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PROLOGUE

Her outline behind the flower-patterned vinyl
shower curtain trembled like waves of summer heat. She was
crouched down low and the back of her head rested against a shiny
bathtub spout. When he pulled back the curtain, she let out an ear-
piercing scream only to subsequently curse and trap her mouth behind
her hands.

One of her eyes was swollen shut and a gash was open right above
her eyelid, partially cutting through her brow. Soft strands of hair sat
haphazardly atop her right shoulder after being pulled from their
roots. There was a cavern splitting her bottom lip into two portions.

He moved to the edge of the tub, fists clenched, and her gaze fell to
them as if in anticipation of the next blow that would be delivered to
her body. Her face was completely saturated by tears and residual
blood from her injuries.

“Where is he?” Joel demanded.
“Jojo, it’s not your—”
“I don’t want to hear it.”
His jaw pulsed when he noticed the degree of difficulty it took for



her to speak, and to call him the nickname she’d been using for as
long as he could remember that he’d never had the heart to tell her
how much he hated.

“Where is he, Syd?”
She turned away, and his anger continued to inflate. Cowering in

front of him was the woman who’d turned down his marriage
proposal twelve years ago. This was the same woman who had literally
once been a fighter, as she’d spent the next several years after rejecting
him touring the country as a professional boxer with her legendary
father, heavyweight Robert Donovan, as her manager.

Now, he had no idea who she’d become. The Sydney Donovan he’d
known would have never taken crap from anybody, much less an arro-
gant boyfriend with a propensity towards putting his hands on people
he knew wouldn’t fight back.

“You’re really not going to tell me,” Joel growled, his top and
bottom row of teeth nearly fusing. “You’re okay with looking like this,
and with him getting away with this.”

She remained silent.
He groaned and reached for her. Most women in her current,

battered state would have automatically drawn away out of reflexive
hyperarousal, but she didn’t so much as recoil. She trusted him. She
knew that he would never hurt her. Hell, he’d almost vowed it to her.

He helped her out of the tub and she collapsed into his arms where
he held her for a moment. Then, he leaned back and smoothed the
hair away from her forehead, pushing away his agitation over the fact
that she could let anyone even so much as tinge her beautiful brown
skin with raised, angry lines of red.

“Syd, you know what’s going to happen don’t you?” he asked. “I’m
going after him. You no longer have a say in this. As far as I’m
concerned, you’re done.”
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Joel Lattimore swiped his hand over his face. The
last six hours had felt more like twenty-four. There’d been no move-
ment ever since Emil, the younger cousin of the Bureau’s main target,
Aleksandar Popović, had walked into the pool hall and bar earlier that
afternoon.

“We’ve been at this for hours,” he said to his partner, Special
Agent Angel Ramirez. “If Popović’s boys were going to be here, they
would have shown up already.”

It was one of those moments where he felt that he should have
never made the transfer from the FBI’s Violent Crime unit over to the
Organized Crime division. But after his last case tracking a man nearly
all over the damn country who’d been murdering women along the
East Coast, he’d decided that the ability to sleep at night was more
valuable. Dismantling Balkan criminal organizations, he could do.

“Maybe we should pack it up,” Angel suggested. “Think they know
we’re watching them?”

“I wouldn’t put it past the Serbs. They’ve got eyes everywhere in
this city.”



Silence fell between them, both men contemplating the next move
they were willing to take. Giving up now didn’t mean picking up
where they left off the next day. What would ensue would be another
tedious round of intelligence gathering, meticulous planning, collabo-
rating with informants, and hemorrhaging money into resources.
Unfortunately, continuing on meant depleting those same resources
on a fishing expedition that had gone on too long, and in a pond
where it was obvious, the fish weren’t biting. For all of this, he should
have been a beat cop.

“Alright, I guess we’ll pack it in,” Joel said, rubbing his forehead to
soothe a threatening migraine.

Ramirez reached to turn the key in the ignition, but Joel held up
his hand to stop the action when he saw a man emerge from the
building.

“That Emil?” Ramirez asked.
“Looks like him. Let’s find out where our guy’s heading, shall we?”
Joel secured his gun in his belt and hopped out of the car to follow

the man down the cracked Eighth Street sidewalk in downtown DC.
The muggy, humid summer air smelled like a mishmash of Capitol
Hill shops, grills, and eateries—French fries, tapas, seasoned beef, and
Mediterranean seafood. It was early evening, so families and couples
lined streets that would soon die out to singles and groups of friends
bar-hopping their way through the night.

Emil suddenly turned and darted into a restaurant. Joel recognized
the eatery as a famous downtown hotspot noted for its Serbian
cuisine. It stood almost hidden among the similarly designed estab-
lishments it bordered, decorated in old-fashioned red brick contrasted
by a more modern glass storefront.

He followed Emil inside, offering a curt nod to a couple of men
standing several feet away from the entrance smoking e-cigarettes and
engaged in conversation.

The restaurant had packed a full house, and patrons lined the walls
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of the long, rectangular room whose interior made him think of ships
from the early nineteenth century. The chalkboard on the right wall
next to the entrance displayed the evening’s specials, and though the
décor was minimal, it was enhanced by the range of shirt colors,
complexions, and glass liquor bottles on display along alternately-
leveled shelves. He loved DC. Moving back was one of the best deci-
sions he’d ever made.

Emil continued through an employee entrance in the back and Joel
acted as though he was dipping into the bathroom before following
him. The minute he stepped through the door, an arm went around
his neck and he was slammed into one of the walls. He tried to reach
for his piece but was slammed again.

Emil’s angry brown eyes speared him as he moved close enough
for Joel to see the veiny striations in his skin, and smell the brash
stink of cigar smoke mixed with musty human saliva.

“You do not know what you are messing with,” Emil said in
highly-accented English. “He will kill you and everybody you love.”

“Oh, is that what he threatened you with?” Joel asked, seconds
before he walloped the man with a staggering head-butt. His vision
swirled for all of five seconds before he straightened, caught Emil in a
headlock, and jammed his fist into his gut.

“Tell me what you know about Popović’s operation,” he
demanded.

Emil smirked. “I pray for you mother.”
“Tell me what you know you piece of shit.”
“I pray for you brother, you father, you girlfriend…especially you

girlfriend. He loves a pretty pussy.”
Joel’s jaw clenched until he could hear his teeth grinding against

his temple. If there hadn’t been sanctions disallowing his freedom to
put metal to Emil’s head and pull the trigger, it would have taken
heaps of convincing to prevent him from doing so.

He forced Emil to the floor, whipped out his handcuffs, and
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secured them so tightly around Emil’s wrists that he was sure he’d left
scuff marks.

As they walked out of the back room, he held up his badge to taper
the curious looks they received from the restaurant goers and steered
Emil out onto the pavement where Ramirez was pulling up with the
cruiser.

Ramirez grinned. “Well, look at what the cat dragged in.”
Emil spat on the ground, the frothy stream tinged with blood and

clinging to his lower lip. “I spit on you—”
Joel felt the sprinkles on his face before he heard the sound—a

deceiving pop not as forceful as the gunshot blasts in films, but auto-
matically recognizable to anyone who’d spent a considerable amount
of their life hearing them.

Emil began to descend, and Joel finally noticed the gaping wound
that seemed to appear out of nowhere in the man’s wavy, brown hair.
Slowly, he registered the sensation on his face that felt like fine rain-
drops and heard the screams from the restaurant goers that filled the
space now moving in slow motion. Then, he was on his knee with his
weapon brandished. Ramirez, on the other side, was doing the same
and radioing for backup. One of his arms was doing
something…waving…for people to get down and behind him. The
passenger side window on the cruiser suddenly exploded, followed by
another seemingly innocent little pop.

Joel’s eyes darted to the buildings surrounding them. There were
too many windows for him to get a clear view of where the shots were
coming from, but he recognized the force of the high-powered rifle the
bullets were being ejected from. It was common knowledge that the
Serbs had deep pockets. Ever since they’d set up camp in the early
nineties in DC and got into bed with the Sicilian mafia, their reach
had become endless. An ATF raid several years ago had turned up
several different models of similar rifles in the Serbian mafia’s
possession.
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The sound of frenzied sirens echoing through the streets punctu-
ated the screams and gunshots. Seconds later, something tossed him
to the ground, slamming the back of his head against the asphalt. He
looked around for the assailant, only to find a uniformed officer
standing over him. The man was barking something into his radio:

Federal agent down…we have a federal agent down…
There was stinging pain in his lower abdomen, and when he

reached for the spot, he pulled back trembling fingers covered in red
liquid.

The man asked him a string of questions that he wasn’t sure
whether or not he’d answered. As more pain consumed him, he
gritted his teeth and turned his head to the right. Underneath the car,
Ramirez’s lifeless eyes stared back at him.
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To everyone else, she was punching a red, vinyl
heavy bag. However, what Sydney saw was a handsome, yet evil male
face. Dark brown hair and menacing hazel eyes cradled a feathered
white scar across his left cheek. Even his smile made her blood curdle,
and she pitied the woman who’d had to push the piece of trash out of
her body. It had probably been the happiest day of his mother’s life,
not because she’d had a son, but because she was no longer sharing a
vessel with the devil himself. A devil that she was tied up with.

She tilted her hips and landed a roundhouse kick against the bag.
“Go easy on the bag, Syd.”
She glanced up into the arc of her father’s smile and experienced

only a moment of panic before finding her reflection in one of the
mirrors along the gym wall. Graciously, her concealer was still in place
even with the sweat dripping from her hair and forehead.

“Hey Pop,” she greeted. “Where’s Mama?”
“Parking the car and making a phone call that I’m pretty sure has

to do with my sixty-fifth birthday party in the coming months.” He



leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Have you heard
from Sasha yet?”

Sydney brought her glove-covered hands up to her face and darted
a few jabs at the bag. “Yeah, she and Malcolm are flying in from Cali-
fornia on Friday. He finished some huge project at Google, so this is
their last stop before a long vacation they’re taking backpacking
through Europe.”

Robert grunted a laugh. “Backpacking through Europe, you say?
She didn’t tell me that.”

“Would you have believed her?”
“Of course not. That girl used to be afraid of rubber spiders. Now,

she’s adventurous and outgoing. Saw a picture on that Insta…
Instaphotogram thingy where she was eating raw squid.”

He grimaced and a disgusted shudder shook through his body.
Sprinkles of gray poked through his dyed, black low-cut. His
complexion was a healthy, handsome brown, his face clean-shaven for
the first time in over two decades.

Sydney smiled and contacted the bag with a few cross punches.
Her family had been the saving grace of her life, but her sister had
been the most uplifting of them all. At no point during their relation-
ship had Sasha ever shown resentment over all of the traveling they’d
had to do for boxing matches, missing recitals, summer camps, and
sometimes even school days in the process. The best part of those
long trips had been secretly staying up late, sneaking candy bars from
the hotel’s reception area, and talking about life, which had eventually
transgressed into them talking about love the older they became.

An image of Joel appeared, and she shook her head to thrust it
away.

“Do you have any inside information on what your mother’s plan-
ning?” Robert asked, his voice falling into a conspiratorial whisper.

“I heard that.”
Aida Donovan floated into the building with a smile on her face,
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looking nothing like a woman who’d already surpassed the threshold
of sixty, three years ago. Her skin shimmered in an almost regal fash-
ion, and her eyes held a light that Sydney attributed to her father’s
presence. It was a light she’d always wished to find, eventually
succeeding the first time she’d heard the words, “I love you, you
know,” slip from Joel’s hesitant, sixteen-year old lips.

“Don’t worry, Mama. I wasn’t going to spill the beans,” she reas-
sured, finally deciding to give the punching bag a break.

Her mother leaned in to give her a kiss on the cheek and then
stepped back to look at her in the way mothers did when they
expected their children to tell them what they already knew.

“You doing okay, baby?” Aida glanced, almost knowingly, to the
covered bruises.

“Yes ma’am.” Sydney took another self-conscious glance in the
mirror. “I’m doing alright.”

A small hmm escaped Aida’s throat. “Well, if you say so. I just
thought that, since you two share some history, you would’ve gone to
see him.”

Sydney’s right eyebrow popped up. “See who, Mama?”
Aida inclined her head. “Joel, baby.”
“I saw Joel. We talked.”
“Just talked?”
“Yes ma’am.”
Aida let out another small hmm, this time searching Sydney’s face

in the process. When their eyes connected, Sydney looked away.
“So, you heard that he got shot and you don’t even care about it?”
Sydney’s eyes widened to the point of nearly taking over her entire

face. “He got what?”
“Did you hear about the incident that happened near the national

mall? The one where there were two FBI agents and one got killed?”
Sydney’s head tilted up and down in a slight movement, and her

heart thudded hard in her chest. She walked across the room to the

A FIGHTING CHANCE 11



large boxing ring that sat in the middle, leaned against the edge, and
hung her head in preparation for the news that her mother would
deliver—the only man she’d ever loved was no longer alive.

She’d been foolish to believe that the love they’d built in high
school had been naïve and wide-eyed, doomed to fail especially if
she’d said yes that day he’d knelt before her in front of a massive
crowd of people, brandishing a ring that he’d promised to upgrade
“once they’d made it.”

She could still see his skin, a paler hue that had oscillated between
a peachy cream and tannish olive depending on the season they were
currently in. His black hair had lain flat on his forehead at the time
and was much different from the sexy, spiked way he wore it now. His
eyes had been as clear as a summer sky, but they’d transformed into
the most painful epitome of hurt imaginable when her response left
her mouth: “No, Joel.”

“He’s in the hospital,” Aida cut in.
Sydney’s knees wobbled. “I didn’t know, Mama.”
“Well, now you do.”
Sydney tugged at the Velcro on her gloves. Although she and Joel

hadn’t been together for over a decade, it didn’t mean she didn’t care
about his well-being. She’d never stopped caring for him, even going
so far as following tidbits of his life through the mutual friends they
still shared.

Saying yes to him all those years ago would have meant choosing
between the career she loved and an uncertain future. Everything he’d
asked her to be, she’d assumed she would have never been able to give
him. It was unfortunate, however, that it had taken more than a
decade to realize how much bullshit it all had been. Giving him up had
been nothing more than the misguided thoughts of a selfish twenty-
one year old.

“I’m going to go see him,” she said.
Aida smiled. Robert nodded in approval.
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“Going to go see who, sweetie?”
Sydney’s jaw clenched. Her eyes darted nervously to her parents to

make sure they hadn’t seen her reaction. Entering from the other side
of the gym was the bane of her existence, though the word bane was
too good for this creature.

“Hey Tony,” she greeted, trying not to nauseatingly recoil from the
hug he gave her. He even planted a kiss on her nose, the “cherry on
top” as he’d loved to call it, but it was a cherry that had gone so rotten
that not even scavenging animals wanted to pick at it.

“Who are you going to see, sweetheart?”
“An old friend,” Sydney replied. “Of the family. A friend of the

family. He’s in the hospital. He’s…ill.”
It was a response that wouldn’t have convinced even deaf ears.
“Well, any friend of yours is a friend of mine,” Tony said. “When

are we leaving? I have a meeting later so it has to be soon.”
“Give me a minute to freshen up. Then, we can go.”
He turned to her parents. “Mr. and Mrs. Donovan. A pleasure.”
They both nodded in response. Their feelings toward Tony had

always been noticeably lukewarm, and Sydney had sensed that her
mother’s feelings carried a trace of suspicion, but he’d still been
welcomed into their Bethesda home on multiple occasions for Sunday
meals.

“How come I’ve never heard of this friend?” The smile on Tony’s
face, to the untrained eye, looked as though it displayed genuine inter-
est. But Sydney knew better. He was pissed, and the moment he got
her alone, he would show her just how much.

“He just moved back into town,” Aida said. “He’s a friend from
high school. There was a whole group of them, but they’ve since
dispersed.”

Tony planted another kiss on Sydney’s nose. “Ok then, my love. Go
take your shower. I’ll be waiting in the car.”

Sydney nodded at his back as he left.
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“Syd, please find out if Joel currently has anybody in town,” Aida
added. “If not, we don’t mind taking him in while he recovers. The
basement apartment is vacant so he’ll have his own space, but we’ll be
nearby if he needs us.” She walked forward and gripped Sydney’s
forearm in a tight, but loving manner. “Okay, Syd?”

“I’ll tell him, Mama, but what if he—”
“That’s not up to you. Now, go take your shower. You smell like a

man and not in a good way.”
Sydney chuckled and headed for the shower stalls. As she pulled

her bath items from her locker, she realized that her mother hadn’t
told Tony the whole truth about Joel, and that she’d also waited until
he’d left to extend her offer of respite. Something told her that her
mother knew what was going on, but whether it was by faith or some-
thing else, she was grateful that the older woman was holding back.

A hole was being burned in an undetermined part of Joel’s body. His
fingers frantically pressed the button to signal a release of morphine
into his system, and he ignored the feeling that washed over him like a
junkie searching for his next fix. In between consciousness, he’d
learned that he’d taken a bullet to his lower abdomen. However, this
pain was not concentrated there. This pain, he felt to the tips of his
hair strands.

Unfortunately, the medicine wasn’t coming fast enough, so he
grabbed for the nurse’s button and trapped it beneath his thumb.

“Agent Lattimore, sir go easy on the button.”
A gentle voice was admonishing him. He tried to open his eyes,

but even that was proving to be too painful.
“Agent Lattimore.” The device was slipped from his fingers. “Give

it a few seconds. It’s coming. I know it hurts.”
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If he hadn’t been so sure that the voice he’d heard belonged to a
woman, he would have lashed out.

“Pretty sure you’ve never been shot before,” he growled. “This shit
isn’t exactly a trip to Disney.”

When he felt it, it was like a church choir had entered the room to
sing along to the rush of narcotic. Soon, it ebbed the pain and
smoothed the rough edges of his attitude.

“How’s that, Agent Lattimore?”
He opened his eyes to the nurse standing over him, a woman

younger than he’d expected. Her chocolate brown irises still held the
innocence of a child’s, and her matching shoulder-length, brown hair
would probably smell of baby shampoo if she came closer.

“Better,” he grumbled, not ready to completely let go of his sour
mood.

“I’ve never been shot, but I have a six-month old who was eleven
pounds when he was born. You could say it’s the same thing. Maybe
even worse.”

She was virtually a sprite, yet she was talking about having a kid.
“How long have I been out?” he asked.
“About twenty-four hours.” She moved to a computer that was in

the back corner of the room and began typing in what he assumed
were his vitals. “I’m Emily, and I’ll be taking care of you for the rest of
the evening. How are you feeling?”

“Good now. Did they have to cut anything out of me?”
“No, sir. You didn’t take a direct hit, but the bullet still got you

pretty good.”
He grimaced. “Please…don’t call me sir. Joel’s fine.”
“No, Joel.” She giggled, another sign of her youth. “The doctor will

be in shortly, but you have a visitor waiting for you outside.”
The machine monitoring his heart rate suddenly ticked up in speed

and beeped louder. Embarrassingly louder. Emily cocked her head to
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the side and her eyes darted to the machine before they settled back
on him.

“It’s your boss.” She hid a smile. “Were you expecting someone
else?”

The machine quieted and he turned away, his sour mood from
before resurfacing. Of course, Sydney wouldn’t have shown up. She
was most likely out somewhere getting her ass beat instead of at his
bedside where she belonged. He’d promised her that he’d deal with
her so-called boyfriend himself, but what good was that promise now?

“She’s here too,” Emily said.
The machine began to rattle off again, and he made a mental note

to unplug it once he had the room to himself.
She wagged her finger. “Can’t lie to a nurse, but I’ll send them in

one by one so that you can have some alone time with your lady
friend.”

A few minutes later, looking like football sportscaster James
Brown’s identical twin, Special Agent in Charge, John Richards walked
into the room in one of the expensive, dark brown suits he was known
for. His black hair gleamed, his hairline stood a bit further back from
when the men had first met several years ago, and a neatly trimmed
mustache sat beneath his nose.

“If you came here to tell me that Ramirez didn’t make it, I hope
you brought the Serbian case files with you,” Joel barked. “If not, I
suggest you turn around and go back to the office.”

“That’s not the only thing I came to tell you.” John stood a couple
of feet away from Joel’s bedside. “You’ve been taken off the case.”

“I’ll see you in the office once I’m out of here.”
“Lattimore, that slug should’ve killed you.”
“Should’ve? What’s that supposed to mean?”
John sighed. “This isn’t up for negotiation.”
“Man, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” Joel looked to the ceil-

ing. “You’re pulling back when that’s exactly what Popović wants you
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to do. That wasn’t only a hit on Emil—it was a warning to us. If we
tuck our tails and run, we lose any ground we might have gained in
the last few months. You’re really willing to let Ramirez’s death go in
vain?”

“We’re not pulling back,” John argued. “You’re just pulling out,
and I’d like to see you try to stop me in your condition.”

Through the pain medication, Joel felt as though he’d received a
knee to the gut. Popović and his corrupt empire was the only case he’d
worked since he returned to the city, and just like that, it had been
taken away from him. So was his partner. In the past few minutes,
he’d had to come to two hard realizations simply because he would be
imprisoned to bed rest over the course of the next couple weeks.

“What are the odds of me getting put back in the loop once I’m
one-hundred percent again?” he asked.

“We’ll talk,” John finalized.
Both men turned towards the feminine scent that wafted in from

the door, and Joel evened out his breathing so that the machine didn’t
reveal exactly how happy he was to see her. She was wearing dark
jeans and a blue Captain America t-shirt which brought an easy smile
to his face. He’d always loved her in geeky-chic. Her frame was slen-
der, her breasts full and round. Her thick hair was pulled back in a
ponytail.

“Hey Syd,” he greeted. “I’m glad you came. John Richards, Sydney
Donovan. Sydney, this is my boss, John. He was just leaving.”

John’s eyes briefly bulged before he chuckled and walked out of the
room shaking his head. Joel barely noticed his exit—everything
around them disappeared whenever Sydney was in the room.

She moved to the edge of the bed. “I can’t stay long. Tony was
supposed to come with me, but he got a last minute business call and
had to stop at his office downtown. He’ll be back in twenty minutes
and I’d prefer it if I wasn’t here by then.”

He tried to sit up but pain reminded him of his current limitation.
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“Syd, if nothing else, just tell me what the hell you’re doing with
this guy,” he said. “This isn’t the Sydney I knew. In the past, you’d
kick men like Tony’s ass instead of taking shit from him.”

“A lot of things from the past are different.” She diverted her gaze
over his shoulder. “That Sydney is in the same grave as the Syd and
Joel that once was.”

He didn’t want to admit it, but that statement hit him harder than
the actual bullet had.

“So why are you here?” he asked.
“My mother told me that you were one of the agents involved in

that incident. I came to make sure you were okay.”
“Only to end up bringing a knife yourself. Why don’t you give it a

little twist, dig it deeper or something?”
She tossed up her hands. “Joel, what do you want me to do? I

thought you’d want me to be here. I thought that we could at least be
friends at the end of the day.”

“Friends.” He snorted. “You know that’s a load of bullshit. Friends,
I have. What I want is you.”

She stilled and lowered her eyes, her signature trait of unsettled
nerves. He knew the effect that he still had on her as it was the same
effect she still had on him. Years apart had done virtually nothing to
lessen it. It was why he’d felt as though he could kill any and every-
thing when he’d seen her that night.

“It’s complicated,” she replied. “I don’t want to talk about it. Not
now.”

“When then?”
“I’m here to see how you’re doing. I heard that your partner didn’t

make it. I’m sorry.”
He stared at her for a moment longer and she stared right back at

him. Warm tension settled around the hospital room. Then she rocked
back and forth on her heels. He only had to wait. She would come to
him like she always did, especially as the knowledge that she could
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have lost him sunk in. A part of him was curious as to how this
woman still owned him after all these years. , but that part was negli-
gible. This was what he truly wanted.

Suddenly, she rushed over to the bed, wrapped her arms around
him, and squeezed him until he groaned. Apologizing, she drew back.
“Stupid, don’t you know you’re supposed to duck when people start
shooting?”

