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CHAPTER ONE



ROARKE Brennan’s answer was a metallic crunch as he crushed the Diet Coke can with a clench of his tattooed fingers. He tossed it to the side in the dark alley and took a deep breath to prevent blowing this whole mission with a full-scale meltdown. He glared at his best friend.


Erick sighed heavily but didn’t back down. “Come on—”


“No.” The crisp word sliced like a knife through the cold night air. “End of discussion.”


Erick’s lips thinned. “You don’t get to decide when this discussion is over. You need to remember this mission isn’t personal for just you. All of us want revenge for Flynn.”


Roarke stuffed his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket and tightened his jaw. Maybe when he’d made the person responsible for his brother’s death pay and this was all over, then he could hear his brother’s name without it feeling like a stab in the gut. He tried to keep his voice as even as possible. “We’re not involving your sister. This’ll all be over her head.”


Erick’s face darkened, a rare look for him. “You’re being a total asshole about this. You have no idea what she’s capable of. You haven’t seen her for over a decade.”


True, he hadn’t seen Wren since she graduated high school—when she’d been homecoming queen, prom queen, every other queen that signified she was beautiful and charming and full of life. She wasn’t a keyboard warrior like them, living on the fringe of society. To him, Wren would always be fresh-faced, eighteen, happy. . .and unattainable. Ten years later, he preferred to remember her that way.


“Okay, I’ll admit it,” he muttered, kicking aside some trash with the toe of his black combat boots. “I don’t know what she’s capable of, but that doesn’t change the fact that I don’t want her involved.” He looked up at Erick, blinking away the hair that had fallen into his eyes. “How come you’re not on my side about this? Aren’t you worried about her safety?”


Erick shot out a lanky arm and shoved Roarke’s shoulder. He bristled at the contact, but Erick was one of the lucky few who could touch Roarke without his permission, which was the only reason he didn’t sock him in the mouth.


Erick rolled his eyes. “Of course I do, dipshit. But I don’t control her life.” He paused and turned his head away to murmur something that Roarke couldn’t catch. “Look, she asked to be involved because she said she could help. Told her I had to run it by you.”


Oh. “And you did, and I said no. So that’s the end of it.”


Erick turned away with a heavy sigh and mumbled something again.


“What was that?”


Erick slowly met his gaze, and a familiar spark of humor flashed across his face. Roarke didn’t like that, because it usually meant bad things for him. Erick shrugged. “I said, you don’t always get what you want.”


Roarke put a hand up because he knew what was coming. “Don’t—”


“I said you can’t always get . . .” Erick threw back his head and proceeded to sing “You Can’t Always Get What You Want” by the Rolling Stones.


Roarke groaned and leaned his head back against the brick wall as Erick mimicked Mick Jagger complete with lip pout and a hip shimmy of his tall, wiry body. This was typical. They were in a dirty, trash-covered alley next to a dumpster. He could’ve sworn he’d seen a rat the size of a cat earlier. The only light was a yellow bulb hanging off the side of the building by a frayed wire. It was close to midnight, and they were about to head inside a seedy off-track betting place to convince a morally ambiguous man to join their team. And Erick was dancing and crooning and . . . oh great, he’d moved on to simulated sex with pelvic thrusts and tit squeezing.


Totally fucking typical.


The first time Roarke talked to Erick was behind a maintenance shed at their middle school in Erie, Pennsylvania. He’d skipped gym, because no way was he about to run a goddamn mile. Erick had a similar aversion to PE and had hid behind the same brick building. When Erick had pulled out a hand-held Game Boy from his pocket with a sly grin—he’d smuggled it in his gym shorts—Roarke had known this kid was special. They’d been tight ever since. And they both still hated to run.


Roarke rubbed his temples because he’d had enough of Erick’s crooning. He grabbed him, and they tussled until Roarke managed to get him into a headlock. Of course Erick wasn’t scared. He was laughing. “Fine, I tap out,” he wheezed.


Roarke shoved him away. “You should be frightened right now. I could snap your neck if I wanted.”


Erick stumbled back, laughing as he pushed his black hair out of his eyes. “Sure, whatever, buddy.” He grinned. “You’d never hurt my pretty face.”


“Ugh, you’re irritating.”


“My ability to irritate is why you keep me around.”


Roarke laughed at that. It was the fucking truth. Erick’s specialty as a hacker involved anything that was irritating as fuck. A virus. A prank. Basically, Erick was amazing at making people want to smack him in the face.


Most people didn’t though. A, because he managed to be charming at the same time. And B, because they often weren’t on the same continent when he pressed a couple of keys with glee. Freelance hacking jobs didn’t exactly bring them into contact with lots of people. At least not in person.


Roarke glanced down the alley at the door to the off-track betting facility. They’d driven from DC to Maryland to track down Dade Kelly. If he wasn’t inside like he was supposed to be, Roarke was going to punch something. Hopefully not Erick.


He gestured to the door with a jerk of his chin. “Ready?”


