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		Chapter One


Thin winter sunlight spilled through a window, a square of anemic gold on blue carpet. He stared, turning the knife over in his hands and watching the bright gleam of the blade.

Spent a lot of time doing that, these days. Retirement wasn’t boring—once a man got old enough, he learned to like it when bullets weren’t whizzing overhead.

A faint sound broke thick silence.

He’d fooled himself into thinking he’d heard it so many times, the actual event was a dreamlike blur. Then the phone buzzed on his desk again, rattling against the leather cup that held two pens and a letter opener.

It was the phone. He’d had the number transferred to a newer one, just in case, and the bill was paid automatically every month from an account that never went dry.
         

Just in case. It was silly, it was stupid, it was probably a wrong number. The ID started with 1-89, and that meant a pay phone.
         

Definitely a wrong number. Still…Josiah Wolfe dropped the knife and snatched up the slim black plastic case, hit TALK with a sweating finger.
         

“Hello.” No betraying surprise in the word. His hands were steady. It’s just a wrong number. Someone hit a nine when they should have hit a six, a two when they wanted to hit five. Don’t give anything away.
         

Her voice came through. “Jo? Josiah?” A staggering gasp, as if she’d been punched in the stomach.

His knees had turned to water. Sweat sprang out on his lower back, under his arms, in the hollows of his palms. Was he dreaming?

Pinch me. No, don’t. Let me sleep. He managed to speak. “Anna.” I still sound calm. Jesus God, thank you.
         

Wait. Is she crying?
         

The thought of her crying made his chest feel hollow and liquid.

“I wasn’t…” Another one of those terrible gasps. Was she trying to catch her breath? Drunk? Was that why she was crying? “I wasn’t sure you’d answer. Or if the number was even s-still good.”

He had to drop down into the chair. His legs wouldn’t hold him up. “I told you it would be.” When you left me. The words burst out, hard little bullets, surprising him. “I keep my promises.”
         

He almost winced as soon as it left his mouth. That was like waving a red flag in front of a bull; she might have a sudden attack of good sense and hang up. Keep her talking, idiot. Keep her on the line.
         

Finally, after three years, Anna had called him.

There is a God. Thank you. Thank you so much.
         

Another deep ragged inhale, as if bracing herself. She sounded like she’d just paused during a hard workout, sharp low gasps. He heard city noise behind her. Cars, the imperfect roar of traffic, and the sound of cold wind. Where was she?

“I d-didn’t know.” Her voice broke, and he was now certain she was crying.

Warning bells were ringing. It wasn’t like Anna Caldwell to cry, especially on the phone with the man she’d sworn at, slapped, and dropped like a bad habit three years ago when she’d found out what he did for a living. It doubly wasn’t like her to be at a pay phone, especially on a winter day that, while sunny, was only in the thirty-degree range. She felt the cold acutely; she slept with a blanket on all but the stickiest of summer nights.

It especially wasn’t like her to sound so terrified, she was stuttering.

“I d-d-didn’t th-think this n-number would w-w-work, b-but I h-had to…” She broke down again, hitching sobs thin and tinny in his ear.

This isn’t good. “Anna. Anna.” He used his calm-the-waters voice, nice and low but sharp to grab her attention, cut off the panic. “Where are you, baby? Tell me where you are.”
         

It worked. She took a deep breath, and he could almost see her grabbing for brittle calm, the way she’d done right before she’d walked out on him. That little sound, and her green eyes going cool and distant, her shoulders drawing back—he could picture it clear as day, even now. “I’m on the corner of Maple and Twentieth, in an awful ph-phone booth. I’m cold and I think I’m still wet from the p-pond and I’m scared, and I need your help. I need your help.”
         

He was already moving, taking the small pad on his desk and making notes. Pay phone. Maple and 20th. Pond. “Stay put. I’m coming to get you.”
         

“I d-didn’t know who else to call,” she whispered, and the most amazing thing happened.

Josiah began to get a hard-on. He still remembered the way her hair smelled. Still remembered the taste of her sweat, and her low, throaty moan at delicious intervals.

Jesus. Three years, and the woman still managed to turn him on.

“I’m in trouble,” she whispered into the phone, as if afraid someone might hear. “Bad t-trouble.”

So you called me. “Maple and Twentieth.” He was already scooping up his car keys and his black hip-length jacket. His legs shook, but they would carry him. Of all the scenarios he’d played out in his head over the years, he hadn’t ever dreamed this one up. “You’re outside?” Idiot. She said a phone booth. You can hear the traffic behind her. Is she at a gas station? Good for a grab, someone could just take her right off the street. “I’m on my way.”
         

“No!” She practically yelled, and he stopped dead, inhaling sharply and closing his eyes.

Focus, Josiah. Control is everything.
         

Calm returned, the killing quiet. Anna was in trouble, and he had to be cool and collected. Get her locale, get in, and retrieve her. It’s that simple. He opened his eyes and got going again, placing each foot with precision.
         

“No,” she repeated, as if he’d argued. “It’s not…it’s not safe. The Blake, in the foyer. Come in on the…the east side. Through the revolving doors.”

The Blake Hotel was less than three blocks from Maple and Twentieth. It had three exits and usually a clutch of tourists taking in the old-fashioned foyer with its crystal chandeliers, ancient wainscoting, and red velvet upholstery. In other words, a security nightmare. He’d done a few jobs in the Blake, none serious. Just deliveries, a long time ago.

Don’t foul your own nest was a good maxim to follow.
         

“It’s not safe?” The question was out before he could stop himself. Even worse, it sounded cynical. Condescending. As if he suspected her of setting him up.