“I’ll remember that next time.”
“There better not be a next time.”
He lifted a hand to her cheek. “See, I knew you missed me.”
“Of course, I missed you, Joel.” She turned into his hand, kissed

his palm, and then leaned forward to touch a kiss to his lips. “It’s not
like I can just take an eraser and rub away the years we spent together.
Then for my mother to tell me that you got shot…I was expecting to
walk in here to find you in pieces or with something blown off.”

He smiled. “Never.”
“It better be never. Some people in this world need you around for

quite a bit longer. Some of those same people wouldn’t know what to
do with themselves if anything happened to you.”

“Are you one of these people?”
“I’m the leader of these people.”
“So tell me again why you’re still carrying on this farce of being

with Tony when you know you’re my woman.”
She carefully eased back down until her cheek rested against his

stomach, triggering a memory of her lying on his chest with a thick
blanket wrapped around their bodies years ago. They’d been on
Christmas break during their third year of college, and he’d surprised
her by renting out a remodeled barn and decking it out in a romantic
set up, Notebook-movie style. As much as he’d been forced to watch
the movie with her throughout high school, he’d figured that it would
have been the perfect atmosphere to consummate their relationship.

It was also the night that, in the middle of lighting autumn-scented
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pillar candles around the large space, he’d realized that it wouldn’t
have been possible to attain the level of happiness he’d been searching
for without her as his wife.

Unfortunately, the actual night of his proposal thrashed through
the memory like a juggernaut, dissipating it.

“My folks want to know if you have someone that’ll be taking care
of you,” she announced, ignoring his question.

“You should know by now that I don’t drop subjects,” he said. “I
want to know what you’re doing with Tony if you’re here saying that
you missed me.”

She sighed against his abdomen. “You don’t believe me?”
“I believe that you miss me, and I know that you still have feelings

for me.”
“Cocky much?”
“You would know.”
She hiccupped a laugh and shook her head.
“What I don’t believe,” he continued, “is that you’re with him

because you love him. I doubt you even like him. Syd, if you’re in
trouble—”

“I can handle it, Jojo. You’re in a hospital bed. Right now, your
health is my first priority and I don’t want you in that apartment by
yourself.”

“Then come stay with me.”
“Mama wants you to come stay with her and Pop,” she deflected,

though he could still feel her skin prickle beneath his fingers. “They
fixed up the basement apartment and it’s really nice now.”

He decided to give in, at least for the moment. “So I’d be staying
less than twenty feet away from your mother’s kitchen and her down
home, southern culinary skills?” he asked. “Add your folks to my
emergency contact list.”

She went in for a swat but he grabbed her hand, brought her
fingers to his lips, and placed a kiss on each digit. Her pupils swelled
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as she watched his lips go from finger to finger, and when he reached
her thumb, he pulled it into his mouth.

A gentle moan whisked between her lips, but she caught herself
and tried to tug her hand away. “I have to go, Jojo. I’ll tell my folks
that you agreed.”

He released her thumb and pulled her back towards him. She used
her free hand to steady herself on the bed to avoid toppling onto his
body which left the arch of her neck in an exposed, vulnerable posi-
tion. He tried to ease forward to touch his tongue to the spot where
her skin was now quivering, but it was no use. Even jacked up on
morphine, he was still a maimed man.

“Sweetie, I have to go. I really do.”
He edged her in for another kiss, mapping the cavern of her mouth

with tongue before he reluctantly released her, and she reclaimed her
spot just a few inches from the edge of the bed. She laced their fingers
together and quickly reached forward to fix an unruly section of his
hair.

“Hard to resist now, aren’t I?” he teased. “You know, with all this
muscle and sexy.”

She burst into a round of laughter. “Muscles and sexy? Okay.”
“So, I’ll see you at your folks’ place when I get out of here?” he

asked.
“Yes.”
She started to pull away, but he had one more question.
“Sydney, are you in trouble?”
Her eyes widened in surprise as she mulled over the question. In

his mind, she was his and she always would be, but a long time had
passed between them. Nearly an entire lifetime in some cases. Despite
the exchange that had just occurred, he didn’t have all the details
about her situation with Tony. Some women actually thought they
were happy in violent relationships. There was always a reason they
remained.
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“It’s been over ten years,” she said, once again dodging his ques-
tion. “And I have tried, but my heart can never belong to anyone else. I
don’t know what it is about you, Lattimore, but my life starts and
ends with you. I’m yours. Always. I just have to be with Tony right
now. I wish I could explain it, but I can’t.”

“Syd…are you in trouble?”
Emily suddenly came walking into the room and from the look on

her face, Joel knew that Tony was outside.
“Ms. Donovan, there’s a man outside looking for you,” she said.
“Tell him to come on in,” Joel urged. “I have something for him.”
“No, don’t.” Sydney waved her arms. “I’ll go.”
“But I love making new friends.”

“I’ll talk to you later, Joel.” Sydney turned to Emily. “Take care of him,
okay? He’s a good friend.”

Emily nodded, and they both watched as Sydney left the room.
“You’re way more attractive than that guy is,” Emily said, jerking

her thumb in the direction of the outside waiting area. “And you’re
not an arrogant prick. If I were you, I wouldn’t let that a-hole stop you
from going after what you want, especially since it’s obvious that she
wants you too.”

He motioned to the various lines and cords attached to him. “Well,
the sooner you let me out of this place, the sooner I can go do just
that.”

Sydney tried to avoid Tony’s glare without coming off as defiant, but it
hadn’t mattered. He’d still pulled her into a darkened nook in the
hospital using a grip so tight on her forearm that she was left with a
red impression on her brown skin.
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“Why didn’t you come out when I requested you?” he demanded.
“The minute the nurse told me that you were looking for me, I

walked out,” she argued.
“Then why not invite me in to meet your friend?”
She wanted to look around, but deviating her gaze would only

make his grip tighter. All she’d need was a stranger’s gaze to send
them a pleading eye. They’d call security. Tony would be escorted out.
Unfortunately, it would only be a few hours later before he found her.
Sniffed her out like she was wearing a hidden tracking chip. Then he
would remind her what she owed and she would, once again, be back
in this position.

“He wasn’t awake. It would have been pointless.”
“You’re lying.” He raised his hand but dropped it when the sound

of wheels approached. “Syd, if I find out that you’re fucking this man,”
he closed his eyes and his jaw pulsed, “you’re going to be sorry.”

“I’m not, Tony. I promise.”
He reached beneath her shirt and pinched her skin between his

fingernails. She bit her lip to stop herself from crying out.
“You’d better not be. Let’s go. I have work to do. I’m dropping you

off at the house.”
“I have to get back to the foundation,” she protested. “We have the

fundraiser coming up and the president of the DC Boxing and
Wrestling Commission’s visit is this afternoon. With his endorsement,
we can secure the funds to carry out the Safe Hits program for youth
boxers in DC. This is what you wanted, Tony. It’s my first step in
giving you what you want.”

He eyed her. This time, she was telling the truth. Her foundation,
aptly named the Robert Donovan Foundation for Youth Boxing, was
developed out of her desire to create safer avenues for young pugilists.
The foundation was the closest thing she had to offspring, and she’d
been dedicated to it ever since laying down her gloves a few years ago.
She’d been hell-bent on starting the foundation ever since she’d
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initially taken up the sport of boxing. However, when lesions were
found on her father’s brain a few years back, both retirement and
those aspirations had come earlier than planned.

The first couple of years after retirement had been rocky. She’d
operated out of a one-bedroom house off of Forty-Sixth Street with
her laptop, printer, and a janky internet connection. Her sister had
been her business partner. Now, she had a renovated, red-brick space
only a couple of blocks from the Eastern Market Metro. It wasn’t
Massachusetts Avenue or F Street upscale, but it was still perfect.

He motioned to her outfit. “You’re going in wearing that? No,
you’re not. We’ll stop by Kate Spade and pick something up.”

“I really don’t—”
She stopped when his nostrils flared.
“Thank you.” She forced a smile. “You are too good to me.”
He dragged her by the arm out of the alcove. “This is not a favor,

Sydney. This will increase your debt.”
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The minute he’d had all of his belongings situated
in the Donovan basement apartment, Joel started to compile every-
thing he had on Aleksandar Popović and his Serbian family crime unit.
He’d then started a separate file on Sydney and Tony, one that he’d
been tempted to augment with a few articles on “How to Get Away
with Murder.”

Earlier that morning, he’d paid his respects to the Ramirez family
at Angel’s funeral service. Afterward, he’d stayed for brunch catered
by the family, dodging questions about his own injury as well as the
progression of the case. Now he was back at it, sitting in the apart-
ment’s den area in front of his laptop with only a small desk lamp for
visibility. On his right was a half-empty gallon bottle of water. An
orange prescription pain medicine bottle sat to the left of his keyboard
like a lifeline.

It had been nearly impossible getting an informant to infiltrate the
Popović gang since Aleksandar played everything so close to the hip.
But he’d managed to hit pay dirt and find a third cousin, twice
removed—or however that worked—with a bit of a cocaine addiction.



As long as Joel promised not to reveal that Ivan had been snorting
some of Aleksandar’s product, the man agreed to give him as much
inside information as his rank would allow. Ultimately, the exchange
was worth it. He would take bringing down the entire organization
over collaring Ivan for a few ounces of coke any day.

Aleksandar ran his operation like an atom; there were inner and
outer shells with only his most trusted men alongside him in the
nucleus, or the heart of the operation. So far, Joel’s informant had
managed to get close enough to have regular interactions with one of
Aleksandar’s closest men. However, it had been a few weeks since
he’d last heard from the man who’d been integral in giving them
Emil’s location the day he was shot.

“Joel, are you hungry?” Mrs. Donovan’s voice rang out from
upstairs.

“He’s always hungry, Mama,” Sydney answered for him, appearing
in the entryway of the small den space.

“Hey you,” Joel greeted. “What’s she making?”
“Black-eyed peas and rice, greens, and ham with red-eye gravy.”
“Mmm. I would like two plates, please.”
Sydney went to the open door leading up to the main house. “He

said he’s hungry, but he wants some grilled chicken breasts, veggies,
and a salad.” She returned to the doorway. “You’re in recovery. You
can’t eat what you want.”

“But…it’s Sunday.”
“What are you doing anyway?” She walked over to the laptop and

reflexively, he closed the lid.
“Oh, I see. Top secret FBI stuff. I’ll back off.”
“Very top secret,” he said, pushing himself up to stand.
She moved over to add her assistance, and the feeling of her hands

against his body came through like the only thing in life he would
need, ever again.
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“Wait, why are you working anyhow?” she asked. “I’m pretty sure
you’re on mandated leave.”

“They let me work from home. It’s new.”
“Right.”
She helped him out to the living area and down onto the sofa.

When he was situated, she eased onto the cushion next to him,
stripped off her shoes, and faced him with her elbow pressed into the
back of the sofa. He watched her for a moment, intrigued by the fact
that she still had some of the same mannerisms from when they’d
been together.

He lowered his head to peer inside the nude colored pumps she’d
kicked off. “Valentino? Aren’t those supposed to be really expensive?”

“Something like that,” she said.
“How expensive?”
“These particular ones?” She bit her lip. “Um…about twelve

hundred.”
Joel’s brows shot up. “You’ve got to be shitting me. How much is

that dress?”
“Around thirty-two hundred.”
For certain, his heart had just exploded. Was this the real reason she

was with Tony? While he made a decent salary, he would never be able
to give her three-thousand dollar dresses and thousand dollar shoes.
The best he’d been able to offer was an on-sale engagement ring from
Macy’s which had been more than he’d been able to afford on a twenty-
two year old, new FBI agent’s salary. He’d been extremely proud of the
fourteen-karat, white gold band, and petite diamond cluster, but now
she was sitting across from him in an outfit that had cost twice as much.

He cleared his throat. “I see. You sure are living the good life. I
mean, I could have given you a comfortable life, but we’d still have
bills. A mortgage. Maybe a car payment…”

“Are you trying to say that the reason I’m with Tony is because of
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what he can give me?” she snapped. “Come on, Joel. I can’t believe
you would even think that about me.”

“I never thought you’d let a man hit on you either.”
She stood. “You don’t even understand—”
“How can I understand what you won’t explain?” Strangely, he

liked that they were arguing. “Something doesn’t fit. None of it adds
up. I know you, Syd. You’re hiding something.”

“You knew me.”
His body went rigid. The first time, she’d brought a knife. This

time, she’d come wielding an axe. She was insulting him to put
distance between him and what he instinctively knew was a problem
with Tony. Tony had something over on her; it was the only thing that
made sense. But that didn’t mean that he was about to be one of the
many punching bags she’d destroyed over the years.

“That concealer you’re wearing isn’t hiding shit,” he said. “I can
still see the bruises.”

She leaped for her purse, pulled out a compact mirror, and began
moving it all around her face, dabbing powder along her chin and
cheek. In reality, he couldn’t see a damn thing. The expensive makeup,
which had probably been made out of crushed diamonds and white
rhinoceros tears, had done an excellent job of hiding her secrets.
Unfortunately, the marks were so fresh in his mind that it was impos-
sible for him to see anything else.

It had been weeks since the event and yet, she still dashed when he
mentioned her bruises. Either Tony was still hitting her, or the bruises
that night had been more serious than he’d anticipated.

“Ok, then tell me this,” he added. “If you’re happy with Tony, did
you reject my proposal all those years ago because this is the life you
really wanted?”

Her eyes flicked over to him, rounded in surprise. They were her
least favorite trait, and he hadn’t made it any better by comparing her
to a Precious Moments figurine when they’d first met in the ninth grade.
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Yet, they were his favorite trait of hers. Big, brown and gentle, they
still possessed the iron will and determination of a woman who
fought. The fight was still there even though she’d temporarily aban-
doned it to give in to Tony’s battering. But it didn’t matter to him
whether or not she was willing to fight. Sydney Donovan was the only
woman he’d ever loved. His feelings had scoffed at any attempt he’d
made at a serious relationship with every other woman after her.

She’d called him that night because she’d needed help, and he
hadn’t needed to use his FBI training to see how she’d still felt about
him after all of the years that had passed. Injury or not, he was going
to put his hands on Tony, and only one of them was going to like the
outcome.

“No,” she finally answered, shaking her head as the word came out
as a soft breath. “Joel, you know the reason I didn’t say yes that day.”

“Not really.” She’d never explained it to him and afterward, he’d
never heard from her again. “But since you’re sitting across from me,
maybe you could try explaining it to me. Maybe you could even
explain what happened to our baby while you’re at it.”

“Sydney!” Robert’s voice was panicked with a mix of anger as he
hurried down the basement steps. “Sydney, no. You promised. You
made me a promise.”

“Dad, what’s going on?”
Robert searched for the remote and jabbed it towards the televi-

sion console on the wall. Joel and Sydney exchanged quizzical looks as
he flipped through the channels. Tiny beads of sweat shimmered along
his temple, and his broad chest frantically rose and fell.

“This.” He pointed to the TV. “You promised me that, after the last
one, there’d be no more fights.”

Sydney folded her arms and walked closer to the TV. Joel pushed
himself up and situated his body a few feet behind her. Robert had
turned the TV to the sports channel. The scrolling marquee at the
bottom indicated that in the next thirty minutes, the major story
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coming up was going to be about the fight between Sydney and
Shanda Haugen, the woman who’d risen to fame and prominence in
Sydney’s absence.

“Dad, I never signed any contracts,” Sydney argued. “I never
agreed to any fights. This is wrong. They’re wrong.”

“Then, how are they saying that you’re going to fight? Sydney, you
promised me that you would stop after you saw what it could do.
There are days where I don’t know if I’m coming or going. That’s not
the life I want for you.”

“I mean it, Dad. I didn’t do this. I don’t know who…” Her voice
trailed off, and Joel stared at her until she was forced to make eye-
contact.

“How does Tony make his money, Syd?” he asked.
“Supply chain management,” she answered. “Think UPS, but not

as global. At least, not yet. But he doesn’t have anything to do with
boxing or sports entertainment. This isn’t him, Joel.”

“You’re lying.”
She marched to the sofa and snatched up her purse, an unas-

suming satchel that had probably cost more than the entire lease he’d
paid on his very first apartment.

“I have to get this straightened out.” She slipped her feet back into
the Valentino pumps. “Dad, I love you. I’ll see you in a few.”

“I’ll come with you,” Joel chimed in.
She whipped around to face him. “Dammit, Joel, this is my prob-

lem. If you moved all the way back to DC just to try to fix me then I’m
sorry, you moved for nothing.”

He shrugged, nonchalant. “Fine. Just don’t dial my number again
the next time you have to run to a hotel just to avoid getting your ass
beat.”

Somehow, her brown face lost all color. Her hands went to the base
of her throat.

“Syd, what’s he talking about?” Robert asked.
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Joel walked closer until only a small distance was left between
them, and he spoke so only the two of them could hear. “You made it
my problem when you called me that night. If you didn’t want me
involved, you should have left me the hell out of it. I was ready to give
you in sickness and in health, so do you really think I’m just going to
walk away now?”

“Joel, this is something I have to handle alone.” She was still
making an attempt to argue, but the effort was futile. “I need to make
some calls. Talk to some people. I need to figure out how this
happened.”

“There are some people I can call too.” Robert snapped his fingers
and climbed back up the stairs, calling his wife’s name in the process.
Sydney watched him leave before releasing a breath. However, she
wasn’t yet out of the clear.

“Sydney—”
“I have to go, Joel.”
“Fine.” Joel’s brows narrowed, then softened. “Before you go, just

tell me…what happened to our baby? Did you lose it? Did you lie
about being pregnant?”

Her head fell. Her shoulders slumped. Even in her heels, she
seemed several inches closer to the ground than before. It was as
though every ounce of life had left her body at that moment.

“I called you, Syd. Every damn day. I thought about you and our
baby more than I thought about myself.”

“I’m sorry about that, Jojo,” she whispered. “That was wrong.”
“Wrong isn’t the word.”
She looked up at him. “I didn’t want to give up my boxing career,”

she said, her gaze moving over his right shoulder. “So, I had an
abortion.”

Then she swung around and darted up the stairs faster than he
could chase her in his current state. It wasn’t as though he would have
been able to had he been healthy, weight now crushing his chest after
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her sledgehammer confession. At what point did she think that he
hadn’t had the right to know, or at least have a say, in what happened
to the baby they’d been so excited about just a few weeks prior to his
proposal? He’d even bought a bottle steamer and baby bottles. Glass
baby bottles! He’d read so many baby books that all that crap about
BPA and phthalates had terrified the hell out of him—the man who
regularly extended the five-second rule.

But he’d been prepared to be the best father and husband anyone
had ever seen. No one in the world would have loved Sydney and their
child more than he would have.

His phone buzzed from the den and he plodded over to it. It was
the phone he’d reserved specifically for calls from his informant, and
with the way he was feeling, there was no better time to meet with
the man.

He channeled his hurt, strapped on his gun, and made his way out
of the private entrance.

Sydney’s fingers trembled as she tugged open the front door to the
home she shared with Tony. The manmade bubbling brook out back,
built for tranquility, did nothing to calm her nerves. She was pissed
with him, and she wanted to be pissed at him, but it wouldn’t serve
her any good. Not when he still had so much over on her.

All of the trim in the house was made of dark brown wood as Tony
had an affinity for what he’d called “charm,” but what she’d referred
to as outdated. Patterned area rugs covered nearly every inch of the
interior. The furniture was antique, and she didn’t care to think about
the price tag that had resulted from furnishing a house that had cost
well over a million dollars.

She crossed over the entryway and took a left beneath an archway
into the empty family room. As she walked, her thoughts returned to
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Joel’s accusation from earlier. It was an unfair jab to accuse her of
staying with Tony because of his wealth, but she hadn’t given him
much else to go on. As a matter of fact, it was exactly how it looked.
She’d met Tony right around the time she’d made the decision to
retire from boxing due to her father’s declining health. Without the
money from the fights coming it, and what could have been seen as
her desperation to start her foundation, she’d needed seed money.
Tony was well known around the DMV area for his business acumen
and net worth.

Had she been on the outside looking in, she would have assumed
the same thing. However, Joel hadn’t been very far off in thinking that
money was the root cause of her obedience to her current situation.

She continued through the family room, briefly running her fingers
over the iron grate in front of the brick fireplace they’d used exactly
one time, back when Tony was still pretending to be human. French
doors led her into another sitting room with golden, wingback accent
chairs and a modern chandelier that looked woefully out of place. This
room was also empty except for the large man sleeping upright in one
of the chairs. His face wasn’t one she’d seen before, and she would
have remembered the coil of dreadlocks traipsing down his back. But
ever since Tony’s business had crossed international waters, his
associates had become more diverse, and they’d also increased the
frequency of their visits to the house.

She slowly backed out of the room until her spine collided with a
hard stomach. An arm gripped her side and she could feel the anger
reverberating from the limb into her body. Tony was angry—which
wasn’t quite that unusual—and again it made her wish that she’d had
the gusto to be pissed at him. To his face.

“I’m assuming you saw the news?” he asked.
She swallowed her anger in a single gulp. “I did. I would have

appreciated if you’d told me that you had already scheduled the fight
with Shanda. We agreed that I still had another year left under my belt
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to try to repay you through your investment in the foundation. Tony, I
promised my father I wouldn’t get back in the ring.”

He released her arm and started towards the front. She followed
close behind on his silent command. He didn’t stop walking until
they’d cleared two flights of stairs, entered his study, and he’d shut
the door behind them. Sydney’s eyes darted to the sofa along the
paneled east wall and she briefly wondered if any specks of her blood
were still visible in its lily-white fibers.

“Shanda challenged you to come out of retirement over two years
ago,” he said.

She moved to the wall to increase the floor space between them.
“I’m aware of that, but I’m done fighting, Tony.”

“Did you see the purse she offered?”
“This wasn’t how I wanted to repay you.”
Something deadly flashed across the whites of his eyes. “And you

really thought your little foundation would net me an adequate return
on my investment?”

“Eventually.”
“I don’t have time for eventually, Sydney. I have been putting this

thing together with Shanda’s camp for months.”
“And nobody bothered to tell me.”
Her retort hadn’t been quiet enough. Tony crossed the room and

swiped his large hand across her face. Her head rocked at the impact,
but she remained standing. It was bad enough that she was letting
him hit her, but whenever she fell to the floor, it made the ordeal that
much more humiliating.

“You don’t have a say in this,” he spat.
Her jaw throbbed, and her throat felt as though it was closing.
“You do understand that you’re going to fight, don’t you?” he

challenged. “I’ve put a lot of money into this and the return I’ll be
getting will be what you owe me and then some. I’m trying to steer
the direction of my business exactly where I need it to go in the next
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year or two. I don’t have time to waste on your ‘boxing for youths’
bullshit.”

All of a sudden, bolstered by an invisible force, Sydney straight-
ened her spine. It was difficult to imagine that this man was the same
person she’d met just a couple of years ago. That version of him had
been unbelievably kind, caring, thoughtful and supportive. It was the
first time she’d felt as though she was getting a do-over for the mess
she’d made with Joel.

He’d swooped in like a knight in armor when she’d shared her
frustrations over the amount of money it would cost to pay for her
father’s procedure. She’d refused his initial offer to give her the money
as the amount had been entirely too much; there would have been no
way to pay him back. But when he’d suggested that he make an invest-
ment in the foundation, the only thing she remembered was jumping
into his arms and singing his praises over the course of the next few
months. Her father would be okay, and she’d gotten a second chance
at something real.

It hadn’t taken much longer for the blindfold to be snatched
completely off her face.

“Do you understand what I said, Sydney?” he growled with a hint
of his native tongue.

She nodded and spoke, slowing her words as though she was
speaking to someone without the mental capacity to understand. “If I
win this fight, my debt is repaid. I won’t owe you anything else for the
money you fronted me. I want it in writing.”

If she’d never before seen rage personified, it was now standing in
front of her and oozing from Tony’s shoulders in manic waves.

“You do not negotiate with me. What makes you think that, all of a
sudden, I will agree to any terms? The amount you owe me might
have just doubled.”

Her tongue darted across her lower lip. “The FBI came to talk
to me.”
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It was the first time she’d ever seen him go completely still.
“Why did the FBI talk to you? When was this?”
“At the office a few months back. At first, I thought it was about

the accounting books even though those are in order. But it was about
you. They’re looking at your business.”

He folded his arms over his chest and widened his stance.
“Really? And, pray tell, why would they come to you? You don’t
know shit.”

