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Everyone had a breaking point. Everyone. Kir “Master” Vasiliev was well aware he had been past that point when he agreed to take the assignment. He never should have done it. Burning out when behind bars with no backup was a bad idea, especially if he didn’t give a fuck whether he lived or died—which he didn’t.


The only reason he didn’t kill the two guards and the four prisoners right then and there was because he had a job to do, and he never let a job go unfinished. That was drilled into him. His club, Torpedo Ink, needed the intelligence, and he had been given the assignment to get the information and then kill the four men who had threatened their president and his family. That meant the two dirty guards who were involved with them had to die as well.


The eighteen charter members of Torpedo Ink had grown up together in a place loosely called a “school” in Russia. Their parents had been murdered by a powerful man named Kostya Sorbacov. He took the children of his political enemies and placed them in one of four schools supposedly to become assets for their country. That was true of three of the four schools, although all of them were brutal.


The fourth school was located far from the city, where the criminally insane prisoners—the ones the government refused to acknowledge existed—were housed. Pedophiles. Rapists. Serial killers. These were men and women Sorbacov utilized as the instructors for the children in the fourth school. Supposedly the children were to become assassins—assets for their country. What they really were, were playthings—toys for Sorbacov and his friends. Over twenty years, two hundred eighty-nine children entered that school. Only nineteen survived.


Destroyer, the nineteenth survivor, had recently found his way to them and joined Torpedo Ink. Like Master, Destroyer knew his way around prisons, but Master had been trained to take these missions from a young age, and Torpedo Ink relied on him. Of all the members, he was the only one with a record in their new country. They all had impeccable paperwork, thanks to Code. Even Master’s prison records were mostly manufactured. Still, the fact that he was officially dirty, when the rest of his club was officially clean, set him apart. Only Destroyer would understand that concept.


Torpedo Ink now spent a good deal of their time hunting pedophiles and those running human trafficking rings. None of them could ever live normal lives after what had been done to them as children, teens and young men and women. To survive, they had turned their bodies into weapons and developed what others might refer to as psychic talents. Czar had explained that he believed everyone had talents, they just didn’t have to use them so they never worked at making them strong. The members of Torpedo Ink had started as young children to practice in those long, endless days and nights in the basement of their hideous torture school.


Master was positive the cameras in the laundry room where the guards had brought him had been turned off. After all, the guards wouldn’t want it to be caught on film if the four prisoners about to beat the shit out of him accidentally killed him. Still, that didn’t stop him from making certain the cameras weren’t working. He wasn’t about to take any chances. He never did. That was what kept him from ever getting caught.


Master had been sure to offend these specific prisoners several times in the yard that afternoon, even after he’d been warned. He’d done it out of anyone’s hearing so that when the prisoners and the guards were found dead in the morning, and he was back in his cell, no one would think to connect him with the bodies. That was always key in this kind of mission. As the primary assassin, you were never caught with the target, not by anyone. There was nothing to connect you to the death. If you had to draw attention to yourself to get put into solitary, you picked a fight with some other prisoner, not the target.


It had taken time and expert maneuvering to get locked up near these four men so they would share the same yard and floor. Torpedo Ink had to be certain the intelligence was right about them. Once they’d locked onto them, Master had been put in place. Then it was a matter of finding out who was aiding them—passing on messages to them and allowing them out into the world when they were needed.


Master knew every classic way to hide an assassination team. Master had been placed in several prisons, hidden there, to be used when Sorbacov deemed it necessary. These four men were protected in that prison. They came and went, and they had special perks. Women were brought to them when they asked for them. They had whatever kinds of meals they wanted. Cush rooms. Master recognized it all, because he’d lived that life from the time he was a teen and could pass for an adult. It was a shit life to live. He spent a lot of time fighting, killing, getting beat by guards, pacing in small cages, trying to stay sane.


Master stood against the wall, where the guards had thrown him. Just waiting. This was such a common scenario. He couldn’t count the times he’d been in it, the new prisoner, stupid enough to cross those older ones who ran the prison and bribed the guards. It was always the laundry room or some smaller concrete room with a hose to wash down the blood. Sometimes there were small windows where guards watched and bet on the action. He knew this wasn’t going to be one of those times because it was probable the intention was to kill him. As if he gave a fuck. He didn’t. And that was bad. For him. For them. Mostly for them.


The guards hadn’t bothered with cuffs. Why would they? Four big Russians were about to beat the fuck out of him for his “indiscretion.” The guards locked the laundry room doors and sat back to watch the show. They parked themselves on the long table that prisoners used to fold the laundry, grinning from ear to ear. This certainly wasn’t the first time they’d brought someone for the four Russian assassins to teach a lesson to.


“He’s a big fucker, Boris,” Shorty, one of the guards, said. “Strong as an ox.”


Boris didn’t bother to answer the guard or even look at him. “You got something to say to me now, freak?” he hissed.


Master raised an eyebrow. Answering in Russian, he called him several names, including degenerate, a brainless, obnoxious pig who could only hang with monkeys. He indicated the other three men with him. He was fluent in several languages, but like Boris and the other three prisoners, he was born and raised in Russia.


He might look all brawn, but he had a brain. He was born with the odd talent of seeing in numbers. He could compute numbers almost faster than any computer. His brain just worked out any problem and spit out the answer. He had instincts for investments, and when Code, their resident genius hacker, stole money from criminals, he knew how to utilize that money to the fullest. As treasurer of the club, he oversaw the money and made the investments. He also played several instruments, and his main job was construction. He had an affinity for wood. Now, looking passively at Boris, he taunted him in a bored voice, getting creative with his insults, because he was a creative kind of man.


Boris roared and came at Master, his arms spread wide. Master stayed with his back against the wall, on the balls of his feet, shoulders loose, and as the other man came in, he snapped out his hand like a knife, driving it straight into the exposed throat. Boris choked, coughed. His eyes rolled back in his head and he went down to his knees, both hands going up to wrap around his throat. Master followed up with a strike to the back of his skull, driving him hard toward the cement floor. Boris face-planted so hard the sound seemed to reverberate through the entire laundry room.


“Damn!” Shorty laughed. “That was fast. Should have been taking bets on the new guy.”


“Too late now,” Longfellow, the other guard, said mournfully. He moved a little closer to survey the damage Master had done to Boris.


The Russian assassin was vomiting, but not lifting his head, so he was by turns choking and getting the mess all over his face. He lay gasping for breath, desperate to breathe around the endless retching.


The three other Russians fanned out, coming at Master from three sides. They were silent as they tried to surround him, their faces the masks they’d learned from their teachers in the schools they’d attended, but they couldn’t hide the fury—or slight trepidation—in their eyes. In their experience, no one had ever bested Boris in the prison. Most likely they had never dealt with anyone as fast or as calm as Master.


Master didn’t move, keeping the wall at his back and Boris on his left. That meant he only had to deal with two of them immediately and the guards. The third had to get around the body of his fallen friend before he could actually be of some help to his friends.


Kir “Master” Vasiliev had been in this scenario too many times. He knew their moves before they made them. They might be faster than any who had come before, but Sorbacov’s sick trainers had forced him to learn these tactics in very brutal ways. That fourth school, the one he’d attended, had had its own prison on the grounds. The instructors had plenty of opportunities to teach a young boy how the prison system worked. How corrupt the guards could be. How complicit. How the inmates could be beaten, raped or killed by other stronger, more powerful prisoners in just such setups as this one. He’d learned all of the various setups because he’d lived through them all.


His training hadn’t been simulated. Unlike other children who had been sent into the prison to be “trained,” he hadn’t died. He’d survived. He’d become a warped, scarred, dead soul of a man with a hefty criminal record. He was the only member of Torpedo Ink that still had that record, and it was ongoing. Absinthe could get rid of the charges eventually, but they were still out there, looking as if he had been freed on technicalities.


He waited, knowing what was coming, and there it was, without warning: the familiar adrenaline rushing through his veins like a drug. The need for violence. The only time he felt alive. He wasn’t like Reaper and Savage, or even Maestro. He didn’t need or want to take an opponent apart. That wasn’t his thing and never would be. No, he needed the actual war, the fight, the pounding of fists, the slash of the knife, the precise blow of the foot sending so much power and energy through a human body that the shock shattered internal organs.