Erick rubbed his hands together with glee. “Yeah, man.”


Roarke’s boots crunched on broken glass as they made their way toward the door, each step closer to the man he hadn’t wanted to see again, and certainly not with a plea for help. He turned up the collar of his jacket to hide the distinctive tattoos that crept up his neck and took his ball cap out of his back pocket and placed it on his head. Pulling the brim low, he swung open the door. Erick walked in first, tugging up his hood to cover his black hair.


Dade would know both of them on sight. The element of surprise was important, because Dade was sketchy and skittish as fuck, as well as loyal to no one but himself. If Dade spotted them first, he’d ghost. Roarke would have sent someone else if he could have, but he didn’t trust anyone else to convince Dade to help them.


He hated the fucking games and hated Dade even more, but he needed the guy’s skills. Dade broke just about every hacker ethics code, but his intelligence was unparalleled. And if Roarke was being honest, the main reason he wanted him so badly was because of his loose morals. Flynn’s death had a way of rearranging his priorities and forcing him to swallow his pride.


So here Roarke was, breathing in stale cigarette smoke and body odor, leaning against a wall peeling with what was probably lead-based paint and about to scrape to a guy he didn’t even like.


He’d met Dade in Denmark, where they’d been hired, along with Flynn and Erick, for a freelance computer security job. One look at Dade’s sneer and he’d known it wasn’t going to end well. He should have followed his instincts. Because instead of turning over the programming information to their employer, Dade had stolen it. Probably sold it. The last time he’d seen Dade, they’d fought with words, then with fists, and walked away with matching bruises. Dade refused to say what he did with the information. So yeah, Roarke hated him. Sneering motherfucker.


Roarke pulled his cap lower and crossed his arms over his chest. Beside him, Erick rocked on his heels, glancing around like he planned to make himself at home.


“Your cheeriness is pissing me off,” Roarke grumbled.


Erick beamed even brighter and stuck a strip of gum in his mouth. “I know.”


Roarke sank farther back against the wall. “Jock ready?”


Erick glanced at his phone. “Yup. Waiting for my text.”


Roarke nodded, his mood lifting slightly. Plans running well was like sandpaper soothing his hard edges. He hoped this kept up. Every member of his team was unpredictable. But they were the best he knew, so their inability to be controlled was a side effect he had to put up with.


A man emerged from the bathroom, and Roarke tensed. Dade Kelly was a chameleon who could disguise himself to fit into every situation, but he had a presence about him that he couldn’t hide, a presence Roarke could recognize anywhere.


Today, Dade wore a pair of cargo pants, boots, and a flannel shirt. His hair was short now and light brown. Roarke wasn’t sure of the man’s natural hair color, but based on his pale skin, he guessed it was blond.


Dade took a seat at a table in the corner, which had a view of the door and the dozen TVs along the far wall that displayed various horse races. A group of men on stools along the bar hooted and hollered as they cheered on their bets.


Dade’s light eyes began to scan the bar, and a grin tugged at the corner of Roarke’s mouth. The last piece to complete his team and get revenge for Flynn was here. Actually here. Now all Roarke had to do was convince the bastard.


“Now,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. “Before he sees us.”


“On it.” Erick’s head was bent, typing on his phone. He turned it off and shoved it in his pocket. “Ten seconds.”


Roarke split his gaze between Dade and the TVs, counting down in his head. His stomach rolled, and he cracked his knuckles one by one, ready to run in case Dade took off.


“Five,” Erick whispered, the glee in his voice evident. “Four . . . three . . . two . . .”


“One,” Roarke finished.


The TVs went black. The inebriated men at the bar threw up their hands. An employee frowned and strode off to a back room, probably to check on the feed. He could try, but Jock Bosh was back at the warehouse, probably staring stone-faced at his monitor while he hacked into Paradise Valley Off-Track Betting’s feed.


Dade hadn’t moved. The men at the bar were still grumbling and pointing at the black TVs. Roarke had sworn Dade would bolt, but instead he looked at the screens casually.


White words rolled across the screens quickly. “Your mom says hi.”


The screens went black one more time before the feed restored to the races. That hack wasn’t that difficult, but it had Erick’s signature all over it. Roarke should have known that was what he’d do.


He kept one eye on Dade and sighed. “Your mom?”


“What?” Erick shrugged. “Your mom jokes are classic.”


Roarke smacked him in the back of the head. “Dade never knew his mom. He’s an orphan. Grew up in a Russian orphanage.”


Erick pursed his lips together. “Oh. Oops.”


Roarke pointed a finger at him. “Don’t expect me to step in if he beats your ass.”


With a smirk, Erick cracked his knuckles. “I don’t need you to defend me.”


True, Erick was a scrappy fighter, cunning and quick. Roarke was just all flailing punches and brute strength. Sure, they mostly hid behind computers, but the stuff they did behind computers could get them beat up. Hence the self-defense skills.