Her jaw was swelling, but she bit down the pain. This would be
the first time she’d ever had the upper hand.

In reality, she had no idea why the Feds had come to see her a few
of months ago. Seeing the two agents walk in that day, one of them
being the former love of her life, had sent her dashing to the computer
to pull up the foundation’s financial records. But they hadn’t been
there to speak to her. They’d been looking into one of the founda-
tion’s investors, a man they’d known as being “a Popović.” They’d
been curious about whether Antonije Popović had known an Alek-
sandar Popović—whether they’d been related.

She’d told them that she didn’t know, which hadn’t been entirely
true. It had been equally as difficult to lie because Joel had been
staring at her as though he hadn’t seen her in years, which he hadn’t.
It was the day she’d learned he’d moved back to DC, and it was also
the day her feelings for him had risen from where they’d been lying
dormant.

They’d awkwardly exchanged numbers after an even more
awkward ten-minute conversation, and had made plans to meet up
sometime soon for lunch. What she would have never guessed was
that she’d be using Joel’s number as a lifeline. She hadn’t intended for
him to see her in that condition, but it had been the worst beating
she’d ever taken from Tony since he’d begun hitting her. Terror had
driven her to dial Joel’s number, and it was still something she wasn’t
sure had been the right thing to do. Now, he was in the middle of
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something that he had no business dabbling with all because of her
carelessness.

Joel and who she now knew as his partner, Angel Ramirez’s line of
questioning had been brief, but it had left her with one burning ques-
tion: Why didn’t they know Aleksandar and Antonije were the same
person?

She couldn’t necessarily blame them. He’d initially gone by
Antonije which had then changed to Tony as his business grew. She’d
only learned of his other name when his mother had come for a visit
and apparently “slipped up” by calling him Aleksandar. She’d assumed
that it had been a pet peeve, a nickname he’d detested as a child. It
wasn’t until Joel and Angel’s visit did it ever occur that it might be
something else.

“I didn’t say anything to them,” she said. “But that doesn’t exactly
mean that I won’t.”

“And what makes you think I won’t just have you killed?” he asked.
The blood in her veins turned to ice, but she carried on as though

unfazed. “The fight. You’ve already invested too much so right now,
I’m like the golden-egg laying goose. I’ll do the fight that you gave me
only six weeks to do, and I’ll win. Then, when all of this is over, we can
both walk away from this. It’s all I want, for my debt to be considered
repaid.”

It hadn’t made sense to her why he’d continued to force her to be
with him when he could have had his pick of any woman in the entire
district. The only thing tying them together at this point was money.
He could have kicked her out and saved himself a headache by
dispelling of their farce of a relationship, but then she’d discovered the
answer while searching “patterns of abuse” in a private browser
window.

Tony was attractive, at least to women who didn’t know he was
completely psychotic and rich. He’d been an only child to parents
who’d amassed immense wealth before they’d relocated from
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Germany to Austria. The word “no” was something that he’d rarely, if
ever, heard throughout life, and the minute she’d made the decision to
take his money, she’d given him something tangible to hold over her.

He smirked. “Interesting. I see you have grown some balls.”
Sydney remained silent, waiting for an answer to her proposition.
“Fine, Syd.” He shrugged. “I didn’t care to deal with you anymore

anyway. But, if you lose, understand that things won’t just go back to
the way they were. If you lose, you’ll owe me the money you lose as
well.”

“That’s fine,” Sydney replied with way more confidence than she
intended. “Just get it to me in writing.”

“Okay. Fine. I’ll have my lawyer draw up something.”
Without warning, he suddenly lifted his hand and brought it

towards her face. Sydney watched the limb in confusion, but her body
wasn’t the least bit confused. Instead, she felt her legs move and her
hips tilt to avoid his strike. Then she felt the impact against her bare
knuckles as her fist connected with the bones of his jaw.

She’d barely registered the loud crack or the fact that he’d gripped
his jaw before she turned on her heels and made a mad dash for the
door. Behind her, he yelled expletives and groaned in pain, but the
sound dimmed and floated away the closer she got to the front door.

She pushed open the heavy wood and burst into the night, her legs
moving frantically. She jumped into her car, peeled out of the drive-
way, and sped through the gate before he had a chance to send an
order to the security officer at the front.

As she drove out of the affluent neighborhood, she fought the
dread that threatened to take over when she thought about what
would happen if she lost the fight against Shanda. She was barely in
any shape to fight. Shanda was in the prime of her career and would
probably only need to do a couple of pushups in order to be ready.

She winced when her thoughts then conjured up what had
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happened the last time she’d tried to run away from Tony. She was a
born fighter, but even fighters had weaknesses.

She couldn’t offer the FBI anything other than the fact that he was
Aleksandar Popović. But in the event that he reneged on their deal,
she at least had something that would give them reasonable doubt
about his innocence.

A FIGHTING CHANCE 39





4

Joel had no qualms about showing how much it irked
him to watch the thin-framed man in front of him pace, the highlights
in the man’s hair illuminated by the buzzing neon Blues and Jazz sign
that lighted the alleyway they’d met in. Since their last meeting, the
man had already lost close to what looked like fifteen pounds, and it
wouldn’t be long before Popović figured out what was contributing to
the weight loss. Joel could only hope that the information he received
tonight was helpful as it would likely be the last time the two men
convened. If he’d caught on, then it was only a matter of time before
Popović did as well.

“Ivan,” Joel said, his nerves grating.
“No names, please,” Ivan whispered. “I don’t even know what I am

doing here. If Aleks finds out—”
“Then you better talk fast before somebody notices that you’re

missing.”
The stinging in his stomach was returning, which meant that he

was soon due for another dose of pain meds. Unfortunately, in his



angered storm out, he’d forgotten the bottle on his desk back at the
Donovan house.

“Look, I know nothing,” Ivan attested.
“Then you’re wasting my time.” He turned and began to walk

away, casually tossing a, “Hope you don’t mind me dropping your
name all over the city,” over his shoulder.

Ivan held out his hand. “Wait. No, stop.”
“Oh, you’re ready to talk now?”
“I know some, but not much.” He rubbed his nose with the back of

his hand. “I think…maybe…Aleks has big meeting coming up.”
“With who?” Joel demanded.
“I don’t know. I just hear…what you call it? Snips. I just hear snips.

Ivan, he is thinking about getting into new business.”
“What kind of new business?” Joel’s frustration increased with

every half-answer the man gave him. “I’m sure he’s already got his
hands in several pots. Arms dealing, murder for hire…what could he
possibly want to do that he hasn’t done already?”

Ivan shook his head. “I don’t know.”
Another match was added to the fire in Joel’s stomach, adding to

the increased heat of his blood. “Who is he meeting and where?”
“I don’t know who. Where, I only have guess. There is fish market

at wharf on Maine with secret room in back. I went in once. It is small
room. Aleks, he likes to do his business there. Fish market owner is
second cousin.”

Ivan rubbed his nose again, and his pacing became more agitated,
his brain obviously already craving its next cocaine fix or maybe even
something harder.

Joel’s phone buzzed, and he glanced down to see his screen light
up with Sydney’s number. “Do you know when this meeting will be
taking place?” he prodded.

Ivan shrugged. “I don’t know when.”
The call went to voicemail, but just as quickly a second one came
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through, and he received a strange jolt of déjà vu from the night he’d
found her in the bathtub.

“Look, I have to run,” he said, walking backwards. “If you hear
anything else, you know what to do. But if this doesn’t pan out, I can’t
promise that I won’t let your name slip to every narc I know in the
DMV.”

Ivan’s face blanched and Joel turned to jog to his car. Each thud of
his shoes on the pavement caused the sensation in his abdomen to
grow, but he gritted his teeth at the pain. As he slipped into the
driver’s seat, he hoped that the condition in which he found Sydney
wasn’t any worse than the last.

By the time he arrived at the address she’d left him, the pain in his
stomach had turned into a full-blown quake. Sweat soaked his hair
and brows, his mouth as dry as parchment. The house he’d pulled up
to reminded him of the shy girl in a group of loud friends, nearly
invisible although the houses on the street shared relatively the same
dilapidated external appearance. This house regressed into the shad-
ows, as unnoticeable as it was evident, highlighted by the single street
lamp that dangled over its head like an umbrella.

It was the only one that stood alone, unhinged from the other
houses squished too tightly together, and he was sure had Sydney not
given him the address, he would have driven right past it as though its
very spot did not exist.

He parked on the curb and heaved himself out of the driver’s
side door, his pulse in his ear loud enough to awaken creatures
sleeping through the night. He threw one foot in front of the
other as he trudged up the path, his face toward the ground as
he mentally counted his steps. The journey felt miles long, but he
tried to remember that it was just a driveway—its distance was
slightly longer than the length of an average car. But pain was
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probably the only thing in existence that could actually slow
time.

Nausea snuck in around the pain and immediately seized his
throat. He moved to the sparse grass that lined the cement and
chucked. Something that sounded like hinges squeaking tugged his
head to the left and forced his hand over the gun at his hip. The
silhouette approaching him was feminine and familiar, however his
body had reached its limit. For the second time in the last couple of
weeks, he would lose the battle against consciousness.

Joel wasn’t sure if it was the sudden dissipation of pain or the feeling
of lips pressing rhythmically against his forehead that woke him up.
He was lying in a too-small sofa and imprisoned beneath a leg,
although the thigh across his hip felt nothing at all like a prison. He
could feel a patch on his stomach much like the ones filled with lido-
caine that Sydney occasionally used after her fights. The room was
barely lit as though the entire structure was being run by a single AA-
battery. Still, he could make out Sasha, Sydney’s younger sister, sitting
at a wooden desk against the wall with her face tilted towards her
phone screen.

“That you, Sasha?”
Her head popped up and she smiled. “Joel Lattimore. Long time,

no see.”
“It’s been a while now, although this probably isn’t the first time

you’ve ever caught me between your sister’s legs.”
Sydney pulled him closer. “When you’re better, I’m going to beat

your ass.”
“Where are we?” he asked.
“When I was shopping around for a location for the foundation the

first time around, I ended up buying this heap only to not be able to
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use it because of city building code violations that would have cost me
more than I paid for the place,” she answered. “I knew it would come
in handy one day.”

“Handy for what, exactly?” He finally looked up into her face and
noticed the swelling in her jaw.

“Before you say anything,” Sydney quickly cut in, “I think I owe
you an explanation.”

She glanced back at her sister. Sasha nodded and tucked away her
phone. Malcolm, Sasha’s husband, appeared from the back of the
house with two brown paper bags filled with Chinese takeout.

“I met Tony at one of my fights about three years back,” Sydney
began. “Not long after, we started dating and back then, he was the
perfect gentleman. He was probably the first man I’d ever met that
made me feel as though I could fix the mistake I’d made with you.
Like I was getting a second chance. But then, a couple of nights before
what I didn’t know at the time would be my last fight, my father
collapsed.”

“A massive tumor,” Sasha chimed in. “It was pressing on several
parts of his brain and had apparently been growing for a while.
Since he’d been out of the boxing game for so long, and you know
how men are, he stopped getting regular checkups. It’s why the
tumor was able to grow to the size it was before we found out
about it.”

Sydney made brief eye-contact with her sister as they both recalled
the turmoil of the event.

“As he became worse, costs skyrocketed until they’d spiraled
completely out of control. The doctor let us know that, based on the
type of tumor it was, regrowth was still possible even with complete
removal. He suggested what he’d referred to as a ‘revolutionary proce-
dure,’ something called Laser Interstitial Thermal Therapy, and from
the name alone you can probably tell that it was expensive.”

“Let me guess, Tony stepped in?” Joel asked. “Played the doting
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boyfriend role, paid for the procedure, and then said you owed him,
what?”

“Nothing,” Sydney replied. “He promised I didn’t owe him a thing
up front, and that he would recoup his money through his investment
in my foundation. But the first time he hit me was in his office, right
in front of two his business associates. He punched me in the face and
then got angry when my nose bled onto his white couch. When I tried
to argue with him about it, he said that he couldn’t believe I’d had the
nerve when he’d just dished out nearly seven figures to save my
father’s life.”

Joel mentally cursed the bullet wound in his stomach. It was the
only thing stopping him. It was bad enough that men who hit women
had been a long-standing pet-peeve of his, but with Sydney added to
the mix, he was already staging his crime scene.

“I know you’re curious as to why I didn’t fight back or tell anyone,
especially with the evidence so,” she motioned to her face, “evident.”

Malcolm’s arm went around Sasha’s shoulders.
“Me, being the idiot I was, told him that I was leaving,” Sydney

continued. “I didn’t try to sneak out when he was at work, or while he
was asleep in the middle of the night. With a generous middle finger,
I’d told him that I wasn’t ‘taking his shit’ any longer and stormed out.
Later that night, some of what I know were his associates attacked
Sasha in an alley on her way home.”

Joel tried to ease up into a sitting position and batted away
Sydney’s hand when she tried to help. She looked hurt at his
response, but his anger wasn’t directed toward her. It had just swelled
so large that it began to consume the free space around him. He
needed air.

“What do you mean, attacked? Sasha, did they—?”
“Almost,” Sasha answered. “My clothes were already ripped, but a

woman who lived in the building nearby heard me calling for help.
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Her husband ran to help me while she flagged down a police cruiser
that had thankfully been passing by.”

“We tried to report it,” Sydney said. “Problem was, I had no proof
that Tony was involved, and the case files just seemed to ‘disappear’
one day.”

Joel’s gaze danced among the three other faces in the room.
“How the hell do case files just disappear?” Then his eyes widened

before sharpening into a glare that affixed itself to Sydney. “You lied.”
Sydney’s lips parted in response, but he brushed it off.
“This is me, Syd. I walked into your office and asked you if Tony

Popović and Aleksandar Popović knew each other. If there was a
connection. How are they connected? Are they related? Are there
parts of Tony’s business that aren’t quite on the books that you know
about?”

“Jojo—”
“Don’t try that Jojo shit with me right now.” He pushed himself up

to stand. “I hate that damn name. Answer the question. I don’t know
where the hell you lost your morals, Syd. I understand the part where
he has you over a barrel. I get that. But when I came into the founda-
tion, even with all of the empty years between us, you know I would
have protected you.”

“We had over a decade between us, Joel.”
“How do they know each other, Sydney?”
He patted his pocket to make sure his phone was still there while

her milliseconds of silence wore his patience thin. Now that she was
in a position to do something about her situation, she was still clam-
ming up like a reluctant witness. If not for him, he would have
guessed that she would have at least folded because of what had
happened to her sister.

“They don’t know each other,” she said.
Joel pulled out his phone. “Obstruction isn’t a petty crime, Ms.
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Donovan, and I’m not above throwing your ass in federal prison
for it.”

Realistically, he knew he would never be able to go through with it,
but it was hard to accept the fact that he could have ever loved, and
somehow still love, someone he thought he’d known. Sydney Donovan
was the only person in existence who could break him into pieces and
put the fragments back together, blindfolded.

“Tony is Aleksandar,” she finally answered. “Tony’s real name is
Antonije Aleksandar Popović.”

Something inside Joel’s body snapped, and he looked down to
make sure his stitches hadn’t ruptured. The man that Sydney was
dating was the man he’d been surveilling for months. His case had
literally burst open right in front of him, yet the smell of victory
hadn’t wafted in like he’d imagined it in his dreams. Instead, it only
made things more complicated.

“We need to get your family into protective custody,” he said,
searching for John’s name in his list of recent contacts.

“Wait…why?”
He lifted the phone to his ear. “John, I know it’s late, but I just

discovered a major break in the Popović case…are you really going to
question me about that right now…look, just send a car out to the
address where I was staying and I’ll fill you in later.”

He ended the call and Sydney reached for his shoulder, but he
stepped aside before her hand had a chance to connect.

“How could you sleep at night knowing about all the lives he’s
taken?” he asked. “The amount of product he pushes onto the
streets?”

The jagged breath that she sucked in and the way her mouth fell
open told him that she probably hadn’t known, but once again, he felt
an obligation to retain his sour mood.

“This isn’t about embezzlement? Grand larceny? Something money
related?” she asked.
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“Sydney, I work in the organized crime division of the FBI. Alek-
sandar Popović has been our target for the last several years. I took
over his case when I came back to DC. He’s the head of the Serbian
mafia here in DC.”

Sydney squeezed her forehead until her skin wrinkled into a
crease. “Mafia? You mean like, Godfather type stuff?”

“Somewhat.”
“So earlier when he asked me what I thought was stopping him

from having me killed—”
Joel’s body stiffened. “What?”
“— I literally thought he was bluffing. Shit, I’m stupid. Yes, he’s an

abusive bastard, but I would have never imagined a…network…like
this. I thought it was just me. That he was in the business of hurting
just me.”

Joel made a motion with his hand. “Go back. He threatened to kill
you? When? And why are you only mentioning this now knowing how
badly I want this man to swallow a bullet?”

“I told him that I would fight Shanda as a way to repay my father’s
debt,” she explained. “That way, I would owe him nothing and I could
walk away from everything. So when he asked me what would make
him do that, I used your visit as collateral. I’d assumed that he was
using his other name to hide money or his involvement with insider
trading. Something more Wall Street than what you just told me that
he could have inadvertently gotten me caught up in, sinking the entire
foundation. Trust me, Joel, I had no idea that all of this was going on.
Do you really think I could look the other way with something like
this?”

As badly as his anger wanted to continue floating on the surface,
he could feel it dissolving. She wasn’t what he’d thought she was.
Thank God, she wasn’t what he’d thought she was. It immediately
made him want to ravage her lips until her big, warm brown eyes
went black.
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“I think you were the one who said that the version of you that I
was holding onto died with our relationship,” he pointed out.

A dry, cracked laugh sputtered between her lips. “A lie I told
because I was trying to keep you out of it.”

He tugged her into his arms as tight as his body would allow. His
nose went into her hair and he inhaled a scent that would always be
home to him. She was rigid in his arms, but then her shoulders began
to shake. Hot tears pooled onto his chest and he leaned back to see
them on her face.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “God, I’ve been awful to you and I’m sorry
about all of it, Joel. Now’s probably not the best time to do this, but
we need to clear the air.”

He took a step back until only an arm’s length stood between
them, and dropped his hands to his sides. She cracked the knuckles on
both hands, and he held back a smile at another habit that she hadn’t
lost in all of their years apart. He remembered her mother always
rapping her on the knuckles when she did it, claiming that it would
result in large, masculine fingers. Sydney had merely laughed it off and
asked her mother what boxing would do to her hands if simply
cracking her knuckles would supposedly have such an impact.

“You lied about the abortion,” he said, jerking his head toward his
right shoulder. “You always look over my shoulder when you lie. So
tell me what really happened. Put an end to something I never got
over.”

A couple of weeks after her rejection, he’d bitten the bullet and
had driven over to the subdivision where she’d lived with her parents.
The security guard at the front had informed him that he’d been
explicitly told not to let “Joel Lattimore” through, and he’d hated that
man more in that instant than anyone else he’d ever met in his then,
twenty-two years.

So, he’d continued calling until she changed her number. Calling
her parents had resulted in a similar dead end. It wasn’t until her next
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scheduled fight that he’d seen her, flat stomach and all, with her hair
braided back as she stretched the muscles in her neck in her corner of
the boxing ring.

As a man, he’d assumed that his love for Sydney had simply been a
“soft spot” that she’d found, and had crept into. But that day, the day
he’d seen toned ridges and lines in a stomach that should have been
about six-months round, he’d been destroyed, something a “soft spot”
could never have done.

He’d hated her, which in turn was probably the main reason he
still loved her. He’d needed the hate in order to keep his love intact,
and the natural problem-solver in him had needed that love intact for
this specific day. The day he would receive the answer to his “why.”

“I was still fighting before we found out,” she said. “I mean, I’d
taken a hit to the stomach two days before I realized my period was
late. Plus, my diet hadn’t exactly been balanced since I was
fight-prepping—”

“So, you lost the baby,” he realized.
“Two weeks after we found out.” She released a breath timed

perfectly with his own exhale. “I thought I’d be relieved since I didn’t
want to give up my boxing career, but I hadn’t counted on the level of
loss I felt. A part of me had literally died, and it felt like it did.”

The closure hadn’t felt at all like he’d expected. He’d wanted the
reason to be that she hadn’t wanted the baby. Knowing that she’d
suffered through such an ordeal alone gnawed at him with a fresh,
familiar ache, but there were still other open doors that needed
tending to.

“Is that why you rejected my proposal?” he asked. “In front of a
crowd of thousands?”

Their entire college graduating class had borne witness to the spec-
tacle. He hadn’t even been nervous beforehand, so sure that she
would have said yes.

“The thing about being in your early twenties is that you think
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you’re old enough to know what’s good for you,” she said. “Joel, you
wanted a family, a wife, the whole idea of the ‘white picket fence.’ My
life hadn’t ever been stable. I didn’t think I could do stability. So I
convinced myself that I couldn’t have given you what you wanted and
that I was thereby saving your feelings in the process so you wouldn’t
end up with a wife who’d completely disappoint you.”

He held her gaze while he thought about how to respond. She
didn’t look away, and barely even blinked. Then, his mouth tilted up
and she burst out laughing. He slowly shook his head while doing the
same, and she stepped back into his arms.

“Yeah, I know,” she said, chuckling. “Bullshit.”
“Total bullshit.”
“Aren’t young, stupid people supposed to fall in love and get

married too quickly instead of running from it?”
His phone rang and he answered it, already anticipating John’s

reprimanding tone.
“No one’s here at the residence, Lattimore,” John said. “The Dono-

vans aren’t exactly too happy with our middle of the night rescuing act
either. Want to explain to me now why you’re working a case that I
took you off of?”

“Can you keep a body on the house?”
“No, Lattimore. We don’t have the time or the resources for

hunches.”
“But John—”
“I don’t want to hear it. Now, I took you off this case so I don’t

know who’s been supplying you with information, but I’ll get to the
bottom of it soon enough. If I get wind that you’re even thinking
about Popović from here on out, I’ll have your ass tossed out of the
Bureau so hard that you won’t be able to sit for weeks. Capiche?”

Joel wanted to laugh, but there couldn’t have been a more inappro-
priate time.

“I know you mean business when you lapse into Italian.”
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“Do you understand, Latti—”
Gunfire exploded through the speakerphone. Joel called John’s

name, but all he heard was commands being shouted from far away.
Feet shuffled, more semiautomatic rounds blazed through the air, and
then he heard a thud.

“It’s an ambush.” John’s voice was filled with pain as it came
through the phone.”

“What? Who’s there? What’s happening?”
Sirens sounded not long after. Given the median income of the

neighborhood, he wasn’t surprised. Even a car backfiring often made
them call the police out of uncertainty.

The call ended and Joel dropped his phone to his side.
“Everything okay?” Sydney asked.
“No. There was an ambush at your parents’ house.”
She and Sasha exchanged glances. “Joel, are you serious? Our

parents, Joel. They could be in trouble. We have to go help them.”
“I heard sirens. Local PD is probably already there. Us showing up

will only make things worse and I’m in no shape to do anything about
it.” He looked up at her. “You’re not doing the fight.”

“I’m contracted to,” Sydney argued. “It’s already set up and I can’t
wiggle my way out of it. But we have to go to the police regardless.
The FBI.”

“Who are probably in Popović’s pockets.” Joel looked around.
“Does Tony know about this place?”

“No.”
“Turn off your phones. I’m going to get you new ones. And if you

do go through with the fight, Syd, it’ll only be long enough to pull
Popović out of hiding. That should give us enough time.”

“Joel,” she shook her head, “you’re not making any sense.”
“I met some guys during my stint in North Carolina,” he said.

“They have what I can only explain as a special skill set.”
“FBI?” Sydney asked.
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“Law enforcement?” Sasha chimed.
“Not exactly, but they can help. They’re good guys…for the most

part. They can help me set up a detail, and then infiltrate Popović’s
network. I wanted to do this on the up and up, but sometimes justice
doesn’t come in the form of a courtroom, jail time, and a prayer that
the system doesn’t fail the citizens it was designed to protect.” He
picked up his phone and dialed. “Julien, it’s Joel. I was wondering if
you and your guys could do me a favor.”