He had spent a good portion of his life behind the walls of some kind of prison. That had been his specialty, what Sorbacov had him trained for. He was the chameleon, able to, even as a teen, get into the right block, assassinate the right prisoner and never have an ounce of suspicion directed his way.


In order to gain those skills and accomplish the mission, again and again, he’d been beaten and raped repeatedly from the time he was a toddler. He’d learned to kill. To make weapons out of nothing. To make himself into a weapon. To endure pain and put it to use. Pain kept him sharp when he was completely on his own in those hellholes. Pain fed the anger and craving for violence so that it raged in him and made him stronger mentally and physically. Now that his companion was here, racing through his veins, he moved with blurring speed.


Master kicked Avgust, the largest of the four assassins hiding in prison, so hard in the kneecap they all heard the sickening crunch. Adrenaline-laced joy rushed through his veins. These were the only moments left to him now to actually feel, as disgusting as it might be. The edge of his boot caught the assassin in the side of the head deliberately as he swung around in a flowing motion toward Edik, one of Avgust’s partners. The blow snapped Avgust’s neck, killing him. He wasn’t important to the interrogation anyway.


Master spun away from Edik’s homemade knife, catching his wrist as he did so, completely controlling his arm with his superior strength and the momentum of both their bodies. He plunged the razor-sharp blade into Edik’s throat, dropping him, and then going straight for Longfellow, who stood just one scant foot away, his mouth gaping open. Slashing the blade across the guard’s throat, Master kept moving with blurring speed, having gone over and over the moves in his mind, knowing what he had to do to survive. He slammed his fist into Shorty’s throat, putting his body weight behind the blow, going in for the kill.


There was one prisoner left standing, and two alive. Boris was still on the floor, unable to stand. Still coughing. Master had killed four men in under a minute.


The remaining assassin, Ludis, faced him with disbelieving eyes. “Who the fuck are you?” he demanded. He was the acknowledged leader of the group, the one Master needed to answer the questions he’d been sent in to ask.


Master calmly walked over to Boris and snapped a front kick to his left temple with the toe of his boot, again putting his body weight behind it. The angle allowed him to slam Boris’ head into the concrete wall so hard they heard the fracturing, as if the skull were an eggshell. Boris tipped over, his breath coming in ragged pants, his eyes wide open in shock.


“Need you to answer a couple of questions for me,” Master stated calmly. “You had a nice setup. Hiding in plain sight. Must have been paid a great deal of money to sit in prison though. Fuckin’ hate these places.”


Ludis was calm. He lit a cigarette and leaned a hip against the long table where the guards had been sitting. “You’re the one we’ve heard rumors about all our lives. You slip in and out of prisons, no matter how high the security. You assassinate your target right under the noses of the guards, and no one ever figures out who you are or how you do it. You’ve been at it for years. Makes sense that you’re Russian. One of us.”


Master nodded. Ludis was thinking hard, speculating, trying to figure out how he was going to kill Master and get out of the situation alive. That wasn’t happening.


“The four of you were sent out by your little mistress to wipe out a man’s family in Sea Haven. Viktor Prakenskii’s family. She wanted all of them dead.”


Ludis’ face went very still. Master walked over to Boris and slammed his boot into his ribs, deliberately crushing them, right over his left lung. Ludis straightened, but when Master turned toward him, he put his hands up and once again rested his hip on the table.


“We couldn’t get near them. We were lucky to get out of there with our lives. Our intel wasn’t good. You taking over the job?”


Master shrugged. “Did she pull you back or did you make the call?”


“I made the call. We don’t take suicide missions. She was pissed as hell.”


“Her name.”


Ludis shook his head. “I can’t tell you that. You know the code.”


Master turned and stomped Boris’ left lung. Boris gurgled, and little red bubbles appeared around his mouth.


“What the fuck?” Ludis shouted, losing his feigned cool.


“Isn’t that what you had in mind for me?” Master asked.


Ludis settled with obvious effort. “I still have it in mind.”


“Her name. I’ve got all night, remember. The guards arranged to have the room so you could take your time with me.”


Ludis swore in Russian.


Master delivered another kick, this time to Boris’ groin, smashing through his balls and crushing his penis. “You know when he’s gone, I’m going to have to start on you. You aren’t giving me much choice.”


“She goes by Helena now. She wasn’t Helena when she was a child, but that’s what she calls herself now.”


“Helena what? Where is she?” Master asked patiently.


“Helena Smirnov. No one ever knows where she is. When she wants to see you, she comes to you.”


“How many teams does she run?”


“Ours and at least one other. She has access to more, but we were hers exclusively, and so is the other team. She does all the recruiting.”


“For the Russian and his Ghost assassins.”


“If you know everything already, why the fuck did you come here to kill everyone?” Ludis demanded.


Master could see the man was working himself up to make his play. Ludis shifted to the balls of his feet, and then sudden comprehension slid into his eyes. He swore again in his native language.


“You’re one of them. From the fourth school. Sorbacov’s killers. You’re one of them. No one has ever seen one of you. No one believed any of you actually survived, but you’re one of them, aren’t you? I was just making shit up when I implied you were the chameleon; no one ever believed there was such a person. But there is. You’re from that school. You are the chameleon.”


Master didn’t react. Didn’t blink. Just stared at him with a blank expression.


“Damn you, at least give me that much. You’re going to kill me. You killed my team.”


“You didn’t recognize the name? Viktor Prakenskii? Think about that name. Where have you heard it before?”


Ludis shook his head. “She wouldn’t. Not after him. I never connected the name with him. Not once, because he had to be dead. He was a legend. Not real. Not real, like you’re not real. And she wouldn’t send us after him.”


“She sent you after him,” Master confirmed. “Viktor sent me after you. And she’s going to die for what she did. He’ll wipe out every one of the Ghosts if they come after his family. No one fucks with him.” Master shrugged again, watching Ludis carefully.


Master rarely talked. He saw no point in conversation once he was through with them, once he was going to kill his opponents, but it was possible Ludis would give him more information simply because he was shaken or angry. Master had come to this prison to get as much information as possible and to kill the assassination team sent after Czar’s family. No one tried to kill the president of Torpedo Ink’s family and got away with it. No one. Master wouldn’t have considered going back to prison for any other reason than this one.


Czar’s wife, Blythe, was the heart of their club. Without her, none of them would have a clue about humanity. Czar had been their moral compass growing up. He’d given them a code to live by, but they were killers—they had to be in order to survive. He’d brought them home with him to Blythe. She’d taken the club members in and taught them what unconditional love was. Not a single one of them had believed Czar when he’d told them about her—what she was like. Now they believed she could walk on water.


Nothing, no one, would have ever persuaded Master to enter a prison willingly again, with this one exception. Blythe. Czar’s children. All of them were adopted. Blythe had taken in the three girls. They’d rescued two from a trafficking ring; the third, their little sister, they’d gotten from the foster home so they could all be together. Then Kenny, a teenage boy the club had rescued on one of their missions. Last, little Jimmy, a boy being auctioned off to the highest bidder. She’d welcomed all of the children. Every last one of them.


“I was part of the second school.” Ludis gestured toward the others. “We all were. We didn’t want to be part of the Ghosts. We stuck together and went out on our own. Helena approached us and ended up hiring us for a few of her own jobs, separate from what the Russian wanted. She works for him, but she wanted her own teams loyal only to her.”


“Who is the Russian?”


Ludis shook his head. “Only Helena knows. At least she’s the only one who talks directly to him. Seriously, I never thought it was possible to meet one of you. I never would have gone after Prakenskii’s family had I known it was him. You have to believe me.”


Master waited for the attack. It was coming. Ludis was definitely working up his courage. “Why would Helena send you after them?”


“I have no idea. She started acting strange a few weeks ago. Secretive. She always talked to us. All of a sudden, she went very closed mouth. She began going to a kink club in San Francisco regularly and wanted a couple of us with her to have her back. It isn’t all that easy disappearing out of here weekend after weekend like she wanted us to.”