Dade hadn’t moved, his gaze still on the screens. Then slowly his head swiveled until he met Roarke’s gaze across the room. Roarke hadn’t seen Dade for more than five years, but Dade would recognize him. Roarke hadn’t changed much. Some more tattoos maybe.


He might have been imagining it, but he swore Dade’s lips twitched into something like a smile. Then he bolted, his body a blur as he darted back down a hallway.


“Motherfucker!” Erick shouted, but Roarke was already in pursuit, pumping his arms as he took off after Dade. That goddamn sneer on Dade’s face. He was going to do his very best to wipe it off when he caught up to him.


At the end of the hallway, a door closed with a harsh bang. Roarke swung it open and tumbled out into another alley, Erick on his heels.


A flash of something caught his eye in the dark, and he raced after it, boots splashing through unknown liquid. “I fucking hate running,” Erick panted behind him.


“I’m going to kill him,” Roarke promised through clenched teeth.


The metal clang of something solid echoed along the brick walls on either side of them. Roarke’s eyes finally adjusted in time to see a lean body scurrying up an iron fence. Unable to stop himself, he slammed into it and reached out in time to close his fingers around Dade’s ankle.


Dade grunted and pulled his knee up, trying to dislodge him, but Roarke held on. Dade brought his heel down, and Roarke swerved to avoid getting his eye socket crushed but the man still managed to crack down on his ear.


The pain only fueled Roarke, and as he saw Erick’s hand close around Dade’s other ankle, he knew they had him. “Pull!” he hollered.


The two of them yanked hard on his limbs and Dade’s body crashed down on top of them. Roarke landed on his back, a two-hundred-pound body of pissed-off hacker on top of him and a sharp object digging into his spine.


For about thirty seconds, there was only pain and limbs and punches and kicks. Grunts and curses. Roarke flailed, not knowing if he was punching Erick or Dade and not really caring because, at this point, he was reaching homicidal levels of rage.


A fist glanced off his cheekbone, and he saw red, either from fury or from the blood spilling from his split skin.


He managed to grab Dade—brown hair signaling he had the right guy—and slammed him chest first onto the concrete. He climbed on his back, got an arm around his throat, and squeezed. Dade clawed at his arm, gasping and choking, while Erick lay on his back in front of them, chest rising and falling, blood trickling from his nose. Dade bucked, trying to dislodge Roarke, but he gripped tighter with his thighs.


“I’ll let up,” Roarke gritted into his ear, “if you stop fucking struggling.”


“Fuck you, Brennan,” Dade spat.


Roarke squeezed harder. “There are two of us, and one of you. You’re a crafty shit, but you’re not that good.”


Dade’s nostrils flared, and he stopped struggling. Roarke kept his arm where it was but let up the pressure. While Dade sucked in oxygen, Roarke let his forehead fall forward as he sought to catch his breath. His cheek hurt like a motherfucker.


Finally, he rolled off, hoping Erick would pick up the slack if Dade bolted again. He fell onto his back and turned his head to see Dade rising slowly onto his knees, rubbing his neck. Roarke tensed as his hand reached into his back pocket. Dade met his eyes, his movements slow, before he pulled out a pack of cigarettes. Roarke relaxed while Dade stuck a cigarette in his mouth and leaned against the fence with a lighter in hand.


The flame illuminated his face in orange, revealing a five-o’clock shadow, a cut lip, and a bruised eye. Except the bruise didn’t look fresh. Christ, did Dade make it a point to get in fistfights on the regular? Truthfully, Roarke didn’t know much about Dade, and he doubted that was even his real name. He knew about the orphanage but wasn’t sure if the guy was actually Russian. Dade had an accent that sounded somewhere between Russell Crowe in Gladiator and Colin Farrell in Phone Booth. Roarke assumed he spoke that way on purpose, to hide who he really was.


Erick rose to his feet with a groan, wiping at his nose.


“You all right?” Roarke stood up, brushing off his jacket.


“Yeah. You?”


“I’m fine.”


Dade exhaled a ring of smoke. “I’m just peachy, too, guys. Thanks for asking.”


Roarke ignored the snark and gestured to Dade’s eye. “What happened?”


Dade took a drag and exhaled slowly. His gaze drifted to Erick. “Your mom.”


Erick pulled back his hoodie and laughed nervously. “Uh, yeah, so . . . about that . . .”


Dade stood up and waved his hand, sending ashes scattering. “Forget it, Lee. Shitty jokes are your hallmark.”


Erick’s shoulders went back, and Roarke groaned. They did not need another fistfight in this filthy alley. He held out a hand, stopping Erick from advancing on Dade to defend his goddamn jokes. “All right, simmer down.”


“Wasn’t necessary anyway,” Dade said. “Saw you two the minute you walked in.”


“You weren’t even in the room when we walked in,” Erick said.


Dade cocked his head with a curl of his lip. “You sure about that?”


Cocky motherfucker. Damn, Roarke hated this guy.