Antonije Aleksandar Popović pulled a black, leather glove over his
fingers as he stood across from the man who’d once been like family,
but now he wouldn’t even have given the respect of an enemy. The
man had violated the highest rule of his family’s law, the law of the
land. He had allowed a breach in the surface, allowing for water to
seep in with the promise of submerging them.

“Ivan, you have three seconds.” He spoke in Ivan’s specific
German-Austrian dialect. “What did you tell the agent you were
meeting with?”

“I did not meet with an agent.” Sweat tipped Ivan’s nose. “I was
downtown to meet with a woman.”

“In a back alley?”
“A working girl.”
“You know how I feel about whores in my establishment.” Alek-

sandar switched to English and picked up a pair of cutters. “And
junkies.”

“Please…Aleks.”
“If I had come to you, begging not to share my information with

the federal police, would you have shown me mercy?”
Ivan nodded, his nose running. “Yes, sir. I would have.”
“Dummkompf. I would never beg.” He moved to where Ivan sat,
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picked up his hand, and situated his pinky between the pincers. “Not
for water even if I am in the desert dying of thirst would I beg another
man for anything. Now…talk.”

“How can I tell what I do not know?”
“Well, what did the agent want?”
“Information. His name is Lattimore. He was the one who lived.

The one who was arresting Emil.”
Aleksandar moved the pincer to his ring finger. “Lattimore? The

pretty one always in my people’s faces? Tsk. I have his nose so wide
open that I’m sure he can smell nothing but my cologne.”

He moved to the middle finger. “What did Lattimore want infor-
mation about?”

“In general.” Ivan sniffed, a bubble of snot forming at one nostril.
“He did not have specifics. He does not have anything, Aleks. I
promise.”

Aleksandar looked up at the man at the far corner of the room
hidden in the shadows with his arms folded across his chest. He was
tall, long and lean, his head nearly touching the ceiling of the private
room in the back of the establishment another one of Aleksandar’s
distant family members owned, a tackle shop in disguise. His suit was
grey and tailored. He shook his head in dissatisfaction, so Aleksandar
continued his line of questioning.

“I tell him one thing,” Ivan butt in. “I tell him you have meeting.”
Aleksandar paused in his journey to the man’s index finger. “And

how the hell did you know about that?”
“I hear snips. Meeting, back room at wharf, but nothing else.”
Aleksandar huffed, opened the pincers just below the knuckle on

Ivan’s pointer finger, and then shut them. Ivan cried out and, swift and
nearly invisible, the man swooped in, stuffed a rag in Ivan’s mouth,
then returned to his space along the wall.

“You make sure to shut him up next time,” the man warned. “Or it
will be you both.”
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Aleksandar held back a smirk. He didn’t take orders from anyone,
no matter how much pull or collateral they had. But he was a busi-
nessman first, and his relationship with this new partner was integral
to the success of his business and his name. Plus, it came with a sense
of power that dollar signs and cotton bills would have never warranted
him. Once he didn’t need him anymore, he would make sure that he
was disposed of. Knowing the man’s connections and network, a
system far greater and intricate than his own, it wouldn’t be an easy
task. But he was Antonije Aleksandar Popović. In America and abroad,
people cowered or revered him whenever they heard his name. People
respected him. There was none that could challenge him, and certainly
not an FBI agent following a trail so cold he might as well have been
traveling to Siberia.

Aleksandar’s hand hovered over the rag. “If you scream, I will kill
you. Do you understand?”

Ivan nodded, sweat dripping down the sides of his face. Aleksandar
removed the rag and sat back on his heels.

“Did you tell him when?” he asked.
“No.” Ivan groaned, clenched the muscles in his jaw. “I do not

know, so he does not know.”
Aleksandar snapped his fingers towards the row of men standing

along the wall, and one stepped forward to wrap a rag around Ivan’s
bleeding finger.

“One more thing.” Aleksandar flicked Ivan’s nose. “I have noticed a
change in you, cousin. You have slimmed down a bit.”

Ivan swallowed. “Yes sir.”
“What is it, a new exercise regimen?”
“N-no sir.”
“Ah good. You didn’t lie. Get up.” Ivan stood and he kicked the

chair from beneath him. “Don’t worry. I will get you help. You will be
good.”

“Y-yes sir.”
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“That stuff you put up your nose,” he flicked his nose a second
time, “it’s no good for you. The women are no good. Have some
respect for yourself.”

“Y-yes sir.”
“Get out.”
Ivan nodded, cradled his injured hand, and started towards the

door. Before he had a chance to grab the doorknob, a whizz went
through the air and ended with a wet thud, then the sound of a body
dropping to the floor. Aleksandar’s men brandished their guns and
aimed at the man leaning against the wall detaching the silencer
attachment from his gun. Aleksandar held up a hand to stop them
though none lowered their weapons.

The man stepped from the shadows and straightened his tie. As
though he had all the time in the world, he put away his gun and
squirted a few pumps of sanitizer into his palm.

“Cleanliness is next to Godliness,” he said with a smirk. Then he
looked up, finally noticing the weapons. “Popović, call off your lap
dogs.”

The men still refused to lower their arms.
“Fine.” The man shrugged, patted his side. “Know what I like

about this gun? It’s coated with a special oleophobic resin. Resists
fingerprints. I never liked the gloves.” He flicked his wrist at Aleksan-
dar’s hands. “Too restrictive. It tempers the grip, you know? Cold hard
steel pulsing through your palms, through your veins.”

“Not your place,” Aleksandar seethed. “I’ll deal with my own men,
the way I want to deal with them.”

The man walked forward, picked a piece of lint off Aleksandar’s
suit, then looked at him, his eyes like balls of coal. “These are not
your men anymore. These are my men, and I do with them what I
like. Loose ends unravel. Any more slip ups and I will deal with you
personally.” He moved to the door, gracefully stepping over Ivan’s
body. “You might run this city, Popović, but I am King. I am the judge.
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I am the jury. Everything is in place with my contact. Do not
fuck up.”

He left then, the tails of his suit jacket whipping out behind him as
he walked. Inside, Aleksandar was fuming, but he knew it would never
serve him any good. The man was right. He’d heard stories about him,
stories known only to the underground circuit, the inner circle. He
was not one to be trifled with, and as much pull as he had around the
district, the tremor pulsing in his chest wasn’t angina.

It was fear.
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It had taken only two days for the men Joel had
referred to as “the guys from North Carolina” to appear. There were
three: a tall one with dark blonde hair and eyes like emeralds, another
one with slightly lighter hair and eyes like blue glass, and a third one
that was dark all over who fidgeted as though he’d lost or misplaced
something important. They’d showed up at the house without Joel
having to give them directions or even an address, and when Sydney
had voiced her concern that Tony could possibly do the same, Joel had
reassured her that it was virtually impossible for anyone to do what
the blue-eyed one could do with technology.

Green eyes had rummaged through the kitchen until he’d come
upon a half-finished box of pizza from their lunch, and the mysterious
dark-haired one remained close to the door as if waiting for something
specific to call him out. He kept himself busy by playing with a pink
hair elastic that looked like it belonged to a woman. He would stretch
it between his fingers, sometimes looking at it for nearly an entire
minute without blinking, before crushing it into his palm and starting
again. There was definitely somewhere else he wanted to be, which



made her wonder why he’d come in the first place. The one with the
laptop—Julien, Joel had called him—was the only one that wasn’t
strapped to the teeth. At least, he didn’t appear to be.

“Ok, it’s sent.” Julien leaned back and crossed his hands behind his
head. “I got in contact with Tony’s lawyer and he’s sending over the
papers right now. Sydney will do the fight only if he agrees to the
conditions that she set forth.”

“But won’t he be able to trace it?” Sydney asked. “Back to your
computer, I mean.”

The green eyed one—Gage, she remembered his name was—
grunted. Maybe it was a laugh, she couldn’t tell. Dark and mysterious
continued to play with his band.

“Trust me, Sydney, he couldn’t trace this even if I’d given him the
dotted line to follow,” Julien replied. “This poisonous apple’s got a
worm. Pretty soon, I’ll be able to track your boyfriend’s whereabouts.
Filter his emails. Sign him up for subscriptions and then never
cancel—”

“He’s not my boyfriend.”
“He’s no longer her boyfriend.”
Both she and Joel replied in unison.
“Whoa.” Julien put up his hands. “Do I sense some unrequited

love, here? I’m surprised, Joel. I thought you had a thing for Tayler.”
A loud whack sounded through the room. Gage, from the kitchen,

had thrown a red apple into the back of Julien’s head which caused
Sasha to burst out laughing. Whoever Tayler was, she was obviously
off-limits.

Although the men had their appealing characteristics—strong, tall,
attractive in an apocalyptic horsemen type of way—she wondered
about the women who’d been able to capture their affections. She was
surprised to find that they even had any, possibly even Nameless who
was still playing with the band, growing more restless with each
passing second.
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“Ari and Mo are fine,” Julien, obviously the group’s spokesperson,
seemed to be reassuring him. “You know you couldn’t have gone with
her to their cousin’s baby shower. You can’t do people.”

His fingers didn’t slow, but at least she’d been right about what
had him so wound. The band in his hand belonged to either Ari or
Mo, and he was attached to her. She actually found it a bit endearing
that something so hard could have a tender spot.

“We’re going to move you from this location,” Joel said, walking
over to her. “I’m going to take you somewhere that’s completely off
the grid until the fight. Any communication that you have to have
with Popović, you’ll do through Julien.”

“But the fight’s in six weeks,” she protested. “They’ll be with us
that long?”

Nameless’ hands sped up until all she could make out was the blur
of his skin whipping against the pink elastic.

“Maybe. The safe house will be fully rigged, no blind spots.”
“And my parents?” she asked.
John had called back shortly after his line had gone dead to let

them know that her parents were safe, and were going to be under the
protection of the US Marshals. Joel had relayed the information about
Tony being Aleksandar, which had been met with some initial resis-
tance. But after telling Joel for what she guessed was the umpteenth
time to stay off the case, he’d promised to get back in touch the
minute they’d assembled a new team to take on the Serbian mafia.

The Goddamned Serbian mafia. She’d really been tied up with the
devil.

“Under lock and key,” Joel said, running his hands over her arms,
the contact unbelievably soothing. “They’ll be with the US Marshals.”

“But how do you know you can trust—”
“Calm down, Syd.” He kissed her forehead. “It’s going to be okay.”
“If you’d like, I can see who they have on them,” Julien offered. “It

wouldn’t be hard to get in, find out who’s been assigned to your
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parents, and check their backgrounds. I can check their bank accounts
for any miscellaneous payments, see if I can find a paper trail linking
them to the Serbian mafia. I can get the social security numbers and
school placements of the agents’ children to see if the tuition and their
salaries—”

“She’s good, Julien,” Joel said, shaking his head with a laugh.
Sydney stepped into his embrace but around his shoulder, she sent

Julien a look that asked whether or not he’d really be able to do all
that. He gave her a nod, thumbs up, and then patted his laptop.

“So, what now?” Malcolm asked.
He’d been so quiet that Sydney forgot he was there. Everyone

except Joel had lost their tongues once the men had entered.
“We move you,” Gage said, his first time speaking since arriving.

He had a pronounced Australian accent that made him seem just a tad
bit more human. “The place you’re going, it’s secure. It’s one of the
locations we use when we need to do business.”

“What kind of business are you in?” Sasha asked, slightly taken
with Gage if Sydney wasn’t mistaken.

“Commercial real estate.”
There was something that looked like the start of a devious grin at

the corner of his mouth. “Commercial real estate” was an obvious lie.
If a man like Gage ever walked into a board meeting, half the people in
attendance would duck and cover. The only thing the trio probably
invested in was the clandestine takedown of powerful men. Strangely,
Joel didn’t look that out of place among them.

“When?” Sasha asked.
“Now.” Julien stood and moved to the window. “The car’s here.”
On the curb was a black SUV resembling a federal government

edition, and with tint so dark it looked silver against the sun’s reflec-
tion. A woman jumped out, and Nameless had somehow already made
his way over to her although Sydney wasn’t sure how he’d left the
house and made it down the path without any of them noticing.
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“Must be Mo,” Julien said, gesturing for them to walk in front of
him out of the house while he and Joel tailed. When the woman
named Mo saw them, she smiled.

“Hi, I’m Moana,” she said, unfazed by the man standing so close to
her that he was almost standing inside of her. “But you can call me,
Mo. I’ll be your driver today.”

Then she giggled at her own joke. Instantly, Sydney liked her.
“You’re back early, Mo,” Julien said, opening the door so Sydney

and Sasha could climb into the truck. “Did Ari and Thandie come back
with you?”

“Ari’s his wife,” Joel explained. “Thandie’s their little girl.”
“And what’s Mo to the monster?” Sydney asked.
“I have no idea. His name is Giorgio. He doesn’t say much.”
“Obviously.”
“Ari and Thandie are still in Australia,” Mo said. “I flew out the

minute the baby shower was over. I don’t know what he did, but this
one seems to have worked his juju on me because I can’t stand to be
away from him either.” She faced him and stood on her toes. “You
hear that? I risked jet lag for you. Remove your spell, warlock. I don’t
want you in my dreams.”

He reached down and secured the band in her hair.
Giorgio sat up front with Mo. Julien sat next to Malcolm and Joel

in the last seat while Gage acted like half of a bookend next to Sydney
and Sasha. The seating had almost seemed deliberate, but the minute
Sydney began to question it, Joel had sent her a wink that washed
away all of her apprehension.

Julien and Joel mumbled as they went over what appeared to be
the schematics of a plan she would have loved to have been privy to.
Mo spoke to Giorgio up front, relaying the details of the baby shower
even though Sydney was pretty sure he wouldn’t respond. She and
Sasha exchanged glances, their sisterly bond removing the necessity
for words in order to get the message across: They were both worried
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about their parents. They were both worried about the security of the
location they were being taken to. Sasha thought Gage was attractive
in a, “I would never cheat on my husband but damn,” kind of way.
Sasha was also happy that she and Joel had made their way back to
each other. So was she.

With each minute that passed, Sydney eased further and further
back into the plushness of the seat. She didn’t realize she’d fallen
asleep and was dreaming until she heard Mo’s voice coming from a
six-foot tall blackbird wearing spectacles, which had only seemed out
of place because of the way its beak curved when saying, “Gio.”

When she opened her eyes, Julien, Joel, and Gage were all looking
towards the rear of the SUV.

“Gio, I think I’ve got a bogie on my six,” Mo said.
Giorgio’s eyes flicked to the passenger side mirror. Sydney peered

to see what they were referring to. About two cars back, a black BMW
was tailing them. Audis, BMWs and Benzes were common in Tony’s
camp. He’d been all about German engineering.

“How can you be sure?” Sydney asked.
“Visibility,” Joel said. “They merge when we merge,” Mo merged

to provide an example, “so that they can keep an eye on the car.
Doesn’t look like they’re here for a confrontation. This is probably just
surveillance. Wonder where they started following us.”

“Those earrings.” Julien pointed to her ears. “Gifts from the former
boyfriend?”

Sydney’s hands went to the diamond studs she’d forgotten she was
even wearing. “Yes, why?”

“Can I see them?”
She popped them out, handed them to him. He fiddled around

with the gem then reached into his laptop bag, pulled out a steel rod
about the size of an eyeglass screwdriver, and popped the diamond
from the base. He used the rod to push against the middle of the base
until he teased out a small chip.
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“When did he give these to you?” he asked.
“A few months ago.”
“One of the tiniest locating devices I’ve ever come across. He

would have found you at that house. I wouldn’t be surprised if he
knew the house existed but never followed you to give you a false
sense of security.” He returned the earrings. “Definitely, the smallest
I’ve ever seen. But they’re good now. I removed the chip, though that
doesn’t take care of our friends playing highway tag.”

Up front, Giorgio rolled down his window, stuck his head out, and
stared directly at the BMW.

“What’s he doing?” Sasha whispered. “Now they’ll know we
spotted them.”

Gage grinned. “He knows.”
Mo pulled off on the next exit. Sydney looked at Sasha and

Malcolm, the three of them seemingly the only ones in the vehicle
who didn’t know what was actually happening. Even Joel seemed to
already be in on whatever it was Giorgio knew.

Mo continued to drive, taking the occasional turn. The BMW
obediently followed. Pretty soon, they were beneath an overpass
which was when Sydney understood what Mo was doing. She was
isolating them.

“Damage is about to happen, isn’t it?” she asked.
The SUV came to an abrupt stop. Gage grinned again and got out.

Up front, so did Giorgio.
“Be careful, boys,” Mo called after them.
Four men emerged from the BMW.
“There’s four,” Sydney said, looking at Julien. “They’re

outnumber—”
Two of the men went down before they’d even had a chance to

brandish their weapons. Giorgio had tossed something at one, prob-
ably one of those sharp discs she’d seen hanging from his waist. Gage,
who apparently thought his skin was made of kevlar, had walked
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directly up on the man and pointed the man’s own gun underneath his
chin before tugging back the trigger. The other two men raised their
weapons, but the SUV’s back door lifted, and Julien and Joel turned
and began to fire, throwing off the men’s aim and sending them
ducking behind the car’s front doors.

Sasha and Malcolm shielded themselves, but Sydney was too
enticed to move. While still nursing a stomach wound, her man was
laying cover fire. It was the sexiest thing she’d ever seen: the determi-
nation in his blue eyes, the musculature of his extended arm, his poise
and focus. Up front, Mo was lazily scrolling through her phone while
Sydney could barely breathe—adrenaline burned her lungs.

Not long after, the commotion ended. Giorgio returned to the car
and his relaxed position in the front seat. Gage stood at the door with
his hand out, and she was already popping out the earrings. Even
though Julien had destroyed the tracking chip, she no longer wanted
anything that tied her to Tony. If it hadn’t meant that she’d be
completely naked, she would have given him her clothes too.

She slapped the earrings against his palm. He walked over to one
of the men on the ground, bent, and by the time he got up, the man
had a stud in ears that previously had no hole for an earring to go
through. Joel had been right. These guys didn’t follow any US or
international-based code but dammit, she liked them.

Mo pulled back onto the freeway. Malcolm reached forward and
caressed Sasha’s shoulder. Julien went back to whatever it was he’d
been doing on his computer and Gage eased back, stretched his legs as
far as they were able to go, and closed his eyes. Joel was staring at her
—her heaving chest, the darkness of her eyes from her dilated pupils,
her tongue moving in her mouth as she thought about the places on
his body she wanted to use it. Jojo was no more. Her man was now a
man, and she wanted him more than she’d ever thought possible.
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They arrived at the house about an hour later.
Based on the duration of the drive and their surroundings, Sydney
guessed they’d stopped somewhere near or around Fredericksburg.
The house was secluded and unassuming, situated out in the country
with acres of land as green as Gage’s irises. There was a large addition
out back that could have been a renovated barn. Had they been in the
late nineteenth century, get-togethers with neighbors would have
taken a full day’s ride.

Gage had fallen into a comfortable sleep like none of what had
gone on earlier had actually happened, and Sydney had her arm
around Sasha who’d also succumbed to sleep after her adrenaline had
abated. When they all got out, Gage said something to Julien who
nodded, then they slapped hands and he walked towards a parked,
black motorcycle. He secured his helmet, and with a tip of the head,
he was gone.

“He’s got to get back to his fiancée, Tayler,” Julien explained. “Let’s
just say, they met when she was the target of a deranged serial killer.
Doesn’t like to leave her alone much.”



Sydney’s brows shot up.
“But everything’s okay now.” Julien waved his hand. “They’re

getting married next year at the Sydney Opera House. The single guys
in our group are dropping like flies and if my marriage is any indica-
tion, they’re in for some great times. Can’t wait ‘til you meet my girls.
It’s one of the best decisions I’ve ever made. You’ll see why.”

He wiggled his eyes at her and Joel, and she grinned, turning away.
“Me and the big guy are leaving in the morning,” Mo said. “Since

Ari and Thandie are on their way back, I’m assuming that you’re
coming with us, Julien. We’ll keep active surveillance on the place but
trust us, it’s secure. We’ve got everything worked out to come back
the night before the fight. Joel will tell you everything you need to
know when it’s time.”

“We set up a training space out back for you, Sydney,” Julien
added.

She looked around the house, feeling overwhelmed. “Thank you so
much. For all of this.”

“You’re very welcome,” Mo said. “By the way, the refrigerator’s
fully stocked. Someone makes a drop off every week, so you’re okay
there. There’s tons of yard, so don’t go giving yourselves cabin fever.
The rooms are upstairs. Stay where you like. Me and Giorgio are going
to take the downstairs suite tonight since it has a sofa bed.” She
glanced over at him. “Get cleaned up and we’ll reconvene for dinner in
a couple of hours.”

She walked towards the downstairs bedroom and Giorgio followed.
Julien continued to work on his laptop in the living room, stopping
briefly to pick up a call. Malcolm and Sasha, obviously exhausted,
trudged upstairs. Sydney followed with Joel trailing her, her thrill from
before still buzzing and him, pressing into her as they walked down
the hallway, at full mast.

They burst into the bedroom. Joel used Sydney’s body to push the
door shut, pinning her between him and the solid wood. He pressed
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his erection into her, his length straining against the jeans she wore,
sending trembling signals to the depths of her stomach. His lips were
hungry, licking and sucking at her neck while his hand gripped her
hair, tugging her head backwards.

She moaned…groaned…sighed. Hot moisture formed between her
legs, adding to the wetness that had been there before—the wetness
that had instantly pooled when she’d seen him protecting her,
protecting her sister, protecting her family.

She tugged at the jeans she regretfully still wore. They would have
time for savoring later. Decorum would have to be placed on the to-do
list. She wanted him inside her body, deep and thrusting and stretch-
ing. But that wasn’t Joel. Joel loved to take his time pleasuring her
until her head filled and burst. Until everything inside of her shattered
like a high pitch against an empty glass.

“Do you still taste the same?” he growled, his voice was wet
against her ear as he pulled her belt through its loops and shoved the
jeans down her legs. Briefly, just briefly, she thought about his injury
and slowing down. The man was still recouping. If they weren’t care-
ful, they could prolong his recovery. But with the way he palmed her
ass, kneeling to sink his teeth into the round flesh, it was obvious that
he wasn’t concerned. If he wasn’t, then she had no reason to be.

Her jeans pooled at her ankles and she stepped out of them. She
felt his tongue tracing the curve of her bottom, stopping to nibble
before he followed the trail down between her legs. He jimmied her
thighs apart with his hand and she obeyed, spreading for him.

The first flick of his tongue was so wonderful it was maddening.
She’d given this up? This perfect specimen of a man who’d loved her
with everything he had and then some? She’d been ignorant and
back then, hadn’t deserved him. But now? Now was a different
story. Now, as she felt the subtle roughness of his tongue against
her clit, his fingers as his grip against her hips held her still while
he sucked the bulb between his lips, she deserved him. She deserved
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him because she now had the capacity to give him everything he
desired.

Her legs parted wider and he licked where she was most sensitive,
sucked like a ripe cherry, his tongue tracing her waxed folds and
teasing her peeking hood. Unsatisfied, he turned her around and lifted
one leg onto his shoulder. He eyed her and she watched him appre-
ciate her, using his eyes, his nose to take her in. Then he dove in, his
entire mouth covering her mound. He moaned while he tasted,
pausing only to lean back and bring his fingers in to play before his
mouth covered her again as if he would die if he stayed away too long.

She could feel herself on the verge of orgasm from looking at him,
feeling him, thinking about him. She pulled her shirt over her head,
snapped off her bra, and filled her hands with her breasts. Her fingers
played with her nipples while his lips tugged, his tongue stroked, and
as he stuck two fingers inside of her and massaged where her nerve
endings screamed for attention. And she came, hard and glorious,
turning into a shuddering mess for all of two seconds before he picked
her up and tossed her onto the bed.

He removed his clothes and stood before her, chipped and chiseled,
molded like he’d been made of clay. Her eyes fell to his injury.

“I don’t want to hurt you, Joel.”
It was as though she needed to convince herself to be gentle—and

a little less selfish—to want a man this much when he wasn’t at his
best. But he climbed over her on the bed anyway, bending to suck a
nipple into his mouth until it stood at attention.