Ludis made his play, coming at Master with a number of fast snapping front kicks to drive him back and into the position he wanted him. Master simply stood still, on the balls of his feet, legs shoulder width apart, blocking every kick with a smooth bat of his palm. He moved with blurring speed, suddenly gliding on the floor with his body, catching his legs between his opponent’s and rolling, taking him down in a scissor move.


Ludis hit the cement floor belly first, Master coming down hard on top of him, his fist hammering hard several times in his kidneys. He planted his knee on Ludis’ spine and trapped his head in his hands, snapping the neck with a hard jerk.


Kir Vasiliev would leave this prison very soon. The charges against him would be dropped. All evidence would be proved false. He would go back to his club and be their numbers man, bury himself in his music and working with wood, in the things that kept him sane—he hoped. Absinthe would come for him.


It wasn’t like he had the information the club had hoped for, but they were a step closer—and he’d gotten this assassination team. Helena might think twice before she sent her second team after Czar’s family. Could she afford to lose more of her men? She’d have to weigh that price tag. Consider what it would mean to pit her people against Torpedo Ink. She’d lose her teams, one man after another. She had to know who they were and where they came from.


Master made certain there wasn’t a trace of blood on him. He’d been careful of his clothes and boots. He hadn’t wanted to use a knife. Often, when one stabbed or sliced into flesh, you cut your own skin, leaving behind traces. He hadn’t. He was too professional for that shit. Still, he was meticulous, going over every inch of what would become a crime scene in the morning when the bodies were discovered.


He had to make certain the guards’ phones didn’t contain any evidence that he had been the prisoner they were bringing to Ludis and his crew. He took his time, not hurrying, not letting nerves get to him. When he made his way back to his cell, he was just as careful, not touching anything, not allowing a camera to pick him up. He also made doubly certain he followed the exact route the guards had taken him, back through the narrow hallway only the privileged used, so no prisoner spotted him as he let himself once again into his solitary confinement cell.


It was only a matter of allowing time to pass without losing his mind or letting anything get to him before Absinthe came to get him out. Absinthe was their club attorney, and he could work magic on paper or off, get anyone to do what he wanted. He could compel truth from just about anyone. They wanted Absinthe to get his hands on the Russian woman and find out just why she was after Czar. No one knew, not even Czar.


Master paced back and forth like an animal for the next few days in that small cell. Push-ups. Pull-ups. Sit-ups. Pacing again. Anything physical to keep his body as exhausted as possible. He didn’t sleep much. He hadn’t for years; that left time for a lot of physical activity, as well as reading, music and his investments.


Just as expected, all hell had broken loose in the morning when the guards and four longtime prisoners were found dead in the laundry room. The laundry room appeared to be locked from the inside by the guards. It was a mystery that the detectives and prison authorities were frantic to solve. The public—and the politicians—tended to demand answers when murders happened inside a prison.


The glitches in the security cameras were later attributed to the guards. There was money in their accounts going back several years that seemed to be unaccounted for. The rumors were rampant in the prison—as they always were. Evidence was piling up that something shady had been going on with those prisoners and the guards. Who had killed them and why?


It was a classic assassination meant to rock the system and be very public. Evidence was fed to the investigators in just the right places. Bank accounts. Tips. Other prisoners coming forward to tell of the privileges given to the dead men—how everyone feared crossing them because they were protected. It was even rumored by prisoners that women were brought in for them or they were taken out whenever they wanted to leave to party.


Master wasn’t even part of the investigation. He had no interaction that anyone really saw with the prisoners or guards in question. He hadn’t been in that prison for very long. He simply waited, counting the days and nights, sliding back into that well of darkness that had been his home for far too much of his life.


He was quiet and he functioned, giving the club what they needed. He played in the band, practiced with the other band members often. He worked with his hands with the wood, building whatever was needed. He was good at it; the wood revealed so much history to him. And there were always the numbers. He lost himself in numbers, and that was what kept him sane—if he was sane. He questioned that often. Too often lately. Especially when he did pull-ups in his cell.


What was he going back to? A life where no one saw him. He really was what others had whispered about him—the chameleon. He became what Sorbacov needed. And then his country. And now the club. It didn’t matter that no one saw him, because if they did, they would see the killer in him. The man who couldn’t feel anything but that hot rage flowing through his veins. Or hot need.


The others didn’t understand that either. What happened to him when he came out of that small little cell. What Sorbacov and his friends had programmed his body to need. He could already feel that building inside. That dark lust. One more terrible difference to set him apart from the others in his chosen family.


As he paced and did push-ups and sit-ups and endless math problems in his head, he realized he was angry with Czar. He shouldn’t be. Czar couldn’t help seeing into people. Seeing into their souls—if one had a soul. He could pierce through your armor and get right to the core of you. He’d always had that talent, even as a boy. He would look at a child and know who would stand and fight, be loyal to the bitter end, or lie and cheat and betray. He knew the heart of you. While every other member of Torpedo Ink had been given a clean slate when they came to Sea Haven and Caspar, he hadn’t. Czar had looked at him with those eyes and said no, they would need his skills. That had been a sentence worse than if Czar had condemned him to death.


Master had known he was a lost cause the moment Czar decreed that not only should he keep his prison record, but Absinthe and Code needed to make certain he looked very scary while ensuring that his convictions would be overturned, so he wasn’t in danger of the three-strike law in effect. He had known there was little humanity left in him, if any, but to have Czar see into him and then expose him to the others—that was a blow beyond comprehension.


He had learned to use silence as a child to keep from giving his “instructors” more joy. He had used that silence in prison to keep from killing. He was used to it now. He lost himself in his music or working with his hands, but he had withdrawn from the human race as much as possible. He let the others handle all of the niceties. No one questioned his silence. Sometimes he wondered if they even noticed. He learned not to care.


On the fifth day after the discovery of the bodies, Master heard the guards outside his cell and knew Absinthe had come for him. The two men were talking in low tones, not at all happy that he was being released.


“Vasiliev, your fucking lawyer is here. Get your ass up and collect your things.”


Barry Adams wasn’t a bad guard. Surly most of the time, but he did his job, and he didn’t push the prisoners around. He didn’t like Kir Vasiliev, and he made that plain. He thought Master was guilty as sin of every crime he’d been thrown in prison for but somehow his brilliant lawyer kept finding a technicality, or a witness, something to overturn the conviction.


“Seems like this is a hotel for you, a revolving door,” John Sippo added, gesturing for Master to walk out of his cell. “Why are you always in solitary?”


Master just looked at him. There was no point in conversing. None.


“He’s a troublemaker, can’t get along with anyone,” Barry said. “Get moving, Vasiliev—you know the way by now.”


Yeah, he did. He walked straight to the front desk, where Absinthe waited while they handed over his personal items, all of which were in an envelope. The two fell into step without a word, the guards walking with them to let them out.


“We’ll be seeing you soon,” John said.


Master didn’t turn around or even bother flipping him off. He wasn’t coming back. Not even if Czar commanded him to. He was done with prison. He was never going back, not for anyone. Not for any reason. They could kill him first.


He took a deep breath of freedom and then slid into the car with Absinthe.


“You okay?” Absinthe asked.


“Yeah. Just fine. Need to head to the club.”


“Czar wants you to come straight home. He’s anxious for any information you have, and there’s a situation developing we need to take care of.” Absinthe eased the car into traffic.


“Take me to the club, Absinthe, or fucking drop me off at the corner and I’ll get a ride.” Master pulled open the glove box and took out the wallet with his own ID, credit cards and the fat wad of cash he liked to carry. He shoved the one he’d been arrested with inside. It had his driver’s license and little else personal. Prison had already taken too much of him; he wasn’t giving anything else of himself if he could help it.


Absinthe glanced at him, a quick, shrewd once-over. Absinthe had a gift. He could hear the truth, even compel it. He knew Master meant exactly what he said. He shouldn’t be surprised or even alarmed. After every prison stay, Master did as he was programmed to do. He found a woman and he used her hard. That was what the club was for. The women there were looking for men like Master, or at least thought they were.


“The club it is,” Absinthe said. “I’m sorry it took so long for me to get you out of there.”