Dade blew out another column of smoke. “So I let you do your thing in there, and now I’m allowing this fucking get-together out here, so I better get something good out of this, yeah?” He winked at Erick. “How’s your sister?”


This time, Roarke wasn’t holding back his friend because Roarke himself was going for the jugular. Erick was right there with him ready to strangle the guy. Of course Dade, being Dade, was like the smoke drifting from his cigarette, because he easily evaded both of them.


When Roarke’s angry haze cleared, he found himself staring at a fence, Erick breathing hard next to him. He whirled around to see Dade walking backward down the alley, hands up, laughing like a psycho. “Ah, now I know what buttons to push. So we’re even, huh?”


Dade’s gaze settled on them as he came to a stop about ten feet away. “Interesting you both have the same reaction to an innocent question about Wren, huh?”


“Can you shut your fucking mouth?” Roarke said.


Dade flicked his cigarette on the street and ground the butt with his boot. “How about you talk about why you tracked me down.”


Right, Flynn. Revenge. Destruction of Arden Saltner. Roarke took a deep breath and focused on what Dade could do. “Flynn’s dead.”


Dade’s body immediately stiffened. He stared at Roarke with thinned lips and a full minute passed before he spoke again, hoarsely. “What?”


Erick shifted next to them, his shoulders up around his ears. Flynn and Erick had been best friends. Inseparable. After Roarke, Erick had taken Flynn’s death the hardest. But they weren’t the only ones mourning. Flynn had been well liked by everyone who met him—he had been funny and good-looking and charming.


“He’s dead. Ruled suicide, but it wasn’t a fucking suicide. He was about to blow the whistle on his boss, but before he could, he was found with a bullet in his head.”


Dade took a step closer to them, his bruise more livid as he stepped into a small circle of light. “Is there a crew?”


Roarke nodded.


Dade blew out a breath. That’d always been the problem with Dade. He didn’t like working with people. He didn’t trust anyone but himself, and he had his own agenda. Finally Dade pointed at Erick. “I don’t like you.” He shifted his gaze to Roarke. “And I actively hate you. But I liked Flynn, and you caught me on some downtime when I’m bored. So fine. I’m in.”


Wow, Roarke had thought it was going to be much harder than that to convince him. “Is there some catch? Why’re you agreeing so easily?”


Dade was quiet for a moment, and he took a step closer. Roarke could see there was also a fading bruise on his jaw. “If I do this? You owe me.”


Ah, there it was. Nothing in life was free. He clenched his teeth. “Owe you? Do I get to declare some boundaries on that?”


Dade shook his head. “If it’s within your abilities, I expect you to do it.”


Roarke swallowed. With Dade that could mean. . . fucking anything. The guy didn’t operate within the bounds of the law or hacker ethics or even decent morality.


But this was about Flynn, so he manned up. “Deal.”


Dade grinned. It was an evil grin, but at least Roarke was going to benefit from his brand of evil. He hoped. Dade stuck out his hand. Roarke shook it, and when he pulled his hand back, a business card was in his palm. When he looked up, Dade was walking away. He called over his shoulder. “Text me time and place.”


“I will,” he said.


“And get that cheekbone checked. Looks like you might need stitches,” Dade said right before he opened the door to the betting place and disappeared inside. The slam of the door closing made Roarke flinch.


“I really hate that guy,” he muttered.


Erick snatched the card out of his hand and flipped it over. “Just a number.”


“Probably a burner.”


“Dade Kelly is one shady motherfucker, man.”


Roarke took the card back. “I know, but I’m not sure we can do this without him.”


“I know, whatever. Fuck. I hate that we can’t do this ourselves. I’m so antsy to erase Saltner from the earth.”


Roarke swiped his hat off the ground and tugged it back on. He nudged Erick with his elbow to encourage him to walk down the alley. “Me too.”


Erick wrinkled his nose. “This place makes me want to shower.”


“Yeah, those designer jeans of yours probably have puke on them. Or syphilis. Whatever was on the ground of that alley.”


Erick shuddered. “Fuck you, don’t remind me.”


Roarke plucked at Erick’s racing jacket. “You got a hole in the arm here now.”


Erick craned his neck to look at the elbow of his sleeve. “Goddamn it! That bastard ruined my brand-new jacket.”


Roarke laughed, which only made Erick madder. “Hey,” Erick said. “Remember that you have a hole in your jacket, too. Also courtesy of Dade Fucking Kelly.”


“I got this jacket in Denmark. I’m not giving it up just because he was pissed and tried to burn me with a cigarette.”


Erick shook his head as they reached the end of the alley and entered the parking lot. “I hope this isn’t a mistake, asking for his help.”


That sobered Roarke quickly. His cheekbone hurt like hell, and he wiped his face with the back of his hand. When he checked it, the black-and-white skull tattooed there was now colored red. He and Erick both looked like delinquents, which meant they probably fit in in this part of town.