Nobody in the gray knew about him and Anna. He’d kept that secret successfully, at least. Of course, in this business, it was hard to be sure.

“I think they’re still f-following me.” She was whispering again. “If you see someone…oh, God. God.”
         

A cool bath of dread began at his nape and slid down his sweating back. Just what kind of trouble are you in, baby? He didn’t want to waste time asking. “Anna. Calm the fuck down and breathe, I’m coming to get you. The Blake. I’ll be there in twenty.”
         

Hitching sobs, again. “I d-didn’t know w-who else to—”

Yeah. Who else could you call if you were in trouble? “Get to the Blake, get inside, and put your back to the wall. Warm up. I’m coming to get you.” He was already on the stairs on his way to the garage, thankful that it was Hassan’s day off and Wilhelmina was in the kitchen; nobody would see him leave. “Hang up and get moving, baby.”
         

“Oh, God…” She sucked in a sharp hissing breath. “The car. That goddamn black car.”

What the hell? “What black car?”
         

Too late. She’d hung up, or had run out of time on whatever change she’d dropped into the phone. Unless she’d used one of the newer ones with credit card readers. No, she was too smart to do that, if she was in trouble bad enough to call him. She was too goddamn smart for her own good.

The wonder was that she’d found a pay phone at all. They were a vanishing breed.

Great. Now his heart was hammering and he tasted copper, as if he was under fire. He shrugged into his coat and checked his watch, habitually noting the time, and slipped the cell into his left-hand pocket. There were a couple of prepaid ones each in the cars, nice and disposable. His shoes made no noise on the stairs; he avoided the creaky spots out of habit as well. He made it to the garage, chose the blue BMW because it had a 9mm and ammo in the concealed compartment, and it would blend in around the Blake.

He’d never expected her to call.

Then why did you keep the phone, Josiah? The garage door went up, and the engine roused itself like a sleepy cat. Willie’s little red sedan, the sleek gleaming SUV, and the dirty, primer-spotted Taurus sat in their accustomed places, watching with blank, dead headlights as he pulled out.
         

What kind of trouble was she in? Trouble so bad she would call him, of all people.
         

I don’t care.
         

The sun struck him fully, and he slid a pair of shades on. Frost still glimmered in deeper shadows where the light didn’t hit until afternoon; the roads would be treacherous. He flipped the radio off, and felt the little subconscious click inside his head that meant he was thinking clearly again.
         

She’s called me. She needs my help.
         

All right. This time she’s not getting away.
         

Josiah Wolfe smiled as he drove.


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


She’d wanted to warn him about the black cars, but she’d run out of change and she didn’t dare use her bank card or her beloved iPhone. Who knew what they could trace? They might think she was dead.
         

I certainly hope they think I’m dead. Everyone else, too. Maybe nobody else would…die…if they all thought she was gone.
         

Anna shivered, glancing nervously at the gas station. She looked like hell; she hadn’t combed her hair and she was still wet to the knees from the goddamn pond; her makeup was probably running and blisters starting inside her shoes. Heels were not the best way to escape men with guns and walk for miles, ending up in a phone booth that smelled like someone had used it for a urinal. Vivian at Fillmore West would be furious, thinking Anna wasn’t even bothering to show up to her own showing; Tasha would be heartbroken. She’d missed drinks with Robbie and Tor; they would be perplexed and hurt.
         

Also, she was beginning to run out of ideas.

Not only that, but she’d stood and stared at the phone for a little while, zoning out. The numb glazed calm echoing inside her head and chest had to be shock. Nobody could be as calm as she was right now after seeing what she’d seen.
         

Eric…oh, Eric…
         

She pushed the thought away, shoved the door open, and stepped into a light breeze knifing up from the lake’s faraway, innocent baby-blue shimmer. Her black canvas purse strap dug into her shoulder; the purse itself was freighted with the files they presumably wanted to kill her for. Pale winter sunlight poured down on a convenience store parking lot, weeds poking up through cracked concrete and graffiti tangling on a wall over a huge dumpster around the back. The booth was at the very edge of the lot, and she stepped over two broken syringes as her weary body started to shiver again, reminding her that she’d run away from George Moorhouse’s lovely split-level wearing only a gray business suit with a thin jacket over a silk shell, a knee-length skirt, and a pair of nylons that were definitely the worse for wear now. She’d had a long black scarf, but she’d lost it in the mad scramble to get away, hearing bullets pockpockpock into the freezing earth behind her.
         

A car horn blared. “Hey, baby! You sellin’?”
         

Anna, yanked back into the present, whipped the guy in the chopped-down Cadillac the finger. I look like a hooker? Or you’re just an asshole. The Caddy zoomed off, the kids inside laughing, and she choked back another black wave of desperation masquerading as hilarity. Little jackasses in mama’s car. What a way to get propositioned.
         

She had to wait, shivering and shifting her purse from shoulder to shoulder, for the light at the corner of Fifteenth and Verne; she hadn’t told Josiah exactly where she was, for no other reason than the instinctive caution of a hunted animal.
         

I’m doing pretty well. At least I’m still alive. And he might help me.
         

At the thought of Josiah, she shivered again. She crossed her arms and stared at the red DON’T WALK sign, willing it to change.
         

For a horrifying second, she’d thought she’d forgotten his number. Then her brain had kicked into gear and she’d dialed, hoping, praying, begging God. After the last four days, she seriously doubted she could do anything else but pray.

I don’t have anywhere else to go. And he…knows about this sort of stuff.
         

That’s why you dumped him.
         

