stealing booty, was he at least cute?"

That’s what she liked about Barb, she always took everything in stride. Raven looked at his driver's license, staring at the hard planes of his face and the dark eyes that seemed to stare right back at her. If she moved his picture, would his eyes follow her? She shook her head. Not enough sleep. She leaned forward and picked up her glass, taking another drink of her wine.

"I don't think that I’d call him cute. Way too tame. More like intriguing with dark hair and dark eyes. Lots of muscles." She glanced at the name on the driver’s license. “Ty Smith. The last name is definitely fake," she mumbled, but she couldn't stop staring at him. Damn, he was devilishly attractive. The kind of man that if you walked past him, you would have to turn around and take a second glance. Her mouth watered thinking about him.

"Talk to me," Barb interrupted her thoughts.

She mentally shook her head. She’d gotten lost in his driver’s license photo. "Ty Smith is from Florida." She opened his wallet a little wider. "And he has..." She quickly counted the money. "Two hundred in cash."

"Not a bad haul, but you’ve done better," Barb said.

She grinned. "Remember that creep we saw at the restaurant who yelled at the waitresses? He had them in tears, and one even ran to the back crying."

Barb laughed, then coughed. “You taught him a lesson. He had five hundred in his wallet, then you turned around and dropped it all in their tip jar. That was funny.”
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