Roarke glanced up, trying to get his bearings so they could find the car and get the hell out of there. The small parking lot was deserted, and he thought they were the only two around until he heard footsteps. He went on high alert, scanning their surroundings for an escape route. There was a streetlamp in the far corner, and a figure slowly stepped into the light.


Roarke stopped walking. He blinked a couple of times because his eyes had to be playing tricks on him. Did Dade drug him and he didn’t notice? Because the woman standing in the parking lot had Wren’s face, for sure, but she couldn’t be Erick’s sister. Her hair—normally a straight, shiny black inherited from their South Korean parents— was dyed a silvery light lavender. She wore thick-soled black boots, fishnet stockings, and a short black skirt. Her leather jacket was pushed up to her elbows, revealing colorful tattoo sleeves and a dozen metal bracelets that jangled when she moved.


Last time he’d laid eyes on her, she’d been wearing a floral sundress and flip-flops, with a clean face and hair still damp from her shower. Over the years, he’d tracked her the only way he knew how—from behind a monitor. But what he couldn’t know, and hadn’t thought about, was how she’d changed. The innocent smile he’d vowed to protect was now replaced with a defiant smirk that turned him on.


Her makeup was heavy, her lips a bright red. And she was looking right at him with a glint in her eye that was completely foreign in her gorgeous face.


“Oh shit,” Erick muttered from beside him.


Roarke rubbed his eyes and opened them. Nope, she was still there.


Finally, Wren parted those sinful lips on a grin. “Hey brother dearest. Hey Roarke. Heard you’re starting a crew.”


That was when he found his voice. “No way in fucking hell.”





CHAPTER TWO



HE was still a fine, fine man.


His chest had filled out some since Wren had last seen him, and his posture was more confident. Standing there in a ball cap, torn jeans, bloody shirt, and a scowl, Roarke Brennan was a dream.


Well, if a girl’s dream was a tattooed tech-head who was now glaring at her like he wanted her to disappear.


Okay, so the dream needed work.


Erick had told her Roarke wouldn’t want her involved, but she’d managed to tease it out of her brother that they’d be here tonight. So here she was, ready to convince the man she’d carried a torch for since high school that she could help him in the most important mission of his life.


Because she had a card to play, and it was the ace Roarke needed. He just didn’t know it yet.


She wondered if he still saw her as the innocent teenage Wren who loved books and crushed on boys. He might not see her as she was now, a woman ten years older who’d been through hell and back.


She straightened her spine, wishing now she’d worn heels because Roarke always towered over her petite frame. She clutched the edges of her jacket. “Let’s try this again. I say, ‘Hey Roarke,’ and you say something back like, ‘Hey’ or ‘Hello.’ I’ll even accept a grunt, which is better than a ‘No way in fucking hell.’” She tilted her head. “So. Hey Roarke.”


If he glared any harder, he was going to pop a blood vessel in his tattooed neck until the inked rose bled. He whipped his head to Erick. “Why is she here? What does she know about a crew?”


Erick’s face was bright red, and if Roarke didn’t kill her first, Erick would do the job. His eyes bored into hers, promising retribution. Oops. “Dude, she fucking played me.”


“She played you.” Roarke’s voice was deceptively calm. Since it wasn’t directed at her, she hid a smile behind a cough. “We’ve single-handedly brought down multimillion-dollar businesses, rerouted an oil tanker in Alaska, and exposed that shady prince in Morocco, and you can’t keep a secret from your fucking sister?”


Erick shifted his weight, alternating his glare between her and his best friend. “I was pissed about Flynn, okay? So I told her.”


“And how is she here?”


“Um—”


“He told me about that, too,” Wren piped up, probably at her own peril. But if Roarke stayed angry at Erick, it took less heat off her. “Because I asked if the crew was complete. He said you were coming here for Kelly.” She pointed at the cut on his cheek. “That from him?”


Roarke gritted out one word. “Yes.”


She raised her eyebrows. “Should I make a joke about the other guy, or . . .”


“It took some convincing, but he’s in,” Erick said.


“Great!” She smiled brightly on purpose. “And now you have me, so we’re all good.”


Roarke was shaking his head before she finished speaking. “You’re not on the crew.”


She’d told herself on the ride there to keep her cool, knowing Roarke could be cautious. Where Flynn had used charm and positivity to cover his pain growing up, Roarke let it all play out on his face in the form of a near-constant glare. He kept everyone at arm’s length except for his brother and Erick. Every once in a while, that glare would drop, and she could see the depth in those hazel eyes of his. She knew she’d barely seen the tip of the iceberg.


All she’d ever wanted in high school was to be in that inner circle, for Roarke to treat her like she was more than just Erick’s annoying little sister. Sometimes she swore he’d let his gaze linger on her just a second too long, but then the next day, he’d pretend she didn’t exist. So she’d poured herself into her studies and meeting her parents’ expectations, and that had crashed and burned epically.


She’d pulled herself out of the ashes, put her energy into doing what she’d always loved, and now she was here, hoping to use those skills to help Roarke and to avenge Flynn. And that other little revenge of her own, but that would be dealt with later. Right now, convincing Roarke was the priority.