Her stomach growled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon. The wind was going straight up her skirt. She was down to ten dollars in cash and a purse stuffed full of incriminating paperwork she hadn’t even had a chance to look at yet. Tears burned under her eyelids. Eric. God, Eric.
         

Don’t start. You already look strange; you start sobbing on a street corner and someone will call the cops, and you’ll be dead before you know it.
         

A molten tear trickled down her cheek. She swiped it away with the back of her cold hand, swallowing the sudden lump in her throat.

The nightmare rose behind her eyes again, Eric’s head tilted back and the gruesome smile of the gash in his throat leering at her, the terrible stink and the heat; someone had turned the thermostat up and it had been tropical in the bedroom office. They’d stuffed a ball of paper in his mouth, probably one of the scattered pieces always strewn around his offices like confetti. They had torn his place apart, probably looking for the folders she had in her purse right now.
         

The files Eric had asked her to keep safe, because he thought his place might be burgled. One thing, Annie, he’d said, laying his hand on her shoulder. If my house is tossed, I’m not calling the police. You get me?
         

She came back to herself with another jolt. The DON’T WALK sign was flashing; had she missed it?
         

Her high heels clattering, Anna bolted across the street and took a right. A stitch slammed up her ribs, forcing her to slow. A short Latino man walking his dog gave her a curious look but stopped outside a bakery, which was sending out a tantalizing smell into the chilly air. It would be break time at work, leaving the desk to Alan so she could run out for her morning latte. Hunger cramped as fiercely as the stitch in her side.

Don’t stop, and don’t spend any money. If he doesn’t show up you’re going to need every penny.
         

Yeah, like ten bucks is going to get me very far.
         

When she could walk again, she set off toward the Blake. The buildings were getting higher on either side, breaking the force of the wind, but they also blocked the sunlight. There wasn’t much of a crowd at this end of Verne Street. Nearer the Blake, there would be well-dressed people out for shopping or the tourist attractions; the museum was up a few blocks and the opera hall a short cab ride away.

Could you hide out in a museum? Now there was a thought.
         

Anna’s arm clenched, keeping the black canvas purse tight against her side. She swiped at the icy tears on her cheeks, willing herself to keep moving steadily. If I could get away from armed men, I can do this. I’m going to make them pay, dammit.
         

She had never even dreamed she would ever dial Josiah’s number again. She racked her brain for alternatives one last time as she walked, her heels clicking against the pavement and her teeth clenched to stop them from chattering, her head held high.
         

There was nothing else she could do. Eric and George had both warned her not to go to the cops, and she didn’t know anyone else who was likely to have even an idea of how to handle this. She was a temp; nobody at the office would miss her or think anything of her sudden absence. Her few friends and fellow artists were good people, but you couldn’t ask someone whose last installation had been all Plexiglas cocks and red Jell-O vulvas to risk taking a bullet over this. Tasha would hide her, but how could Anna ask her best friend to take that sort of risk?
         

There was no one, now.

Nobody except the man she’d walked out on. Less than a week before their planned Las Vegas elopement, as a matter of fact. She had gone on with her life and her art, and done her best to forget him.

No matter how much it hurt.

Her hair fell in her face, tendrils of dark brown she wished she’d had a chance to dye. Maybe blond. She’d look bimbo-licious as a blonde, but it might be enough to throw someone off.

The walloping unreality of the last four days hit her again. I’ve called Josiah.
         

He’d sounded unsurprised. Calm, as usual. I’m coming to get you. As if she’d been stranded at a bar or with a flat tire somewhere. Even, casual, and completely confident.
         

For a killer, she supposed, an ex-girlfriend calling at ten in the morning with a crazy story and a hysterical demand to help must be small potatoes.

Can you just focus on getting to the goddamn hotel? You don’t have anyone else you can trust right now. Tasha knew a woodcarver who happened to be a cop; she’d probably want to go to him—and end up shot.
         

Don’t trust the police, Eric and George had both said.
         

Anna walked along at a good clip, each step hammering into her sore ankle, her busted-up knee—scraped from falling into the ornamental pool; she’d erased most of the skin on her kneecap with that move, but it had saved her head from being turned into hamburger—her aching hips, and finishing up by stabbing into her lower back with a bar of fire. As she got closer to the hotel, crossing Verne Street and cutting up Eighteenth, she started running her fingers back through her hair, trying to straighten it. Maybe she had a comb in her purse?

She wasn’t going to be able to talk her way past the doorman. Which was why she’d asked Josiah to come in the east door; she could catch him on the street outside if she was lucky.

I wish I could take my nylons off. That would be even colder, though. She shivered at the thought.
         

The crowd thickened. One of the great things about living in the city was the way everyone minded their own business—or at least, pretended to. She got a few curious looks, but not many. At least she didn’t have blood or muck splashed on her; she had avoided the worst of the gunk in the pool and a scrubbing with paper towels in the gas station restroom had worked whatever wonder it could.

She no longer looked like Anna Caldwell, secretary by day and mild-mannered freelance artist. No, she probably looked like a mad Lady Macbeth.

Or just possibly like a woman on the run in a nightmare that just kept getting worse.

Go figure; she was running for her life and worrying about if she should have tried to find a comb in the restroom, too.

She sped up. Her heels clickety-clacked, traffic buzzed, and her head began to feel too big for her narrow stem of a neck.

Don’t you dare pass out.
         

She finally glimpsed, with a swimming delirious relief that bordered on the crazed, the carved white marble façade of the Blake rising up, catching a reflection of morning light from the mirrored skyscraper opposite and glowing like heaven’s doors. Anna let out a little sigh, chopped into bits by her chattering teeth. She must have been walking without paying attention, because her cheeks were still icy-wet and she didn’t remember the blocks between here and the bakery.

