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CHAPTER 7 

 
LEO KNEW HE’D DONE some pretty stupid things in his lifetime, but putting his hands 

on Ali Keats left all youthful indiscretions in the dust.  Not that it didn’t seem like genius at the time 
– her skin was soft and smooth, her response to him gratifyingly intense, and the scent and taste of 
her sent Leo’s brain spinning out of control into a lust-filled haze where all that mattered was getting 
more and more and more. 

It was dangerous. 
He thought back on his life and wondered if there had ever been a woman who got under 

his skin the way Ali did.  He thought back on Ali in nothing but killer boots and the skimpiest of 
thongs, fighting off a man twice her size, and wondered if he ever would.  She was incredible. 

She was a problem. 
Leo straightened his tie and checked his hair one last time in the mirror.  The groomed man 

who stared back at him was a far cry from the scruffy, haunted beast that had returned from two 
tours in Afghanistan with a Special Forces group.   

He’d served his country well, but had returned home to find that the world had moved on 
without him.  His parents had retired to putter around their garden in the Midwest, his college 
friends had all become bankers and lawyers, and the girl who promised she’d wait had married and 
had kids with someone else.  

Adrift. 
And he was.  His years in the dangerous places of the world had taught him caution and 

patience.  He had learned how to kill.  He had learned how to focus.  Unfortunately, somewhere 
along the line, Leo had lost his sense of joy, his connection with humanity.  For the first couple of 
years after his return home, he’d done odd jobs to pay the bills, but found himself becoming more 
and more disconnected, more out of touch.  There was no going back, and until he found his 
purpose, there was no going forward either. 

Purpose smacked him in the head one day while he was on his way to a construction gig 
downtown, and came across two of Nico’s thugs shaking down a quivering loan shark in an alley.  
The guy was a weasel, but Leo couldn’t leave him to be fish food.  He was almost grateful when they 
jumped him instead, blades drawn – it felt good to put all of his talents to work again, and he didn’t 
feel a morsel of regret for taking them down.  The weasely little loan shark was so grateful that over 
a drink or three, he spilled his guts and told him all about the almost mythically evil Nico Wallen. 

That night, Leo laid awake, thinking about Nico, a crazy plan forming in his head.  The next 
morning, he made a phone call to Dave Greer, an old unit buddy who had successfully transitioned 
into a career with the FBI.  Not surprisingly, Dave was against the idea – deep cover was risky, but 
Leo had convinced him.  He was the perfect candidate, and if he played his cards right, Nico would 
only see a brutish thug, burned out by long years of service, looking for a way to satisfy his violent 
streak and live on the edges of the law.   

And that was how it started.  Leo fed Dave information when he could, but with every 
passing year, every ruthless deal, and shocking display of Nico’s astounding brutality, Leo found his 
outrage building.  His empathy had returned – no one should have to suffer at the hands of a killer 
like Nico – but Leo’s tough outer shell had, if anything, gotten tougher. 

Until one bright-eyed little cat burglar wiggled her way in with a smirk. 



Taking a deep breath and reminding himself that distraction was death, Leo left his rooms 
and headed for the dining room, maneuvering the mansion’s long corridors and nodding to the 
servants he passed along the way. 

They’d gotten the ring, and Nico was pleased, but something was off.  Leo was waiting for 
the other shoe to drop, and he’d learned from experience that it would, and soon. 

Stepping into the dining room, the feeling of unease increased, but was quickly overpowered 
by a surge of annoying boyish delight.  Sitting across from Nico and Mila, enjoying a cup of coffee 
and nibbling on bacon, was Ali, looking fresh as a daisy and none the worse for wear in a simple 
green sundress, though Leo caught a glimpse of soft flats, a concession to her taped ankle, when she 
crossed those fabulous legs. 

Ali wouldn’t be here if Nico didn’t want something more. 
The other shoe was about to drop. 
 
“GOOD MORNING, MS. KEATS,” Leo rumbled, taking the seat next to hers and helping 

himself to coffee, “I didn’t think we’d be seeing you again so soon.” 
Ali mustered a bright smile and was glad Leo couldn’t see her internal fluttering.  It was one 

thing to share a shockingly intimate moment when they had just survived a dangerous heist, when 
adrenaline was running high – but it was quite another to make polite chit chat at the table and 
watch him blow on his coffee and have to remember the feel of those pursed lips around her clit, 
patiently wringing orgasm after orgasm out of her trembling body.  Not at breakfast. 

Hell, not in daylight, thought Ali, and willed herself not to blush.  Did the man have to sit right 
next to her?  Forget the pancakes she’d asked for, she’d just undo a few of Leo’s buttons, reach for 
the maple syrup, and help herself. 

Nico cleared his throat, and for once, Ali was grateful for the distraction, but heard her inner 
alarm bells go off when he pulled the ring from his pocket. 

“My thanks again, Miss Keats, for your assistance last night.  I imagine you had to be 
quite…creative…to pull this off.” 