She tossed her hair. “What, you think a girl isn’t capable of being on the team?”


“Nice try, but we got Marisol. This ain’t about you having a fucking vagina, Wren.”


Ugh, why was he still hot while sneering at her? “Okay, then what’s it about?”


His mouth moved with no sound, like he wasn’t sure what to say until he blurted it out. “It’s about the fact that it’s you.”


His open and honest rejection stung. She reared back, and a flash of regret crossed over Roarke’s face. “The answer is no, and that’s final.” He speared Erick with a glare. “Deal with her. I’m out.”


He turned on a heel and strode toward his car. She glanced at Erick, hoping he would come through for her, but he was staring after Roarke and biting his lip.


Fine, fuck it. She’d show her ace. She cracked her knuckles, bracelets jingling, and called to Roarke’s back. “Darren Saltner wants me.”


Roarke stopped so fast that dust swirled up at his booted feet. He didn’t move, and she stared at his shoulders, waiting to see what would win out—his desire for revenge or his apparent distaste for her.


He turned slowly, and the brim of his cap shaded the top half of his face so all that was visible were the tense lines of his mouth. Finally, his lips parted, and his voice was eerily calm. “What did you say?”


Erick straightened slowly, his eyes cutting to Roarke, and she should have listened to the warning bells in her head. Spoiler: she didn’t.


“Darren Saltner has been trying to tap my ass since he saw me shake it at Alpha.” She didn’t add that it had been her plan all along because she’d wanted to get Darren’s attention. “So if you want information on Arden, what better way to get it than through his son?” She pointed at herself with both thumbs. “I can be your valentine.”


“Oh motherfucking Christ, Wren.” Erick leaned forward and braced his hands on his knees. He shook his head while moaning, “No, no, no.”


Roarke moved fast, faster than she thought he was capable. In two strides, he was in front of her, the heat of his body slamming into her. His hat was off, dark hair hanging in sweaty strands across his forehead. She held her ground even though his sudden proximity sent her into vertigo.


Through gritted teeth, he hissed, “Stay away from Darren Saltner.”


Oh hell no. How dare he get in her face and tell her what to do? “Excuse me?”


“Wren”—he exhaled roughly and dragged a hand through his hair, his gaze drifting away before snapping back to her—“this isn’t a game.”


“I don’t think—”


“I can’t get into what’s at stake, but trust me when I say that Arden will not hesitate to take out anyone who messes with him.” His voice dropped. “He killed Flynn, and over my dead body will you be next.”


She wasn’t sure if he cared about her or didn’t want a murdered woman on his conscience. “If anyone else came to you and said they had an in with Saltner, would you take them up on it?”


He didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”


She counted to ten, not wanting to respond in a way that would put him on the defense. She placed a hand on his solid chest, curling her fingers against the soft cotton of his T-shirt. His light hazel eyes shone brightly in the harsh streetlamp, and as she tilted her head back, his gaze roamed her face. “So what’s wrong with me?”


A muscle in his jaw clenched, and his chest beneath her palm tensed. He didn’t speak for a long moment, until finally his hand lifted slowly, tattooed fingers curling around her wrist. He lowered his head as he plucked her hand off his chest and rotated her wrist. His thumb rubbed over the pink rose of Sharon inked there, the point of contact spreading heat up her arm and through her chest. When he dropped her arm back at her side, he sighed. “There’s nothing wrong with you, Wren. That’s my point.”


A lump rose unbidden in her throat. Oh shit, she hadn’t cried for years. Of course Roarke would be the one to break her literal dry spell. “It’s been ten years, Roarke. I wasn’t perfect then, and I’m not perfect now.”


He leaned down, so close that she could feel his breath on her face. “Didn’t say you were perfect. Just said nothing was wrong with you.” Before she could respond, he was backing away. “Fly home back to the nest now, little bird.”


He spun on his heel, and words failed her, the old nickname he’d given her when she was a teenager ringing in her head. His back was to her now, long strides widening the distance between them. She tried to plead with her eyes to Erick, but he was following his friend to the car. The two men slid into an old Mustang, and the harsh sounds of the closing car doors were what finally shocked her out of her stupor.


She retreated to her Ducati Diavel and shoved her purple-and-silver helmet on her head while Roarke’s words rattled between her ears. She straddled her bike, revved the engine a couple of times, and peeled out of the parking lot.


At first, she hadn’t known what to feel, but as she sped down the highway back to DC, the fire burning in her chest was clearly anger.


Anger over Roarke’s dismissal, his apparent need to still treat her like she was fragile. Little bird. Ten years ago, she’d loved the nickname, happy that she ranked anywhere in Roarke’s life to deserve a nickname. And while some residual feelings of affection hung on those words, she couldn’t help but think that they also represented what he still thought of her. That she was the same hapless teenager.


She’d thought she was over her high school crush, but clearly not. Why why why did she want what she couldn’t have?