Wake up. Look around, look for that goddamn black car. She clutched her purse to her side and clamped her teeth together. Stared at the hotel up the street. This was the south side; she would have to cross the street twice and go around the corner to get to where she could see the revolving door.
         

What if he’d gotten here before her? Or not come at all?

She almost moaned in dismay. Just because his cell phone number was still good didn’t mean that he’d forgiven her for walking out on him, or for what she’d called him the last time she saw him, or…

Though she was perfectly justified, she reminded herself. Perfectly.

Oh, God. I’m going crazy. Please help me.
         

She swiped at her frozen cheeks with her jacket sleeve, shivering so hard she imagined her hands blurring like a cartoon character’s. She had to get inside, one way or another. If she stayed on the street she’d freeze to death.

Josiah. The thought of him, tall and dark-haired and utterly imperturbable, was oddly comforting. Like putting her head down on his shoulder and being certain she was safe; a feeling she hadn’t had since before that last, volcanic fight.
         

He’d said he was coming to get her. She certainly hoped so, because she was out of options. Her last great idea had ended up with Eric’s editor shot and Anna herself running for her life. She had precious little left to lose.

I’m just going to have to hope he still feels something for me. She swayed, a funny feeling of her head getting too big and stuffed with cotton wool making the world blur. The cold was working its way in through her skin; she was almost too tired to shiver. I can pay him, I’ve got savings left over from Mom’s inheritance. That’s what he always worked for before, money. And lots of it, if his apartment was any indication.
         

She flinched at the turn her thoughts were taking, and almost tripped. Her left foot slid oddly inside her shoe. Something warm trickled down her heel.

I am a total fucking mess.
         

Her vision blurred. Eric’s throat with its horrible necklace of a bloody smile rose in front of her again. She cast a nervous glance at the milling crowd on the sidewalks, the cars crawling through downtown traffic, and took hold of her rapidly thinning courage with both mental hands.

Get into the hotel. Have a goddamn nervous breakdown later.
         


	

    
	
		Chapter Three


He hated to use the valet parking—too easy to get caught without wheels—but he gave the pimple-faced Hispanic kid a twenty and told him to keep the car handy. That might make up for it. He was in a hurry, which a professional should never be.

Where are you, Anna? Just be safe until I can spot you, baby. That’s all I ask.
         

He came in the south entrance and cased the lobby, realizing that he’d been a stupid jackass. He hadn’t even asked what she looked like now, if she’d dyed her sandalwood hair or would be wearing shades.

The chandeliers overhead glowed. Soft carpet muffled his footfalls as he drifted through the lobby, just a guest, just an anonymous face. Inconspicuous, chameleonlike, blending in. There were a few short, slim women, but none of them moved like her or had her habit of tilting her head slightly as if listening to a sound nobody else could hear. Her habit of being instantly visible, at least to his eyes, in a crowd. It was the way she carried herself, head high and shoulders back, all those childhood dance lessons.

She had such beautiful fucking posture.

Keep your mind on business. He made one more pass. No, she wasn’t in here, unless she was hiding behind a potted palm or the bar. The bar looked good—chrome and glass, not trying to blend in with the 1920s décor of the rest of the lobby. A couple of shots of something eye-wateringly strong would go down really well right now.
         

The revolving door on the east side began to move again. He’d checked out each arrival up to now; none of them was the woman he wanted to see.

Maybe it had been a practical joke. Those weren’t her style, though.

She said she was only three blocks away from here.
         

His heart threatened to stop.

She stumbled free of the revolving door, her heels clicking against the marble flooring; she headed for the carpeting with quick little mincing steps, limping slightly.

She still had that beautiful fucking posture. He could still pick her out of a crowd, out of any crowd.
         

Anna’s long pretty brown hair was slightly mussed, as if air-dried and finger-combed. Her gray tailored suit might have been crisp a couple of days ago. Only good tailoring and quality material kept it from looking rumpled now. Her nylons were visibly ragged and she wore a pair of very nice black heels marred with traces of mud. No coat, and her lips were almost blue with cold. She clutched a large black canvas purse to her side, and her gaze swept around, a deer-in-the-headlights look that gave Josiah a very bad feeling, right down low.
         

Right next to the sensation of being punched in the gut by how beautiful she still was. Underneath both was the lead bar of arousal, way down deep.

There was a bruise on her right cheek, a nasty dark one that only accented her otherwise flawless skin. She bit her lower lip gently, vacantly, and he was suddenly shaken with memory.

God, he used to love that lower lip of hers.

Still did. The thought of tasting that lower lip himself made him uncomfortably aware that he hadn’t lost his earlier hard-on. No, he still had a bad case for her.

Well, call the goddamn newspapers. I knew that.
         

It wasn’t going to be long before a hotel employee noticed her. Josiah detached himself from his holding pattern and strode toward her, peripherally aware of everyone else in the lobby. Nobody had observed her yet, thank God.

Just him. And he wanted to keep it that way.

She stared, her gaze flickering through space, looking for something invisible. Her pupils were wide and dark, the intermediate stage of shock visible to trained eyes.

Josiah shrugged out of his coat and took the last few steps, his shoes soundless as the flooring switched from carpet to marble. “Anna.” He had to get her away from that goddamn door. “Hey, baby.”

She blinked up at him, and sighed. It was such a relieved sound that his heart squeezed in on itself.

She put her arm out like a child, letting him slide the coat on. But she didn’t take the purse off her shoulder. Fortunately, his coat was big enough to hide it. She was short; he used to rest his chin atop her head and close her in his arms, feeling like he could shut out the entire world as long as he had her sheltered by his body.