Master shrugged his shoulders and stared out at the cars and trucks on the highway. Absinthe handled the Audi with ease, moving through traffic without calling attention to them. They did everything that way, as if they were still in the shadows. They probably always would.


“Talk to me, Master,” Absinthe said.


“Don’t have a fucking thing to say,” Master murmured, not turning his head. He knew better than to say a word around Absinthe. He could see inside a man’s head, hear truth in a voice, and it wouldn’t be a good thing.


Master was feeling … murderous. It wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling when he was first out of prison. There was always that transition he had to make. From prison survival of the fittest to the latest edition of whatever self he was going to be. He’d been an animal in a cage, with too much time to remember every single thing done to him when he was a child and teen. The moment he entered a prison, the memories were there, threatening to swallow him whole.


Master didn’t just have to fight physically to stay alive, it was a mental process as well. Each time he was alone in his cell, the memories swamped him. It was impossible to push them away. He couldn’t close those doors on the nightmare of his childhood, and every time Czar sent him back, it felt as if he were being abandoned to his past, to those monsters.


“You suicidal?”


Master sighed and turned his head to look at his Torpedo Ink brother. He’d known Absinthe since they were practically toddlers. They’d gone through hell together and survived. Absinthe was one of the best of them, whether the man knew it or not. He was genuine in his concern. It was the only reason Master didn’t slam his fist into his face, and the hell with what happened after that, because he didn’t give a damn if they crashed right there on the freeway.


“Probably.” He thought about it. “Yeah. Mostly, I want to kill someone. I need to fuck someone hard. And then I want to kill someone. I’m a little psycho. So, suicidal, need to fuck, and psycho. The usual.”


Absinthe drove in silence, easing the car smoothly through traffic, the speed always steady as they headed toward San Francisco and the underground club where Master could take care of his immediate need.


“That bad.” It was a statement.


“I’m not going back, Absinthe. Not for anyone.” Master made his own statement.


“I’ll talk to Czar.”


“You already talked to him. It didn’t do any good. The only way I’m going to ensure I don’t go back is to walk away.” He kept his voice low. He always did. He’d learned it was better to speak softly or not at all. “Sooner or later, he’ll need something. It will be important enough in his mind that he’ll decide I have to go back.”


“I’ll make it clear if we need someone to go in, Destroyer will have to go.”


Master shook his head. “That would be worse than asking me, Absinthe, and you know it. He can’t ever go back without killing someone. He may be quiet, but he’s ruthless. You ought to know that. He spent years in prison. I went in and out, and I barely can make it through. You can’t keep asking a man to relive his worst nightmares over and over without consequences.”


The moment the words were out of his mouth, he realized he’d said too much. Absinthe was very good at manipulating others into telling him what he wanted to know. Master had never actually come out and told anyone what it was like for him going back to prison again and again.


Absinthe continued to drive in his smooth, easy way, eyes on the highway with the lanes filled with cars, making his way to San Francisco without further protest. They were close to the club, and the adrenaline and hot blood were mixing, already pulsing through his body, a dark streaming ribbon of venomous heat that couldn’t be denied.


“You should have told me what happens when you go there, Master,” Absinthe said.


Master frowned at the quiet guilt in his tone. “Don’t do that. Don’t try to take responsibility for something you have no control over. What happened to me, happened to everyone, just in different ways. You couldn’t have stopped it then, and you can’t now. Czar decides he needs something, getting in and out of jail or prison for someone like me makes sense to him, and he sends me.”


“Someone like you?” Absinthe echoed. “What does that mean?”


“Don’t be obtuse. If he thought I was worth shit, he would have had Code set me up clean, given me a start I might actually succeed with here, but he didn’t. He made sure I had a record no decent woman would ever tolerate. If I found someone and we had kids, I couldn’t do half the things with them at school because of my record. You tell me how that equates to a fresh start for me, Absinthe.”


Absinthe took the exit that would take them to the club. It wasn’t far, and he was silent until they were in the parking lot. “You’ve got this wrong, Master. No one is left behind. We stick together; that’s how we made it through. Every single one of us is invaluable to the others.”


Master stepped out of the car, taking another lungful of freedom—of that fresh air he could never find in prison, not even outside in the yard. Absinthe locked the car and fell into step with him as they approached the archway to the De Sade.


“I’m invoking the confessional, Absinthe. This conversation is strictly between us. There’s no need to take it to anyone else.” There was satisfaction in being able to turn the tables on Absinthe.


“No way. You’re tying my hands. I can get to the bottom of this, Master.”


“The confessional,” Master reiterated and opened the door to the De Sade.
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“Are you coming for a drink with us, Ambrie?” Amanda Gibbs stuck her head into her boss’s office. “It’s Daniel’s birthday tomorrow. We’re celebrating, remember? The poor man puts up with the two of us all day. The least we can do is celebrate his birthday.”


Ambrielle Moore looked up from the flow of numbers moving on her computer screen, blinking to bring her assistant into focus. “Is it that time already?”


“Past,” Amanda confirmed, moving all the way into the small room.


There were only three people working for the small financial advising business: Daniel Parker, Amanda and Ambrielle. Daniel and Ambrie were full partners and had more than their share of clients. Both were trying to persuade Amanda to finish her schooling and partner with them. So far, they had not been able to get her to see the advantage of giving up her job as Ambrielle’s assistant to work full-time as an advisor.


Ambrie’s office was large enough to give clients the idea that she was successful—which she was—but small enough to make them feel very comfortable. There were several very large potted plants growing near the huge bay windows. She loved plants, and they grew with extraordinary zest in her office due to the light and care she gave them. She talked to them often, mostly about her clients.


Ambrielle really liked the people who came to her for help—at least the majority of them. She enjoyed turning their finances around for them and helping them plan for their futures.


“Computer needs to go off,” Amanda reminded her firmly. “Seriously, you have to have some fun. Did you turn down that hot ballplayer that asked you out on a date? He was absolutely gorgeous.”


Ambrielle laughed as she obediently shut down the computer and turned to face her assistant. “He is very aware of how hot and gorgeous he is, Amanda. I have one small mirror in the office, and he spent nearly the entire time he was in here not paying attention to anything I said regarding his future with his money but staring at himself. He winked several times at himself and made a kissy face once. He even did the muscle thing. I had to call his attention back to his finances several times. It was all I could do to keep from laughing. He had the attention span of a teenager.”


“Umm, Ambrie, you aren’t going out with him for his scintillating conversation or his brains. You were supposed to be after his body.”


Ambrie widened her eyes, striving to look innocent. “I was? You failed to instruct me properly. I blame you.”


Amanda rolled her eyes. “There’s no hope for you. How am I ever going to get you to let your hair down and just plain have fun if you couldn’t even go for the hottie ballplayer? Do you know how many women would have given anything to be in your shoes?”


“Why, yes, Amanda, I do.” Ambrielle leaned forward, putting her elbow on her thigh and her chin in the heel of her hand. “I know because Mr. Hottie Ballplayer informed me several times that he wasn’t going to wait around for me when there were a good million women eager to take him up on his offer.”


Amanda burst out laughing. “I suppose it would be difficult to sleep with someone who thought so much of themselves. But he calls you three times a day.”


“Because I’m such a hottie,” Ambrie replied with a straight face.


Amanda just laughed harder. “Actually, you are, you just refuse to see it. You never even notice the way men ogle you.”


Ambrielle sat back in her chair, legs stretched out. “Really, Amanda? Like they do you? With my long legs that go on forever? And my model’s body?” She indicated her short legs, curvy hips and generous breasts, which were there no matter how hard or often she worked out and how careful she was of what she ate. “My lovely hair that will turn into a mass of frizz the moment there’s any kind of moisture in the air? I suppose there’re a lot of things men might admire about me.” She laughed again at the sheer absurdity of her assistant’s observation.


Amanda gave a little sniff of indignation. “Go ahead and ignore the fact that you’re beautiful and extremely intelligent. Men like curves and brains.”


“Intelligence scares the crap out of men.”


“Some men, yes,” Amanda agreed, “but not all men. The ones that count want a woman who can keep up.”