“Oh…but I want to hurt you, Syd.”
There was no more thought about that injury as he moved between

her legs, his thick head knocking against her entrance. She looked
down at his magnificent, beautiful dick and wanted to take it into her
mouth. She could still remember his taste, the heft of him. The way
she’d had to use both hands to savor the length of him. But if she took
him in her mouth, which was now watering at the sight of him, it
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would prolong the feeling she so desperately needed of him inside
of her.

“Joel. I…your…my mouth…”
He moved to the next breast, suckled. Her back arched and she

wrapped her legs around him, urging him to plunge inside.
So much for her watering mouth.
“We can get to that later.” He groaned. “I need to feel you.”
She expected him quick and hard, tugging a gasp from her like

he liked to do. He used to enjoy watching her eyes go from orbs
to slits as pleasure consumed her body. But that was Jojo. This
was Joel. Joel penetrated her slowly, holding her hips still so that
she would take him at his fullest, her deepest, stopping only when
he was so embedded that it stripped a tortured moan from his
throat.

“I need to be inside you.”
He fucked her. Making love, they could do later. This moment was

years in the making and could not, would not, wait for any man. He
plunged into her wildly, her body slick and receptive. Her breasts
bounced, hypnotizing him, and he stretched her in the best way imag-
inable. Had she ever not been in love with this man? Her heart had
been waiting all these years for this, for him, and for a chance to make
it permanent. She could tell that he didn’t want to go anywhere, nor
was she ready to let him.

She fingered the hair at the nape of his neck like running silk
threads through her fingers. His rhythm slowed and he leaned forward
until their foreheads touched.

“Trying not to come?” she asked, gloating slightly.
“Trying.” He laughed, a deep throaty sound. “But it’s like a

Chinese finger trap in there.”
She burst out laughing and he gave her a grin that reminded her so

much of that quiet, dark-haired boy she’d fallen for years ago. The one
who’d gone from a Shetland pony to a stallion.
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She reached between her legs and stroked her clit. “Come for me,
Agent Lattimore.”

He laughed again and shook his head, the hair falling in front of
his face, brushing hers. “Playing dirty, Syd.”

“Come inside me, Agent Lattimore.”
He groaned and, unable to keep up the slow pace, took a decade of

pent-up sexual fury out on her. In those strokes, she could feel that
he’d also missed her. He might have also spent cold nights awake in
bed, fantasizing about her with his hard dick in his fist. She’d thought
about him, unabashedly calling out his name in the middle of her
apartment right at the moment the buzz of her vibrator brought in a
satisfying crash.

But it was nothing like the spark she felt building inside of her
now. It was like a warm tingle starting in her bellybutton, traveling
down in search of her clit, her opening. It desired to contract, to
squeeze him as though she could pull him any deeper into her body.
And when he leaned forward, found the spot on her neck, and nipped
— “Traitor,” she softly whispered, too wrapped up by pleasure to
muster even false anger—her orgasm came down, thunderous and
unrelenting, in pleasurable waves and rippling tugs along his shaft.

Minutes later, he crashed, his warm seed filling her. A seed that
one day she hoped to turn into their future.

He collapsed, moving aside at the last moment to avoid falling on
top of her. She moved to him anyway, sprawling her limbs across his
chest and stomach, quivering from the center of her body outward in
anticipation of when she would want him again.

“Moving back to DC was probably the best decision I’ve made in a
long time,” he said, kissing her forehead and wrapping his arms
around her until they were wrapped up in each other. “I missed you,
Syd. I love you.”

Sydney smiled, closed her eyes, and fell into the bliss of the
moment.
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Julien and Mo led the dinner conversation. Mo was animated, light
and likeable. She occasionally reached across to eat something from
Giorgio’s plate, and he slid the plate a bit closer whenever she had any
difficulty snatching up a cube of his grilled ribeye or forkful of his
vegetables. Mo interacted with him so comfortably that the extent of
their relationship piqued Sydney’s curiosity. It was also an interesting
dichotomy, the danger and tenderness that so evidently oscillated
inside of him. She’d spent much of the dinner watching them,
wondering what it was that Mo had done or said to break through
Giorgio’s armor, and how long it had taken for her to warm up to him.

Julien talked mostly about his wife and daughter, and Sydney could
tell that he missed them. Thandie would be starting school the next
year, a prestigious academy Ari had handpicked because, unusually, of
its lauded security system. Sydney glanced across at Joel as Julien
talked about the need to keep Thandie safe and wondered, should Joel
end up getting mixed up with these guys, if safety would be an issue
for her and the children they would have. They were dangerous men,
and she could even see an underlying killer instinct inside Julien that,
though clandestine, still gave her chills. She pitied anybody who even
thought to cross his wife and child as intelligence and skill were a
lethal combination.

Julien and Joel shared stories about the paintball games that they’d
engaged in, which was how Joel had met the rest of the men. There
were five of them: Gage, Dez, Julien, Giorgio and Huang. Huang was
rarely ever seen, even by the rest of the group, and Dez was currently
“on assignment.” There’d been one more, Curtis Lapore, but he was
killed several years back during a mission. Julien had given her a
succinct overview of their history together—they’d been part of a mili-
tarized international special operations unit, and weren’t exactly
“retired.”

• • •
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Sasha asked Mo about her hair and how it didn’t look as though it
had been dyed, and Mo explained that she was of Melanesian descent.
She and her twin sister, Ari, both had naturally occurring kinky-curly
blonde hair. Watching her, Sydney found the diversity of the African
diaspora even more fascinating.

After dinner, Julien offered to clean up while everyone retreated.
Sydney took Joel upstairs for a few more rounds, this time slower and
longer. Instead of ravishing and tearing, they kissed and stroked. He
pushed her against the wall, entered her from behind, his voice low
and masculine in her ear: “I love you. I want you. I’ve missed you.
You’re mine.”

Joel was the only man in the world that could make love to her and
send her soaring, which only further solidified that their relationship
had only paused. They’d come back to each other, and she was
grateful to the universe for a second chance. To think that she’d ever
believed Tony could have replaced this, her lying in the crook of Joel’s
arm after a collapsing orgasm, him kissing her forehead each time she
stirred, was ludicrous. She was where she was always supposed to be.
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Sweat poured from Sydney’s body like an open
faucet, but the trainer that Mo and Julien had sent over didn’t let up.
The woman’s dirty-blonde hair was almost brown, her ponytail
drenched, but she kept her hands up near her face, ready to spar again.

Sydney was bent over and panting. The training room, the large
addition in the back they’d mistaken for an oversized barn, housed an
array of gym equipment, punching bags, speed bags, suspension train-
ers, and a boxing ring in the middle.

“You’re not punking out on me, are you?” the woman asked, giving
Sydney a tap on the shoulder.

“In your dreams, Jenna.” Sydney straightened and sucked her
mouthpiece back into her mouth. “Let’s get it.”

Joel watched on, coming up on his fourth lap on the treadmill,
finally getting back to a sense of normalcy as his stomach wound
healed. They’d been at the house for a little over a month and Sydney
had trained every day since, day and night, getting up early to run
before Jenna came in to put her through hell.

Well…to put them through hell.



He wasn’t spared the peach-skinned, freckle-faced woman’s wrath
simply because of his injury. While she was in the ring with Sydney,
she kept one eye—or what felt like an extra two in the back of her
head—on him to make sure that he was completing his exercises. It
had hurt like hell in the beginning, but he couldn’t deny how good it
felt to finally be getting back. He was finally starting to feel like a
Special Agent again, and maybe even more than that.

Though he and Gage could never find a way to see eye to eye,
they’d come to a mutually respectful place after Tayler’s ordeal. Yet, it
had still surprised him when Julien had approached him and asked
him to join the group of men, wedging out a permanent place in their
covert operating unit. And though he didn’t have all the logistics
about exactly what it was they did, he couldn’t deny how much he
salivated over the fewer restrictions private work gave him.

Julien had offered him two choices: work with them while
remaining a liaison with the Bureau, or leave the federal government
entirely. He’d then started spouting off about pensions and retirement
which had brought Julien to a roaring laugh as he motioned to the
house they were staying in, a minor business asset in the grand
scheme of their holdings. Joel’s mind had then gone to Sydney, the
kids he planned to have with her, that elaborate wedding he’d always
wanted to give her, and those Valentino pumps she’d loved so much.
He didn’t have to be a millionaire, but if he could give his family peace
of mind, at least financially, then it was worth it.

Then there was the safety issue. Julien had told him that, out of
retaliation for some of the tasks they’d executed, Gage’s entire family
in Australia had been murdered some years back. Their line of work
came with an indelible tête-à-tête as it was often personal, and
involved some of the highest forms of abject sociopathy the modern
world had ever seen. Joel didn’t want to imagine any harm coming to
his unassuming, retired parents that lived in Chesapeake, both retired
school teachers who could regularly be found in Keds and khakis

76 K. ALEX WALKER



drinking black coffee in the mall bookstore. His recently divorced
older sister lived in a brownstone with his thirteen-year old nephew in
New York, and of course there was Syd and her family. But he also had
to consider that Gage was getting married, and he and Tayler were
already talking about their first child. Julien was already married with
plans to give Thandie a brother or sister, and Giorgio would kill any
and everything that even breathed on Mo, though no one had yet to
figure out the configuration of that relationship.

It was a lot to consider, but deep inside, he knew he’d already
come to a conclusion. Watching Sydney work her butt off just for the
sake of justice, he could easily step away from the Bureau just to give
her one of these big ass houses to live in. She would have plenty of
support to run her foundation, and great friends in Mo and Tayler and
those he hadn’t met yet. They operated like a family, albeit a lethal
family, but a family nonetheless.

The machine beeped to signal the end of his run, and Jenna ducked
a right hook to look back at him. “Weights. Now.”

His chest rumbled as he coughed. “Can I have a water break?”
“Water break? Your lady’s not asking for a water break and she’s

working three times as hard.”
Sydney continued to advance on her, but she remained in step.
He couldn’t be goaded with a jab like that. His lady was a beautiful

professional boxer that could kick the ass of ninety-five percent of the
world’s population, male or female.

“I’m taking a water break.” He picked up his half-empty bottle to
squeeze into his mouth.

“Well then, so be—”
Jenna’s sentence was cut off by a combination of right and left

hooks to her padded headgear, and she stumbled backwards until she
fell with her back pressed against the corner of the ring. Sydney
crouched in front of her and pushed her mouthpiece out of her mouth
with her tongue.
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“I think, my dear,” she said, detaching the Velcro on her gloves,
“that that is a knockout. Nobody tells my man what to do but me.”

Joel held up his bottle. “Damn straight.”
“Quiet, baby.”
“Yes ma’am.”
She winked at him and a grin spread across his face before he

moved to the suspension trainer, touching the scar on his stomach
once, maybe for good luck. Jenna crackled with laughter and grabbed
the hand Sydney extended, pulling herself up to stand.

LATER THAT NIGHT, Joel rolled over to find himself alone in bed. He
reached for his phone to verify that it was indeed the middle of the
night, and he still had yet to figure out where it was Sydney ran off to.
This was the third night he’d found himself alone, the space next to
him hollow and cold as he ran his hand across it searching for her
warmth. The other nights he hadn’t followed, trusting that she would
eventually return to bed and wrap her limbs around him, which she
did. But they were much closer to D-day, the fight with Shanda just a
couple of weeks away, and tonight he felt compelled to get an assess-
ment of her headspace.

He flung his legs over the side of the mattress, stretched the
muscles in his neck, and padded through the house. The entire struc-
ture was dark except for the beam of light reflecting from the moon
through the large back windows. He headed past the room where
Malcolm and Sasha slept and made his way downstairs. Through the
windows, he could see that there was light in the boxing studio out
back.

He stepped through the sliding doors and walked over to the
studio, the night perfect with a round, full moon, clear skies, and air
that neither chilled nor burned his skin. When he reached the studio,
he pulled the door open and was met with Sydney’s back, her t-shirt
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matted and covered with sweat, her focus on the training dummy in
front of her.

He walked over and stood next to the dummy.
“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked, jabbing a fist into its abdomen.
“I woke up and noticed you weren’t in bed.”
“Not the first time I’ve crept out.”
“I know. Syd,” he grabbed the dummy, stabilized it, “stop for a

minute.”
“Six weeks, Joel.” She tossed up a combo, shaking his grip. “Six

weeks is all I had to do exactly what I promised my father I wouldn’t
do.”

“There were extenuating circumstances, Syd.”
Her focus briefly shifted to him, then returned on target. “Didn’t

matter if it was six weeks, six months, or six years. I signed a contract
that said, more or less, that I had one more in me. I never officially
retired on paper, just as a lie to my father. What if,” she spun around,
landed a backhand, “this is all it takes? My father was worried about
lesions, but this last hurrah could leave bullets in my brain.”

Realizing that getting her to stop was out of the picture, he situ-
ated himself behind the dummy and held it firm. “You really want to
focus on what ifs right now, Syd?”

“What else do I have, Joel?”
“You have me.”
She stopped, stared at him.
“I’m with you this time around,” he said. “Whatever happens,

we’re in this together. You’ll always have me…forever.”
She grinned. “Slipping into poetry, Lattimore.”
“I know. Those were some pretty sweet lines, weren’t they?”
“Hmm…your high school stuff was better.”
She was barely able to sustain a smile before her shoulders fell and

her chin dipped to her chest, which expanded in slow, deep breaths.
He released his grip on the dummy and placed a hand on each shoul-
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der. He let her have a few minutes to calm herself, and didn’t speak
again until she looked up at him.

“What was it that Robert was always saying?” he asked, hoping
that mentioning her parents didn’t make the situation worse, espe-
cially considering that she didn’t know exactly where they were.

Sydney bounced her shoulders and tapped the side of her nose. In
the best imitation of her father’s voice, she said, “Baby girl, they’re
just jealous of that pretty face.”

“They wanna hit that pretty face, but you better tell ‘em,” Joel
added. “Tell ‘em Syd…”

“Ain’t no getting one on a Donovan.”
She laughed, thick and loud and nearly collapsing to the floor,

before stepping into his arms.
“Thank you, Joel.” She squeezed him. “I needed that. I needed to

remember him. This fight isn’t just about me. It’s about him, us, the
life we intend to have.”

He cupped her chin and brushed his lips over hers. “Leave the rest
up to me and the guys.”

She reached forward for another kiss, and he pulled her tight to his
body. When they pulled apart, the edges of her skin appeared warped
through his lusty haze.

“So…about these guys,” she began.
He traced her lips with his tongue. “What about them?”
“Are we completely sure they won’t kill us?”
“Not really.”
“That Giorgio, though. “She nipped his lip. “He’s kinda sexy. That

gorgeous dark hair, those dark, dark eyes—”
“Eyes for me only, please.”
She giggled when he swatted her on the bottom. “Aren’t we

insecure?”
“Very.”
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He lifted her and walked towards the ring. They maneuvered
through the ropes, coming to rest in the middle of the platform. Joel
tugged at her shorts and her top until she was naked beneath him, then
slipped out of his boxers. The heat emanating between her legs was
like a lure. He’d tried on numerous occasions to take his time, to relish
in her tightness, wetness and warmth, but his brain could never forget.
Yet, even though it never forgot, sinking into her always felt brand new.
The way her walls gripped every inch of him and how she tilted her
hips, welcoming even more of his dick, drove him drunk with lust.
Then, as she was doing now, she tightened her legs around his back.

The floor of the boxing ring was solid but springy. Biting back the
searing pleasure that begged him to lose restraint and spill inside her
walls, he used it to his advantage. He caught his rhythm, her ass
bouncing against the mat and popping back against his pelvis and his
sac. Her skin was warm and smooth and covered in sweat. He licked
her neck, her taste natural and salty, and continued until he found the
spot that made her crumble years ago, and still made her whimper
today.

“Jo…el, no.” Her breaths were short and overtaken by desire. “I’m
sweaty.”

He licked her again, and covered the spot with his mouth. Her
nails sunk into his back and her hips rose to meet his pelvis, causing
her walls to suction him. He sucked and without looking at her, could
tell that she was biting her bottom lip. That her eyes were closed, and
her brows were tilted slightly towards the center of her face in that
look that sat right in the middle of pleasure and pain.

She begged him not to stop, like he could even if he tried, and
tugged at him until she was an arching, screaming bundle of ecstasy.
He couldn’t last long watching her writhe like that, knowing that he
was responsible for taking her to those soaring heights of pleasure.
His orgasm followed, surging from him in uncontrolled waves,
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spurting and spreading, draining him until he was a panting mess,
hovering over her on unsteady arms.

“Damn, baby,” she said, kissing him on the nose.
“Damn, baby?” He laughed. “If I could put that shit on a scale, I

guarantee that I could do pretty well on the streets.”
She faked a gasp. “You want to sell my stuff?”
Joel’s ear twitched. “What’d you say, Syd?”
“I’m kidd—”
“No, I think you’re onto something.” He kissed her forehead, then

rolled to lay next to her side. “Syd, I think I just figured out what new
business our good friend, Popović, is getting into.”

The meeting room was small and stunk like the fish market it neigh-
bored despite the hordes of odor absorbers hanging about. The girls
were herded in like cattle, and Aleksandar stroked his chin with the
back of his palm as he took them all in. A few of the women’s noses
were turned up; those who knew better kept their expressions
masked. Excellent work had been done, a standard that was required
for anyone even conceiving to conduct business with him.

There were eight of them with mouths full of straight, white teeth,
bushels of hair from blonde to red, black to chocolate, and enough
meat on their bones to satisfy his building list of wealthy, exclusive
clientele. One of the girls cried shamelessly, the youngest of the
bunch, but he felt no remorse for her. As far as he was concerned, this
life would be a step up from what they would have eventually
endured. In this life, they could live in fancy houses and receive trin-
kets. Some of them even went on to earn wages.

The younger came with the older, like the redhead who looked to be in
her mid-twenties whose blue eyes darted around the room in fear. There
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was something about watching her, about taking a woman’s power—the
one that created a V between her thighs—and making it work for him. It
was exhilarating, enticing, and gave him more of a high than dollar signs
ever could. He would never cease to be amazed at what money could buy.

“Where’s the one I requested?” His gaze landed on each of the
eight faces, all unfamiliar. “Jarvis promised me the one with the short
hair. The attorney.”

“She’s tied up right now.”
The man that answered was tall and had limbs that extended past

his height. His looks were unassuming: a shaved head, sunglasses,
and a beaded necklace of his country’s flag, but he wielded a machete
like a pocket knife.

He didn’t seem interested in delivering what Jarvis had promised,
and after his fallout with Sydney, Aleksandar had been looking
forward to the short, dark-haired, dusky woman. He’d been assured
that he could have her, and being an attorney, he was sure that she
would have easily satisfied his societal palate. A woman with her back-
ground would have readily appreciated being enshrouded by the finer
things in life.

“Tied up?” he asked. “Literally or figuratively?”
The man shrugged, didn’t say a word more.
Aleksandar let a few beats pass before he accepted that he

wouldn’t get more than that as a response, then flicked his wrist.
“These will do.”

The man left, walking through the fish market looking about as
unassuming as an elephant in a daycare center. Aleksandar’s eyes fell
on his right-hand man, Oleg. Oleg had been raised as a part of his
family, like a son to his father’s sister, after he was rescued from an
orphanage in Russia in the midst of a violent scandal. Many of the
children that had been a part of the scandal had eventually been
displaced, some of them shipped off to neighboring countries and
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others as far as Africa. Until he’d come to live with them, Oleg had
been known only as X1785.

“Anything new on Lattimore?” he asked.
“Off the grid.” Oleg slapped a folder on the desk in front of him.

“We think he had help.”
Aleksandar scanned the images retrieved from the BMW that had

been found beneath the overpass. One of the fallen men in the photos
had been his cousin, Grigory, who’d barely made it past the age of
eighteen. It had been a devastating, nearly impossible task telling his
aunt that Grigory had lost his life while on duty. She’d then had the
nerve to blame him, accusing him of luring the young man under his
sadistic tutelage. But Grigory had made his choice. He’d known the
risks.

His hands were clean.
His team of men had yet to figure out exactly what weapon had

sliced through Grigory’s carotid, a blade of some sort but with an odd,
rounded edge almost like a miniature scythe.

“I hope you’re not about to tell me that you don’t know who might
have helped him,” Aleksandar said.

Oleg’s lips clamped shut.
“At least answer this. Did he take Sydney?”
“She, her sister, and her sister’s husband are also missing. The

parents are with the US Marshals.”
“Easy enough.” He looked away from the photos. “We have

connections in the Marshals.”
“They had a switch out. Our guys are no longer in the loop. We’re

still working on getting the identities of their replacements.”
Aleksandar snarled and snapped the folder shut. “At the very least,

Sydney is doing the fight which means that Lattimore, and whoever
helped him, will be there. Have you done all the groundwork to
ensure that things go smoothly that day?”

Oleg looked back at the room of men. Two of them nodded.
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“Okay then. We’re done here.”
They dispersed.
Aleksandar stepped outside, draped a pair of sunglasses over his

face, and waited for a black sedan to pull up to the curb. Out of habit,
his eyes darted around the perimeter. He looked to the boats at the
dock and the people walking by, completely unaware of what was
taking place right in front of their ignorance. Though privileged, he’d
never been led to believe that the world was anything more than it
was—a cesspool of depravity. He won by taking, by drowning his
competition. This would be no different. He would not accept being
placed over a barrel by a man whose main source of power was the
public’s unwavering trust, a dual identity with an ability that even a
chameleon did not possess. He also would not be intimidated by an
FBI peon and his amateur henchmen.

When he was satisfied that there’d been no eyes on him, he
slipped into the car and headed to the next location on his agenda.

Across the bay, Michael Huang tapped his ear. “The meeting Joel
mentioned, it happened today. They brought in some girls. He
mentioned the name ‘Jarvis,’ which means that Dez’s issue just over-
lapped with Joel’s.”

Julien swore. “Did he say anything about the fight?”
“Something’s rigged for that day. I’m guessing Sydney’s a target,

maybe even Joel. He said something about our guys, but for all he
knows, we’re ghosts. Neither Wolfe nor Pozza showed up in any of the
pictures.”

“Figured as much. Good work. I think that’s all we need for now,
but keep an ear out. There might be something else I need for you to
do. In the meantime, where are you headed?”

Michael pushed himself up from his position on a ledge beneath
the interstate. The Washington Channel was like a soft roar beneath
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him, the water licking at the concrete holding up the overpass. The
day was mild, the heat nothing like his time spent in Florida, Cali-
fornia or even Nevada on reconnaissance missions. He preferred his
summers this way.

They were especially nothing like the summers in Texas, even
though he used to always find imaginative ways to cool down when-
ever she was around.

He put away his long range scope. “Vacation.”
“What? Seriously?” Julien asked. “You’re finally taking a break?”
A speedboat whose exterior was deliberately painted to mimic the

colors of a scarlet macaw was coasting closer to him on the edge of the
tide. Michael waited until the boat had drifted beneath the overpass
before dropping down onto it. No one would see him this far out, not
that he was worried. DC was one the smallest places he’d ever been
where it was easy to get lost. There was so much to experience, to
inhale, that he didn’t blame those who didn’t look up. Without them,
he couldn’t have done more than half of his job.

Once situated, he overrode the automatic controls on the boat,
climbed out of his jeans to reveal a pair of colorful, beach shorts
beneath, and lazily drifted.

“Call me if you need me,” he said. “I’ll be around.”
Julien laughed that laugh that he’d become very familiar with; the

one that said he understood that the extent of their conversation was
over.

“Alright, man. I’ll be in touch.”
Michael tapped his ear, pulled out the earpiece, and tossed it

behind him. He grabbed a cold, glass bottle of Coca-Cola from a cooler
sitting in the boat’s hutch, popped the top, and relaxed while looking
at the video feed on the iPad he’d pulled out. There was a woman,
long and lithe with skin as flawless and beautiful as the darkest
roasted bean, sitting on the balcony of the house she had no idea he’d
bought for her. A man that she had no idea had been planted—again,
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by him—appeared with a glass of lemonade, extending it to her over
her right shoulder. He’d get back there one day, at her side where he
rightfully belonged. For now, he was required to keep his distance.
Things were still turbulent, and her safety was, and would always be
his number one priority.