Ali ignored Mila’s knowing smirk. 
“As we discussed,” Nico continued, “Your debt to me is paid.  You are free to go and lead a 

life of your choosing, free from care.  Take a vacation, perhaps.” 
Ali was giddy, and for one glorious moment, let herself believe, before cold, hard reality set 

in, along with a healthy dose of suspicion.  This was Nico.  Nothing was ever as it seemed. 
“However, before you go…” 
Ali’s triumph evaporated as though it had never been. 
Here we go. 
“I’d like you to acquire something for me.” 
“But you just said my debt was paid.”  She attempted to keep her voice even. 
“And it is.  However, your brother’s is not.” 
Ali felt a tide of fury rising up, unlike anything she’d ever experienced, and she was seconds 

from taking her butter knife and lunging across the table to find Nico’s jugular.  She would have, 
had Leo not chosen that exact moment to step on her toes under the table – luckily her good foot, 
but the momentary pain centered her, letting the rush of blood drain in her ears so she could hear 
Nico again, who was still talking. 

“…the favor to you in allowing your brother to live, but that does not mitigate Jonah’s initial 
crime.  He stole from me.” 

Fury was etched on Nico’s face, his flat snake-eyes alive with remembered anger. 
“That is not a debt so easily repaid.  So as I said, you may go, but if you do, your brother is 

mine to do with as I wish.” 



“But – ” 
This time, she felt Leo’s knee brush hers and subsided, taking a sip of coffee to steady 

herself. 
“If you wish to remain and work to pay off Jonah’s debt, I would be agreeable to the 

arrangement, since we’ve had such amicable dealings in the past.” 
“What do you want me to do?” 
Nico smiled, pleased, and held up the ring.  With a twist, the ugly, ornate piece came apart, 

revealing a secret compartment, and a tiny computer chip. 
“This, my friends, is a key,” he said, “The key to a cold safe Hunter McLeod keeps on his 

yacht in the harbor.  Inside is a small set of frozen vials.  I want you to get them for me.” 
“Nico, an hour after we stole that ring, you know they’ll have changed the codes.  That key 

is useless,” volunteered Leo, not looking at Ali. 
“That’s where Mila comes in.  Did you think she was just a pretty face?  My exquisite flower 

is also one of the premiere hackers in this hemisphere.” 
“From the existing code I can create a master key that will allow you to open the safe no 

matter how many times they change the key.” 
“Getting on that boat is…” Leo shook his head. 
“A challenge, agreed.  But if anyone can do it, our intrepid Miss Keats is the woman for the 

task.  Perhaps you can assist her again, since you worked so well together last time.” 
Ali finally pulled herself together to speak. 
“That won’t be necessary, Nico.  This one, I believe I can handle on my own.  I’ve seen that 

yacht – it’s a one-woman job.” 
A large plate of pancakes was set in front of her, and she forced herself to dig in with a 

sunny smile, ignoring Leo’s tense body beside her and Nico’s shark-like smile of approval at her 
acquiescence.  Every mouthful tasted like dust, but Ali kept up the unconcerned façade.  There 
wasn’t anything she could do but go along with Nico’s plans, for Jonah’s sake, but she’d be damned 
if she put Leo any more at risk than he already was. 

 
LEO FOLLOWED ALI OUT and unceremoniously pushed her into the thicket off the 

main driveway and up against a tree.  They were hidden here, for a few moments at least, and Ali 
assumed that Leo wanted privacy while he read her the fucking riot act. 

“If you’re going to say ‘don’t go through with it, Ali,’ you’re wasting your breath,” she 
scowled, trying to scoot around him but finding herself effectively caged. 

“This is beyond crazy, even for you.  Let me take care of Jonah.  Take your freedom and 
go.” 

“This conversation never gets us anywhere, Leo.  Can we skip to the making out part?  But 
you’ll have to make it quick – I’ve got things to do.” 

Ali pushed at him, which was pointless and only made her hands itch to feel all that hard 
muscle without the fabric between them. 

Next time, she promised herself, Next time he can be the naked one and I can be the one who gets to 
play. 

The thought was so delicious that she shivered, and Leo caught the tiny movement, his 
hands clenching on the bark beside her. 

“I can stop you.” 
“Go for it, hot stuff,” she sneered. 
Ali wasn’t about to let Leo push her around, not when Jonah’s life was at stake. 



“Look at you.  You have no idea what you’re doing.  You think you’re going to board a 
yacht crawling with men ready to kill you and get those vials without a fight?  What if Mila’s master 
key doesn’t work?” 

Ali had considered that a very real possibility – if Mila failed, or if her resentment overtook 
her better judgment, then that was it.  Checkmate.  Still – 

“It’s a risk I have to take.” 
She pushed at him again, and he stopped her by simply wrapping his arms around her waist 

and hauling her against him.  Under the canopy of branches, it might have been a romantic moment, 
if Leo weren’t trying to keep her from getting herself killed, or if Ali weren’t determined to risk it 
despite the consequences. 

“You’re injured,” he breathed, and seemingly unable to help himself, leaned down to nuzzle 
the curve of her jaw. 

“By the time I finish planning the job, it’ll be fine.” 
Her breath hitched and she clutched his shoulders as his mouth explored her throat, a 

delicate tease. 
“At least take me with you,” he whispered, and she shuddered as his hands slid down to cup 

her ass, every move controlled and hot and designed to drive her out of her mind. 
Ali thought about Leo, lying dead in the harbor, riddled with bullet holes, and pulled away. 
“Not a chance,” she said, and ducked under his arm and walked away. 

 
 