Ambrielle flashed her mischievous smile. “Keep up? Is that what I’m supposed to do? You should have told me that. I usually bury them with my quick thinking, and they run for the hills. And that’s before I get the chance to tell them about my background.”


Amanda groaned and ran her fingers through her artfully styled and perfectly straight hair. “I give up on you, Ambrie. Really. You sabotage yourself before you even get started dating. Although …” She perked up. “My brother wants me to introduce you to him. He’s already madly in love, he says. You saved him thousands of dollars with that last tip you gave us. Me. Him. The both of us.”


Ambrielle frowned. “What tip? I don’t remember giving your brother a tip. I’ve never even met him.”


“Remember, I told you, Adam and I both invested heavily in stocks a couple of years ago. Recently I asked your opinion on whether or not you thought we should keep them. You said absolutely not, and to get rid of them fast. Like yesterday. To sell while they were at premium. And you told me what you would invest in. I told my brother, and he argued with me for about an hour, but in the end, we sold the stock, made a mint and reinvested it in what you suggested. Overnight we nearly doubled our money. The stock we had formerly owned began dropping in value. It keeps going down. We would have lost everything. Adam says he wants to meet you for drinks or take you out for dinner. Something to say thank you.”


Ambrielle gave a little shake of her head. “You’re practically family, Amanda. I had a hunch that stock was going to drop in value. It had been riding too high, and the market was getting shaky. If you hadn’t asked me, I wouldn’t have even known you had it. Your brother should take you out to dinner.”


Amanda tilted her head. “He has no choice. I’m his baby sister. He must take me to dinner frequently or I whine. He despises me whining at him, so I get a free meal a couple of times a month. It’s nice. I can catch up with him on what he’s doing and who he’s dating and feel like we’re still close.”


“You are close,” Ambrie pointed out.


She’d always envied the fact that Amanda and Adam had such a good relationship. She had no siblings. Both of her parents had been in the military and were often away. She had a peculiar childhood, although not one she resented.


She’d met Amanda in college, and they’d formed a fast friendship, rooming together when neither one needed to do so, eventually getting an apartment together off campus. Later, when Ambrielle opened her own business, she asked Amanda to work for her. Amanda was still working toward her master’s, but she certainly could take on clients if she wanted to do so and had filled in for Ambrie when it was absolutely necessary, but she preferred to remain as Ambrielle’s assistant for as long as possible. She said she learned more by watching.


They both had met Daniel Parker in college and included him in their study group. He was impressive with his skills and work ethic. When Ambrielle could see there was going to be far too much work for one person, and Amanda was adamant she wasn’t ready to come in as a partner, Ambrie asked Dan if he’d like to join her. Fortunately, he fit right in.


“We are,” Amanda conceded. “But Adam is overbearing sometimes and drives me crazy when he tells me what to do. He’s good at investments, Ambrie, but he doesn’t have your intuition. I’ve told him that, but for some reason, he just has to argue with me every single time we have a conversation about what we’re going to do with our money. I told him I’d pull my shares out of our joint ventures and invest the way I want on my own, but he just laughs at me and says there’s no need for that. In the end he always goes with what you’ve suggested, even with his own money.”


Ambrie tilted her head, allowing her dark hair to slide over her shoulder in a series of thick curls and waves. “He’s deliberately trying to get a rise out of you, Amanda, and you’re falling for it every time.”


Amanda made a face. “I know. I can’t help it. He’s my big brother and I think he programmed me. Come on, if we don’t leave now, a client is bound to call, and we’ll get stuck here. I really want to go out tonight. Besides, if we don’t get to the bar, Dan is going to think we stood him up.” She hesitated and then shrugged. “I’ve just got to ask. I know you go out sometimes, Ambrie, but you’re never really that interested. Why? Who are you looking for? Or should I say what are you looking for?”


Ambrielle smiled at her, hearing the unasked question. “My parents had a very unusual love affair, and I guess I’m looking for that same thing. I don’t know. My mother says I’m like she was before she met my father. She wasn’t attracted to very many men, and when she was, it was mild and didn’t last beyond the first conversation. That always happens with me. She said when she laid eyes on my father, everything changed. She couldn’t think of anything or anyone else and was so attracted she was willing to have sex with him within practically the first five minutes after they met, and that never changed. They barely knew one another, and he had to leave the country, so they got married. She just knew he was right for her, and they’d work it out. She said she was never sorry. I hope she’s right and someday I’ll run into someone who would make me willing to run off with him in a heartbeat.”


“That’s crazy. Your mother took a huge chance on a stranger.”


Ambrielle nodded. “They’re very intense about each other.” She looked Amanda over, really noticing what she was wearing and how meticulous her hair and makeup were. “You’re dressed for a killer night. Just who do you have your sights on, Amanda?”


Amanda did a slow spin to show off the clever way her dress draped her body, showing her figure to the best advantage without giving everything away. Then she took a step, and the slit up her left thigh opened to reveal her long, slender leg, an enticement that disappeared with her next step.


“Very nice,” Ambrielle approved. “Where do you find your clothes? I swear, no one but you has anything that can look that casual, elegant and sexy all at the same time.”


Amanda looked pleased. “I am so going after Marcus Phillips.”


Ambrie paused in the act of walking across the office toward the door. “Marcus? Cold-fish Marcus? You dubbed him that two minutes after he acquired the entire upstairs as his offices and wouldn’t deign to look at either of us when we said good morning to him on the elevator ride up to our floor.”


“Yep. That’s the one.” Amanda looked smug. “I’ve already started my campaign, he just doesn’t know he’s in my sights yet.” She laughed and indicated the door. “Women throw themselves at him. He’s rich, powerful, good-looking and seems very arrogant, which draws a lot of idiot women.”


“Apparently you too,” Ambrie pointed out.


Amanda shook her head. “I didn’t even give him a thought until about two months ago. He really isn’t at all the way he seems.”


Ambrie took her hand off the door. There was real interest in Amanda’s voice. “You don’t intend to drop him like a hot potato. You’re really interested in Marcus.”


Amanda nodded slowly. “I’ve been watching him carefully for a while now. I know that makes me sound like a stalker, but he did something really nice and seemingly completely out of character and I wanted to know which was the real Marcus.” She lifted her chin, color staining her cheeks. “So I started watching him. Under his cold-fish façade, he’s really a sweet man.”


Ambrielle leaned against the door. “What really nice something did he do, Amanda?”


Amanda sighed, the color going from a deep pink to an actual red in her cheeks. “I was really embarrassed at first, so I didn’t tell you, and then I realized I was kind of obsessing over him and that made it worse. I didn’t want to admit that to you either, so I kept it to myself.”


Ambrie lifted her eyebrow and continued draping herself against the door so Amanda couldn’t escape.


“Fine. Do you remember a couple of months ago when it was really storming outside, and I came in looking like a drowned rat? I came into the office in my stockings because I’d broken the heel off one of my shoes?”


Ambrielle nodded when Amanda didn’t proceed right away.


“I slipped in a huge puddle of water. I was running about half a block from here, carrying my books and a load of papers. I’d been at the coffee shop studying and forgot the time. I didn’t exactly slip. I wasn’t watching where I was going. There’s a big grate where the water is supposed to drain off the road, but there was so much water, it was covered, and I didn’t really see it. My heel got caught and snapped right off. I went down very hard. Not only was the fall utterly humiliating, but it hurt like hell. And my books and papers went everywhere. To make matters worse, I burst into tears.”


“Oh, honey,” Ambrie whispered, taking a step toward her. Amanda didn’t cry easily.


“I was going to call you, but my hand hurt so bad and was shaking. I dropped my cell in the puddle. A car went by at that exact moment, which sent a wave of water pouring over me, and that made it seem so much worse. I just sat in that puddle and cried. To my absolute horror, the car pulled to the curb right in front of me and Marcus got out of the back seat. His chauffeur began to gather up my soaking-wet books and papers, and Marcus crouched down beside me and asked me if I was hurt. If I had broken anything. When I kept crying, because I was so humiliated, he wiped my tears with his hand, and he was so gentle you wouldn’t believe it. He asked me again. I shook my head. When I did, he caught me around the waist, lifted me right out of the puddle, set me on the sidewalk and crouched down again to examine my ankle.”