Her gaze swung up to meet his through layers of shock. Green eyes, the pupils wide and dark, swimming with tears. Jesus Christ. What the hell’s going on?
         

“Josiah?” She sounded even more terrified than she had on the phone.

“Come on, let’s get you out of here. How far did you walk in that getup?”

“A long way.” She shuddered, and he scanned the hotel lobby one more time. The doorman outside was occupied with a fat, expensively dressed woman with two brightly wrapped packages and a little yapping dog; that was probably how Anna had slipped past. “Jo—Josiah. I want to hire you.”

Jesus. Have you lost your mind, woman? “Shut up.” He got her under his arm and started for the south door. “Walk with me. Put your head on my shoulder.” So we can just be a guy and his girlfriend. Try to act normal. Blend in. Good luck, though, with that bruise. Looks like someone popped her a good one.
         

Anger rose, smothered by his training. She leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder. He set off, automatically shortening his stride so she could keep up. It felt natural; after all, he’d spent a long time walking with her.

A long time afterward remembering what it was like, too. Sinking into memory the way a drowning dinosaur sinks into tar.

She smelled like outside, like the cold wind. How long had she been out there without a coat? Little shivers raced through her, but her teeth weren’t chattering. He’d seen that before, in men too cold and tired to do much but lie down and wait for death.

He slowed, his arm tightening around her. He was going to have to take the chance of the doorman on the south side, not to mention the valet, remembering them. A woman with a bruise on her cheek and a man who came here alone but left with company. With any luck they’d think he was retrieving a battered girlfriend or make some other assumption. The Blake had a reputation for being discreet, but the risk still made him nervous.

It took less than five minutes to get her into the passenger side of the BMW. The spotty-faced kid valet closed her in, accepted another ten from Josiah with a wink, and held his door, too. The car was still warm; Josiah turned the heater on full blast, made sure she was buckled in, and crept forward past a big silver SUV being unloaded, the owner fussing at the bellboys while his thick-hipped wife stood and looked miserably cold.

Anna’s teeth chattered. The heater was turned up all the way. She still smelled like cold wind, but there was another smell. Dirt, damp, wet moss.

And the acrid odor of violence.

He checked the rearview mirror, pulled out into traffic, and pointed them toward the freeway. He was going to drive for a little while, get her warmed up, and make sure nobody was tailing her. Ridiculous, maybe…but he didn’t like the feeling he was getting; a little caution was in order.

And he knew all about caution, didn’t he.

So why was he involving himself in whatever trouble she had?

We have unfinished business. And because she called me. Me.
         

He heard a soft sigh, and was gratified to find out her teeth had stopped clicking. She slumped into the leather bucket seat, her eyes closed, her lips still a little blue but recovering nicely. The bruise on her cheek glared at him. Who’d hit her?

Whoever it was would get repaid with interest, if Josiah had anything to say about it. Despite knowing better, he opened his mouth. “How long did you walk?”

Another weary sigh. “A long goddamn way.”

I can’t work if you don’t give me specs. “What’s going on, baby?” Nice, casual, even. No pressure.
         

She made another soft little sound, a helpless moan that was all too familiar. And damned if that didn’t make every muscle in his body tighten a little.

“I want to hire you.” Then, the crowning absurdity. “I have money. Left over from Mom’s inheritance.”

He almost drove off the road. Recovered, hit the freeway on-ramp, and accelerated. “Anna…” He stopped right there. “I want to hire you”? After slapping me, swearing at me, and walking out on me? Three fucking years, and now you want to “hire” me? Jesus Christ in a fucking sidecar. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
         

“I want to hire you,” she repeated stubbornly. “I want you to kill someone for me.”

It was a damn good thing he didn’t steer off the road again. Wonderful. She’s lost her goddamn mind. And so have I.
         


	

    
	
		Chapter Four


He was quiet for a long time. Anna opened one eye, despite the fact that every particle of her body had taken on lead weights. Welcome warmth bathed her, the heater blasting away.

Josiah drove, his hazel eyes slightly narrowed. There was more green in his irises today, either because of what he wore or because he was agitated. She’d be willing to bet on both.

He looked just the same—long nose, mouth relaxed and even, his cheekbones marvels of architecture. His dark hair was a little shorter, but still cutting-edge fashionable; he wore a dark blue cable-knit sweater and a pair of designer jeans. He was still deceptively quick and graceful for such a muscular man. A heavy silver watch glimmered on his left wrist. He’d shaved this morning but a shadow clung to his chin; he got his five o’clock stubble earlier than most.

Anna remembered what it was like to run her fingertips along his jaw, to touch his cheek and feel him shudder over and inside her, muscle flickering as he spent himself. It had always been so touching, to have him helpless in her arms, shaking with the last few moments, a softness she saw nowhere else in his life. She’d wondered what made him so serious all the time, done her best to cheer him up, show him someone cared about him…that is, until she’d found out why he was so goddamn serious.
         

When she’d found out exactly who he was. What he was.
         

“You want to hire me.” His tone was flat, but she saw the tiny change in his face as his jaw tightened. That was often the only mark of frustration or anger he would allow himself. The subtle shifts in eye color didn’t count.

Paper crackled in her purse as she shifted. The leather was deliciously warm and butter-soft; he had pressed a button and now the seat itself was warming up. Pure luxury. Just hearing him breathe next to her made her feel safe. Her knees had almost given out when he’d stepped close, surrounding her with his coat and the smell that had always whispered everything’s okay.
         