He took a swig, tapping his left hand on the boat’s hard surface, a
soft knick reverberating around him from the sound of the gold band
he wore on his fourth finger.
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Sydney was composed, sitting on a bench near the
lockers, legs crossed and eyes closed. Joel was perched against the
lockers across from her, arms folded, his eyes scanning her from the
inside out. His breakfast was knocking.

FBI agents had been placed around the venue. Julien, Gage, and
Giorgio had returned, and were doing their best to remain inconspic-
uous among the spectators. Still, he didn’t feel that she was safe
enough.

He’d dropped the ball with Tayler back in North Carolina as she’d
walked, quite literally, into the crosshairs of an automated rifle. This
situation felt eerily similar, though he hoped it wouldn’t end up
having a similar result. He wasn’t yet detached from the Bureau, but
the sanctions that still had him around the neck would easily be
forgotten if anything happened to Sydney.

Sasha and Malcolm’s request to be dispersed among the crowd had
been denied. Ultimately, it would have compromised Sydney’s safety.
She didn’t need the distraction and, of everyone else in attendance,



Sasha and Malcolm were the most unlikely to be able to defend
themselves.

She slowly opened her eyes and unfolded her legs.
“I’m ready.”
He moved over to where she sat. The smile that she gave him was

sweet, but held an edge of fear. “You’re going to kick ass, Donovan,”
he assured.

In one motion, she rose and pressed their lips together. “Oh, you
know I will.”

He followed her out to the ring and the minute she appeared, roars
went up in the air. Shanda was already in her corner, her shoulders
being massaged by a tall, pale man with greying hair. Joel was
surprised by the turnout as the size of the crowd was comparable to
that of a male boxing match. Sydney’s notoriety had been far-reaching,
especially because of who her father had been, and she’d developed a
following like no other female boxer had until Haugen had popped up
on the scene.

Her hair was braided back compared to Shanda’s ponytail tuft.
Shanda’s eyes were like blue daggers, but Sydney didn’t even as much
as twitch as she slithered through the ropes into the ring.

She knocked her gloves together and stretched her neck before
finding her seat in her own corner. Bruce Wiler, an old friend of the
Donovan family, had shown up to play the role of the interim manager
in her father’s absence.

He halved his body in order to yell commands in Sydney’s ear. Joel
noticed Giorgio standing in a far corner, Julien in another, and Gage in
the middle of the crowd. He didn’t see any familiar faces from the
Bureau, which meant that either no one had actually shown up, or
they were doing a hell of a job blending in.

The roar gradually dulled as the women stood and walked to the
center of the ring. The announcer’s words came through the micro-
phone like an overexcited, loud stream of mumbling, then the iconic
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boxer’s starting bell followed. Joel pulled in a vacuum-strength breath
as he watched Shanda and Sydney dance around the ring.

The first hit Sydney took knocked her off balance, and he had to
physically restrain himself from crawling into the ring as she stumbled
backwards, Shanda landing blows to her head and torso until she was
pinned against the rope. She held her hands up to her face, but Shanda
continued to strike until the referee split them apart.

Sydney flexed her neck, dropped her shoulders, and then poised
herself again. Shanda’s grin rippled up to the corners of her eyes, and
she came swinging again. Sydney continued to take blows to the head,
and Joel’s earth shook whenever she was struck. He wanted to climb
through the ropes, grab her by the back of her tank top, and wring it
until he squeezed out the fight within her that he could see she was
holding back.

“Syd!” he shouted through the noise. “Dammit, fight back.”
The bell sounded, ending the round, and she plopped down into

the corner. The skin above her brow was split and swelling. Shanda’s
face was still a clear, pristine buttercream, with only hints of red from
her flowing aggression.

“Syd, what’s going on?” He bent near her ear. “Why aren’t you
fighting back?”

Her eyes went to the crowd, and he followed her gaze to Alek-
sandar sitting among the stands, the look on his face making for a
barely passable innocent bystander.

“Do you think that he’ll really be satisfied?” she asked. “If I win
today, if I lose today, do you think it’ll make any difference? He won’t
stop, will he?”

Her head tilted towards him. He reached forward and kissed her
forehead.

“You know the answer to that, Syd.”
She closed her eyes, nodded, opened them again. “I know. I guess,

I just needed to hear you confirm it.”
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Her wound was cleaned and taped. Joel balled his fist and she
tapped her glove against it before moving back to the center of the
ring. The bell sounded, and the next round began.

It started, playing out much like the first, Sydney ending up tied to
the ropes once again. But as Shanda’s goading smile started to appear,
Sydney advanced and landed a strike against her chin. Startled, Shanda
stumbled and Sydney continued to pummel, the muscles in her shoul-
ders and back flexing with each hit. Shanda lifted her gloves to her
face to stop the barrage, but Sydney didn’t let up until the next bell
rang, and they retreated. This time, boxing’s princess didn’t look as
regal as she fell into her corner.

Joel, smiling like he’d been in the ring next to Sydney, bent to offer
more words of encouragement in her ear when he spotted Giorgio
moving out of the corner of his eye. For such a large man, he moved
with the stealth of an unmanned fighter jet. On the other side of the
room, Gage was also in motion. When he checked where Aleksandar
had been sitting, his seat was empty.

The hairs on his arms and the back of his neck reached for the
heavens. He straightened when the bell sounded, tracking a skilled eye
around the room for anomalies. Giorgio and Gage were still in motion,
but Julien was no longer at his post. Something was off in the room,
enough to throw off his equilibrium, but stopping a multi-million
dollar fight wasn’t exactly a simple feat. It wasn’t something that he
could do on a hunch.

Then he saw it—the gleam of something high in the stands. It
looked like the reflection off of a pair of glasses in a room behind
tinted glass.

“Syd!”
She automatically turned when she heard him call her name,

ducking to avoid a blow that Shanda swung at her temple. At the same
time, a bullet whizzed by and smashed against the ring, loud like
someone had dropped a boulder. Seconds later, the screams came.
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Joel quickly glanced up in the direction of the gleam and saw that
it was where Julien had disappeared to, and he was fighting with the
shooter. It was his interference that had steered the bullet away from
Sydney, and Joel decided then and there that his first born would have
some part of the man’s name.

Aleksandar’s men suddenly emerged from different locations
around the venue, Gage and Giorgio taking them down one by one.
Sydney looked back towards Shanda whose smugness had given away
to fear, then she kept her head low as she made her way over to Joel.
He grabbed her, rolled out of the ring, and pulled her with him only to
run right into one of Aleksandar’s men.

The man swung a punch and Joel ducked. Right when he ducked,
Sydney went for his jaw, and it landed with a satisfying crunch against
the man’s face. Joel brought a fist into his gut, then, when he hunched
over, a knee to his trachea. The man toppled over and they were
almost immediately accosted by a second.

The man grabbed Sydney around the waist, but just as Joel went to
pull him off, Shanda struck a roundhouse kick against the man’s
temple.

Shocked, they turned to look at her.
“Get out of here, Haugen,” Sydney instructed with a wry smile.
“I’ve got you next time, Donovan.”
Shanda ran in the opposite direction, and Sydney and Joel made

their way towards the exits camouflaged and sandwiched between the
chaos of bodies pushing in the same direction.

Once they were outside, they spotted Julien standing among the
commotion. Aleksandar’s men were still dispersed through the crowd,
but no longer as easily spotted. Mo and another, helmeted woman
suddenly appeared on motorcycles, and Joel knew that this type of
adrenaline rush was something he would have never received in the
Bureau. Even the nerves in his fingertips were tingling.

The minute Mo pulled up, Giorgio appeared almost literally out of
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nowhere. The small, circular blades he carried were dangling from his
belt, a couple of the spots where they’d been attached, empty. He had
a glock in his left hand, yet he looked as calm as a father walking
down a grocery aisle. Gage appeared a few seconds after.

“You two are going to take the car,” Mo instructed, pointing to the
parking lot and the black, Jaguar F-type sports coupe sitting there.
“Me and Gio are heading off this way, and Tayler and Gage will take
that way. We know where to meet up.”

Tayler Diaz removed her helmet and shook out her locs. “Long
time no see, Agent Lattimore,” she said.

Gage charged over. “The hell? Tayler, you know you’re not supp—”
“I missed you.” She reached forward, caressed his knuckles. “I

couldn’t wait to see you.”
The hard, hulk of a man softened at her touch, and Joel wondered

if any of them registered that they were still in the middle of an active,
and very volatile, crime scene.

“Everybody got their instructions?” Mo asked, climbing back onto
the bike, this time behind Giorgio. She didn’t wait for an answer.
“Good, we’ll meet at the rendezvous point. And be careful with the
car. Her name is Smoke. She’s Gio’s baby.”

“So we’re running?” Joel asked, watching them speed off.
Julien started to walk backwards. “When I was a kid, I used to play

this game where I’d push long stems into tarantula holes to see if I
could get one to bite.” He tipped his chin towards Aleksandar
standing across the way, flanked by a horde of men. His eyes were
directly on them.

“He bit.”
Joel jogged, Sydney right next to him, to the car. He tugged open

the door, but before they got inside, Sydney grinned and gave Alek-
sandar another generous middle finger. He started forward but
stopped when he noticed the police cars and FBI cruisers closing in.

Joel drove away, following the prompts on the GPS.

94 K. ALEX WALKER



“What the hell do you guys do?”
The GPS had directed them back to the safe house to regroup. She

and Joel had been the first to arrive, Sasha running into Sydney’s arms
the minute the door opened. A few short minutes later, the rest of the
men, and women, had pulled up and they were all now sitting in the
middle of the living area.

Sydney stood with her hands on her hips, still in her tank and
shorts, waiting for a response.

“We do what police do,” Julien answered.
“Police?” She pointed in what she assumed was the general direc-

tion of the boxing venue. “Police don’t do that. The FBI doesn’t do
that. Motorcycles? Escape plans?”

“You ask that now?” Julien chuckled. “After seeing what Gage and
the Dark Knight here did that afternoon beneath the overpass, now is
when you want to ask that question?”

“That was different.” She folded her arms. “Kinda. Look, I wasn’t
as curious back then as I am now. What are you guys, former
military?”

“At some point,” Tayler answered, squeezing Gage’s forearm. He’d
almost completely encircled her in his large embrace in a plush leather
seat next to the fireplace they’d called the “chair-and-a half.”

“But not now.” Sydney nodded slowly, giving her brain time to
process. “I’ve never been, done, I…I don’t know what I’m trying to
say. That was like, straight out of a movie.”

“It was…something,” Joel spoke up. “Something that I think I can
get used to.”

Sydney’s head whipped around. “Get used to? What are you
talking about?”

“These gentlemen,” he lifted his hands, motioned around, “asked
me to join them.”
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“I didn’t ask you shit,” Gage spat.
“God dammit, can’t we just get along for two seconds? I protected

Tayler. That should count for something.”
“Gage, play nice,” Tayler said, biting back a smile. “He did help.”
“Fuckwit.”
Joel pointed at Gage. “Give it time. We’re going to be the best of

friends one day. We’ll even get matching lockets: ‘J and G, best friends
forever.’ ”

Gage reached towards his hip, but Tayler grabbed his wrist. “He’s
kidding, baby. Calm down. Good boy.”

Gage glared at her in a way that would have sent chills down
Sydney’s spine, but all Tayler did was smile at him. Watching on,
Sydney was amazed at how much he loved her, and how much she
could see it even in the unconventional way it showed on his face. He
would die for her, kill even, and she wondered if he ever had.

She pulled herself away from their exchange to get back to the task
at hand—Joel…joining them.

Sure, watching him lay cover fire had been sexy, but she couldn’t
handle a lifetime of him going out on whatever it was these men went
out on, biting her fingernails to the skin waiting for him to come
home, hoping it was in at least two good pieces. And she couldn’t
handle a lifetime without him, so it wasn’t as though walking away
was an option. Not again. Never again.

“Jojo, can we talk?”
Joel winced. Gage’s brow shot up to the ceiling.
“Jojo?” Gage asked.
“Drop it, Wolfe.”
“Alright, alright. I’m sorry, mate.” He paused. “…Jojo.”
Joel sighed and tipped his head to motion Sydney over. “Sure.

What about?”
“In private, if you don’t mind,” she said.
“Baby, these are good people. At least, for the most part.” He
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flicked his thumb at Gage. “They just went through a lot to save your
life. Talk freely.”

“I guess,” she looked from Mo to Tayler, “my question would be
better suited for the two of you. I’m mostly worried about Joel’s
safety. You guys seem to get involved in some pretty dangerous, for
lack of a better word, shit. How do you guys handle it? Don’t you
worry?”

Tayler looked over at Mo who held up her hands in defense.
“I have no words,” she said. Giorgio sat on the floor between her

knees, scrolling through her phone. “But…hypothetically speaking, if
Giorgio and I were in a relationship, then no. I wouldn’t worry. Have
you met him? I’m probably as afraid of him as his enemies.”

Tayler snorted a laugh and Gage pulled her closer, burying his face
in her neck. She lazily stroked his arm and placed occasional kisses
against his forehead.

“I worry,” she said.
Gage grunted.
“What? I do. Remember what happened? I almost lost you, Gage.

You know how happy you make me, how much I love you, so of course
I worry. Especially now, I worry even more. But,” she turned to
Sydney, “it’s what he wants to do. It’s what makes him happy. Then
when I think about all of the people he’s helped, I get it. He’s reunited
so many different families, stopped mass casualties. And he does all of
this without needing to be recognized for it, which I think is pretty
noble. Plus, Gage is going to do what he wants to do anyhow.”

“I’m really missing my woman right about now,” Julien said, scrub-
bing his hands through his hair. “Wonder what she’d say about me.”

“I’m curious too,” Tayler added. “I mean, you guys have Thandie.
How do you handle, uh, being away from your daughter for so long?”

Gage pulled her tighter and kissed her jaw.
“It’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever done in my life,” Julien

confessed. “One of our first private missions was in South America. A
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major drug kingpin in Colombia had finally been captured after slip-
ping out of arrests three times in ten years. We got the call six weeks
after my little booger was born. Six fucking weeks. I won’t lie, I cried
like a damn baby the night I had to leave my little girl and my Ari. But
this man had been killing families, families like mine, so I had to do
what I had to do. Honestly, though, I never really get scared. These
guys, they’re not ordinary. I’m not ordinary. Giorgio is barely even
human. They’ve got my back, and it’s not easy to, I guess, pull the
wool over our eyes. Believe it or not, I feel safer with them standing in
the middle of a war zone than I do walking alone down the street of a
gated suburban neighborhood.”

Sydney didn’t deny the ease his story instilled in her.
“We’re like a family, Sydney,” Julien added. “These men are my

brothers. Our bond is even stronger now because of the women
they’ve been bringing along for the ride. We’re actually planning to go
to the Alps for our annual trip when Dez gets back from overseas.
And, from what I’ve seen and heard, we’ll probably have another
woman in tow. For him, it’ll be like Hercules wrangling a tornado, but
Dez is…persuasive.” He blushed. “The Disney Hercules movie is one
of Thandie’s favorites.”

He seemed so normal, yet so dangerous at the same time, Sydney
realized. Looking at Joel, she could see that he was the same. He was
unassuming, but somehow, these men thought that he could hold his
own with them. She thought he could hold his own with them.

“You really want to do this?” She wrapped her arms around him.
“What am I saying? Of course, you really want to do this. I freakin’
want you to do this.”

He kissed the top of her head. “I love you, Syd.”
“I love you too, but I have one more question,” she added. “Does

Giorgio ever talk?”
All eyes went to Mo. Giorgio had returned her phone and was

laying back against her knees, eyes closed, with a grip on each calf.
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She was staring down into his face with a wistful, half-smile before
she noticed they’d been waiting for a response.

“Huh?” She cleared her throat. “Oh, yeah. He talks when he wants
to. Gio communicates more so in gestures, I’d say. Like now, with the
vise grip he’s got on my calves, he’s saying that I’m not going
anywhere. When he took my hair tie before I got on the jet to go to
my cousin’s baby shower, he was saying that I’d better come back or
he’d come find me. The way he barely gives me breathing room, he’s
saying that I…don’t get any breathing room.”

She tittered a laugh and Sydney caught a slight stroke against her
leg from Giorgio’s index finger.

“And the flowers?” Gage asked, the bass in his voice a complete
contrast to how he cuddled with Tayler, showering her with affection
as though she held the key to something precious.

“Oh yeah, he gets me flowers.” Mo’s face saddened slightly. “He
gets them whenever they have to leave for a while.”

“But we’ve been finishing missions much quicker ever since they
met,” Julien added. “And I like how we just sat here and talked about
this man like he’s the family pet.”

They all erupted in laughter…until the sound of breaking glass
shot through the room, blanketing them in the brief silence that often
dangled in the air before realization set in. Joel closed his body over
Sydney’s and she dropped to the floor as gunfire followed, bringing
more shattering glass with it.

“What the fuck?” Julien, through the commotion, pulled out his
phone. “How’d they find us? Why didn’t the sensors go off?”

He tapped a button on his phone and all the lights in the house
went out. Sasha whimpered and Sydney wished that she could make
her sister out in the dark.

“It’s Popović’s men,” Julien announced. “Somehow, they figured
out how to disable my sensors. We’ve got a three-sixty, all bodies. Ten,
maybe more. Back-up cameras are coming up…now.”
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“You see Popović?” Joel asked.
“No visual on Popović. We’ve got four advancing from the rear, six

at the front. You guys stay down. Get behind the breakfast bar. I’m
bringing back the lights in six seconds. Lattimore, got a piece?”

“Yeah,” Joel answered.
“Cover me.”
The lights flipped on and Sydney dropped to the floor as men

flooded the house, weapons raised.
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Joel pulled back on the trigger, hitting two of the
men before the others ran for cover. He kept one eye on the chaos and
the other on Sydney as she crawled over to the breakfast bar, one arm
around Sasha’s middle. Julien had tossed Malcolm a gun, and Giorgio
was standing in front of Mo.

“Tayler, I don’t want you firing a gun right now,” Gage said.
“But I have good aim,” Tayler argued.
“I know. It’s just not a good—”
She grabbed a glock from his waistband, and landed two slugs in a

couple of the men that had crept in from the back with a level of preci-
sion that Joel had never seen. She was so small and unassuming. She
was a doctor, for goodness sakes. Where the hell would she have
learned to shoot like that?

“Dammit, Tayler.” Gage picked her up by the waist, carried her
across the room to where Sasha and Sydney were. “Reason with me.”

“But—”
He cradled her lower abdomen. “Reason with me.”



She covered his hand with both of hers. “Okay. I’m sorry. Please be
careful and I love you. So very much.”

He kissed her forehead then reentered the fray, coming up behind
one of Popović’s men and bending his arm behind his back until they
heard several cracks that sounded like bone being snapped in multiple
places.

One of the men dropped his gun and charged Joel. Joel sidestepped
him and hooked his arm around the man’s neck, clotheslining him.
His foot extended into the neck of a second man who ran forward, and
when the man collapsed, he jabbed his elbow into the first assailant’s
sternum.

Although Julien had said he’d estimated only ten men, it felt like
they were being attacked by an army. Henchmen bled from the
windows, walls, the garage. It was like Aleksandar was hiding outside
with a crank, and whenever enemy supplies became low, he would just
churn out more bodies to fall into what would eventually be unmoving
heaps on the hardwood floors.

“Shit!”
Joel looked up. Mo was grabbing her arm, and there was blood

seeping between her fingers. One of the men was staring at her from
the other side of the cracked glass, his thick mustache cradling the
satisfied smile on his face.

Joel started toward her, but Julien extended his hand to block his
path. He then motioned for all of them to take a few steps back.

“Gio,” Mo examined her arm, “I got hit. But it looks like it just
gra—”

The man’s satisfied grin was immediately replaced by a grimace. In
seconds, he had a bullet in his forehead. Giorgio’s hand then made a
full circle around the room, each tug of his finger taking the men
down like targets on a dartboard.

When he was tired of the gun, he reached for a few of the circular
blades and tossed them like he was spreading out a deck of cards,
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taking down more of Aleksandar’s entourage. One man, stupidly as
Joel could only put it, made his way through the barrage and ran
towards Giorgio, but then side-stepped him at the last minute to try
to get to Mo. He’d barely touched a finger to one of the tiny, feminine
hairs on Mo’s arm before Giorgio unclipped the scythe-holder from his
belt and wrapped it around the man’s neck. He bent close to the
man’s ear, whispered something unknown to the room, then tugged
firmly on the wire. The man’s body thudded to the ground, the last of
the ambush, then Giorgio pulled a new wire from his pocket to reat-
tach his remaining scythes.

He grabbed Mo’s arm, examined it, and then pulled another blade,
a spear point, from his pocket. Nothing but fury released it, a quick
flick of his wrist, and it pierced the wall behind them, inches away
from the side of Malcolm’s head. Joel gave Malcolm sixty seconds
before he passed out. The hand holding the gun trembled, and when
he walked over and took it from him, from the weight, he could tell
that not a single shot had been fired.

“I’m okay, Gio,” Mo reassured. “It’s just a graze.”
He tugged her by the elbow, and they disappeared into the master

suite.
Julien looked over at Joel and Malcolm. “Muzzle,” he said.
The two men sent him quizzical looks.
“You’ve never seen that cartoon?” he continued. “Road Rovers?”
The looks grew deeper.
“Wait ‘til you have your first kid. You’ll find yourself up at three

am on YouTube looking for the cartoons that you grew up on to watch
with them on Saturday mornings.”

“So,” Joel checked his gun’s cartridge, “was that part of the strat-
egy? We leave the ring where we had our target in our sights, just to
come back here to get ambushed?”

The levity disappeared as Julien’s face turned serious. “The plan
was to bait Popović. I’m pretty sure that, up until today, he thought he
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was going up against just you and Sydney. We should have thrown
him off his game, forced a mistake. The device I left him was specifi-
cally for him to track us here.” He walked to the front of the room and
pulled apart what had appeared to be a built-in bookcase. “I just don’t
know how the hell they got around my sensors. You can’t cut them.
There aren’t any wires. You would have to hack into them to disable
them, but there’s no way Popović would have tech that advanced.
Unless…”

Sydney walked back over to Joel, her gaze avoiding the bodies on
the floor. He pulled her to his side and pressed a kiss to the top of her
head.

“Unless…?” Joel asked.
“You think it might be him?” Gage asked.
“Ryle?” Julien shook his head. “Couldn’t be.”
“Seven years ago, when we had to neutralize that uprising in

Somalia, that was the last time anybody ever hacked your tech,” Gage
said. “It was Ryle. He disappeared off the grid after that.”

Julien glanced up briefly, then his head fell back to the computer.
With another kiss, Joel released Sydney and joined the men, deciding
that it was now or never to establish his role among them.

“Who’s Ryle?” he asked.
“Can’t be him.” Julien shook his head again but didn’t seem

convinced. “Last I heard, Ryle operated out of Norway. What would he
be doing tied up with the Serbs?”

“Do we know if Popović might be running girls as a partner with
someone?” Joel asked. “Maybe someone with even more pull than his
organization? Because truthfully, I can’t see him taking orders from
anybody unless they sit much higher on the totem pole than he does.
Maybe this organization, or even this person, is the one who could
have put this Ryle guy on his radar.”

Julien silently glanced down at his phone, then he cursed. “That
chip that was in Sydney’s earring, I took a schematic of it and reverse
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engineered something similar. I mean, I’d never seen one so small.
When Popović was walking into the building, I bumped into him and
attached it to his watch. It was simple. Traceable. He would have felt it
and followed us back here thinking he had the advantage, but I would
have sensed him a mile off when he tripped the sensors. I should
have.” He turned over the face of his phone to reveal what looked like
a scanning program. “But somebody was bugging me. Used my phone
to hack into the alarm system. Fuck. I can’t believe I didn’t pick up on
that.”

“You created the tracker for him to find us,” Gage said. “Does it
work the other way? Can we find Popović?”

Joel’s phone went off, and he looked down to see John calling.
“Yeah, John?”

From John’s tone, he could tell that the situation was grave. “The
Marshals are dead.”

“Come again?”
John’s sigh bit like thorns. “Sydney’s parents hadn’t been trans-

ferred yet. They were still holed up in a safe house in Richmond,
waiting for a placement, but under heavy protection. At shift change,
the guys who took over found one of the Marshals dead.”