Ambrielle was shocked to think of Marcus Phillips crouching down on a sidewalk in the middle of a rainstorm examining anyone’s ankle. It seemed so out of character.


“What did he do then?”


“He helped me to the car, and then he went back to help the chauffeur gather up the rest of my things. The chauffeur came up with a towel from the trunk and handed it to him. He gave it to me, and when I tried to thank him for helping me, he brushed it off like it was nothing. He was really gruff about it, like he didn’t want me to know he was kind. I was too embarrassed and knew my face was red and blotchy, so I acted like an idiot and hid it in the towel. He helped me out of the car once we got to the parking garage and private elevator.”


“By the look on your face, I would think he carried you,” Ambrie teased.


“Very funny. He did ask me if I had dry clothes to change into. I was shivering. I assured him I had other clothes in the office, just not shoes. I tried to make it a joke, but I failed and started crying. At least I didn’t cry ugly, just silent. I didn’t think he noticed because I turned away. Someone got in the elevator, and I put my hand over my face. Marcus moved so that his body was in front of mine, kind of trapping me in the corner so no one could see me. The other person got off on our floor, so they work in one of the other offices. I changed, refreshed my makeup and sat at my desk. The next thing I knew, the most beautiful pair of high heels was delivered to me, compliments of Marcus Phillips.”


“You’re kidding.”


Amanda shook her head. “Not just any shoes, Ambrie—he has really good taste. They were Jimmy Choos. Gorgeous. Of course, I couldn’t accept them, as much as I wanted them. I wrote a thank-you note and told him he was wonderful to help me when I was such a hot mess, but I couldn’t accept such a thoughtful but far too expensive gift.” She sighed. “He sent them back to me and said they weren’t his size and if I didn’t keep them, they would be going into the trash. I sent him another thank-you note and kept them. I adore those shoes. He didn’t respond, and when I ran into him again, he simply nodded to me, so I followed his example and nodded to him. I realize women throw themselves at him. I’ve watched them do it, so I decided I wouldn’t. I don’t need or want his money.”


“You only have that one example of his kindness,” Ambrielle cautioned.


Amanda shook her head, a hint of color returning to her face. “Actually, that’s not quite true. I told you I was watching him. Kind of like a creeper. I really am attracted to Marcus, and I didn’t want to take a chance on him being in a relationship or being a real jerk with just that one thing. I have a pretty sizable trust fund, as you well know.” She indicated the door. “We can walk and talk at the same time. We’re already late.”


Ambrielle obliged her. “I already called us a cab. It’s waiting for us. Tell me what you’ve done.”


“I hired a PI. Just to make sure.” Amanda made her confession in a rush. “I know if he finds out he’ll never forgive me, but I’m not going to repeat history.”


Ambrielle couldn’t blame her. Amanda had fallen hard for a man in her first year of college. He seemed like a really great person. Ambrielle couldn’t quite like him, but that didn’t bother her. She felt she wasn’t the best judge of men. From the beginning, Geoff had been just a little too smooth and charming for her liking. Ambrie wasn’t in the least attracted to that type of man. For Amanda, who was far more sophisticated, Geoff seemed perfect. He liked everything Amanda liked. They were the perfect couple, going to the theater and hitting the galleries looking so beautiful together.


That had all fallen apart when Amanda’s brother had done a background check on Geoff and found out all kinds of interesting things about him, starting with the fact that he wasn’t who he claimed to be. He was a con artist who was twenty years older than he was pretending to be. His name was Clarence Vaughn. He had no intentions of doing anything but robbing Amanda of every cent she had and then moving on.


Amanda was heartbroken and embarrassed. After that, she never dated seriously. Never. She didn’t trust anyone, and Ambrie didn’t blame her. The fact that she was interested in Marcus Phillips, so much so that she’d hired a private investigator to check him out, was a little shocking.


“Have you told Adam you’re interested in Marcus?” Ambrie asked as she slid into the back seat of the cab.


Amanda gave the address of the bar and then shook her head. “Not until I know for certain he’s interested in me. So far, he hasn’t been. Sometimes he goes to this bar after work. That’s the reason I told Dan to meet us there tonight. We both like it and go there, so Marcus isn’t going to think I’m following him around. If he doesn’t at least acknowledge me tonight, then I’m giving up on him. I’ll chalk it up to him just being nice because I fell on my butt.”


Ambrielle waited because Amanda continued to tap her fingers up and down her thigh. She had something else to say but clearly didn’t think Ambrie was going to take it too well. Amanda remained silent all the way to the bar, a record holdout for her. Ambrie paid for the cab, adding a generous tip for waiting so long. She sighed as they fell into step together easily, making their way to the front entrance.


The bar was modern, encased in thick glass in order to extend the interior outside into the heavily and very beautifully landscaped patios. Fountains, smaller bars and mood lights added to the lacy green shrubbery and trees that hid spaces for either larger or smaller groups. The dance floor was inside with the main bar. Four, sometimes up to six, bartenders worked quickly and efficiently to attend to their clients. The DJs were always the best.


“Just tell me, Amanda.”


“I asked Adam to come and meet you tonight,” Amanda said in a little rush, not looking at her but trying to make it to the door before Ambrie could reply.


Ambrielle tried not to laugh. “As in a blind date? You set that poor brother of yours up with me on a blind date?”


“Not a date exactly. Just more like a get-together. To meet you. He’s mentioned meeting you a thousand times. I’m just making it happen finally.” Amanda smiled at the doorman and flashed her ID. He opened the door for them as Ambrie showed hers.


The music seemed to blast until their hearing adjusted. Ambrie spotted Dan immediately and waved to him. He had commandeered a table and was sitting with his wife, Lacy.


Amanda spotted her brother sitting at the bar. She clutched Ambrie’s arm. “Adam’s sitting at the end of the bar, right next to the table where Marcus and his friends are.”


Ambrielle shook her head. “You have all the luck. You can order our drinks. You know what I like. I’ll go keep Dan and Lacy company.” She made her way over to the couple. “Happy birthday, Dan. Lacy, it’s so good to see you.” She hadn’t seen Dan’s wife in weeks. That wasn’t a good thing. She really needed to be better about having a life.


Dan leaned over and brushed a kiss on her cheek. “You work too hard, Ambrie. Lacy was just telling me we need to have you over for dinner. I told her you wouldn’t come.”


“I would too. I might work late, but I do have to eat.”


Adam came over with Amanda, balancing more drinks, and they sat down, Amanda obviously very proud of her brother as she introduced him to the others. Ambrie found it very interesting that Amanda didn’t sit in a chair where she would face the table where Marcus sat. She had her back to him and appeared to forget he was even in the same room.


Dan danced with Lacy. Adam danced with Amanda and Ambrie several times. He was a wonderful dancer. Ambrielle found she very much enjoyed the evening out. Dan and Lacy eventually called it an evening. As they left the table, Ambrie caught sight of Marcus making his way toward their table.


“Heads-up, girlfriend,” she whispered, trying to warn Amanda.


Marcus bent his head low. “Would you care to dance, Amanda?”


She turned her head, so her lips were close to his ear. “I’d love that. Thank you.” She took his hand and allowed him to help her from her chair.


Ambrie watched them cross the very crowded room to the dance floor. At no time did Marcus allow anyone to bump into Amanda. “She’s amazing.”


“She is,” Adam agreed. “And she deserves the best. Thank you for being such a good friend to her.” He took his eyes off his sister and studied Ambrie.


She gave him her full attention. He’d been as interesting, amusing and intelligent as Amanda, yet she hadn’t been the least bit physically attracted to him. Her luck. She also knew he wasn’t the least bit attracted to her.


“I have a partner,” Adam announced. “We’ve been together for well over a year, and he moved in with me four months ago. His name is Rashad Perry. When I say he moved in with me, he has an apartment in my building. We both have one on the same floor. He spends most of his time in my apartment, or I’m in his.”


“You’re talking about Rashad Perry, the singer for the Troubled Sons.”