He continued in the same even tone. “Let me see if I get this straight. You want to hire a filthy fucking murderer you walked out on. Oh, yes. And how could I forget that last little parting shot? It makes me sick to think you ever touched me. Yeah, that was it. And now you want to hire me?”
         

To give him credit, he didn’t sound angry. It was the same flat, reasonable voice he’d always used during their infrequent arguments, as if he didn’t care one way or the other.

It might have made her flinch, but she was far too exhausted. It just about killed me to walk away from you, she wanted to say. I spent every night after just trying to get through until morning without calling you. How do you think I felt, finding out that you’d hidden that from me, of all people? If you just would have told me…
         

What did that make her? She would have been more than happy to stay with a goddamn murderer if he’d just been honest with her. And now she was perfectly prepared to do whatever she had to.

For Eric in his shattered apartment, with his throat cut open and his swollen hands handcuffed to the chair. She would fight for her brother, the way he’d always fought for her. Even if it meant spending her last penny on this man, to pay for something she could barely admit to wanting.

“You work for money, don’t you? I have some. Isn’t that how it works?” Her voice broke. She closed her eyes. She was so tired.
         

“No. That’s not how it works.”

She let out a sharp breath, not believing he’d refused her so quickly. “Jo—”

“Even a filthy fucking murderer is allowed some discretion in the type of jobs he takes.” The car slid smoothly forward, engine purring and the heat bathing her, working in toward her frozen core. Her fingers were swelling like sausages. The wetness inside her shoe was still chilly, but her feet weren’t numb anymore.

So tired. For the moment, she was warm and at least partly safe. “What do I have to do?” Her throat almost refused to let the words out. “To convince you. How much do you want?”

“It’s not a question of money. How long were you out in the cold?”

Three days. I ran out of Eric’s apartment with my purse and my coat, and lost my scarf escaping the men who gunned down George. I haven’t slept, I’ve barely eaten, and I’m out of my goddamn mind. “How much?” she persisted. “How much will it take to buy you, Josiah?”
         

“You can’t afford it. How long were you out in the cold, Anna?” That same ultra-reasonableness. God, it was annoying. Ten minutes in his company and she was already remembering why she’d walked out.

As if she’d ever stopped thinking about it. Ever stopped thinking about him.
         

Oh, for God’s sake. “Pull over.”
         

“What?” One point for her; he sounded startled.

“You heard me.” She tried for furious, settled for sounding exhausted. “Pull the fuck over. I called you because I have nowhere else to turn. If you don’t help me I’ll be dead by morning. I’m in deep goddamn trouble and people have already died and I don’t know what else to do. If you won’t help me…”
         

It was a good speech. Movie-worthy, even. She seriously doubted she could get out of this nice warm car and hike down the freeway in her heels. Any of her friends might hide her, but they would end up like George, their heads evaporating with that sickening sound. Eric and George had both warned her not to go to the cops.

I’ll figure something out. If he won’t help me, I’ll do something, anything, whatever I can.
         

Josiah was silent for a long moment. Then he reached over and turned the heater down a notch. “What’s going on?” He didn’t sound flat anymore. He sounded, instead, thoughtful.

Relief slid through her, turning her legs into wet noodles and her arms into heavy weights. “You’ll help me?”

“I didn’t say that. I asked you what was going on.” He sighed. “How many people are dead?”

She swallowed. Her stomach growled, reminding her that she was hungry. “F-four. That I know of.”

“And you’re just calling me now?” Point two for her; he actually sounded shocked.
         

“I didn’t kill anyone.” The darkness behind her lids was soft and deep, and she was warm for the first time in a long time. “And I…I’ve just been running. I haven’t had a chance to think for days.”
         

“What about your brother? What the hell is the hotshot journalist doing? I thought digging up dirt and bailing you out of trouble was his specialty.”

He sounded so disdainful. Tears rose in her throat again, and this time Anna was too tired to push them down. The blackness behind her eyelids became less welcoming and more full of nightmare images. Salt water, hot instead of icy, slid down her cheeks. “Eric’s d-dead, Josiah. Whoever killed him is after me.”
         

Then she broke down and sobbed without restraint, burying her face in her hands. She heard him shifting in his seat. He laid an unopened box of Kleenex in her lap and didn’t say anything.

Anna cried until she was exhausted, until the fatigue swallowed her whole and the sound of the car wheels rocked her into a thin uneven sleep. Josiah didn’t pull over. He just kept driving.


	

    
	
		Chapter Five


She was asleep; she wasn’t built for this type of excitement. Anna was part of the normal world Josiah had left behind so long ago, he barely remembered what it felt like. Nine-to-fivers with wives and jobs they hated, going from one day to the next in a sleepwalker’s daze. Not like his own world.

Funny, when he thought of it that way it almost seemed reasonable.

Her eyelashes flickered a little and every once in a while she made a small hurt noise, pulling the purse closer to her side, only relaxing once she heard paper shift and crackle.

I am an idiot.
         

Why couldn’t he have told her he was happy to see her, glad she was safe? No, instead he had to be a complete asshole. If Eric Caldwell had stumbled on something that killed him, it wasn’t like him to drag his sister into it. He was fanatically protective of little Anna, real big-brother material.

After all, he’d been the one who had, in his well-meaning protectiveness, dug up that goddamn file on Josiah. Which, sometimes in his blacker moments, Josiah could have easily killed him for.

Now someone else had done it.

And here was Anna in the passenger seat, sleeping and shaking and obviously terrified out of her mind. What had she seen? What had Eric stumbled onto?

He hoped it wasn’t anything to do with the Torrafaziones. The Mob wasn’t his cup of tea, for all that he had done plenty of tandas in that arena.
         