“And…Sydney’s parents?”
“Look…Lattimore…I’m sorry…”
Joel’s heart slowly filled with boiling water, and his eyes darted to

Sydney checking Tayler and Sasha to make sure they hadn’t gotten
hurt as well.

“John, don’t tell me that.”
“They were under the tightest security, Lattimore. Nothing could

have infiltrated it but a man on the inside. Nothing. I know the Serbs
have deep pockets, but we’re talking about a decorated fucking
Marshal here. I vetted him myself. I never would have seen it coming.”

Sydney, sensing his shift in mood, looked up. “Everything okay,
Joel?”
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“Tell me you’re wrong, John. Did Popović take them somewhere?
We can track them down. Maybe you don’t have the resources, but I
have the resources. Tell me—”

“I’m sorry, Lattimore.”
“Fuck.” His eyes stung. His scalp pleaded against the grip he had

on his hair. “I don’t even know how to tell Sydney this shit. And
Sasha’s here too.”

“Are they safe?”
“Probably the safest place in the world right now.”
Giorgio emerged from the room, once again tugging Mo by the

hand. There was a bandage wrapped around her arm, one entirely too
large for her injury, and the look on her face said that she was thinking
the same thing.

“I don’t even know how I’m going to…damn. Anybody got eyes on
Popović?”

“We have a tactical team heading to a location, but you know I
can’t tell you where that is.”

“You don’t have to.”
“What does that mean?”
“Nothing. Nothing. Look, I gotta go talk to Syd and Sasha. I’ll get

back at you later.”
“He saw you at the match, Lattimore,” John said, his tone a warn-

ing. “He saw you with Sydney.”
“I’ve probably been on that man’s radar ever since Emil.”
“I’m just saying. We can offer protection.”
Joel scoffed, the sensation like broken glass in the back of his

throat. “Obviously, not good enough.”
“That was one time.”
“One time is all it takes to destroy somebody’s entire world.”
“Look,” John made a sound, like a sigh weaving its way

through gravel, “you know I can’t tell you where the location is.
But keep your phone close. It might find its way to you, some-
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how. It’s the federal government. Sometimes our tech
messes  up.”

Joel barely heard a word.
He glanced up at Sydney again. She was still studying him, her eyes

narrowed, her brows nearly touching. Her gaze traced him, feet to
head, head to feet, before she zoned in on his face. Her lids then tore
back. Her eyes became round balls of realization, which then flashed
over to her sister. Sasha looked up, and they didn’t need to exchange
words. Sydney had seen it in him. She knew what had happened.

“The Marshals…” he tried the words, but they died in the air.
He’d done this before, notifying families of a loved one they’d lost.

It wasn’t something he’d had to do in a long time, but no matter how
many times he had, that feeling was still the same—the dread that
began as a knot deep in the pits of his stomach, growing with each
storefront, playground, and street sign he passed. It would transform
into a raging fire once he arrived, pulling up on the curb or halfway
down the driveway. The curtains would always flutter, the door
opening slowly because most of the time, it was obvious that the
family already knew. A man in uniform randomly coming to the house
never arrived toting cookies, happiness, and good fortune.

“What happened?” Julien asked, he and Gage now privy to the
silent commotion. “The Marshals? What happened to the Marshals?
The guys they had on them were clean. I checked it out.”

“There might have been a switch-out.” Joel could barely hold
Sydney’s gaze for more than seconds before he had to look away. He
hadn’t said the words yet, and he knew he had to, but it would hurt
her worse. She already knew, but it would hurt her worse.

“The Donovans were…” His chest filled with air. A man on the
ground groaned. Giorgio kicked him quiet.

“…they were killed.”
Neither Sydney nor Sasha screamed. They didn’t cry out. They just

stared, mouths gaping, a pocket of air around them as though they’d
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been exiled to an invisible island. Sydney shook, not that he could see
it, but he could feel it, each vibration like a pebble being thrown
against his skin. Malcolm went to Sasha and she walked away, step-
ping over fallen bodies until she’d disappeared into one of the down-
stairs bathrooms. Sydney’s eyes darted back, forth, looking up but not
quite at the ceiling. He knew that she was seeing memories, a past
that she now had to cement in her brain because it would be the only
reminder of the parents that once had been.

“I’m so sorry, Syd.”
His feet remained lodged in place, sinking into peat.
Two men appeared at the door, cautiously stepping inside to avoid

the shards of glass, but unconcerned about the bodies spread across
the floor. They wore suits and gloves, hinting at their purpose at the
house.

“We have to go,” Julien said, his voice low as he scanned Sydney’s
face.

“Go where?” Sydney’s voice didn’t sound like her own.
Tayler walked up behind her, grabbed her hand, and wrapped an

arm around her waist. Joel recalled that Tayler had lost her mother
young and unexpectedly, so could probably relate to exactly what
Sydney was going through. But when he looked over at Gage, he saw
pure familiarity.

Sasha reappeared from the bathroom, eyes red and her face spotted
with moisture. Malcolm went to her, and this time she let herself fall
into him. As she sobbed, he turned back to the room.

“This isn’t exactly our speed,” he said. “All of this has been over-
whelming for us both. I’m just a regular guy comfortable with my
regular job. We go on trips every once in a while where the most
daring thing we do is eat fried crickets and chocolate-covered worms.
This is too much. And now look where it’s gotten us.”

Sydney’s head fell. “You’re right. And it’s my fault.”
“Syd—”
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“Joel, stop it. I was the one who threatened Tony. When you told
me about what he was mixed up in, I should have just gone back to
him. Left this thing alone. Now…”

Her bottom lip quivered and she found a grip on Tayler’s arm.
“You didn’t have anything to do with this,” Gage spoke up. “You

didn’t make him a sadist.”
Sydney inhaled sharply, looked up at him.
“You couldn’t have ever done anything to stop him.”
Joel reached for her and pulled her into his arms. “But we can.”

Aleksandar smiled, pulling on a pair of black, leather gloves. He tilted
his head to the side then brought it back upright, taking in the sight in
front of him. Robert and Aida Donovan were fastened to chairs, back
to back, but still trying to grab the other’s hand. He didn’t fault them
for searching for comfort in their final days.

He walked over, the heel of his oxfords clicking against the wooden
floor, and crouched in front of Sydney’s mother. Her skin was smooth
were he traced it, along her jawline, and she didn’t recoil like he’d
anticipated. Instead, she watched him, her mouth behind the grey
duct-tape spread from cheek to cheek without even as much as a
quiver. He liked the older woman. In reality, he liked them both.
Sunday dinners at their home was always warm and welcoming, at
least when he ignored the bit of frost the woman always regarded him
with. He never faulted her for that. In fact, he respected her for it.
She’d been able to see through the façade, something not many, if any,
had been able to do.

“Everything will be okay,” he told her. “Syd will be here soon.”
Robert was silent, looking straight ahead.
“You okay there, sir?” Aleksandar asked, dropping his hand on the

man’s shoulder. “Nothing to worry about.”
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Robert shrugged him away. He rose, turned, and walked back
across the room.

“Did you give them the information?”
John Richards folded his arms across his chest, and sat on the

corner of a desk in the middle of the empty room, in a house that
would never be traced back to either of them.

“He got it,” he said.
“And you told him Syd’s parents were killed?”
“I did,” John answered. “Look, are we done here? I have a few

rounds of golf calling my name with the US Attorney.”
Aleksandar held up his hands. “We’re done.”
As John walked past him and towards the door, Aleksandar

contemplated putting his hands around the man’s neck and twisting.
It was why he’d donned the gloves, his mind already two steps ahead
of him as he envisioned the man’s dark brown suit crumpled on the
floor. But doing so would only start a chain of events that he wasn’t
ready to deal with, namely because it would interfere with his new
business.

So, he watched him leave. When he was gone, his focus fell back to
the couple sitting tied in front of them. It had been several hours.
They would be hungry.
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They didn’t have time for her to mope though her
heart felt like it was being jostled around in a bag filled with rusty
nails. After all of this, after everything was over, she would have time
to be depressed. She would have time to mourn. For now, the blood in
her veins had been tainted by revenge. Tony had gone too far. This had
never been about her parents, but now knowing what she knew, this
was how the mafia operated.

They’d relocated to another house, this one a bit cozier. She didn’t
pay much attention on the ride, and the sky had remained dark on the
entire journey, so she had no idea where they’d ended up this time.

Sasha and Malcolm had tapped out, flying back to California
almost immediately after they’d left the last place. The men had a few
connections out there that would keep an eye out for them, but Gage
had said that his gut told him Tony’s focus had narrowed. Tony’s
world now consisted of only her and Joel, and apparently no one ques-
tioned Gage’s gut.

She was standing at the top of polished, wooden stairs in a pair of
flannel pajamas watching Joel, Gage, and Julien strategize in a kitchen



that would be a chef’s dream. The cabinets were white, the counter-
tops dark. Pendant lights hanging from the ceiling illuminated the
men, Joel absolutely magnificent beneath the spotlight. Giorgio sat off
in the living room studying photos of who she presumed to be some
of Aleksandar’s men. After his reaction to Mo’s graze, she didn’t want
to imagine what he would do if the woman ever got seriously hurt.

“Melatonin,” Tayler said, walking up behind her.
“I don’t want to sleep,” Sydney snapped. Thinking better of it, she

sighed and softened her voice. “I’m sorry.”
“No, no, I understand. I’m a tough girl. I can take whatever you

dish out.”
Sydney opened her mouth to respond, but changed her train of

thought. “I’m not ready to process it yet.”
“We never are.” Tayler shrugged. “But make sure that, when all of

this is over, you give yourself a moment. Me, I used to envision
walking out to the lake behind the house I’d bought in North
Carolina, but ever since I moved in with Gage, it’s been walking on
the beach in Malibu at sunrise. He walks with me. Holds my hand
without me asking. If you knew who he was before all of this, you’d
know why just thinking about that gives me chills.”

Sydney’s laugh was harsh and brief. “Not any beaches to enjoy
in DC.”

“I’m just saying...find your zen. Don’t try to run away or tamp
down your grief.” Her eyes drifted to where Gage was seated at the
same moment he looked up at her. “Trust me, Syd.”

“I appreciate the pep talk, Tayler, but until you lose a parent—”
“And you shouldn’t be so quick to judge,” Tayler cut her off. “My

mother was killed in an accident when I was younger. And Gage, he
knows your pain better than anybody in this room. Literally.”

Sydney gasped and mentally cursed at herself. “I’m sorry, Tayler.”
“It’s alright. I’ve seen the worst of a situation like this, what it can

do, in that man right there. Plus, as a physician, it’s pretty much my
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lifelong duty to make sure that people are taking care of themselves. I
can’t help it. I’m a meddler.”

With that, Sydney smiled. She didn’t think she’d had the gesture
anywhere inside of her, but there it was. It was easy then to under-
stand how Tayler and Gage had come to be. There was something
alluring about Tayler’s affection. Her presence alone was enough to
bring comfort to everyone around her.

“Thanks, Tayler.” She jutted her chin at the men. “What are they
doing?”

“Finding Aleksandar’s location.”
“But didn’t John give it to them?”
“They don’t trust John. The address that he gave Joel, they tracked

it to a warehouse about an hour’s drive from here. Huang did a clean
sweep of the place and no one had occupied it to conduct any form of
business for over twelve years. Julien also checked in with the FBI, and
there’s been nothing about a team going to any location. Not even
Popović’s main house. He’s lying, which probably means that Pop’s
been paying him.”

Sydney’s fists clenched. To think that she’d been in the same room
with the man.

“They’re probably going to get Huang to do some reconnaissance,
if he’s not there already,” Tayler continued. “Gage was telling me
about this gadget Julien made where, using acoustic vibrations, he can
map the blueprint of a house without going inside. Then they’ll prob-
ably use heat signals or something to figure out what kind of bodies
he has inside.”

“And Tony won’t see any of this coming?” Sydney asked. “What
makes them so sure?”

“Because he doesn’t know what he’s dealing with. Your defense is
constructed based on your knowledge of your enemy. He thinks that
it’s Joel and the Bureau, so his defense is his contact in the Bureau. He
thinks he’s got the in.”
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Sydney looked down at Joel hovering over the marble countertop,
his dark hair falling in front of his face. “Being with Gage, is that how
you know all of this?” she asked.

Tayler nodded. “He’s my family. They’re my family.”
“And you’re creating a family.” Sydney pointed to Tayler’s stomach.

“Congratulations.”
“Don’t congratulate me just yet. Have you seen how that man can

carry me with one arm? And I’m supposed to give birth to his kid?
No, don’t congratulate me. Pray for me.”

Again, Sydney smiled. Though the smile felt thin, like a cellophane
covering, she appreciated that it was still there. When all of this was
over and she’d decided to take her time to mourn, she would
remember moments like this, people like Tayler. And she hoped that it
was those memories that helped get her to a place where she was able
to sustain a life in a world where her parents no longer existed.

Joel yawned, pushed his hair back. He looked up, his eyes finding
hers, and he tipped his head towards the back doors. Sydney nodded
and they met outside on soft grass edged by a dark pond overlooking a
handful of thick trees. The sky was black and starless, the moon
covered by a heavy cloud.

They came together in silence, limbs locking and bodies pressed
against each other. Sydney buried her face in Joel’s chest and took a
moment to be still, focusing instead on the earthy smell coming off
the lake, the soft chirp of crickets in the distance, and the humid air
sticking heat to her face before it was cooled by a gust of wind.

She thought back to them as children, naïve and hopelessly in love.
Unlike most parents, hers had been supportive of her and Joel. Her
mother had always claimed that Joel softened her in a way that none
of them had ever thought possible, and that falling in love with
someone who truly returned that love was rare, so to find it so young
had been a blessing.

“Sasha and I don’t have any children,” she barely choked out. “My

114 K. ALEX WALKER



parents, Daddy especially, always wanted grandchildren. Now they
won’t even—”

“We’ll tell our children about them until we’re blue in the face,”
Joel said. “Through us, they’ll come alive, and we’ll double the love
we give them so they never feel like any of it is lacking.”

She nodded. “We will.”
They fell silent again, the sounds of nature taking over, and eventu-

ally eased down to take a seat on the grass. Joel lay back while Sydney
lay stretched across his chest, quiet tears spilling onto his shirt. The
silence was soothing, almost therapeutic. Her thoughts were wrinkled,
so any chaos from the outside would have only increased her
agitation.

“Joel?” She looked up to find him already looking down at her.
“Marry me.”

There was a light of surprise in his eyes, like lightning in a sky not
yet fully darkened by storm.

“Are you asking me that because you feel like you’re losing every-
thing?” He sat up. “Because I won’t do this unless we’re both ready,
and I’ve been ready for years.”

“I’m ready, Joel.”
Her voice shook, but she hoped he didn’t take it as uncertainty. At

this point in her life, she should have been married to him for at least
ten years. Knowing Joel, they would probably have had at least three
children by now. Her parents would have had the grandchildren they’d
been hoping for, and Tony would have never existed as part of her life.

He sighed and eased back to the grass. “Okay. Then…no.”
It was like a bullet to her chest. “No?”
“Nope.” He glanced at her through one eye. “Feels like shit,

doesn’t it?”
“Seriously?” She shot up and made her way to the door. “You’d do

that to me right now? Now, Joel?”
He hopped up and raced after her. “Shit, Syd. I’m sor—”
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He was cut off by the devious smile on her face, and with a laugh,
pulled her into his arms and kissed her forehead.

“I love you, you know?” he said, unknowingly echoing the very
same phrase he’d used when he’d first confessed his love.

Sydney felt as though she could fall into him, and continue to
perpetually fall without ever hitting the floor. “I know. I love you too.
Thank you, Joel.”

“Marry me, Syd. I was going to ask once all of this was over but—”
“A million times, yes.” She tipped on her toes to kiss him. “A

million times.”
“Wow, a ‘yes’ without a ring? I must be a special guy.”
She secured her fingers behind his back, pressed her cheek against

his chest, closed her eyes, and they rocked together right there in the
backyard. “You are,” she said. “Plus, I still have the one you gave me
back then. I always have it.”

“I’ll get you a better one.”
“I know, I know. Once we’ve made it.”
Emotion lassoed her throat, but somehow he knew and held her

with just enough force for it to feel as though it was being strained
through her pores and into his body. She hoped that Malcolm was
somewhere doing the same for Sasha, but all of her thoughts became
muddled as tears poured forth. Her nose no longer registered the
smell of earth. All she could hear was the rumbling of her sadness in
her ears, her nostrils flogged by the smoke of her despair. Her parents
were gone.

Her parents were gone.

116 K. ALEX WALKER



11

The men in front of him crouching several yards
out from the structure in the distance could not have possessed actual
human hearts. Joel’s heart was beating hard enough to tear right
through his skin, yet there hadn’t been even a droplet of sweat on the
brows of the men who would be his comrades from now on. The
Bureau had had its challenges, its intense moments, but there was
always the knowledge that there’d been an entire department behind
him. Now, these men were all he had. There were four of them, five if
you counted the mysterious one that he only knew as Huang, a voice
through a speaker. That one had already canvassed the compound,
made his report, and had left to attend to his next assignment.

“Huang said that there are girls inside,” Julien said.
“I’ll take the South entrance.” Gage mapped out his plan in the air

with an index finger. “Giorgio, you’ll wrap around and go through that
east window. According to Huang, the girls are there.”

“I’ll disable their network,” Julien added.
“And what about me?” Joel asked.



“What about you, mate?” Gage looked back at him. “I’ll leave a
shirt for you to press while we’re in there. I like lots of starch.”

It befuddled him how he could admire, respect, and despise
someone all at the same time.

Julien chuckled and shook his head. Giorgio’s gaze didn’t waver
from the building.

“Syd told me about you and Tayler,” Joel said. “Congrats, man. I
can’t wait to know the feeling.”

If Joel wasn’t mistaken, the hard lines of Gage’s glare seemed to
even out and disappear. There was nothing more humanizing than
human life, and the first time a man came to grips with the fact that
he was going to be a father in under a year. Even a beast like Gage
could be tamed by the sound of their child’s first cry. Maybe even
Giorgio.

“The back,” Gage said, his face giving away that Tayler was on his
mind. “You go through the back. You’re good at picking apart your
opponent’s defenses. Plus, we’ll be clearing a path for you to get to
Popović.”

“Why I do declare, Mr. Wolfe.” Joel exaggeratedly fanned his
fingers against his chest. “I think you might have just paid me a
compliment.”

“Get help, Lattimore.”
Julien laughed again, and even Giorgio cracked a smile that could

have probably fit inside the valley of a hairline fracture.
They talked strategy for a few more minutes before they disbanded

on their assignments.

The minute the adrenaline kicked in, the beating in Joel’s chest
calmed. He finally understood what Julien had been talking about.
Hell, he even felt as though he understood what Alan Moore had
meant. These men were not ordinary, and neither was he.
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On the signal—Julien disabling the electrical system which caused
every light in the house to go out—he kicked in the back door. As
expected, there was a man posted on each side of the doorway. He
disarmed the one on the left, pulling the gun from its holster and
disassembling it in seconds. By the time his partner on the right
caught on, Joel had already put the first man down. His partner fired a
shot at his head that kicked off the wall, and Joel grabbed the man’s
hand and cracked his wrist, causing the weapon to slide to the floor.
He then jammed the man’s head into the wall until he slithered to the
floor, unconscious.

He made it to the main area just as Julien and Gage were entering.
They looked up and he followed their attention to Giorgio on the
second floor. There was light filtering into the darkness behind him,
one of the only two rooms Julien had left with visibility. A little girl
who couldn’t be more than five years old was in his arms.

They made their way up, and Joel made out the spots of red on
Giorgio’s face.

“Are there more?” Gage asked.
Giorgio jerked his head towards the room next to them, and they

stepped through the door to find a room full of women and girls of
varying ages. There were mattress pads spread about the floor, some
of them bare and others covered by stained linen sheets. Some of the
women were sleeping while others huddled in the corner. They’d
likely encountered nothing but some of the worst forms of humanity
over the course of their stay, so it was only logical for them to cower
upon any stranger’s entry.

The room was suspiciously devoid of assailants, but there was an
open window in the back corner of the room.

A few of the older girls and women hugged the younger children to
them, protecting them even though they logically knew they couldn’t.

Julien’s fingers flexed in the gloves he wore, his increasing agita-
tion rising front and center. He’d never kept it a secret that an illegal
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adoption-slash-trafficking incident gone wrong had led to his circum-
stances in the United States, and the fact that he’d never seen his
biological mother again. The woman who’d raised him had stumbled
upon him by fate alone, and was eventually his gateway into technol-
ogy. But Joel could only imagine how large of a gap the man probably
still held onto, having no clue about how he’d come to be.

“You have anybody in the Bureau you still feel like you can trust?”
Julien asked, tossing him a phone. “Call them. Call local PD too. I’ll
have Mo contact some news stations. We’ll be out by the time they get
here. Lattimore, you go on up like we planned.”

Joel nodded and headed from the room just as he heard Gage say,
kneeling in front of a little girl, “We’re not here to hurt you.”

He continued up to the third level, Giorgio following him. They
encountered a few more men on their way to the room that Julien had
noticed had the least amount of bodies, which was why he believed it
was where Popović was hiding out. There’d been three people inside,
two of them in chairs and likely tied up. Joel had been hopeful when
he’d heard the news but didn’t say anything to Sydney, as he hadn’t
wanted to falsely instill that same hope within her. If John had lied
about Popović’s location, then it was possible that he’d also lied about
Sydney’s parents. He was using them as bait. For him or Sydney, he
didn’t know. But he would never get Sydney without him.

“So you really don’t talk?” he asked Giorgio as they walked along
the corridor. “I mean, how does that even work? How do they know
what you want?”

Giorgio didn’t respond, which he expected, but his own voice
served to break up the tension.

“Maybe you’re mute and I’m being an asshole. But then again, you
said something to that guy at the house. Right before you took him
out. It was libera nos a malo, right? ‘Deliver us from evil’ in Latin?”

Two men rounded the corner and Joel slammed his fist into one’s
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gut and tossed him over the third floor railing. Giorgio broke the other
man’s nose so loudly he immediately lost consciousness.

They came to the door at the end of the hall.
“He’s heard the commotion,” Joel said, his focus on the intricately

carved wood of the closed door. “He knows something’s happening
out here, so there’s a reason he hasn’t come out.”

They knew what they would find behind the door. Popović had
been expecting the Bureau, not a small, well-armed militia…of sorts.
The minute the raid began, he knew that he was backed into a corner.
Of course he’d kept Sydney’s parents alive. They were his bargaining
chip. They were the only way that he was getting out alive.

Giorgio kicked the door open and Popović was in the middle of the
room, his face drenched with sweat as he stood behind Aida and
Robert. Two pistols were aimed at their heads. Joel assessed that it
meant he wasn’t going to risk aiming at them and not taking out
either Aida or Robert. He’d intentionally locked his hands so that at
least one of them would die in the event of his own demise.

“So…you found me.” His voice was even and calm. “My diversion
was not enough for you.”

Joel took a step forward. “Not much of a diversion.”
“Take another step, Lattimore, and they’re dead.”
“Why don’t you just kill them? Joel asked. “They don’t mean

anything to you.”
“They mean everything to me. I kill them, you kill me.”
Joel cocked his head to the side. “Got me there, Pop. That’s the

truth. So let’s cut the bullshit. What do you want?”
Aleksandar tightened his grip on the steel. “You can answer that

question for yourself.”
“You’re not a killer.” Joel shrugged. “You’re a businessman. You

took the money Daddy gave you to build an empire. Do you really
think you could lead the Serbian mafia?”
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Aleksandar laughed, a sound that needed to be coated by a throat
lozenge. “The Serbian mafia? Is that what you think?”

“It’s what I know.”
“Then you disappoint me, Lattimore. Your purview is very limited

if you think that the largest sect of organized crime in your country is
foreign.”

Joel’s brows came together. “Like I said, cut the bullshit, Pop.
What do you want?”

“My wants are nil.”
“Is that so?”
“It is. You ever stop to think that, maybe it’s because you have

been riding my dick so hard for the last few months, you missed the
big picture?”