“That would be my Rashad,” Adam confirmed, taking a drink of his scotch. He did so not taking his eyes off her, waiting for her reaction.


“And you haven’t told Amanda because … ?” she prompted.


“I’ve tried to tell Amanda, but she doesn’t want to hear me. There’s a clause our father put in our trust fund. He knew I was gay, although he despised that I was. If I didn’t live with another man, the money in the trust fund was shared. The moment I moved in with a man, I forfeited my share to Amanda and didn’t receive any further benefits. I turned over the money to her a long time ago. I act like it’s shared because she would never have it any other way, but that money is hers. When it came to running his company, Dad knew Amanda wasn’t going to do it, so he put me in charge with no provisions. We both own the lion’s share of the stock, so there is no way I can be ousted as president, even if the news comes out and some of the stockholders take exception in the same way my father did.”


“Your father knew Amanda would never sell her share of stock in the company to anyone else,” Ambrie confirmed. “She’s completely loyal to you.”


Adam nodded. “And she’d be royally pissed if she knew I wasn’t getting money from the trust. She’s like that. She’d just turn around and sign over the shares back to me. That’s how she is. She doesn’t like that side of things. I was surprised when she took business in college. She’s got the head for it, but she doesn’t like it. It isn’t her dream.”


“She did it to be able to stay close to you, Adam,” Ambrie said. “She looks up to you and would do just about anything for you.”


He sighed. “Then why won’t she let me tell her about the one other really important person in my life?”


“Because it will change everything between you,” Ambrielle said as gently as she could. “She knows when you find someone, she isn’t going to be number one anymore. That’s just the way it works. And right now, when she feels shredded, she needs to feel like she’s your number one priority. She’s getting stronger. She’ll come around. She knew you weren’t going to sweep me off my feet. She just wanted you to check out Marcus, and she wanted me here in case he didn’t take the bait. She’s been trying to get his attention for a little while.”


“Are you kidding me? He didn’t notice her?” Adam was annoyed on his sister’s behalf. “He’s not nearly as bright as I thought he’d be.”


“He noticed her. They’re both doing some kind of silly dance, circling around, making certain the other one is really interested.” Ambrielle shook her head and flashed Adam a little smirk. “That’s why I steer clear of such foolishness. By the way, did you do a background check on Rashad?”


Adam nodded. “Of course I did. I told him I was going to do it. He didn’t like it, but I told him I’d be giving up a great deal of money for him. It didn’t matter to me, but he didn’t need to know that. The bottom line is, we both have something to lose. We’re taking it slow, one day at a time. I want Amanda to meet him, to come to dinner. I was hoping you could get her to do that soon.”


“She loves dinners with you.” Her cell phone vibrated for the third time, making it impossible to ignore. With a sigh, Ambrie palmed it.


“She always makes certain we meet at a restaurant. We have to eat in.”


Ambrie glanced down at the text message from Charles Dobbs, her father’s best friend and the family lawyer. He wondered if it was possible for her to come by her parents’ house even though it was so late. They were putting together some papers and were anxious to get them signed. It wasn’t unusual for Dobbs to be drawing up papers at all hours of the night for her parents because her mother, Marcy Moore, sold her patents on a regular basis, making far too much money. She invented interesting little tools that made a mint. Her parents kept odd hours, and she had no problem keeping those odd hours with them. She texted that she’d be dropping by in the next half hour.


“I have to go, Adam.”


“Wait. Haven’t you noticed my sister didn’t come back? She’s with Phillips at a private table. I’ve been keeping my eye on them. You have to stay. You can’t leave me here alone; it’ll look like I’m spying on them.”


“This gives me the excuse to drag Amanda to dinner at your house. You set it up and I’ll get her there.” She called for a cab, and they both made their way to Amanda and Marcus’ table.


“I’m sorry, Amanda,” Ambrielle said after introductions were made. “I have to go.”


“I can make certain she gets home safe,” Marcus volunteered immediately before Adam could say anything.


“You certain?” Adam asked. “Amanda, you okay with that arrangement? Otherwise, I can stay for another half an hour.”


“I’m comfortable with it,” Amanda assured him and kissed her brother on the cheek.


[image: image]


Ambrielle tossed her gloves onto the small table next to the coatrack by the front door of her parents’ home. She almost called out to them, but her father always hated her doing that. He’d been telling her since she was a little child she needed to act with more decorum. She couldn’t help smiling thinking about her father, with his perfect posture and firm-spoken commands.


He’d been certain he would have sons. At least four of them. He told her all the time. Every chance he got. The corners of his eyes would crinkle, and his face would get soft. She could see the love for her there because he never bothered to hide it. Then he’d say, four sons would never add up to his little fairy princess. He’d roar with laughter when he’d say it. She was five foot two, and there was no princess in her. Sometimes he’d call her a sprite. Sprites could be mischievous and even mean.


Her mother would gently correct him and say naughty, not mean. Ambrie knew she could be mean. She detested bullies, and she ran into them quite often. Being female, five foot two and having more than generous curves although she worked out like a crazy person—including running, which in her opinion was for nutters—she ran into more than her fair share of bullies. Fortunately, she was born with a very large brain, and her parents had insisted from the time she was a very young child that she use it. They gave her every opportunity for an education, sending her to the best schools or providing the best tutors when they moved from place to place. They also insisted she learn how to handle weapons—in the plural.


She walked down the hallway to the cozy sitting room her parents insisted on calling their library. They loved to read and had instilled that love in her. The moment she stepped into the room, she realized they weren’t alone, and the tension inside could be cut with a knife.


There were six men in the room with her parents, all standing, all wearing suits, and others scattered around the house. They didn’t give off a warm, friendly vibe. She could tell immediately they weren’t military. Her mother’s face was pale. Her father looked as if he wanted to whip out a gun and clear the room. Instead, the hand that was lying loosely on top of the arm of his chair lifted a scant inch, and he waved her off.


She hovered in the doorway, one foot already moving back. “I’m sorry, Dad. I had no idea you had company. I can come back later.” She took a step back and blew a kiss to her mother.


“Stay, Ambrielle,” one of the men protested. His voice was deep. Amused. “We were waiting for you. Dobbs sent for you, right?”


She had taken a second step back when four of the men followed her into the hall, two moving behind her in order to halt her progress. She frowned at them. Charles Dobbs had sent for her. She had the text message from him in her phone. Was it real?


“What is this?” One of the men glided close to her as if he might grab her arm. She gave him her haughtiest look. “Don’t even think about touching me. Dad? What’s going on?”


“Your father was just discussing how he was going to give you a huge present on your wedding day, Ambrielle. Come back into the room.”


She glared at the pushiest of the men. He towered over her and smirked when she glared at him, making a show of pulling his suit jacket back so she could see his gun. She rolled her eyes, unimpressed, but deep inside, tension coiled as she returned to the sitting room. She started to go to her parents, but the man in charge caught her arm and brought her to a halt.


“I’m Walker Thompson.” He said it as if she should know his name. He was medium height, which meant he still had several inches on her. His hair was brown, the same as his eyes. He appeared to be around forty. He was fit and carried himself as if he was used to everyone deferring to him.


Thompson had several bodyguards surrounding him. Those men were concerned with Thompson. The other four men were concerned with her parents—and her. The four appraising her and her parents looked to be hard, made of stone. The one closest to her clearly was the one in charge of the other three. He was the one that gave off the most dangerous vibe.


Ambrielle looked at her parents and then back at Thompson. “Have I done business with you? I’m sorry, I honestly don’t remember you.”


“That’s too bad, sweetheart, because you should always remember the man you’re going to marry.”


She stared at him, laughter bubbling up. She was absolutely certain she’d never met him before. “I think you have the wrong woman. Maybe the wrong family. The wrong house. Dad, Mom, do you know this joker? Because this has to be some kind of joke.”


“I assure you, sweetheart, this is no joke. You came to my casino with your parents a few months ago. You were celebrating another big sale your mother made. Toasting her. Laughing. You have a beautiful laugh, Ambrielle. It was difficult not to notice you. I made it my business to find out everything I could about you, and luckily, you fit right in to everything I need for my bride. I was just negotiating with your parents how big your dowry will be.”