They were too sloppy, and too quick to believe in the “shoot-everything-that-moves” style of problem solving. Just like the fucking Russians, come to think of it. It was getting harder and harder for a respectable freelance businessman to make it, and even worse for a liquidation agent.

Good thing I’m retired, right? He turned onto his street, no tail behind him. He was clean, Anna was clean, and he had her sleeping in his car.
         

She still smelled a little like gunfire. What the hell was going on?

Eric stumbled over something, got himself liquidated. Then someone else—she said, three other people. Now she’s running scared, and she has something explosive on her. Paper. Something in that purse.
         

It should be relatively easy to get the incriminating paperwork off her and to whatever necessary legal quarter. He had methods; after that it just became a question of keeping her undercover long enough to get whoever was chasing her in a lot of trouble and looking somewhere else.

But here she was. In his car. She’d called him, she had nowhere else to go and nobody else to rely on.
         

In other words, here was a second chance for him to get his hooks in Anna Caldwell. This time he would have some leverage to keep her with him for a good long while.

An ordinary man might feel a qualm or two about thinking along those lines, wouldn’t he.

The gate rolled aside when he pressed the button, and he eased the BMW up the paved drive.

So she had money. What would she do if the price was steeper than plain cash?

He’d been an idiot to let her get away, but what could he have done? Stalked her? It had very nearly killed him to simply let her go, to keep the phone number and quietly endure day after day.

Now, cruel and calculating as it was, his patience had paid off.

She was vulnerable. Exhausted. Looking to him for safety, for guidance. It was a perfect fucking situation, one in which he could regain everything he’d lost three years ago. Easy as one-two-three.

You bastard.
         

The garage door opened smoothly, and he backed into the spot left open for the BMW. Hassan’s motorcycle was still gone, and now Wilhelmina’s little red sedan was, too. Willie must have gone shopping.

He was all alone, for the moment.

With Anna.

The bruise on her cheek taunted him. As soon as he cut the engine her eyelids fluttered more, and she came awake with a jolt, sitting straight up in the seat and staring wildly around.

Before he could stop himself, he reached over and took her shoulder, firmly. “It’s okay. Everything’s all right.” I’m here, he wanted to say, stopped himself.
         

He could think it all he wanted to. Don’t worry, Anna. I’m here.
         

Anna swallowed dryly, peered through the windshield at the closing garage door. Thin winter sunlight died in stages, and the car began to tick and ping as metal cooled. She darted a quick glance at him, her mussed hair falling in her face, and Josiah told himself that he needed to be calm, be cool, and think about things before he did them.

Yeah. Like that had ever worked, with her.

“Get out of the car.” The words were harsh. “Let’s go upstairs.”

She licked her lips, green eyes wide and wary, and he wished he didn’t remember what it was like to taste her mouth, what it was like to slide the strap of her tank top down and kiss the soft upper slope of her breast under her collarbone. It disarranged the inside of his head when he remembered things like that.

“You’ve changed your mind?” She made another little movement, pulling the purse into her side.

I wonder what she’s got in there. “What?”
         

She had dark circles under her eyes, and that bruise looked fresh. She also looked like she’d lost a little weight. Even so thin, she had a curve to her hips. “About me hiring you. You’ll take the job?”

He took the plunge. “Maybe. When you find out what I’m going to charge you, you might change your mind.”
         

“I can pay you. I have the inheritance, in savings.”

Does she have any goddamn idea how naïve she sounds? “Who said I wanted money? Come on. Get out of the car.”
         

She didn’t demur. She just obediently reached for her door handle and tugged on it, then stared in confusion when it didn’t open. It took her a second to figure out how to unlock it; she moved like she was drunk. Or sleepwalking.

He opened his own door, took a deep breath of the smell of oil and metal that meant automobiles. It was a good smell, one he liked. Right next to her beautiful hair and the perfume she used to wear. What was it?

It bothered him. Normally, that was the type of detail he was able to recall with absolute clarity.

She stood at the car’s back end, hugging herself and looking absurdly small in his coat. He could also make out, now that he had leisure to study her, dried mud along the hem of her skirt and a dark patch on one knee; a ladderlike run stretching up and down from it. Her eyes were huge, and she swayed on her feet. Shock, and she’d been too cold. He needed to warm her up, feed her something, and get some information out of her.

First things first. Time to calm her down. Josiah put his arm over her shoulders, pulling her close into his side. “Better?”

She swayed a little. “What is it you want?”

Persistent, just like always. He pushed her toward the small stairs leading into the utility room. From there he could get her through the house and up to his bedroom. “Start moving, baby. One foot in front of the other.”
         

Her heels clicked on the concrete. She winced each time her left foot came down. He helped her as she hobbled, damn near carried her up the steps, and opened the door. Got her into the utility room, next to the washer and dryer. The good smell of fabric softener and clean laundry folded around them.

“Let’s get those shoes off.” Josiah took his arm away and bent down. “Left foot first. Lift up…there. Holy Christ.”
         

Her shoe was full of blood. The back of her heel was bleeding, trickling down from the Achilles tendon. She’d rubbed right through the nylons and her skin; the ragged edges told him it had blistered and then been worn away. How long had she walked in these ridiculous shoes?

I should have noticed that. The thought of her struggling to walk with a shoe full of blood made him unsteady. And explosive, like the job he’d taken right after losing her.
         

He didn’t want to think about that. He had not been professional on that run, even after Hassan saved his life. The only thing that finally snapped him out of it had been the thought of her calling the number and getting a disconnected signal.

As coping mechanisms went, it hadn’t been the best. Still, it had kept him alive.