She was only a year younger than Erick, and the first time she met Roarke Brennan, he was a gangly middleschooler. Even then, he seemed so much older. He had to be a parent to Flynn after their parents were killed, because they lived with an uncle who neither wanted them nor even seemed to like them.


Wren was fascinated by Roarke. The more walls he threw up, the more she wanted to tear them down. She’d never been successful though. No matter how often she’d tried to tag along with Erick and Roarke and Flynn, no matter how many questions she asked, eager to talk tech with them, they never welcomed her into their inner circle.


Why had she let herself believe Roarke would treat her any differently than he had in the past? She’d changed, but he didn’t know that. The vision in her head of Roarke’s face lighting up—did Roarke’s face even move like that?—was such a dumb fantasy.


She passed a slow-moving minivan and kicked up the speed on the open highway. Her hair whipped around her neck from under her helmet. She squeezed her thighs around the bike, loving the feel of the machine under her.


She was angry at herself for getting hung up on this. She wasn’t back in DC to connect with Roarke; she’d returned for the mission. Her own personal one of revenge, and one for Flynn. Every time she thought about the younger Brennan, her heart broke all over again. She wasn’t sure there was a person on the planet who hadn’t liked him. Where Roarke dealt with their difficult home life by retreating inward, Flynn sought attention elsewhere. When Flynn died, Erick had been devastated. She’d never seen him so distraught. After she found out who was responsible, she knew it was time to make her move. For Flynn—and for her friend Fiona, who’d also suffered at the hands of the Saltner family.


By the time Wren was speeding down I-270 into the city, it was closing on 1:00 a.m., and she was too amped for sleep. Roarke didn’t think she could hack it? That she needed to be preserved like a fucking artifact? She’d show him.


She managed to find a street parking space outside Alpha and parked her bike. She didn’t have time to slather herself in makeup cover-up so she left her jacket on but unzipped it. Underneath, she wore a tight tank top, and she adjusted herself so the girls looked extra perky. She peered into the side mirror to add another coat of red lipstick and headed to the front entrance of the club.


She’d been back in DC for a week, and she’d spent much of that time digging up info on Darren Saltner. He owned Alpha—a dance club in the U Street Corridor—and was often seen there, as well as in the local gossip rags. What Erick and Roarke didn’t know was that Wren had her own reasons for investigating the younger Saltner. One night in college, Wren had gone out to a party with her roommate, Fiona. Back then, Fiona had been sweet and shy, her long hair always pulled into a knot on her head, held up with chewed pencils. But what happened to them that night had changed both of their lives, Fiona’s even more than Wren’s. It’d taken Wren years, but she’d followed the digital trail as far as she could, seeking those responsible for preying on young women like them. And that trail led Wren to Darren Saltner.


Wren and Fiona had spent every day since that night looking over their shoulders, and it was about time Wren put an end to that. She felt responsible for that night, and despite her mission, she knew nothing—even revenge— would ease the guilt. She’d learned to live with it.


Wren looked different now than she had back in college, especially with her hair. To Darren, she was just another Asian girl. She’d caught his eye on her second night in Alpha and played hard to get. She hadn’t intended for him to notice her that fast. Now was the time to take this to another level.


She smiled at the bouncer and flashed her ID. He gave her a look like he recognized her, but she was pretty sure they were all told to look bored and scary, so he didn’t say anything and waved her inside.


As soon as she opened the door, the bass vibrated her bones while the humid heat of a couple hundred bodies writhing on the dance floor nearly suffocated her. She scanned the floor and the upper balcony and sure enough, there was Darren, leaning over the railing, his eyes on the women in skintight clothes below. He wore his typical uniform of dark slacks and a black button-down dress shirt with slicked-back blond hair. He got his style from the House of Patrick Bateman. She hoped he didn’t have a chainsaw in his penthouse, too.


Rolling her shoulders to loosen up, she made her way onto the dance floor. The good thing about her hair was that it caught the lights from the DJ booth as they panned over the crowd. All she needed was for Darren to notice her, and she knew he’d ask her to come up to see him.


She liked the song that was playing, some Rihanna remix, so she threw her hands in the air and wriggled her ass against some bro with a thick chain around his neck and a goatee. He was into it, and his breath smelled like whiskey, so she kept her inhales to a minimum until she was light-headed.


It wasn’t long before a hand wrapped around her waist, and she was drawn into a wall of human flesh. A deep voice said in her ear, “Saltner would like to buy you a drink on the VIP floor.”


Bingo. She knew Darren’s ego would want a second chance to impress her. She peered up at the bouncer and batted her lashes. “Oh, really? I was about to go home, I think. I’m not sure . . .” She let her voice trail off as she nibbled her lip.


The man’s eyes dropped to her mouth. “Just for a half hour.”


She made a big show of thinking it over and even glanced up to see Darren watching them. Finally she sighed and wrung her hands. “Um, okay. I guess so.”