“I don’t have a dowry, and we aren’t getting married.”


“Ambrielle, sweetheart. Your parents have a choice to make. Sign over their very vast fortune to you right now, or I put a bullet in your father’s head. Then I have your mother sign the paper anyway. You marry me and make certain that fortune continues to grow the way you’ve been doing for your parents, only you do it for us, since the money will all be yours and you’ll sign it over to me. If you do that, your parents remain safe.”


Thompson looked at her father. “I believe your signature is required on the papers I’ve had drawn up.”


Her father shook his head. “This is ludicrous. I don’t know what Dobbs told you, but he lied. Even if I signed these papers, they wouldn’t do you any good.”


“Who are you?” Ambrielle asked, staring at Thompson, trying to place him. He wasn’t making any sense. “Yes, I was at a casino in New Orleans celebrating with my parents a few months back, but I don’t understand what you mean by this.” They’d been on a riverboat casino. It had been a tremendous amount of fun. “I’ve never met you. Why would I want to marry a perfect stranger? And Dad’s right. Why would Dobbs tell you that signing those papers would matter when—”


“Enough.” Walker Thompson smiled. She’d never seen any smile so cruel. “Gleb. If you or Denis would be so kind.” Thompson nodded his head toward her father.


She turned to look at the man who had been in the hallway with her earlier, the one she’d marked immediately as the most dangerous. He had a gun out, the one he’d shown her. Instinctively, she knew what he was going to do.


Ambrielle hurtled her body in front of her father, or at least she tried to. Two men caught her firmly, holding her while she fought like a wild animal to get loose as the man called Gleb pulled the trigger once. She made no sound as her father slumped over, quiet in his death, blood on his chair and running down his face to soak into his shirt. She stilled. Her mother very gently placed her hand on her husband’s arm.


Ambrielle’s eyes met her mother’s, and then she raised her gaze to meet the shooter’s. He was a big man. Blond. He was all hard angles and planes. His eyes were a light blue, almost crystal. She memorized every inch of his face. The way he moved. The way he held himself.


Gleb shook his head. “Don’t.” He warned her softly. Even with just one word she could hear a slight accent—Russian, if she wasn’t mistaken.


She hadn’t said a word. She didn’t need to. He’d read everything in her eyes. If she lived through this night, she would hunt him down and kill him. Nothing would stop her. Nothing. No matter how long it took. She would find him.


The men holding her were strong, and they had her in a viselike grip. They wouldn’t keep that grip tight for very long. They would buy into the fact that she was a woman, and she was small. They would think she was cowed, defeated. She just had to keep her mouth shut. Gleb wasn’t buying what she was selling, but the others, they would. And Walker Thompson would. He was too arrogant to even realize he had four cobras in his very own entourage. Those four Russians might look like they took his orders, but they would kill him in a second if it suited them.


“Mrs. Moore, I believe you need to sign the papers giving the money to your daughter for her wedding present.”


“Wait, Mom,” Ambrielle interrupted. It was pure bullshit signing the papers. The money was already hers. She didn’t want her mother to tell Thompson that. He clearly hadn’t done his homework. Dobbs hadn’t told him the truth. What his reasoning was, she didn’t know, but at least she had the chance to keep her mother alive. “Give me your word that if she signs the money over to me, you won’t allow anyone to kill her. You won’t kill her. You’ll keep her alive.”


“You’re not in any position to bargain, sweetheart,” Thompson said. “Although it’s cute that you think you are.”


She detested him. He was looking at her size and thinking she was a child and already he could do and say whatever he wanted.


“If she’s alive, then clearly I have incentive to make as much money as possible for you,” Ambrie pointed out, trying to sound reasonable instead of sounding like she thought he was an imbecile. He was. She was going to cut his throat at the first opportunity. She didn’t dare look at Gleb because he knew she was going to do it. The interesting thing was, he didn’t care.


“There are all sorts of incentives for you to obey me, dear little Ambrielle, but yes, if she signs the papers, she won’t be killed. Do get it over with, Mrs. Moore. I’m running out of patience.”


“These papers aren’t worth—”


“Mom, just sign them,” Ambrie interrupted. “He wants them signed; just do it.”


Marcy Moore looked at her daughter and then to her husband. Her palm stroked down his arm, the pen between her fingers as steady as a rock. Her gaze flicked from her husband to Walker Thompson and then Ambrie.


Ambrie felt the protest welling up as Gleb shifted position. Time slowed down. Tunneled. She centered her attention on Gleb. He was the killer in the room. Walker Thompson thought he was the boss and safe. He was surrounded by bodyguards, but the only four that really mattered were Gleb; his partner, Denis; and the other two men standing just out of her reach. They were the real deal when it came to murder. She could see they were fast, efficient and meant business. They weren’t messy, and there was no hesitation. These were men who killed for a living.


“Don’t,” she hissed to Gleb. “You touch her, and I swear you’re a dead man. I mean it. You touch her, you’re dead. It will be you or me leaving this room alive. I swear that on my father’s soul.”


The big Russian shook his head. “I’m not going to kill her. You heard Thompson. She just must sign the papers. The money will be yours, and you can marry Thompson. All will be well. What happens after that is anyone’s guess.” He exchanged an amused look with the other Russians.


“Ambrie.” Marcy Moore spoke her name softly, lovingly.


Ambrie shook her head. “Mom. Please. Just sign. It doesn’t matter. He doesn’t matter. What he wants doesn’t matter. I need you. Just please don’t do this. Sign them for me. Do it for me.”


“I am doing this for you. So he can’t control you. You are not a puppet, Ambrie. You will never be a puppet for anyone.” There was no inflection in Marcy’s quiet voice. Her palm was still laid gently over her dead husband’s arm. The pen was in her other hand, poised over the papers. “Remember every single thing we ever said to you, Ambrie, because each word mattered and was told to you with love.”


“Mom.” Ambrie whispered her name in despair. Her mother was a strong woman. Once she made up her mind, there was no changing it. She despised men like Thompson. She loved her husband and daughter fiercely.


Ambrie took a deep breath and selected her own target. If her mother was sacrificing her life, then she would do the same. The Moore women were going down in a blaze of glory. Whatever plans Walker Thompson had for her, Ambrielle wasn’t about to comply. Her mother gripped the pen in one hand, and her gaze slid to Thompson, who had stepped close to watch her sign the papers.


Ambrie knew she couldn’t get to Gleb, but she could get to one of his men. The Russian on her left had taken his gaze from her, alert to her mother, watching with slight amusement as she suddenly struck at Thompson, the pen going from the paper as if she were about to sign, up toward his neck. His bodyguard yanked Thompson back so that he staggered, but Marcy Moore threw herself forward, the pen embedding itself in the bodyguard’s neck deep, right into the artery.


At the same time, Ambrie spun out of the hands of the Russian holding her captive and attacked one of Thompson’s bodyguards watching, using the same method as her mother had done, only she had weapons: two small knives she’d hidden in her sleeve. No one had thought to search her. She buried one deep with a hard flick of her wrist, throwing it accurately and then spinning to throw the second one at another guard standing in front of Thompson, killing one guard and wounding the other. The goal was to take down anyone standing between them. To get to Thompson. His guards were trying to hustle him out of the room.


Marcy continued her forward assault as well, hand-to-hand combat, sweeping the legs out from under another bodyguard. Thompson shot her multiple times, emptying his weapon into her, all the while yelling at his men to take Ambrie down.


It was Gleb and his partner, Denis, who managed to take her legs out from under her so she hit the floor hard, landing in the river of her mother’s blood, staring into her wide-open eyes. Gleb kept his knee hard in the small of her back as he did so. She didn’t move or speak, but watched the life go out of her mother.


“You’re coming home with me. Your clothes are already packed. The license is in place, and we’ve got a very willing pastor to perform the ceremony, so it will be in a fucking church. How do you like that, Ambrielle?” Walker Thompson laughed as he led the way out of her parents’ home.


Gleb and Denis had to carry her because when they forced her to stand, she erupted into kicking and fighting. When she started screaming, they injected her with something that made her world turn black.
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