“Ouch.” She sucked in a breath. Her entire foot was wet with blood, her left ankle was swollen as if sprained, and she teetered in her right shoe.

Josiah dropped the bloody left shoe and stood up in a rush. In half a moment he had her in his arms, picking her up and kicking the door to the garage closed behind him. She wasn’t deadweight, but she was perilously close; she put her head on his shoulder and her purse hung limply off to one side, under his coat. “Josiah,” she murmured. “What is it you want?”

Jesus. “Shut up.” He didn’t have the breath for saying much else, so he carried her through the utility room and the kitchen, down the long hall past the dining room, and into the softly lit parquet foyer. Up the stairs, he wasn’t gasping but he was damn glad when he reached the top. He carried her down the hall, barely glancing at the Dürer print on the right-hand side. The door to his bedroom loomed; he pushed it open with his shoulder and stepped inside, kicked it shut.
         

Familiar shapes met his gaze like strangers. Hardwood floor, the Persian rug in front of the fireplace, the leather couch where he spent most of his nights, and the bed from the old apartment, with its mission-style headboard and plain white down comforters—it all looked a little out of kilter. He’d left the closet door open halfway, and the gun on the nightstand was the only thing that didn’t look weird. A small desk with the laptop on it stood in front of the window, and the antique armoire hunched in its corner, glowing mellow with furniture polish and reflected sunlight from the window.

He had Anna in his arms again. At last.

“Kick your right shoe off,” he said, and she did, hissing a little with pain as she used her slick, wet left toes to do it. “Why didn’t you tell me you were fucking bleeding, Anna?”

“I didn’t know.” Her eyes were open, but thoughtless. She was going deeper into shock. She shivered, a small animal caught in a trap.

“I’m going to set you down on your right foot. Lean against the wall. We’re going to get those damn nylons off.”

“S-sounds good.” The paper in her purse made a collection of odd noises as he carefully, gently, let her down to perch on one foot, leaning against the wall next to her door. “What are you going to charge me, Josiah? I need your help. Please. I’m begging you.”
         

Christ. She just didn’t know when to shut up. Did she think he would bring her home if he wasn’t intending to at least keep her hidden?

He slid his hand under her skirt, up over the outside of her thigh. Her skin was cool, too cold. Her nylons were ragged, but he managed to look over her shoulder, grit his teeth, and get his fingers worked into the waistband. She wore panties underneath; he worked his other hand under the goddamn skirt and got the other side, tugged. The nylons didn’t want to come free, but he managed. She shimmied her hips a little to help him and his breath caught in his throat. Goddammit.
         

He was only a man, after all.

“Josiah?” She sounded very young, and very frightened. “Please help me.”

Oh, I’m going to help you, all right. A man who could only take so much. He got the nylons and panties down to mid-thigh, shoved them a little farther—and then, deliberately, he ran his fingers up the inside of her thigh.
         

She was as soft as ever under his touch, and she tensed, a slight gasp suddenly very loud in the quiet room.

“Relax, Anna. I’m not going to hurt you.” He sounded strange even to himself as his fingers slid up even farther, finding a nest of delicious warmth after all.

He hadn’t lost his touch, knew just what she liked; some things didn’t change. His finger slipped between delicate tissues, and he found out she was damp. He concentrated on his work, and in another few moments, she was flat-out wet, and her hips made that slight betraying motion that told him he had her full attention.

It had been a long, long time, and she was just like alcohol, turning everything fuzzy. Impairing him. God help him if he didn’t want to just tear enough clothes off to make it work, and take her here against the wall.

He settled for working one finger up inside her, settling the heel of his palm against her mons. She was hot and slick, and all he wanted was to feel it again, feel her again.
         

Feel alive again. One way or another.

He still stared over her shoulder, fixing his attention at a point on the white-painted wall. “You want to know what I’m charging you?” he whispered, almost in her ear. His hand tensed, and she shuddered. Her breathing came quick and light. “I’ve gotten a little lonely since you dumped me, baby. I’ll take payment like this—” He stroked her, just the way she liked it. Her hips jerked forward, and her breath was hot against his cheek. “As many times as I want. And you’ll act like you like it, Anna. Got it?”
         

She was impossibly tight, velvet closing around his finger, and he damn well wanted to peel the rest of her wrinkled clothes off and throw her into the bed. Because now, under the smell of fresh air, she smelled like herself again. Like sunlight and warm satin flesh, and a trace of her perfume.

Jasmine. An odd relief swamped him. And that soap of hers. Yeah. Whatever soap she uses. I can’t remember.
         

“Josiah.” Her whimper brought him back from the edge with a jerk. She was shaking, tears slicking her flushed cheeks, and whispering his name like a rosary, over and over again.

She no longer looked cold.

Good sense and sanity returned. What the fuck am I doing? His finger eased free. Jesus. Jesus Christ.
         

Noiseless sobs shook her. Her eyes were tightly shut, and self-disgust welled up hot and acid, bubbling in his throat. The destroyed nylons were around her knees, and he saw the hideous scrape on her leg again. She must have hit something hard; it was crusted with blood and she made a small hurt sound as he knelt and pulled the sticky little fibers away. Her left foot dripped a single drop of blood onto the floor, and he began to feel light-headed.

“Jesus. You’re in bad shape.” He sounded shocked even to himself. What did I just do to you? Good God.
         

Her eyes were shut. She sobbed, but the sounds began to mutate until she was laughing, forlorn little hitching gasps that tore at his heart. When he finally carried her into the bathroom to clean her up, the laughter trailed off and she simply stared, glassy-eyed, into the distance.

And Josiah was, for once, ashamed of himself.
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