The bouncer was probably three hundred pounds, so they cut through the crowd with ease and made their way over to the wide staircase that led to the second floor. Another bouncer unhooked a rope blocking their way to let them through. With each footstep, the dread in her stomach grew. She had to keep her wits about her, so she decided two things. No drinking. No moving to a second location.


Fuck, she sounded like she was preventing a kidnapping.


She took a deep breath and straightened her back. She could do this. Darren Saltner was just a club owner who was involved in an underground sex ring along with his dad, Arden, who committed hush-hush murder.


No biggie.


The music wasn’t as loud on the second floor. The bodyguard led her over to a couch in the shape of a crescent, occupied by about half a dozen people, and flanked by two guys who looked way more important than just bouncers. They wore suits, and she would have bet a hundred bucks they had concealed guns. Bodyguards, maybe? That was a red fucking flag. What club owner needed bodyguards? Darren sat in the middle of the couch watching her approach. He patted the empty space next to him, which would sandwich her between him and a woman who was half sitting in the lap of a man wearing jeans and a visible gun holster.


Stupendous.


“Lacy, right?” Darren asked, smiling his perfectly straight, white smile.


Lacy Kim was an alias she’d had for years. On paper, Lacy was a single woman who came into money after her wealthy grandparents died. She’d recently moved to DC and had a nice apartment on U Street. Wren, however, had an apartment in Northwest DC.


She nodded as she slid into the seat next to him. He handed her a highball glass with a clear liquid inside with a lime. “Mojito?”


Yeah, sure, whatever. She placed her lips on the small black straw and pretended to drink. When she leaned forward to place the glass down on the table in front of them, her hair brushed his arm. He lifted a hand, running the ends between two fingers. “I thought this was a wig when I first saw you, but it’s real, isn’t it?”


Why were they talking about her hair? “It’s real. Just dyed.”


He smiled again, and her skin crawled. “I’ve been looking for you since last time you were here, when we got cut short.”


She’d made an excuse that she had to leave, and he’d bought it. So now he was letting her off the hook for that excuse and was giving her a second chance not to bail. “Yeah, sorry. I’ve been busy.” She swallowed because the next words were not easily forthcoming. “I’m so glad you sent your man down for me. I was hoping I’d see you again.”


His hand dropped from her hair to rest on her knee. The heat seared through her fishnets to settle on her skin like a brand. He squeezed, and she forced down the bile.


“Is that right?” he asked.


She blinked, working hard to play the ingenue. “Of course. Me catching the eye of the owner of this awesome club? I’m honored.”


He studied her. “You didn’t seem all that flattered last time.”


Shit, shit. “I know, I’m sorry. I was having a bad night. Remember? My cat wasn’t feeling well.” Honestly, she’d blamed her mood on a nonexistent cat. She was an awful person.


“Oh, that’s right. How is she?”


Wren’s heart was pounding so loud that she was surprised he couldn’t hear it. “He.” She smiled, knowing he was trying to catch her in a lie. “My cat is a he, remember?”


His smile grew bigger, and he laughed. “Right! He. How could I forget?”


She shrugged and pretended to take another sip of her drink as his hand slid higher up her leg.


She had to ball her fists so she didn’t shove his hands off her. She looked away, pretending to get caught up in the music. A woman was sitting at the end of the couch watching her carefully, and Wren smiled at her. She returned it tightly. Okay then, guess Wren wasn’t making best friends here.


The two beside her were going to town on each other. The man’s hand was up the brunette’s skirt, and based on the sounds coming out of her mouth, Wren was pretty sure he wasn’t just grabbing a nice handful of ass.


She eyed Darren’s hand on her leg and hoped it didn’t go much higher. He was talking to a man beside him now, and she shimmied a little dance to get closer to hear what they were saying.


“—taken care of,” the other man said.


“I’m not interested in getting involved in his business,” Darren said, flicking his wrist out to check the time on his gold wristwatch. “I only care about him fucking up and me getting blowback.”


“There’ll be none, sir.”


Darren nodded, and he changed the subject to something boring about the club’s upcoming renovations. She didn’t give a fuck about the renovations, but she could have used a little more of that previous conversation. What was taken care of?


She wished she could drink, but no way in hell did she trust Darren not to slip something in it. As Darren’s hand on her thigh grew heavier, and his one finger slipped under her skirt, the first niggle of fear began to seep into her brain. She had a couple of exit strategies, but all would involve potentially damaging her reputation with Darren. That wasn’t something she wanted to risk. Not when she was pretty damn sure that previous conversation was about Flynn and Darren’s father’s business.


Darren turned to her, his grin taking on a predatory leer. His hand slid under her skirt, and she sucked in a breath. He tugged slightly, urging her to spread her legs, and she counted to ten before glancing around and giving off a nervous laugh. “Darren, not here.”


He tilted his head. “Ah, so you want privacy then?”


Wait, no. That was not her intended consequence. “I’m not sure about tonight.”


He raised his eyebrows. “Oh? Why’s that?”
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