Joel smiled. “I prefer my gherkins on a sandwich.”
He heard a click and saw the veins in Aleksandar’s hand bulge with

just a slight loss of grip. The man’s palms were sweaty. Something
wasn’t right. From everything he’d ever read or studied about Alek-
sandar Popović, the man was supposed to be a natural born killer. He
shouldn’t have been showing any signs of fear. He was the type of man
that would put a bullet in his own head before being taken down by
the Bureau or anything like it. Popović was showing signs of fear like
an employee afraid of his boss’s repercussions. He was a man on a
mission, and their presence there meant that he’d failed.

Who was to say that he hadn’t been part of a macro game of chess?
He’d wrongly assumed that Popović’s men had been pawns, easily
sacrificed. But just as easily, Popović could have assumed the same
thing. He could have assumed that he was the King, the most impor-
tant piece, ignorant to the fact that he was indeed the queen being
sacrificed for the win. Perhaps that was why he trembled. He’d figured
it out at the same time they did. More than a discovered attack, it was
a discovered check.

Checkmate.
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But if that was the case, who the hell was pulling his strings?
Suddenly, Robert tipped his chair backwards. His legs kicked out,

knocking Aida’s chair over. In that split second, Joel registered Alek-
sandar’s distraction and hesitation. He lifted his gun and put a few
rounds in the man’s chest. Aleksandar began firing wildly and Giorgio
swooped in, grabbed Aida and Robert, and pulled them out of the line
of fire.

Joel moved to the side, taking cover just outside the doorway, and
waited for the sound of Aleksandar’s erratic firing to end. The man
was in no shape to reload. Once his clip emptied, he’d be left only
with hand-to-hand combat. As promised, he was going to lay hands
on the man, and only one of them was going to like the outcome.

The sounds of the shots ricocheting off the walls ended, and Joel
surveyed the room before stepping inside. Aleksandar was still stand-
ing, the guns on the floor on either side of him, splotches of blood on
his suit. His face wasn’t one of defeat, but of a man ready to take on
the greatest challenge of his life.

“This is a surprise.” Joel rolled up his sleeves, taking his time.
“With the way you love to hit on women, I’d expect to see you
cowering when confronted by a man.”

Aleksandar grinned and reached into his pocket. “It is done.”
He pulled out a small capsule and lifted it to his mouth. Joel

rushed forward, but stepped off the side at the last minute when a
small knife flew in Aleksandar’s direction, cleanly taking off the
fingers. The appendages fell to the floor, still attached to what looked
like an arsenic pill. Julien stood in the doorway, his hand returning to
his side. Giorgio was crouched down, removing Aida’s ties and knots.

Aleksandar looked down at his hand with wide eyes, then let out a
loud scream as pain flushed his body.

“Arsenic?” Joel asked. “That’s a spy tactic, Pop.”
“We have to move,” Julien said. “FBI’s on their way out. News is

right behind them.”
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“We’re just leaving him here? Look, we know now that John’s in
on this and there’s no telling who else he’s got inside the Bureau.
Plus, he has information we need, like who the hell he’s working for.
We need to take him with us.”

Julien eyed him. “Dead men can’t seek revenge. We have other
ways.”

Joel stalked towards Aleksandar. “That a business tagline?”
“More like a motto,” Julien answered.
Aleksandar made a swing for his head that Joel easily ducked.
“Fuck you, Lattimore,” he spat. “I will never talk.”
Joel grabbed him around the neck and shoved him into the wall.

“You’ll never talk?”
“Never.”
“I believe you.” Joel shrugged, smirking. “Dead men can’t seek

revenge, right Julien?”
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Sydney felt like she was sitting on a cushion filled
with dozens of pushpins. She was still at the second location, the cozy
house overlooking the lake, but she hadn’t been alone. In the span of
time that she’d been there, Ari had shown up with her and Julien’s
daughter, Thandie.

The girl was an adorable caramel delight, her hair blonde like her
mother’s and aunt’s, and braided to her scalp in the front with long
twists hanging down to the center of her back behind. She was unnat-
urally well-adjusted and very bright, having spent the last several days
reading on a comfy memory foam chair in the corner of the living
room. Looking at her, nobody would have a guess in the world that
her father was part of some Alan Moore-esque League of
Extraordinary Gentlemen.

Ari was different from the rest of the women in that she openly
worried about Julien, down to the point of fidgeting. Mo had explained
that it was in her nature, and that her sister worried about her plants
at home the same way if she was away too long. She was a dentist
who ran a private practice which Tayler had explained as a way to ease



Sydney into the fact that Ari “might stare at your teeth.” Nevertheless,
she’d never before met a group of women who were simply, and
genuinely, kind. It was a theme she’d noticed among them, an implicit
kindness that she guessed was necessary to possess in order to tame
men like Gage, Giorgio, and the like. She didn’t necessarily consider
herself to be kind, nice maybe but not kind, so she spent her time not
only worrying about Joel, but also wondering where she was supposed
to fit in among the nation’s estrogen-elite.

The door burst open and the men walked in. Tayler and Ari’s chess
game came to an abrupt end. Mo had been in the corner reading with
Thandie, but Thandie hopped up and screamed her father’s name
while making a mad dash for his embrace. Sydney watched them, the
realization that they were all families finally sinking in. Mercenaries,
assassins, whatever they might be, they did that they did to protect
those most important to them, as well as those important to others.

Then her guy walked in, white shirt and jeans, dark hair and
sparkling eyes, not bothering to search the room because he’d already
found her. Before she knew it, he was warm all around her. Arms,
chest, scent, he was in front of her and safe. He was even smiling, his
heart rate steady, and had taken time for a shower with his iconic Irish
Spring green soap.

“Told you not to worry about me,” he said, pressing a loud kiss
against her forehead. “Even though I’ll admit that, in the beginning, I
was so nervous that I thought my ass would fall off.”

Sydney sputtered a laugh into his chest. “It would have been okay.
A solid squat routine and you would have been good as new.”

“Oh yeah.” He stepped back and held her at arm’s length. “One
more thing.”

She looked up and over his shoulder, then nearly pushed him to
the floor shoving him aside to get to her parents walking through the
door. She’d had a dream about them, that same evening light creating
a cloak around their bodies, and had assumed that it was her own
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ideation of their ascent into heaven. But it had been this—them still
alive, walking through the door.

“Oh baby,” Aida cried, squeezing Sydney into her body. “Baby, it’s
so good to see you.”

“Me?” Tears were in Sydney’s eyes. “I thought I would never see
you guys again.”

Robert wrapped his arms around them both. “We’re okay, Syd. The
Donovans are a blessed bunch.”

Sydney turned to the room. “Have you guys—”
“We’ve already called Sasha,” Julien reassured.
She smiled as tears rolled down her cheeks, then turned back to

her parents. “You guys must be tired. Go upstairs and take a rest, and
we’ll figure everything else out after.”

“I couldn’t sleep right now if I tried,” Aida said, tossing up her
hands. “Look, gentlemen, I don’t know what it is that you do, but you
are all some very big boys. Big boys need to be fed. Point me towards
your kitchen. I can’t pay you, and I’ve already hugged you a million
times, so why don’t we sit down and have some dinner together?” Her
gaze went from Sydney to Joel. “As a family.”

“I’ll help,” Tayler volunteered, reaching for Aida’s hand and
walking to the kitchen.

Sydney led her father over to the living area, sat him down, and
plopped down next to him. He started, and instead of telling stories
about their ordeal, he simply said, “Thank you,” and looked to the
ceiling. Then he began on a story about one of his first fights, at age
ten, that let him know that fighting was in his future since the only
math he could ever figure out, was how many one-two combos was
necessary to take down big George Cumber.

Julien stared at his laptop screen, his fingers steepled beneath his
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chin. Gage was across the room, leaned against the wall with his arms
folded. On the screen was an image of a man escaping from Popović’s
compound minutes before he, Gage, Giorgio, and Joel had arrived.
With him, he had a young girl. At the end of the image loop was a
black screen. On the screen in terminal font were the words, “The
Ghost in the Machine,” the tag used by the man who went only by the
name Ryle, paying homage to the theorist who’d coined the phrase. It
was also a taunt to his moniker as no one had ever identified him, and
he left virtually zero trace of his presence in any system.

“Why would he suddenly reemerge after all these years?” Julien
asked, pushing a hand through his hair. “And working with Popović?
How would a small time mafia leader even know where to connect
with a man like Ryle?”

“Popović was working for somebody,” Joel said, entering the room.
“I figured it out right at the end. Someone had the Serbian mafia by
the balls. Popović was disposable, and he figured it out right when I
did.”

“Someone even further up on the Balkan crime chain,” Gage said.
Joel shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it might even be bigger than

that. I’m thinking that whoever was tugging Pop’s chains has more
pull than we can imagine. Way more pull. I wouldn’t even be surprised
if they’re responsible for putting the Balkan countries on the crime
map in the first place.”

“So we’re looking for higher than organized crime,” Julien said,
reaching for a pencil to tap on the desk. “Maybe a terrorist cell?”

“An entire organization,” Gage added.
“Popović said something about how I’m naïve—”
“He wasn’t wrong,” Gage cut him off.
Joel shot him a look. “Like I was saying before my bestie here cut

me off, he mentioned something about domestic organized crime.”
“Maybe like an alliance? A terrorist bloc on US soil?” Julien turned

back to the computer. “They’d have to be pretty well hidden with
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some serious longevity. Maybe even as far back as the eighteenth,
nineteenth century.”

“Like the Free Masons crossed over with the Illuminati.”
Both men looked at him like he’d gone insane.
“Damn, I’m kidding, guys.”
“Nothing like that’s ever come up on our map,” Julien went on.

“I’m pretty sure that if we’re dealing with an establishment that
embedded, they’d have sparked our radar once or twice.”

“Unless,” Gage jutted his chin at the computer, “they have a ghost
in their machine.”

The realization ushered in a round of silence. Julien continued to
stare at his computer, absent-mindedly tapping the pencil against the
desk, thinking simultaneously about the only opponent who had ever
gotten a one-up on him. It was something he’d never gotten over, and
the information seeping in began to combine and condense in his
brain, but he couldn’t process it.

“The fuck are we dealing with here, gentlemen?” he asked.
“I don’t know, but you know I’m down for finding out,” Gage said.

“They’ve got us set in their sights, and I have a family to protect.”
“I’m all for cutting some heads off of this Hydra,” Joel added.
“You do know that in the mythological tale, two heads grew back

whenever Heracles cut one off, right?” Julien asked him, suppressing a
grin.

Gage jutted a finger towards the living area. “Maybe you should
have Thandie teach you how to read.”

“Nah, I’ll just ask Tay—”
Gage’s hand had somehow already made his way around his neck,

pushing him back against the wall.
“What name was that?” Gage growled.
“Nothing, nothing.” Joel’s windpipe felt like it was preparing for

collapse. When Gage finally released him, he bent over, coughing.
“That was a real damn grip, Wolfe.”
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Gage and Julien replied at the same time:
“That’s my woman.”
“That’s his woman.”
Joel stood, stretched his neck, then laughed. “I can already tell that

it’s going to be good times with you gentlemen.”
Mo appeared, looking slightly unusual without Giorgio standing in

her pocket. Aida had taken a liking to him as he’d been the one to
undo her knots, so she’d designated him her kitchen helper. Though
they’d seen Giorgio do some unspeakable things, he always held the
utmost regard and respect for women, especially older women who
always ended up falling for his dark, neck length locks and straight-
face. They’d expected Mo to look relieved, but instead she simply
studied him wherever he went. Once, while studying him, he’d looked
up and their eyes had met. The resulting charge had come in so hot
that everyone in the room had felt it. They’d all then cast secret
glances at each other with discreet nods. Tayler had then whispered,
“He’s had to have hit that…from here all the way to Kazakhstan.”

Giorgio’s expression had changed, altering into one of his barely
there smiles that made less appearances than Bigfoot.

“Dinner’s ready,” she said. “And Joel, I was able to get in contact
with my friend. She can do the event since it won’t be very big, and
we’ve secured a minister.”

Julien and Gage looked at Joel.
“Oh, I didn’t tell you guys?” he asked. “I’m getting married.”
“Congratulations,” Julien said, standing and slapping hands.

“When? Where? We have to have a bachelor party.”
“Next month,” Joel answered. “In California.”
Gage’s ear perked up. “Where in California?”
Joel grinned. “This really nice house in Malibu. It’s got this view

overlooking the Pacific, tons of room—”
“Tayler!” Gage pushed his way past Mo out to the front. Mo stifled

a giggle with her hand and followed.

130 K. ALEX WALKER



“You know, you were worried about the wrong thing,” Julien told
Joel as they followed. “You were worried about getting hurt by one of
our enemies, but Gage might kill you before we even go out on a real
mission.”

Joel shrugged, still grinning. “I know.”
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“This…isn’t…a…bachelor party.”
Joel coughed, his lungs squeezing. He’d been promised a bachelor

party—booze, tassels, strippers—and then blindfolded right into this
room of torture. He’d barely had a minute to catch his breath before
Gage had jabbed a fist into his stomach, sending him staggering back-
wards. He’d had to find his feet while at the same time dodging the
man’s highly-skilled attacks.

The blindfold had fallen off and he’d been able to land a blow. The
minute his hand had connected, Gage had stopped and backed off.
Thinking that he was getting a moment’s reprieve, that he’d won
whatever this was, he’d taken a brief rest just for Julien to wrap an arm
around his neck from behind. He was still going toe-to-toe with Julien
mainly because he saw Giorgio standing off in the corner. He wasn’t
ready for him just yet, especially since he’d gotten the sense that Gage
had let him get a strike in.

“W—where are the strippers?” He ducked Julien’s backhanded fist.
“The music? Dammit, I have a week before I get married. You want



me standing across from Syd looking like I got caught in the middle of
a Tyson-Holyfield fight?”

“What are you talking about?” Julien tightened the straps on his
military-style, half-finger gloves. “This is a bachelor party.”

“Not in my world. It’s not a bachelor party without breasts in my
face.”

He backed away one step at a time as Julien advanced on him. He
was exhausted and the man had barely broken a sweat.

“We have to get you conditioned,” Gage’s voice boomed
throughout the space. “We don’t have much time.”

“Much time for what?”
Joel struck out and Julien went completely still, allowing the strike

to land against his sternum. He then moved to the side over to where
Gage was standing while Giorgio strolled out from the shadows.

Joel hung his head. “Ah…fuck.”

Sydney kept her jaw clenched to prevent her mouth from falling open
as she watched Tayler shoot a half dozen cans off of a wooden stump.
The woman was amazing. If she had that much precision with a
firearm, she could only imagine what she could do with a scalpel.

“Now, you try,” Tayler said, handing her the piece.
“Tayler, are you sure you’re supposed to be doing all this while

you’re, um, with child?” Sydney asked.
She cocked her head to the side, her eyes like looking through a

clear, river stream. “I’m not shooting at the baby.”
“But having guns around the baby?”
“That’s in my stomach.” Tayler laughed. “Trust me, this little one’s

pretty safe with a Papa like Gage Wolfe. Plus, I’m a certified trainer
and this area is safe. I’m still in the process of training Ari.”

Sydney slipped the gun from Tayler’s small palm. From the looks
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of it, she was at least six inches taller than Tayler, but the woman
packed a punch.

“And what about Mo?” she asked.
“Mo? Trust me, nobody needs to train Mo. The woman…let’s just

say she can do some pretty deadly, yet amazing things.”
She’d said it so nonchalantly, like it was commonplace to be a

woman with deadly skills walking around in Prada heels and carrying
a Chanel purse.

“She learn that from Giorgio?”
Tayler walked behind her and positioned her body. “No. Gage.”
Sydney lifted her arms, aimed. “Does their relationship ever make

you uncomfortable?”
“Absolutely not.” Tayler’s answer was immediate and sure.

“They’re like brother and sister. They grew up together. Plus, when
you’ve seen the things they’ve seen, you hold onto things like family.
Like love. These guys have been in the trenches, parts of completely
different worlds without ever having to leave Earth. The things that
those of us take pleasure in, those menial materialistic things, just
don’t apply to them. With Gage, I don’t even get jealous when I see
other women looking at him…all the damn time.” She smiled. “Well,
not that jealous. But you’ve seen him so I don’t blame them.”

Sydney was sure that had her sister been single and Gage
unattached, she would have taken a crack at him.

“But this man was ready to give up on life when we met. Then he
made the decision to let me in, something that, once you get to know
him, you’ll realize is very difficult for him. He looks at me, every day,
like nothing else in the world exists. I have no worries or concerns.
He’s mine and I’m his. Forever. When you find something as rare as
that in this convoluted, fucked up world, you’ll do anything to keep
it.” Tayler glanced across at Ari. “Plus, we have excellent role models.”

Sydney closed one eye.
“Keep both open,” Tayler instructed.
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The eye popped open, but she could barely see anything. Tears
clouded her vision. The hardened woman she’d once been was melting
away the more she was exposed to natural human kindness.

Sydney pulled back on the trigger…and missed every target.
She looked down at Tayler. “So…uh?”
“Work in progress, sweetheart.” Tayler added a bit of an Aussie lilt

to the end of her sentence. “Come on. Shoulders down, eyes open.
We’ll try again. Then, once I drop this kid, you’ll teach me some stuff
in the boxing ring.”

Sydney wiped her eyes and relaxed her shoulders. She started to
close one eye, but then flicked it back open. She pulled back on the
trigger, missed.

“We’ll get it right, yet,” Tayler said, once again with an Aussie lilt
and in a low voice, mimicking Gage. “Practice makes perfect, love.”

Sydney laughed, lifted her arms again, and aimed. She couldn’t
have ever asked for a better bachelorette party.

“Now…go.”
Her finger hovered over the trigger, then she squeezed.
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Gage’s California digs were more than impressive.
What the wedding planner had been able to do with the space and in
just four weeks was even more than that. The travertine floors picked
up the champagne-colored decorations like they’d been made for the
space. The event was small, intimate, and perfect. Sydney hadn’t
needed an elaborate wedding. This had been everything she’d wanted
and then some, which she’d revealed at the rehearsal.

Sasha and Malcolm had made it out and her parents had relocated
to California, buying a house not too far from them. Joel’s parents and
his sister had flown out the night before. Tayler and…well, just Tayler
had offered them a place to stay in one of the suites at she and Gage’s
place while Joel settled in with the group of men.

Now, overlooking the mountains and the oceans, Joel was finally
able to promise the woman standing across from him that he would
love, cherish, and protect her…forever. Fate had given them a fighting
chance, something most people never received in their lifetimes.
They’d been able to pick up right where they’d left off, and in circum-
stances that neither could have ever imagined.



Syd was so beautiful. Her hair was side-swept with large barrel
curls—at least, that was what she’d told them they were from the
multitude of pictures she’d shown him while searching for the perfect
style—with a flower behind her ear. There was a radiant glow to her
face, an intrinsic happiness set off by a light dusting of makeup that
only served to enhance her natural beauty. Her dress was a slightly
vintage ball gown—another thing he remembered from their conversa-
tions—and showed off her beautiful shoulders with a diamond neck-
lace dangling between breasts he’d definitely be taking mouthfuls of
later. Their friends and family surrounded them. No one had objected
to the union even though Gage had asked, “You sure about this, love?”
causing Sydney to laugh and blush.

And then just like that, she was Mrs. Joel Carter Lattimore.
His lips found hers and he crushed her to him, his hands wrapping

around her waist while hers went to his neck.
When they finally pulled apart, she stepped back and looked at

him. He gazed at her, still caught in the dream of it all. Her ring
gleamed against the California sunset.

He winked at her. “We made it, Mrs. Lattimore.”
“Ready for tomorrow,” she said, smiling and referencing what

would be their first full day as husband and wife.
He stepped forward, kissed her forehead. “Plus a million more.

The End
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EPILOGUE

“Didn’t think we would find you, did you, Richards?”
Joel surveyed the quaint, two-story Victorian that at least looked

like an FBI Special Agent-in-Charge could have afforded it on his base
salary. The man had been smart enough to not live above his means.
He’d remained under the radar, which hadn’t come as a surprise. One
didn’t get to his level within the Bureau by being the dumbest chicken
in the coop.

“Where are you, Lattimore?” John asked.
From where he and Gage were perched, they could see him in his

study, looking around the room and under his desk for an implant. He
wouldn’t find it, at least not in the next few minutes. Huang had been
silent and thorough.

“Does it matter?” Joel asked. “I can see you, that’s all that matters.
So take a seat in that expensive leather desk chair of yours and let’s
have a chat.”

John pushed himself from out under his desk, clenched his fist, but
then reluctantly sat.

“Good boy,” Joel taunted.



“Watch your mouth, Lattimore,” John spat. “Just because you’ve
got your buddies around you doesn’t mean that you’re invincible.”

“See, that’s what I was curious about. You saw me at the boxing
match and you saw who I was with, but you never mentioned
anything about it. I was really curious about that.”

“Maybe I didn’t have to. Maybe I wasn’t surprised.”
Joel’s ear twitched. “Share with the class, John.”
John laughed, leaned back in his chair. “Your new friends think

they’re covert? Not so much. Popović briefed me on them before they
showed up. How do you think he knew to track you?”

“I’ll be brief,” Joel said. “You can’t see it, but there’s a beautiful red
dot on the back of your skull. It’s almost like a bow, it’s so lovely. My
friend here is probably the best marksman in the country though his
covert status doesn’t lend him the opportunity to receive any acco-
lades for it. He’s also particular about leaving threads frayed, loose
ends untied, that sort of thing. So if you’re going to talk, talk. If not,
then we’re done here—”

“W-wait!” John was huffing and had lifted from his chair, one palm
flat on top of his desk. “Look, Lattimore, you have to help me. Pop’s
out of the picture so I know they’re coming after me.”

“And what makes you think I’d help you?”
“We go way back, Lattimore.”
Joel scoffed. “Your grimy ass nearly got my wife and her family

killed. We only go as far back as twenty-seconds ago.”
“Look, what if I give you information?”
Joel glanced down at Gage who shrugged.
“Whatcha got?”
“I was at Pop’s place in DC once and there were some men there.

They had thick accents, somewhere Caribbean. They were talking
about some op they had going on there. Something having to do with
the women that Pop was keeping at his place. They were after a young
Assistant US Attorney, Larke Tapley.”
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Gage briefly glanced up. “Larke Tapley? Dez’s Larke?”
“Sounds promising,” Joel said. “Tell me more, John.”
“That’s as much as I know. Larke has something they’re looking

for, but I don’t know what. Apparently, whatever it is, is huge enough
to shake the entire government infrastructure.” He turned and looked
out the window in their direction, though they both knew he couldn’t
see them. “Is that enough? Will you hel—”

Suddenly, there was a splatter of blood and John fell to the floor.
“Dammit, Wolfe. Not yet.”
Gage moved his scope. “Wasn’t me.”
“Huang’s coming is for an immediate extraction,” Julien suddenly

said into both their earpieces. “I just got a message.”
“From Ryle?” Gage asked as they made their way to the extraction

point.
“Yep.” The frustration in Julien’s voice was unmasked. “I’m getting

tired of this shit.”
“How much time until extraction?” Joel asked, keeping a keen eye

on their surroundings.
“Two minutes. You guys have air cover. I’m triangulating a position

based on the bullet’s trajectory. Huang’s going to the Southwest clear-
ing. Be extra vigilant. I…I don’t know how to trace him.”

They continued to move, navigating the terrain as though it was
covered by land mines. When they reached the clearing, Huang was
waiting in a Boeing Apache AH-64 and Joel made a mental note to,
once they were back home, have a moment with Sydney about that.
They’d gushed over the stainless steel balustrade at Gage’s house
during the wedding reception.

“We’re green,” he said once the helicopter had cleared the area.
On the other side of the phone, Julien barely responded. He was

still looking at his computer screen, angry enough to bite through the
wood on the desk. Staring back at him was another message:
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We will meet again.
-Ryle

In the background was a video loop of him blowing kisses against
Thandie’s cheek, and Ari’s hand stroking his back at Thandie’s fourth
birthday party.

“Julien?” He turned around. Ari was standing behind him, Thandie
asleep in her arms. “Another one?”

He nodded, his eyes on their daughter. “Yeah. Another one.”
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